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Editorial
Letter from the Editors

Dear Reader,

This issue of the journal focuses on the question of bullying prevention, with a collection of articles put together by Manuel Eisner and Tina Malti. We are very 
grateful to them for the hard work they put in as focus section editors – and in their contributions to the section. The open section this time takes us to North 
America for a study of identity and in-group superiority and Africa for a review of the question of youth and violence.

The next issue, to appear in spring 2013, will feature a double focus for the first time, presenting collections on transitional justice and on qualitative research 
on prejudices.

December 2012

Wilhelm Heitmeyer Douglas S. Massey Steven F. Messner James Sidanius Michel Wieviorka
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The Future of Research on Evidence-based 
Developmental Violence Prevention in Europe – 
Introduction to the Focus Section
Manuel Eisner, Institute of Criminology, University of Cambridge, United Kingdom
Tina Malti, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto, Canada

Across Europe, there is an increasing demand for good evidence that can inform policies aimed at reducing violence against and among children and adoles-
cents. However, there is still a paucity of high-quality research on effective prevention of bullying and violence, and researchers from different parts of Europe 
rarely discuss their findings. The focus section of this issue of the International Journal of Conflict and Violence brings together work by prominent prevention 
scholars from across Europe, who show that significant progress is being made. The introduction presents nine recommendations about how prevention re-
search could be further strengthened in Europe.

Across Europe, there is an increasing demand for good evi-
dence that can inform policies aimed at reducing violence 
against and among children and adolescents. However, 
there are wide differences between countries in the extent 
to which research supports prevention policy: In some 
countries evidence-based principles have become an im-
portant basis for policy implementation. In others, the 
underlying principles of evidence-based prevention are 
hardly known among policy-makers.

Overall, significant progress has been made: Across north-
ern Europe, in particular, the past ten years have seen pol-
icy-makers increasingly interested in evidence-based 
prevention and intervention. In the United Kingdom, for 
example, the recent Allen Report on Early Intervention 
(Allen 2011) – which makes a strong case for evidence-
based early prevention of child maladjustments – demon-
strates broad support for research-based strategies to 
promote children’s development. Also, centres such as the 
Centre for Evidence-Based Intervention (Oxford), the Centre 

for Evidence-Based Early Intervention (Bangor), the 
National Evaluation of Sure Start (Birkbeck College), and 
the Centre of Experimental Criminology (Cambridge) are 
home to internationally recognized prevention research 
conducted in the United Kingdom. Major foundations 
such as the Dartington Foundation in the United Kingdom, 
Atlantic Philanthropies in Ireland, and the Jacobs Foun-
dation in Switzerland have also committed significant re-
sources to supporting research on evidence-based 
prevention. Scandinavian countries, as so often, lead the 
way. In Sweden, for example, the government has identified 
the dissemination of evidence-based research knowledge 
into mainstream services as a major challenge, and the 
Swedish government now considers evidence-based prac-
tice as an essential vehicle for improving the quality of care 
and services. Finally, there are encouraging signs of in-
creased European co-operation : the European Crime Pre-
vention Network, founded in 2001, is committed to 
identifying and disseminating good practice in crime pre-
vention. Since 2006, the Stockholm Symposium of Criminol-

Acknowledgement: We would like to thank Michael 
Little, Maria Ttofi, and Simon Sommer for helpful 
comments on previous drafts of this paper. We 
would also like to thank all participants of the con-

ference on Evidence-Based Prevention of Bullying 
and Youth Violence: European Innovations and Ex-
periences held in 2011 at the University of Cam-
bridge for their contributions to the initial ideas be-

hind this paper. We particularly thank the Jacobs 
Foundation and the European Science Foundation 
for the generous support of the conference.
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ogy has brought together policy-makers, practitioners, and 
researchers with the goal of findings better ways of reduc-
ing violence and crime. And in 2009, almost twenty years 
after its American sister organisation, the European Society 
of Prevention Research was founded.

Despite undeniable progress and increasing interest 
amongst governments in understanding how violence 
prevention can be made more effective, daunting chal-
lenges persist. To address some of these the Institute of 
Criminology at the University of Cambridge organized a 
conference on Evidence-Based Prevention of Bullying 
and Youth Violence: European Innovations and Experi-
ences on 5 and 6 July 2011. Supported by the European 
Science Foundation and the Jacobs Foundation, its purpose 
was to bring together researchers, policy-makers, and 
practitioners to discuss innovative research. The con-
ference also sought to identify areas where progress is es-
sential to provide policy-makers with better knowledge 
about how to support positive child development and re-
duce the substantial harm resulting from violence and ag-
gression.

1. What is the Issue?
The perpetration of bullying and aggression by young 
people is a widespread problem in Europe. According to 
the 2005/6 Health Behaviour of School-Aged Children sur-
vey, which covers almost all countries in Europe, an average 
of 42 percent of eleven-year olds and 35 percent of fifteen-
year olds reported having been involved in a physical fight 
at least once during the previous twelve months (Currie et 
al. 2008). Aggressive behaviour can have serious and long-
term negative effects on young people’s health and emo-
tional well-being. For example, children and adolescents 
actively involved in bullying and violence are at a sig-
nificantly greater risk of later problem behaviours such as 
substance abuse, academic failure, unemployment, and 
criminal convictions (Fergusson, Horwood, and Ridder 
2005; Loeber and Hay 1997).

Violence is also an important source of suffering 
amongst victims. According to the same Health Behaviour 
of School-Aged Children survey, 37 percent of eleven-year 
olds and 27 percent of fifteen-year olds reported having 

been the victim of bullying at least once during the pre-
vious couple of months. Experiences of violent victimis-
ation have been found to be associated with a range of 
negative effects including social withdrawal, academic 
difficulties, substance use, and future anxiety and de-
pressive symptoms (Averdijk et al. 2009; Ttofi et al. 
2011).

Over the past ten years, new forms of coercive and 
threatening behaviour have emerged while others may 
have declined. For example, cyber-bullying (threatening 
or hurtful behaviour towards the victim via electronic 
media) has become a serious problem in line with in-
creasing use of social media and mobile telephones 
(Perren et al. 2012; Slonje and Smith 2008). Also, sexually 
coercive behaviours among adolescents are emerging as a 
pressing issue (Averdijk, Mueller-Johnson, and Eisner 
2011).

2. General Principles of Effective Prevention
Due to the high numbers of children and adolescents in-
volved in violence, the significant negative consequences 
for victims and perpetrators, and the emergence of new 
manifestations of bullying and violence, prevention of viol-
ence should be high on the agenda of public health pol-
icies. But what is needed to make the prevention of 
bullying and youth violence more effective?

Evidence-based prevention needs to be based on the cor-
rect identification of the causal risk factors and mech-
anisms that lead to violence and aggressive behaviour, as 
well as knowledge about the mechanisms that impede the 
manifestation of problem behaviours even where risk fac-
tors are present (i.e., protective factors). Prevention is likely 
to be effective if it reduces risk factors and/or builds up 
protective factors (Coie et al. 1993). Recent research, in 
particular, has shifted away from the more traditional con-
cern with risk factors to paying more attention to pro-
tective factors, and how a better understanding of 
protective factors can help to build resilience and inform 
prevention policy [pic](Lösel and Farrington 2012; Pardini 
et al. 2012; Rutter 2012). Table 1 gives examples for risk 
and protective factors at the level of the individual, family, 
school, and neighbourhood/society at large.

http://www.ijcv.org
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Table 1: Examples of risk and protective factors underlying bullying and violence

behaviours share many risk factors and should hence be 
considered as elements of a larger prevention strategy 
(“a public health perspective”).

4. The combining of universal, indicated, and selective 
prevention so that the largest resources reach the 
children and adolescents with the greatest needs (“adapt 
intervention intensity to risk exposure”).

5. The consideration of a socio-ecological model that rec-
ognizes the interplay of influences at the levels of the in-
dividual, the family, the school, peers and leisure-time 
activities, the neighbourhood, and the wider social, cul-
tural and political context (“an ecological perspective of 
multi-layered prevention”).

6. An approach that integrates policy-making and research 
by using high-quality basic research to guide innovation 
in prevention programmes and strategies, by rigorously 
testing prevention strategies in methodologically sound 
outcome evaluations, and by working with governments 
and policy-makers to achieve real-world effects (“an 
evidence-based approach to policy change”).

.

Individual

Parents and family

School and peers

Neighbourhood and society

Risk factor

perinatal complications 
impulsivity 
restlessness and irritability 
low empathy 
social-cognitive biases 
low academic achievement 
antisocial beliefs 
alcohol and other drug use

child abuse and neglect 
poor parental monitoring 
erratic parenting 
partner conflict and separation 
parental and sibling antisocial behaviour

truancy 
poor teacher-child bond 
high school disorder 
association with delinquent peers 
negative school climate

social inequality and deprivation

Protective factor

positive mood 
low irritability 
emotion regulation skills 
self-efficacy 
high academic achievement 
social competencies

parental support 
secure attachment and bonding 
intensive supervision 
parental disapproval of antisocial behaviour

positive teacher-child bonds 
academic motivation and success 
high school-level discipline and clear rules 
non-deviant best friends 
involvement in structured prosocial activities

high social cohesion and trust 
community involvement and access to social support

See Lösel and Farrington (2012) for a more extensive discussion.

There is now widespread agreement amongst prevention 
specialists about the general principles that underlie effec-
tive prevention of aggression, bullying, and violence across 
the life-course. These principles include (Allen 2011; 
Eisner, Ribeaud and Locher, 2009; Krug et al. 2002; World 
Health Organization 2010):

1. The need to start prevention during the first years of life 
by reducing risk factors and promoting protective fac-
tors during a time when humans have a high degree of 
plasticity (“start early in life”).

2. The need to have developmentally adequate prevention 
strategies in place across the whole life course from con-
ception to adulthood (“developmentally adequate 
provision across the life course”).

3. The principle of embedding violence prevention into a 
general public health strategy that aims at reducing a 
range of negative outcomes including school dropout, 
teen pregnancy, substance abuse, delinquency and viol-
ence, unhealthy eating, and physical inactivity. These 
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We believe that governments could achieve noticeable 
population-wide reductions in bullying and aggressive be-
haviour by adopting an evidence-based prevention and in-
tervention policy (Cartwright and Hardie 2012). This 
requires close co-operation between local and national 
governments and prevention researchers. Currently many 
European countries do not have the requisite research ca-
pacity or the evidence base to provide effective support in 
their societies. In the following postulates, we propose nine 
domains where research is needed to contribute to more 
effective violence prevention.

3. Nine Recommendations for Future Priorities
3.1. Expanding the Evidence Base
A move towards more effective prevention of aggression 
and violence requires efforts to expand the scientific evi-
dence on what works (Sherman et al. 2002). The creation 
of a better evidence-base entails a staged process that in-
cludes small-scale efficacy trials of innovations or adap-
tations, effectiveness trials of the most promising 
approaches, and large-scale field trials of programmes that 
are planned to be taken to scale. Despite progress over the 
past twenty years the current knowledge base is generally 
still thin in Europe (Lösel and Beelmann 2003). Also, sig-
nificant differences remain between European countries in 
the amount of research done.

More and better evaluation research is needed to create the 
knowledge base required for achieving a major population-
level reduction in youth violence. This demands more co-
herent European financial and organisational support for 
high-quality evaluations and the encouragement of col-
laboration between academic institutions and practi-
tioners. Also, systematic reviews for different types of 
preventive interventions suggest that more knowledge has 
been accumulated in respect of short-term effects and ef-
fects found in relatively small efficacy trials (Lösel and 
Beelmann 2003; Ttofi and Farrington 2011). In contrast, 
there are several areas where the lack of studies is par-
ticularly acute. These include field trials examining 
whether violence prevention programmes work under real-
life conditions and studies examining long-term effects 
over months or even years. For this reason the present vol-
ume includes several studies that contribute to closing this 

gap. In particular, the studies by Lösel und Stemmler 
(2012) on long-term outcomes of an early intervention, the 
overview by Hutchings on the implementation and evalu-
ation of Incredible Years in Wales, the study by Goossens, 
Gooren, Orobio de Castro, Van Overveld, Buijs, Mon-
shouwer, Onrust, and Paulussen(2012) on a routine im-
plementation of PATHS in the Netherlands, the article by 
Little, Berry, Morpeth, Blower, Axford, Taylor, Bywater, 
Lehtonen, and Tobin (2012) on the large scale evaluation of 
PATHS, Triple-P, and Incredible Years in Birmingham, and 
the paper by Salmivalli and Poskiparta (2012) on the 
national evaluation of the KiVa bullying prevention pro-
gramme in Finland represent remarkable progress in 
knowledge about what is required to make interventions 
work under real-world conditions.

3.2. Promoting Innovation in Programme Development
Progress in effective prevention depends on the devel-
opment of interventions that reflect advances in research. 
Over the past two decades many impulses for evidence-
based prevention strategies – such as parent training pro-
grammes, early support for at-risk mothers, and 
school-based social skills programmes – have come to Eu-
rope from elsewhere. As a result, many evaluations have 
examined whether existing products can be transferred 
into the European context (e.g. Hutchings 2012). In 
contrast, few innovations in research-based prevention 
have been initiated in Europe (but see Kärnä et al. 2011; 
Lösel and Stemmler 2012).

Testing the transportability of interventions will remain 
important in the future. The paper by Hutchings (2012) 
provides insight on the critical issues that need to be con-
sidered for the successful introduction of a programme in a 
new context. However, there is also potential for developing 
new approaches that have a better fit to the structure of so-
cial services, education systems, and cultural expectations 
in European societies. In the present volume, articles by 
Loesel and Stemmler (2012), Salmivalli and Poskiparta 
(2012), Ortega-Ruiz, Del Rey, and Casas (2012), and Mene-
sini, Nocentini, and Palladino (2012) present evaluations of 
innovative programmes developed in Europe. Future fund-
ing should support the further development of innovative 
interventions for individuals, schools, families, and neigh-
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bourhoods. These interventions should be tailored to meet 
the needs of different systems of services, specific target 
groups, and diverse groups of children with diverse mani-
festations of aggression and violence (Perren et al. 2012).

3.3. A Better Link Between Basic and Applied Research
Preventive interventions are more likely to be effective if 
they are based on empirically validated models of the cau-
sation of violence. There is therefore an important link be-
tween basic research on the causes of youth violence and 
the development of more effective interventions (see 
Stokes 1997). Too many preventive programmes in Europe 
are still implemented with little basis in developmental re-
search. This increases the risk that significant resources will 
be invested in ineffective programmes.

We believe that improved collaboration between basic re-
search and applied prevention research will produce a 
better knowledge base for effective youth violence pre-
vention. Examples where this potential is particularly clear 
include the preventive implications of the link between de-
velopmental neuroscience and aggression (Bradshaw et al. 
2012; Séguin et al. 2004), the implications of research on 
social networks for group-based prevention (Salmivalli, 
Huttunen, and Lagerspetz 1997), the lessons for violence 
prevention to be learned from research on moral devel-
opment (Malti and Krettenauer 2012), or the ways in 
which research on judgement and decision-making can in-
form prevention strategies (Nagin 2007; Wikström et al. 
2012). In the present volume, the contribution by Perren, 
Corcoran, Cowie, Dehue, Garcia, Mc Guckin, Sevcikova, 
Tsatsou, and Völlink (2012) shows how high-quality basic 
research on the responses of parents, teachers, and victims 
to cyberbullying can inform the development of better in-
tervention and prevention strategies.

3.4. Evaluation of Embedded Practices and System Change
Much prevention research has examined the effects of stan-
dardized programmes that are added to an existing system. 
However, social services and education systems comprise 
many activities with a preventative purpose (Little 2010). 
For example, if a pupil shows disruptive behaviour in a 
classroom, teachers, head-teachers, and social workers may 
intervene in various ways. However, we lack knowledge 

about the effectiveness of these interventions, and how they 
can be improved. Also, many evaluations test commercially 
distributed products. Yet local and national authorities 
often deliver services that are similar in purpose and struc-
ture (e.g. support for young mothers, parenting advice, 
anti-bullying programmes, social competencies in school 
curricula). Little is currently known about the effectiveness 
of practices embedded in mainstream services. But some 
findings suggest that interventions delivered as part of 
mainstream services may sometimes be as effective as new 
products (de Graaf et al. 2008). Finally, most policy 
changes in education, social welfare, family affairs, and po-
licing and youth justice are implemented without any con-
sideration of their effectiveness, and very few studies have 
attempted to assess whether new policies achieve their 
goals.

A better understanding of how whole systems can be made 
more effective could have considerable benefits for youth 
violence reduction (Little 2010). However, good research on 
this question requires that prevention science partly moves 
beyond classical randomized controlled experiments and 
broadens its methodological scope. Also, we believe that 
substantial progress could be made by building evaluation 
components into the process of policy change (Cartwright 
and Hardie 2012). For example, the paper by Spiel, Wagner, 
and Strohmeier (2012) in this volume presents a research-
led violence prevention strategy for Austria that incor-
porated evaluation components during the roll-out phase.

3.5. Integrate Situational and Developmental Approaches to Violence 
Prevention
Researchers often distinguish between developmental ap-
proaches that try to influence the propensity to engage in 
violent acts over the life-course (i.e. change the person and 
his or her social, emotional, cognitive, and moral devel-
opment; see Tremblay and Craig 1995) and situational ap-
proaches that try to influence the likelihood of a violent act 
happening. Situational approaches include CCTV cameras 
in public space, targeted police patrols in crime and viol-
ence hot-spots, firearm controls, school-surveillance in cor-
ridors, strengthening peer interventions against bullying, 
surveillance mechanisms on the internet, and alcohol sales 
policies (Clarke 1995). For historic reasons situational and 
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developmental approaches to violence prevention have been 
seen as opposites rather than as complementary strategies.

We believe that the most promising approach to violence 
prevention combines developmental and situational inter-
ventions. However, evaluation research that addresses both 
components has been rare, both in Europe and inter-
nationally. Strategic support for innovative research that 
combines situational and developmental components is 
likely to yield highly interesting findings with a direct im-
pact on policy making across areas such as policing, urban 
planning, social and family policies and education.

3.6. Developing and Testing Tailored Prevention Strategies
Many risk and protective factors are similar for different 
types of aggression and violence. Also, most risk factors are 
relevant in different cultures and societies rather than 
being specific to any particular society. This suggests that 
an effective prevention strategy should be based on similar 
principles across all of Europe and that it should target a 
broad range of problem behaviours rather than being 
highly specific.

However, there is controversy about the extent to which 
delivery format, recruitment, and framing need cultural 
adaptation. For example, some evidence suggests that 
regular parent training programmes may be less effective 
for single parents than for two-parent families (Gardner et 
al. 2009). Also, children and adolescents differ in the extent 
to which they are exposed to specific risk factors, and dif-
ferent combinations of environmental and individual risks 
may require different approaches. For example, the ap-
proach required for socially isolated adolescents with con-
current attention deficits and academic difficulties may 
differ from the approach required for more dominant, so-
ciable, and academically successful bullies. Future research 
should therefore examine how prevention programmes 
can be tailored to the specific needs of different risk 
groups or different types of aggression (Malti and Noam 
2009). In the present volume, the article by Noam, Malti, 
and Guhn (2012) proposes a new measurement tool for as-
sessing levels of resilience amongst children, which could 
facilitate the implementation of targeted intervention 
strategies.

3.7. Improving Quality Standards in Prevention Evaluation Research
Reviews suggest much variation in the methodological 
quality of outcome evaluations. While some studies meet 
high methodological standards, the methodological limi-
tations of many make it difficult to draw firm conclusions 
about genuine treatment effects (Eisner 2009). Such limi-
tations include poor overall study design, low validity of 
core outcome measures, limited or no measures of the im-
plementation process, and insufficient reporting of study 
characteristics and analytic approaches.

There is significant scope for improving the quality stan-
dards of outcome evaluations conducted in Europe. Better-
quality studies would provide more valid and generalizable 
information for policy-makers and practitioners on what 
works and what does not. For example, the study by 
Forster, Kling, and Sundell (2012, in this volume) shows 
the importance of developing uniform standards for as-
sessing the clinical relevance of treatment effects when dif-
ferent studies are compared. Other measures for improving 
methodological standards include compulsory registration 
of all outcome evaluations, guidelines on the design and 
reporting of outcome studies, training in evaluation de-
sign, and greater transparency concerning potential con-
flicts of interest. Where there is likely to be a conflict of 
interest between the role of evaluator and of programme 
provider funding agencies should request an independent 
review of the study design and the data analyses.

Progress in evidence-based prevention is often hampered 
by obstacles to co-operation between researchers, inter-
vention providers, and local stakeholders. Introducing evi-
dence-led development and design into education, public 
health policy, social services, or family services requires 
that policy-makers and practitioners have a good under-
standing of the principles of evaluation research.

3.8. Improving Knowledge of Mechanisms and Active Components
Despite some success in identifying effective programmes, 
we still have a very limited understanding of the causal 
mechanisms that make them work. Also, we know little 
about the active components that render a preventive inter-
vention effective. A better understanding of the active com-
ponents of preventive interventions is essential for further 
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progress. Only if we understand the principles of why some 
interventions work can we make progress in designing the 
next generation of prevention approaches.

Progress on these issues has been difficult. The most fre-
quent approach is to conduct analyses of mediators (mech-
anisms transporting the causal effect from the intervention 
to the outcome) and moderators (factors that are as-
sociated with variation in the achieved effect). For 
example, in the present volume Malti, Ribeaud, and Eisner 
(2012) examine whether a school-based intervention was 
more or less effective for children from different socio-
economic backgrounds. At the level of meta-analyses, 
Hahn Fox, Ttofi, and Farrington (2012, in this volume) 
present important results on the factors that influence the 
effectiveness of anti-bullying programmes. It shows, for 
example, that bullying prevention programmes tend to be 
more effective if they are more intensive and if they include 
a parent training component (Hahn Fox, Ttofi, and Far-
rington 2012). However, we believe that further progress 
requires a new and innovative type of evaluation research. 
Rather than randomly allocating participants to whole 
packages of interventions (“programmes”) researchers will 
need to improve their capacity to isolate, on the basis of 
prior findings and theoretical considerations, promising el-
ements of an intervention whose effects can then be exam-
ined. To the extent that innovative research could identify 
the active building blocks of prevention activities it could 
help to progressively tailor more effective interventions.

3.9. Upscaling and Mainstreaming
While a lot has been learned about how prevention ap-
proaches can be made to work in efficacy trials, much less 
is known about how programmes can be taken to scale 
without losing their effectiveness. Several studies in this 

volume suggest that certain evidence-based programmes 
fail to produce desirable effects when examined in large 
field trials (Goossens et al. 2012; Little et al. 2012). We 
therefore believe that more well-designed, large-scale field 
trials that assess long term-effects are necessary (Far-
rington and Welsh 2007). Such trials can provide policy 
makers with realistic estimates of effects that are rep-
licable at the level of whole populations. Often, such 
evaluations should be conducted as independent evalu-
ations, in which the role of the evaluators and programme 
developers are institutionally separated. Large-scale dis-
semination trials are costly and it is essential that they are 
carefully planned and adequately resourced, and that their 
findings are effectively communicated amongst re-
searchers and policy-makers in Europe. Also, more trans-
lational research on programmes and policies that can 
effectively be inserted into mainstream services is necess-
ary (Woolf 2008).

4. Conclusion
In the past, the development and implementation of more 
effective violence prevention supported by research evi-
dence has often been hampered by a lack of regular re-
search collaboration across Europe.

The contributions in the present volume represent an at-
tempt to bridge this gap and to encourage exchange 
amongst researchers from different academic backgrounds 
across Europe. Taken together, they show that violence pre-
vention in Europe has become a dynamic field of research 
where knowledge is increasingly consolidated. In par-
ticular, there is growing evidence that high-quality pre-
vention research may help to achieve substantial 
population-wide reductions in youth violence over the 
coming decade.
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Violence Prevention in Austrian Schools: 
Implementation and Evaluation of a National Strategy
Christiane Spiel, Faculty of Psychology, University of Vienna, Austria
Petra Wagner, Faculty of Applied Health and Social Sciences, University of Applied Sciences of Upper Austria
Dagmar Strohmeier, Faculty of Applied Health and Social Sciences, University of Applied Sciences of Upper Austria

A qualitative study of Austria’s national strategy against violence in the public school system introduced in 2008. The national strategy developed by re-
searchers consists of six activity domains with specific goals and projects defined for each. The evaluation (1) analyzes how the realized projects contributed 
to the six activity domains, (2) evaluates the national strategy at a general level, and (3) provides future recommendations. Eight members of the steering 
committee were interviewed at two points in the implementation process. The systematic interviews were coded according to the goals of the activity domains. 
According to the interviewees most of the projects have been satisfactorily implemented. Networking and cooperation with the different actors in the field of 
violence prevention and cooperation among steering committee members have been improved. However, the national strategy has not achieved the intended 
public recognition. The lessons learned from the evaluation and its results are discussed.

As a consequence of the public recognition that violence 
is a severe problem in schools all over the world (Currie 
et al. 2012) many prevention and intervention programs 
have been developed and evaluated in numerous efficacy 
and effectiveness trials (e.g., Ferguson et al. 2007; Ttofi 
and Farrington 2009). However, the development of 
national or regional strategies supported by governments 
is rare (examples of exceptions are Cross et al. 2011; Ro-
land 2011; Salmivalli, Kärnä, and Poskiparta 2011), al-
though research indicates that such strategies might be a 
key factor for successful and sustainable violence pre-
vention in schools (Ogden, Kärki, and Teigen 2010; Ol-
weus 2004; Roland 2000; see also Spiel, Salmivalli, and 
Smith 2011). Austria is one case where a national strategy 
has been systematically developed and implemented. This 
paper describes its implementation in Austria and an 
evaluation of the implementation efforts at a general 
level.

1. The Austrian National Strategy “Together Against Violence”
The Austrian national strategy for violence prevention in 
the public school system differs in several aspects from strat-
egies in other countries (for example PREVNet in Canada: 
Pepler and Craig 2011; the KiVa program in Finland: Sal-
mivalli et al. 2011; the safe schools framework in Australia: 
Cross et al.): (1) it was introduced subsequent to national or 
regional strategies in other countries and was therefore able 
to benefit from experiences in other countries; (2) it seeks to 
integrate pre-existing activities and to bring the relevant 
stakeholders together; (3) it activates a variety of projects 
designed to ensure sustainability (e.g.,  violence prevention 
and social competence promotion are defined as obligatory 
components of basic teacher education).

At the beginning of 2007, in the wake of a quick succession of 
significant events in Austrian schools Spiel and Strohmeier 
were commissioned by the Federal Ministry of Education, the 
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Arts, and Culture to develop a national violence prevention 
strategy. In the process of developing the national strategy 
“Together Against Violence” (“Gemeinsam gegen Gewalt”; 
for details about the development of the national strategy and 
its aims see http://www.gemeinsam-gegen-gewalt.at; Spiel 
and Strohmeier 2007; see also Spiel and Strohmeier 2011, 
2012), there was an intensive exchange with international col-
leagues who have been involved in similar national strategies 
in their own countries (Canada: Pepler and Craig 2011; Nor-
way: Roland 2011; Australia: Cross et al. 2011). Furthermore, 
as suggested in the prevention literature (Datnow 2002, 2005; 
Shokoff and Bales 2011; Spoth and Greenberg 2011), the per-
spectives of different stakeholder groups already involved in 
violence prevention in Austria (school psychologists, social 
workers, teaching unions) were systematically integrated in 
the strategy development (Spiel and Strohmeier 2007).

Spiel and Strohmeier (2007) defined three goals in the 
national strategy for students, teachers, and parents, as well 
as for society as a whole (inspired by Christina Salmivalli’s 
KiVa game): (1) Increased awareness and knowledge about 
violence: I know, we know; (2) Increased social competence 
skills and strategies to cope with violence: I can, we can; (3) 
Increased responsibility and civil engagement: I do, we do. 
The strategy consisted of six activity domains: (1) policy 
and advocacy, (2) prevention and intervention, (3) know -
ledge transfer and education, (4) information and public 
relations, (5) networking and cooperation, and (6) evalu-
ation and research. The application of theoretically based 
and evaluated prevention programs was specifically con-
sidered. For each activity domain specific goals and pro-
jects were defined and the agents responsible for realization 
were specified (for details see Spiel and Strohmeier 2007).

In December 2007, the Federal Minister of Education, the 
Arts, and Culture decided to implement the national strat-
egy. For strategy management and implementation, a steer-
ing committee was established at the Federal Ministry with 
Christiane Spiel as an external member responsible for re-
search issues. In 2008, the national strategy became part of 
the coalition agreement between the two governing parties 
and was planned through to the end of the legislative peri-
od in September 2013. Table 1 presents the projects im-
plemented between 2008 and 2010.

Table 1: Projects implemented between 2008 and 2010

Activity domain
Policy and advocacy

Prevention and intervention

Knowledge transfer and education

Information and public relations

Networking and cooperation

Evaluation and research

Projects
The national strategy is an integral part 
of national government policy

Increase the number of school psycho-
logists

Pilot projects by school social workers

Implementation of behavior agree-
ments

Implementation of the “Faustlos” pro-
gram

Implementation of the Viennese Social 
Competence Training (ViSC) program

Implementation of peer mediation

Violence prevention and social com-
petence promotion as obligatory com-
ponents of basic teacher training

Train-the-trainer course for teachers

Train-the-trainer courses for ViSC 
coaches

Information workshops for schools and 
kindergartens

Establishment of a national internet 
platform

Organization of events

Press conferences

Media reports

Information material

Establishment of a steering committee

Conferences involving stakeholders 
(partners)

Cooperation with national television 
networks

Documentation and evaluation of the 
implementation of the national strategy

Evaluation of the prevention and inter-
vention programs

Development of online self-assessment 
instruments for classes and schools
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2. The Importance of Strategy Implementation
An important factor for sustainable violence prevention in 
schools is the implementation quality of programs or strat-
egies (Durlak and DuPree 2008; Fixsen et al. 2009; Berkel et 
al. 2011). According to Fixsen and Blasé (2009), im-
plementation can be described as the missing link between 
research and practice. Shonkoff and Bales (2011) argue that 
the translation of research into policy and practice should 
be regarded as an important academic endeavor in its own 
right. In recent years, several research groups have formu-
lated theoretical models of program implementation (Dur-
lak and DuPree 2008; Fixsen et al. 2009; Berkel et al. 2011). 
In these models, fidelity and quality of implementation are 
considered important factors.

To date, most empirical research on implementation in 
general, and prevention programs in particular, has been 
conducted in Anglo-American countries (Elias et al. 2003). 
Datnow (2002, 2005) identifies the importance of under-
standing district and state contexts for the sustainability of 
comprehensive school reform models alongside teacher- 
and school-level factors (e.g., Beets et al. 2008; Cargo et al. 
2006). According to Datnow’s studies, the adoption, im-
plementation, and sustainability of reform, and school 
change more generally, are the result of interrelations be-
tween and across groups in different contexts at various 
points in time (Datnow and Stringfield 2000). In other 
words, efforts to implement reforms are more likely to be 
effective when educators at various levels (e.g., state, dis-
trict, reform design team, school) share goals and work to-
gether. Spoth and Greenberg (2011) show how 
practitioner-researcher partnerships and supporting infra-
structures can support the local adoption of evidence-
based interventions and produce community-level 
reductions in youth problem behaviors and concomitant 
positive youth development (see also Crowley et al. 2012). 
In Europe, Norway is a pioneer both in conducting vio -
lence prevention programs in schools and in evaluating 
their implementation on a national level (Roland 2011).

Development, implementation, and dissemination of strat-
egies on a national or regional level involve intensive co-
operation between researchers, politicians, and 
administrators (Roland 2000; Spiel and Strohmeier 2007, 
2011) within a mutually respectful, collaborative process 
(Shonkoff and Bales 2011).

3. Aims of the Evaluation of Implementation
In 2010, Petra Wagner was commissioned by the Austrian 
Federal Ministry of Education, the Arts, and Culture to 
evaluate the implementation of the national strategy. Aims 
of the evaluation were (1) to analyze how the individual 
projects contribute to the six activity domains defined in 
the strategy plan by Spiel and Strohmeier (2007), (2) to 
analyze the national strategy at a general level, and (3) to 
provide recommendations for the individual projects and 
for the national strategy in its entirety.1 The evaluation fo-
cuses on fidelity and quality of implementation (Carroll et 
al. 2007; Elias et al. 2003; Kalafat, Illback, and Sanders 
2007) and on participant responsiveness (Dusenbury et al. 
2003; for details see Wagner, 2011).

4. Method of the Evaluation
4.1. Expert Interviews
Expert interviews were conducted (Gläser and Laudel 
2009). According to Schirmer (2009) interviewees are de-
fined as experts if they have special knowledge related to 
the research interest. Expert interviews are based on a list 
of open questions (interview guideline).

The members of the steering committee were identified as 
experts for the projects within the activity domains (see 
Table 1) they were responsible for and for the national 
strategy at a general level. An interview guideline was de-
veloped consisting of the following topics: goals of the 
projects, schedules and application procedures of the pro-
jects, evaluation measures (where individual projects had 
been evaluated), and contribution to the national strategy. 
Concerning the national strategy at the general level, inter-

1 The three aims of the strategy are formulated at 
a meta-level. Therefore, the evaluation described 
here focused on how the projects contribute to the 
activity domains as a necessary prerequisite for 
achieving the aims of the national strategy.
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viewees were asked about internal changes (within the 
steering committee) and external changes (as con-
sequences of the implementation of the national strategy) 
observed since the initiation of the strategy particularly 
concerning the recognition of the national strategy in the 
public. Additionally, they were asked to give recom-
mendations for the future development of the strategy. 
The interviewees also assessed the quality of embedding at 
the political level (domain “Policy and advocacy”) and the 
quality of networking and cooperation (domain “Net-
working and cooperation”).

4.2. Sample and Procedure
The sample consisted of eight members of the steering 
committee; one was the general project manager and seven 
were responsible for particular projects within the activity 
domains. Six interviewees were female, two male. Seven in-
terview partners were long-term employees of the Federal 
Ministry of Education, the Arts, and Culture, one was an 
external expert.

Sixteen interviews were conducted altogether. Each 
member of the steering committee was interviewed twice, 
in September 2009 and in November 2010. After the first 
interview phase, results relevant to improving the projects 
and the strategy in general were reported and discussed in 
the steering committee. The aim of the second interview 
was to identify any changes that had occurred. The inter-
views lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. All interviewees 
cooperated with the evaluation and were motivated to pro-
vide useful information.

4.3. Data Analysis
All interviews were transcribed and coded according to the 
interview guideline (Mayring 2002). This analytical pro-
cedure produced thematically classified protocols of each 
interview in tabular form. To ensure the reliability and 
validity of the protocols the interviewees were asked to re-
view, revise, and authorize them. All interviewees cooper-
ated in this procedure.

As each steering committee member was responsible for 
specific projects the evaluation results were based on the 
judgements of these single responsible members. The 

protocols of the interviews served as a data base to evaluate 
how the projects contributed to the six activity domains.

Data about the national strategy at the general level were 
available from all respondents. The primary aim of the 
qualitative data analysis in this area was to elaborate simi-
larities and differences between the interviews (Mayer 
2008). Therefore, these parts of the protocols were sum-
marized and correlated (Mayring 2002) and compared 
using the Delphi method (Linstone and Turoff 1975).

5. Results of the Evaluation
In the following, the most important results concerning the 
contribution of the projects to the activity domains of the 
national strategy are presented separately for each domain. 
Finally, evaluation results concerning the national strategy 
at a general level are presented. As no specific project is de-
voted to the activity domain “Policy and advocacy,” evalu-
ation results concerning this domain are presented in the 
context of the results on the general level. The results are 
presented from the perspective of the second interview and 
changes over time are included. Evaluation results of indi-
vidual projects are not presented here. If they have been 
published elsewhere references are given.

5.1. Prevention and Intervention
The projects “Increase the number of school psychologists” 
and “Pilot projects by school social workers” (see Table 1) 
aim at an Austria-wide support of teachers and students 
with the main focus on violence prevention. Concretely, 
both projects are designed to foster the social competence 
and social responsibility of students, their ability to deal 
with diversity, and their learning motivation directly (e.g., 
by advice, treatment, and mentoring) and indirectly (e.g., 
by advanced training and professional support of teachers). 
This is expected to improve the school and class climate 
and reduce aggression and violence in Austrian schools.

At the beginning (2008) there were about 140 school psy-
chologists working in Austria. To achieve nationwide sup-
port for schools the Federal Ministry of Education, the 
Arts, and Culture financed 40 new part-time school psy-
chologist posts. According to the interviewed expert, long-
term funding for the new school psychologists is secure. 
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The evaluation of this project was conducted using inter-
nal reports.

The pilot projects by school social workers were prepared 
from 2008 to 2010 and their implementation was sched-
uled to run from September 2010 until August 2012 in six 
Austrian provinces. The projects are co-financed by the 
European Social Fund (ESF) and are being evaluated by an 
external research institute.

The behavior agreements project aims to establish Austria-
wide support for the school partners (students, teachers, 
parents) to improve social interactions in schools. The 
medium-term goal is not only to increase the number of 
behavior agreements in schools, but also their quality. This 
project was established some years before the national 
strategy and later incorporated into it. In 2009, the inter-
viewed expert conducted an Austrian-wide survey to rec-
ord the numbers of behavior agreements in schools and 
evaluate the current guidelines (http://www.gemeinsam-
gegen-gewalt.at/materialien-links/). The results showed 
that these guidelines suffer several limitations. Based on the 
findings of the survey, the Federal Ministry planned to de-
velop new guidelines for behavior agreements including 
recommendations on how to design the process to develop 
such behavioral arrangements.

The Faustlos (“no fists”) and ViSC programs aim to pro-
mote social competence and responsibility in students and 
encourage their participation to enhance the school com-
munity, to reduce aggression and violence in school, and to 
improve the school climate. Both programs are evidence-
based and are primarily oriented towards prevention.

The Faustlos program is based on the Second Step program 
developed in the United States (Beland 1988) but trans-
lated, adapted, and evaluated in a German context for kin-
dergarten and primary schools (Cierpka 2005). The 
Faustlos material comes in the form of a toolkit and has 
been delivered to approximately one third of Austrian pri-
mary schools. According to the interviewed expert, all Aus-
trian primary schools had the opportunity to request a 
Faustlos toolkit. All teachers who received the Faustlos 
toolkit were required to complete Faustlos training. The 

initiative ended with the last Faustlos training event in May 
2010. To analyze the quality of the implementation the ex-
pert conducted an Austria-wide online survey developed in 
cooperation with the author of the Faustlos program 
(Cierpka 2005). In sum, more than four hundred teachers 
participated in the study.

The ViSC Social Competence Program (Atria and Spiel 
2007; Spiel and Strohmeier 2011, Strohmeier et al 2012) is 
a school development project to prevent violence and 
foster social competencies in secondary schools. Activities 
are geared to operate on three different levels: the school as 
a whole, the classroom, and the individual level. A cascaded 
train-the-trainer model was developed and applied to im-
plement the ViSC program sustainably in the school sys-
tem: Scientists train ViSC coaches, ViSC coaches train 
teachers, and teachers train their students. The immediate 
target groups of this project (ViSC coaches) are teacher-
training lecturers and psychologists. Between academic 
year 2008/09 and 2010/11 thirty-six coaches were trained.

The implementation quality and effectiveness of the ViSC 
program was intensively evaluated in 2009/10. Evaluation 
results showed that the program had very positive effects 
on students in comparison to a randomized control group 
(Strohmeier et al. 2012). Furthermore, to support schools 
in implementing the ViSC program a manual for teachers 
has been prepared.

The peer mediation project aims to provide Austria-wide 
support for teachers seeking to improve conflict resolution 
in schools. Within this project, students were trained to 
mediate in conflicts involving their peers. These peer medi-
ators are supported by teachers trained to coach them. Ac-
cording to the interviewed expert, peer mediation was 
established in many Austrian schools within the framework 
of social learning even before the development and im-
plementation of the national strategy. In other words, this 
project was incorporated into the national strategy as an 
existing measure. In 2009, the interviewed expert con-
ducted an Austria-wide survey on peer mediation activities 
in schools to document and evaluate the project. In ad-
dition, quality standards for training coaches for peer 
mediation have been developed.

http://www.ijcv.org
http://www.gemeinsam-gegen-gewalt.at/materialien-links/
http://www.gemeinsam-gegen-gewalt.at/materialien-links/


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 176 – 186
Spiel, Wagner, and Strohmeier: Violence Prevention in Austrian Schools 182

5.2. Knowledge Transfer and Education
The projects implemented within this activity domain aim 
to optimize basic and advanced teacher training regarding 
teaching of social skills and competencies for dealing with 
violence. The pedagogical universities play a crucial role 
here. One project in this domain was therefore to examine 
the curricula of the pedagogical universities to identify 
whether and to what degree they include obligatory com-
ponents of violence prevention and social competence pro-
motion. According to the interviewed expert it was a 
challenge to achieve adequate commitment of the peda-
gogical universities, which have only recently been estab-
lished in Austria. The analysis of the curricula resulted in 
concrete recommendations for basic and advanced teacher 
training for dealing with violence and aggressive behavior. 
Subsequently, the actual implementation of these recom-
mendations will be examined. The aim is to create a frame-
work for a violence prevention curriculum for teacher 
training and to develop corresponding modules.

Another project in this domain was a two-day train-the-
trainer seminar conducted in spring 2008 to provide teach-
ers from the pedagogic universities with evidence-based 
knowledge for violence prevention. According to the inter-
viewed expert, feedback reports from participants showed 
high acceptance ratings.

Furthermore, thirty-six ViSC coaches have been trained 
(see domain “Prevention and Intervention”). ViSC coaches 
are working with schools applying the ViSC program and 
also function as trainers for teachers.

In addition, twelve Austria-wide information workshops 
for schools and kindergartens were organized (“Joining 
forces against bullying and violence”). Each workshop was 
designed for about thirty participants. According to the in-
terviewed expert parents, teachers, and other interested 
professional groups participated.

5.3. Information and Public Relations
The aim of this activity domain is to publicize the national 
strategy and make information material available. Its heart 
is the internet platform http://www.gemeinsam-gegen-
gewalt.at/, which supplies information about the national 

strategy and research on violence prevention in schools 
and provides school partners with access to materials and 
targeted information on violence in schools. In addition, 
the internet platform serves as a networking space for all 
partners contributing to the prevention of violence at 
school.

In addition, various events and press conferences were con-
ducted, all related to different specific initiatives within the 
national strategy. For example, the national strategy was 
launched at a major press conference in December 2007 
where the minister herself presented the “Together against 
Violence” initiative and described the initiative’s first plans 
and projects.

5.4. Networking and Cooperation
Networking and cooperation among the initiative’s 
partners is an important aim of the national strategy 
(Shonkoff and Bales 2011; Spoth and Greenberg 2011). 
To achieve this aim, annual conferences (see Table 1) have 
been conducted since 2008 to provide a platform for ex-
change between the different stakeholders in the field of 
school violence prevention. In these conferences, a com-
mon knowledge base for implementation of the national 
strategy should be created. In addition, the respective re-
sponsibility of the stakeholders (partners) in violence pre-
vention should be discussed and clarified with the aim to 
create a platform for the schools on national and regional 
level and the public. These objectives are supported by the 
integration of national and international experts.

All members of the steering committee were interviewed 
about this activity domain. They agreed that the networking 
activities in general and the annual meetings in particular 
have a high priority for the national strategy. The steering 
committee has therefore taken a greater role in coordinating 
the planning process. There is also agreement among the in-
terviewees that the planning and design of the networking 
meetings has developed very positively. The network meet-
ings have been consecutively optimized on the basis of the 
experience and the evaluation results (participants’s assess-
ments) of the previous meetings. As a consequence, repre-
sentatives of the partner groups were involved in the 
preparation of the third networking meeting.
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5.5. Evaluation and Research
This activity domain emphasizes the importance of evalu-
ation and supporting research for the national strategy. 
Both the evaluation described here and the evaluations of 
the Faustlos and ViSC programs are concrete projects of 
this domain (see domain “Prevention and Intervention”).

In addition, this domain involves the development of on-
line self-assessment instruments for schools. These tools 
enable principals and teachers to assess and interpret viol-
ence rates in their schools and classrooms, as well as to 
evaluate the effectiveness of interventions against violence. 
Consequently, these tools also support the sustainable im-
plementation of violence prevention in Austria, as the 
presence of researchers is not needed for data collection, 
analysis, and interpretation. The AVEO self-evaluation 
tool (Austrian Violence Evaluation Online-Tool) provides 
information about violence rates from the perspective of 
students and is already operating (Spiel et al. 2011). The 
teacher and school perspective was systematically inte-
grated into the development of the self-evaluation tool 
and the development carefully evaluated (Spiel et al. 
2011). An analogous tool collecting data from teachers is 
in preparation.

5.6. Analysis of the National Strategy at General Level
All interview partners were asked about the national strat-
egy at a general level. Their statements on the question of 
what changes they have observed since the initiation of the 
national strategy were very homogeneous. All of them 
pointed to the enhanced cooperation in the steering com-
mittee and the significantly improved project management 
compared to the starting phase. Cooperation in the steer-
ing committee was described as well developed, con-
structive, open concerning communication, and conducive 
to the exchange of knowledge between the individual pro-
jects and to overall coordination. Synergies have been in-
creasingly identified and used. According to the interview 
partners, this positive trend is also reflected in increased 
networking between the projects.

The external development of the strategy was more cau-
tiously assessed by the interviewees. They agree that the 
initiative has not actually been recognized as intended in 

public and made several recommendations for im-
provement. One of them suggested a survey of schools to 
investigate awareness of the initiative, in order to acquire 
reliable data. In addition, some interviewees recommended 
optimizing and intensifying public relations (e.g., active in-
volvement of Austrian broadcast media in the initiative). 
Some positive developments have been observed but 
further work needs to be invested. In particular, an overall 
public relations strategy was requested by interviewees at 
multiple levels (school, parents, and public) and in media 
with different levels of coverage (nationwide, state, and re-
gional), as recommended in the strategy plan (Spiel and 
Strohmeier 2007).

In addition, strengthening the projects in the regions, es-
tablishing or strengthening local networks (schools), and 
raising teachers’ awareness were identified as future tasks 
of the national strategy. Here, the increased involvement 
of the pedagogical universities was seen as the key by all 
interviewees.

Furthermore, the interviewees agreed that the fact that the 
political declaration has not been realized at the national 
and state levels as recommended in the original strategy 
plan (Spiel and Strohmeier 2007) has been a limiting factor 
for the strategy’s success and for the commitment of cer-
tain stakeholder groups. According to the strategy plan 
there should have been a national declaration level signed 
by the president and the chancellor, as well as by represen-
tatives of the teaching unions, the national parents’ com-
mittee, and the students’ unions. Similar declarations at the 
state and the local level are suggested in the strategy plan. 
However, for political reasons the Federal Minister of Edu-
cation, the Arts, and Culture did not support these declar-
ations. This makes it clear that Austria has yet to achieve 
the national political commitment to violence prevention 
by all parties and the whole government that Spiel and 
Strohmeier (2007) identify as the central basis for the suc-
cess of a national strategy as exemplified by the case of 
Norway (Roland 2011).

6. Conclusions and Lessons Learned
The lessons for the development of national strategies and 
the promotion of evidence-based policy and practice have 
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recently been discussed by Spiel and Strohmeier (2012). 
Therefore, we focus here on the implementation of the 
national strategy and the results of the implementation 
evaluation. However, the results are only preliminary as the 
strategy has not been fully implemented and the im-
plementation evaluation had a formative rather than sum-
mative focus.

Nevertheless, the results of the evaluation should be dis-
cussed concerning fidelity, quality of implementation, and 
adaptation to local political and social circumstances. The 
starting point was the strategy plan recommended by Spiel 
and Strohmeier (2007). However, for political reasons the 
Federal Minister did not realize all parts of the plan (e.g., 
the declarations at different political levels). Furthermore, 
the Federal Minister has extended the national strategy by 
adding some pre-existing projects (e.g. the peer mediation 
and behavior agreements projects). Consequently, the 
strategy and also the steering committee itself became less 
focused and more heterogeneous.

If fidelity and quality of implementation were to be as-
sessed in terms of the original strategy plan, the results 
would not be completely positive. However, if the politi-
cally modified strategy plan is used as the reference, taking 
into account the challenges caused by the modification, the 
results are satisfactory – in particular if it is borne in mind 
that implementation continues until the end of 2013. Ac-
cording to the implementation evaluation the projects are 
proceeding well. However, whether they together achieve 
the goals of the national strategy remains to be proven by a 
summative evaluation after full implementation of the 
national strategy, by collecting data from teachers and stu-
dents. Attainment of the third goal (Increased responsibil-
ity and civil engagement) has so far only been successfully 
proven at project level (by the ViSC program evaluation; 
e.g., Strohmeier et al. 2012).

According to previous research (Datnow and Stringfield 
2000; Shonkoff and Bales 2011; Spoth and Greenberg 
2011) the views of the stakeholder groups actively engaged 
in the field of violence prevention were already considered 
in the development of the strategy plan. Furthermore, one 
out of six activity domains explicitly focuses on networking 
and cooperation. However, while internal cooperation (the 
steering committee) has been satisfactory improved it 
turns out that the engagement of stakeholder groups, in 
particular at state and local levels, plainly needs more time 
(Datnow 2002, 2005). Effective steps have been already set 
in motion.

The main future challenges are the systematic engagement 
of the pedagogical universities and the public visibility of 
the national strategy. Responsiveness at all levels is con-
sidered an important mediator of fidelity and quality of 
implementation and therefore of program outcome (Berkel 
et al. 2011). In agreement with Shonkoff (2000) we must 
acknowledge that science, policy, and practice reflect dif-
ferent ways of thinking about violence prevention. How-
ever, we also agree with him that success in the long run is 
best addressed as continuous work in progress (Shonkoff 
2000). Aside from this, the development of the national 
strategy and its implementation have already had several 
positive effects on a more general level. The usual practice 
was changed from supporting single initiatives lacking 
standards of evidence (Atria and Spiel 2003) to promoting 
evidence-based programs. Moreover, a rigorous evaluation 
of the ViSC program was applied using randomized trials 
under real-world conditions. To our knowledge, this was 
the first time that the Austrian Federal Ministry financed 
such a procedure. Last but not least, the Federal Minister 
and the members of the steering committee were per-
suaded to commission an evaluation of the im-
plementation of the national strategy and to use the 
evaluation results for improvement.
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While there is a strong evidence base for behavioral parent training in the treatment of child conduct problems, the clinical impact is less well known. Meta-
analyses report effect sizes in the medium range, but the common practice of reporting “small,” “medium,” and “large” effects can be misleading and difficult 
to understand for practitioners and clients. There is a need for more research addressing the clinical significance of behavioral parent training, which would 
help to bridge the gap between research and practice. In the first part of this report, a reanalysis in terms of clinical significance of two outcome studies pub-
lished by the authors was conducted. In the second part, the results from the first part were compared to six outcome studies published by other authors. The 
median number needed to treat across studies was five, which means that for every five treated children, one shows reliable change and moves from the dys-
functional to the functional population.

Evidence for the efficacy of psychological interventions 
generally relies on reports of statistical and practical sig-
nificance (e.g., Chambless and Hollon 1998). Although 
statistical significance testing provides information as to 
the reliability of outcomes, it tells us little about the im-
portance of such outcomes. Practical significance (i.e., ef-
fect sizes) provides information as to the magnitude of 
treatment effects at a group level and has the advantage 
that effects can be compared across studies. It is however 
not easily understood by clinicians and can be influenced 
by factors such as within-group variance and baseline levels 
of outcome measures. Two studies with equal effect sizes 
can, for example, differ considerably in proportions of par-
ticipants who recover or improve. This points to the in-
herent problem in using the conventional definitions of 
“small” (.20), “medium” (.50), and “large” (.80) effect sizes 
to classify treatment effects (Cohen 1988). A small effect 
size may be clinically meaningful in one context, while 
close to meaningless in others. Therefore, several re-
searchers have stressed the importance of including clinical 
significance, in addition to statistical and practical sig-
nificance, in reports of treatment effects (Campbell 2005; 
La Greca 2005). The primary aim of the current work was 

to investigate the clinical significance of behavioral parent 
training in the treatment of child conduct problems by 
synthesizing the results of published outcome studies.

Clinical significance refers to the importance or practical 
meaning of treatment effects – that is, proportions of 
clients who recover or improve and whether the changes 
make a real difference in the everyday life of the clients, be-
sides reduction of the specific clinical symptoms being 
measured (Kazdin 1999). Despite the apparent benefits of 
considering clinical significance in syntheses of intervention 
research, it is seldom included in research reviews and clini-
cal guidelines. The term was, for example, mentioned only 
once in an entire special issue of the Journal of Clinical 
Child and Adolescent Psychology on empirically supported 
treatments for children (initiated by American Psycho-
logical Association) (Silverman and Hinshaw 2008). There 
are at least two reasons for this. First, even if influential 
scholars and journals have called for the inclusion of clini-
cal significance in outcome studies, most studies still only 
report results in terms of statistical significance and effect 
sizes (Ogles, Lunnen, and Bonesteel 2001; Campbell 2005). 
Second, there is no consensus as to how clinical significance 
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should be operationalized and measured (Ogles et al. 2001; 
Campbell 2005). Before to giving clinical significance the 
important role it deserves and including it in the guidelines 
for establishing empirically supported treatments as effec-
tive, it is essential to first agree upon its common oper-
ationalization and the analytical approach to its assessment.

The closest there is to a common standard is the procedure 
described by Jacobson and Truax (1991) – the “JT method” 
– which is the most widespread standardized method for 
assessment of clinical significance (Ogles et al. 2001). The 
JT method is based on two criteria that are used to classify 
participants in outcome studies. To satisfy the first cri-
terion, an individual identified as member of the dys-
functional distribution on a given outcome measure must 
move to the functional distribution after treatment. This es-
tablishes clinical change. To satisfy the second criterion, the 
change in the individual has to be of sufficient magnitude 
to determine that it is significant rather than simply an ar-
tifact of measurement error. This establishes reliable change. 
Participants who satisfy both criteria are classified as re-
covered, whereas those who experience reliable change with-
out passing the clinical cutoff are classified as improved.

The JT method has been shown to be as reliable and valid 
as more advanced statistical methods used to assess clinical 
significance (e.g., Bauer, Lambert, and Nielsen 2004). 
Therefore, and because the it is relatively easy to apply and 
understand, it is generally recommended over other 
methods (Bauer et al. 2004). It is important to point out 
that the JT method is not applicable to every type of clini-
cal problem or context (Campbell 2005). The method does 
for example require that there is a clinically relevant cutoff 
point between dysfunctional (e.g., a diagnosis or defined 
risk group) and functional populations. In studies of prob-
lems without clinically relevant cutoff points (e.g., cigarette 
smoking), effect sizes may be a better way to operationalize 
meaningful change. On the other hand, for treatments tar-
geting clinically defined groups, such as children with con-
duct problems, there is seldom an excuse not to use some 
variation of the JT method.

A strong argument for including clinical significance in re-
search reports is that policymakers, practitioners, and con-

sumers can more easily understand the magnitude of 
treatment effects. Some authors also argue that results ob-
tained in analyses of clinical significance should preferably 
be reported as numbers needed to treat – NNT (Marrs-
Garcia 2010). The NNT is the number of individuals who 
would need to be exposed to a particular treatment before 
one individual would recover. Hence, a NNT close to 1 sug-
gests that nearly all study participants recovered. In con-
trolled studies, the NNT represents the relative advantage 
of the treatment group over the control group. For 
example, if every other participant (50 percent) recovered 
in a treatment group and every fourth (25 percent) sponta-
neously recovered in a no-treatment control group, the 
“net” gain of the treatment is 25 percent (50 percent minus 
25 percent). For every four treated patients one would re-
cover as a result of the treatment, which translates to a 
NNT of four.

Like intervention research in general, research on be-
havioral parent training for children with conduct prob-
lems suffers from a lack of standardized analyses of clinical 
significance. In most outcome studies of behavioral parent 
training reports of clinical significance are not included at 
all. Some studies use procedures that prevent comparison 
across studies, such as defining clinical significance as par-
ticipants who show at least 30 percent improvement on a 
given outcome measure (e.g., Reid, Webster-Stratton, and 
Hammond 2007). Only a handful of studies use standard-
ized methods (e.g., the JT method) that allow for com-
parison across studies and synthesis of data. The omission 
of clinical significance in published reviews and meta-
analyses of behavioral parent training in the treatment of 
child conduct problems therefore comes as no surprise. 
This stands in sharp contrast to the impressive body of re-
search supporting the statistical and practical significance 
of behavioral parent training, which has been reported in 
numerous reviews and meta-analyses (Eyberg, Nelson, and 
Boggs 2008; Furlong et al. 2012; Dretzke et al. 2009).

In the first part of this article, the aim is to contribute to the 
small body of research that properly reports clinical sig-
nificance in studies of behavioral parent training for 
children with conduct problems by reanalyzing two studies 
previously published by some of the authors of the present 
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report in terms of clinical significance. In the second part, 
we investigate the clinical significance of behavioral parent 
training by synthesizing the results from the handful of 
published studies that have used standardized procedures to 
assess the clinical significance of behavioral parent training.

1. Part I: Reanalysis of Two Published Parent Training Studies
In the first part of this contribution, we report an analysis 
of clinical significance performed with data from two pre-
viously published studies by some of the authors of the 
present report. Both studies were randomized trials of a 
Swedish parent training program called Comet (Kling et al. 
2010; Enebrink et al. 2012). In both studies there were stat-
istically significant differences between treatment groups 
and waitlist control groups, with effect sizes in the medium 
to large range. The program has been implemented on a 
wide scale in Sweden through different methods of de-
livery. The standard method of delivery (Comet-S) consists 
of eleven 2.5-hour workshops, in which two practitioners, 
usually from the social services, provide guidance in effec-
tive parenting practices to groups of parents. The program 
is based on a manual, which contains theory and practice 
in sensitive play, praise, incentives, ignoring of misconduct, 
and rules and expectations. Video modeling, role-play, and 
homework assignments are key ingredients in the process 
of delivery. Parents participating in the self-directed ver-
sion of the program (Comet-SD) receive exactly the same 
written material as parents in Comet-S, but the material is 
introduced at a single workshop without further practi-
tioner support. The internet-based delivery format 
(Comet-I) also contains the same material as Comet-S, in-
cluding instructional text and video vignettes, but also 
offers several interactive features such as participant sup-
port forums and minimal e-mail contact with a practi-
tioner. For further description of the content and 
evaluations of the Comet program, see Kling et al. (2010) 
and Enebrink et al. (2012).

1.1. Method
1.1.1. Analysis of Clinical Change
The JT method was used in the reanalysis of the two 
studies. The first step of the JT method is to determine 
whether participants experience a clinical change, i.e., 
move from the dysfunctional to the functional distribution 

on a given outcome measure. To make such an analysis, a 
cutoff point that divides the two distributions has to be de-
termined. Cutoff C, which is defined as the weighted mid-
point between the means of functional and dysfunctional 
populations, is generally the recommended method (Bauer 
et al. 2004; Evans, Margison, and Barkham 1998). Com-
putation of Cutoff C requires that normative data is avail-
able for the selected outcome measure(s). While several 
outcome measures were used in the studies, norms were 
only available for the Eyberg Child Behavior Inventory 
(ECBI). Therefore, that measure was used to assess clinical 
significance in the two studies.

The ECBI (Eyberg and Pincus 1999) consists of thirty-six 
items describing disruptive and aggressive behaviors (e.g., 
“Hits parents” and “Does not obey house rules”), which 
are each rated in terms of their frequency on a seven-point 
likert scale (1 = never happens, 7 = always happens). The 
sum of these items is called the “intensity scale” (ECBI-IS) 
with a range of 36–252. The same items are also rated on a 
“problem scale” (ECBI-PS), which measures whether the 
parents experience the occurring behaviors as problematic 
(1 = yes) or not (0 = no). That scale thus has a range of 
0–36. The ECBI is probably the most common outcome 
measure in studies of behavioral parent training for 
children with conduct problems (Dretzke et al. 2009) and 
numerous studies have investigated and confirmed its psy-
chometric properties (Plake, Impara, and Spies 2003). In 
the study by Kling et al. (2010), mothers alone were the re-
spondents for 84 percent of the participants. Fathers alone 
were respondents for 10 percent of the participants and 
both parents responded for the final 6 percent. In the study 
by Enebrink et al. (2012), it is unknown who the respond-
ing parent was.

The means and standard deviations for the dysfunctional 
population (i.e., children with conduct problems) and 
functional population (i.e., normal children) are required 
to compute the cutoff C. The pretest means and standard 
deviations in each study were used to represent the dys-
functional population in the present analysis, which is rec-
ommended instead of using published normative/clinical 
data (Jacobson and Truax 1991). On the other hand, pub-
lished normative data is required to obtain means and 
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standard deviations for functional populations. In the pres-
ent analysis, Swedish normative data was used as means 
and standard distributions for the functional distributions 
(Axberg, Johansson Hanse, and Broberg 2008). Normative 
data for six-year olds were used for the analysis of Kling et 
al. (2010); M = 90.7, SD = 23.6 for ECBI-IS and M = 2.95, 
SD = 4.10 for ECBI-PS. For Enebrink et al. (2012), nor-
mative data for seven-year olds was used; M = 85.2, 
SD = 23.5 for ECBI-IS and M = 2.46, SD = 4.08 for ECBI-
PS. The weighted midpoint (Cutoff C) between functional 
and dysfunctional distributions was 113 (ECBI-IS) and 8 
(ECBI-PS) for participants in Kling et al. (2010). In Ene-
brink et al. (2012), the corresponding cutoff points were 
122 (ECBI-IS) and 9 (ECBI-PS). Participants who scored 
above these cutoff points at pretest, and below at posttest, 
satisfied the criterion for clinical change.

1.1.2. Analysis of Reliable Change
In the second step of the JT method, a reliable change 
index (RCI) is computed for each participant, representing 
the change between pretest and posttest divided by the 
standard error of difference between the two scores (Jac-
obson and Truax 1991). The standard error of difference is 
dependent on the variability in the studied sample (i.e., the 
standard deviation at pretest), but also the reliability of the 
measurement. The internal consistency of the ECBI, which 
is recommended over other types of reliability measures, 
was used as the reliability coefficient in the present analyses 
(Bauer et al. 2004; Evans et al. 1998). Furthermore, the re-
liability coefficient should be obtained from the studied 
sample, rather than published test data (Campbell 2005). 
In Kling et al. (2010), the internal consistency (Cronbach’s 
alpha) was α = .92 (ECBI-IS) and α = .89 (ECBI-PS), while 
the corresponding coefficients were α = .81 (ECBI-IS) and 
α = .79 in Enebrink et al. (2012).

For individuals with a reliable change index larger than 1.96 
change is unlikely to be due to measurement error (p <.05), 
which means that they satisfy the criterion for reliable 
change. It is also possible to calculate how much an individ-
ual must change on a given outcome. For participants in 
Kling et al. (2010), the minimum difference between pretest 
and posttest that constituted a reliable change was 20.4 
points on the ECBI-IS and 5.6 points on the ECBI-PS. The 

corresponding thresholds for participants in Enebrink et al. 
(2012) were 22.4 (ECBI-IS) and 7.0 (ECBI-PS).

1.1.3. Classification of Participants
The participants in the current analysis were classified as re-
covered if they made both a reliable and a clinical change 
(satisfied both criteria in the JT method). They were classi-
fied as improved if they satisfied the criterion of reliable 
change, but not that of clinical change. If they made a re-
liable change in the undesired direction, they were classified 
as deteriorated. Finally, participants who made no reliable 
change in any direction were classified as unchanged. Some-
times the unchanged category is defined as participants 
who “pass neither criteria” (e.g., Campbell, 2005), but 
McGlinchey, Atkins, and Jacobson (2002) recommend the 
definition used here. Finally, chi-square analyses (Fisher’s 
exact test) were performed to assess whether the clinical sig-
nificance differed significantly between the treatment and 
control groups, as recommended by Kendall et al. (1999).

Using the intention to treat principle in the analyses of the 
two studies makes particular sense with regard to clinical 
significance. Early termination of treatment may be en 
even bigger problem in clinical practice than in research 
settings (Kazdin 2008) and it is therefore reasonable to as-
sess clinical significance including the total sample rather 
than just study completers. To obtain complete data for 
every participant, the last observed score was carried for-
ward in cases of missing data at posttest and/or follow-up. 
This implies that every participant who dropped out or 
had a missing score was classified as unchanged.

1.2. Results
Table 1 shows the effect sizes and clinical significance for 
the three study conditions in Kling et al. (2010). After sub-
tracting the proportions of the control group from the 
treatment groups, the recovery rates for the ECBI-IS were 
28 percent (Comet-S), 13 percent (Comet-SD), and 26 per-
cent (Comet-I), which translates to NNTs of four, eight, 
and four. The corresponding rates for the ECBI-PS were 28 
percent, 11 percent, and 39 percent, with NNTs of four, 
nine, and 13. The recovery rates were statistically sig-
nificantly larger in all treatment groups compared to the 
waitlist control groups.
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Table 1: Clinical significance of the Comet program at posttest

Notes: Cohen’s ds are within-group effect sizes.
Proportion significantly different from corresponding proportion in waitlist control group at * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Table 2 shows the results at six-month follow-up for 
Comet-S and Comet-SD. The proportions of recovered or 
improved participants were larger or similar to the cor-
responding proportions at posttest in both groups. The re-
covery rates were about twice as large for Comet-S (29 

percent and 43 percent) as for Comet-SD (15 percent and 
18 percent), but only the advantage pertaining to ECBI-PS 
was statistically significant. No follow-up data on clinical 
significance for Comet-I is reported in Enebrink et al. 
(2012).

Program/outcome

Comet-S

ECBI-IS

ECBI-PS

Comet-SD

ECBI-IS

ECBI-PS

Waitlist 

ECBI-IS

ECBI-PS

Comet-I

ECBI-IS

ECBI-PS

Waitlist

ECBI-IS

ECBI-PS

Cohen’s d

.71

.90

.56

.52

.01

.00

1.62

1.53

.83

.72

Recovered
n (%)

16 (28)***

16 (28)***

8 (13)*

7 (11)*

0 (0)

0 (0)

30 (52)*

30 (52)***

12 (26)

6 (13)

Improved
n (%)

6 (10)

8 (14)

7 (11)

7 (11)

4 (10)

3 (7)

3 (5)

6 (10)

3 (7)

3 (7)

Unchanged
n (%)

35 (60)*

34 (58)*

45 (74)

45 (74)

33 (82)

32 (80)

20 (34)**

21 (36)***

31 (67)

37 (80)

Deteriorated
n (%)

1 (2)

1 (2)

1 (2)

2 (4)

3 (8)

5 (13)

5 (9)

1 (2)

0 (0)

0 (0)

Table 2: Clinical significance of Comet-S versus Comet-SD at follow-up

Program/outcome

Comet-S

ECBI-IS

ECBI-PS

Comet-SD

ECBI-IS

ECBI-PS

Cohen’s da

.85

1.20

.89

.82

Recovered
n (%)

17 (29)

25 (43)**

9 (15)

11 (18)

Improved
n (%)

9 (16)

8 (14)

15 (25)

10 (16)

Unchanged
n (%)

30 (52)

24 (41)*

36 (59)

37 (61)

Deteriorated
n (%)

2 (3)

1 (2)

1 (2)

3 (5)

Notes: Cohen’s ds are within-group effect sizes (pretest/follow-up).
Proportion significantly different from corresponding proportion in Comet-SD group at * p < .05,; ** p < .01.
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2. Part II: Synthesis of Results across Studies
2.1. Method
2.1.1. Inclusion and Exclusion of Studies
The second part of this contribution compares published 
studies of behavioral parent training that include reports 
of clinical significance. The databases of PsychInfo and 
PubMed were searched up to July 2012. In addition, ci-
tations from a recent meta-analysis of behavioral parent 
training (Dretzke 2009) were also investigated. Marrs-
Garcia (2010) specifies three conditions that have to be ful-
filled to enable meaningful comparisons of NNTs across 
studies, which also apply to comparisons of clinical sig-
nificance in general: (a) clinical significance has to be oper-
ationalized the same way across studies, (b) the control or 
comparison groups to which treated groups were com-
pared have to be equivalent, and (c) the same outcome 
measure has to be used across studies. With these guide-
lines in mind, a set of criteria was developed to select 
studies for inclusion. First, only studies that based the 
analysis of clinical significance on the JT method, includ-
ing analysis of both reliable and clinical change, were in-
cluded. Second, only studies that included a 
waitlist/no-treatment control group were included, be-
cause this was the only type of comparison group that oc-
curred in several studies. Third, only studies that based the 
analysis of clinical significance on the ECBI were included, 
because that was the only measure that occurred with suf-
ficient frequency to allow proper comparisons across 
studies. Fourth, only studies published in peer-reviewed 
journals were included.

The search found in twenty-one studies of behavioral par-
ent training for children with conduct problems that com-
pared the treatment to a waitlist/no-treatment control 
group and employed the JT method to assess clinical sig-
nificance. Five studies were excluded for reporting only re-
liable, but not clinical change, and another five studies were 
excluded for the opposite reason. Finally, three studies were 
excluded for basing the analysis of clinical significance on 
measures other than the ECBI. No authors of the excluded 
studies were contacted, because it was considered difficult 
or impossible for them to perform the necessary analyses 
to make the studies eligible for inclusion. The final sample 
therefore consisted of eight studies (including the two from 

the first part of this report), altogether including 13 treat-
ment conditions (Table 3.

In four of the studies in Table 3, different versions of the 
Triple-P program (Sanders 1999) were evaluated. Triple-P is 
a multilevel behavioral parent training program that targets 
different risk groups of children with conduct problems. In 
the self-directed version of the program (Triple-P-SD), par-
ents receive training material (video and text) that they im-
plement without any practitioner support. Triple-P-SD has 
also been enhanced in some studies with limited telephone 
support and/or a single session led by practitioners 
(Triple-P-SD+). In the standard version of the program 
(Triple-P-S), parents take part in ten individual one-hour 
sessions with a practitioner. Finally, the program has also 
been offered as an enhanced version (Triple-P-E). In ad-
dition to the ten sessions offered in Triple-P-S, parents in 
Triple-P-E also receive ten to fifteen sessions involving strat-
egies to increase support from partners and friends as well 
as methods to manage stress, anxiety, and depression.

In the study by Nixon et al. (2003), two versions of the Par-
ent-Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT) (Eyberg 1988) were 
evaluated. In the standard version of the program 
(PCIT-S), parents take part in twelve sessions (one to two 
hours) with a practitioner. In an abbreviated version of the 
program (PCIT-ABB), parents receive videotapes to learn 
the skills that are taught in PCIT-S. They also attend five 
face-to-face sessions with a practitioner, alternated with 
brief telephone sessions.

In the last study in Table 3, The Incredible Years program 
(IY) (Webster-Stratton 2000) was evaluated. In that pro-
gram, parents of six to eight children meet for twelve to 
fourteen weekly two-hour sessions. Several video vignettes 
on specific parenting skills are shown and discussed during 
the sessions. Skills are role-played in the group and the par-
ents get a weekly assignment to practice their newly ac-
quired skills at home between sessions.

In all studies, with the exception of Enebrink et al. (2012), 
it was possible to conclude that the analysis of clinical sig-
nificance was mainly or completely based on mothers’ re-
sponses on the ECBI.
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Table 3: Characteristics of synthesized studies

a The cut-off point was the weighted midpoint between the study sample mean and the mean of 
a normative population, as recommended by Jacobson and Truax (1991).

b Cut-off point based on normative data only.

Study

Kling et al. (2010)

Enebrink et al. (2012)

Sanders et al. (2000)

Morawska and Sanders (2006)

Morawska et al. (2011)

Joachim, Sanders, & Turner (2010)

Nixon et al. (2003)

Axberg and Broberg (2012)

Study conditions

Comet-S

Comet-SD

Waitlist

Comet-I

Waitlist

TripleP-E

TripleP-S

TripleP-SD

Waitlist

TripleP-SD+

TripleP-SD

Waitlist

TripleP-ABB 

Waitlist

TripleP-ABB

Waitlist

PCIT-S

PCIT-ABB

Waitlist 

IY

Waitlist

n

58

61

40

58

46

76

77

75

77

43

42

41

33

34

26

20

22

23

18

38

24

Child age
M (SD)

6.0 (2.3)

6.8 (2.3)

3.4 (0.3)

2.2 (0.4)

3.6 (0.9)

3.3 (1.1)

3.9 (0.6)

6.0 (1.3)

ECBI-IS pretest
M (SD)

138.0 (26.0)

150.7 (18.5)

152.8 (26.0)

119.1 (26.4)

146.6 (28.0)

129.4 (25.8)

164.9 (19.4)

156.4 (21.4)

Cutoff

113a

122a

Not specified

131b

131b

131b

131b

121b

2.1.2. Analytic Strategy
Several different outcomes were included in the comparison 
of clinical significance across studies. First, the effect sizes 
were computed (Cohen’s d), to enable comparison between 
practical and clinical significance. To make the effect sizes 
comparable across studies, they were not retrieved from the 
original articles, but re-computed from reported means and 
standard deviations. First, within-group effect sizes were 
computed separately for the treatment and control groups. 
The pooled standard deviation at pretest was used as de-
nominator, with correction for small samples, and pre-post 
change scores were used as numerator. Second, the be-

tween-group effect sizes were computed by subtracting the 
within-group effect size in each control group from the cor-
responding treatment group.

Second, the proportions of participants experiencing reliable 
and clinical change were computed. When results are to be 
compared across studies, it is necessary to analyze between-
group effects (Marrs-Garcia 2010), which therefore were 
computed by subtracting proportions of reliable and clinical 
change in the control groups from the corresponding pro-
portions in the intervention groups. For example, in Kling et 
al. (2010), 38 percent of the participants in Comet-S and 10 
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percent in the waitlist control group experienced reliable 
change. The reliable change in terms of between-group ef-
fects therefore was 28 percent (38 minus 10).

Third, NNTs were operationalized and computed in two 
different ways. Some of the included studies used the clas-
sification of participants, as suggested in the JT method 
(Enebrink et al. 2012; Kling et al. 2010; Nixon et al. 2003). 
For those studies, NNTs based on proportions of recovered 
participants were computed. In the other studies, the JT 
method was used to compute proportions of participants 
experiencing reliable and clinical change, but the propor-
tions were not combined to classify participants as recover-
ed, improved, unchanged, or deteriorated, as suggested by 
Jacobson and Truax (1991). For those studies, the NNTs 
were based on either the reliable change or clinical change, 
whichever proportion was the smallest.

In several of the included studies the reported clinical sig-
nificance was based on participants who completed the study, 
with no account of dropouts . In this synthesis, all results 
were instead analyzed as intention to treat. Dropouts were 
consequently counted as unchanged, which corresponds to 
the last observation carried forward method of handling 
missing data. A few studies also included follow-up measure-
ments, but the dropout rates were generally high. Therefore, 
this report only include results at posttest in the synthesis 
across studies (Figure 1).

2.2. Results
The effect size and clinical significance based on the 
ECBI-IS for each of the thirteen treatments from the 
eight included studies are presented in Figure 1. The 
median was computed, instead of the mean, due to large 
variability across studies and treatments. Most effect sizes 
were in the medium to large range and all were of suffi-
cient magnitude to be statistically significant. The median 
effect size across the thirteen treatments was d = 1.31 
based on within-group effect sizes, and d = .59 based on 
between-group effect sizes (treatment vs. control). The 
median proportion of participants who made reliable 
change was 38 percent (within-group) and 19 percent 
(between-group). The corresponding proportions for 
clinical change were 37 percent (within-group) and 23 

percent (between-group). For six treatments in Figure 1, 
proper recovery rates combining the criteria of reliable 
and clinical change were available. Across treatments, the 
median proportion of participants who experienced re-
covery was 31 percent (within-group) and 26 percent (be-
tween-group). Because the NNT represents a comparison 
between treatment and control conditions in controlled 
studies, all NNTs represent between-group effects. The 
median NNT across all treatments was five, which means 
that for every five treated children, one recovers. The 
median NNT for the treatments that involved full practi-
tioner support (Comet S, TripleP-E, TripleP-S, PCIT-S, 
and IY) was four, while the median for the other treat-
ments that involved no or minimal support was seven. 
Five of the included studies also reported the clinical sig-
nificance based on the ECBI-PS (Kling et al. 2010; Ene-
brink et al. 2012; Morawska and Sanders 2006; Morawska 
et al. 2011, Joachim et al. 2010). Compared to the ECBI-
IS, the NNTs based on the ECBI-PS were similar or 
slightly lower, with a median across treatments of four.
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Figure 1: Effect size, reliable change, clinical change, and NNT at posttest (based on ECBI-IS)

Notes:
All results are between-group effects (i.e., the effects or proportions of the waitlist control groups are subtracted from those for the treatment groups). The significance levels of the effect sizes 
(*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001) were retrieved from the original articles. NNT = Numbers Needed to Treat.
a The NNT is based on the proportion of participants who recovered according to the JT method.
b The NNT is based on whichever of the reliable or clinical change proportions was smallest.

3. Discussion
Part I investigated the clinical significance of behavioral 
parent training for children in two studies previously pub-
lished by the authors. In Kling et al. (2010), about one 
fourth of the participants recovered in the practitioner-as-
sisted version of the program (Comet-S), while only about 
one participant in eight made a recovery in the self-di-
rected version of the program (Comet-SD). The relative 
advantage of Comet-S over Comet-SD was preserved at 
follow-up. This result is worth noting, considering that the 

advantage of Comet-S was less apparent in the original ar-
ticle where results were reported in terms of statistical and 
practical significance (Kling et al. 2010). One interpre-
tation of this result is that practitioners played an import-
ant role in helping clients making an actual recovery. 
While many participants in the self-directed version did 
improve, as shown by the effect size, most of the changes 
at the individual level were too small to be clinically sig-
nificant.
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In Enebrink et al. (2012) the within-group recovery rate in 
the treatment group was considerably higher than in Kling 
et al. (2010). However, after taking the control group into 
account, the recovery rates were similar to Comet-S. It is 
still striking that an internet-based version of the program 
with minimal practitioner assistance (Comet-I) was as ef-
fective as Comet-S in terms of clinical significance. One 
possible bias may be that the samples in the two studies 
were quite different. For example, only one third of the 
participating parents in the Comet-S study were well edu-
cated, compared to two thirds in the Comet-I study. It is 
well known that the social characteristics of families that 
take part in behavioral parent training can impact the 
treatment effects (Reyno and McGrath 2006). It is also 
worth noting that almost one in every ten parents in the 
Comet-I condition deteriorated. Even if this number was 
non-significant compared to the waitlist, it may warrant 
further investigation.

Part II investigated the clinical significance of behavioral 
parent training for children with conduct problems by syn-
thesizing results from published studies. The median NNT 
was five across all treatments, four for the treatments offer-
ing full practitioner support, and seven for treatments of-
fering no or minimal practitioner support. Even in the 
most effective programs, the NNTs were not lower than 
three. This means that, at best, one third of children with 
conduct problems actually recover as a result of treatment 
with behavioral parent training, while the rest only im-
prove to some degree, show no change, or even deteriorate. 
This result is important for at least two reasons. First, the 
between-group recovery rates presented in Figure 1 are 
considerably lower than several of the within-group rates 
reported in the original articles. We argue that the former 
rates are of greater interest to practitioners and clients, be-
cause they account for bias such as spontaneous recovery 
and instead reflect the proportion of participants who re-
cover as a result of the treatment. Second, many practi-
tioners and clients may not realize that programs that are 
characterized as evidence-based and have reported “large” 
effect sizes, will only “cure” a minority of the treated 
children. However, from a researcher or policymaker point 
of view, curing one out of three patients may be of tremen-
dous importance. The meaning of treatment effects is con-

text-dependent and factors such as severity of the treated 
problems and cost-benefit analyses have to be considered 
(Campbell 2005). For example, the similar effect sizes be-
tween Comet-S and Comet-SD at follow-up in Kling et al. 
(2010) mask the fact that the proportion of children mak-
ing an actual recovery was much larger in Comet-S. The 
higher cost of implementing Comet-S compared to 
Comet-SD would be returned many times if twice as many 
children fully recovered from conduct problems.

The fact that only eight studies were included in the second 
part of this report limited the possibility to draw con-
clusions about the effects of moderators. It made little 
sense, for example, to compare the effects of different pro-
grams or the effect of child age, when there were only one 
or two studies representing a certain program or age group. 
It was however less problematic to investigate the effects of 
different methods of delivery on clinical significance, be-
cause such comparisons could be made both within and 
across studies. Therefore, method of delivery is the only 
moderator that can be discussed in any depth. The effects 
of different methods of delivery within the same trial were 
investigated in four studies (Kling et al. 2010; Morawska et 
al. 2006; Nixon et al. 2003; Sanders et al. 2000). As in Kling 
et al. (2010), the analyses of the other studies also showed 
that the clinical significance was larger for treatments in-
volving more practitioner support (Figure 1). In some 
studies, advantages for treatment conditions involving 
more practitioner support were apparent in terms of clini-
cal significance, but not in terms of statistical significance 
or effect sizes. For example, in Morawska and Sanders 
(2006) the effect sizes were similar for the two compared 
treatments, but there was a large difference between NNTs. 
The NNTs of self-directed treatments in Enebrink et al. 
(2012), Morawska et al. (2006) and Morawska et al. (2011) 
were similar to the most effective of programs offering full 
practitioner support in Figure 1. However, as in Enebrink 
et al. (2012), the participants in the two studies by Moraws-
ka and colleagues were particularly well educated and had 
few social problems. The other studies in Figure 1 all re-
cruited average or at-risk samples. In conclusion, practi-
tioner support seems to have a greater impact on clinical 
significance than on statistical significance and effect sizes. 
This conclusion at least holds based on comparisons of dif-

http://www.ijcv.org


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 187 – 200
Forster et al.: Significance of Parent Training for Conduct Problems 198

ferent levels of practitioner support within studies, which 
compared to comparisons across studies are less influenced 
by possible confounding variables such as characteristics of 
the study sample.

Two results that were found in the synthesis (Figure 1) es-
pecially warrant discussion. In Morawska et al. (2006), very 
few participants made a reliable and clinical change in the 
Triple-P-SD condition compared to the Triple-P-SD+, des-
pite the fact that the effect sizes were similar in the two 
treatment groups. This means that many of the participants 
in Triple-P-SD must have improved, but not by enough to 
satisfy the criteria for reliable and clinical change. In Nixon 
et al. (2003), an unusually large proportion of participants 
in the waitlist control group made a reliable change (50 
percent). The between-group proportions of reliable 
change thus turned out to be very small or even negative. 
Still, the NNTs were quite small for the treatment groups in 
that study. The reason for this was that they were based on 
recovery rates. Only 11 percent of the participants actually 
recovered in the control group, while 45 percent recovered 
in PCIT-S and 26 percent recovered in PCIT-ABB.

Several limitations of this report are recognized. First of all, 
the small number of studies included in the synthesis li-
mited the possibility for more detailed analyses and gen-
eralization of the results. However, more liberal inclusion 
criteria would have made comparison across studies im-
possible (Marrs-Garcia 2010). It is therefore imperative 
that future studies of behavioral parent training include 
standardized analysis of clinical significance, preferably 
using the JT method (e.g., Bauer et al. 2004; McGlinchey et 
al. 2002). Another possibility would be to reanalyze the 
original data from a larger number of published outcome 
studies of behavioral parent training that lack reports of 
clinical significance.

A second limitation is that the analyses of clinical sig-
nificance in this article were based on only one outcome 
measure. In Kling et al. (2010) and Sanders et al. (2000), a 
structured telephone interview measuring child conduct 
problems was also used as a basis for analyses of clinical 
significance (Parent Daily Report or PDR; Chamberlain 
and Reid 1987). Due to lack of proper normative data, the 

PDR could not be used to analyze clinical change. The re-
liable change proportions were, however, computed. Based 
on the PDR, the reliable change proportions were 6 percent 
for Comet-SD and 5 percent for Triple-P-SD, as compared 
to 15 percent in both programs when the analyses were 
based on the ECBI-IS. There are a number of possible ex-
planations for this difference, which also apply to dif-
ferences in reliable change across measures in general. It 
could reflect general characteristics of the measures, such 
as sensitivity to change, reactivity, and different forms of 
reliability and validity. Further, the parameters that are 
used to compute the reliable change index are obvious 
sources of variation. For example, the internal consistency 
was .92 for the ECBI-IS as compared to .79 for the PDR in 
Kling et al. (2010), which strongly impacts the resulting 
thresholds for reliable change. To conclude, the choice of 
measures will often have an impact on results in analyses of 
clinical significance. Instead of relying on single measures, 
a compound of measures that target the construct of inter-
est should ideally be used in analyses of clinical significance 
(Ogles et al. 2001). This is, however, often impossible due 
to lack of published norms for many outcome measures. 
Furthermore, because clinical significance refers to mean-
ingful changes in the everyday life of clients (Kazdin 1999), 
it would also often be necessary to base analyses of clinical 
significance on several outcome domains (e.g., quality of 
life), besides the treated symptoms (e.g., child conduct 
problems). It is however by no means certain that a narrow 
focus on measuring symptoms will overestimate the clini-
cal significance in terms of everyday functioning, as there 
are examples of the opposite (Karpenko et al. 2009).

A third limitation pertains to the application of the JT 
method in the six studies located by database search (Ax-
berg and Broberg 2012; Joachim et al. 2010; Morawska et al. 
2006; Morawska et al. 2011; Nixon et al. 2003; Sanders et al. 
2000). First, none of the Triple-P-studies combined the 
criteria of reliable and clinical change. The discrepant re-
sults found in the analyses of Nixon et al. (2003) illustrate 
that it can be quite misleading to report reliable and clinical 
change separately, as opposed to combining the two criteria 
according to the JT method. This also justifies the exclusion 
of ten studies reporting only reliable or only clinical change 
in the process of finding eligible studies for the synthesis. 
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Second, none of the studies that were included from the da-
tabase search reported which reliability coefficient were 
used to compute reliable change (e.g., internal consistency 
or test-retest). This limits the transparency and accuracy of 
the comparison of results across studies. Third, none of the 
six studies seem to have applied the recommended cutoff 
for clinical change, which is the weighted midpoint between 
the functional and dysfunctional populations (Jacobson 
and Truax 1991). The theory underlying the recommended 
cutoff point is that each study in essence investigates a 
unique population, whose cutoff in relation to the nor-
mative population also will be unique. It is generally dif-
ficult to compare results across studies with different 
populations, and using a cutoff point that partly is based on 
the study sample is probably more accurate than imposing 
an absolute cutoff (Wise 2004). With an absolute cutoff 
point, there is a risk that a substantial number of partici-
pants happen to score just above (or just below) the cutoff 
at pretest, which will result in misleading proportions for 
clinical change. This may have been the case in Joachim et 
al. (2010), where the pretest mean was close to the selected 
cutoff point (Table 3). Fourth, the potential for clinical 
change was limited in several studies because a substantial 
number of participants already scored below the cutoff at 
pretest. This was not the case in Enebrink et al. (2012) and 
Axberg and Broberg (2012), where only 5–10 percent of 
participants were below the cutoff at pretest, and probably 
not in Sanders et al. (2000), which used an elevated ECBI 
score as inclusion criterion. It was more of a problem in 
Kling et al. (2010) and Morawska et al. (2011) with 21 per-
cent and 24 percent respectively scoring below the cutoff at 
pretest. In Joachim at al. (2010), 50 percent of the partici-
pants scored below the cutoff at pretest and in Morawska 
and Sanders (2006) the proportion was as large as 62 per-
cent. Sometimes analyses of subsamples of participants 

who score above the cutoff at pretest are used in such cases, 
but in randomized trials that strategy can result in selection 
bias. Instead, if a study intends to investigate treatment ef-
fects for a defined population, proper screening should be 
used to ensure that included participants actually belong to 
the dysfunctional/clinical population. Alternatively, several 
cutoff points could be used to represent different levels of 
severity of a given problem or condition (Ogles et al. 2001). 
Such a procedure could also be warranted, given that some 
authors suggest that the JT method sometimes may be too 
conservative (Tingey et al. 1996).

4. Conclusion
The results of this synthesis shows that the effects of be-
havioral parent training in the treatment of child conduct 
problems are generally clinically significant, but maybe to a 
lesser degree than would have been expected. The median 
recovery rate across studies showed that only one out of 
five children recovered. It was also evident that results in 
terms of clinical significance may lead to different con-
clusions than where conclusions are based solely on results 
in terms of statistical significance and effect sizes. The ef-
fects of practitioner support were considerably stronger in 
terms of clinical significance than in terms of effect sizes. 
The results further support the importance of including re-
ports of clinical significance in outcome studies, which has 
called for by influential scholars and journals (Ogles et al. 
2001; Campbell 2005). The fact that only eight studies were 
found to be eligible for inclusion in this synthesis points to 
the need for future research to adopt similar standards for 
the analysis of clinical significance, such as the JT method. 
A study that states that one out of five patients recover, 
rather than saying that the effect was d = .59, would prob-
ably be more effective in bridging the gap between science 
and practice.
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From Clinical-Developmental Theory to Assessment: The 
Holistic Student Assessment Tool
Gil Noam, Program in Education, Afterschool and Resiliency (PEAR), Harvard Medical School and McLean 

Hospital, Belmont, United States
Tina Malti, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto, Canada
Martin Guhn, Human Early Learning Partnership, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada

A description and test of the Holistic Student Assessment Tool (HSA), an assessment tool to measure children’s and adolescents’ resiliencies in relation to ex-
ternalizing and internalizing problem behaviors. The HSA is based on the authors’ research-based clinical-developmental Clover Leaf Model of resilience and 
psychopathology, and is one of the first attempts at closing the gap between risk and resilience approaches in developmental assessment. The HSA was tested 
in a cross-sectional sample of 423 children and adolescents.
The results lend support to the HSA as a valid measure of children’s and adolescents’ resiliencies. Furthermore, the resilience scales mostly exhibited the the-
oretically expected convergent and divergent relationships with the psychopathology scales. In addition, we show how the resilience scales predict adoles-
cents’ externalizing and internalizing symptoms. We contend that evidence-based intervention to address youth aggression needs to be based on sound 
developmental assessment.

It has been estimated that more than 20 percent of U.S. 
children and youth aged nine to seventeen suffer from sig-
nificant behavioral and emotional problems and are at risk 
for school failure (e.g., Costello, Egger, and Angold 2005). 
Furthermore, aggression, violence, and bullying can seri-
ously impact children’s and adolescents’ mental health 
(Farrington 2005). These types of externalizing behavior 
also interfere with children’s ability to develop resilience 
(Masten and Wright 2009). The early identification of ag-
gressive behavior and the precursors of psychopathology is 
a priority as it can reduce the individual burden and socie-
tal costs of related problems throughout life as well as pro-
mote social-emotional development and well-being (Jones 
et al. 2002; Powell, Lochman, and Boxmeyer 2007).

But why is it important to think about developmental the-
ory and assessment in the prevention of bullying, aggres-
sion, and violence among children and youth? Researchers 
have argued that any evidence-based approach to violence 
and bullying prevention and intervention needs to be 
based in a sound developmental theory that identifies im-
portant risk- and resilience factors that contribute to, or 

impede problem behavior, such as violence and antisocial 
conduct (Beelmann 2011; Eisner and Malti 2012; Lösel and 
Farrington 2012; Rutter 2012). In addition to sound devel-
opmental models that emphasize a strengths-oriented ap-
proach that relies on resiliencies and protective factors 
(Luthar 2006; Masten 2009, 2011), the use of early devel-
opmental screening tools is an important step to ensure 
that these riskand resilience factors are identified in prac-
tice. Assessment results, in turn, can help to inform inter-
vention practice. For example, they can help in the 
decision-making process associated with the kind of ser-
vices and the intensity of the intervention that a child may 
need. For example, children who are at-risk for, or already 
show elevated levels of aggression and antisocial conduct, 
may benefit from targeted interventions that utilize resil-
ience factors in the treatment to reduce behavioral out-
comes (Malti, Liu, and Noam 2010). Thus, early 
assessments that systematically integrate developmental 
research and risk and resilience factors are likely to facili-
tate the delivery of treatment methods that are sensitive to 
the developmental needs of the child (Liu, Malti and 
Noam 2008).
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In line with this argument, the importance of developing 
school-based early assessment tools for identifying 
children’s and adolescents’ mental health problems, in-
cluding bullying and antisocial conduct, has been under-
scored (see Malti and Noam 2009). Accordingly, several 
assessment tools for use in school and afterschool contexts 
have been developed. Developmental studies provide 
ample evidence for the role of resiliencies and social-
emotional development in the prevention of children’s 
problem behaviors, such as bullying and antisocial con-
duct (e.g., Lansford et al. 2006; Orobio de Castro et al. 
2002).

Despite these findings and an increasing emphasis on so-
cial-emotional development and resiliencies in assessment 
and intervention research (see also WHO 2003. Guhn et al. 
2012; Schonert-Reichl et al. 2012), the great majority of 
existing school-based assessments typically include only 
questions about risks and symptomatology. From both a 
developmental and clinical perspective, however, holistic 
measures that address both risk and resiliencies can be 
more effective in engaging students in high-quality in-
school and out-of-school-time activities that fit their devel-
opmental strengths and clinical needs (Malti, Liu, and 
Noam 2009). In addition, symptom checklists yield clinical 
and sub-clinical results that far exceed the treatment capac-
ity of schools and associated institutions. Thus, simply 
from a pragmatic point of view it is important to under-
stand the balance between risk and protective factors and 
to evaluate the vulnerabilities, problems, strengths, and as-
sets to develop appropriate referral systems. 

Here we present a new assessment tool, the Holistic Stu-
dent Assessment (HSA), in which children and adolescents 
report their resiliencies and socio-emotional strengths. The 

aim is to measure key dimensions of resilience and strength 
in order to complement existing school-based assessments 
of risk factors and psychopathology, including aggression 
and antisocial conduct. We sought to evaluate the psycho-
metric properties of the HSA and test the theoretical as-
sumptions between social-emotional skills, resiliencies, and 
externalizing and internalizing psychopathology.

1. Theoretical Background: The Clover Leaf Model
The theoretical model underlying the HSA tool – the 
Clover Leaf Model – is a research-based clinical-devel-
opmental model of resilience and psychopathology (Noam 
and Malti 2008; for a comparison with other devel-
opmental resilience models, see Noam, Malti, and Karcher, 
forthcoming). The model interconnects adolescent psycho-
pathology with social-emotional development and resil-
ience; problem behaviors emerge as developmental 
difficulties, and adaptation emerges from social-emotional 
development and resiliencies (Noam 1996). Hence, young 
peoples’ socio-emotional development and resiliencies may 
help determine whether early signs of a problem will evolve 
into a clinically relevant disorder or resolve into healthy de-
velopment. In our research and theory on developmental 
psychopathology, we have systematically linked social-
emotional development to resiliency and to the risk of psy-
chopathology (Noam 1999). In the Clover Leaf Model, 
development in adolescence is described as the leaves of a 
clover, with each leaf reflecting a particular form of social-
emotional development (Noam and Malti, 2008): need for 
action, assertiveness, interpersonal sensitivity/belonging, 
and reflection (Figure 1). Each leaf represents particular re-
silience factors. However, each of also has its own risks, 
which represent behavioral and emotional problems (for a 
detailed description of the Clover Leaf Model, see Noam et 
al., forthcoming).
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Figure 1: The Clover Leaf Model

ness leaf includes the risk of aggressive behavior problems 
and is associated with high assertiveness (resilience) but 
low interpersonal sensitivity (risk; see Malti and Keller 
2009). Thus, the Clover Leaf Model not only distinguishes 
the pathways for growth which may be used to advance 

 It follows logically from this perspective that socio-
emotional development is inevitably linked to specific risks 
and resiliencies. There are also different windows of risks 
and psychopathology in each developmental leaf (Noam, 
Chandler, and LaLonde 1995). For example, the assertive-
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mental health, but its application may also reduce problem 
behavior and the risks inherent in the developmental pro-
cess. The HSA empirically captures the resilience dimen-
sions conceptualized in the Clover Leaf Model and, 
therefore, enables researchers to test the strengths as-
sociated with risk and behavioral problems. The HSA also 
includes additional dimensions of social-emotional devel-
opment that have shown to be of significance for be-
havioral and emotional problems, such as empathy. 
However, here we focus on the resilience dimensions that 
directly capture the clover leaves because our interest is in 
relations between these resilience factors with aggression 
and antisocial behavior outcomes on the one hand, and in-
ternalizing symptoms on the other.

In summary, this study set out to investigate the psycho-
metric properties of the Holistic Student Assessment 
(HSA). We tested the unidimensionality of the HSA scales, 
as well as the overall factor structure of the HSA. Unidi-
mensionality of the individual scales was examined via 
factor analysis, in order to determine the ratio of the first 
to the second eigenvalue. In addition, the overall factor 
structure was examined via exploratory factor analysis as 
well as via exploratory bi-factor analysis (Jennings and 
Bentler 2011).

We also examined the convergent validity of the HSA by 
studying links between the resiliency scales and psycho-
pathology. Previous research has shown associations be-
tween social-emotional development and 
psychopathology (Noam, Young, and Jilnina 2006). Based 
on this research, examined the HSA in relation to ex-
ternalizing (i.e., aggression, ADHD) and internalizing 
(i.e., emotional symptoms, peer relationship problems) 
symptomatology. In order to examine the extent to which 
the HSA resilience scales (Clover Leaf constructs) are 
jointly related to the scales of the Strength and Difficulties 
Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman 1997), we conducted 
multiple regression analyses which contained all Clover 
Leaf scales as predictors and each of the SDQ scales as de-
pendent variables. In addition to the beta coefficients of 
the multiple regressions, we report Pratt’s measure of 
variable importance for each predictor variable, because 
this identifies whether specific predictor variables func-

tion as suppressor variables in the multiple regression 
context (Thomas, Hughes, and Zumbo 1998).

Our hypotheses were that children who had high resil-
iencies related to externalizing problems (action orien-
tation and assertiveness) would be more likely to report 
externalizing problems if their resiliencies related to in-
ternalizing symptoms (interpersonal sensitivity/belong-
ing and reflection) were low. In addition, children with 
a relatively balanced profile on all the four clover leaves 
– i.e., a combination of resiliencies – would report low 
levels of symptoms. In other words, we expected the 
beta coefficients of the predictor variables to be gen-
erally larger than their respective zero-order cor-
relations (i.e., represent suppression effects). This 
hypothesis is based on the theoretical assumption that 
high action orientation, assertiveness, interpersonal sen-
sitivity, and reflection are only associated with ex-
ternalizing and internalizing problems respectively, to 
the extent that they are not balanced by competencies in 
the other three domains (see Noam, Malti, and Karcher, 
forthcoming).

2. Method
2.1. Participants
The sample comprised 423 children and adolescents 
(grades 4 to 9; M = 12.7 years, SD = 1.1; 52 percent girls) 
attending ten public elementary, middle, and junior high 
schools in Boston, Massachusetts. We collected data from 
schools that had high proportions of at-risk youth and 
low-income backgrounds according to public school dis-
trict records. The student populations reflected the ethnic 
diversity of the Boston public school system.

2.2. Measures
Holistic Student Assessment (HSA). The HSA is a newly-
developed eighty-four-item measure designed to assess the 
resiliencies and social-emotional development of children 
and adolescents aged 10 to 18 years (grade 4 to grade 12). It 
is based on our previous research and on the Resilience In-
ventory developed by Noam and Goldstein (1998) and 
Song (2003). All HSA items have a four-point Likert re-
sponse format (not at all = 0, sometimes = 1, often = 2, al-
most always = 3).
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The HSA contains nine subscales. For the present study, we 
used the four scales that represent the four dimensions of 
the Clover Leaf Model directly: action orientation (five 
items; e.g., “I like being active,” Cronbach’s α = .72); as-
sertiveness (six items; e.g., “I defend myself against unfair 
rules,” Cronbach’s α = .69); interpersonal sensitivity/be-
longing (eight items; e.g., “I try to understand how other 
people think and feel about things,” Cronbach’s α = .81); 
and reflection (nine items; e.g., “I think about the prob-
lems of the world,” Cronbach’s α = .86).

The HSA is filled out by the students in a group setting 
with careful adult supervision, and its administration takes 
approximately 20 minutes.

Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ). Children 
evaluated their social behavior on a three-point Likert scale 
using the twenty-five items from the SDQ (Goodman 
1997). The SDQ contains five subscales, each with five 
items: hyperactivity/inattention; conduct problems; peer 
relationship problems; emotional symptoms; and prosocial 
behaviour. It is a validated and widely used measure of psy-
chopathology and prosocial behavior (e.g., van Roy, Veen-
stra, and Clench-Aas 2008). In our sample, Cronbach’s α 
was .68 for hyperactivity/inattention (ADHD), .53 for con-
duct problems, .56 for peer relationship problems, and .70 
for emotional symptoms.

2.3. Procedure
Participation in the survey was voluntary. 

Data analysis procedure. In step 1, separate factor analyses 
were conducted for all individual Clover Leaf scales to 
examine their unidimensionality (i.e., according to the 
ratio of first to second eigenvalue). In step 2, the overall 
factor structure of the HSA items was examined via ex-

ploratory factor analysis and exploratory bi-factor analysis 
(Jennings and Bentler 2011). Exploratory bi-factor analysis 
allows examination of the nature of second-order factors. 
in cases in which factors are correlated, and most or all 
items load one general factor – similar to how one may 
find a g-factor for intelligence, that accounts for the cor-
relation among subscales of intelligence.

To test convergent and divergent validity, we explored the 
relationship between the Clover Leaf and SDQ subscales 
using correlation matrices, Fisher’s Z-test to compare pairs 
of correlations, and multiple regressions. In the multiple 
regression analyses, gender was included as a covariate, to 
control for gender differences. Finally, taking into account 
the zero-order correlations and the beta coefficients from 
the multiple regression analyses, we calculated Pratt’s 
measure of variable importance for each predictor variable 
(Thomas et al. 1998). Pratt’s measure helps to interpret the 
importance of predictor variables in the presence of sup-
pression effects, as well as multicollinearity. In all cor-
relational analyses, we used the continuous mean score 
across all scale items. Analyses were conducted in SPSS 
(version 17).

3. Results
3.1. Unidimensionality of the Clover Leaf Scales
The factor analyses and examinations of the scree plots in-
dicate essential unidimensionality for all the Clover scales. 
For action orientation, interpersonal sensitivity/belonging, 
and reflection, only one eigenvalue was greater than 1, and 
all items had loadings of .4 or higher (ranging from .45 to 
.73). For assertiveness, the first eigenvalue was 3.5 and the 
second eigenvalue was 1.0; hence, the ratio of first to sec-
ond eigenvalue indicated essential unidimensionality, as 
did the scree plot and the item loadings (ranging from .48 
to .67).
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3.2. Overall Factor Structure An exploratory factor analysis across all HSA items ident-
ified one dominant first factor (eigenvalue of 8.1), ex-
plaining 29 percent of the total variance. The second largest 
eigenvalue was 2.3. The ratio of first to second eigenvalue is 
thus larger than 3:1, indicating the presence of an overall 
“resiliency” factor. We proceeded by conducting an ex-
ploratory bi-factor analysis (Jennings and Bentler 2011). 
The results (see Table 1) suggest the presence of three sec-
ondary factors, in addition to one primary factor. The fit 
for the higher-order factor model was good 
(RMSEA=0.063; Chi-square=769; df=297), and sig-
nificantly better (p <.001) than for the one-factor solution 
(RMSEA=0.091; Chi-square=1728; df=350). Five out of 
eight items from the Clover Leaf reflection scale loaded 
primarily on the (second-order) factor 1, and the remain-
ing three reflection items loaded on the general factor (g), 
but not on any of the three second-order factors. Seven of 
the eight items from the interpersonal sensitivity scale 
loaded primarily on factor 2, and the remaining inter-
personal sensitivity item loaded only on the general factor. 
All five items from the action scale loaded highly on factor 
3. In addition, three of the eight items from the assertive-
ness scale loaded also on factor 3. One assertiveness item 
had its highest loading on factor 2, and the remaining as-
sertiveness items did not load significantly on any second-
order factor. In sum, three of the four clover leaves were 
relatively closely reproduced by the three second-order fac-
tors – the exception being the assertiveness scale. The fact 
that three assertiveness items loaded on the same second-
order factor as all the action orientation items indicates 
that the two “externalizing scales” are relatively closely as-
sociated with each other. The implications of these findings 
will be discussed below.

3.3. Convergent and Divergent Validity
Table 2 shows the Pearson zero-order correlations among 
the Clover Leaf scales and the SDQ scales. To test the con-
vergent and discriminant validity, we compared the cor-
relations of the Clover Leaf constructs with the SDQ scales. 
We used Fisher’s Z-test to test the statistical significance 
between two correlation coefficients from one sample 
(using an online tool described by Uitenbroek [1997]; 
http://www.quantitativeskills.com/sisa/statistics/correl.
htm).

Items

Reflection 1 (65)

Reflection 2 (48)

Reflection 3 (79)

Reflection 4 (58)

Reflection 5 (80)

Reflection 6 (81)

Reflection 7 (76)

Reflection 8 (77)

Interpersonal 1 (5)

Interpersonal 2 (22)

Interpersonal 3 (35)

Interpersonal 4 (4)

Interpersonal 5 (8)

Interpersonal 6 (23)

Interpersonal 7 (34)

Interpersonal 8 (38)

Action 1 (89)

Action 2 (90)

Action 3 (91)

Action 4 (92)

Action 5 (93)

Assertiveness 1 (3)

Assertiveness 2 (63)

Assertiveness 3 (68)

Assertiveness 4 (46)

Assertiveness 5 (56)

Assertiveness 6 (61)

g

.69

.57

.65

.70

.62

.60

.52

.47

.36

.42

.45

.28

.40

.45

.47

.52

.29

.27

.35

.38

.32

.53

.40

.22

.50

Factor 1

.28

.25

.25

.31

.23

Factor 2

.59

.58

.61

.36

.41

.23

.33

.24

Factor 3

.61

.49

.67

.37

.51

.25

.32

.23

h2

.56

.39

.49

.60

.44

.43

.33

.29

.48

.51

.57

.21

.34

.27

.33

.33

.46

.25

.50

.24

.39

.21

.18

.41

.23

.09

.33

Table 1: Higher order factor analysis
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Table 2: Pearson correlations (p-values) between Clover Leaf and SDQ scales

The primary hypothesis was that the Clover Leaf action 
orientation and assertiveness scale items would be sig-
nificantly more protective against (i.e., negatively correlated 
with) internalizing problems as indicated by the SDQ scale 
(emotion symptoms) than against the corresponding ex-
ternalizing items on the SDQ scales (ADHD and conduct 
problems). Interpersonal sensitivity/belonging and reflection, 
on the other hand, were expected to be significantly more 
protective against the SDQ scales indicative of externalizing 

..

1 ADHD

2 Conduct problems

3 Peer problems

4 Emotional problems

5 Action orientation

6 Assertiveness

7 Interpersonal sensitivity/belonging

8 Reflection

1

0.52  
(0.00)

0.18  
(0.00)

0.35  
(0.00)

0.07  
(0.15)

–0.07  
(0.14)

–0.31  
(0.00)

–0.24  
(0.00)

2

0.29  
(0.00)

0.26  
(0.00)

0.04  
(0.41)

0.04  
(0.47)

–0.27  
(0.00)

–0.11  
(0.03)

3

0.39  
(0.00)

–0.23  
(0.00)

–0.17  
(0.00)

–0.10  
(0.04)

–0.05  
(0.27)

4

–0.10  
(0.05)

–0.07  
(0.18)

0.08  
(0.12)

0.00  
(0.95)

5

0.41  
(0.00)

0.25  
(0.00)

0.37  
(0.00)

6

0.44  
(0.00)

0.60  
(0.00)

7

0.63  
(0.00)

problems (ADHD and conduct problems) than against the 
corresponding internalizing items on the SDQ scales (peer 
problems and emotion symptoms). As can be seen in Table 2, 
action orientation correlated negatively with peer problems 
and emotional problems. Similarly, assertiveness correlated 
negatively with peer problems. Moreover, interpersonal sensi-
tivity/belonging correlated negatively with ADHD, conduct 
problems, and peer problems. Reflection was negatively as-
sociated with ADHD and conduct problems.

Table 3: Gender differences on predictor and outcome variables

Scale (score range)

ADHD (0–2)

Conduct problems (0–2)

Peer problems (0–2)

Emotional symptoms (0–2)

Action orientation (0–3)

Assertiveness (0–3)

Interpersonal sensitivity (0–3)

Reflection (0–3)

Girls, mean (SD)

0.8 (0.4)

0.5 (0.4)

0.5 (0.4)

0.8 (0.5)

2.0 (0.6)

1.9 (0.6)

2.0 (0.6)

1.8 (0.7)

Boys, mean (SD)

0.8 (0.4)

0.5 (0.3)

0.5 (0.4)

0.6 (0.4)

2.3 (0.6)

1.8 (0.6)

1.9 (0.6)

1.8 (0.6)

t-value (p-value)

0.1 (.91)

1.1 (.26)

1.5 (.14)

–3.8 (.00)

3.6 (.00)

–0.2 (.84)

–2.4 (.02)

0.3 (.78)
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Gender differences are shown in Table 3. As expected, 
girls reported significantly higher levels of emotional 
symptoms and interpersonal sensitivity, and boys re-
ported higher levels of action orientation. All other 
scales showed no significant gender difference. Given 

that gender differences were observed on two of the 
Clover Leaf scales – which are used as the predictors in 
the multiple regression analyses – and on one SDQ 
scale, gender was included as a covariate in all regression 
analyses.

Table 4: Standardized multiple regression coefficients (p-values) for Clover Leaf scales predicting SDQ scales

....

Dependent variable

Predictor variable

Gender

Action orientation

Assertiveness

Interpersonal sensitivity

Reflection

R2

Externalizing symptoms

ADHD

β (p)

0.06 (0.21) 

0.18 (0.00)

0.08 (0.18)

–0.29 (0.00)

–0.18 (0.01)

0.14 (0.00)

Pratt score

0%

9%

–4%

65%

31%

Conduct problems

β (p)

0.00 (0.98)

0.05 (0.36)

0.19 (0.00)

–0.34 (0.00)

–0.02 (0.73)

0.10 (0.00)

Pratt score

0%

2%

8%

91%

2%

Internalizing symptoms

Peer problems

β (p)

–0.11 (0.03)

–0.24 (0.00)

–0.12 (0.05)

–0.06 (0.30)

0.15 (0.04)

0.08 (0.00)

Pratt score

10%

68%

25%

7%

–9%

Emotional problems

β (p)

0.15 (0.00)

–0.07 (0.20)

–0.10 (0.12)

0.10 (0.10)

0.02 (0.73)

0.05 (0.01)

Pratt score

56%

14%

14%

16%

0%

Next, we predicted externalizing and internalizing symp-
toms by the Clover Leaf resiliency scales. Table 4 shows 
the results for the multiple regression analyses. The re-
gression model’s overall predictive power for hyper-
activity (R2 = .14) was equivalent to a medium/large 
effect size. For conduct problems (R2 = .10) and peer 
problems (R2  = .08), the R2 was equivalent to a medium 
effect size, and for emotional symptoms (R2 = .05), it was 
equivalent to a small effect size. Overall, the coefficients 
were similar in pattern to the zero-order correlations, but 
the findings also indicated the presence of several sup-
pression effects.

3.4.1. Externalizing Problems: ADHD and Conduct Problems
Interestingly, the zero-order correlations between action 
orientation and ADHD, as well as between assertiveness 
and conduct problems were statistically not different from 
zero. However, in the multiple regressions, the beta coef-
ficients for action orientation in relation to hyperactivity 
(r = .18, p < .001) and assertiveness in relation to conduct 

problems (r = .19, p < .001) were larger, and statistically 
significant. In other words, action orientation only pre-
dicted ADHD, and assertiveness only predicted conduct 
problems, in the presence of the other Clover Leaf pre-
dictor variables. These findings suggest that interpersonal 
sensitivity and reflection are protective factors with regard 
to ADHD and conduct problems; this was indicated by the 
zero-order correlations and the negative (and statistically 
significant) beta coefficients. In fact, interpersonal sensi-
tivity was the most important variable with regard to 
ADHD (Pratt = 65 percent) and conduct problems (Pratt = 
91 percent). Also, the Pratt indices, zero-order correlations, 
and beta coeefiicents indicate that action orientation con-
tributes to the regression (with ADHD as the outcome 
variable) as a suppressor: The beta coefficient for action 
orientation (.18) is of equal size to the beta coefficient for 
reflection (-.18), but its Pratt score is less than one third (9 
percent versus 31 percent). The same pattern is found for 
assertiveness in the regression with conduct problems as 
the outcome variable (cf. Thomas et al. 1998).

3.4. Multiple Regressions: Predicting Psychopathology by Resiliencies
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3.4.2. Internalizing Problems: Peer problems and Emotional Symptoms
In relation to peer problems and emotional symptoms, 
the zero-order correlations for action orientation and as-
sertiveness were significantly negative, and of almost 
identical size as the corresponding beta coefficients in the 
regression analyses. Action orientation was the most im-
portant variable with regard to peer problems, according 
to its Pratt measure (Pratt = 65 percent). In addition, the 
multiple regression analysis with peer problems as the 
dependent variable indicated a suppression effect with 
respect to the reflection scale. The zero-order correlation 
between reflection and peer problems was not sig-
nificant; however, in the multiple regression, reflection 
was significantly associated with peer problems (r = .15, 
p < .04).

Again, the beta coeeficients and Pratt scores indicate that 
a suppression effect is present: In relation to peer prob-
lems reflection has a larger beta coefficent than assertive-
ness; however, the Pratt score is considerably smaller (9 
percent versus 25 percent). In other words, reflection 
seems to predict peer problems to a larger than extent 
once action orientation, assertiveness, and interpersonal 
sensitivity are taken into account.

In relation to emotional symptoms, gender was the only 
significant predictor. The beta coefficients of the four 
Clover Leaf scales were all not significant. Among all four 
multiple regression analyses that were conducted, the one 
on emotional symptoms was the only one that did not 
show the pattern of a suppression effect.

4. Discussion
The Holistic Student Assessment (HSA) is a new assess-
ment tool designed to measure children’s and adoles-
cents’ resiliencies and social-emotional development. It 
complements existing assessments of risk and psycho-
pathology, such as the Strength and Difficulties Ques-
tionnaire, in both school and out-of-school-time settings. 
Conceptually, the HSA is based on the Clover Leaf Model 
which combines psychopathology and risk with resilien-
cies and social-emotional development (Malti and Noam 
2009). Despite a strong emphasis on resilience and pro-
tective factors in the literature (see Rutter 2012), early as-

sessments that integrate social-emotional development 
and resilience factors are still scarce. However, we argue 
here that their development is important because they 
can help tailor intervention strategies for the prevention 
of bullying, violence, and antisocial conduct.

Our results are the first to lend empirical support to the 
HSA as a valid measure of children’s and adolescents’ re-
siliencies. Factor analyses show that the unidimensional-
ity of the Clover Leaf resilience scales was mostly 
plausible. Furthermore, the resilience scales mostly ex-
hibited the theoretically expected convergent and diver-
gent relationships. More specifically, action orientation 
was negatively associated with internalizing symptoms 
(peer problems and emotional symptoms), while as-
sertiveness correlated negatively with internalizing symp-
toms (peer problems). In addition, as expected, 
interpersonal sensitivity/belonging correlated negatively 
with externalizing symptoms, but positively with inter-
nalizing symptoms (peer problems). Reflection was 
negatively related to externalizing symptoms. Taken to-
gether, these findings confirm the Clover Leaf Model’s as-
sumptions regarding the interrelations between 
resiliences and different types of externalizing and inter-
nalizing psychopathology. The negative relationship be-
tween interpersonal sensitivity/belonging and 
externalizing symptoms is also consistent with previous 
research reporting a negative relationship between em-
pathy and antisocial conduct (Hastings et al. 2000). In 
contrast, the negative association between assertiveness 
with internalizing symptoms is in line with related re-
search on social skill deficits in children with depressive 
symptoms (Perren and Alsaker 2009).

Interestingly, none of the Clover Leaf resiliency constructs 
was consistently either a protective factor or a risk factor 
for all psychopathology scales; rather, each resilience con-
struct was significantly correlated with at least one of the 
four psychopathology scales. This is in line with our hy-
pothesis that the different resiliency scales are associated 
differentially with different externalizing and internaliz-
ing symptoms, suggesting that each resilience scale has a 
specific function as a measure of social-emotional devel-
opment and in relation to risk for psychopathology.
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In addition to the bivariate relationships between the 
Clover Leaf resiliency scales and the psychopathology 
scales, our regression analyses show that action orientation 
predict ADHD positively, whereas interpersonal sensitivity/
belonging and reflection predict ADHD negatively. As the-
oretically expected, high assertiveness and low 
interpersonal sensitivity predicted conduct problems. 
Given the positive association between assertiveness and 
interpersonal sensitivity/belonging, this pattern indicates a 
suppression effect which may indicate that assertiveness 
alone is indeed not a resilience factor, but a risk factor for 
antisocial conduct. However, this is only the case if inter-
personal sensitivity/belonging is missing. In contrast, being 
both assertive and interpersonally sensitive is a resilience 
factor and contribute to developmentally adaptive out-
comes. This interpretation is in line with related research 
on the social and moral antecedents of bullying (e.g., 
Gasser and Keller 2009); children and adolescents with ag-
gression and bullying behavior may not necessarily lack so-
cial skills, but may have deficiencies in the moral qualities 
of empathy and interpersonal sensitivity. The finding also 
points to the need to assess various resiliencies to fully 
understand individual risk and protective factors of psy-
chopathology.

Regarding internalizing symptomatology, the results show 
that action orientation and assertiveness predict peer prob-
lems negatively, whereas reflection predicts them positively. 
In addition, emotional symptoms are positively predicted 
by interpersonal sensitivity/belonging. These findings are 
fully in line with the theoretical expectations and provide 
additional evidence for the notion of resiliencies as risk 
and protective factors for psychopathology. Specifically, the 
findings show that each psychopathology, such as aggres-
sive behavior, is associated with a lack in specific resilien-
cies (e.g., belonging) and high levels in other resiliencies 
(e.g., assertiveness).

Thus, the HSA can help to detect specific resiliencies and 
risks in children and adolescents who are at risk for, or al-
ready show, elevated levels of aggression and antisocial 
conduct. Specifically, children with these problem be-
haviors show high levels on assertiveness but simulta-
neously low levels of interpersonal sensitivity. This 

information can be used to prepare targeted intervention 
strategies for these children, for example using at-risk 
children’s assertiveness (high resilience) to improve their 
low levels of interpersonal sensitivity and feelings of be-
longing and empathy, while they retain their assertiveness 
and reduce their aggression (see Malti and Noam 2009). 
Thus, this approach implies that it is important to target 
at-risk children or children with elevated problem be-
haviors, such as high levels of aggression, by looking at spe-
cific resiliencies (i.e., assertiveness) in order to tailor 
interventions and strengthen specific other resiliencies (in-
terpersonal sensitivity/belonging). The Clover Leaf Model 
predicts that a balance between different resilience dimen-
sions is most adaptive. From this perspective, it seems war-
ranted to seek a balance between assertiveness and 
interpersonal sensitivity for children with elevated aggres-
sion levels. This differs from a perspective that focuses ex-
clusively on the reduction of risk factors by emphasizing 
the child’s strengths and using these strengths to overcome 
risks and vulnerabilities such as low levels of other resilien-
cies and related problem behaviors.

In summary, these findings provide support for the HSA as 
a psychometrically valid measure of resilience. However, all 
of the convergent and divergent relationships were based 
exclusively on self-report, thus a further examination of the 
psychometric properties of the HSA with self- and other-
reports is warranted. In addition, Cronbach’s alphas for the 
conduct disorder and peer problem scales were only mod-
erate. However, these alphas compare to findings from 
other studies using the self-report version of the SDQ (e.g., 
Hawes and Dadds 2004). Furthermore, our data analysis 
approach was merely correlational and cross-sectional, and 
thus no causal implications can be drawn from the current 
research. Lastly, the resilience factor explained only a 
relatively small proportion of variance in predicting be-
havioral outcomes. Future research needs to take into ac-
count other well-known risk factors, such as contextual 
risk factors that contribute to problem behavior, in order to 
test the relative predictive power of the resilience scales 
when compared to these classical risk factors (Eisner and 
Malti 2012). However, previous research suggests that these 
and related resilience factors predict problem behavior 
longitudinally (Malti and Krettenauer 2012).
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Nevertheless, the current results provide evidence that the 
HSA validly captures the four dimensions of the Clover 
Leaf Model. As such, the HSA has potential to help tailor 
interventions based on the developmental needs and resil-
iencies of adolesents at risk for, or already engaging in, ex-

ternalizing or internalizing psychopathology. Early 
screenings, such as the HSA, can help educators choose 
more effective strategies in order to reduce bullying and ag-
gressive behavior through a three-tiered delivery system 
(i.e., promotion, prevention, intervention).
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Preventing Child Behavior Problems in the 
Erlangen-Nuremberg Development and Prevention 
Study: Results from Preschool to Secondary School Age
Friedrich Lösel, Institute of Criminology, Cambridge University, United Kingdom, and Institute of Psychology, 

University of Erlangen-Nuremberg, Germany
Mark Stemmler, Institute of Psychology, University of Erlangen-Nuremberg, Germany

A brief overview of the prevention part of the long-term Erlangen-Nuremberg Development and Prevention Study, which combines a prospective longitudinal 
and experimental design. Findings up to five years after intervention are reported. From a sample of 609 families with kindergarten children, subgroups par-
ticipated in the universal prevention program EFFEKT (child social skills training, a parent training and a combination of both) or were assigned to equivalent 
control groups. The short-term evaluation showed significant effects in mediating constructs (social problem solving and parenting behavior) and in educators’ 
ratings of children’s social behavior. In a follow-up after two to three years, school report cards showed fewer children with multiple behavior problems. In a 
further follow up after four to five years program children reported fewer externalizing and internalizing problems than the control group. There were no sig-
nificant effects in the mothers’ reports on their children’s behavior. Most significant effect sizes ranged between d = 0.20 and d = 0.40. The findings suggest 
various positive long-term effects of the intervention. However, one need to be cautious with regard to over-generalizing the positive findings, because effect 
sizes vary over time and the positive findings could not be replicated in all investigated variables.

Introduction
In recent years development-oriented prevention of delin-
quency and violence has become a key topic of criminology 
and crime policy (Beelmann 2012; Farrington and Welsh 
2007; Lösel and Bender 2012). Numerous programs have 
been created and implemented in families, schools, pre-
schools, social services, clinics, and neighborhoods. The child 
age may range from pre-birth to adolescence and the pre-
vention can be universal (for all members of a population), 
selected (for at-risk groups), or indicated (for children with 
pre-existing behavior problems). Many programs have 
broader targets such as preventing not only crime but also 
internalizing problems, substance misuse, and school drop-
out, or generally supporting a desirable child development.

 The expansion of developmental prevention in criminol-
ogy and related disciplines has sound reasons such as sub-

stantial prevalence rates of behavioral problems, problem 
stability in a small group of “early starters,” frequent co-
morbidity of various disorders, difficulties of later treat-
ment, and high monetary costs for society (Lösel 2012a). 
Early prevention programs are based on a range of theor-
etical concepts. For example, child social skills training 
programs address social information processing and prob-
lem-solving, which play an important role in aggressive be-
havior (e.g. Dodge and Pettit 2003). Parenting programs 
aim to reduce coercive interactions, inconsistency, and cor-
poral punishment (e.g. Dishion and Patterson 1994). Par-
ent- and child-oriented programs are based on social 
learning and parenting theories (e.g. Webster-Stratton, 
Reid, and Hammond 2004). Early home-visiting programs 
use theories of social learning and attachment (e.g. Olds et 
al. 2007). Other programs integrate various concepts in a 
systems- and development-oriented perspective (e.g. Haw-
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kins et al. 2008). Although the respective theoretical con-
structs form a sound basis for prevention programs, their 
empirical correlations with antisocial outcomes are mainly 
small to moderate (Hawkins et al. 1998), particularly with 
regard to protective effects (Lösel and Farrington 2012). 
Therefore, it would be unrealistic to expect very large ef-
fects even for sound developmental programs.

Overall, systematic reviews and meta-analyses have shown 
positive results (e.g. Beelmann 2012; Farrington and Welsh 
2007; Lösel 2012a) and also desirable cost-benefit ratios 
(e.g. Aos et al. 2004). However, there is great heterogeneity 
in outcomes and the field is confronted with various prob-
lems: 1. Most programs are not based on empirical evalu-
ation studies (e.g. Junger et al. 2007). 2. Even when 
randomized controlled trials or sound quasi-experimental 
evaluations are carried out, most studies have only short 
follow-up periods, so there is no information on the im-
pact on youth crime (Farrington and Welsh 2012; Lösel 
and Beelmann 2003). 3. There are frequently difficulties 
reaching high-risk families, early dropout, and other im-
plementation problems (Eisner and Meidert 2011; Lösel 
2012a). 5. There is a particular lack of long-term systematic 
research outside the English-speaking world (Beelmann 
2012; Lösel and Bender 2012).

Against this background we carried out the Erlangen-Nur-
emberg Development and Prevention Study (ENDPS). This 
project is one of the few examples that follow the recom-
mendation of Farrington, Ohlin and Wilson (1996) to 
combine a prospective longitudinal design with an experi-
mental program evaluation. The ENDPS started in 1999 
and is to our knowledge currently the longest-running 
study with such a combined design in Europe. As requested 
by the editors of this special issue, the present article con-
tains a brief overview of the evaluation part of the project. 
While we refer mainly to previously published empirical ar-
ticles, hitherto unpublished findings will also be presented.

1. Method
1.1. Sample and Participation Rates
The ENDPS comprises a core study on universal pre-
vention programs and various smaller evaluations of pro-
gram adaptations for specific risk groups. The sample of 

the core study consisted of 675 kindergarten children (336 
boys, 339 girls) from 609 families at 61 kindergartens in the 
cities of Erlangen and Nuremberg in Bavaria, Germany. 
The average age of the children at the first measurement 
was M = 4.7 years (SD = 9.3 months). According to an 
index of socio-economic status (cf. Geißler 1994) the 
sample was very similar to the population of the area 
(Beelmann et al. 2006). In total, seven waves of data collec-
tion have been carried out to date (the fourth only in a 
small subsample). The first three waves took place an-
nually, the others at longer intervals. The retention rates 
varied over time and with regard to type of data gathering 
(e.g., number of mothers’ versus fathers’ questionnaires). 
As usual, not all measures were completed by all partici-
pants. The attrition rate of families after the first three an-
nual waves was 5 percent. In the sixth assessment (four to 
five years after the intervention) 85 percent of the families 
were retained. In the most recent seventh wave (nine to 
eleven years after the first one) the retention rate was about 
90 percent. Because it sometimes took a long time to com-
plete the assessment of all families, the later follow-up 
times have a bandwidth.

 The sample for the program evaluation consisted of 282 
children (age: M =4.6 years, SD = 8.8 months). 9.4 percent 
of the families were lower class, 29.4 percent lower middle 
class, 42.0 percent middle class, 16.4 percent upper middle 
class, and 2.8 percent upper class (cf. Geißler 1994). Ten 
percent of all parents had foreign ethnicity and 11 percent 
were single mothers (there was one single father in the 
study). We grouped the children/families as follows: 1. 
child training; 2. parent training; 3. combination of child 
and parent training, and 4. control group. All training took 
place in the year after the first assessment and ended be-
tween two to three months before the second assessment. 
The assignment of families/children to the training groups 
and control groups followed both methodological and 
practical considerations. A random assignment on the in-
dividual level would have caused serious threats to validity, 
for example reactance of families not included in a pro-
gram, experimental or compensatory rivalry of control 
group parents, and diffusion of treatment if training group 
and control group children/parents were in contact in the 
same kindergarten (Lösel 2007b). Furthermore, not all kin-
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dergartens were suitable for the training with regard to dis-
tance to the families’ homes, available space, and group 
size. To cope with such typical problems in prevention 
practice but achieve equivalence of training group and 
control group, our design followed several steps: First, the 
above-mentioned organizational criteria were used to se-
lect kindergartens suitable for training. Second, 21 training 
groups from training kindergartens were selected ran-
domly from all suitable kindergarten groups. Third, 
matched pairs were recruited from the other kindergartens 
with regard to age, gender, socio-economic status, and pre-
training behavioral problems as assessed by the educators 
(total score of the Social Behavior Questionnaire, SBQ; see 
instruments section). With regard to quantitative matching 
criteria we used the “untreated neighbor” with the closest 
score. Due to this procedure, pretest SBQ means in the 
training group and control group were clearly equivalent 
(0.02 SD difference; Lösel et al. 2009). To control other as-
pects for potential heterogeneity in group-wise randomiz-
ation we applied not only ANCOVAs but also causal 
regression models that separate average, covariate, and 
conditional effects (Steyer et al. 2000).

 The child skills program was offered to the parents of 190 
children. Twelve children were not permitted to participate, 
leaving 178 children from 157 families who took part in the 
training. This represents a participation rate of 93.7 per-
cent. Of the participating children 96 percent were present 
for at least half of the sessions. The parent training was of-
fered to 255 families, of which 170 (67 percent) par-
ticipated. In most cases the mothers represented the family 
(n = 163), but there were also 48 fathers in the courses 
(sometimes together with the mother). Three-quarters of 
the parents attended at least half of the program.

As there is no generally valid solution for dealing with 
dropouts in program evaluation, one component of our 
analyses focused on children and parents who had attended 
at least half of their program (Lösel et al. 2006). In ad-
dition, intent-to-treat analyses that allocated all dropouts 
to the TC were also carried out (Lösel et al. 2009). The re-
spective results were rather similar. Although we observed 
no significant differences in matching variables between 
dropouts and completers, we nonetheless used equal n 

comparisons in our evaluations; i.e. only individuals for 
whom the matched partner was available were entered in 
the analyses. This ensures equivalence between training 
group and control group.

1.2. Prevention Programs
After various pilot studies (e.g. Beelmann 2003) the follow-
ing programs were chosen for the main evaluation in the 
ENDPS:

 Child training: The training of children’s social skills was 
based on “I Can Problem Solve” (Shure 1992), but up-
dated and modified for the German context. It was de-
livered to twenty-one groups of six to ten children. The 
course is a manual-based group training in social prob-
lem-solving (Beelmann, Jaursch, and Lösel 2004). The first 
part addresses verbal concepts, identification of emotions, 
and reflection on reasons for behavior. The second part 
contains training in problem-solving skills such as provid-
ing alternative solutions in conflicts, anticipation of ac-
tions and evaluation of consequences. The training uses a 
range of didactical methods. Each of the fifteen sessions 
lasted 30 to 60 minutes and there were three to five 
sessions per week (guided by two trained facilitators from 
the ENDPS).

 Parent training: The parenting program was delivered in 
twelve courses in the afternoon or evening. Child-care was 
provided to enable parents to attend. The training aims to 
enhance positive parenting skills (Beelmann and Lösel 
2004). It is partly based on the programs of the Oregon So-
cial Learning Center (Dishion and Patterson 1996; Fisher et 
al. 1997) and was updated and adapted to the German con-
text. Pilot studies suggested keeping the program short to 
increase participation and reduce dropout. The training 
consisted of five 90- to 120-minute sessions spread over 
five weeks. The courses were delivered by two experienced 
facilitators from our team (group sizes 6 to 15). The con-
tent included issues of positive parenting, requests and de-
mands, setting limits, dealing with difficult parenting 
situations, coping with stress, and enhancing the family’s 
social relationships. Structured presentations, group dis-
cussions, role-playing, self-awareness exercises, homework, 
and other didactic measures were used.
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1.3. Instruments
The assessments of the children and families varied over 
time and according to the children’s age (e.g., the problem-
solving test for six-years olds contained more items than 
for three-years olds). They employed multiple methods 
and data sources, ranging from parent interviews and ques-
tionnaires through child assessments and kindergarten 
staff’s ratings to school report cards and pediatric data 
(Lösel et al. 2005). As the focus of this article is on program 
evaluation, we mainly refer to the children’s behavioral 
problems as reported by various informants. In addition, 
data on process evaluation and theoretically relevant medi-
ating factors for program outcome are briefly reported (i.e. 
children’s social problem-solving, and parenting behavior).

   For outcome evaluation the children’s behavioral problems 
were measured using our German adaptations (Lösel, Beel-
mann, and Stemmler 2002) of the Social Behavior Ques-
tionnaire (SBQ; Tremblay et al. 1992). We used the SBQ to 
gather independent information from kindergarten edu-
cators, mothers, and (when they were older) children’s self-
reports. Behavioral problems in the first and second grades of 
elementary school were assessed by a content analysis of the 
school report cards (Stemmler et al. 2005). Teachers’ com-
ments on behavioral and emotional aspects such as aggres-
sion, hyperactivity, emotional tone, and obeying rules were 
reliably categorized and used as indicators of behavioral 
problems. From the sixth wave onwards we also applied short 
versions of a German self-reported delinquent behavior scale 
(the Delinquenz-Belastungsskala, DBS; Lösel 1975).

 Parenting behavior was measured by mothers’ reports on 
our German adaptation of the Alabama Parenting Ques-
tionnaire (Shelton, Frick, and Wotton 1996). The children’s 
social problem-solving competence was assessed via the 
German version of Spivak and Shure’s (1982; Shure, 1990) 
Preschool Interpersonal Problem-Solving Test (PIPS; 
Döpfner, Lorch, and Reihl 1989). In this test the children 
are asked for interpretations, potential motives, and be-
havioral alternatives in response to conflict scenarios pres-
ented in pictures.

 For process evaluation of the parent training we used 
anonymous ratings on five-point scales that addressed as-

pects such as the selection of topics, comprehensibility, use-
fulness for participants’ own parenting, and overall user 
satisfaction (Lösel et al. 2005). The implementation of the 
child training was assessed via ratings of the children’s on-
task and off-task behavior in each session (Cangelosi 1996).

2. Results
Most of the following results are presented as effect sizes 
using Cohen’s d coefficients. When the outcome measure 
had already been used in the pretest (e.g. the SBQ), we cal-
culated the net difference between standardized effects in 
the training group and control group. When an outcome 
measure could only be measured at follow up (e.g. the 
DBS), d was based on the standardized difference at the re-
spective measurement point.

2.1. Implementation Quality
The above-mentioned participation and completion rates 
suggest that the implementation of the programs was satis-
factory. This was particularly the case for the child pro-
gram, where both rates were clearly above 90 percent. More 
detailed process evaluations also indicate that the im-
plementation was appropriate (Lösel et al. 2005). On aver-
age the participants of the parent training rated all aspects 
between “very good” (1) and “good” (2) with a variation 
from M = 1.20 to 1.74. Overall satisfaction with the train-
ing was M = 1.73 (SD = 0.43), the quality of the facilitators 
was rated particularly positively (M = 1.20, SD = 0.33).

 The children’s behavior during the program was also satis-
factory. Over all sessions the rates of relevant on-task be-
havior were between 75 and 80 percent (M = 79.2 percent, 
SD = 16.7). Disruptive off-task behavior was observed 
much less commonly (M = 7.2 percent, SD = 8.3). Only 
three children (2.9 percent) had on-task scores of less than 
50 percent. These and other process data suggest that the 
programs were implemented at high quality. Therefore, a 
potential lack of effects in the outcome evaluation could 
not be attributed to poor implementation quality.

2.2. Effects on Mediating Factors
Our findings show significant program effects on theor-
etically mediating proximal factors. The child program had 
a positive influence on social problem-solving as measured 
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by the PIPS (Lösel and Beelmann 2005). Children in the 
training group produced a larger overall number of con-
flict solutions and a smaller proportion of aggressive sol-
utions, and made fewer aggressive decisions (d = 
0.25–0.47). Such effects were not observed when only the 
parents had participated in parent training. Although our 
project showed an overall improvement of social in-
formation processing and problem-solving with increased 
age (Beelmann, Lösel, and Stemmler 2010), the child social 
skills training seems to accelerate this process.

 Similarly, there were specific effects of parent training on 
parenting behavior and attitudes (Stemmler et al. 2007). 
Shortly after the training, mothers from the training group 
reported significantly more positive parenting (d = 0.30) 
and less inconsistent discipline (d = 0.29) than the control 
group. The latter effect remained stable during the first 
year. There was no overspill of impact from mothers to 
fathers who did not participate in the program.

 As expected, characteristics of the children’s social in-
formation processing and of the parents’ educational be-
havior were related to child behavior problems, although 
most correlations were small (Beelmann et al. 2010; 
Stemmler et al. 2007).

2.3. Short-Term Effects on Child Behavior (Two to Three Months)
The first outcome assessment of child behavior was car-
ried out two to three months after the training. The kin-
dergarten educators’ ratings of the children showed a 
significant positive effect of the total EFFEKT program in 
the SBQ-total score (d = 0.30). The effects of the various 
program components were d = 0.26 for the child training, 
d = 0.22 for the parent training, and d = 0.39 for the com-
bined parent and child training (Lösel, Beelmann, et al. 
2006). These results remained consistent when we used 
causal regression models instead of covariance analyses 
(Lösel et al. 2009). The effects in the subscales on ex-
ternalizing and internalizing problems were significant for 
the total program (d = 0.17 and 0.19), the child training 
(0.25 and 0.26), and the combined training (0.36 and 
0.33), but not for the parent training (0.11 and 0.09). 
There were also some conditional effects showing that 
those children who had more behavioral problems before 

the program benefitted most (Lösel et al. 2009). The effect 
sizes for this subgroup of those in greatest in need ranged 
between d = 0.25 and 0.66 (partially due to a slight in-
crease of problems in the respective control groups; Lösel, 
Beelmann et al. 2006).

 In contrast to the educators’ ratings, there was no outcome 
in the positive direction in the mothers’ ratings of child be-
havior (Lösel et al., 2009). We even found a small negative 
effect (d = -0.22) on internalizing problems.

2.4. Long-Term Effects on Child Behavior (Two to Five Years)
Two years after the training we analyzed the content of the 
report cards at elementary school. This is a particularly 
valid outcome indicator because the teachers did not know 
who participated in the program at kindergarten age. Over-
all, there were significantly less behavioral problems in the 
training group than in the control group (d = 0.17; Lösel, 
Beelmann et al. 2006). The specific effects of the parent 
training and combined training were not significant, but 
the child skills training had a significant and substantial ef-
fect (d = 0.35). In further analyses we focused on those 
children for whom the teachers reported at least three be-
havioral problems at grade one and two (Lösel et al. 2009). 
Because these children showed relatively stable problems 
two to three years after the program they are at high risk for 
longer-term deviance. The results for the total training and 
for the combined training showed significant positive ef-
fects (1.2 percent vs. 4.3 percent and 0.0 percent vs. 6.1 per-
cent in the training group vs. control group).

 In contrast to this non-reactive information from the 
school teachers, the mothers’ reports did not reveal any sig-
nificant program effect (Lösel et al. 2009). The above-
mentioned slightly negative short-term effect in the 
mothers’ reports of internalizing child symptoms had also 
disappeared.

 In the follow up four to five years after the program we were 
able to assess children’s self-reports. Table 1 contains the 
findings on all trained children and their parents versus the 
control group in the SBQ scales and delinquency self-re-
port (DBS).

http://www.ijcv.org


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 214 – 224
Lösel and Stemmler: Erlangen-Nuremberg Development and Prevention Study 220

Table 1: Results for children’s self-reports of behavioral and emotional 
problems four to five years after the intervention (all trained EFFEKT chil-
dren and their parents)

were no significant effects in the total score, nor in the sub-
scales on externalizing and internalizing child problems.

3. Discussion
 In comparison to the majority of evaluations on devel-
opmental prevention, follow-up periods of two to three 
and four to five years are rather long. Most studies com-
prise only one year or less (Beelmann 2012). This is par-
ticularly the case in Europe where well controlled 
long-term evaluations are very rare (e.g. Beelmann and 
Lösel 2007; Eisner et al. 2007).

 A substantial proportion of our short- and long-term ef-
fects went in the desirable direction, i.e. less behavioral 
problems in the program groups. The significant effects 
were mainly small and occasionally moderate. This is in 
line with international meta-analyses that report lower ef-
fects for universal prevention than for risk-focused selec-
tive and indicated approaches (Beelmann and Raabe, 2009; 
Lösel 2012a). In principle, one should not expect larger 
long-term effects of universal programs because the major-
ity of the children in the more or less “normal” inter-
vention groups would not develop behavioral problems 
without receiving a program. This does not imply that uni-
versal programs for the whole population of a kinder-
garten, school, or neighborhood should not be carried out. 
Universal programs have the advantage of avoiding poten-
tial stigmatization, do not require risk assessment pro-
cedures and can more easily be implemented in routine 
practice (e.g. in schools). As in public health programs, 
universal approaches can also have a particular impact on 
those groups who are most in need or at highest risk (Coid 
2003). This was confirmed in our short-term outcomes 
and in the school report cards two to three years after the 
training. After four to five years we did not find such a dif-
ferential effect for those at highest risk in the children’s 
self-reports. This may have been due to the overall small 
correlations between different informants and reduced sta-
bility over time (Lösel et al. 2005; see also below).

 We conclude from these findings that a relatively short uni-
versal prevention program such as EFFEKT can reduce 
child behavior problems. This is in accordance with meta-
analyses that found no strong relationship between pro-

.

SBQ – Total scale

SBQ – Externalizing score

SBQ – Internalizing score

DBS – Delinquency scale

Program

M
SD

9.26 
(5.37)

5.99
(5.37)

3.26
(2.20)

0.20 
(0.47)

Control

M
SD

11.29 
(5.76)

7.35
(4.99)

3.94
(2.56)

0.27
(0.67)

Difference

t-test

3.07**

2.37*

2.57*

1.14

Effect size

d

0.28

0.28

0.29

0.13

Notes: 
d = Cohen’s standardized mean difference
t-tests controlled for variance heterogeneity
SBQ = Social Behavior Questionnaire
DBS = Delinquency Self Report Scale
total n = 282 (equal n in training group and control group)
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.

 There were positive effects for the SBQ total problems 
score and the subscales on both externalizing and inter-
nalizing problems. The result in the DBS scale on self-re-
ported delinquency went in the expected direction, but was 
not significant (perhaps due to the generally small 
numbers of offences at this age). The effects were similar 
for the subsamples rated above and below the SBQ median 
at Time 1. The outcomes for the different types of inter-
ventions varied. They were all positive for the combined 
parent and child training (d = 0.21–0.34), but due to the 
now smaller n they did not reach statistical significance. 
The results of the parent training in the SBQ were par-
ticularly positive and significant (d = 0.49–0.63), but not 
significant in the delinquency scale. The findings for the 
child training all went in the desirable direction (d = 
0.19–0.45) and were significant in the DBS. The effects of 
the combined trainings in the deleinquency scale were 
positive (d = 0.17–0.26), but not statistically significant.

 We also recorded the mothers’ evaluations of child behavior 
in the SBQ scales four to five years after the training. There 
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gram intensity (dosage) and effect size (Beelmann 2008; 
Lösel and Beelmann, 2003). However, the universal ap-
proach should be seen as a “foot in the door” with regard 
to lasting influences in high-risk groups. Universal pro-
grams would become too expensive for the society if large 
numbers of low-risk children and families received high-
dosage measures (Foster et al. 2008; Offord 2000).

 Despite a number of theoretically plausible and practically 
desirable outcomes of the EFFEKT program one should be 
aware of various issues. Firstly there was some inconsistency 
of effect sizes over time. Although, as expected, a number of 
effects decreased in the follow-ups, some outcomes were 
stronger in the long-term than in the short-term evaluation. 
There was also partial inconsistency of effects in different 
outcome measures. For example, the positive effects in the 
kindergarten educators’ SBQ reports, elementary school re-
port cards, and children’s self reports clearly differed from 
the results in the mothers’ reports where we found no posi-
tive effects. Similarly, we observed certain inconsistencies in 
the outcomes of the different parts of the program. For 
example, the child training exhibited the largest effect after 
two to three years, whereas the parent training seemed to be 
more effective in the follow up after four to five years.

 Some of these variations may be due to random fluctu-
ation. Others may be due to numerous program, individ-
ual, contextual, and methodological factors (Lösel 2012a). 
One must be aware that programs are part of the child’s 
“natural” development in which (causal) risk and pro-
tective factors vary over time, accumulate, and interact 
with each other (Dodge et al. 2008; Lösel and Bender 
2003). This can lead to complex patterns of influences. For 
example, the small negative effects in the short-term evalu-
ation of the mother’s reports on internalizing child prob-
lems may have been due to a temporal increase of the 
mother’s sensitivity. Larger effect sizes in the follow-up 
could be due to “sleeper effects” that may result from 
greater experience in the application of training content. 
Certain inconsistencies between the data from the edu-
cators/teachers and from the mothers reflect the generally 
small correlations between different informants on child 
behavior problems (Achenbach 2006) that was also observ-
ed in the ENDPS (Lösel et al. 2005). The reports of the pro-

fessionals may be more reliable because they contain 
comparisons between children (which is often lacking in 
small families). Mothers’ and teachers’ reports can be in-
fluenced by a relatively stable general image of the child. As 
Lösel reports (2002), the longitudinal correlations between 
behavior ratings by the same informants were larger than 
the cross-sectional correlations between different inform-
ants. In another study of the ENDPS we only found sig-
nificant effects of a child skills training when the teachers 
who rated the child were not the same before and after the 
program (Hacker et al. 2007).

 Variations and partial inconsistencies in findings across 
times, subprograms, and outcome measures are rather 
common in evaluations of developmental prevention pro-
grams (even in some of the best long-term studies). For 
example, the FAST Track project found substantial vari-
ation in different outcomes (Conduct Problems Prevention 
Research Group 2002, 2004, 2010); most recently there 
were positive effects in official indicators of offending but 
not in self-reports. The Seattle Development Project re-
ported positive effects of “Communities That Care,” but 
with variations between parts of the program and different 
outcome measures (e.g. Hawkins et al. 1999, 2008). The 
Montreal Prevention Experiment had less effects in short-
term than in long-term evaluations (Tremblay et al. 1995; 
Vitaro, Brendgen, and Tremblay 2001). These and other 
examples suggest that one should not expect too simple 
and uniform messages from rather complex and multi-
modal long-term evaluations of developmental prevention 
programs. One should also be aware of the risk of “fishing 
for significances” when many variables and measurement 
times are included.

 Our evaluations of EFFEKT revealed not only various 
long-term effects, but also no lasting negative outcomes. As 
McCord (2003) has shown, some programs can harm in 
spite of best intentions. Having various positive and no 
harmful impact justified disseminating the EFFEKT pro-
gram into routine practice. Meanwhile more than one 
thousand facilitators have been trained in all parts of Ger-
many on a non-profit basis. We also learnt that the stan-
dard program needs to be enriched with modules for 
subpopulations with specific needs. Therefore, we devel-
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oped adapted versions that addressed cultural differences 
in parenting (e.g. in Turkish families) and also used 
simpler language. Ethnic minority families in deprived 
neighborhoods benefitted from this intervention (Runkel 
2009; Runkel et al., forthcoming). Another adaptation ad-
dressed emotionally burdened or depressed mothers 
(Kötter et al. 2010). This program was evaluated in clinic 
contexts and showed positive effects on mothers’ parenting 
and children’s behavior (Bühler et al. 2011; Stemmler et al., 
forthcoming). In principle, we recommend working with 
the core structure of evidence-based programs, but adding 
and evaluating modules for specific family needs where 
necessary. Such a more individualized approach is sup-
ported by a meta-analysis of family-oriented prevention 
programs in Germany (Lösel, Schmucker et al. 2006).

4. Conclusions
The findings and experiences from our primary evalu-
ations and research syntheses within the ENDPS lead us 

to the following conclusions: First, universal devel-
opmental prevention programs such as EFFEKT can have 
positive long-term effects. Second, it is realistic to expect 
mainly small effect sizes, particularly in routine practice 
(as opposed to demonstration projects). Third, because of 
the high costs of persistent criminality even small effects 
may well pay off if only a few cases become more resil-
ient. Fourth, more well-controlled and replicated evalu-
ations of the long-term outcomes of both universal and 
targeted prevention programs are needed, particularly 
outside North America. Fifth, there is a need for more re-
search on the outreach and implementation of programs 
in routine practice. Sixth, specific evidence-based pro-
grams must be more closely integrated into the broad 
range of routine services in practice. And finally, devel-
opmental prevention on the individual and micro-social 
level should be accompanied by approaches designed to 
reduce risks at the macro-level (e.g. in order to avoid so-
cial segregation).

References
Achenbach, Thomas. 2006. As Others See Us: Clinical and Research Implications 

of Cross-Informant Correlations for Psychopathology. Current Directions in 
Psychological Science 15:94–98.

Aos, Steve, Roxanne Lieb, Jim Mayfield, Marna Miller and Annie Pennucci. 2004. 
Benefits and Costs of Prevention and Early Intervention Programs for Children 
and Youth. Olympia, WA: Washington State Institute of Public Policy.

Beelmann, Andreas. 2003. Effektivität behavioraler Elterntrainingsprogramme: 
Ergebnisse zweier Pilotstudien zur Prävention dissozialen Verhaltens. Psy-
chologie in Erziehung und Unterricht 50:310–23.

Beelmann, Andreas. 2008. The Effect of Parent Training Programs in the Prevention 
and Treatment of Antisocial Behavior in Childhood and Adolescence. Paper 
presented at the 18th European Conference of Psychology and Law, 2–5 July 
2008, Maastricht, the Netherlands.

Beelmann, Andreas. 2012. The Scientific Foundation of Prevention: The Status 
Quo and Future Challenges for Developmental Prevention. In Antisocial Be-
havior and Crime: Contributions of Developmental and Evaluation Research to 
Prevention and Intervention, ed. Thomas Bliesener, Andreas Beelmann, and 
Mark Stemmler, 137–63. New York: Hogrefe.

Beelmann, Andreas, Stefanie Jaursch, and Friedrich Lösel. 2004. Ich kann Prob-
leme lösen: Soziales Trainingsprogramm für Vorschulkinder. Universität Er -
langen-Nürnberg: Institut für Psychologie.

Beelmann, Andreas, Stefanie Jaursch, Friedrich Lösel, and Mark Stemmler. 2006. 
Frühe universelle Prävention von dissozialen Entwicklungsproblemen: Im-
plementation und Wirksamkeit eines verhaltensorientierten Elterntrainings. 
Praxis der Rechtspsychologie 16:120–43.

Beelmann, Andreas, and Friedrich Lösel. 2004. Elterntraining zur Förderung der 
Erziehungskompetenz. Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg: Institut für Psychol-
ogie.

Beelmann, Andreas, and Friedrich Lösel. 2007. Prävention von externalisieren-
dem Problemverhalten. In Prävention und Gesundheitsförderung, vol. 3, 
Kinder und Jugendliche, ed. Bernd Röhrle, 557–95. Tübingen: Deutsche Ge-
sellschaft für Verhaltenstherapie.

Beelmann, Andreas, Friedrich Lösel, and Mark Stemmler. 2010. Die Entwicklung 
von sozialer Informationsverarbeitung und die Vorhersage physischer Ag-
gression im Vorschulalter. Psychologie in Erziehung und Unterricht 57:119–31.

Beelmann, Andreas, Friedrich Lösel, Mark Stemmler, and Stephanie Jaursch. 
2006. Beurteilung von sozialenVerhaltensproblemen und Erziehungsschwier-
igkeiten im Vorschulalter: Eine Untersuchung zur deutschen Adaptation des 
Eyberg Child Behavior Inventory (ECBI). Diagnostica 52:189–98.

Beelmann, Andreas, and Thomas Raabe. 2009. The Effects of Preventing Anti-
social Behavior and Crime in Childhood and Adolescence: Results and Im-
plications of Research Reviews and Meta-analyses. European Journal of 
Developmental Science 3:260–81.

Bender, Doris, and Friedrich Lösel. 2006. Working With Violent Children in Ger-
man Youth Services: Results of a Survey. In Children Who Commit Acts of 
Serious Interpersonal Violence: Messages for Practice, ed. Ann Hagell and Re-
nuka Jeyarajah-Dent, 167–85. London: Jessica Kingsley.

Bühler, Anneke, Charlotte Kötter, Stefanie Jaursch, and Friedrich Lösel. 2011. 
Prevention of Familial Transmission of Depression: EFFEKT-E, A Selective 
Program for Emotionally Burdened Families. Journal of Public Health 
19:321–27.

Cangelosi, James S. 1996. Classroom Management Strategies: Gaining and Main-
taining Students’ Cooperation. New York: Longman.

Coid, Jeremy W. 2003. Formulating Strategies for the Primary Prevention of 
Adult Antisocial Behaviour: “High Risk” or “Population” Strategies? In Early 
Prevention of Adult Antisocial Behaviour, ed. David P. Farrington and Jeremy 
W. Coid, 32–78. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group. 2002. Evaluation of the First 3 
Years of the Fast Track Prevention Trial with Children at High Risk for Ado-
lescent Conduct Problems. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology 19:553–67.

Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group. 2004. The Effects of the Fast 
Track Program on Serious Problem Outcomes at the End of Elementary 
School. Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology 33:650–61.

http://www.ijcv.org


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 214 – 224
Lösel and Stemmler: Erlangen-Nuremberg Development and Prevention Study 223

Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group. 2010. Fast Track Intervention Ef-
fects on Youth Arrests and Delinquency. Journal of Experimental Criminology 
6:131–57.

Dishion, Thomas J., and Gerald S. Patterson. 1996. Preventive Parenting with 
Love, Encouragement and Limits: The Preschool Years. Eugene, OR: Castalia.

Dodge, Kenneth A., Mark T. Greenberg, Patrick S. Malone, and Conduct Prob-
lems Prevention Research Group. 2008. Testing an Idealized Dynamic Cas-
cade Model of the Development of Serious Violence in Adolescence. Child 
Development 79:1907–27.

Dodge, Kenneth A., and Gregory S. Pettit. 2003. A Biopsychosocial Model of the 
Development of Chronic Conduct Problems in Adolescence. Developmental 
Psychology 39:349–71.

Döpfner, Manfred, Ruth Lorch, and Dieter Reihl. 1989. Soziale Informationsver-
arbeitung in Konfliktsituationen – eine empirische Studie an Vorschulkin-
dern. Zeitschrift für Pädagogische Psychologie 3:239–48.

Eisner, Manuel, and Ursula Meidert. 2011. Stages of Parental Engagement in a 
Universal Parent Training Program. Journal of Primary Prevention 32:83–93.

Eisner, Manuel, Denis Ribeaud, Rahel Jünger, and Ursula Meidert. 2007. Frühprä-
vention von Gewalt und Aggression. Zürich: Rüegger.

Farrington, David P., Lloyd E. Ohlin, and James Q. Wilson. 1986. Understanding 
and Controlling Crime: Toward a New Research Strategy. New York: Springer.

Farrington, David P. and Brandon C. Welsh. 2007. Saving Children From a Life of 
Crime. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Fisher, Philip A., Elizabeth Ramsay, Karla Antoine, Kate Kavanagh, Allen Wine-
barger, J. Mark Eddy, and John B. Reid. 1997. Success in Parenting: A Curricu-
lum for Parents with Challenging Children. Eugene, OR: Oregon Social 
Learning Center.

Foster, E. Michael, Ronald J. Prinz, Matthew R. Sanders, and Cheri J. Shapiro. 
2008. The Costs of a Public Health Infrastructure for Delivering Parenting 
and Family Support. Children and Youth Services Review 30:493–501.

Geißler, Rainer, ed. 1994. Soziale Schichtung und Lebenschancen in Deutschland. 
Stuttgart: Enke.

Hacker, Stefanie, Friedrich Lösel, Mark Stemmler, Stefanie Jaursch, Daniela Run-
kel, and Andreas Beelmann. 2007. Training im Problemlösen (TIP): Imple-
mentation und Evaluation eines sozial-kognitiven Kompetenztrainings für 
Kinder. Heilpädagogische Forschung 23:11–21.

Hawkins, J. David, Eric C. Brown, Sabrina Oesterle, Michael W. Arthur, Robert D. 
Abbott, and Richard F. Catalano. 2008. Early Effects of Communities That 
Care on Targeted Risks and Initiation of Delinquent Behavior and Substance 
Use. Journal of Adolescent Health 43:15–22.

Hawkins, J. David, Richard F. Catalano, Rick Kosterman, Robert D. Abbott, and 
Karl G. Hill. 1999. Preventing Adolescent Health-risk Behaviors by 
Strengthening Protection During Childhood. Archives of Pediatric and Ado-
lescence Medicine 153:226–34.

Junger, Marianne, Lynette Feder, Joy Clay, Sylvana M. Coté, David P. Farrington, 
Kate Freiberg, Vicente Garrido, et al. 2007. Preventing Violence in Seven 
Countries: Global Convergence in Policy. European Journal on Criminal Pol-
icy and Research 13:327–56.

Kötter, Charlotte, Mark Stemmler, Anneke Bühler, Stefanie Jaursch, and Friedrich 
Lösel. 2010. Mittelfristige Effekte des Präventionsprogramms EFFEKT-E für 
emotional belastete Mütter und ihre Kinder unter besonderer Berücksich-
tigung psychosozialer Risikofaktoren. Zeitschrift für Gesundheitspsychologie 
19:122–33.

Lösel, Friedrich. 1975. Handlungskontrolle und Jugenddelinquenz: Theoretische In-
tegration und empirische Prüfung. Stuttgart: Enke.

Lösel, Friedrich. 2002. Risk/Need Assessment and Prevention of Antisocial De-
velopment in Young People: Basic Issues from a Perspective of Cautionary 
Optimism. In Multiproblem Violent Youth, NATO SPS series, ed. Ray Cor-
rado, Ron Roesch, Stephen D. Hart, and Josef Gierowski, 35–57. Amsterdam: 
IOS Press.

Lösel, Friedrich. 2007a. It’s Never Too Early and Never Too Late: Towards an In-
tegrated Science of Developmental Intervention in Criminology. Criminol-
ogist 35 (2): 1–8.

Lösel, Friedrich. 2007b. Doing Evaluation in Criminology: Balancing Scientific 
and Practical Demands. In Doing Research on Crime and Justice, 2d ed., ed. 
Roy D. King and Emma Wincup, 141–170. Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press.

Lösel, Friedrich. 2012a. Entwicklungsbezogene Prävention von Gewalt und 
Kriminalität: Ansätze und Wirkungen. Forensische Psychiatrie, Psychologie 
und Kriminologie 6:71–84.

Lösel, Friedrich. 2012b. Offender Treatment and Rehabilitation: What Works? In 
The Oxford Handbook of Criminology, 5th ed., ed. Mike Maguire, Rod Mor-
gan, and Robert Reiner 986–1016. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Lösel, Friedrich, and Andreas Beelmann. 2003. Effects of Child Skills Training in 
Preventing Antisocial Behavior: A Systematic Review of Randomized Evalu-
ations. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 
587:84–109.

Lösel, Friedrich, and Andreas Beelmann. 2005. Social Problem-Solving Pro-
grammes for Preventing Antisocial Behaviour in Children and Youth. In So-
cial Problem Solving and Offending: Evidence, Evaluation and Evolution, ed. 
Mary McMurran and James McGuire, 127–43. Chichester, UK: Wiley.

Lösel, Friedrich, and Andreas Beelmann. 2006. Child Skills Training. In Prevent-
ing Crime: What Works for Children, Offenders, Victims, and Places, ed. Bran-
don C. Welsh and David P. Farrington, 33–54. Dordrecht, NL: Wadsworth.

Lösel, Friedrich, Andreas Beelmann, Stefanie Jaursch, Ute Koglin, and Mark 
Stemmler. 2005. Entwicklung und Prävention früher Probleme des Sozialver-
haltens: Die Erlangen-Nürnberger Studie. In Möglichkeiten der Gewaltprä-
vention, ed. Manfred Cierpka, 201–49. Göttingen: Vandenhoek and Ruprecht. 

Lösel, Friedrich, Andreas Beelmann and Mark Stemmler. 2002. Skalen zur Mess-
ung sozialen Problemverhaltens bei Vorschul- und Grundschulkindern. Univer-
sität Erlangen-Nürnberg: Institut für Psychologie.

Lösel, Friedrich, Andreas Beelmann, Mark Stemmler, and Stefanie Jaursch. 2006. 
Prävention von Problemen des Sozialverhaltens im Vorschulalter: Evaluation 
des Eltern- und Kindertrainings EFFEKT. Zeitschrift für Klinische Psychologie 
und Psychotherapie 35:127–39.

Lösel, Friedrich, and Doris Bender. 2003. Protective Factors and Resilience. In 
Early Prevention of Adult Antisocial Behaviour, ed. David P. Farrington and Je-
remy W. Coid, 130–204. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lösel, Friedrich, and Doris Bender. 2006. Risk Factors for Serious Juvenile Viol-
ence. In Children Who Commit Acts of Serious Interpersonal Violence: Mess-
ages for Practice, ed. Ann Hagell and Renuka Jeyarajah-Dent, 42–72. London: 
Jessica Kingsley.

Lösel, Friedrich, and Doris Bender. 2012. Child Social Skills Training in the Pre-
vention of Antisocial Development and Crime. In Handbook of Crime Pre-
vention, ed. David P. Farrington and Brandon C. Welsh, 102–29. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press.

Lösel, Friedrich, and David P. Farrington. 2012. Direct Protective and Buffering 
Protective Factors in the Development of Youth Violence. American Journal 
of Preventive Medicine 43 (2, supplement): 8–23.

Lösel, Friedrich, Martin Schmucker, Birgit Plankensteiner, and Maren Weiss. 
2006. Bestandsaufnahme und Evaluation der Elternbildung. Berlin: Bundes-
ministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend.

Lösel, Friedrich, Mark Stemmler, Andreas Beelmann, and Stefanie Jaursch. 2005. 
Aggressives Verhalten im Vorschulalter: Eine Untersuchung zum Problem 
verschiedener Informanten. In Aggressionsentwicklung zwischen Normalität 
und Pathologie, ed. Inge Seiffge-Krenke, 141–67. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
and Ruprecht.

Lösel, Friedrich, Mark Stemmler, Stefanie Jaursch, and Andreas Beelmann. 2009. 
Universal Prevention of Antisocial Development: Short- and Long-Term Ef-
fects of a Child- and Parent-Oriented Program. Monatsschrift für Kriminolo-
gie und Strafrechtsreform 92: 289–308.

McCord, Joan. 2003. Cures That Harm: Unanticipated Outcomes of Crime Pre-
vention Programs. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science 587:16–30.

Offord, David R. 2000. Selection of Levels of Prevention. Addictive Behaviors 
25:833–42.

http://www.ijcv.org


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 214 – 224
Lösel and Stemmler: Erlangen-Nuremberg Development and Prevention Study 224

Olds, David L., Harriet Kitzman, Carole Hanks, Robert Cole, Elizabeth Anson, 
Kimberly Sidora-Arcoleo, Dennis W. Luckey, et al. 2007. Effects of Nurse 
Home Visiting on Maternal and Child Functioning: Age-9 Follow-up of a 
Randomized Trial. Pediatrics 120:832–45.

Runkel, Daniela. 2009. EFFEKT-Interkulturell: Implementierung und Evaluation 
eines präventiven Eltern- und Kindertrainings an Grundschulen mit einem 
hohen Anteil von Kindern mit Migrationshindergrund. PhD diss., Universität 
Erlangen-Nürnberg.

Runkel, Daniela, Friedrich Lösel, Mark Stemmler, and Stefanie Jaursch. Forth-
coming. Preventing Social Behaviour Problems in Children From Deprived 
Migrant Families: Evaluation of a Child and Parent Training.

Shelton, Karen K., Paul J. Frick, and Jane Wootton. 1996. Assessment of Parenting 
Practices in Families of Elementary School-age Children. Journal of Clinical 
Child Psychology 25:317–29.

Shure, Myrna B. 1990. The PIPS Test Manual: A Cognitive Measure of Interperson-
al Problem-Solving Ability for Four to Six Year Old Children, 2d ed. Philadelp-
hia: Hahneman University, Department of Mental Health Sciences.

Shure, Myrna B. 1992. I Can Problem Solve: An Interpersonal Cognitive Problem-
Solving Program: Kindergarten & Primary Grades. Champaign, IL: Research 
Press.

Spivack, George, and Myrna B. Shure. 1982. Interpersonal cognitive problem 
solving and clinical theory. In Advances in Child Clinical Psychology, vol. 5, ed. 
B. Lahey and Alan E. Kazdin, 323–72). New York: Plenum.

Stemmler, Mark, Andreas Beelmann, Stefanie Jaursch, and Friedrich Lösel. 2007. 
Improving Parenting Practices in Order to Prevent Child Behavior Problems: 
A Study on Parent Training as Part of the EFFEKT Program. International 
Journal of Hygiene and Environmental Health 210:563–70.

Stemmler, Mark, Charlotte Kötter, Anneke Bühler, Stefanie Jaursch, Andreas 
Beelmann, and Friedrich Lösel. Forthcoming. Prevention of Familial Trans-
mission of Depression Through a Family Oriented Programme Targeting 
Parenting as Well as the Child’s Social Competence. Journal of Children’s Ser-
vices.

Stemmler, Mark, Friedrich Lösel, Andreas Beelmann, Stefanie Jaursch, and Bar-
bara Zenkert. 2005. Child Problem Behavior in Kindergarten and in Primary 
School: A Comparison Between Prediction Configural Frequency Analysis 
and Multiple Regression. Psychology Science 47 (3/4): 467–78.

Steyer, Rolf, Siegfried Gabler, Alina A. von Davier, Christof Nachtigall, and Tho-
mas Buhl. 2000. Causal Regression Models I: Individual and Average Causal 
Effects. Methods of Psychological Research Online 5:39–71.

Tremblay, Richard E., Linda Pagani-Kurtz, Frank Vitaro, Louise C. Masse, and 
Robert O. Pihl. 1995. A Bimodal Preventive Intervention for Disruptive Kin-
dergarten Boys: Its Impact Through Mid-Adolescence. Journal of Consulting 
and Clinical Psychology 63:560–68.

Tremblay, Richard E., Frank Vitaro, Claude Gagnon, C. Piché, and N. Royer. 
1992. A Prosocial Scale for the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire: Concur-
rent and Predictive Correlates. International Journal of Behavioral Devel-
opment 15:227–45.

Vitaro, Frank, Mara Brendgen, and Richard E. Tremblay. 2001. Preventive Inter-
vention: Assessing its Effects on the Trajectories of Delinquency and Testing 
for Mediational Processes. Applied Developmental Science 5:201–13.

Webster-Stratton, Carolyn, M., John Reid, and Mary Hammond. 2004. Treating 
Children with Early-Onset Conduct Problems: Intervention Outcomes for 
Parent, Child, and Teacher Training. Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent 
Psychology 33:105–24.

Friedrich Lösel
fal23@cam.ac.uk

Mark Stemmler
mark.stemmler@psy.phil.uni-erlangen.de

http://www.ijcv.org
mailto:fal23@cam.ac.uk
mailto:mark.stemmler@psy.phil.uni-erlangen.de


This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivatives License. 
ISSN: 1864–1385

Introducing, Researching, and Disseminating the 
Incredible Years Programmes in Wales
Judy Hutchings, Centre for Evidence Based Early Intervention, School of Psychology, Bangor University,  United Kingdom

urn:nbn:de:0070- i jcv-2012261
IJCV: Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 225 – 233

Vol. 6 (2) 2012

Editorial (p. 165)
Guest Editorial: The Future of Research on Evidence-based Developmental Violence Prevention in Europe – 
Introduction to the Focus Section Manuel Eisner / Tina Malti (pp. 166 – 175)
Violence Prevention in Austrian Schools: Implementation and Evaluation of a National Strategy Christiane Spiel / 
Petra Wagner / Dagmar Strohmeier (pp. 176 – 186)
Clinical Significance of Parent Training for Children with Conduct Problems Martin Forster / Åsa Kling / Knut 
Sundell (pp. 187 – 200)
From Clinical-Developmental Theory to Assessment: The Holistic Student Assessment Tool Gil Noam / Tina Malti / 
Martin Guhn (pp. 201 – 213)
Preventing Child Behavior Problems at Preschool Age: The Erlangen-Nuremberg Development and Prevention 
Study Friedrich Lösel / Mark Stemmler (pp. 214 – 224)
Introducing, Researching, and Disseminating the Incredible Years Programmes in Wales Judy Hutchings  
(pp. 225 – 233)
Implementation of PATHS Through Dutch Municipal Health Services: A Quasi-Experiment Ferry X. Goossens / 
Evelien M. J. C. Gooren / Bram Orobio de Castro / Kees W. van Overveld / Goof J. Buijs / Karin Monshouwer / 
Simone A. Onrust / Theo G. W. M. Paulussen (pp. 234 – 248)
Effectiveness of a Universal School-Based Social Competence Program: The Role of Child Characteristics and 
Economic Factors Tina Malti / Denis Ribeaud / Manuel Eisner (pp. 249 – 259)
The Impact of Three Evidence-Based Programmes Delivered in Public Systems in Birmingham, UK Michael Little / 
Vashti Berry / Louise Morpeth / Sarah Blower / Nick Axford / Rod Taylor / Tracey Bywater / Minna Lehtonen / Kate 
Tobin (pp. 260 – 272)
Successful Bullying Prevention Programs: Influence of Research Design, Implementation Features, and Program 
Components Bryanna Hahn Fox / David P. Farrington / Maria M. Ttofi (pp. 273 – 282)
Tackling Cyberbullying: Review of Empirical Evidence Regarding Successful Responses by Students, Parents, and 
Schools Sonja Perren / Lucie Corcoran / Helen Cowie / Francine Dehue/ D’Jamila Garcia / Conor Mc Guckin / Anna 
Sevcikova / Panayiota Tsatsou / Trijntje Völlink (pp. 283 – 292)
KiVa Antibullying Program: Overview of Evaluation Studies Based on a Randomized Controlled Trial and National 
Rollout in Finland Christina Salmivalli / Elisa Poskiparta (pp. 293 – 301)
Knowing, Building and Living Together on Internet and Social Networks: The ConRed Cyberbullying Prevention 
Program Rosario Ortega-Ruiz / Rosario Del Rey / José A. Casas (pp. 302 – 312)
Empowering Students Against Bullying and Cyberbullying: Evaluation of an Italian Peer-led Model Ersilia 
Menesini / Annalaura Nocentini / Benedetta Emanuela Palladino (pp. 313 – 320)
Identity Centrality and In-Group Superiority Differentially Predict Reactions to Historical Victimization and Harm 
Doing Rezarta Bilali (pp. 321 – 337)
A Farewell to Innocence? African Youth and Violence in the Twenty-First Century Charles Ugochukwu Ukeje / Akin 
Iwilade (pp. 338 – 350)

Focus:  
Evidence-based Developmental 
Prevention of Bullying and 
Violence in Europe

Open Section

http://ijcv.org/index.php/ijcv
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/de/deed.en


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 225 – 233
Judy Hutchings: The Incredible Years Programmes in Wales 226

Introducing, Researching, and Disseminating the 
Incredible Years Programmes in Wales
Judy Hutchings, Centre for Evidence Based Early Intervention, School of Psychology, Bangor University,  United Kingdom

A case study reviewing the establishment of the evidence-based Incredible Years programme in Wales, describing the rationale for selecting the programme, 
the outcomes achieved in Wales, and the influence on policy leading to a Wales-wide dissemination strategy. The UK context features a growing trend towards 
evidence-based anti-violence services and significant increases in funding for early intervention. Factors that contributed to the success of this project in-
cluded careful selection of a programme with evidence, establishing a local evidence base for it, ensuring that information was disseminated to government 
and service providers, and the need to build in a sustainability plan. The biggest challenge, lack of leader time and resources to deliver the programme effec-
tively, is explored and solutions from Wales, including leader feedback surveys and manager training days are described.

Over the last twenty years there has been growing recogni-
tion that conduct disorder and antisocial behaviour in ado-
lescence and subsequent life-long problems, including 
violence, criminality, substance misuse and enduring men-
tal health problems, often have their origins in patterns of 
behaviour that are identifiable in early childhood (Hutch-
ings and Gardner 2012). There is also good evidence that 
interventions for parents of younger children, who are at 
risk of poor long-term outcomes, are effective in reducing 
this risk (Furlong et al. 2012). As a result, over the last fif-
teen years, early intervention strategies targeting dis-
advantaged high-risk communities, such as the Sure Start 
programme, have become part of government strategy 
across the UK. These developments have coincided with a 
growing interest in the UK in ensuring that services make 
use of evidence-based interventions.

By the 1990s researchers in Britain were recognising the 
need for randomised controlled trials (RCTs) in the mental 
health field and the Cochrane Collaboration, founded in 
1993 to provide systematic reviews of evidence-based 
health care interventions, began to publish reviews in the 
child mental health field (e.g. Barlow and Parsons 2003). In 
1995 grant-funding was established for health research in 

Wales and, by 1998, the National Institute for Health and 
Clinical Excellence was established to advise the UK 
National Health Service on appropriate interventions for a 
wide range of health problems. However, whilst these de-
velopments were taking place in relation to health provi-
sion, they were slower to filter through to early 
intervention and social care service providers. As a result, 
services such as Sure Start were initially set up without any 
guidance on suitable programmes (Belsky, Barnes, and 
Melhuish 2007).

Things have started to change in the UK and the demand 
for publicly funded early intervention services to deliver ef-
fective evidence-based programmes is growing (Hutchings 
and Gardner 2012). However choosing such programmes is 
only the first step and delivering them effectively at the 
local level presents a variety of challenges. Research trials of 
parenting interventions have demonstrated strong evidence 
with parents of pre-school children (Olds 2006; Hutchings, 
Bywater, Daley, Gardner et al. 2007) but although many 
programmes have been demonstrated to work in RCT 
trials conducted by their developers, few have rigorous evi-
dence of effectiveness when delivered in real world settings. 
This leaves service providers with two important questions: 
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Which programme to choose? How to deliver it so as to 
achieve comparable outcomes to those reported in the re-
search trials? These two issues, choice of programme and 
how to take interventions to scale and deliver them effec-
tively in service settings, are the subject of the growing field 
of “implementation science” that has been informed by the 
Society for Prevention Research and set out in their guid-
ance to service providers on how to ensure that evidence 
based programmes work in service settings (Flay et al. 
2004) and by the work at the University of Colorado 
Center for Violence Prevention in identifying strongly evi-
dence-based “blueprint” programmes (Mihalic et al. 2002).

This paper provides a case study in the implementation 
and dissemination of the strongly evidence-based In-
credible Years parent, child and teacher programmes across 
Wales. It describes the author’s work in delivering, re-
searching and supporting the dissemination of the parent 
programme, and subsequently the child and teacher pro-
grammes, with the support of the Welsh government. It 
sets out the reasons for choosing the programmes, the steps 
taken to test their effectiveness in service settings across 
Wales, the dissemination process and lessons learned.

1. Evidence for the Incredible Years Programme
The Incredible Years programme was developed by 
Webster-Stratton at the University of Washington, Seattle, 
and has over thirty years of research behind it. It has com-
ponents for parents, children and teachers and is one of the 
best evidence-based programmes in the world for both the 
prevention and treatment of conduct disorder and related 
difficulties. It has been highlighted in many systematic re-
views and is one of only eleven “Blueprint” programmes 
identified by the Center for Violence Prevention at the Uni-
versity of Colorado, from over nine hundred programmes 
that they have reviewed. To attain “Blueprint” status, pro-
grammes require high standards of evidence, independent 
replication (ideally in service settings), long-term follow-
up and tools to enable effective dissemination (www.
colorado.edu/cspv/blueprints/).

Evidence of the effectiveness of the Incredible Years pro-
grammes in service settings for both the prevention and 
treatment of conduct problems comes from several coun-

tries in different continents. Programmes cover a wide age 
range, from birth to 12 years of age, have demonstrated 
good outcomes with people from a variety of cultural 
groups and are effective when delivered in everyday service 
settings (Webster-Stratton et al. 2001; Webster-Stratton 
2011). The parent programme achieves significant im-
provements in child problem behaviour as well as increases 
in positive parenting, parental mental health and parenting 
confidence (Hutchings, Bywater, Daley, Gardner et al. 
2007). It also contains all of the components that char-
acterise programmes that achieve better outcomes, par-
ticularly with families in disadvantaged circumstances 
(Gardner et al. 2010). It teaches participants to identify and 
use social learning theory principles, has a collaborative 
focus, uses role-play rehearsal of new skills, teaches the ac-
curate observation skills needed for effective problem-solv-
ing and realistic goal-setting, emphasises home activities 
and incorporates strategies to ensure that access issues are 
addressed (Hutchings, Gardner, and Lane 2004). These 
three components – curriculum, collaborative delivery and 
access – contribute to the programme’s effectiveness with 
the most challenged and high-risk families that other pro-
grammes have traditionally failed to help (Hartman, Stage, 
and Webster-Stratton 2003; Gardner et al. 2010). It has 
comprehensive fidelity tools to enable effective replication 
including books, CDs and hand-outs for parents, manuals, 
standardised training, supervision and consultation, and 
an effective and rigorous accreditation process for leaders.

2. Establishing the Programme in Wales
2.1 Getting Started
Having worked in the National Health Service since 1976, 
by 1996 the author held a joint appointment as a Consul-
tant Clinical Psychologist in the North-West Wales Child 
and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) with re-
sponsibility for children with conduct disorder and as Di-
rector of a research team at Bangor University. In 1999 she 
started to trial the Incredible Years group parent pro-
gramme (Webster-Stratton et al. 2001) as a CAMHS-based 
treatment for parents of children with conduct disorder 
and related difficulties. At the same time the Sure Start pro-
gramme was launched in Wales to provide early inter-
vention support for pre-school children in socially 
disadvantaged communities (Ball 2002). The publication of 
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Everybody’s Business (National Assembly for Wales 2001) 
identified an expanded role for CAMHS staff, to include 
supporting primary care staff in the prevention of 
children’s mental health problems, allowing the author to 
support Sure Start services alongside her work with 
children with severely challenging behaviour. The next step 
was for the author to attain programme leader accredi-
tation from the Incredible Years programme developer and 
to progress to mentor status enabling her to undertake 
training and supervision of parent group leaders.

Having established the Incredible Years parent programme 
as a treatment intervention within the CAMHS service, 
evidence that the programme also functioned as an early 
preventive intervention provided the author with an op-
portunity to suggest that it be used in Sure Start services. 
Basic leader training was delivered by the author to Sure 
Start staff across North Wales and a peer-support group 
was established to support programme delivery. Sure Start 
staff were enthusiastic about the programme, which cre-
ated a potential research opportunity.

2.2. Evaluating the Programmes
Despite the Incredible Years programme having “Blueprint” 
status, a number of the “Blueprint” programmes have failed 
to show good outcomes in service-based replication trials 
(Mihalic et al. 2002) and the issue of how to deliver evi-
dence-based programmes effectively in service settings was 
becoming an important research topic (Flay et al. 2004).

Unlike Sure Start projects across England and the rest of 
Wales, where services were left to decide what to deliver 
and delivered a plethora of different programmes (Belsky, 
Barnes, and Melhuish 2007), eleven Sure Start services in 
North and Mid Wales were delivering the Incredible Years 
parent programme. This enabled funding to be obtained 
from the Health Foundation to undertake an RCT evalu-
ation with identified high-risk three and four-year-old 
children living in these communities. All of the fidelity 
components were incorporated, including basic leader 
training, on-going weekly supervision of leaders by the 
author, provision of all materials for parents and leaders, 
funding of crèche facilities, lunches for families. Video re-
cordings of sessions were reviewed at supervision and sub-

sequently processed for leader certification which was 
achieved by twenty-one of the twenty-two leaders in the 
trial (Hutchings, Bywater, and Daley 2007).

Short- and longer-term outcomes included significant im-
provements in child and parenting behaviour, parental 
stress and depression (Hutchings, Bywater, Daley, Gardner 
et al. 2007; Bywater et al. 2009), replicating those achieved 
by the programme developer, including similarly high re-
tention rates and good outcomes with the most dis-
advantaged and hard-to-engage families (Gardner et al. 
2010). In a study of a sub-sample of children at risk of 
ADHD, independent improvements were found in child 
hyperactivity and inattentivity (Jones et al. 2008). Research 
to establish the key leader behaviours associated with 
changes in parent behaviour demonstrated that leader 
praise and reflective statements, coded from the session 
videotapes, were associated with similar parental behav-
iours recorded in the home (Eames et al. 2010). A cost ef-
fectiveness analysis showed the programme to have 
achieved significant benefits at reasonable cost (Edwards et 
al. 2007). We had shown that a service based intervention, 
delivered across eleven Sure Start sites with leaders that 
were locally employed and had relatively low levels of 
qualifications, was as successful as similar trials by the pro-
gramme developer.

2.3. Factors Contributing to the Trial Success
This topic is explored in more detail in “Early Prevention 
of Conduct Disorder: How and Why Did the North and 
Mid Wales Sure Start Study Work?” (Hutchings, Bywater 
and Daley 2007); space here permits only a summary. 
Firstly, there was locally available leader training, super-
vision and support from the author, a senior and experi-
enced clinical psychologist. Sure Start staff members had 
already been trained, were running the programme prior 
to the research trial, and were enthusiastic about it. Sure 
Start services were newly established and managers were 
open to advice on how to deliver effective services and 
seeking evidence of outcomes achieved. They were willing 
to commit the levels of staff time and resources needed to 
deliver the programme effectively and to participate in a 
randomised controlled trial (RCT) in which some families 
were in a waiting list control condition and would be of-
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fered the intervention after the first six-month follow-up. 
There was a research team in place at Bangor University 
with expertise in conducting an RCT and early inter-
vention provision was increasing and accompanied by a 
demand for evidence. This provided the conditions to en-
able a successful grant application to the Health Foun-
dation, made collaboratively by the author and the 
participating services.

Considerable attention was given to the recruitment pro-
cess to ensure that families of children at risk of longer-
term conduct disorder were targeted and recruited. This 
included having a health visitor on the research team to 
work with local health visitors, training them in collabor-
ative, non-judgemental recruitment strategies. Health visi-
tors helped parents to recognise that their child presented 
challenges that made parenting more difficult and that the 
intervention could help them to support their children. 
This was crucial in ensuring a high take-up rate, with 93 
percent of eligible families with a child scoring within the 
clinical range on the Eyberg Child Behaviour Inventory 
(ECBI; Eyberg and Ross 1978) signing up for the trial.

Service access issues were addressed by the provision of all 
resources needed to enable parents to attend the pro-
gramme. Transport and crèche facilities were arranged 
where needed and meals were provided at each group 
session. In addition implementation fidelity in programme 
delivery was encouraged through weekly supervision that 
included viewing videotapes of group sessions and leaders 
completing session checklists detailing the components de-
livered during each session. Leaders followed up parents 
that missed sessions and made weekly phone calls to all 
participants, and parents completed weekly session evalu-
ations that guided delivery. As a result 83 percent of par-
ticipants attended seven or more sessions with an overall 
mean attendance of 9.2 of the 12 sessions. These results 
with identified high-risk families with high levels of social 
disadvantage were impressive, particularly since families 
with all of the characteristics that normally predict poorer 
outcomes (poverty, single parenthood, young parenthood, 
maternal depression, etc.) demonstrated outcomes as good 
as or in some cases better than the sample as a whole 
(Gardner et al. 2010).

2.4. Impact of the Trial
The success of this trial had an important impact on policy 
and service development in Wales. The Welsh government 
monitored the study and, as a result of the extremely posi-
tive outcomes, incorporated funding to develop the parent 
programmes into their Parenting Action Plan for Wales 
(Department for Training and Education 2005). From 2006 
this funded parent group leader training for staff across the 
twenty-two Welsh local authorities. Services had to commit 
to both delivering the programme and providing adequate 
resources for it to be delivered with fidelity. Staff from 
every county in Wales accessed the training and services in 
all counties have since delivered the programme and Welsh 
government funding for leader training and supervision 
has continued since that time.

In the meantime the research has continued. The Incredible 
Years Toddler parent programme has been researched, in an 
RCT, with parents of one- and two-year-olds living in nine 
Flying Start communities across Wales (Griffith 2011; Grif-
fith et al. 2011; Hutchings, Griffith et al. 2012) and with 
nursery staff (Bywater, Hutchings, Gridley and Jones 2011). 
The Incredible Years BASIC parent programme has been 
evaluated with Welsh foster carers (Bywater et al. 2010) and 
we have recruited local authorities from across Wales into 
two on-going research trials: one of the parents and babies 
programme and one of the school readiness parent pro-
gramme. In all of these trials the author trained and super-
vised the service-based staff that delivered the programmes 
to ensure fidelity of delivery. A study in six authorities in 
England, using the extended Incredible Years school-aged 
programme with parents of high challenge 8 to 13 year 
olds, overseen by the first author also reported good out-
comes (Hutchings, Bywater, Williams et al. 2011).

3. From Parent Programmes to Child and Teacher Programmes in Wales
In 2002 we started to deliver and evaluate the child and 
teacher programmes in Wales and again the author went 
through the programme developer’s accreditation process 
enabling her to train and support staff delivering these pro-
grammes. Pilot trials achieved good outcomes (Hutchings, 
Lane, Owen and Gwyn 2004; Hutchings, Bywater, Daley 
and Lane 2007; Hutchings, Daley et al. 2007; Hutchings et 
al. 2008). An RCT of the Incredible Years teacher classroom 
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management programme showed positive outcomes in 
terms of changes in both teacher and child behaviour 
(Hutchings, Martin-Forbes et al. 2012) and a pilot of the 
Incredible Years therapeutic small-group Dinosaur school 
programme was effective (Hutchings, Bywater et al. 2012). 
This led to funding for a large-scale on-going RCT of this 
programme targeting high-risk children in twenty-two 
schools across North and Mid Wales during their early 
school years (Bywater, Hutchings, Whitaker et al. 2011). In 
this trial the intervention is delivered by teachers and class-
room support staff that are trained and supervised by the 
first author.

As the results from studies of the child and teacher pro-
grammes in Wales filtered through, and because the In-
credible Years philosophy matched the Welsh government’s 
developing discovery-based Foundation Phase early years 
education approach, Welsh government funding for pro-
gramme leader training incorporated support for the child 
and teacher programmes with training and resources. 
Welsh government funding is now in its seventh year and 
has supported training, supervision and resources for local 
authorities across Wales in the Incredible Years parent, 
child and teacher programmes.

4. The Successes and Challenges in Taking the Incredible Years 
Programme to Scale Across Wales
Many of the recognised challenges of going to scale were 
reduced as a result of this small-scale bottom-up devel-
opment leading to the larger RCT of the Sure Start im-
plementation across North Wales. This fed into the 2005 
Welsh government parenting strategy. The excellent re-
search outcomes, recognised as being of international sig-
nificance, meant that the lessons learned about fidelity 
(Hutchings, Bywater, Daley, Gardner et al. 2007) were taken 
on board in the discussions with the Welsh government.

4.1. Successes
1. The development across Wales started with the author’s 

identification of a programme with evidence suppor-
ting its applicability for the targeted clinical population. 
After trialling it herself and seeing positive results, she 
became the “necessary” local champion for the pro-
gramme in Wales and in particular was able to em-

phasise the necessary fidelity components to ensure 
effective delivery.

2. Like many of the best evidence-based programmes, the 
Incredible Years programme is not British and focusing 
from the start on getting locally available trainers that 
are accredited by the programme developer is essential. 
The author worked with the programme developer and 
was accredited as a mentor within two years, enabling 
training and supervision to be quickly brought in-house 
in Wales making it accessible and economically viable.

3. The author was able, as part of her CAMHS clinical psy-
chology post, to ring-fence the time needed to provide 
support for early implementers. These activities take 
time and a dedicated person needs to be resourced to do 
this.

4. Co-ordination of training and support activity within 
Bangor University, at the Centre for Evidence Based 
Early Intervention, which the author established and di-
rects, has meant that there is a register of all the people 
within Wales that have been trained to deliver the vari-
ous programmes. This has enabled the Centre to main-
tain contact with them, to keep them updated on 
training opportunities and research findings, and invite 
them to annual conferences held in both North and 
South Wales.

5. The central database of trained staff has made it poss-
ible to undertake surveys to obtain feedback from pro-
gramme deliverers about successes and challenges.

6. The research team at Bangor University, led by the auth-
or, were able to demonstrate that the programmes were 
effective in Wales, overcoming the common criticism 
that programmes developed overseas are not culturally 
relevant. Wales is a small country (population three mil-
lion), making access to government possible and en-
abling positive results to become known and to have an 
impact on government policy.

7. The Welsh government was developing a series of policy 
initiatives (Sure Start, Everybody’s Business, the Parent-
ing Action Plan for Wales, Flying Start, the Child Pov-
erty Strategy and others) and was looking for suitable 
coal-face intervention to support these initiatives and to 
deliver good outcomes.

8. From small beginnings in one CAMHS service twelve 
years ago, the Incredible Years parent programme is now 
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delivered across Wales, with over three hundred groups 
in 2011 (Hutchings, Williams and Morgan-Lee 2011) 
and the child and teacher programmes are also devel-
oping with supporting research. To date twenty-one of 
the twenty-two local authorities in Wales have accessed 
Welsh government funded training in the Incredible 
Years Teacher Classroom Management programme and 
twenty have accessed training in the Incredible Years 
child programmes. There is continued Welsh govern-
ment funding to support leaders to deliver the pro-
gramme well and achieve accreditation.

4.2. Challenges
Every local authority in Wales has delivered the parent pro-
grammes, mainly within early intervention services, using 
the parenting programmes targeting parents of babies, 
toddlers and young children. Despite specification by the 
Welsh Government of what authorities needed to provide, 
after training, for their staff to deliver programmes effec-
tively (time, access to supervision and resources), informal 
feedback from group leaders suggested that not all pro-
gramme leaders were provided with adequate time and 
support. This information was collected more formally in 
three Wales-wide leader surveys to learn about challenges 
and needs, conducted in 2007, 2009 and 2011 (Hutchings, 
Williams and Morgan-Lee 2011). The key issue was lack of 
time for supervision, preparation for sessions and wrap 
around time for additional scaffolding for high-need 
families. These surveys record growing understanding of 
what is required to deliver programmes effectively in terms 
of supervision, time and other resources. However, with 
more widespread programme delivery, ensuring that man-
agers know what is needed for effective delivery becomes 
an ever-present challenge.

Although the survey results were circulated to all managers, 
this channel proved not to be entirely effective. A more ef-
fective strategy has been the development of manager 
workshops, delivered annually in North and South Wales 
since 2008, to enable service managers to understand the 
requirements of effective programme delivery. In these 
workshops managers learn about the international and 
local research outcomes, fidelity requirements and strat-
egies for outcome evaluation. In addition they are provided 

with information on the resources and activities required 
to deliver the programmes effectively. Within the work-
shops managers undertake goal planning in relation to 
programme delivery that helps them to identify assets and 
goals in relation to their own service plans.

Any programme that supports families facing significant 
challenges necessitates skilled staff and significant re-
sources. It is an ever-present challenge to ensure that staff 
supervision is available from appropriately trained and ex-
perienced supervisors. With more people trained across 
Wales and in particular in South Wales, where the majority 
of the population live, providing adequate levels of super-
vision is an on-going challenge. The solution lies in our 
longer-term dissemination goal, that the twenty-two local 
authorities in Wales will each establish in-house training 
and supervision. To date, thirty programme leaders across 
Wales are either accredited or have completed part of the 
accreditation process. Six authorities have trained ac-
credited group leaders as peer coaches, to provide in-house 
supervision, and three authorities have in-house mentors 
providing leader training. However, as these figures make 
clear, this leaves the majority of Wales at the very beginning 
of the road to ensuring fidelity and sustainability for the 
programmes.

5. Final Comments
What must be done to deliver effective services is known. 
The Society for Prevention Research guidelines (Flay et al. 
2004) and the NICE guidance on how to overcome barriers 
(NICE 2006) together provide useful information on how 
to achieve effective programme delivery in service settings. 
However there are many challenges ahead, not least fund-
ing restrictions arising from the present severe cuts in gov-
ernment funds. Early intervention requires sustained 
support from politicians (Allen 2011) and it is difficult to 
get sustained commitment when the longer-term goals of 
reductions in lifelong problems fall outside the political 
time frame of elected governments.

We have benefitted from being a small country, which 
made gaining access to political decision-makers easier, and 
also from having undertaken rigorous research at a time 
when there was growing recognition of the importance of 
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outcomes as opposed to outputs. Ten authorities have part-
nered with us in one or more of our RCTs and our dis-
semination activity has been successful, with many 
published research and discussion articles (www.centre
forearlyinterventionwales.co.uk).

Across the UK as a whole, there has been a poor take-up of 
evidence-based interventions for children (Little 2010). 
One of the recognised challenges of scaling up evidence-
based interventions (Little 2010; Bumbarger, Perkins, and 
Greenberg 2010) is persuading politicians to incorporate 

such interventions in their children’s services. Many of 
these challenges were reduced in Wales as a result of this 
small-scale bottom-up development leading to the larger 
RCT of the Sure Start implementation across North Wales.

There is still a long way to go to ensure that all of the Welsh 
families that need help get effective evidence-based services 
that achieve the outcomes shown in both efficacy and ef-
fectiveness trials of the Incredible Years programmes but, 
with the support of the Welsh government, we have made a 
great start.
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Only a limited number of effectiveness studies have been performed to study the benefits of efficacious behavior problems prevention programs for children 
when implemented through national health service systems. This study uses a quasi-experimental design to test the effectiveness of the school-based PATHS 
prevention program (Providing Alternative THinking Strategies) when implemented through Dutch municipal health services by health promotion professionals. 
A sample of 1,294 children was followed for two years: 674 children attending nine schools providing PATHS and 620 children in nine comparison schools. We 
hypothesized finding an intervention effect of PATHS in terms of a significant reduction in teacher- and student-rated externalizing and internalizing problem 
behaviors, and a significant improvement in teacher-, student-, and peer-rated social skills and emotional skills. In fact, the results show low levels of program 
implementation and no intervention effects on problem behavior or social and emotional skills, suggesting that it is hard to reproduce positive intervention ef-
fects where an efficacious social-emotional prevention program is implemented through a national health service. More research is needed on the specific 
conditions required to implement efficacious programs effectively.

It has been shown that school-based prevention programs 
aimed at social and emotional learning can be efficacious 
(Durlak et al. 2011). Usually these programs are evaluated 
in efficacy trials characterized by optimal conditions, such 
as well-trained and carefully supervised intervention per-
sonnel, and ample resources, and by involvement of the 
program developers in the implementation process and re-
search (Flay et al. 2005). The better the program im-

plementation and the greater the program fidelity, the 
stronger the effects are (Beelmann and Raabe 2009; Eisner 
2009; Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, and Voeten 2005; Wilson and 
Lipsey 2007). However, efficacy trials have high internal 
validity but weaker external validity, for example actual 
utilization under normal community conditions (Weisz et 
al. 1995). Very few effectiveness studies have examined the 
benefits of efficacious prevention programs on a large scale 
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(Dodge 2009). Given that to date few efficacious pre-
vention programs have been successfully implemented on a 
large scale (Elliot and Mihalic 2004), and their population 
impact on the prevention of problem behavior is very 
modest (Dodge 2009), more research on this topic is 
needed.

1. The PATHS Program
PATHS is a comprehensive school-based prevention pro-
gram that aims to enhance social and emotional compet-
ence and reduce behavioral and mental problems of 
children from kindergarten to sixth grade. PATHS is based 
on five conceptual models that form a theoretical frame-
work focusing on a broad range of protective and risk fac-
tors for internalizing and externalizing problem behavior. 
The curriculum provides one to three sessions each week 
focusing on self-control, emotional understanding, positive 
self-esteem, relationships, and interpersonal problem-solv-
ing skills. Lessons include didactic instruction, role playing, 
class discussion, modeling by teachers and peers, social and 
self-reinforcement, and worksheets. The lessons are 
grouped in three major units: readiness and self-control, 
feelings and relationships, and interpersonal cognitive 
problem-solving (Greenberg and Kusché 1993).

1.1. PATHS in the Netherlands
For a couple of decades now, the efficacious school-based 
prevention program PATHS (Providing Alternative THink-
ing Strategies) (Domitrovich 1999; Kusché and Greenberg 
1994) has been implemented in the Netherlands by a small 
group of dedicated professionals employed at the Dutch 
national licensee, which has directly trained staff at three 
hundred schools over the last twenty-five years. However, 
with approximately seven thousand elementary schools in 
the Netherlands this is no more than 5 percent of the po-
tential, and its impact on society is therefore probably still 
limited. The present study examines the effectiveness of 
PATHS when implemented through health promotion pro-
fessionals from Dutch municipal health services (MHSs). 
In this implementation strategy, the national licensee 
trained MHS health promotion professionals who in turn 
trained teachers. As it is the daily job of such professionals 
to implement school-based prevention programs on topics 
like bullying, alcohol, obesity, sexually transmitted diseases, 

and social emotional competence, it was assumed that they 
could also be a useful link in implementing PATHS.

1.2. PATHS Efficacy and Effectiveness
PATHS has been studied in a number of trials within a var-
iety of populations, including children in regular edu-
cation, children at risk of behavior problems, children in 
special education, and children with hearing impairments. 
As the current study concerns the implementation of 
PATHS for children in regular education, we concentrate 
on studies focusing on that target group, as well as studies 
that examine the implementation process.

The results of the first PATHS study in regular education in-
dicated that the intervention was effective in improving 
grade 2 and 3 children’s range of vocabulary and fluency in 
discussing emotional experiences, their efficacy beliefs re-
garding the management of emotions, and their devel-
opmental understanding of some aspects of emotions 
(Greenberg et al. 1995). A second, larger study of 329 sec-
ond and third graders showed that the intervention pro-
moted inhibitory control, verbal fluency, and diminished 
internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors (Riggs et 
al. 2006). A third study, with 246 pre-school children, 
showed that children exposed to PATHS intervention had 
higher emotion knowledge skills and were more socially 
competent than peers (Domitrovich, Cortes, and Greenberg 
2007). In all these studies, the program developers were in-
volved in the research, and the level of support was high (i.e. 
teachers received monthly or even weekly consultation from 
the project staff to enhance the quality of implementation).

These intensive procedures may have contributed sig-
nificantly to the implementation quality and the effects 
found. This assumption is supported by the results of an 
effectiveness trial involving 350 first graders in six inner-
city public schools in a high-risk urban community in the 
United States (Kam, Greenberg, and Walls 2003). In this 
study, significant intervention effects were found only in 
schools where both implementation quality and support 
from the principal were high. Another study showed that it 
was not the number of PATHS sessions received, but the 
quality of these sessions that positively influenced the out-
comes (CPPRG 1999).
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Interestingly, PATHS with less intense support was also 
studied. A Dutch study concerning the effectiveness of 
PATHS for boys with severe aggressive behavior problems 
showed positive effects on proactive and reactive aggres-
sion (Louwe et al. 2007), in a context where training and 
support were provided directly by the national licensee. 
However, a negative trend was found for children in special 
needs schools, where implementation quality was substan-
tially lower than in other schools (Louwe et al. 2007b). A 
recent study in Zurich showed intervention effects on 
teacher- and parent-rated aggressive behavior, and teacher-
rated ADHD, but no significant positive effects for nine 
other externalizing and internalizing outcomes . The teach-
ers who implemented PATHS received two days’ training, 
and local coaches were trained to visit the classes and pro-
vide feedback to the teachers (Malti, Ribeaud, and Eisner 
2011). Finally, the intervention was studied in ten US pub-
lic elementary schools (SCDRC 2010). Of the twenty child-
level outcomes, none was significant. The authors suggest 
that the lack of positive findings was probably caused by 
the control condition not being a non-treatment con-
dition, but a standard practice condition including schools 
that use other social and character development activities. 
In sum, PATHS has been shown to be efficacious and po-
tentially effective, but effectiveness depends to a large ex-
tent on the implementation conditions.

1.3. Aims and Hypotheses
The present study explored the effectiveness of PATHS 
when implemented through a regular health service system, 
i.e. Dutch municipal health services. We hypothesized find-
ing an intervention effect of PATHS in terms of a significant 
reduction in teacher- and student-rated externalizing and 
internalizing problem behaviors, and a significant im-
provement in teacher-, student-, and peer-rated social and 
emotional skills. We further hypothesized finding a larger 
effect in classes with higher implementation quality, and in 
classes with higher implementation quantity.

2. Method
The effectiveness of PATHS was assessed using a quasi-
experimental design with an intervention (n = 674) and a 
waiting list comparison (n = 620) condition, each con-
taining nine regular elementary schools. The intervention 

effects were measured during the first two years of PATHS 
implementation.

2.1. Implementation Strategy
First, the national project team recruited MHSs to participate 
in the study. All thirty Dutch MHSs were approached by 
e-mail, and three were willing and able to participate in the 
study. At each participating MHS, three health promotion 
professionals were recruited. These nine professionals were 
facilitated in their task of training and supporting teachers by 
means of 1) a two-day PATHS course run by the Dutch 
PATHS licensee, 2) a manual, a model recruitment letter, and 
a PATHS brochure for recruiting schools, 3) a pre-im-
plementation teacher training protocol, and 4) follow-up 
support by the Dutch PATHS licensee.

Second, the health promotion professionals sent all prin-
cipals of elementary schools in their region the PATHS 
model recruitment letter and the PATHS brochure. If prin-
cipals and teachers expressed the intention to participate in 
the study, an implementation agreement was signed be-
tween the school and the MHS.

Third, schools were allocated randomly to either the inter-
vention condition or the waiting list comparison condition, 
with four exceptions. In order to maximize ecological valid-
ity, we refrained from randomizing four of the schools. All 
the schools were very willing to implement PATHS, but two 
preferred to start two years later for organizational reasons 
and two were willing to participate only if they could start 
directly. These requests were complied with.

Fourth, under supervision of the national licensee, the health 
promotion professionals provided a two-day pre-implemen -
tation training course for the teachers in the intervention 
condition. Directly after this course, all teachers in the inter-
vention condition started giving their PATHS lessons.

Fifth, in the course of each school year the teachers receiv-
ed a half-day booster session. Additionally, the PATHS co-
ordinators received a half-day support session. Each school 
designated a staff member as PATHS coordinator with the 
task of supporting the implementation in their school by 
delivering supervision and feedback to the teachers.
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Sixth, each school in the experimental condition organized, 
in co-operation with the MHS, an information meeting for 
parents. Parents also received frequent written information 
about the content of the program.

2.2. The Health Promotion Context
The PATHS strategy had previously been applied successfully 
to the implementation of a school-based sex education pro-
gram by MHSs in the Netherlands (Wiefferink et al. 2005). 
The strategy had a positive impact on teachers’ extent of use, 
as well as their curriculum-related beliefs. Moreover, im-
plementing school-based prevention programs through MHS 
health promotion professionals is a common strategy for the 
implementation of school-based prevention programs in the 
Netherlands. So although this strategy clearly differs from the 
more intensive procedures advised by the developers – and as 
generally used in PATHS trials – it is a good example of how 
prevention programs are implemented in the Dutch context 
of school-based health promotion and thus complies with 
our aim of exploring the effectiveness of PATHS when im-
plemented through a regular health service system.

2.3. The Intervention
The version of PATHS used in this study (SvO 2005) con-
sisted of 161 lessons of 20 to 30 minutes, spread over the 
eight years of elementary school. It was an update of a 
Dutch translation of the US curriculum for regular schools 
that had already been in use for several years in the Nether-
lands, supplemented by a translation of the pre-school 
PATHS program (Domitrovich et al. 1999). During the 
study, all children in the intervention condition received 
the PATHS program for two years, consisting of ap-
proximately forty PATHS lessons. As children in the higher 
grades did not start the PATHS lessons from kindergarten, 
they received extra lessons to inform them about the story 
line and basic principles of the PATHS program. Never-
theless, as PATHS is a cyclical program, all major units are 
discussed each school year. The study proposal was ap-
proved by the medical ethical committee, which stated that 
passive informed consent was adequate.

2.4. Data Collection
Teacher assessments and student assessments were con-
ducted in both conditions: at the start (T0) and the end 

(T1) of the first year, and at the start (T2) and the end (T3) 
of the second year. Each teacher received his/her ques-
tionnaires by post and was asked to fill out ten to thirty 
questionnaires each wave. Child questionnaires were com-
pleted in face-to-face interviews with the three youngest co-
horts that were followed in this study (kindergarten, grade 1 
and grade 3) and by means of a self-report questionnaire for 
the oldest cohort (grade 5). The student assessments lasted 
20 to 30 minutes per child per wave and were conducted by 
approximately seventy-five trained graduate psychology stu-
dents who did not know the intervention condition of the 
school. Questionnaires concerning implementation quantity 
were sent to all teachers in the intervention condition four 
times a year. Implementation quality was measured twice, at 
the end of the first year and at the end of the second year. 
Children received a gift worth +/- €0.75 at each measure-
ment point. To incentivize school participation, training and 
materials were provided free of charge (+/- €4,000).

2.5. Measures
2.5.1. Problem Behavior
The Problem Behavior at School Interview (PBSI) (Er-
asmusMC 2000) is a forty-two-item questionnaire enquir-
ing about externalizing problems: attention deficit and 
hyperactivity (ADH), oppositional defiant disorder (ODD), 
conduct problems, and relational aggression, and internaliz-
ing problems: anxiety and depression. Teachers rated the 
child’s behavior on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 0 
(never applicable) to 4 (often applicable). Cronbach’s α in 
this study varied between .78 and .92. The convergent valid-
ity of the PBSI was found to be good as indicated by the 
correlations between the PBSI and the Teacher’s Report 
Form (Achenbach 1991), which were .75 for externalizing 
behavior and .55 for internalizing behavior (Witvliet et al. 
2010). This measure was used for all cohorts.

The Social Experience Questionnaire – Teacher Report 
(SEQ-T) (Crick and Grotpeter 1996) was used to measure 
relational victimization, physical victimization, and pro-
social behavior on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 
(never applicable) to 4 (often applicable). The relational 
victimization and physical victimization scales included 
three items and the prosocial behavior scale four items. 
Cronbach’s α was .87 (relational victimization), .85 (physi-
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cal victimization), and .75 (prosocial behavior). This 
measure was used for all four cohorts.

The twenty-four-item Dimensions of Depression Profile 
for Children (DDPC) (four-point Likert format) was used 
to measure the level of depression in the oldest cohort 
(Harter and Nowakowski 1987). It contained four sub-
scales: depressed mood (α = .69), self-blame (α = .59), low 
energy/interest (α = .75), low global self-worth (α = .77), 
and one total score (α = .85).

2.5.2. Social and Emotional Skills
Peer social preference was obtained using peer nominations 
of like most and like least, as described by Coie, Dodge, and 
Coppotelli (1982). Children (cohorts 1 and 4) were asked to 
nominate an unlimited number of classmates that they liked 
most and that they liked least. Each child could therefore be 
nominated by each classmate as “'liked most,” “liked least,” 
or gain no score. For each child, the liked most as well as the 
liked least nominations were summed and divided by the 
number of children in the class minus one (self-nomination 
was not allowed). The standardized liked least score was 
then subtracted from the standardized liked most score to 
generate a social preference score. Social preference is gen-
erally regarded as a reliable and valid measure of sociomet-
ric status (Cillessen and Mayeux 2004; Rubin et al. 2006).

The teacher-based Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior 
Scale (PKBS) (Merrel 1996) used for cohorts 1 and 2 is de-
signed to assess social skills and problem behaviors in 
children aged three to six years. In this study, the social 
skills scale, which has three subscales, was used. The social 
cooperation scale included twelve items reflecting be-
haviors and characteristics deemed important in following 
instructions from adults, cooperating and compromising 
with peers. The social interaction scale included 11 items 
reflecting behaviors and characteristics deemed important 
in gaining and maintaining the acceptance and friendship 
of others. The social independence scale included eleven 
items reflecting behaviors and characteristics deemed im-
portant in achieving social independence within the do-
main of the peer group. For all items, responses were based 
on a four-point scale. The internal consistency of all three 
subscales was high (respectively α = .89, α = .87, α = .86).

The Head Start Competence Scale (HSCS) (Domitrovich, 
Cortes, and Greenberg 2001) used for cohorts 1 and 2 is a 
twelve-item measure of children’s social and emotional 
skills reflecting interpersonal relationships and emotion 
regulation. Teachers were asked to indicate on a four-point 
scale how well each item on the scale described the child. 
Internal consistency was high (α = .95).

Children’s emotional awareness scores were obtained for 
cohort 1 and 4 using the Levels of Emotional Awareness 
Scale for Children (LEAS-C), which assesses the complexity 
of children’s emotional awareness (Bajgar et al. 2005). It 
contains twelve interpersonal scenarios featuring the child 
and another person. After each scenario had been presented, 
the children were asked to describe their own feelings and 
those of the other person. For each scenario, the self and 
other response was rated on a scale ranging from 0 to 4. The 
higher of the scores for the self and the other was taken as 
the total score for each scenario. In cases where both the self 
and the other score were 4, a total score of 5 was awarded. 
The total scores were summed across the scenarios. Cron-
bach’s α ranged from .89 to .92 over the assessments.

The child-based Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale 
(DERS) (Gratz and Roemer 2004) was used to measure 
deficits of emotion regulation. It contains thirty-six ques-
tions (five-point Likert scale) in six scales: non-acceptance 
of emotional responses (α = .73), difficulties engaging in 
goal-directed behavior (α = .82), impulse control dif-
ficulties (α = .80), lack of emotional awareness (α = .78), li-
mited access to emotion regulation strategies (α = .74), and 
lack of emotional clarity (α = .61). This measure was used 
for the oldest cohort only.

To measure the children’s affective sharing of others’ emo-
tions, a short ten-item version of Bryant’s Empathy Index 
was used (Bryant 1982; De Wied et al. 2007). This child-
based measure was used for the youngest and oldest cohort 
only. Cronbach’s α was .68.

2.5.3. Implementation Quality
Implementation quality was operationalized as “conceptual 
use of the program” i.e. to what extent do teachers act ac-
cording to the PATHS basic principles. Teachers received a 
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list of ten questions describing daily classroom situations. 
For each situation, teachers could choose one of four 
answers that described how they would react in this spe-
cific situation. The answers varied from most desired reac-
tion according to the PATHS basic principles (score = 4) to 
least desired reaction (score = 1). All scores were averaged, 
resulting in a mean score for the first year and a mean score 
for the second year. For each class, we calculated one mean 
score (range 1 – 4) from these two scores.

2.5.4. Implementation Quantity
To measure implementation quantity (i.e. completeness), 
teachers completed a monthly log describing all the 
required lessons and elements thereof, recording whether 
they completed each specific element of each lesson. For 
both the first year and the second year, intervention com-
pleteness was assessed as the completed proportion of all 
prescribed activities for that year. We summed these two 
proportions to obtain one total score (range 0 – 2).

2.5.5. Covariates
The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test – Third Edition 
(PPVT-III) (Dunn and Dunn 1997) was used to measure 
verbal ability. This assessment is a well-known and widely 
used measure of children’s receptive vocabulary. A Word 
Comprehension Quotient (WCQ) score, using age-ap-
propriate norms,was calculated from the raw total number 
of correct answers. The internal consistency of the PPVT-
III standard scores ranged from .92 to .98. Child verbal 
ability was included as a covariate because of its potential 
to affect children’s performance in the testing situation.

2.6. Statistical Analyses
The data were analyzed using Stata version 11.1 (StataCorp 
2009) over all 1,294 students in accordance with the inten-
tion-to-treat principle. Missing data were handled through 
Full Information Maximum Likelihood estimation (FIML). 
ANOVAs and Chi-square analyses were conducted to check 
whether there was a balanced distribution of student char-
acteristics and outcome variable values across the two con-
ditions at baseline (ρ < .05).

The data in this study is hierarchically structured, i.e. 
measurement waves (T0, T1, T2, and T3) are nested within 

students, students are nested within classes, and classes are 
nested within schools. In such a hierarchical structure, stan-
dard statistical formulas will underestimate the sampling 
variance, and consequently lead to significance tests with an 
inflated alpha level (type 1 error rate). Multilevel models are 
specifically geared toward the statistical analyses of nested 
or clustered data (Hox 2010). In the present study we use 
multilevel mixed-effects linear regression analyses (Twisk 
2006) to test, for each of the outcome variables, whether 
changes over time varied as a function of the intervention.

For each outcome variable we analyzed the whole devel-
opment of each outcome variable over time in one analysis 
by calculating the three change scores (T0 – T1, T1 – T2, 
and T2 – T3) for each variable. However, as there were 
baseline differences between the conditions we had to cor-
rect the change scores and used the analysis of covariance 
combination approach as described by Twisk and De Vente 
(2008) for that purpose. In this analytical approach, the 
change between baseline and the first reassessment is cor-
rected for the baseline value by subtracting the individual 
baseline value from the first individual change score. For 
computational reasons only, a correction was also made for 
the remaining two change scores. These three adjusted 
change scores per variable were included in a longitudinal 
multilevel mixed-effects linear regression model. The re-
sulting β coefficient represents the intervention effect over 
the whole period, i.e. from T0 to T3.

In order to assess short-term effects, the analyses were also 
performed for the T0 – T1 period alone (i.e. the models in-
cluded only the T0 – T1 adjusted change score). In addition, 
we tested for possible moderating effects of group, gender, 
program completeness, and conceptual use by including in-
teraction terms between these variables and condition in 
the models (each interaction term was tested in separate 
models). Because of multiple testing (27 outcomes), the 
level of statistical significance was set at ρ < .01 in all tests.

2.7. The Sample
In total, 1,331 children (five to 11 years old) from kinder-
garten and elementary school grades 1, 3, and 5 were eli-
gible for inclusion (Figure 1). The 18 participating schools 
were located in rural areas and provincial towns in the 
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western (Noord-Holland) and eastern part (Gelderland 
and Overijssel) of the Netherlands. The baseline data for 30 
children were missing or incomplete. Four children were 
excluded because they moved to another school soon after 
the baseline assessment, and three children’s parents ref-
used to allow their children to participate in the study. 
Therefore the baseline sample included 1,294 children. Of 
these, 65 changed school during the study. In accordance 

Figure 1: Participation flowchart

with the intention-to-treat principle, we sought to collect 
data from these children by sending a questionnaire to 
their home address, asking the parents to fill out the forms. 
We were able to collect data from nineteen of them. We 
were also able to collect reassessment data for ten of the 
thirty-five children who repeated or skipped a grade. Par-
ticipation in our study was high (97 percent), and the at-
trition rate low (5 percent at last assessment).
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.
Cohort 1
(Kindergarten)

Cohort 2
(Grade 1)

Cohort 3
(Grade 3)

Cohort 4
(Grade 5)

n
Male
Age
Dutch
n
Male
Age
Dutch
n
Male
Age
Dutch
n
Male
Age
Dutch

Intervention condition
158
56.3 percent
5.4 years (SD = .36)
98.6 percent
159
52.2 percent
6.5 years (SD = .38)
96.7 percent
173
49.1 percent
8.6 years (SD = .53)
92.1 percent
184
44 percent
10.5 years (SD = .42)
94.4 percent

Comparison condition
166
52.4 percent
5.5 years (SD = .31)
92.4 percent
151
46.4 percent
6.5 years (SD = .42)
95.1 percent
152
56.6 percent
8.5 years (SD = .50)
93.2 percent
151
47 percent
10.6 years (SD = .45)
94.5 percent

3. Results
Table 2 shows the outcome variables over time for both 
conditions. A decline in the PBSI, SEQ-T (except prosocial 
behavior scale), DDPC, and DERS scores represents a de-
crease in these problem behaviors/skills. An increase in the 
PEER, PKBS, HSCS, LEAS, EMPATHY, and prosocial be-
havior scale (SEQ-T) scores represents an improvement in 
these skills.

Age, gender, ethnicity, and verbal ability did not differ between the 
intervention and the comparison group (Table 1). Signifi cant 
base line differences (ρ < .05) were present with respect to the level 
of ADH (F(1,1292) = 10.443, ρ < .001), ODD (F(1,1292) = 
20.896, ρ < .001), conduct problems (F(1,1292) = 30.338, ρ < 
.001), rela tio nal aggression (F(1,1292) = 60.891, ρ < .001), anxiety 
(F1,1293) = 11.400, ρ < .001), depression (F(1,1292) = 10.161, ρ < 
.001), rela tional victimization (F(1,1292) = 45.082, ρ < .001), 

physical victi mization (F(1,1292) = 45.594, ρ < .001), prosocial 
behavior (F(1,1292) = 5.098, ρ < .05), low energy (F(1,1292) = 
4.924, ρ < .05), social interaction (F(1,1292) = 4.722, ρ < .05), so-
cial independence (F(1,1292) = 4.725, ρ < .05), and social and 
emotional skills (F(1,1292) = 10.691, ρ < .01). In general, the levels 
of problem behavior were higher in the intervention condition, 
and the levels of social and emotional skills were lower (Table 2). 
These differences were statistically corrected for in the analyses.

Table 1: Socio-demographic variables at baseline by cohort
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Table 2: Mean scores (M) and standard deviations (SD) at baseline and reassessments for all four cohorts combined

Measure

PBSI

SEQ-T1

DDPC

PEER

PKBS

HSCS

LEAS

DERS

EMPATHY

1 To limit the number of questions teachers had to answer each wave, this questionnaire was sent at two instead of three reassessments.
* Significant difference between intervention condition and comparison condition at baseline (ρ < .05).

Scale

ADH*

ODD*

Conduct problems*

Relational aggression*

Anxiety*

Depression*

Relational victimization*

Physical victimization*

Prosocial behavior*

Depressed mood

Self blame

Low energy*

Low self-worth

Total depression

Peer nominations

Social cooperation

Social interaction*

Social independence*

Social and emotional skills*

Emotional awareness

Lack emotional awareness

Non-acceptance of emotional responses

Difficulty in goal-directed behavior

Impulse control difficulties

Limited access strategies

Lack of emotional clarity

Empathy

Intervention condition

T0

M

1.26

1.11

.62

1.12

1.29

.92

.87

.57

2.68

10.63

15.31

11.08

10.23

47.25

.11

31.65

24.45

27.95

21.61

25.04

21.31

11.91

13.19

13.16

17.42

15.52

5.20

SD

(.81)

(.75)

(.55)

(.73)

(.71)

(.64)

(.69)

(.55)

(.66)

(2.99)

(2.74)

(3.46)

(3.30)

(9.14)

(.27)

(4.35)

(5.02)

(4.11)

(7.39)

(11.27)

(5.67)

(4.46)

(5.14)

(5.09)

(5.59)

(4.32)

(2.36)

T1

M

1.00

.96

.51

.94

1.10

.86

.72

.

.

10.37

14.43

10.68

9.71

45.24

.15

32.59

25.76

29.07

23.63

31.47

22.50

10.86

12.73

12.69

17.20

14.54

5.21

T2

M

1.07

.98

.54

1.05

1.20

.95

.

.45

2.78

10.06

14.17

10.45

9.71

44.39

.18

32.35

25.44

28.58

23.55

34.03

23.60

10.14

11.87

12.49

15.99

14.64

4.91

T3

M

1.11

.98

.56

1.04

1.15

.92

.79

.50

2.78

9.98

14.44

10.53

9.79

44.73

.15

32.24

26.07

28.57

23.98

 35.90

24.51

9.91

11.30

11.94

15.83

14.60

4.94

Comparison condition

T0

M

1.11

.91

.45

.80

1.16

.80

.62

.37

2.76

10.35

15.01

10.25

9.70

45.31

.13

32.25

24.54

28.35

24.47

23.84

20.93

11.61

13.19

13.60

17.60

15.35

4.99

SD

(.84)

(.79)

(.52)

(.76)

(.72)

(.69)

(.63)

(.50)

(.66)

(3.00)

(3.09)

(3.25)

(3.25)

(8.89)

(.29)

(4.00)

(5.22)

(4.16)

(7.06)

(10.69)

(5.50)

(4.63)

(5.33)

(5.67)

(5.97)

(4.16)

(2.32)

T1

M

.97

.88

.45

.82

1.09

.81

.61

.

.

9.93

14.63

10.40

9.44

44.39

.17

32.69

25.46

28.91

25.08

28.10

22.49

10.50

12.13

12.17

15.97

14.19

5.14

T2

M

1.10

.88

.41

.89

1.13

.84

.

.31

2.76

9.82

14.28

9.78

9.43

43.31

.18

32.02

24.79

28.15

24.45

30.15

22.20

10.04

11.54

11.57

15.38

14.06

5.19

T3

M

1.07

.89

.42

.86

1.01

.82

.62

.29

2.83

9.88

14.27

10.19

9.50

43.90

.17

32.32

25.55

28.87

25.48

30.98

22.43

10.7

11.51

11.90

15.76

14.44

5.24
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First, intervention effects were examined by longitudinal 
multilevel mixed-effects linear regression analyses (Table 
3). We combined all four cohorts and tested whether 
changes over time varied as a function of the intervention. 

This first set of analyses resulted in a positive intervention 
effect found on the emotional awareness scale. Note that 
this is the only significant intervention effect out of 
 twenty-seven tests.

Table 3: Intervention effect (β coefficient) over all four assessments for all four cohorts combined

Measure

PBSI

SEQ-T

DDPC

PEER

PKBS

HSCS

LEAS

DERS

EMPATHY

* Significant difference between intervention condition and comparison condition (ρ < .01).
Note: A minus sign (-) before the ρ of the PBSI, SEQ-T (except prosocial behavior scale), DDPC, and DERS represents a decrease in these problem behaviors/skills in the intervention condition over 
 time, relative to the control condition.

Scale

ADH

ODD

Conduct problems

Relational aggression

Anxiety

Depression

Relational victimization

Physical victimization

Prosocial behavior

Depressed mood

Self blame

Low energy

Low self-worth

Total depression

Peer nominations

Social cooperation

Social interaction

Social independence

Social and emotional skills

Emotional awareness

Lack emotional awareness

Non-acceptance of emotional responses

Difficulty in goal-directed behavior

Impulse control difficulties

Limited access strategies

Lack of emotional clarity

Empathy

β

-.022

-.012

.008

.005

.017

.005

.025

.102

.074

.016

.114

-.032

.090

.104

.004

-.065

.466

.187

.111

1.186

.694

-.059

-.139

.135

.123

.141

-.200

SE

.029

.028

.020

.030

.032

.031

.039

.071

.075

.168

.173

.182

.188

.473

.012

.174

.295

.276

.328

.393

.305

.245

.277

.297

.332

.298

.114

z

–0.74

–0.42

0.41

0.18

0.53

0.17

0.64

1.45

0.99

0.09

0.66

–0.18

0.48

0.22

0.33

–0.37

1.58

0.68

0.34

3.02

2.27

–0.24

–0.50

0.46

0.37

0.47

–1.76

ρ

0.458

0.675

0.681

0.857

0.599

0.868

0.522

0.148

0.323

0.925

0.509

0.860

0.632

0.825

0.738

0.710

0.115

0.498

0.736

0.003

0.023

0.809

0.616

0.648

0.712

0.635

0.079

*

95 percent CI

-.079

-.067

-.032

-.054

-.045

-.055

-.051

-.036

-.073

-.314

-.225

-.388

-.279

-.823

-.019

-.280

-.113

-.353

-.532

.416

.095

-.539

-.683

-.446

-.528

-.442

-.422

.035

.043

.048

.065

.078

.065

.101

.241

.222

.345

.454

.324

.460

1.032

.027

.411

1.046

.727

.753

1.957

1.292

.421

.404

.717

.774

.725

.023
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Second, we checked whether there was a positive effect in 
the first year of implementation. We performed the same 
analyses as above, but limited them to the T0 – T1 adjusted 
change sore. We found no intervention effects on any of 
the variables in the first year.

Third, we tested whether intervention effects were moder-
ated by grade. We found three significant moderations on 
the prosocial scale. Effects were stronger for children in 
kindergarten in the intervention condition and weaker for 
children in grades 1 and 5 in the intervention condition. 
The analyses also showed that the effects for the LEAS were 
stronger for children in kindergarten. Otherwise, grade did 
not moderate outcomes.

Fourth, we checked whether there was a difference in effect 
for boys and girls by adding an interaction term (sex x con-
dition). We did not find any gender-related difference.

Fifth, we tested whether intervention effects depended on 
the level of program completeness. Mean completeness was 
50 percent in the first year (SD = 23 percent) and 49 percent 
in the second year (SD = 24 percent). We summed these 
two proportions to obtain one score (mean = .99, SD = .42, 
range .16 – 1.70), and tested whether this score was related 
to intervention effects. The analyses showed that program 
completeness did not moderate intervention effects.

Sixth, we tested whether intervention effects depended on 
implementation quality. The mean level of “conceptual 
use” was around 3.05 in the first year (SD = .27, range 2.30 
– 3.75) and 3.07 in the second year (SD = .37, range 2.20 – 
3.70). We calculated a mean of these two scores for each 
class and tested whether this score was related to inter-
vention effects. Conceptual use did not moderate inter-
vention effects.

4. Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine the effectiveness 
of the efficacious school-based prevention program PATHS 
when implemented through Dutch municipal health ser-
vices. In contrast to other studies, the intervention was im-
plemented by health promotion professionals from a 
regular health service system rather than dedicated PATHS 

trainers. As health promotion professionals implement 
school-based prevention programs on a regular basis, this 
linkage group could in the long run potentially support the 
national licensee in the dissemination of PATHS. However, 
virtually no intervention effects were found in this study.

It seems unlikely that the underlying theoretical model of 
the PATHS intervention can explain the lack of inter-
vention effects. Previous research has demonstrated that 
PATHS is effective when delivered adequately. The im-
plementation process therefore seems a more likely reason. 
In the present study, there appears to be a large gap be-
tween the intended intervention and the intervention par-
ticipants actually received. The implementation strategy 
most probably affected the teacher support negatively. This 
resulted in low program completeness and probably af-
fected some other implementation variables negatively as 
well. This finally resulted in poor intervention outcomes.

Although we cannot exactly identify the (implementation) 
variables that moderated the outcomes, we can conclude 
that the tested PATHS implementation strategy is not a 
recipe for effective prevention of problem behavior on a 
large scale.

4.1. Strengths and Limitations
This is the first study to test the effectiveness of PATHS 
when implemented through a regular health service, and 
sought to explore how problem behavior could be pre-
vented on a large scale. Furthermore, this study had very 
high participation (97 percent) and low attrition (5 per-
cent). We also had a fairly large sample that gave us enough 
power to detect small effects, even for the four grades/
cohorts separately. It must further be recognized that the 
results are fairly comprehensive, and the measures in-
cluded constructs of social and emotional skills and prob-
lem behavior of both teachers and children, on four 
occasions.

 However, the study also suffers from important limitations. 
First, we did not randomize all schools. This may have 
caused baseline differences between the two conditions. 
However, we corrected for these differences with a thor-
ough statistical technique specially developed for this kind 
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of problem (Twisk and De Vente 2008). A second limi-
tation is the limited duration of implementation. As 
PATHS is an eight-year curriculum, two years of im-
plementation may have been insufficient to achieve the de-
sired change. However, previous studies were able to report 
positive outcomes within a similar timespan. Third, instead 
of using independent observations, self-reporting was used 
to assess teachers’ quality and quantity of program im-
plementation. Self-reports may have led to an over-
estimation of the quantity and quality of implementation. 
Besides, our number of implementation measures was li-
mited. Fourth, although we did not monitor this, the lack 
of effects could have been caused by the level of standard 
social and character development activities that were given 
in the control group, for example by other preventive pro-
grams. Nonetheless, the practical value of PATHS would 
have been reflected in additional effects on top of care as 
usual, and this is exactly what we studied.

4.2. Conclusions
It seems unfortunate that the combination of an efficacious 
prevention program and a health service system specifically 
designed to be a linking agent for the implementation of 
school-based health promotion interventions does not pro-
vide better results – especially as universal prevention pro-
grams can only have population impact on the prevention 
of problem behavior when they are implemented on a large 
scale.

 One could question whether this implementation strategy 
was the best possible. Obviously, the implementation 
strategy could have been enhanced with greater levels of 
support for both health promotion professionals and 
teachers. However, our aim was not to study the effective-
ness of an intervention using a theoretically optimal im-
plementation strategy, but rather to study its effectiveness 
when employing an implementation strategy that has been 
used successfully before, but, even more importantly, is 
commonly used and achievable within the Dutch public 
health sector. Along with efficacy trials, this kind of study 
helps us to identify interventions and implementation 
strategies that could be helpful (or not) in preventing 
problem behavior.

In addition, we believe that the present findings are prob-
ably not just relevant for PATHS or limited to prevention 
in the realm of social behavior. Implementation seems 
likely to play a key role in establishing societal impact. 
Our study underlines the importance of studying the pro-
cess of transferring outcomes of efficacy studies to the 
more naturalistic settings for program implementation, 
and of monitoring program application in different 
countries and settings. More, well-designed large-scale 
field trials are urgently needed to provide policymakers 
with realistic estimates of the investments required to ob-
tain intervention effects that are replicable at population 
level.
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Effectiveness of a Universal School-Based Social 
Competence Program: The Role of Child Characteristics 
and Economic Factors
Tina Malti, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto, Canada
Denis Ribeaud, Institute of Sociology, Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Zurich (ETH), Switzerland
Manuel Eisner, Institute of Criminology, University of Cambridge, United Kingdom

An evaluation of the effectiveness of a school-based social competence curriculum PATHS (Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies) on teacher-rated aggressive be-
havior, ADHD, and prosocial behavior in children. The one-year prevention program was administered to children in 28 of 56 Swiss elementary schools (N = 1,675). Out-
comes were assessed at pretest and posttest with a follow-up 2 years later. Moderator interactions involving baseline child characteristics and economic factors were 
tested. There were significant treatment effects for ADHD/impulsivity and aggression at the follow-up. Baseline development variables predicted higher prosocial be-
havior as well as lower aggressive behavior and ADHD at the follow-up. Economic risk factors predicted poor behavior outcomes at the follow-up. Development variables 
moderated the impact of PATHS on ADHD and aggression at the follow-up. However, for most outcomes, no main effects or moderation of treatment effects were found.

 Developmental scientists have noted the interaction be-
tween child characteristics and ecological conditions in 
the development of psychopathology and social compet-
ence (Bronfenbrenner and Evans 2000). The need to pre-
vent children’s mental health problems is broadly 
acknowledged as well, and a number of school-based cur-
ricula have been designed to prevent the development of 
problem behaviors and mental disorders such as aggres-
sion and ADHD. Meta-analyses of school-based aggression 
intervention programs indicate that programs that focus 
on the promotion of social skills reduce aggressive be-
havior and mental health problems (Hahn et al. 2007). 
What is missing are dissemination trials by researchers 
evaluating these programs independently of the program 
developers, using rigorous methodological designs and 
implementing the program “as marketed” (Eisner, Malti, 
and Ribeaud 2011). Additionally, relatively few large-scale 
studies have investigated the moderating role of child 
characteristics at baseline and economic factors in deter-
mining program outcomes, and most of the existing 

studies were conducted in the United States. We therefore 
examined how certain child characteristics (baseline be-
havior, initial social-cognitive development, initial emo-
tional development) and socioeconomic and demographic 
factors (socioeconomic status, financial problems, single-
parent household) can moderate the impact of a universal 
intervention.

1. The Intervention
Our study employed PATHS (Promoting Alternative Think-
ing Strategies), which is a school-based universal intervention 
program that is widely reported to reduce mental health 
problems and improve social competence in primary-school 
children (Greenberg and Kusché 2002). It was chosen because 
it is evidence-based and was assessed positively in a feasibility 
study conducted in collaboration with the school authorities 
of the City of Zurich, Switzerland (Eisner et al. 2011).

PATHS relies on an integrative model of children’s risk-and-
resiliency development. The underlying assumption is that 

Trial registry name: The Zurich Project on the Social 
Development of Children and Youth. Identification 
number: ISRCTN84472990.
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the promotion of various aspects of social development 
helps to reduce a set of well-known risk factors for aggres-
sion (Greenberg et al. 2003). These risk factors include poor 
social-cognitive skills (Crick and Dodge 1996), poor emo-
tional skills (Arsenio, Gold, and Adams 2006), and poor in-
hibition control (Riggs et al. 2006). To reduce these risks, the 
PATHS lessons promote social-cognitive development, posi-
tive social behavior, and understanding of emotions. PATHS 
is one of only eleven programs recommended as effective by 
Blueprints of Violence Prevention at the University of Colo-
rado (Greenberg and Kusché 2002). Several rigorous trials 
of PATHS have been undertaken (Conduct Problems Pre-
vention Research Group 2002; Riggs et al. 2006). Taken to-
gether, these trials show that PATHS has a strong evidential 
base. However, in contrast to the present study, most of 
these evaluations were supervised by the developer of the 
program and were conducted in the United States.

2. Moderators of Program Impact
 There is emerging evidence that children at high risk for be-
havior problems are the most likely to benefit from school-
based interventions. For example, two large-scale prevention 
projects for aggressive elementary grade school children 
achieved long-term reduction in antisocial behavior with 
their interventions, which included social competence train-
ing (Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group 2002, 
Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group and Dodge 
2007). The MACS (2002) study, which included universal 
school-based prevention programs plus an intensive inter-
vention for students with high levels of initial aggression, 
showed reduction of aggressive behavior. Because of this 
evidence that intervention outcomes are moderated by in-
itial behavioral risk, the present study included the child’s 
initial behavior as a moderator of intervention effects.

Contemporary research on the prevention of aggressive be-
havior also emphasizes the importance of social-cognitive 
and emotional development in reducing aggression. For 
example, studies have shown that social-cognitive prob-
lems and lack of emotional skills predict increased levels of 
aggression over time (Lansford et al. 2006). This research, 
combined with the PATHS approach to promoting im-
provement in social-cognitive development and emotional 
literacy, makes it necessary to explore the possible moder-

ation of social competence interventions by initial social-
cognitive and emotional development. The present study 
therefore included two indicators of social-cognitive and 
emotional development: social problem-solving and moral 
emotions. These domains were chosen because children’s 
social problem-solving is related to aggressive behavior 
(Orobio de Castro et al. 2002). Likewise, emotions about 
moral conflicts (i.e., emotions that children attribute to an 
actor as a consequence of aggression) have been shown to 
reduce aggression (Arsenio et al. 2006; Malti and Kretten-
auer 2012). To the best of our knowledge, no independent, 
large-scale randomized controlled trial of PATHS has in-
vestigated this possible moderation of behavioral, social-
cognitive, and emotional development in children. 

In addition, it is necessary to examine economic factors as 
possible moderator variables. Research suggests that up to 
25 percent of children living in economic hardship have 
negative mental health outcomes (Costello et al. 1996; Kee-
nan et al. 1997). It is thus important to understand whether 
the effectiveness of a given intervention varies as a function 
of the socio-economic background of the children.

3. The Present Study
Our study was designed to compare the effectiveness of the 
PATHS program to a control group using a factorial design 
with a post-test and two-year post-intervention follow-up. 
We tested moderators of program effects (child char-
acteristics and economic factors). We predicted that 
children in the treatment (PATHS) condition would mani-
fest greater reductions in aggressive behavior and ADHD/
impulsivity, and greater increases in prosocial behavior, 
than children in the control condition. Based on the results 
of previous randomized controlled trials of PATHS in the 
United States, we hypothesized that the reduction in ag-
gressive behavior and ADHD would be greatest among 
children showing the highest levels of aggressive behavior 
and ADHD at the beginning of the study. In addition, we 
expected that child characteristics (social-cognitive skills 
and moral emotions) as well as economic factors would 
play a moderating role in the effectiveness of the PATHS 
intervention. Socioeconomic status, occurrence of financial 
difficulties, and single parent households were used to rep-
resent economic risk. Based on related research in the 
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United States, we expected that children with higher econ-
omic risk would benefit more from the intervention (e.g., 
Raver et al. 2009). Given that longitudinal and intervention 
research has consistently identified the importance of 
gender, nationality, and special-needs education as pre-
dictors for the outcomes of interest (Raver et al. 2009), we 
controlled for these variables.

The present study aimed at analyzing moderators of treat-
ment effects (baseline characteristics associated with vari-
ation in the achieved intervention effect) because 
understanding the active components of intervention trials 
is important for informing future intervention research. An 
analysis of moderators helps to understand whether some 
children benefit more or less from the intervention 
(Gardner et al. 2010; Hinshaw 2002). This is important, be-
cause it can spur further research on targeted interventions 
that match the needs of particular subgroups.

3.1. Method
3.1.1. Participants
 The data were drawn from the Zurich Project on the Social 
Development of Children (z-proso), which is an ongoing 
prospective longitudinal study (for a detailed overview, see 
Eisner et al. 2011). For sampling, we used a cluster-rand -
omized approach with the school as the unit of randomization 
(see Malti, Ribeaud, and Eisner 2011). Two universal pre-
vention programs, one-school-based (PATHS) and the other 
family-based (Triple-P), were compared in a factorial design 
with schools randomly assigned to one of four treatment con-
ditions (PATHS only, Triple-P only, PATHS and Triple-P, con-
trol). The sample at Time 1 (T1) consisted of 1,675 first 
graders (48 percent girls; mean age 7.0 years, SD = 0.42; see 
Malti et al. 2011, for response rates across data waves). 

3.1.2. Intervention
 The version of PATHS used in the present study was the 
same as that used in the Fast Track Project during the sec-
ond school year (Bierman et al. 2010). It is a one-year pro-
gram that includes forty-six primary lessons. The content, 
methods, and materials were culturally adapted to the 
Swiss school system, and the materials were tested in a pilot 
study (Eisner et al. 2011). PATHS lessons address problem-
solving skills, social relationships, self-regulation, rule 

understanding, emotion understanding, and positive self-
esteem. The classes were taught for 67 minutes per week. 
The teachers who implemented PATHS attended a two-day 
training course prior to the start of the experimental 
sessions. The five coaches were trained and supervised by 
an experienced Dutch expert who also manages the PATHS 
teacher-training institute in the Netherlands. To increase 
implementation quality, the coaches visited each class four 
to six times during the implementation period, after which 
they discussed the lesson with the teacher and provided 
feedback. A refresher seminar was held midterm, and regu-
lar PATHS newsletters helped to create a sense of cohesion 
among the teachers. Zurich city council made the PATHS 
curriculum compulsory for teachers in the intervention 
group. The procedures used to monitor implementation 
closely followed methods described by Greenberg and 
Kusché (2002) and included teacher and child ques-
tionnaires in addition to observations by the coach. The 
overall implementation quality was evaluated as high 
(Eisner et al. 2011).

3.2. Variables
3.2.1. Dependent Variables
 As dependent variables, we assessed teacher-reported ag-
gressive behavior, ADHD, and prosocial behavior. In the 
z-proso study, behavior outcomes were assessed according 
to reports by teachers, parents, and children (Eisner et al. 
2012; Malti et al. 2011). However, in the present analysis we 
focus on teacher-assessed outcomes only because treatment 
effects of a school-based intervention are most likely to be 
observed in the school context and we have shown else-
where that the main effects were very limited, and mostly 
occurred in the teacher-rated data at follow-up (Malti et al. 
2011). Furthermore, we have documented elsewhere that 
the PATHS plus Triple-P treatment does not have any 
stronger effects on externalizing behaviors than PATHS 
alone (Malti et al. 2011).

 All outcomes were rated by the teachers at T1–T4 using the 
Social Behavior Questionnaire (SBQ) (Tremblay et al. 
1991). The Zurich school system requires that children re-
main in the same class with the same teacher from the first 
to the third grade, but they enter new classes in the fourth 
grade; thus, all the teacher assessments at T4 were made by 
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new teachers who were blind as to treatment condition. 
The items in the teacher questionnaire were assessed on a 
five-point Likert scale. For aggressive behavior, eleven items 
were assessed. The average reliability (Cronbach’s α) across 
the four waves was .93. For ADHD, eight items of the SBQ 
were used. The average 	 for the ADHD scale was .91. For 
prosocial behavior, the SBQ subscale contained seven 
items. Across the four waves, α was .92.

3.2.2. Moderator Variables: Child Characteristics
The following moderator variables representing child char-
acteristics were assessed: social-cognitive skills, moral emo-
tions, and baseline behavior (aggression, ADHD, prosocial 
behavior).

 Social-cognitive skills. The children’s social-cognitive skills 
were measured before the intervention by having them re-
spond to four hypothetical vignettes: playing on a swing, 
participating in a game, laughing at someone, and stealing 
a ball. These four scenarios were adapted from previous re-
search (Crick and Dodge 1996). After the child had been 
read the respective story text, he or she was asked for his or 
her problem solution strategies (e.g., “What could you say 
or do so that you could play on the swing?”). The responses 
were audiotaped and later coded in the following cat-
egories: (a) aggressive strategies (e.g., “I’d just push him off 
the swing”); (b) socially competent strategies (e.g., “I’ll ask 
to take turns”); and (c) other strategies. Two independent 
coders rated the total content of all the transcripts. The 
inter-rater agreement (Krippendorff’s α) across the cat-
egories was .80 (Krippendorff 1978). Proportional mean 
scores for aggressive and socially competent problem-solv-
ing strategies were then calculated.

 Moral emotions. The children’s moral emotions before the 
intervention were measured by a revised version of the 
original happy-victimizer task, which has been widely vali-
dated in the developmental literature (e.g., Malti et al. 
2009). The children responded to four hypothetical rule vi-
olations and were asked to attribute emotion to self-as-
victimizer (“How would you feel afterwards if you had 
done this? Why?”). Self-attributed emotions were coded on 
a four-point Likert scale from 1 (very good) to 4 (very 
bad). The four scores were aggregated across stories (α = 

.67), and the scale was labeled “moral emotions.” Because 
the final score was skewed, it was log transformed. 

3.2.3. Moderator Variables: Economic Factors
 As economic moderator variables, we assessed household 
socioeconomic status (SES), financial difficulties, and 
single- versus two-parent household. SES was defined by 
coding the caregiver’s current profession; the codes were 
then transformed into an International Socio-Economic 
Index (ISEI) occupational-status score (Ganzeboom et al. 
1992). The final SES score was a derivative of the highest 
ISEI score of the two caregivers. Financial problems were 
assessed in the parental interview at T1. The parents were 
asked if they had experienced periods of financial difficulty 
resulting in arrears in payment of household bills during 
the last year. Household composition was assessed in the 
parental interview at T1 as well (see Table 2).

3.2.4. Control Variables
We controlled for gender, special-needs education, and 
nationality in all of the multilevel analyses. For nationality, 
a dummy variable was created that was coded 0 if at least 
one parent was Swiss and 1 if both parents were non-Swiss. 
The latter included more than eighty nationalities.

3.3. Procedure
The parents were asked to sign an informed consent form 
at the beginning of the first interview; informed consent 
was renewed at wave 4. The computer-assisted face-to-face 
interviews with parents lasted an average of one hour. In 
the first three waves, computer-assisted personal child as-
sessments lasting 45 minutes were conducted at the school. 
In the fourth wave, 90-minute classroom-based paper-and-
pencil surveys were utilized. The interviews were conducted 
by forty-four interviewers who had been thoroughly 
trained by the research team. The child’s teacher completed 
a questionnaire on each child’s social behavior.

3.4. Analysis Approach
Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM Version 6.08) was used 
to assess the intervention effects on child outcomes. The 
original design of the study combined PATHS and a 
family-based intervention (Triple-P) (for details, see Malti 
et al. 2011). We recoded treatment assignment as two 
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dummy variables to compare the PATHS and Triple-P con-
ditions separately with the control condition. Thus, a stan-
dard approach to coding a 2 x 2 design (two levels of factor 
A crossed with two levels of factor B) was used to analyze 
program effects. This 2 x 2 design allowed us to specify the 
different timings of the interventions as well as the in-
clusion of the interaction involving the PATHS plus 
Triple-P condition. The cross-product of the PATHS plus 
Triple-P interaction answers the question of whether ad-
ding PATHS improves the effects of Triple-P and whether 
adding Triple-P improves the effects of PATHS. The mod-
els incorporated three levels: data-collection wave (level 1), 
child (level 2), and school (level 3). These levels were em-

ployed in conjunction with a two-way interaction between 
time and intervention to measure the treatment effects. 
Moderator effects were tested by three-way interactions be-
tween intervention, the respective moderating variable, 
and time point.

3.5. Results
3.5.1. Initial Equivalence and Attrition
 Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for all the outcome 
variables, and Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for all the 
moderator variables. Here we present data for the PATHS 
only (n = 360) versus the control condition (n = 356) be-
cause of our analytic interest in the PATHS program.

Table 1: Outcome variables by treatment condition and time period

.

Outcome variable
Teacher reports
Aggressive behavior
ADHD
Prosocial behavior

Treatment condition
Control group

M (SD)
Pre 1

0.51 (0.68)
1.11 (0.97)
2.16 (0.82)

Pre 2a

0.41 (0.55)
0.85 (0.94)
2.14 (0.88)

Post
0.45 (0.60)
0.87 (0.94)
2.42 (0.92)

Follow-up
0.53 (0.68)
1.14 (1.04)
2.26 (0.79)

PATHS-only group
M (SD)

Pre 1
0.56 (0.63)
1.27 (1.02)
2.34 (0.79)

Pre 2a

0.56 (0.61)
1.15 (1.00)
2.43 (0.76)

Post
0.62 (0.69)
1.13 (1.01)
2.54 (0.77)

Follow-up
0.48 (0.68)
1.00 (0.89)
2.24 (0.80)

a Pre 2 is a second baseline score accounting for the time-lagged implementation of the PATHS and family interventions.

Table 2: Moderator variables by PATHS-only treatment condition versus control condition at T1

..

Moderator
Child characteristicsa

Moral emotions
Aggressive problem-solving 
Competent problem-solving 

Economic characteristic
Socioeconomic status (ISEI
Financial difficulties: Yes
Single-parent household: Yes

Control variable
Gender: Female
Nationality: Non-Swiss
Special education: Yes

Treatment condition
Control

M (SD)/ %

3.47 (0.59)
0.15 (0.22)
0.69 (0.30)

47.12 (18.10)
16 
13

45
39
8

PATHS-only
M (SD)/ %

3.32 (0.68)
0.16 (0.21)
0.71 (0.27)

45.46 (17.08)
17
15

50
28
6

Notes: 
ISEI = International Socio-Economic Index.
a For descriptive statistics of initial child behavior as moderator, see Time 1 variables in Table 1.
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 ANOVAs were conducted to determine the equivalence of 
the treatment and control groups across outcomes. The 
models took account of the nesting of students within 
schools, treating schools as a random effect. Although at 
baseline some of the outcome measures were higher in the 
PATHS group than in the control group, our preliminary 
analyses revealed that none of the baseline differences are 
significant. Table 3 displays the correlations between the 

study variables across the four treatment conditions. At-
trition was low across the waves of data collection and was 
comparable in the four treatment conditions. Specifically, 
children in the control condition completed an average of 
3.68 waves, children in the PATHS condition an average of 
3.76 waves, children in the Triple-P condition an average of 
3.64 waves, and children in the PATHS plus Triple-P con-
dition an average of 3.72 waves.

Table 3: Intercorrelations between study variables

...

1. Aggressive behaviora

2. ADHD

3. Prosocial behavior

4. Moral emotions 

5. Aggressive problem-solving

6. Competent problem-solving

7. Socioeconomic status

8. Financial difficulties

9. Single-parent household

10. Gender

11. Nationality

12. Special education

1.

–

.66***

-.39***

.03

.07*

-.07*

-.16***

.13***

.06

-.24***

.11***

.12***

2.

–

-.36***

.05

.10***

-.10***

-.19***

.12***

.07*

-.27***

.08**

.14***

3.

–

-.02

-.08**

.12***

-.03

-.01

.02

.38***

-.07*

-.07*

4.

–

.02

-.02

-.11***

.04

.02

-.03

.05

.02

5.

–

-.67***

.04

-.03

.01

-.13***

-.02

.11***

6.

–

-.02

.02

.01

.14***

-.01

-.13***

7.

–

-.13***

-.02

-.02

-.40***

-.22***

8.

–

.15***

.01

.01

.10***

9.

–

.05

-.12***

-.04

10.

–

.02

-.10***

11.

–

.17***

12.

–

Notes:
ADHD = Attention deficit/impulsivity
a Because all behavior scales were related across time points, aggregate scores across time are reported.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

3.5.2. Treatment Effects at Follow-up (T4)
We report treatment effects only at follow-up because 
we have shown elsewhere that there were no treatment 
effects at post-test (Malti et al. 2011). Preliminary, un-
conditional models were run to ascertain the proportion 
of variance of each dependent variable that could be at-
tributed to school level. Intraclass correlations were esti-
mated in the control group using unconditional 
three-level hierarchical linear modeling. The intraclass 
correlation for school level was .25 across all teacher-re-
ported outcome variables.

The multilevel models were then run to obtain intent-
to-treat estimates of the intervention effects on aggres-

sive behavior, ADHD, and prosocial behavior as 
measured by the Social Behavior Questionnaire. We 
used continuous moderator variables in all multilevel 
analyses and computed interaction effects between the 
treatment variable and the respective continuous mod-
erator variable. For clarity’s sake, we again describe only 
the findings for the PATHS only condition versus the 
control condition, because of our focus on PATHS ef-
fects. However, the full factorial design was used to ana-
lyze the data.

Table 4 presents the multilevel findings for the outcomes 
at follow-up. For each outcome variable, Model 1 in-
cluded all the level 2 covariates, and Model 2 included 
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the respective interaction terms between treatment, the 
moderator variable, and time point. For the sake of 
brevity and clarity, treatment interaction terms invol-

ving the moderators are reported only if at least one of 
them is significant across outcomes.

Table 4: Parameter estimates of treatment effects on selected teacher-rated outcomes at follow-up

Parameter

Time x treatment

Aggressive problem-solving

Aggressive problem-solving x time x treatment

Aggressive problem-solving x time x treatment

Competent problem-solving

Competent problem-solving x time x treatment

Moral emotions

Moral emotions x time x treatment

Baseline behavior

Baseline behavior x time x treatment

Socioeconomic status

Financial problems

Single-parent household

Girl

Non-Swiss nationality

Special-class education

Outcome

Aggressive behavior

-.08 (.04)*

Child characteristic

–0.05 (0.08)

0.10 (0.06)

0.10 (0.06)

–0.08 (0.06)

–0.03 (0.03)

0.01 (0.02)

–0.03 (0.01)*

1.09 (0.03)***

0.02 (0.03)

Economic characteristicsa

–0.01 (0.01)**

0.13 (0.05)*

0.11 (0.04)*

Control variable

–0.18 (0.03)***

0.13 (0.03)***

0.02 (0.08)

ADHD

-.11 (.06)**

0.25 (0.15)*

–0.04 (0.07)

–0.04 (0.07)

–0.19 (0.10)*

–0.08 (0.03)*

0.05 (0.04)

–0.02 (0.01)*

1.06 (0.02)***

–0.03 (0.02)

–0.01 (0.01)**

0.22 (0.07)**

0.17 (0.08)*

–0.38 (0.05)***

0.03 (0.06)

0.16 (0.11)

Prosocial behavior

-.08 (.08)

0.03 (0.09)

–0.06 (0.07)

–0.06 (0.07)

0.14 (0.07)*

–0.04 (0.03)

–0.01 (0.02)

–0.05 (0.04)

1.10 (0.03)***

–0.01 (0.01)

–0.01 (0.02)*

–0.01 (0.05)

–0.05 (0.05)

0.49 (0.04)***

–0.09 (0.04)*

–0.12 (0.06)*

Notes: 
ADHD = Attention deficits/impulsivity
a No moderation by economic factors was found. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Aggression. Children in the PATHS group were reported by 
their teachers as having a greater decrease in aggressive 
problem behaviors than children in the control group (ef-
fect size = 0.42; see Table 4). The treatment effect on teach-
er-rated aggression was moderated by level of moral 
emotions at baseline (effect size = 0.12). Children who ex-
hibited higher levels of moral emotions and received the 

intervention showed larger reductions in aggression at fol-
low-up (by teacher report) than did children who started 
school with low levels of moral emotions. In addition, 
baseline aggression, financial problems, single-parent 
household, and non-Swiss nationality predicted higher ag-
gression at the follow-up. Furthermore, SES and female 
gender predicted lower aggression at the follow-up.
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ADHD. Children in the PATHS group were reported by 
their teachers as having a significantly greater decrease in 
ADHD related problems than children in the control group 
(effect size = 0.46; see Table 4). However, the treatment ef-
fect on teacher-rated ADHD was moderated by the level of 
moral emotions at baseline (effect size = 0.10). The main 
effect was also moderated by initial level of competent 
problem-solving strategies (effect size = 0.40). Children 
who exhibited higher levels of moral emotions and com-
petent problem-solving strategies, and received the inter-
vention, showed larger reductions in ADHD at follow-up 
(by teacher report) than did children who started school 
with low levels of moral emotions and competent prob-
lem-solving strategies. Furthermore, aggressive problem-
solving strategies, baseline ADHD, financial problems and 
single-parent household predicted higher ADHD at follow-
up. In contrast, competent problem-solving strategies, SES 
and female gender predicted lower ADHD at follow-up.

Prosocial behavior. The results suggest that overall, children 
in the PATHS condition did not differ from children in the 
control condition on prosocial behavior (Table 4). In ad-
dition, no significant interaction terms representing poten-
tial moderation by child characteristics or economic factors 
was found. Competent problem-solving strategies, baseline 
prosocial behavior and female gender predicted higher 
prosocial behavior at follow-up, whereas non-Swiss 
nationality and special needs education predicted lower 
prosocial behavior at follow-up.

4. Discussion
 A large-scale randomized controlled trial of a cohort of 
children attending public elementary schools in Zurich, 
Switzerland investigated the effectiveness of the PATHS 
curriculum on teacher reports of children’s aggressive 
problem behavior, ADHD, and prosocial behavior at fol-
low-up (two years later), as well as the moderating roles of 
baseline child characteristics and economic factors (as 
measured before the intervention) on the effects of the in-
terventions at follow-up.

 As reported elsewhere, the analyses revealed a main effect of 
PATHS on ADHD and aggression as reported by teachers at 
follow-up (see Malti et al. 2011). The findings support pre-

vious research in the United States demonstrating the posi-
tive effects of social competence programs such as PATHS 
on ADHD/impulsivity problems (Riggs et al. 2006). How-
ever, as reported elsewhere, there were no significant treat-
ment effects for most teacher-rated outcomes and almost 
all parent- and child-rated outcomes (Malti et al. 2011).

 Overall, we found only very limited evidence that the inter-
vention effects were moderated by baseline child char-
acteristics. There was evidence that children in the PATHS 
condition who at baseline anticipated more negative emo-
tions following transgressions were rated by their teachers 
as showing slightly larger reductions in ADHD at follow-
up than children who started with low levels of moral emo-
tions. Other research indicates that these moral emotions 
reduce externalizing symptoms (Arsenio et al. 2006; Malti 
and Krettenauer 2012). 

Additionally, children in the PATHS condition who dis-
played high levels of competent problem-solving strategies 
before the intervention were rated by their teachers as 
showing slightly larger reductions in ADHD at follow-up 
than children who started with low levels of competent 
problem-solving skills. This finding is consistent with 
longitudinal research showing that socially competent 
problem-solving skills distinguish the trajectories of ag-
gressive behavior (Lansford et al. 2006), as children who 
have strong social-cognitive skills before the intervention 
benefit most from the intervention in terms of a decrease 
in maladaptive behavior. Contrary to the results of pre-
vious randomized controlled trials of PATHS in the United 
States (Bierman et al. 2010), we did not find a moderating 
effect of baseline behavior on treatment outcomes. Further 
research is needed to disentangle these inconsistencies and 
investigate questions surrounding treatment dose for 
children at risk of behavioral problems.

Our findings confirm several of the expected direct effects 
of economic variables such as family socioeconomic status, 
financial problems, and single-parent household on the 
outcome variables. Overall, our findings support research 
on the role of economic risk in exacerbating negative be-
havioral outcomes (Keenan et al. 1997). The effects of 
PATHS were not moderated by these factors, contradicting 
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the results of other studies (Raver et al. 2009). This dif-
ference may be related to the fact that socioeconomic dis-
parities in Switzerland are smaller than in the United 
States, where most comparable randomized controlled 
trials have been conducted. 

This study was not without limitations. First, we only 
examined one informant (i.e., teacher report) because 
treatment effects of a school-based intervention are most 
likely to be observed in the school context and in teacher-
assessed outcomes; we have documented elsewhere that 
there were only a few positive effects on teacher-rated child 
outcomes at follow-up, but not at post-test, (Malti et al. 
2011). We also do no know whether any similar moder-
ation effects hold for other informants (Malti et al. 2011). 
Second, the positive treatment effects were only found in 
the PATHS only group, but the PATHS plus Triple-P treat-

ment did not have any stronger effects on teacher-rated ex-
ternalizing behavior than PATHS alone. It remains to be 
disentangled why no additional effects were found in the 
combined group. Third, as in many studies, the moderators 
were examined post-hoc rather than based on prior theor-
etical considerations. Post-hoc analyses are always at a risk 
of finding effects by pure chance and should hence be 
treated with caution. Fourth, at present we do not know 
whether any of the effects are maintained over a longer 
period of time. We did not find any positive treatment ef-
fects at post-test and most of the outcomes at follow-up 
were not significant either (Malti et al. 2011).

Despite these limitations, the present study contributes 
useful knowledge about the influence of moderators on the 
effects of a school-based intervention on children’s ex-
ternalizing behavior.
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The Birmingham Brighter Futures strategy was informed by epidemiological data on child well-being and evidence on “what works,” and included the im-
plementation and evaluation of three evidence-based programmes in regular children’s services systems, as well as an integrated prospective cost-effective-
ness analysis (reported elsewhere). A randomised controlled trial (RCT) of the Incredible Years BASIC parenting programme involved 161 children aged three 
and four at risk of a social-emotional or behavioural disorder. An RCT of the universal PATHS social-emotional learning curriculum involved children aged 
four–six years in 56 primary schools. An RCT of the Level 4 Group Triple-P parenting programme involved parents of 146 children aged four–nine years with po-
tential social-emotional or behavioural disorders. All three studies used validated standardised measures. Both parenting programme trials used parent-
completed measures of child and parenting behaviour. The school-based trial used teacher reports of children’s behaviour, emotions, and social competence. 
Incredible Years yielded reductions in negative parenting behaviours among parents, reductions in child behaviour problems, and improvements in children’s 
relationships. In the PATHS trial, modest improvements in emotional health and behavioural development after one year disappeared by the end of year two. 
There were no effects for Triple-P. Much can be learned from the strengths and limitations of the Birmingham experience.

There is good reason to be concerned about the well-being 
of children in the United Kingdom. Research using re-
peated application of the same measures charted a down-
ward trend in mental health outcomes over a three-decade 
period (Collishaw et al. 2004), and while conduct prob-
lems reached a plateau in the early 2000s (albeit at a level 
that is still concerning), this pattern is not so clear for 
emotional problems (Maughan et al. 2008). Indeed, the 

proportion of young people reporting frequent feelings of 
depression or anxiety doubled between 1986 and 2006 
(Collishaw et al. 2010). Cross-national comparisons using 
a range of indicators, including material well-being, edu-
cation, behaviour, and family and peer relationships, find 
that children in the United Kingdom regularly perform 
poorly compared with other high-income nations (e.g. 
UNICEF 2007).
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A number of UK government initiatives from 1998 on-
wards sought to reverse this trend, including an assault on 
child poverty, the introduction of universal pre-school 
provision (Eisenstadt 2011), a drive to improve school per-
formance, and efforts to better integrate social care, youth 
justice, education and mental health services. For example, 
in 2004, local authority services for children were inte-
grated, creating single “children’s services” departments 
with one director and an elected politician who is account-
able for children’s health and development.

There are 150 local authorities in England. The work de-
scribed in this article took place in the largest, Bir-
mingham, serving a child population of 260,000 with a 
budget of roughly £1.3 billion (€1.6 billion). Birmingham 
is one of a small number of English local authorities where 
the majority of children are from minority ethnic groups. 
The city excels in many areas, for example school perform-
ance, but there are significant risks to well-being, not least 
from poverty.

1. Bridging Science and Policy
The Social Research Unit at Dartington is an independent 
centre dedicated to improving child outcomes through re-
search, service development, and dissemination. The 
methods and tools it uses are underpinned by an approach 
known as Common Language. This provides a conceptual 
framework or way of thinking that can allow people with 
different roles – say policy makers and scientists – or dif-
ferent disciplines – such as education, psychology, social 
work – to communicate effectively about how to improve 
the well-being of children. The approach includes various 
elements, including epidemiology, strategy development, 
service design, and training (see Axford and Morpeth 2012).

In Birmingham, Common Language was used to bring to-
gether leaders of children’s services to produce a single vi-
sion for children, clearly specifying the outcomes they 
wanted to achieve. The work required that the system 
leaders identify those activities most likely to deliver target 
outcomes, and that they be clear about the source of invest-
ments necessary to fund the activities. The Common Lan-
guage methods ensured that this emerging strategy was 
backed up by strong logic; the best evidence on the well-

being of local children, obtained through an epidemiologi-
cal study conducted in the city as part of the Common 
Language work (Axford and Hobbs 2011; Hobbs et al. 
2011; Axford et al. 2012); and reliable information on what 
works, for whom, when, and why.

These methods have been developed over a decade and 
used to support both the integration of children’s services 
in Norfolk in the East of England and, later, a $200 million 
(€156 million) philanthropic investment to improve out-
comes for children in Ireland (Little and Abunimah 2007; 
Axford et al. 2008). The tools have been refined with each 
application.

2. Brighter Futures Strategy
The move to create single departments of children’s ser-
vices led Birmingham to appoint a new strategic director, 
Tony Howell. He decided to take an inclusive approach to 
strategy development by involving all of the agencies work-
ing with children, including the third sector. The Social Re-
search Unit at Dartington was commissioned to facilitate 
the strategy development using Common Language.

The result was a single strategy for the City known as 
“Brighter Futures” (BCC 2007). It prioritised six outcomes, 
including behaviour and emotional well-being. Brighter 
Futures supported increased use of evidence-based pro-
grammes with proven impact on child outcomes, and 
stressed the need to improve parenting.

Financial support for the strategy came from the “business 
transformation” applied by the City Council to public ser-
vices across the city, which sought to encourage investments 
that would later generate savings in expenditure, for 
example building new low-maintenance, energy-efficient 
offices to replace older and more expensive ones. In the 
context of Brighter Futures, data from a range of inter-
national sources, strongly influenced by the work of the 
Washington State Institute for Public Policy (Aos et al. 
2004), was used to calculate that a £42 million (€52 million) 
investment that included the evidence-based programmes 
as well as substantial expenditure on staff development and 
IT systems would produce an economic return of £101 mil-
lion (€126 million) over a fifteen-year period.
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The strategy development and the requirement to produce 
a return on investment created strong support for evi-
dence-based programmes. The Social Research Unit used 
its Common Language approach to facilitate teams of sys-
tems leaders to select a portfolio of programmes that cross-
ed several stages of child development and had the greatest 
impact on outcomes targeted by Brighter Futures. Four 
were eventually selected.

Family Nurse Partnership (Nurse Family Partnership in the 
US) was offered to high-risk and usually teenage mothers 
beginning pre-birth (Olds 1998/2006). Success is measured 
in terms of improved parenting, better child health and de-
velopment, delay in the birth of a second child, and im-
proved family income.

The Incredible Years BASIC parenting programme 
(Webster-Stratton 1994) was offered to the parents of three- 
and four-year-olds showing the symptoms of a conduct dis-
order (e.g. often having temper tantrums, often fighting 
with other children, being spiteful to other children, often 
argumentative with adults). Building on the work of Judy 
Hutchings in Wales (Hutchings et al. 2007; Hutchings, By-
water, and Daley 2007), the twelve-week version of this evi-
dence-based programme was delivered in children’s centres 
(the universal pre-school provision that became available in 
the United Kingdom from 2000 onwards). The success of 
Incredible Years is measured in terms of improved behav-
iour and better social relationships at home and with other 
children. The programme was delivered by a mixture of 
children’s centre staff, family support workers, educational 
psychologists, and parenting practitioners. All im-
plementation staff were trained by an accredited Incredible 
Years trainer (Judy Hutchings) and participated in weekly 
half-day supervision sessions with that trainer.

Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS) is a 
school-wide curriculum to improve regulation of emotions 
for children aged four–eleven (Greenberg and Kusché 
2002), which in Birmingham took up one hour per week 
for three of the primary school years (reception, year one 
and year two). Success is measured in terms of better be-
haviour and improved emotional well-being. Systematic 
reviews, for example by Durlak and colleagues (2011), sug-

gest that social and emotional learning programmes like 
PATHS produce better-behaved, happier children who 
therefore learn more, generating increases in academic at-
tainment. Teachers implementing PATHS received two days 
of training (initial and top-up) and technical assistance 
from trained PATHS coaches.

Triple-P, like Incredible Years, is a parenting programme. In 
Birmingham the Standard Level-4 Group Triple-P parent-
ing programme (Bodenman et al. 2008) was offered to 
families with children aged four–nine years whose sig-
nificantly poor behaviour was causing problems at home, 
in school and, for some, in the community. Unlike the 
other programmes, the implementation team inherited 
practitioners with varying degrees of training in Triple-P. 
These were a mixture of clinical psychologists and mental 
health practitioners as well as parenting coordinators. 
These practitioners received “top-up” support from the 
programme originator Matt Sanders. Outcomes for 
Triple-P are measured in terms of children’s behaviour, ag-
gression, and emotional well-being. Supervision is not 
mandatory for Triple-P facilitators, although online sup-
port is offered by Triple-P International Ltd. and Bir-
mingham facilitators also had access to additional support 
from a nominated Triple-P trainer within the Parenting 
Support Service, if they felt they required it.

The Brighter Futures strategy was rooted in high-quality 
epidemiological data about the well-being of children living 
in the city (Hobbs et al. 2011). This data was gathered on 
over 5,000 children through a representative school-based 
survey of seven–eighteen year-olds and a representative 
household survey of parents of zero–six year-olds, and 
identified aspects of children’s well-being in need of par-
ticular attention, for example because on standardised 
measures of health and development children were perform-
ing below national norms. The strategy also drew heavily on 
international data on “what works”, particularly as captured 
in online clearing-houses of effective programmes, such as 
Blueprints for Violence Prevention (http://www.colorado.
edu/cspv/blueprints/). The business transformation method 
required proof of return on investment. These forces led Bir-
mingham to radically change its approach to evaluation. It 
subjected all four of the evidence-based programmes to 
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Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs), summarised later in 
this article, a major departure from traditional local auth-
ority approaches to research and development.

All of the evaluations applied the “intention to treat” prin-
ciple, meaning that results include those children, parents, 
or schools that dropped out of the study. The findings there-
fore reflect what happens in real-world situations, with 
many intervention recipients either not starting or not com-
pleting an intervention paid for by the local authority. Each 
of the trials used a “waiting list” design, meaning that 
children or schools not receiving the intervention were given 
priority to receive it in future if the results of the evaluation 
were positive. Children in the control conditions received 
“services as usual”, which in some cases involved substantial 
support – for example, the SEAL (Social and Emotional As-
pects of Learning) programme in the case of the PATHS 
trial. Participants in the programme groups could also con-
tinue to receive services as usual – that is, no services were 
withdrawn – although it is acknowledged that logistically 
this may have been difficult (for example, if PATHS lessons 
used curriculum time previously allocated to SEAL).

Typically, experimental evaluation is expensive. In order to 
reduce costs, the Social Research Unit sought only to rep-
licate the findings established in other trials, thereby col-
lecting considerably less data than is usually the case. The 
experimental approach was taken, randomly allocating 
units to control and intervention groups. Sample sizes re-
flect a calculation of the statistical power needed for any 
programme effect identified by the evaluations to be 
greater than chance. Robust measurement was also 
required. These elements are typical of a good RCT. The 
focus on replicating findings from other trials offers a dif-
ferent angle, however. Specifically, the data collection was 
restricted to the factors in the logic model underpinning 
the evidence-based programme, including the risks tar-
geted, the fidelity of implementation of core elements of 
the intervention, and the outcomes sought. Other hypoth-
esised moderators and other contextual information are 

excluded. The net result is a high-quality evaluation with 
less data and therefore less cost.

3. Evaluation
Family Nurse Partnership (FNP) was introduced as part of a 
national evaluation. The largest RCT of FNP is being under-
taken by the University of Cardiff and will report in 2013. 
Evaluations of Incredible Years, PATHS and Triple-P by RCT 
were undertaken by the Social Research Unit in collabor-
ation with the Peninsula Medical School, which provided 
statistical advice, and the Centre for Health Economics and 
Medicines Evaluation at Bangor University, which examined 
the cost-effectiveness of Incredible Years, Triple-P and 
PATHS. Process and qualitative data were collected alongside 
the trials. This article presents a summary of outcome results 
from the three trials, with brief reference to fidelity of im-
plementation where it may explain results (fidelity is covered 
in more depth in papers on each of the trials, to follow).

The Incredible Years evaluation was a parallel RCT with 
pre-post test design, which involved the parents of 161 
children aged three and four, identified through referral 
from other agencies, self-referral, and screening of 
children served by children’s centres. In order to be eli-
gible for the programme children needed to be at risk of a 
social-emotional or behavioural disorder, which meant 
reaching the “high need” threshold (17 or above out of 
40) of the “total difficulties” score of the parent-com-
pleted Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) 
(Goodman 1997). There were 101 males and 60 females, 
with a mean age of 44 months (SD = 6) at baseline. The 
sample comprised a high proportion of low-income 
families: 50 percent of families relied on benefits as their 
main source of income.

The 161 children who reached the threshold were rando-
mised to the study on a 2:1 ratio – 110 to intervention, 51 to 
control. Baseline data (Wave 1) were collected on all 161 
children before randomisation. Follow-up (Wave 2) took 
place six months after baseline.1 It included 147 children, 

1 It was possible to conduct a long-term follow-
up at one-year post-baseline (Wave 3) as well but 
this was for the intervention group only, not the 
control group. Results are reported elsewhere.
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leaving 14 missing cases (10 intervention and four control): 
seven formal withdrawals from the study and seven who 
could not be contacted. As with all three trials, values were 
imputed for missing data, based on baseline scores. The 
SDQ and the Eyberg Child Behaviour Inventory (ECBI) 
(Eyberg and Ross 1978), both completed by parents, were 
used to measure child outcomes. Parenting behaviour was 
measured using the Arnold and O’Leary Parenting Scale 
(APS) (Arnold et al. 1993). As Table 1 shows, there were dif-
ferences between intervention and control groups at base-
line. The impact of Incredible Years is therefore calculated 
using an estimated mean difference between intervention 
and control groups. ANCOVA tests controlled for children’s 
start scores on the respective measure, the age and sex of the 
child, and the centre from which families were recruited.

The PATHS evaluation was a cluster-randomised design in-
volving 56 schools, 29 of which were allocated to im-
plement the PATHS curriculum and 27 of which were 
allocated to a waiting list. The Bangor Trials Unit 
(NWORTH) generated the randomisation sequence and 
the sample was stratified by percentage of free school meals 
and size of school. As a universal intervention PATHS was 
offered to all children in reception and year one classes 
(aged four–six years). This cohort received the programme 
for two years. There were 5,397 pupils in the schools at 
baseline, attending 196 classes (102 intervention and 94 
control). Data were collected at three points: baseline 
(Wave 1) in September 2009; first follow-up (Wave 2) in 
June 2010 (after one year of implementation); and second 
follow-up (Wave 3) in June 2011 (on completion of the in-
tervention). Data were collected on 183 classes (n = 5,074) 
at Wave 1, on 176 classes (n = 4,998) at Wave 2, and on 178 
classes (n = 4,994) at Wave 3. There were 4,006 complete 
cases with data at all three waves.

Outcomes were assessed using the SDQ teacher report and 
the PATHS Teacher Rating Survey (PTRS), a composite 
measure of seven scales (e.g. Child Behaviour Ques-
tionnaire). These two measures provide a picture of 

children’s behavioural and emotional difficulties, social 
competence, and emotional regulation. To identify the 
unique contribution of PATHS to the outcomes measured, 
hierarchical linear models were run to take account of 
class/school clustering in outcomes and also to control for 
available covariates at all levels. Data were first analysed 
using only complete cases, ignoring missing data. A second 
set of analyses used multiple imputation methods to ac-
count for missing data. However, this did not fundament-
ally change the results.

The evaluation of Triple-P was a parallel randomised con-
trolled trial, with pre-post test design. It involved 146 
children aged four–nine years whose symptoms indicated a 
potential social-emotional or behavioural disorder, deter-
mined using the “high need” threshold on the SDQ “total 
difficulties” score (17 or above out of 40). The sample 
comprised 105 boys and 41 girls. The mean age was 82 
months (SD = 21). The sample also comprised a high pro-
portion of low-income families: 62 percent of children 
were entitled to free school meals compared to 33 percent 
for Birmingham as a whole.

The parent(s) of half (73) of these children were randomly 
assigned to attend Triple-P parenting groups, with the re-
maining half placed on a waiting list and receiving services 
as usual. Researchers performed the randomisation for 
each eligible child using an online programme, designed by 
NWORTH. Children were randomised on a 1:1 ratio, using 
a dynamic allocation method, stratified by age and sex. 
Baseline (Wave 1) data was collected on all children. Fol-
low-up (Wave 2) occurred six months after baseline and 
included 137 children.2 The programme was delivered to 
intervention group parents at some point during those six 
months. The missing nine cases (three control, six inter-
vention) were made up of two formal withdrawals from 
the study and seven that could not be contacted. The pri-
mary outcome instruments were the SDQ and ECBI. Par-
enting behaviour was measured using the Arnold and 
O’Leary Parenting Scale (APS). Estimated mean differences 

2 It was possible to conduct a long-term follow-
up at one-year post-baseline (Wave 3) as well but 
this was for the intervention group only, not the 
control group. Results are reported elsewhere.

http://www.ijcv.org


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 260 – 272
Little et al.: Evidence-Based Programmes Delivered in Public Systems 266

were used to calculate the impact of Triple-P. ANCOVA 
tests controlled for children’s start scores on respective 
measures, the age and sex of the child, and the area from 
which families were recruited.

4. Results
The three evaluations revealed both success and failures for 
the Birmingham Brighter Futures strategy.

4.1. Incredible Years
The results summarised in Table 1 indicate significant 
benefits from the Incredible Years programme offered as 
part of children’s centre provision (universal early years). 
There are reductions in reported negative parenting behav-
iours among the parents attending Incredible Years groups 
compared to controls. There are strong reductions in child 
behaviour problems and improvements in relationships for 
children receiving the intervention.

Table 1: Child outcomes for Incredible Years control and intervention groups

.

Child measure (cut-off)

SDQ conduct2  problems (4)

SDQ emotion  problems (5)

SDQ hyperactivity (7)

SDQ peer problems (4)

SDQ pro-social  behaviour (<4)3

SDQ total difficulties (17)

SDQ impact (2)

ECBI-I (127)4

ECBI-P (11)5

APS total6

APS laxness

APS verbosity

APS over-react

* significant at p < .05
** significant at p < .01
1 Difference in mean follow-up scores between intervention and waiting list control conditions, measured by analysis of covariance adjusted for baseline score, age of child, sex and area.
2 SDQ Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (on all scales higher scores equals greater problems, except for prosocial behaviour).
3 SDQ prosocial is measured positively: the higher the score, the better the behaviour of the children.
4 ECBI-I Eyberg Child Behaviour Inventory – Intensity Scale (higher scores equate to greater problems).
5 ECBI-P Eyberg Child Behaviour Inventory – Problem Scale (higher scores equate to greater problems).
6 APS Arnold and O’Leary Parenting Scale (and three sub-scales) (higher scores equate to greater problems).

Mean (SD) raw scores

Control  
(n=51)

Baseline

6.53 (2.1)

4.85 (2.5)

7.66 (1.9)

4.47 (1.9)

5.19 (2.2)

23.50 (4.5)

0.92 (1.4)

143.86 (38.5)

17.31 (9.3)

3.58 (0.8)

3.79 (1.3)

4.15 (0.9)

2.90 (1.0)

6 mth

4.43 (2.7)

3.61 (2.6)

6.18 (2.4)

3.39 (2.1)

6.35 (2.2)

17.60 (7.3)

0.58 (1.2)

134.35 (42.3)

14.33 (9.8)

3.32 (0.8)

3.43 (1.2)

4.01 (1.0)

2.71 (1.1)

Intervention  
(n=110)

Baseline

6.29 (2.0)

4.79 (2.4)

7.67 (1.9)

4.23 (1.8)

5.72 (2.1)

22.98 (4.4)

0.59 (1.1)

142.70 (35.7)

16.71 (8.8)

3.49 (0.6)

3.58 (1.2)

4.26 (0.9)

2.78 (0.8)

6 mth

3.62 (2.1)

3.30 (2.3)

5.83 (2.5)

2.69 (1.8)

6.77 (2.1)

15.44 (6.0)

0.14 (0.5)

123.10 (34.8)

11.24 (9.0)

3.01 (0.8)

3.04 (1.1)

3.68 (1.0)

2.36 (0.8)

Estimated mean  
difference (95% CI)1

0.78* (0.05 to 1.51)

0.36 (-0.36 to 1.07)

0.40 (-0.36 to 1.17)

0.71* (0.85 to 1.34)

–0.22 (-0.84 to 0.40)

2.23* (0.13 to 4.34)

0.37** (0.10 to 0.63)

13.48* (2.31 to 22.64)

2.62 (-0.07 to 5.32)

0.29** (0.08 to 0.50)

0.30 (-0.01 to 0.61)

0.42** (0.12 to 0.72)

0.31* (0.06 to 0.57)

Effect Size (d)

0.39

0.39

0.50

0.31

0.37

0.43

0.47

0.36
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The data suggest an effect size on SDQ conduct problems 
of 0.39, consistent with the 0.33 reported by Hutchings and 
colleagues (2007a) for their similar trial in Wales. In com-
mon with other evaluations of Incredible Years, benefits in-
creased with dose. Training and supervision arrangements 
for Incredible Years facilitators, which boost fidelity of pro-
gramme delivery, were also implicated in better outcomes. 
The effect size of 0.37 for the ECBI-I is smaller than in 
other UK community-based trials – 0.89 found by Hutch-
ings et al. (2007) and 0.55 by Gardner et al. (2006) – but is 
nevertheless respectable, particularly given that im-
plementation in Brighter Futures was arguably more “real 
world” than in these two earlier studies.

4.2. PATHS
The results for PATHS were more mixed. Table 2 presents 
the results from the hierarchical linear model analysis, 
examining the difference in outcomes between the PATHS 
group and control group, accounting for class- and school-
level clustering in outcomes and available covariates at all 
levels. As indicated, at first follow-up there were modest 
improvements in pupils’ emotional health and behavioural 
development in the PATHS schools compared to those in 
control schools. However, at the two-year follow-up, these 
gains had all been lost.

Table 2: Hierarchical linear model results for the PATHS programme with N and between-group difference mean (95% CI)1

..

SDQ total difficulties

SDQ impact

SDQ conduct

SDQ emotion

SDQ pro-social

PTRS emotional regulation

PTRS pro-social behaviour

PTRS social competence

PTRS aggressive 

PTRS internalising

PTRS hyperactive behaviour 

PTRS peer problems

PTRS relational aggression

PTRS learning behaviours

* indicates a significant difference between PATHS and control (p < .05)
1 A negative mean score indicates the follow-up score in the intervention group is lower than in the control group for that construct. Measures reporting on positive behaviours, where higher scores 

equate to better outcomes, are shaded grey on the tables. All other measures are reported negatively, higher score equates to greater problems. The ICC values at the level of the classroom on SDQ 
constructs ranged between 0.07 and 0.28. 

12-month follow-up  
adjusted for baseline
N=4255 
–0.42 (-1.11 to 0.28)
N=4123 
–0.34 (-0.11 to 0.05)
N=4265 
–0.15 (-0.31 to 0.01)
N=4265 
–0.12 (-0.33 to 0.10)
N=4265 
0.18 (-0.16 to 0.52)

N=4203 
0.11 (-0.04 to 0.27)
N=4203 
0.16 (-0.01 to 0.32)
N=4203 
0.14 (0.01 to 0.29)*
N=4203 
–0.13 (-0.23 to –0.04)*
N=4203 
–0.16 (-0.27 to –0.04)
N=4226 
–0.07 (-0.13 to –0.001)*
N=4217 
–0.12 (-0.22 to –0.02)*
N=4217 
–0.08 (-0.20 to 0.01)
N=4180 
0.05 (0.003 to 0.10)*

24-month follow-up  
adjusted for baseline
N=3934 
0.19 (-0.64 to 1.03)
N=4000 
0.04 (-0.05 to 0.12)
N=3953 
0.16 (-0.04 to 0.35)
N=3953 
0.06 (-0.18 to 0.30)
N=3953 
0.16 (-0.27 to 0.59)

N=4019 
–0.18 (-0.35 to 0.00)
N=4019 
–0.06 (-0.25 to 0.13)
N=4019 
–0.11 (-0.29 to 0.01)
N=4019 
0.01 (-0.09 to 0.13)
N=4009 
0.01 (-0.12 to 0.22)
N=4040 
0.03 (-0.04 to 0.11)
N=4003 
0.08 (-0.04 to 0.21)
N=3998 
0.05 (-0.07 to 0.16)
N=3974 
–0.01 (-0.07 to 0.05)
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There were some sub-group differences. The benefits of 
PATHS increased with age, although not significantly. 
There was a significant impact at two years on students 
who tested as depressed and/or anxious at baseline. White 
students benefited more than other ethnic groups, though 
not significantly so. Poverty did not emerge as a moderator 
of results.

4.3. Standard Level-4 Triple-P
As Table 3 illustrates, the results for this programme are 
not promising. Children of parents attending Triple-P 

sessions improved their behaviour and were happier six 
months after the course concluded, but at roughly the same 
rate as children in the control group receiving services as 
normal. These results are not consistent with most other 
Triple-P trials around the world. However, as far as we are 
aware, only four randomised trials (including this one) 
have been undertaken independent of the programme 
originator (see also Gallart and Matthey 2005; Hahlweg et 
al. 2010; Malti, Ribeaud, and Eisner 2011). When these four 
studies are viewed together, the evidence of impact on 
child development is equivocal.

Table 3: Child outcomes for Triple-P control and intervention groups

...

Child measure (cut-off)

SDQ conduct  problems (4)

SDQ emotion  problems (5)

SDQ hyperactivity (7)

SDQ peer problems (4)

SDQ pro-social  behaviour (<4)

SDQ total difficulties (17)

SDQ impact (2)

ECBI-I (127)

ECBI-P (11)

APS total

APS laxness

APS verbosity

APS over-reactivity

* significant at p < .05
** significant at p < .01

Mean (SD) raw scores

Control  
(n=73)

Baseline

5.28 (2.0)

5.19 (2.9)

8.13 (1.8)

4.29 (2.1)

5.70 (2.1)

22.89 (4.3)

3.99 (2.5)

156.07 (39.8)

20.47 (8.5)

3.62 (0.7)

3.53 (1.2)

4.40 (0.7)

3.17 (1.0)

6 mth

4.13 (2.2)

4.25 (2.8)

7.08 (2.5)

3.63 (2.1)

6.56 (2.0)

19.09 (7.0)

2.73 (2.8)

141.51 (43.2)

15.89 (9.8)

3.34 (0.7)

3.13 (1.1)

4.23 (1.0)

2.92 (0.9)

Intervention  
(n=73)

Baseline

5.42 (2.3)

5.40 (2.4)

7.66 (1.9)

4.75 (1.8)

5.98 (2.4)

23.23 (4.4)

4.67 (2.9)

155.00 (38.8)

19.96 (8.3)

3.62 (0.7)

3.52 (1.3)

4.41 (0.9)

3.12 (0.9)

6 mth

4.33 (2.2)

4.20 (2.8)

6.52 (2.4)

3.97 (2.3)

6.81 (2.2)

19.02 (7.6)

3.01 (3.4)

143.64 (45.3)

15.96 (9.5)

3.29 (0.9)

3.15 (1.3)

4.19 (1.0)

2.77 (1.1)

Estimated mean  
difference (95% CI)

–0.15 (-0.79 to 0.50)

0.84 (-0.70 to 0.86)

0.21 (-0.48 to 0.90)

–0.12 (-0.77 to 0.53

–0.10 (-0.63 to 0.43)

0.22 (-1.78 to 2.21)

–0.09 (-1.01 to 0.84)

–4.39 (-14.64 to 5.86)

–1.97 (-4.28 to 0.35)

0.05 (-0.16 to 0.26)

–0.45 (-0.37 to 0.28)

0.04 (-0.26 to 0.33)

0.15 (-0.14 to 0.43)

p value

0.65

0.83

0.54

0.72

0.71

0.83

0.85

0.40

0.10

0.65

0.79

0.81

0.32

Poor fidelity of implementation may explain the failure to 
detect an impact on child development in the Birmingham 
Triple P trial (this is examined in more depth elsewhere). 
Brighter Futures inherited existing Triple-P practitioners 
who received “top-up” training from programme orig-
inator Matt Sanders. There was considerable variability in 

the quality of provision and results achieved by these 
Triple-P practitioners. Not all parents received their full 
dose of Triple-P, with an average attendance across the 
groups of 40 percent. As Table 4 illustrates, one practitioner 
(group four) managed to reduce conduct disorders in the 
children of parents she or he was working with by 45 per 
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cent, while others failed to achieve any change. Emotional 
disorders for children whose parents participated in groups 

led by three practitioners got worse, not better, than those 
in the control group receiving services as usual.

Table 4: Group-level outcomes for Triple-P

5. Discussion
The Brighter Futures work in Birmingham is a good 
example of how it is possible to create a “pull” for science to 
be used in social policy. Most attempts to link science and 
policy depend on “push”, injecting evidence into reluctant 
public systems. The Common Language work led Bir-
mingham to demand and embed strong epidemiological 
data on the well-being of local children, good international 
evidence on “what works”, and reliable indications concern-
ing the costs and benefits of competing investment options 
(Axford and Morpeth 2012). Perhaps most impressively, 
Birmingham committed to four experimental trials of new 
interventions. The local authority needed to know if these 
innovations worked. It would be surprising to find four 

local authority-sponsored experimental evaluations in all of 
the other 149 English local authorities combined.

The resulting strategy had many positive features. It was 
proactive not reactive. It sought to forestall future problems 
rather than fire-fighting existing problems. It focused more 
on prevention and early intervention than on treatment, and 
it took a developmental approach to children. It tried to pre-
vent children born into high-risk households falling behind. 
It sought to shift the distribution for all primary school 
children’s social and emotional regulation (see Rose 1998).

The strategy was unique at the time of its preparation in 
giving emphasis to evidence-based programmes proven by 
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the highest standards to work. And Brighter Futures intro-
duced a new standard of financial accountability, seeking 
not only to invest in children’s development but also to in-
ternalise the collection of high quality programme cost 
data at programme, school, group, or child level, as ap-
propriate, with a view to producing estimates of short-term 
cost effectiveness and long-term return on investment.

The strategy had unanticipated benefits. The epidemiology 
had suggested that 15 percent of children aged three–four 
in the city would fall into the “high need” category of the 
SDQ “total difficulties” score. However, children’s centres 
struggled to find these children in their catchment areas. 
Of an estimated pool of 437 children meeting that thresh-
old in the relevant catchment areas, centres (collectively) 
needed to recruit 144 for the RCT but were only able to 
find 89 in the original recruitment period. This led to a 
concerted and ultimately successful effort to boost recruit-
ment, including outreach and financial incentives, and 
taught important lessons about how children’s centres can 
reach more disadvantaged families (Axford et al. 2012). 
This was valuable in the context of wider policy discussions 
about how children’s centres need to refocus their activity.

In these and other respects Brighter Futures was radical 
and forward looking, and Birmingham should be com-
mended for going first where many other local authorities 
are now hesitantly following. The leadership of the Chief 
Executive, elected politicians and the Strategic Director of 
Children’s Services was a fundamental component in the 
success of Brighter Futures.

But there were also many limitations in the work. In the 
space available just two will be discussed. First, Brighter Fu-
tures started as and never quite progressed beyond the status 
of a “project” or “pilot”. It was a marginal not mainstream 
activity. It was a big project in a big pool. Over £40 million 
was set aside for Brighter Futures, but Birmingham was 
spending over £1.3 billion annually on its 260,000 children.

The marginal quality had significant effects when, almost 
inevitably in a local authority of its size, a preventable child 
death occurred (Radford 2010). In the political and media 
focus on this case, Brighter Futures was seen as a hindrance 

– in the sense of significant resources being spent on pre-
vention and early intervention rather than child protection 
in the traditional sense – when in other circumstances it 
might have been viewed as fundamental to righting the 
problem. Family Nurse Partnership (FNP), for example, is 
the most effective intervention known for preventing child 
maltreatment (e.g. MacMillan et al. 2009)

Second, the evidence-based programmes introduced by 
Brighter Futures had different impacts. Incredible Years 
was a success, as was PATHS initially (after one year of im-
plementation). But after two years of implementation, 
PATHS only had an appreciable impact on children with 
emotional disorders. The Standard Level-4 Triple-P parent-
ing programme not only had zero benefits overall but 
when poorly attended it generated potentially iatrogenic 
effects. The longer-term effects of these programmes – for 
example, six or twelve months after the programme ended 
– were not studied.

There is not space here to explore this variation fully. Al-
though evidence-based programmes work, the size of effect 
is frequently small and can be diminished to nothing. In 
the case of Triple-P, fidelity of implementation was a prob-
lem. It is not sufficient simply to introduce an evidence-
based programme; it has to be put into practice with great 
care and effort (Fixsen et al. 2005).

It is possible the local context may play a part in reducing 
impact of evidence-based programmes. PATHS, for 
example, has been proven to work in poorly funded 
schools in the United States serving high-risk communities 
(e.g. CPPRG 2010). European schools are invariably better 
funded, and so the existing provision – “services as usual” 
– against which programmes like PATHS are compared, 
might be stronger than in the US. In England, for instance, 
a project supported by national government, Social and 
Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL), had been address-
ing primary school pupils’ social and emotional regulation 
for over five years. When Ross and colleagues (2012) evalu-
ated PATHS in Northern Ireland they found only marginal 
benefits and an evaluation of the programme in Switzer-
land has produced similar results to those reported here 
(Malti et al. 2011).
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It is possible that the different populations that the pro-
grammes served is part of the explanation for Incredible 
Years’ success compared with Triple-P and PATHS. In Bir-
mingham, Incredible Years was targeted at three–four years 
olds, while Triple-P was used for children aged four–nine 
years. Older children may have more entrenched difficulties. 
In addition, PATHS was delivered as a universal inter-
vention to all classroom children; it is possible that greater 
effects may have been found with a targeted population.

It is known that the involvement of the programme orig-
inator in evaluations often skews the results in a positive 
direction (Eisner 2009). The four Birmingham trials were 
undertaken independent of the programme originators.

Another hypothesis is that some evidence-based pro-
grammes are more transportable than others. The consistent 
and positive findings for Incredible Years across contexts are 
striking. It works in the United States, Ireland, Wales, Lon-
don, Birmingham and many other contexts worldwide. If 
transportability is a problem, what does Incredible Years have 
that other evidence-based programmes do not? This said, 
other studies show that Triple-P transports well in terms of 
impact, albeit – as indicated earlier in this article – with the 
involvement of the programme originator in the evaluation.

At this stage we can only speculate on reasons for the varia-
bility of results. What can be said for certain is that evi-
dence-based programmes are a stepping-stone to future 

improvement to children’s health and development. They 
are not a panacea.

Although we were successful in applying a standard cost-
effectiveness approach to each of the three trials, they could 
not be compared directly against one another due to dif-
fering ages and outcome measures. We calculated the cost 
per child for each programme and, in the case of Incredible 
Years, found an incremental cost-effectiveness ratio in line 
with previous economic evidence for this programme (Ed-
wards et al. 2007). However, it has yet to be established 
whether there was any longer term return on investment 
from the Brighter Futures initiative in terms of benefits to 
the judicial system, education system or health care system.

In conclusion, Brighter Futures was a brave experiment. It 
demanded better science in policy formulation and in-
volved testing evidence-based programmes in real world 
settings. Other studies had done this previously, including 
in relation to Incredible Years (Gardner et al. 2006; Hutch-
ings et al. 2007a/b), but Brighter Futures went further 
along the efficacy-effectiveness spectrum by testing im-
plementation city-wide in a range of regular services with-
out a prior tradition of implementing these evidence-based 
programmes. It will leave an important legacy for the city, 
its children and other large-scale systems in Europe. Much 
can be learned from the Birmingham experience by those 
engaged in continuing attempts to improve children’s 
health and development.
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Bullying prevention programs have been shown to be generally effective in reducing bullying and victimization. However, the effects are relatively small in ran-
domized experiments and greater in quasi-experimental and age-cohort designs. Programs that are more intensive and of longer duration (for both children 
and teachers) are more effective, as are programs containing more components. Several program components are associated with large effect sizes, including 
parent training or meetings and teacher training. These results should inform the design and evaluation of anti-bullying programs in the future, and a system of 
accreditation of effective programs.

Bullying and victimization (being bullied) have been shown 
to have many serious and long-term effects on the physical 
and mental health of children (Ttofi and Farrington 2008). 
Specifically, results from a systematic review of bullying and 
its effect on later criminal behavior suggest that school bul-
lying perpetration is a significant predictor of offending an 
average of nearly six years in the future, even after control-
ling for other major risk factors for criminality (adjusted 
Odds Ratio [OR] = 1.89; 95% confidence interval (CI) = 
1.60–2.23) (Ttofi et al. 2011; Farrington et al. 2012). Being 
bullied is shown to be a significant predictor of depression 
an average of seven years later, even after controlling for 
other major childhood risk factors (Ttofi and Farrington 
2011). Even more significant is the relationship between 
bullying perpetration and the commission of future viol-
ence (OR = 2.04; 95% CI= 1.69–2.45), with the effects 
again persisting many years later (Ttofi et al. 2012). As over 
half of all children are bullied, and half admit to bullying in 
school (Farrington 1993), these findings have significant 
and widespread implications.

Consequently, a great deal of resources have been invested 
in programs aimed at reducing school bullying and vic-
timization (Ttofi and Farrington 2011), with several evalu-
ations and systematic reviews conducted of the overall 

effectiveness of the programs (for example, Smith et al. 
2004;Vreeman and Carroll 2007; Farrington and Ttofi 
2009). However, no firm conclusions have been drawn re-
garding the specific components of anti-bullying pro-
grams that yield the best, and most consistent, results. This 
paper addresses this issue by focusing on the fundamental 
components, implementation features, and methodologi-
cal designs of successful anti-bullying programs, given that 
these core elements are the foundation upon which the 
success of any program is based. Drawing on the results of 
recent meta-analyses examining the effectiveness of anti-
bullying programs from around the world (Farrington and 
Ttofi 2009; Ttofi and Farrington 2011), two aspects of pro-
gram implementation – duration and intensity – were 
found to be highly significant in decreasing both bullying 
and victimization, while parent training and teacher train-
ing were among the most effective program components. 
Overall, anti-bulling programs were effective in reducing 
bullying by 20 to 23 percent, and victimization by 17 to 20 
percent. Through the present research we aim to develop a 
better understanding of the research design, im-
plementation features, and program components that are 
most effective in preventing school bullying and victimiz-
ation, and lay the foundation for more successful future 
anti-bullying programs.
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1. Research Design
Anti-bullying programs utilize four main research design 
types: 1) randomized experiments; 2) intervention/control 
comparisons with before-and-after measures of bullying 
and victimization; 3) other intervention/control com-
parisons; and 4) age-cohort designs (Ttofi and Farrington 
2011). Of these, it has been widely recognized that rando-
mized experiments are the “gold standard” in terms of de-
monstrating most convincingly whether a specific 
treatment has an effect on an outcome (Farrington and 
Welsh 2005). Provided that a sufficiently large number of 
units are randomly assigned during the experiment, and 
the participants in the control and treatment conditions 
are comparable on all measured and unmeasured ex-
traneous variables (within the limits of natural fluctu-
ation), the randomized experiment has the highest 
potential internal validity of all design types (Weisburd, 
Lum, and Petrosino 2001; Ttofi and Farrington 2011). 
While it would be expected that all prevention programs 
would opt to utilize randomized experiments because of 
the scientific advantages of this design, several difficulties 
and threats may prohibit the use of randomized experi-
ments, or prevent the full benefits of the design from being 
achieved. Most notable of these limitations is the added 
time, cost, and cooperation necessary to enable a proper 
randomized experiment to occur. Some institutions refuse 
to participate in studies requiring so much effort and co-
operation (Weisburd, Lum, and Petrosino 2001), and 
therefore those that do agree to participate may not be a 
representative sample of the whole population. This may 
limit the external validity of randomized experiments, 
while differential attrition from the treatment and control 
conditions may pose a threat to internal validity (Far-
rington 2003).

Finally, having an insufficient number of randomized units 
may threaten the validity of a randomized experiment. Un-
fortunately this is often the case for bullying prevention 
programs, which tend to randomize a small number of 
schools, rather than a large number of children within the 
schools (Ttofi and Farrington 2011, 30). Table 1 presents a 
detailed description of the units of randomization used in 
the bullying prevention programs included in the Campbell 
Collaboration meta-analyses conducted by Farrington and 

Ttofi (2009). It can be seen that only Karna et al. (2011) 
randomized a reasonably large number of schools (78).

Table 1: Units of randomization used in bullying prevention experiments 

Children:

De Rosier (2004) => 18 experimental students from each of eleven 
schools (N = 381)
Beran & Shapiro (2005) => 66 experimental students from two schools 
(N = 129)
Boulton & Flemington (1996) => 84 experimental students from one 
school (N = 164)
Meyer & Lesch (2000) => 18 experimental students from three schools 
(N = 36)

Classes:

Baldry & Farrington (2004) => 10 classes (N = 224)

Schools:

Cross et al. (2004) => 29 schools (N = 1,957)
Fekkes et al. (2006) => 50 schools (N = 2,221)
Fonagy et al. (2009) => 3 schools in experimental 1 condition; 3 schools 
in experimental 2 condition; 3 control schools (N = 1,345)
Frey et al. (2005) => 6 schools (N = 1126)
Hunt (2007) => 7 schools (N = 400)
Jenson & Dieterich (2007) => 28 schools (N = 668)
Karna et al. (2011) => 78 schools (N =5,641)
Rosenbluth et al. (2004) => 12 schools (N = 1,763)
Sprober et al. (2006) => 3 schools (N = 144)

Note: N represents total sample size (number of students) in experimental and control 
 conditions together.

Quasi-experimental evaluations with before-and-after 
measures of the outcome variable are widely considered to 
be the second-best option to randomized experiments, 
given that they avoid many of the most significant partici-
pant cooperation issues encountered by randomized ex-
periments, although here too internal validity is threatened 
by differential attrition between control and treatment 
groups. The internal validity of the design is even more 
threatened when no measure of the outcome is taken prior 
to the study in both the control and treatment conditions, 
as is the case in other intervention/control studies. These 
studies have no way of establishing original comparability 
between the treatment and control groups, so if one group 

http://www.ijcv.org


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 273 – 283
Fox et al.: Successful Bullying Prevention Programs 276

is worse than the other to start with, regression to the mean 
may occur and threaten the internal validity of results.

The final design type, the age-cohort study, occurs when 
subjects of a given age after the intervention are compared 
with a different set of subjects of the same age in the same 
unit of examination (e.g. school) before the intervention. 
While this design is often considered methodologically in-
ferior to the randomized and quasi-experimental (with be-
fore-and-after measures) designs, the age-cohort design 
has many advantages in eliminating selection, aging, re-
gression, and differential attrition effects, resulting in high 
external validity (Olweus 2005; Ttofi and Farrington 2011).

In Farrington and Ttofi’s meta-analysis of school bully-
ing and victimization programs (2009), the design of 

each of the forty-four evaluations was evaluated to de-
termine which design type yielded the most significant 
effect size overall. Table 2 shows that the before-and-
after quasi-experimental designs yielded the strongest 
effects on bullying (weighted mean OR = 1.60, p < 
.0001), while the other intervention/control studies 
were most successful for victimization (weighted mean 
OR = 1.43, p < .006). Very interestingly, age-cohort de-
signs were found to be the next most effective for effects 
on both bullying and victimization (bullying weighted 
mean OR = 1.36, p <.0001; victimization weighted 
mean OR =1.29, p <.0001). Randomized experiments 
yielded the lowest overall effect size of the four design 
types for victimization (OR =1.17, p < .050), and no 
significant effects for bullying (Ttofi and Farrington 
2011).

Table 2: Effect sizes for bullying and victimization programs with different designs

.

Program design

Randomized experiments
Weighted mean (n=14)

Before/after intervention/control
Weighted mean (n=17)

Other intervention/control
Weighted mean (n=4)

Age-cohort designs
Weighted mean (n=9)

Total weighted mean (n=44)

Bullying

OR

1.10

1.60

1.20

1.51

1.36

 CI

0.97 – 1.26

1.45 – 1.77

1.04 – 1.38

1.35 – 1.70

1.26 – 1.47

p

n.s.

.0001

.010

.0001

.0001

Victimization

OR

1.17

1.22

1.43

1.44

1.29

 CI

1.00 – 1.37

1.06 – 1.40

1.11 – 1.85

1.21 – 1.72

1.18 – 1.42

p

.050

.007

.006

.0001

.0001

Note: OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval.

2. Implementation Features
 Program implementation features, such as the duration 
and intensity of the program for children and teachers, 
are related to a reduction in both bullying and victimiz-
ation (Farrington and Ttofi 2009); see Table 3. The Far-
rington and Ttofi meta-analysis (2009) was among the 
first to successfully isolate program duration from inten-

sity, which is a highly important distinction (Carmody 
and Baer 2009, 636), with results suggesting that the 
longer-lasting and more intensive programs are more 
successful than shorter and less intensive programs, 
when controlling for other program elements (Ttofi and 
Farrington 2011).
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Table 3: Effect sizes for implementation features and program components

While the general consensus in the field of prevention is 
that longer intervention is better (Gottfredson and Wil-
son 2003, 29; Durlak 1995; Gottfredson 1997), not all 
meta-analyses of developmental intervention programs 
confirm this result. For example, Gottfredson and Wil-
son’s meta-analysis of school-based substance abuse pre-
vention programs (2003), found the length of the 
intervention (a mixture of program duration and inten-
sity) to have a positive but non-significant relationship 
with the outcome effect size. Closer analysis suggested 
that the positive relationship was driven by a single out-

..

Bullying

Implementation Features

Intensity for children

Duration for children

Intensity for teachers

Duration for teachers

Program Components

Parent training/meetings

Teacher training

Total components

Victimization

Implementation Features

Intensity for children

Duration for children

Intensity for teachers

Duration for teachers

Program Components

Parent training/meetings

Teacher training

Total components

Cat (N) OR

19– (19) 1.25 

240– (20) 1.17 

9– (16) 1.19

3– (19) 1.22

No (24) 1.25

No (13) 1.24

10– (23) 1.30

19– (18) 1.21

240– (20) 1.15

9– (15) 1.22

3– (18) 1.18

No (24) 1.20

No (11) 1.24

10– (22) 1.33

Cat (N) OR

20+ (13) 1.62

270+ (20) 1.49

10+ (20) 1.52

4+ (19) 1.50

Yes (17) 1.57

Yes (28) 1.46

11+ (18) 1.48

20+ (14) 1.42

270+ (20) 1.35

10+ (21) 1.37

4+ (20) 1.41

Yes (17) 1.41

Yes (30) 1.33

11+ (19) 1.30

p

.0001

.0001

.0001

.0004

.0001

.006

.009

.002

.001

.028

.0003

.0001

ns

ns

Notes: Cat = dichotomized category of variable; OR =weighted mean odds ratio; duration in days; intensity in hours.

lier, which was an “unusually intensive program” invol-
ving weekly contact between program staff and students 
over its two-year duration (Gottfredson and Wilson 2003, 
33). This finding illustrates the importance of isolating 
program duration from intensity in any assessment of the 
impact of implementation features on a program’s effec-
tiveness. Gottfredson and Wilson (2003) acknowledge this 
point too: “It may also be the case that program length is 
a poor proxy for program intensity. A more sensitive 
measure of program intensity may have produced dif-
ferent results” (36).
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 Farrington and Ttofi’s meta-analysis (2009) created separ-
ate measures for each program’s duration and intensity for 
both children and teachers. Program duration was defined 
as the length of the intervention from start to finish, while 
intensity of the program was defined as the amount of con-
tact, in hours, between program staff and children across 
the duration of the program. Results indicate that the pro-
grams with higher intensity for children (20 hours or more 
of contact) were significantly more effective in reducing 
both bullying (OR = 1.62, p < .0001) and victimization (OR 
= 1.42, p <.002) than the lower-intensity programs (Ttofi 
and Farrington 2011). Intensity of training for teachers was 
also found to increase program effectiveness, as the more 
intensive programs had higher effect sizes for bullying (OR 
= 1.52, p < .0001) and victimization (OR = 1.37, p < .028).

Duration was also significantly related to effectiveness, 
with longer programs for children found to be more suc-
cessful (bullying OR = 1.49, p < .001; victimization OR = 
1.35, p < .001) as compared to shorter programs (Ttofi and 
Farrington 2011). The longer-duration teacher training 
programs were also significantly more effective in reducing 
both bullying (OR = 1.50, p < .0004) and victimization 
(OR = 1.41, p <.0003) than the shorter teacher training 
programs (Ttofi and Farrington 2011).

These results support the findings of other bullying pre-
vention program evaluations (Olweus 2005; Smith 1997), 
that programs need to be long-lasting and intensive in 
order to create and maintain the necessary school ethos to 
effectively combat bullying (Ttofi and Farrington 2011). 
Still, it is feared that “longer time commitments may be a 
barrier to the ability and willingness of individuals to par-
ticipate” (Carmody and Baer 2009, 627). This is of par-
ticular concern for the children at highest risk for bullying 
perpetration, as bullies tend to have negative attitudes to-
wards school work and teachers, and tend to be unsuccess-
ful in school (Farrington 1993). It is increasingly likely that 
these children miss long periods of school, and con-
sequently avoid attending or participating in programs that 
are more intensive or long-lasting.

 Similarly, victims may be at risk of not participating in 
programs of higher intensity and duration, although for 

different reasons than the perpetrators. Given that victims 
typically experience a great deal of psychological and/or 
physical distress resulting from the bullying (Mellor 1991), 
they often find it difficult to concentrate on their school 
work, and may be afraid to go to school because of their 
fear of being victimized (Farrington 1993, 406). In fact, one 
study found that 15 percent of persistent school absentees 
reported being bullied as their primary reason for avoiding 
school, and 19 percent said that it was one of the major 
reasons for their continued absence (Reid 1989).

 While rigorous analyses of forty-four international pre-
vention programs indicate that program intensity and du-
ration are two separate, but highly significant 
implementation features in reducing bullying and victimiz-
ation in schools (Farrington and Ttofi 2009), it is import-
ant to recognize that even these critical elements have 
limitations that may inhibit their benefits from being fully 
reached, and that no program should be based on duration 
and intensity alone. Therefore, the program components 
with the most significant effects on both bullying and vic-
timization must be considered as well.

3. Program Components
Ttofi and Farrington (2011) found that several com-
ponents (notably firm disciplinary methods and improved 
playground supervision) were associated with large effect 
sizes, while work with peers was associated with small ef-
fect sizes (see also Ttofi and Farrington 2012).

As program design and implementation features alone 
may not impact those at highest risk of perpetration and 
victimization, it has been suggested that new anti-
bullying initiatives must go beyond the scope of the 
school and target additional areas such as the family and 
teachers of the children (Ttofi and Farrington 2011, 46). 
Several prevention programs already include such com-
ponents, with parent and teacher training among the 
most popular means of extending the program elsewhere 
in schools and families. As bullied children often do not 
share their victimization experiences with anyone, parents 
and teachers tend not to know of bad behavior or not to 
discuss it with the bullies (Fekkes, Pijpers, and Verloove-
Vanhorick 2005), educating parents and teachers on what 
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to look out for, and how to handle bullies and victims, 
was thought to be a highly beneficial addition to bullying 
prevention programs to create awareness of the problem 
and knowledge about how to address it (Ttofi and Far-
rington 2011).

 Relevant research on parent and teacher training suggests 
that positive outcomes occur when families and educators 
are included in school prevention programs (Flay 1999). 
For instance, trained teachers have been found to be more 
effective and have more favorable student outcomes, more 
likely to implement and support other components of the 
prevention program, and more likely to continue to use a 
program after its implementation than teachers without 
program training (Mihalic et al. 2004; Taggart et al. 1990; 
McCormick, Steckler, and McLeroy 1995; Gingiss 1992). 
This has led some to suggest that teachers are the “primary 
agents of school-based prevention efforts, and their sup-
port, motivation, and ‘buy-in’ is crucial to implementation 
success” (Fagan and Mihalic 2003, 238; also Hunter, Elias 
and Norris 2001).

 Parent training programs have also been quite successful in 
leading to desired outcomes in a variety of prevention pro-
grams (Piquero et al 2009), as parent training was followed 
by significant improvements in children’s behaviors for at 
least two thirds of treated families in several studies 
(Webster-Stratton, Reid, and Hammond 2004; Brestan and 
Eyberg 1998; Taylor and Biglan 1998). Together, these find-
ings are strongly related to the fact that parenting be-
haviors are known to be the most important risk factor for 
early-onset conduct problems in children (Webster-
Stratton, Reid, and Hammond 2004, 105). Consequently, 
having meetings with parents and training them how to 
identify and prevent bullying in their children should pre-
dictably play a significant role in the success of anti-
bullying programs.

Still, several exceptions have been found regarding the ef-
fectiveness of both parent and teacher training com-
ponents of school-based prevention programs, with some 
studies finding no improvement, or even negative effects, 
when parent and teacher training is included (Griest and 
Forehand 1982; Ferber, Keeley, and Shemberg 1974; Taylor 

and Biglan 1998; Webster-Stratton 1990; Wahler 1980). In 
one of the first studies to examine the added benefits of 
combining teacher training with parent training, child 
training, or both, to treat children with a conduct disorder, 
conditions including teacher training were found to sig-
nificantly improve the children’s behavior at school. How-
ever, similar effects were also found when only child and 
parent training was utilized, indicating that no teacher in-
tervention was needed for desired effects to occur 
(Webster-Stratton, Reid, and Hammond 2004, 121). On the 
other hand, some studies have found that programs utiliz-
ing parent training resulted in significant improvements in 
children’s behavior at home, but not in school or with 
peers (Webster-Stratton and Hammond 1997; Webster-
Stratton, Reid, and Hammond 2004). Some families receiv-
ing parent training actually reported a significantly higher 
level of parenting stress and/or negative life events, leading 
to a negative impact on the child’s behavior (Kazdin 1995; 
Webster-Stratton 1985; Webster-Stratton and Hammond 
1990). As many children who are at highest risk of bullying 
are disproportionately from lower socioeconomic status 
families with poor parenting techniques (Farrington 1993), 
or from single-parent families with high stress levels and 
family burdens (Strain, Young, and Horowitz 1981), those 
who stand to benefit most from parent training are those 
least likely to complete it due to life stress, work conflicts, 
or lack of motivation (Spoth et al. 1996).

In the meta-analysis conducted by Farrington and Ttofi 
(2009), both parent and teacher training had significant 
and positive effects on the reduction of bullying (parent 
training OR = 1.57, p < .0001; teacher training OR = 1.46, 
p < .006) compared to programs without these com-
ponents (see Table 3). Parent training was also significantly 
related to reducing victimization (OR = 1.41, p < .0001) 
compared to programs without parent training, but teach-
er training was not found to have a significant effect on 
victimization (Ttofi and Farrington 2011) (see Table 3). 
Together, these findings indicate that parent training and 
teacher training are individually highly beneficial com-
ponents of anti-bullying programs, though it is not poss-
ible to determine their combined, additive impact on 
bullying and victimization prevention in the original Far-
rington and Ttofi study (2009).
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In addition to evaluating the effect of parent and teacher 
training on the success of anti-bullying programs, the 
impact of the total number of program components is 
also evaluated in order to account for the fact that when 
several different program components are included, 
there is a higher likelihood of influencing every child, 
family, and school. Similar results were found in a devel-
opmental intervention program evaluation, where the 
total number of program components successfully and 
significantly predicted future criminal convictions for 
the program attendees (Koegl et al. 2009, 429). This find-
ing indicates that prevention programs comprised of 
more components will be more effective than programs 
with fewer components overall.

Supporting this prediction, a strong and significant effect 
size on bullying was found for programs containing elev-
en or more components (OR = 1.48, p < .009), though 
there was not a significant effect size for programs con-
taining a high number of total components on victimiz-
ation. Combined with the non-significant effect of 
teacher training in reducing victimization, it seems that 
the effects of prevention program components on vic-
timization are weaker than the effects of similar com-
ponents on bullying. It is possible that the programs have 
more effect on bullies than on victims because their 
main aim is to prevent bullying from occurring. Still, ad-
ditional research could be conducted to investigate this 
issue further.

4. Conclusion
Taken together, these findings indicate that anti-bullying 
programs work, as the combined effect of the various pro-
gram designs, implementations, and components is shown 
to decrease bullying and victimization by an average of 17 
to 23 percent (Ttofi and Farrington 2011). This figure en-
compasses the full span of anti-bullying programs, includ-
ing, for instance, programs of shorter duration, with lower 
intensity, without parent training, and with a small total 
number of components. Therefore it is possible that by re-
fining future programs to comprise only elements, im-
plementation features, and designs known to be most 
effective, the overall effectiveness of anti-bullying programs 
would be ever greater.

Still, certain program features turned out to be less success-
ful than expected, including the use of randomized experi-
ments, teacher training (effect on victimization), and total 
number of program components (effect on victimization). 
With respect to the randomized experiments, it is not con-
tested that they are the most methodologically superior de-
sign in principle, but the manner in which they were 
utilized in the analyzed programs may have contributed to 
the lower than expected effectiveness. Specifically, few ran-
domized experiments contained a sufficient number of 
randomized units (as schools or school classes were the 
most common units of randomization), leading to a de-
crease in internal validity and ultimately less significant re-
sults. Differential attrition also played a role in decreasing 
the effects in the randomized experiments, with one of the 
programs in the analysis suffering twice the attrition rate 
for the control condition, as compared to the experimental 
condition (Ttofi and Farrington 2011, 44). It is not surpris-
ing that intervention schools are more motivated than con-
trol schools to continue participation. If methodological 
issues such as these were overcome in future studies, it is 
possible that randomized experiments would yield better 
outcomes, though establishing this would require ad-
ditional evaluations and meta-analyses.

The implementation of the programs is very important, 
with greater duration and intensity for children and teach-
ers yielding better results for both bullying and victimiz-
ation. Similarly, including parent and teacher training as 
program components was found to be highly effective for 
bullying, while parent training (but not teacher training) 
was found to be a significant predictor of effectiveness for 
victimization. The total number of program components is 
also shown to be important to a program’s ability to reduce 
school bullying, while this effect did not apply to victimiz-
ation.

It is possible to refine this analysis further, by including or 
prioritizing the program components that have been the 
most successful overall, and excluding those which are not 
significant, or perhaps detrimental. For instance, effective 
components such as improved playground supervision, 
firm disciplinary measures, good classroom management 
and clear rules, school conferences, information for par-
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ents, cooperative group work, and a school-wide anti-
bullying policy, as well as parent and teacher training, 
would be included in such a program. However, work with 
peers (peer mediation, peer mentoring, engagement of by-
standers in bullying situations), which is actually found to 
have negative effects on bullying and victimization (Ttofi 
and Farrington 2011), would not be included in such a 
program, as peer-based components may “reinforce the ag-
gressive behavior of school bullies and promote a cycle of 
violence” (Ttofi and Farrington 2012, line 209–210).

It should be noted that the figures quoted in this research 
show only correlations between program elements and ef-
fect sizes, and additional research is required to identify 
causal effects by randomly allocating elements to pro-
grams. This would allow researchers to compare children 
receiving a certain program with equivalent children re-
ceiving the same program but without component X. 

Using this method, it would be possible to obtain more ac-
curate determinations of the most successful components 
and programs.

Through this study, and the future research recommended 
throughout this paper, we may move one step closer to de-
veloping a system of accreditation of anti-bullying pro-
grams, where only the most effective evidence-based 
programs are funded and utilized (McGuire 2001). This 
would ensure that programs or components that have un-
desirable effects or no effects on bullying and victimization 
would not be utilized, as it would encourage program 
funders and potential participants to avoid them. An ac-
creditation system would not only increase our knowledge 
base concerning the success of bullying and victimization 
prevention programs, but would also enhance the ultimate 
goal of our efforts by reducing victimization and bullying 
in schools.
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A summary of current knowledge on successful responses to cyberbullying differentiating between three different response domains: reducing risks, combatting 
the problem, and buffering negative impact. A systematic literature search yielded thirty-six relevant studies, most of which report findings regarding general 
prevention strategies (e.g., anti-bullying policies or cybersafety strategies) and the use of coping strategies such as seeking support, responding (retaliation or 
confronting), technical solutions, and avoidant and emotion-focussed strategies. Whilst a few studies report perceived success, very few measure the success 
of the strategies in relation to risks and outcomes. There is a clear lack of evidence concerning successful responses.

Cyberbullying is generally considered to be bullying 
using technology such as the Internet and mobile phones 
(Menesini et al. 2012; Smith, Mahdavi, Carvalho, Fisher, 
Russel, and Tippett 2008). Cyberbullying takes a number 
of forms, such as sending insulting, rude or threatening 
messages, spreading rumours, revealing personal in-
formation, publishing embarrassing pictures, or ex-
clusion from online communication. Recent studies have 
demonstrated that there is a significant conceptual and 
practical overlap between traditional bullying and cy-
berbullying, such that most young people who are cy-
berbullied also tend to be bullied by traditional 
face-to-face methods (Cross et al. 2009; Dooley, Pyzalski, 
and Cross 2009; Gradinger, Strohmeier, and Spiel 2009; 
Riebel, Jaeger, and Fischer 2009; Sourander et al. 2010). 

Despite this overlap, cyberbullying differs from tradi-
tional bullying in several ways. First, a single upload of 
humiliating visual material to the internet is tantamount 
to repetition as the content can be permanent and avail-
able to a wide audience (Heirman and Walrave 2008). 
Second, power imbalance in cyberbullying can be ex-
pressed through (a) technological knowledge, (b) ano-
nymity, (c) limited option of escape. Specifically, a 
perpetrator dominates a victim through greater knowl-
edge of use of the internet and mobile phones and 
through the victim’s limited possibilities of defence (not 
necessarily knowing the bully). Moreover, unlike tradi-
tional bullying, cyberbullying is not limited in time and 
space (Heirman and Walrave 2008; Smith et al. 2008; 
Vandebosch and Van Cleemput 2008). 
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Despite its overlap with traditional bullying, being a victim 
of cyberbullying has been identified as an additional risk 
factor for the development of depressive symptoms 
(Perren, Dooley, Shaw, and Cross 2010; Gradinger, 
Strohmeier, and Spiel 2009; Juvonen and Gross 2008) and 
of psychosomatic symptoms like headaches, abdominal 
pain and sleeplessness (Sourander et al. 2010). Moreover, 
adolescent victims of cyberbullying also engage in other 
types of problematic behaviour, such as increased alcohol 
consumption, a tendency to smoke and poor school grades 
(Mitchell, Ybarra, and Finkelhor 2007). Aggressors are at 
increased risk for school problems, conduct disorders, and 
substance use (Hinduja and Patchin 2008; Sourander et al. 
2010). In sum, cyberbullying emerges as a significant con-
cern for families, schools, and social and healthcare pro-
fessionals. The present literature review summarizes 
current knowledge on responses to cyberbullying.

1. Responses to Cyberbullying
In the present review, responses to cyberbullying are con-
ceptualized as reactions to this problem on the part of stu-
dents, parents and schools. We differentiate between the 
following domains: reducing risks, combatting the prob-
lem, and buffering the negative impact (see Figure 1).

First, from a preventive perspective, students, parents and 
schools may try to handle the emerging problem of cy-
berbullying by reducing known risks. As cyberbullying is 
strongly associated with traditional bullying (Cross et al. 
2009; Dooley, Pyzalski, and Cross 2009; Gradinger, 
Strohmeier, and Spiel 2009; Riebel, Jaeger, and Fischer 
2009), we may assume that taking action against tradi-
tional bullying and associated risk factors through such 
interventions as whole-school approaches and policies, 
social skills training, or improvement of the school cli-
mate could also reduce the risk of cyberbullying. As cy-
berbullying occurs via internet or mobile phone, it is also 
associated with general online risks such as risky online 
contacts or viewing inappropriate content (Livingstone, 
Haddon, Görzig, and Olafsson 2011). Therefore, parental 
mediation or internet safety measures might also be ef-
fective in reducing cyberbullying.

Secondly, when cyberbullying occurs, a different set of ac-
tions to combat these negative behaviours may be used by 
students, parents or schools. These responses include tech-
nical solutions (e.g., blocking contact), confronting the 
bully (e.g., constructive contacting or retaliation), ignoring 
(e.g., doing nothing, avoidant behaviour or emotion regu-
lation) and instrumental support (e.g., asking someone else 
for help). As cyberbullying has negative consequences for 
victims such as depression or suicidal ideation (Gradinger, 
Strohmeier, and Spiel 2009; Juvonen and Gross 2008; 
Perren et al. 2010; Sourander et al. 2010), specific coping 
strategies might also be applied to enhance victims’ well-
being and buffer the negative impact: Victims themselves 
may try to cope emotionally with the problem; and par-
ents, friends or peers may offer emotional and in-
strumental support.

The goal of the current review was to summarize the em-
pirical database on successful responses to cyberbullying 
and identify what responses are successful. We con-
ceptualized success in terms of (a) reducing cyberbullying 
risks (the prevention of cyberbullying), (b) combatting cy-
berbullying leading to stopping this problem, and (c) buf-
fering its negative impact on victims.

Figure 1: Conceptualization of responses to cyberbullying
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2. Systematic Literature Search
A systematic literature search was conducted to identify 
relevant empirical studies. Relevant databases (PsychInfo, 
Pubmed, ERIC, SOCindex, Web of Science, etc) were sys-
tematically searched. Selected studies had to contain the 
keywords cyberbullying (or related terms), coping/re-
sponses (or related terms), and youth/educational settings 
(or related terms).1 Articles were rated for relevance in sev-
eral steps and double-checked for inter-rater agreement. 
Publications up to September 2010 were included. Also in-
cluded were findings from the EU Kids Online II study (in-
itial findings published in October 2010, final publication 
in 2011).2 The database search yielded 225 publications, 
which were rated regarding relevance and correspondence 
to inclusion criteria.

The following inclusion criteria were used (a) empirical 
studies on cyberbullying (new data and knowledge); (b) 
published papers only (scientific journals, book chapters, 
EU Kids Online report, dissertations, but excluding con-
ference papers and posters); (c) parents, teachers (schools) 
or students/pupils responding to cyberbullying; (d) papers 
should include some measures of responses (listed in Fig-
ure 1); and (e) papers should address at least one of our 
predefined research questions (prevent, combat, buffer). 
Thirty-six articles were rated as being partly or highly rel-
evant to our research question. All relevant papers were 
systematically analysed by seven different raters (mostly 
members of the current author team). The raters had to re-
view methods (i.e. type of study, focus, sample, types of 
measures and their quality) and look for research evidence 
on the success of responses related to the domains, such as 
reducing cyberbullying risks, combatting cyberbullying, 
and buffering its negative impact. The raters were given a 
form with predefined responses to evaluate. Further, taking 
into consideration that the list of responses could not be 
exhaustive, the raters were asked to fill in the open-ended 
domain-related boxes with examined responses, including 
findings on the responses’ success or otherwise (e.g., 

“Please provide the article´s results/conclusions/im-
plications with regard to…”).

The current paper presents a selective narrative overview of 
the results of the systematic literature review, focussing on 
the question of measured success of responses.

3. Preventing Cyberbullying
This section first presents findings and suggestions for con-
crete measures to prevent cyberbullying.

3.1. Suggested Prevention Approaches
Based on general research findings on cyberbullying and 
the associated risks, several authors argue that we should 
draw upon experience from “face-to-face” bullying so as to 
prevent cyberbullying (Campbell 2005). In addition, the 
following preventative actions were suggested with em-
phasis on the whole school approach:
• Awareness-raising initiatives targeting teachers, parents 

and students in order to heighten awareness of cy-
berbullying and its risks and create a context for facili-
tating trust on the part of victims with regard to adult 
authorities (Campbell 2005; Juvonen and Gross 2008; Li 
2007; Wright, Burnham, Inman, and Ogorchock 2009; 
Young, Young, and Fullwood 2007);

• School policies to respond to the challenge of cy-
berbullying and implement a range of preventive pol-
icies such as

 º the direct teaching of values education, empathy 
training and the use of stories and drama in the cur-
riculum, along with direct teaching of “netiquette” 
(Campbell 2005; Dranoff 2008; Mason 2008; Stacey 
2009), and last but not least to create an open line of 
communication between students and adults in 
school (Genz 2009);

 º the inclusion of social and curriculum programmes 
to motivate students towards taking action against 
cyberbullying (e.g., peer help programmes, buddy 
programmes, etc.) (Campbell 2005; Stacey 2009);

1 A report describing details of the methodologi-
cal approach (search terms, inclusion and exclusion 
criteria, etc.), the category system and complete 
tables with descriptive results can be obtained from 
the first author on request.

2 EU Kids Online II is the largest (representative) 
study in Europe concerning this topic. It surveyed a 
sample of 25,142 children aged 9–16 years across 
twenty-five European countries (Livingstone et al. 
2011).

http://www.ijcv.org


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 283 – 293
Perren et al.: Tackling Cyberbullying 287

 º adult supervision, especially with regard to children’s 
computer education and usage of technology 
(Campbell 2005; Rosen, Cheever and Carrier 2008) 
as well as education of parents concerning these 
matters (Stacey 2009).

The suggested prevention strategies emphasize the import-
ance of both family and education/school (Smith et al. 
2008) for preventing cyberbullying, while stressing the 
need to empower children and make them the key actors in 
deciding about, and implementing prevention strategies 
(Stacey 2009; Ybarra and Mitchell 2004; Young, Young, and 
Fullwood 2007). However, most of the studies described 
above drew their conclusions and suggested implications 
for prevention strategies from general empirical findings 
(at best).

3.2. Evidence Regarding Successful Coping Strategies to Prevent 
Cyberbullying
Although different strategies are recommended based on 
general research findings, only a few studies investigated 
the success of particular strategies in actually preventing 
cyberbullying. It has been suggested that peer support in 
the form of peer-intervention by student leaders in school 
may play a role in prevention of cyberbullying through cre-
ating bullying awareness in the school, developing leader-
ship skills among students, developing bullying 
intervention practices and team-building initiatives in the 
student community, and encouraging students to inter-
vene. DiBasilio (2008) showed that such peer intervention 
successfully led to a decline in cyberbullying, while stu-
dents’ understanding of bullying widened. 

A second key category of prevention strategies reported in 
the literature focuses on parental supervision and parenting 
behaviour. As time spent online is considered as a risk fac-
tor for cyberbullying, parental restrictive mediation (which 
decreases the amount of time children spend online) was 
found to reduce cyberbullying risks (Livingstone et al. 2011; 
Rosen, Cheever, and Carrier 2008). Research has found that 
higher levels of parental warmth are negatively correlated 
with involvement in both traditional bullying and cy-
berbullying (Wang, Iannotti, and Nansel 2009). Conversely, 
a poor parent-child relationship, which may indicate insuf-
ficient parental supervision, has been found to be associated 

with a higher risk of involvement in cyberbullying both as a 
perpetrator and as a victim (Ybarra and Mitchell 2004).

4. Combatting Cyberbullying and Buffering its Negative Impact
Besides the question concerning which strategies parents, 
schools and students can apply to prevent cyberbullying, 
research has also addressed the question about what vic-
tims of cyberbullying (or persons close to them) should do 
to cope with the problem. We will first outline what re-
sponses have been investigated and then present empirical 
evidence regarding their successfulness.

4.1. Responses to Ongoing Cyberbullying
In the reviewed studies research attention focussed pre-
dominantly on victims of cyberbullying and their re-
sponses to the problem. Victims report a range of coping 
strategies which can be classified as being problem-
focussed or emotion-focussed (or mixed). According to 
coping theory (Lazarus and Folkman 1984), people tend to 
use problem-focussed coping when they believe that their 
own resources or critical aspects of the situation can poten-
tially be changed, i.e. a person attempts to handle the 
stressful situation by tackling the problem that causes it. 
On the other hand, people use emotion-focussed coping 
when they believe that they can do little to change the 
stressful situation; here a person attempts to control their 
emotional response to the stressful situation by redefining 
or ignoring it or by focussing on the positive aspects of the 
situation.

Several types of coping strategies have been identified in 
relation to cyberbullying: reactions towards cyberbullies 
(retaliation, confronting), technical solutions (e.g., report 
abuse buttons, blocking the sender), supportive strategies 
(seeking support by adults, teachers, friends or external in-
stitutions), and avoidant and emotion-focussed strategies 
(e.g., ignoring). The next section gives an overview of the 
research on the use of coping strategies and their perceived 
successfulness in dealing with cyberbullying.

Reactions towards the bully. Confronting the bully is com-
monly reported by adolescents as an approach, where the 
victim knows the bully or is able to contact her or him 
(Aricak et al. 2008; DiBasilio 2008; Stacey 2009). Students 
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consider retaliation a less constructive way of contacting 
the perpetrator. Hoff and Mitchell (2009), who asked stu-
dents what they had done to stop cyberbullying, report that 
the answers mentioned active and physically retaliatory be-
haviour, especially among boys. Although the strategy of 
confronting the bully is often mentioned by those affected, 
this strategy has proven to be less helpful in retrospect 
(Price and Dalgleish 2010).

The assumption in some studies that online retaliation is 
more easily done, due to greater anonymity, and therefore 
occurs more often than “face-to-face contact”, was not 
confirmed. Juvonen and Gross (2008) found that, whereas 
60 percent of the cybervictims defended themselves against 
the bully with traditional face-to-face methods, only 12 
percent retaliated solely in cyberspace, and 28 percent used 
both traditional and online forms of retaliation.

Technical solutions. Specific cyberspace coping strategies, 
such as deleting or blocking threatening messages, are gen-
erally used and considered as being helpful (Aricak et al. 
2008; Juvonen and Gross 2008; Kowalski, Limber, and Ag-
atston 2008; Smith et al. 2008; Stacey 2009). Livingstone et 
al. (2011) report that the most popular technical coping 
strategies are blocking the person (46 percent), deleting 
nasty messages (41 percent), and stopping use of the inter-
net (20 percent). Blocking was considered an effective 
strategy by study participants.

Using a mixed methodological approach, Price and Dalg-
leish (2010) found that blocking was the most widely used 
technical strategy; self-identified cybervictims considered 
this to be the the most helpful online action taken. Tech-
nical solutions are often reported along with preventive 
strategies like banning websites and setting age-appropriate 
limits for using the computer and internet by parents (see 
also above; Kowalski, Limber, and Agatston 2008).

Support-seeking. Many students recommend asking parents 
for help in relation to a cyberbullying incident (Aricak et 
al. 2008; Smith et al. 2008; Stacey 2009; Topcu, Erdur-
Baker, and Capa-Aydin 2008). However, some students rec-
ommend not consulting adults because they fear that they 
may lose privileges (e.g., having and using mobile phones 

and internet access), and because they fear parents would 
simply advise them to ignore the situation or that they 
would not be able to help them as they are not accustomed 
to cyberspace (Hoff and Mitchell 2009; Kowalski, Limber, 
and Agatston 2008; Mishna, Saini, and Solomon 2009; 
Smith et al. 2008; Stacey 2009). In a web-based survey of 
12–17-year olds, of whom most had experienced at least 
one cyberbullying incident in the last year, Juvonen and 
Gross (2008) found that 90 percent of the victims did not 
tell their parents about their experiences and 50 percent 
justified it with “I need to learn to deal with it myself”.

Students also have a rather negative and critical attitude to 
teachers’ support: many students consider telling a teacher 
or the school principal as rather ineffective (Aricak et al. 
2008; DiBasilio 2008; Mishna, Saini, and Solomon 2009). 
Although 17 percent of students did report a cyberbullying 
incident to a teacher, in 70 percent of the cases the school 
did not react to it (Hoff and Mitchell 2009).

Asking for help from peers is a commonly used approach 
and is recommended (Aricak et al. 2008; DiBasilio 2008; 
Stacey 2009; Topcu, Erdur-Baker, and Capa-Aydin 2008), 
although prevalence rates vary widely. Price and Dalgleish 
(2010) report that Australian cybervictims consider “telling 
a friend” as the most helpful strategy. Livingstone et al. 
(2011) report that in terms of confiding in others, respon-
dents were most likely to tell a friend (52 percent) or a par-
ent (42 percent).

Avoidant and emotion-focussed strategies. In a study by 
Dehue, Bolman, and Vollink (2008) students reported that 
when they were victimised online they would usually “pre-
tend to ignore it” (31 percent of victims) and/or “would ig-
nore it” (30 percent). When asked how they coped with the 
problem, 36 percent of the respondents in the EU Kids On-
line II study reported that they tried to “fix the problem”, 
whereas 24 percent “hoped the problem would go away”, 
and 12 percent said that they “felt guilty” (Livingstone et 
al. 2011).

In sum, a range of coping strategies used by victims in re-
lation to cyberbullying have been investigated. However, 
most of the studies investigated the use (and not the suc-
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cess) of coping strategies among cybervictims, or in re-
lation to hypothetical cyberbullying scenarios. For example 
the EU Kids Online II study showed that of those bullied 
online in the last 12 months (6 percent of participants), 85 
percent reported being upset (Livingstone et al. 2011). 
However, the majority of victims (62 percent) “got over it 
straight away”. This finding led Livingstone et al. (2011) to 
conclude that children’s coping strategies were most likely 
effective, at least for those who do not continue to be upset. 
As this is a very general conclusion, we do not know what 
kind of coping strategies are “likely to be effective”.

4.2. Evidence Regarding Successful Responses
To investigate the success of responses, various methodo-
logical approaches have been applied, targeting different 
populations and using different study designs and assess-
ment methods. From a purely methodological point of 
view, these approaches range from yielding no evidence 
(subjective evaluations) to a strong evidence base (experi-
mental designs). In reviewing the selected studies, we have 
identified the following taxonomy of studies.

1. What do people, in general, think is effective?
2. Retrospective accounts of cybervictims regarding the 

success of chosen coping strategies.
3. Cross-sectional studies investigating associations be-

tween certain responses, cybervictimisation and victim’s 
well-being.

4. Longitudinal studies investigating whether certain re-
sponses or coping strategies are related to decreasing le-
vels of cybervictimisation (combatting) or victim’s 
well-being (buffering).

5. Experimental studies investigating the impact of se-
lected responses on changes in cybervictimisation and 
victim’s well-being.

Studies reporting on perceived success from a general per-
spective have already been described and are considered as 
yielding no real evidence.

Retrospective accounts of victims. Hensler-McGinnis (2008) 
examined the effect of coping on psychological trauma and 
impaired academic/career functioning following victimis-
ation through cyberstalking. A sample of 452 college/
university students aged between 18 and 43 years (female: 

81.2 percent) participated in the research. Victimisation 
was found to be predictive of psychological trauma and im-
paired academic functioning. The following responses were 
rated by victims as being the most effective strategies de-
creasing the cyberstalking: “retaliating using electronic 
methods” (65.5 percent), “blocking my electronic ac-
cessibility” (63 percent), “limited disclosure of my personal 
information on the internet” (56.9 percent), and “de-
creased use of internet, cell phone etc.” (54 percent). Effec-
tive coping was characterised by limiting exposure and 
accessibility. Psychological trauma and academic/career 
functioning impairment were both found to be positively 
correlated to the number of coping strategies used by the 
victim, suggesting that these were victims who had tried 
many strategies but without success. Additionally, there was 
no evidence that resilient coping moderated the relation-
ship between victimisation and trauma, or the relationship 
between victimisation and academic/career functioning.

Cross-sectional associations between coping strategies and cy-
bervictimisation. Only one study reported on the relation-
ship between different coping strategies and cyberbullying 
(Lodge and Frydenberg 2007). The results revealed that 
children with increased experience of cybervictimisation 
used more passive coping strategies, such as wishful think-
ing and mental distraction, compared to children with low 
levels of cybervictimisation. In general, children with an 
optimistic, relaxed and active mode of coping reported 
fewer cyberbullying experiences (Lodge and Frydenberg 
2007). Results of this study yield first indications about 
what kind of coping strategies might be effective. However, 
as this was a cross-sectional study, we do not know whether 
any of the reported associations are causal.

Longitudinal associations between coping strategies and well-
being. The study by Hay and Meldrum (2010) is one of the 
rare longitudinal studies on the topic; they measured the 
role of authoritative parenting and high self-control in buf-
fering the negative impact of traditional bullying and cy-
berbullying. In a sample of 426 students aged between 10 
and 21 years (female: 50 percent) they found that victimis-
ation was associated with increased reporting of self-harm 
and suicidal ideation. Authoritative parenting and high le-
vels of self-control moderated the negative impact of victi-
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misation. The authors concluded that cognitive 
behavioural therapy could benefit vulnerable adolescents, 
by helping them to acknowledge their maladaptive coping 
and to change their behaviour. The longitudinal design ad-
vances our understanding of potential buffering effects. 
However, this study did not investigate specific coping 
strategies, but more general personal and parental char-
acteristics that aimed to buffer the negative impact.

Experimental studies. The literature review yielded one in-
tervention study investigating the impact of actions taken 
against cyberbullying. Chi and Frydenberg (2009) investi-
gated the impact of two programmes (Best of Coping, 
BOC, and Cyber Savvy Teens, CST) on adolescents’ psy-
chological distress and ability to cope online. The BOC 
programme educates participants on general coping tech-
niques such as decision-making whereas the CST pro-
gramme was designed to increase adolescents’ safety skills 
online, including coping strategies for cyberbullying. A 
sample of 50 adolescents (female: n = 28) aged 13 to 14 
years was divided into three categories: a control group; a 
group with the CST programme; and a group with the 
BOC programme. Three coping styles (Productive Coping 
[P]; Non-productive Coping [N]; and Reference to Others 
[R]) and psychological distress were examined. Following 
the intervention, the CST group showed an increase in 
using the strategies “keep to self” (N) and “ignore the 
problem” (N), and a decrease in “focus on positive” (P) 
and “seek to belong” (P). However, a small increase in Pro-
ductive Coping was identified. CST participants displayed 
increased willingness to report cyberharassment to teachers 
and parents post-intervention. The BOC group showed an 
increase in using “social action” (R), “physical recreation” 
(P), and “focus on solving the problem” (P) post-inter-
vention, and a decrease in using “ignore the problem” (N), 
“wishful thinking” (N), and “worry” (N). The BOC group 
was also more likely to report cyberharassment to a trusted 
adult. An increase in Reference to Others (R) was identified 
after the intervention. Both groups showed a decrease in 
the use of Non-productive Coping (N). In terms of buffer-
ing negative effect, the authors concluded that both pro-
grammes reduced participants’ anxiety and symptoms of 
depression.

5. Discussion
This systematic literature review identifies a number of 
studies which reported some empirical data on responses 
to cyberbullying. However, the conclusions which can be 
drawn are limited. We found very little empirical evidence 
concerning the success of responses. Despite this, the 
studies provided some insight into what students do to 
cope with cyberbullying. Most of the reported coping strat-
egies are general problem-solving strategies such as looking 
for social support, trying to ignore or avoid the problem. 
Some are related to bullying (e.g., confronting the bully); 
others are specifically related to cyberbullying, such as the 
use of technological strategies. To reduce possible risk 
 factors and to prevent cyberbullying, parental supervision, 
general anti-bullying or social skills development strat-
egies, and education in cybersafety have been suggested.

In addition, many of the identified studies suffer from 
similar methodological limitations. Most of the studies 
used cross-sectional self-reports among adolescent 
samples. Responses including coping strategies were fre-
quently only assessed with single items. Because of metho-
dological shortcomings, the reactions of victims to 
cyberbullying did not reflect the context and ways they 
were victimised; more precisely there was a lack of studies 
on how victims responded to different forms of cy-
berbullying and to what extent the form of cyberbullying 
may relate to successful solutions. Moreover, there was a 
lack of theoretical background regarding selected coping 
strategies, their potential effects and underlying mech-
anisms. These issues are not new and are not specific to cy-
berbullying. For example Mc Guckin, Cummins, and Lewis 
(2010) emphasize similar issues as being of critical import-
ance regarding research studies exploring traditional bully/
victim problems.

Future studies utilising longitudinal approaches and me-
thodologically sound intervention designs are required. 
Longitudinal studies should address the question of 
whether the use of specific coping strategies is more effec-
tive in combatting cyberbullying occurrences or in buffer-
ing the negative effects. In these studies, coping strategies 
should be investigated as potential mediators or moder-
ators. For example, a recent study by Machmutow, Perren, 
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Sticca, and Alsaker (2012), which was published after the 
present literature review was conducted, shows that social 
support can buffer the negative impact of cy-
bervictimization.

Intervention studies (preferably randomised controlled 
trials) should investigate the effectiveness of prevention 
strategies, either in relation to reducing risks or in relation 
to teaching specific response strategies for victims, by-
standers, parents and teachers. Preliminary results of the 
Finish anti-bullying programme KiVa (Kiusaamista Vastaan, 
“against bullying”), whose findings, again, were published 
after compilation of studies for the literature review, suggest 
that prevention strategies targeting traditional bullying are 
able to reduce cyberbullying (Salmivalli, Kärnä, and Poski-

parta 2011). Conversely, another recently published longi-
tudinal study about the effect of “netiquette” on the 
reduction of cyberbullying found no significant relationship 
between these two variables (Kumazaki, Suzuki, Katsura, Sa-
kamoto, and Kashibuchi 2011). This indicates that more in-
tervention studies are needed to understand which 
measures are successful in reducing cyberbullying risks.

Our review only included studies published up to Septem-
ber 2010. As there are a number of studies currently being 
carried out, and there may be relevant papers under review, 
we might soon expect more empirical evidence regarding 
the success of coping strategies. Only then can we seriously 
recommend guidelines and coping strategies to students, 
parents, and schools. 
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KiVa Antibullying Program: Overview of Evaluation 
Studies Based on a Randomized Controlled Trial and 
National Rollout in Finland
Christina Salmivalli, Department of Psychology, University of Turku, Finland
Elisa Poskiparta, Centre for Learning Research, University of Turku, Finland

The effects of a Finnish national school-based antibullying program (KiVa) were evaluated in a randomized controlled trial (2007–2009) and during nation-
wide implementation (since 2009). The KiVa program is been found to reduce bullying and victimization and increase empathy towards victimized peers and 
self-efficacy to support and defend them. KiVa increases school liking and motivation and contributes to significant reductions in anxiety, depression, and 
negative peer perceptions. Somewhat larger reductions in bullying and victimization were found in the randomized controlled trial than in the broad rollout, 
and the largest effects were obtained in primary school (grades 1–6). The uptake of the KiVa program is remarkable, with 90 percent of Finnish comprehensive 
schools currently registered as program users.

Bullying, defined as repeated aggressive behavior against a 
victim who cannot readily defend him- or herself (Olweus 
1991) is recognized as a recurrent and serious problem 
among school-age children across the world (Craig and 
Harel 2004). The targets of such treatment suffer psycho-
social problems such as depression, anxiety, and peer rejec-
tion (Card and Hodges 2008; Hawker and Boulton 2003). 
For a number of victimized students, these experiences 
continue to affect their lives later on in adulthood (Isaacs, 
Hodges, and Salmivalli 2008). Besides the targets, bullying 
constitutes a risk for the healthy development of the perpe-
trators (Sourander et al. 2007) as well as for bystanders 
merely witnessing victimization (Rivers et al. 2009). The 
need for evidence-based interventions against bullying is 
therefore indisputable and urgent.

 Numerous initiatives to prevent and tackle bullying have 
emerged during past decades, many of these taking the 
form of school-based programs. Although bullying may 
take place both in and out of school, school is a context 
where bullied students cannot escape their tormentors 
(school attendance being compulsory) while bullies are 
often socially rewarded by peers who join their behavior or 
just reinforce it by verbal or nonverbal signals (Salmivalli 

2010). As bullying is typically related to peer group dy-
namics, such as norms emerging in classrooms, targeting 
any individual child’s behavior might not be enough: 
group problems need group solutions. The fact that large 
numbers of children and adolescents (i.e., whole cohorts) 
can be easily reached in the school context makes school-
based programs potentially very cost-effective as well. On 
the other hand, schools often struggle with multiple ex-
pectations combined with limited resources; their readiness 
to implement prevention programs cannot be taken for 
granted. Program developers should provide them pro-
grams that are not only shown to be effective but that are 
also system-ready, possible to implement with fidelity in a 
school system.

 The evidence on the effectiveness of school-based anti-
bullying programs is overall much thinner than we would 
like it to be. The effects show great variability across pro-
grams and across studies, typically being small to modest 
in size (Ferguson et al. 2007; Merrell et al. 2008; Smith et al. 
2004; Ttofi, Farrington, and Baldry 2008; Vreeman and 
Carroll 2007). Some of the antibullying programs even 
seem to bring about undesirable outcomes, i.e. increases in 
bullying problems. In the most recent meta-analysis on the 
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topic, however, Ttofi and Farrington (2011) conclude that 
school-based anti-bullying programs are effective. The pro-
grams selected for their analysis showed average reductions 
of 17–23 percent for bullying others and 17–20 percent for 
being bullied. Ttofi and Farrington point out that even 
relatively small effect sizes correspond to a substantial 
amount of bullying and victimization prevented and thus 
to huge amounts of suffering avoided.

 Despite the conclusion of Ttofi and Farrington that school-
based interventions work, it should be kept in mind that 
there are numerous programs “in the market” that 1) have 
not been evaluated at all; 2) have not been evaluated with 
methodological rigor; 3) have been evaluated but shown 
only minimal positive effects, no effects at all, or negative 
effects; or 4) have been shown to work in a small-scale trial 
but not during broad rollout, i.e., perhaps are not system-
ready. Hopefully, with growing awareness of the import-
ance of evidence among stakeholders and practitioners, the 
demand for rigorous evaluations of antibullying programs 
will increase – to the benefit of both research and good 
practice.

 In Finland, the Ministry of Education and Culture has 
funded the development, evaluation, and national im-
plementation of the KiVa antibullying program. Our ex-
ceptionally large data sets will enable us to continue studies 
on the effects of the program and its mechanisms for years 
to come. In the present article we summarize the studies 
evaluating KiVa, based on data sets from a large-scale ran-
domized controlled trial, and from a nonrandomized trial 
during the first year of broad implementation.

1. KiVa Antibullying Program
In 2006, the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture 
commissioned the University of Turku to develop and evalu-
ate an anti-bullying program for Finnish comprehensive 
schools (the basic nine-year education from grades 1 to 9). 
From the very beginning, the vision was to develop a pro-
gram that would be suitable for nationwide implementation.

The resulting KiVa antibullying program is predicated on 
the idea that how peer bystanders react when witnessing 
bullying is crucial for putting an end to (or sustaining) it 

(e.g., Salmivalli et al. 1996; Salmivalli 2010). Influencing 
the peer context is therefore an essential part of the KiVa 
program. The program is designed to produce its effects, 
first of all, by encouraging students to support victimized 
peers instead of providing social rewards to the bullies. In 
addition, adults (teachers as well as parents) are provided 
with information about bullying and efficacy to intervene 
and prevent it.

KiVa includes both universal and indicated actions. The 
core of the universal actions consists of theme lessons (pri-
mary school) and theme days (secondary school). The 
topics cover a variety of issues related to group interaction 
and group pressure, the mechanisms and consequences of 
bullying, and most importantly, what students can do to-
gether to counter bullying and support their victimized 
peers. Virtual learning environments (such as anti-bullying 
computer games) are an integral part of the universal ac-
tions. Their content is closely connected to the topics of the 
student lessons and themes, enhancing the learning process 
and motivating students to apply the learnt skills in every-
day interactions with peers (Poskiparta et al. 2012). In ad-
dition, the universal actions include a parents’ guide, web 
resources for teachers, and materials reminding both stu-
dents and school personnel of KiVa (posters, highly visible, 
bright-colored vests with the KiVa logo for teachers super-
vising recess time).

The indicated actions involve discussions with victims and 
bullies, as well with selected prosocial classmates, who are 
challenged to support the victimized classmate. The dis-
cussions with the bullies and victims are conducted by 
KiVa teams within the schools, while the classroom teacher 
organizes separate meetings with potential supporters of 
the victim (for a more detailed description of program 
content, see Salmivalli, Kärnä, and Poskiparta 2010a, 
2010b).

2. Evaluation Strategy and Methods Used
Besides testing the effectiveness of the KiVa antibullying 
program, the evaluation studies were designed to answer 
the most pressing questions in the area of bullying inter-
ventions: when (under which circumstances) the program 
works, for whom does it work, and how does it produce its 
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effects. At the same time, the studies were designed to meet 
the highest methodological standards and to include as-
sessments that have been neglected in much of the pre-
vious research (e.g., implementation fidelity). Many of 
these studies are still ongoing. In the present article we pro-
vide an overview of the findings concerning the main ef-
fects of KiVa after one school year (nine months of 
implementation) under two different circumstances: a ran-
domized controlled trial and large-scale implementation. 
In addition, we briefly summarize the first results concern-
ing implementation fidelity.

 We put the effectiveness of the KiVa program to a stringent 
test in a randomized controlled trial across all grade levels 
in comprehensive education (grades 1 to 9). Students in 
these grade levels are aged seven to fifteen years. All schools 
in mainland Finland were informed about the evaluation 
study and invited to participate either as intervention or 
control schools. From the volunteering schools, 234 were 
chosen and assigned to the two conditions. The control 
schools were told that they could start implementing the 
KiVa program after serving as controls for one year – which 
most of them did.

 Most data were collected by means of online ques-
tionnaires where students logged in using the same person-
al user ID at each assessment point – thus, individual 
students were followed over time. Bullying and victimiz-
ation were assessed by self-reports, peer-reports, and 
dyadic data (e.g., “who has been bullying you?”) enabling 
us to link bullied children to their tormentors and to ident-
ify bully-victim dyads. In addition, data were collected on 
numerous variables related to bullying (attitudes, by-
stander behaviors, perceptions of teachers’ efficacy to 
tackle bullying) and defending of victimized peers (em-
pathy towards victims, self-efficacy, outcome expectations 
regarding defending). Students’ sociometric status and psy-
chosocial (e.g. self-esteem, peer perceptions, depression, 
social anxiety, loneliness) and academic (e.g., school liking, 
academic motivation, academic performance) adjustment 
were also assessed. Finally, data were collected from teach-
ers who delivered the program lessons as well as from 
school staff who were members of KiVa teams tackling the 
cases of bullying that came to attention. The choice of vari-

ables was guided by our preliminary hypotheses on the 
mediating mechanisms of program effects, possible moder-
ators of the effects, as well as constructs that might be posi-
tively influenced by reductions in bullying or victimization.

 After the randomized controlled trial, KiVa became avail-
able for all Finnish schools. There were several reasons to 
continue collecting data in schools that adopted the pro-
gram. First, since our control schools became intervention 
schools after the first year, continuing the randomized con-
trolled trial was impossible. We wanted to know, however, 
what happened to the effects of the KiVa program in the 
long run. We also wanted to find out what happens to im-
plementation fidelity when the program is implemented 
on a large scale. Moreover, ongoing data collection enabled 
us to provide annual feedback to the schools implementing 
the program: The annual online survey served as a tool to 
monitor their success, as well as the quality of im-
plementation.

 The first large pre-test survey for schools starting the im-
plementation in fall 2009 took place in May 2009, followed 
by an annual assessment every May. Already after the first 
year we were able to estimate program effects utilizing a 
cohort-longitudinal design (Olweus and Alsaker 1991). In 
this design, post-test data from students in each age cohort 
were compared with baseline data from same-aged stu-
dents from the same schools (i.e., in the previous cohort), 
who had not yet been exposed to the intervention. For in-
stance, grade two students who had been targeted by KiVa 
for one year (post-test data collected in May 2010) were 
compared with grade two students from the same schools 
who had not yet been involved (pre-test data from May 
2009).

3. Results of Evaluation Studies
3.1. Randomized Controlled Trial
The findings from the randomized controlled trial were 
promising: the first phase of evaluation involving grades 
4–6 (Kärnä et al. 2011b) showed that KiVa significantly re-
duced both victimization and bullying. After the first 
school year (i.e., nine months of implementation of KiVa) 
the odds of being bullied systematically (at least two to 
three times a week) were about 1.5 times higher for a con-
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trol school student than for a student in an intervention 
school, whereas the odds of bullying others systematically 
were 1.3 times higher for a control school student than for 
an intervention school student. These effect sizes cor-
respond to approximately 30 percent and 17 percent reduc-
tions in victimization and bullying. Importantly, 
peer-reported victimization and bullying were significantly 
reduced as well (effect sizes equal or larger than in the case 
of self-reporting). The program also resulted in reductions 
in negative bystander behaviors (reinforcing the bully), as 
well as increases in empathy towards victimized peers and 
self-efficacy to support and defend them.

In a further study focusing on different forms of victimiz-
ation in grades 4–6 (Salmivalli, Kärnä, and Poskiparta 
2011) KiVa was shown to reduce each of the examined nine 
forms (physical, verbal, social exclusion, social manipu-
lation, threatening, racist, material, and sexual victimiz-
ation, and cybervictimization), the reductions varying 
between -20 percent (threatening) and -63 percent (ma-
terial victimization, such as taking or breaking the target 
peer’s belongings).

The second phase of the evaluation involving also younger 
(grades 1–3) and older (grades 7–9) students indicated that 
the effectiveness of the program varied considerably across 
grade levels (Kärnä et al. forthcoming). Overall, the effects 
were larger in primary than secondary grade levels. The 
average weighted odds ratios across all grade levels 1–9 
were 1.28 for victimization and 1.30 for bullying, cor-
responding to reductions of about 20 percent in each case.

During the randomized controlled trial, we also tested two 
different approaches to dealing with children who had 
been involved in bullying others, which we refer to as con-
fronting and nonconfronting approaches (Garandeau, Pos-
kiparta, and Salmivalli 2012). In the former approach, the 
bully was firmly told that his/her behavior was not toler-
ated and had to cease immediately whereas in the latter, the 
adults did not blame the bully but rather shared their con-
cern about the victim with him or her. In half of the 
schools involved in the randomized controlled trial as in-
tervention schools, KiVa team members were instructed to 
use the confronting approach, whereas the other half used 

the nonconfronting approach. The outcome variable was 
the victim’s report (in the follow-up discussion with KiVa 
team members) on whether the bullying had stopped, de-
creased, increased, or remained unchanged. In 79 percent 
of all cases, victims reported that the bullying had stopped 
completely, and overall the two methods were equally ef-
fective at making the bullying stop. There were some mod-
erators of their effectiveness, however: The nonconfronting 
approach was more successful than the confronting ap-
proach in cases of long-term victimization and in primary 
school. The confronting approach, on the other hand, was 
more effective in cases involving more than one bully.

Few anti-bullying program evaluations have investigated 
potential positive “side-effects” of the programs, in other 
words, beneficial outcomes that go beyond the initially in-
tended reductions in bullying and victimization. In a study 
based on the randomized controlled trial data from grades 
4 to 6 (Williford et al. 2012), the KiVa program was found 
to be effective in reducing students’ internalizing symp-
toms (anxiety and depression) and improving their peer-
group perceptions. Furthermore, Salmivalli, Garandeau, 
and Veenstra (2012) found that KiVa increased school lik-
ing, academic motivation, and even academic performance 
among students in KiVa schools (compared to control 
schools).

3.2. Going to Scale: National Rollout
The national launch of the KiVa antibullying program 
started in the fall of 2009, when 1,450 schools started to 
implement it. In 2010 and in 2011 new schools joined, and 
at present there are about 2,500 schools implementing the 
program. They represent 90 percent of all schools provid-
ing comprehensive education in Finland. We continue col-
lecting data in these schools, both from students and staff. 
Whereas most evidence concerning the effects of anti-
bullying programs comes from short-term, small-scale effi-
cacy studies, our aim is to study both implementation and 
effectiveness during national rollout over several years.

The evaluation of program effects during the national roll-
out is based on students’ responses to web-based surveys 
that are completed every spring in schools implementing 
the program. The effects were generally weaker during the 
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broad rollout than in the randomized controlled trial 
(Kärnä et al. 2011a). They were statistically significant at 
the primary school level (Grades 1–6) with respect to bul-
lying others, as well as being bullied. At the secondary, or 
junior high school level (Grades 7–9), the effects for bully-
ing others were in the right direction but not significant, 
and the effects for being bullied were just at the border of 
being significant (except in grade eight, where the reduc-
tion in victimization was significant). On average, the 
prevalence of children bullying others, as well as of those 
being bullied systematically (at least two to three times a 
week) were both reduced by about 15 percent during the 
first year of national rollout, the odds ratios being 1.22 for 
victimization and 1.18 for bullying. Effects of this mag-
nitude mean that had all schools in Finland been im-
plementing KiVa, the reductions would amount to about 
7,500 bullies and 12,500 victims during the first one-year 
period. This demonstrates how even rather small effect 
sizes can make a huge difference in the lives of numerous 
children and adolescents.

3.3. Implementation Fidelity
Implementation fidelity, referring to the extent to which an 
intervention program is delivered as planned (Dusenbury 
et al. 2003), is a critical precondition for success of any pre-
vention/intervention program. However, in studies evalu-
ating antibullying programs, implementation has often 
been assessed at a very general level – if at all. In the evalu-
ation of KiVa we placed concerted emphasis on the assess-
ment of various aspects of implementation (such as 
preparation, dose, coverage, and student responsiveness) of 
the different program components.

In the randomized controlled trial we attempted to cap-
ture, besides the level of implementation, also the im-
plementation process by gathering monthly data from 
teachers delivering the student lessons involved in the pro-
gram. Furthermore, KiVa teams tackling acute cases of bul-
lying reported back to us each step taken when handling a 
case of bullying. During the broad rollout of KiVa (since 
fall 2009) we continued gathering data on implementation 
via annual online surveys for the school personnel. There is 
already evidence of a positive association between the level 
of implementation and reduction in victimization, both 

from the randomized controlled trial (Haataja, Voeten, and 
Salmivalli 2011) and broad rollout (Kärnä et al. 2011a).

Although the level of implementing KiVa program was 
overall high (e.g., most teachers delivered the majority of 
program lessons), it tended to decrease already during the 
first academic year (from fall to spring; Haataja, Voeten, 
and Salmivalli 2011) and even more so in subsequent years. 
Overall, implementation fidelity was somewhat lower dur-
ing the broad rollout than during the randomized con-
trolled trial (Salmivalli, Haataja, and Poskiparta 2011). 
Whereas primary school teachers delivered on average 8.7 
out of 10 lessons during the randomized controlled trial, 
the corresponding number was 7.8 lessons during the first 
and 7.2 lessons during the second year of broad im-
plementation. An important future task is to identify indi-
vidual and school-level factors enhancing the likelihood of 
high-quality implementation. For instance, support from 
the school principal for antibullying work seems to be a 
crucial precondition for the successful delivery of program 
lessons (Ahtola et al. 2012).

4. Discussion
Studies of our randomized controlled trial and evaluation 
of large-scale implementation of the KiVa antibullying pro-
gram show that the program is effective in reducing bully-
ing and victimization (Kärnä et al. 2011a, 2011b, 
forthcoming). During the randomized controlled trial, the 
average reductions in bullying and victimization amounted 
to -20 percent whereas the corresponding reduction during 
broad rollout of KiVa was -15 percent. The former number 
corresponds to the average effects found in the meta-
analysis by Farrington and Ttofi (2009). It should be noted, 
however, that no previous study has included such a wide 
age range as ours. Even though the effects of KiVa were 
small (even minimal) at secondary school level (grades 7–9) 
they were clearly above average in primary school grades. 
Moreover, the effects of KiVa (even when calculated across 
all grade levels) were stronger than the effects obtained in 
previous randomized controlled trials, and they were con-
firmed by multiple informants (children themselves as well 
as their peers). It should also be remembered that all effects 
reported in the present paper concerned changes after only 
nine months of program implementation.
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Besides reducing bullying and victimization, KiVa was 
shown to reduce internalizing problems (Williford et al. 
2012). It also led to increases in well-being and school lik-
ing among a much wider group of children than just pre-
vious victims and bullies (Salmivalli et al. 2012). The 
indicated actions (i.e. discussions between schools’ KiVa 
team members and children involved in bullying) were 
highly effective (Garandeau et al. 2012).

We are not aware of any country where a school-based 
anti-bullying program has spread at the pace KiVa did in 
Finland. How can the willingness of Finnish schools to 
adopt the program be explained? One explanation is the 
support provided by the government, which enabled the 
schools that introduced the program during 2009–2011 
get all the materials as well as the two-day pre-im-
plementation training free of charge. Second, we believe 
that the KiVa program was regarded as feasible by school 
staff and its reputation as an effective and user-friendly 
program spread fast – partly because of the relatively 
broad media attention devoted to the program. Third, two 
school massacres took place in Finland in 2007 and 2008, 
just before the broad rollout of KiVa started. They were 
widely linked to bullying problems and thus generated a 
lot of discussion about bullying and the need for effective 
prevention.

4.1. Strengths and Limitations
Throughout the KiVa evaluation project, we made con-
certed efforts to meet the highest methodological standards 
by including an appropriate control condition, random as-
signment, multilevel modeling of hierarchical data, 
multimethod and multi-informant outcome measures, sys-
tematic monitoring of implementation, adequate sample 
size, and accurate handling of missing data. We are not 
aware of any other evaluation of a bullying intervention 
with similar methodological rigor, an equally large and 
representative sample, and such numerous outcome vari-
ables (both self- and peer-reported).

Several limitations of our evaluation should be pointed 
out, however. It was unfortunate that our randomized 
controlled trial only lasted for one school year: after that, 
it was not possible to assess the effects of the KiVa pro-

gram by comparing changes occurring in KiVa schools 
with those taking place in control schools. We can only 
study the long-term effects of KiVa utilizing the cohort-
longitudinal design. However, as this design is potentially 
sensitive to history effects it is not considered as strong as 
the RCT design.

All our data were collected by (mostly online) ques-
tionnaires. It would have been desirable to collect ad-
ditional observational data or perhaps interview students 
in a randomly selected subsample. Whereas observational 
data is free from response bias, interviews might have pro-
vided insight into how the students perceived the program 
lessons and what they felt made them think and behave dif-
ferently. Assessing implementation by observation, in ad-
dition to teacher and student reports, might have provided 
a good addition to questionnaire data.

4.2. Future Directions
Many planned studies, for example concerning the medi-
ators and moderators of the effects of the KiVa anti-
bullying program, are in progress. Besides the already 
existing data sets, it will be exciting to follow the im-
plementation and effectiveness of the KiVa program during 
years to come. Going to scale is not unproblematic: one of 
the challenges is the quality of implementation in a situ-
ation where schools get limited external guidance. As much 
as program developers would like school staff to put effort 
into delivering the program as recommended, reality often 
restrains their possibilities for doing so. Multiple projects 
running alongside the usual curriculum, lack of resources, 
organizational changes, and work stress are among the fac-
tors that might decrease school staff’s willingness to im-
plement a program, even where they believe it has positive 
outcomes. The greater the standardization of a program, 
however, the easier it is for local agents to grasp the model 
and to identify deviations from it (Bradach 2004). As KiVa 
includes concrete guidelines and schedules for the different 
measures, it is relatively easy to implement with fidelity 
even with minimal external support. The motivation to 
implement the program may diminish over time, however, 
and support for schools is essential. It remains to be seen 
whether the effects obtained so far will be sustained and – 
hopefully – grow further.
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An evaluation of the success of the evidence-based ConRed program, which addresses cyberbullying and other emerging problems linked with the use of the 
internet and seeks to promote a positive use of this new environment. The main aims of the ConRed program are a) to improve perceived control over in-
formation on the internet, b) to reduce the time dedicated to digital device usage, and c) to prevent and reduce cyberbullying. The impact of the program was 
evaluated with a quasi-experimental design with a sample of 893 students (595 experimental and 298 control). The results of the mixed repeated measures 
ANOVAs demonstrate that ConRed contributes to reducing cyberbullying and cyber-dependence, to adjusting the perception of information control, and to in-
creasing the perception of safety at school.

Research into bullying and action programs aimed at pre-
venting bullying or alleviating its effects have a history 
stretching back over more than three decades (Rigby and 
Smith 2011). In recent years traditional forms of bullying – 
physical, verbal, and relational aggression – have been 
joined by cyberbullying, a new phenomenon which reflects 
the increasingly widespread use of digital devices in peer 
interaction among adolescents and young adults (Baldry 
and Farrington 2007; Ttofi and Farrington 2011). The use 
of information and communications technologies, hence-
forth referred to as ICTs, can be said to be altering many 
aspects of young people’s social lives, with traditional bul-
lying now being replaced by more specific forms of abuse, 
intimidation, and harassment perpetrated via the digital 
devices they use to contact and communicate with each 
other (Mitchell, Finkelhor, and Wolak 2004). Action pro-
grams therefore need to include scientifically proven strat-
egies focusing not only on bullying but also on 
cyber-behavior, the prevention of cyber-aggression and 
support for victims of cyberbullying.

1. Cyberbullying
Many researchers consider cyberbullying as merely an ex-
tension of traditional bullying and therefore define it as a 
series of intentional, repeated acts of aggression based on 
the establishment of some kind of power imbalance and 
carried out using technological devices (Slonje and Smith 
2008; Tokunaga 2010). The use of such devices partially 
alters the nature of the contact between victims and aggres-
sors and introduces specific new factors and risks, such as 
the anonymity of the aggressor, the greater social dis-
semination of the abuse being perpetrated, and the prac-
tical difficulties involved in halting the aggression and, by 
extension, shortening the victims’ suffering (Patchin and 
Hinduja 2006). Some authors believe that these factors ag-
gravate cyberbullying’s effect on its victims (Dooley, 
Pyżalski, and Cross 2009), while others argue that cyber -
bullying, which is less common than traditional bullying in 
schools (Olweus 2012), offers victims opportunities to re-
spond and defend themselves that are not available in face-
to-face bullying scenarios (Law et al. 2012).

This work was produced as part of the project Cy-
berbullying in Adolescence: Investigation and Inter-
vention in Six European Countries (DAPHNE III, 
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ject (School and Juvenile Violence: Risks of Violent 
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authors would like to thank these agencies for their 
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Scientific literature on bullying risk factors has established 
two basic categories: factors based on the personal char-
acteristics of the people involved (basically aggressors and 
victims, although bystanders also play a significant role) 
and factors based on certain elements in the social context 
in which the bullying takes place. These contextual el-
ements include empathy (or its absence among aggressors), 
social incompetence in victims, and school climate (Mera-
viglia et al. 2003; Nickerson, Mele, and Princiotta 2008; 
Sherer and Nickerson 2010). School climate, which essen-
tially encompasses interpersonal affection and relation-
ships and commonly accepted rules for social interaction 
(both implicit and explicit), is the setting in which bullies 
and victims play out their roles. Because cyberbullying is 
an indirect form of bullying, it should be remembered that 
risk factors present in the traditional bullies’ and victims’ 
social system are also risk factors for cyberbullying, al-
though cyberbullying also has its own more specific risk 
factors (Bear et al. 2011). In terms of school climate, per-
ceived safety and the absence of problems at school impede 
the emergence and consolidation of cyberbullying in rela-
tionships between classmates (Brand et al. 2003). Of the 
personality-based factors, empathy is as a particularly im-
portant factor which is typically absent or deficient among 
bullies (Jolliffe and Farrington 2004); it may also be lacking 
among cyber-aggressors (Gini et al. 2007). Card and 
Hodges (2008) found a lack of social skills/competence 
among the victims of violent bullying, and this may also be 
mirrored in cyberbullying (Gradinger et al. 2012).

Factors associated exclusively with cyberbullying include 
lack of control over personal information made available 
on the internet and the compulsive use of the internet, 
which may lead to addiction and personality disorders 
(Ybarra and Mitchell 2004) and increases the risk of ex-
posure to abuse via the internet (Dinev, Hart, and Mullen 
2008). High-risk actions such as sharing passwords, talk-
ing to strangers, and uploading intimate information on 
social networks make victims more vulnerable (Gradinger 
et al. 2012; Hinduja and Patchin 2009). The disordered, 
compulsive use of the internet or social networks also dis-
tances individuals from direct social relationships and 
productive work or leisure time, leading to personality 
disorders and increasing the possibilities of indulging in 

or becoming exposed to aggressive behavior (Ybarra and 
Mitchell 2004).

2. Tackling Cyberbullying
Thirty years of psycho-educational research into bullying 
have provided us with a wide range of preventive and pal-
liative resources for dealing with the phenomenon (Ttofi 
and Farrington 2011), and much of this knowledge has 
been found also to be valid when addressing cyberbullying 
(Pearce et al. 2011). However, programs are needed that 
are capable of combining bullying prevention procedures 
of proven efficiency (Olweus 2012) with initiatives geared 
towards the prevention of cyberbullying and its associated 
contextual risks. And that is the aim of ConRed (Pro-
grama Conocer, Construir y Convivir en la Red, or the 
Knowing, Building, and Living Together on the Internet 
Program).

ConRed is an evidence-based intervention. Implemented 
using the procedures described in successful anti-bullying 
programs (Baldry and Farrington 2007; Olweus 2012; 
Pearce et al. 2011; Ttofi and Farrington 2011), it focuses on 
the cyberbullying risk factors mentioned above. ConRed is 
based on the following previously successful strategies:
a) Proactive policies, procedures, and practices: the im-

plementation of clear policies with practical procedures 
for reducing bullying (Ttofi and Farrington 2011) and 
organizational support (Rigby and Slee 2008; Vreeman 
and Carroll 2007). ConRed implements a specific action 
plan to combat the risks involved in using the internet 
and social networks, improving technical and procedur-
al skills with digital devices, and teaching how to use 
ICTs safely and healthily.

b) School community key understandings and competencies: 
the implementation of mechanisms which help to de-
velop skills for preventing, identifying, and reacting to 
the problem (Baldry and Farrington 2007; Ttofi and 
Farrington 2011). ConRed’s basic function is to instruct 
schoolchildren, teachers, and parents and improve their 
skills, to facilitate the safe, healthy use of the internet 
and social networks. The program focuses mainly on 
raising individuals’ awareness and procedural skills in 
digital communication, the aim being to improve stu-
dents’ online social competence.
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c) Protective school environment: the provision of safe 
spaces and facilities positively influences student be-
havior (Pearce et al. 2011; Ttofi and Farrington 2011). 
ConRed helps schools to create safe, healthy virtual 
communication environments for students, fomenting 
in them a culture of mutual support, empathy with the 
weakest, and better social relationships (including digi-
tal communication) between the three groups involved 
in the school: students, teachers, and families.

d) School–family–community partnerships to promote co-
operation between the school, the families, and the 
leading local organizations through greater par-
ticipation, as a means of encouraging support and re-
ducing intimidating behavior (Hemphill et al. 2009; 
Ttofi and Farrington 2011; Hong and Espelage 2008). 
The ConRed program encourages cooperation between 
the three groups – students, teachers, and families – 
through joint activities, offering a virtual environment 
where the school community can meet to discuss the 
problems of bullying and cyberbullying (www.uco.es/
laecovi/conred).

3. The Theory of Cyber-Behavior Risk Analysis and the Educational Criteria 
of the ConRed Program
The ConRed program embraces the theory of normative 
social behavior (Rimal et al. 2005) that has been employed 
in various action programs to modify juvenile attitudes 
and behavioral patterns such as alcohol consumption (Bor-
sari and Carey 2000). This theory argues that human be-
havior and attitudes are heavily influenced by perceived 
social conventions. Applying the theory of normative social 
behavior to cyberbullying, adolescents may possibly see 
much of their own online communication and exchanges 
of information as quite normal and inevitable, without 
being aware of the consequences of their conduct. Accord-
ing to Rimal and Real (2003), this influence of social con-
ventions on individual behavior takes place via three 
mechanisms: a) injunctive norms; b) social expectations; 
and c) group identity processes. The ConRed program 
takes these three mechanisms into account, making them 
part of the key training content in instructional work 
sessions conducted with students. They thus become ma-
terial for debate among the schoolchildren. Laws which 
regulate and sanction certain forms of conduct on the in-

ternet and in social networks are analyzed, along with the 
consequences of breaking them. With respect to ex-
pectations, defined as the perceived benefits and/or dis-
advantages of engaging in certain forms of conduct 
(Bandura 1986), ConRed stresses the importance of critical 
awareness regarding the compulsive use of the internet and 
social networks, the naivety and mistakenness of believing 
that one has total control over the personal information 
uploaded to cyber-environments, and the negative con-
sequences of misusing language online. Finally, with regard 
to group identity, defined as the unquestioning, uncritical 
adoption of the peer group’s attitudes and conduct by an 
individual (Tajfel 2010), ConRed engages adolescents in 
debate about the morally devastating effects that may 
ensue when an individual is attacked on the internet and/
or in social networks.

The ConRed program was designed and developed to pre-
vent cyberbullying by raising levels of technical, procedural, 
and communications expertise and improving social skills in 
virtual scenarios, especially the internet and social networks. 
Although the approach was “holistic,” taking into consider-
ation all three social groups in the school community – stu-
dents, teachers and families –, the most important element 
was the work carried out with the students, who received 
eight training sessions conducted by external experts (the re-
searchers). The experts worked in collaboration with each 
school’s school climate planning team for three months.

The work carried out with the students was aimed at:
a) Improving the schoolchildren’s ICT usage habits, es-
pecially those related to controlling personal information 
as a form of reducing vulnerability; b) raising their aware-
ness of time spent using ICTs, especially excessive time de-
voted to internet activities, and the risk of addiction; and c) 
analyzing the morally unjust, unhealthy nature of cy-
berbullying and the risks facing victims of abuse per-
petrated via digital devices.

The ConRed program concentrated on working directly 
with the schoolchildren. Over a period of three months, 
weekly contact was maintained with the participating 
schools and eight classroom sessions were conducted (see 
Table 1). These sessions were structured to form three 
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units: a) The internet and social networks unit focused on 
the importance of privacy and control over shared content 
and processes and highlighted the negative consequences of 
failing to control or establish safety measures in online 
communication processes; b) In the unit on the benefits of 
using the internet and social networks healthily and intelli-
gently, students were taught to improve their technical 
skills, to prioritize prosocial spaces and practices, and to 
exercise moral awareness and fairness by avoiding and re-
porting cyberbullying; c) The unit on dealing with the 
problems that may arise if the internet and social networks 
are used in a naive or malicious manner provided students 
with strategies for addressing the problems associated with 
inappropriate, irresponsible usage, with special attention 
being paid to the prevention of cyberbullying and internet 
addiction (abuse). Table 1 details the three conceptual units 
covered in the eight sessions conducted with the students. 
The same content was addressed in two sessions with the 
teachers and in one session with the students’ families.

session ended with a personalized exercise on internet and 
social network use which drew together what the students 
had learned about internet practice. The results were pub-
lished in a manual (Ortega-Ruiz, Del Rey, and Casas 2012).

Concurrently with this direct intervention involving stu-
dents, teachers, and families, the ConRed program also im-
plemented an awareness-raising campaign, using materials 
like leaflets, posters, stickers, bookmarks, etc., to support 
the continuity of the measures being taken in the schools. 
Simple, clear messages were presented, providing in-
formation about how to use the internet and social net-
works correctly and how to prevent the risks that may be 
encountered if such resources are used inappropriately (see 
Table 2).

Table 2: Advice for teachers and families in the ConRed awareness-raising 
campaign

Table 1: ConRed teaching sessions

Session 1:

Session 2:

Session 3:

Session 4:

Session 5:

Session 6:

Session 7:

Session 8:

What do the ICTs mean to you? And to people generally?

How do you use social networks?

Our plan of action to became an expert

How do I feel doing different activities on the internet?

How can the internet help me and others? How can I help 
others?

What do we do on the internet and why it may be damaging?

The advantages and disadvantages of social networks

Reflection: quiz game for consolidating knowledge

The instructional stage with the students began by exploring 
their preconceived ideas about the issues involved. A picture, 
video, news item, or case description was then used to gen-
erate a debate, chaired and guided by one of the researchers. 
The aim was to provoke cognitive conflict and sensitize the 
participants to conceptual errors and false beliefs. The 

Advice for teachers
1. Make knowledge and command 

of the potential of ICTs, internet 
and social networks one of your 
objectives.

2. Creating spaces for dialog and 
engagement is crucial for bring-
ing the school closer to students 
and avoiding alienating them.

3. Include the social climate in cy-
berspace part of your school cli-
mate project, because 
relationships between students 
are continued in social networks.

4. Adapt detection and deterrence 
procedures to emerging problems 
such as cyberbullying.

5. Ask for guidance if our inter-
vention is not having the desired 
effect.

Advice for families
1. Teach your children to move 

around on the internet in the 
same way that you taught them 
to move around in the street: to 
be careful not to bump into any-
one or let anyone bump into 
them.

2. Protect your children from harm-
ful elements on the internet just 
as you taught them to protect 
themselves against the cold, the 
rain, and dangers in the street

3. Teach your children to be wary of 
invitations and messages from 
strangers. On the internet not all 
friends are real friends.

4. Don’t forget the keys. On social 
networks the keys are the pass-
words. Teach your children how to 
use them safely.

5. Help your son or daughter to 
make their own decisions when 
they are online, and not to be 
swept along by what others do or 
say
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4. ConRed Evaluation: Evidence of the Program’s Preventive Efficiency
4.1. Hypothesis
Our starting hypothesis was that after implementing 
ConRed with the three groups (students, teachers, and 
families) and carrying out the accompanying information 
campaign, improvements would be seen in all three pro-
posed objectives.

4.2. Objectives
a) Improve perceived control over information on the in-

ternet and promote safety and privacy.
b) Promote healthy use of the internet and a reduction in 

time dedicated to digital device usage, in order to pre-
vent possible overuse and addiction.

c) Reduce involvement in cyberbullying, in all roles, by re-
ducing risk factors in order to create a greater sense of 
safety at school.

5. Methodology
5.1. Participants
The sample comprised 893 students at secondary schools 
in the city of Cordoba, Spain: 595 (45 percent female) in 
the experimental group and 298 (47.6 percent female) in 
the control group. The students’ ages ranged from 11 to 19 
years (M =13.8; SD= 1.47).

5.2. Instruments
• The Perceived Information Control Scale (Dinev and 

Hart 2004), comprising four Likert-type items with 
seven answer options ranging from “totally disagree” to 
“strongly agree” (α = .896).

• Adaptation of the Internet-Related Experiences Ques-
tionnaire (CERI) (Beranuy et al. 2009), comprising ten 
Likert-type items with four answer options (1 to 4) re -
flect ing behavior frequency ranging from “never” to 
“quite a lot.” This questionnaire has two scales: intraper -
sonal conflicts, covering aspects of substance abuse and 
addictive/pathological gambling, and interpersonal con-
flicts, covering key elements in ICT-based interpersonal 
relationships. Its reliability levels are acceptable (α total= 
.78; α  intrapersonal= .719; α interpersonal= .631).

• The European Cyberbullying Intervention Project Ques-
tionnaire (ECIPQ) (Brighi et al. 2012a), comprising 
twenty-two Likert scale items with five answer options for 

frequency ranging from never to more than once a week. 
This questionnaire has two dimensions, cyber victimiz -
ation and cyberaggression, with good reliability levels (α 
total= .87; α victimization= .80; α aggression= .88).

• The European Bullying Intervention Project Ques-
tionnaire (ECIPQ) (Brighi et al. 2012b), comprising 
fourteen Likert-type items with five answer options for 
frequency ranging from “never” to “yes, more than once 
a week.” This questionnaire has two scales, victimi -
zation and aggression, with acceptable reliability levels 
(α total = .82; α victimization = .85; α aggression = .77).

• The Basic Empathy Scale (Jolliffe and Farrington 2006), 
comprising twenty Likert items with five answer options 
reflecting level of agreement. This questionnaire has two 
dimensions, cognitive empathy and affective empathy, 
with acceptable reliability levels (α total = .70; α cog-
nitive= .79; α affective = .85).

• The School Climate Scale (Brand et al. 2003), in which 
we used the Safety Problems subscale Likert items with 
five answer options (6 items, α = .71).

5.3. Procedure
As mentioned above, ConRed is a holistic program similar 
to those models which have proven successful in pre-
venting traditional bullying (Olweus 2012) and which were 
already present in the schools in which it was im-
plemented. Three schools were chosen for the program. 
Two of them were public schools (one with relatively high 
socioeconomic indicators, the other less so). The third was 
a private school. At each school a meeting was arranged 
with management and the person in charge of improving 
school climate (convivencia in Spanish) and the nature, ob-
jectives, and implementation conditions of the ConRed 
program were explained. The three schools accepted the 
conditions, the timetabling proposal, and the program 
agenda. The program researchers also agreed with the 
schools which classes would take part as the experimental 
and control groups. The experimental group was larger at 
the specific insistence of the managements of the par-
ticipating schools. The program was evaluated with a 
quasi-experimental, ex post facto, longitudinal design, with 
pre-post measurement, covering two groups (one experi-
mental and one quasi-control) (Montero and León 2007).
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5.4. Analysis
To evaluate the impact of the program, repeated measures 
general linear models or mixed repeated measures AN-
OVAS were applied. Homogeneity of covariance matrices 
and covariance matrix sphericity, or multi-sample spheric-
ity requirements (Keselman and Keselman 1988; Hyunh 
1978), were tested using Box’s M-test, which gave p > 0.05 
in all cases except for the cyberbullying and bullying di-
mensions. As violence dimensions, these were corrected 
using Friedman’s F-test. As an analysis strategy we chose 

the repeated measures ANOVA because, when the univari-
ate conditions for the � matrix are satisfied, as in this case, 
this technique is stronger and more powerful than other 
analyses in longitudinal studies (Albert 1999; Rogan, Kesel-
man, and Mendoza 1979).

6. Results
The mean scores obtained highlight the differences be-
tween the experimental group and the control group (see 
Table 3).

Table 3: Mean scores
...

Information control

Addiction to internet

Intrapersonal addiction

Interpersonal addiction

Cyberbullying

Aggressor cyberbullying

Victim cyberbullying

Bullying

Aggressor bullying

Victim bullying

Empathy

Cognitive empathy

Affective empathy

Safety problem

Experimental group (n=595)
Pre-test 
M (SD)

5.51 (1.630)

1.18 (0.641)

0.90 (0.687)

1.45 (0.713)

0.09 (0.196)

0.06 (0.220)

0.12 (0.262)

0.37 (0.430)

0.25 (0.398)

0.50 (0.641)

1.84 (0.370)

2.19 (0.467)

1.53 (0.460)

0.31 (0.409)

Post-test
M (SD)

5.01 (1.961)

1.16 (0.687)

0.94 (0.725)

1.39 (0.727)

0.07 (0.165)

0.05 (0.147)

0.08 (0.258)

0.24 (0.317)

0.18 (0.306)

0.32 (0.463)

1.85 (0.350)

2.16 (0.439)

1.57 (0.486)

0.28 (0.403)

Control group (n=296)
Pre-test
M (SD)

5.25 (1.860)

1.19 (0.596)

0.92 (0.658)

1.46 (0.699)

0.11 (0.313)

0.09 (0.272)

0.14 (0.277)

0.34 (0.401)

0.22 (0.353)

0.49 (0.645)

1.88 (0.418)

2.21 (0.464)

1.63 (0.508)

0.31 (0.439)

Post-test
M (SD)

5.33 (1.793)

1.18 (0.625)

0.93 (0.698)

1.45 (0.683)

0.11 (0.285)

0.09 (0.304)

0.14 (0.341)

0.30 (0.397)

0.19 (0.290)

0.42 (0.657)

1.89 (0.344)

2.22 (0.397)

1.61 (0.448)

0.30 (0.400)

The mixed model analysis of repeated measurement vari-
ables (see Table 4) shows that for both boys and girls per-
ception of control over information was significantly lower 
in the experimental group than in the control group (F= 
10.320 df=1. p<.01* d =0.278). Among boys, there was a sig-
nificant drop in internet addiction (F= 4.353 df=1. p<.05* d 
= 0.1), especially interpersonal internet addiction (F= 4.708 
df=1. p< .05* d = 0.126). The level of cyberbullying also 
dropped significantly (F=6.695 df=1. p<.01* d = 0.2), with 
regard both to aggression (F=6.047 df=1. p<.05* d = 0.5) 
and victimization (F=5.530 df=1. p<.05* d = 0.154), as did 
that of traditional bullying (F=7.859 df=1. p <.01* d = 

0.348). Statistical testing showed that these changes occurred 
principally in the aggression scale corresponding to boys 
(versus girls) (F=11.940 df=1. p<.01* d = 0.243) and in vic-
timization among both boys and girls (F=6.571 df=1. 
p<.05* d = 0.326), although there was a much more marked 
drop among boys (F=8.131 df=1. p<.01* d =0.433). With re-
gard to empathy there was a significant increase in affective 
empathy (F=3.953 df=1. p<.05* d = -0.085), this change 
being more noticeable among girls (F= 17.822 df=1. p<.01* 
d = -0.2). The level of perception of safety problems was sig-
nificantly lower among boys than it was for girls (F=8.545 
df=1. p<.01* d =0.221).
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Table 4: Repeated measurement ANOVA

....

Information 
control

Addiction to 
internet

Intrapersonal 
addiction

Interpersonal 
addiction

Cyberbullying

Aggressor 
cyberbullying

Victim 
cyberbullying

Bullying

Aggressor  
bullying

Victim bullying

Empathy

Cognitive 
empathy

Affective 
empathy

Safety problem

Group

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

Experimental

Control

M
Pre
5.51

5.25

1.18

1.19

0.90

0.92

1.45

1.46

0.09

0.11

0.06

0.09

0.12

0.14

0.37

0.34

0.25

0.22

0.50

0.49

1.84

1.88

2.19

2.21

1.53

1.63

0.31

0.31

Post
5.01

5.33

1.16

1.18

0.94

0.93

1.39

1.45

0.07

0.11

0.05

0.09

0.08

0.14

0.24

0.30

0.18

0.19

0.32

0.42

1.85

1.89

2.16

2.22

1.57

1.61

0.28

0.30

F (Anova index)

10.320

0.002

0.087

2.361

6.695

6.047

5.530

7.859

0.022

6.571

1.287

0.911

3.953

0.081

P

0.001*

0.968

0.768

0.125

0.010*

0.014*

0.019*

0.005*

0.882

0.011*

0.257

0.340

0.047*

0.775

M ♂♀
Pre

♂5.39
♀5.66
♂5.33
♀5.16
♂1.11
♀1.27
♂1.22
♀1.15
♂0.81
♀1.02
♂0.94
♀0.89
♂1.38
♀1.54
♂1.47
♀1.44
♂0.10
♀0.08
♂0.11
♀0.11
♂0.08
♀0.05
♂0.10
♀0.08
♂0.13
♀0.11
♂0.13
♀0.14
♂0.42
♀0.29
♂0.33
♀0.34
♂0.31
♀0.18
♂0.24
♀0.20
♂0.55
♀0.45
♂0.49
♀0.48
♂1.81
♀1.88
♂1.84
♀1.93
♂2.20
♀2.19
♂2.18
♀2.24
♂1.51
♀1.57
♂1.55
♀1.71
♂0.34
♀0.27
♂0.35
♀0.26

Post
5.01
5.28
5.29
5.38
1.07
1.29
1.16
1.19
0.85
1.07
0.95
0.90
1.29
1.51
1.41
1.50
0.07
0.06
0.14
0.08
0.06
0.04
0.12
0.06
0.08
0.09
0.16
0.11
0.25
0.23
0.36
0.25
0.21
0.13
0.23
0.15
0.31
0.33
0.48
0.36
1.77
1.94
1.84
1.94
2.10
2.24
2.10
2.26
1.51
1.66
1.53
1.70
0.31
0.26
0.35
0.24

F (Anova Index)

0.857

4.353

0.010

4.708

0.525

0.345

0.151

15.005

11.940

8.131

0.030

0.024

17.822

8.545

P

0.355

0.037*

0.921

0.030*

0.469

0.557

0.698

0.000*

0.001*

0.004*

0.673

0.878

0.000*

0.004*
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7. Discussion and Conclusions
The ConRed program produced positive results with re-
gard to the three main objectives: the experimental group 
showed a noticeable global improvement both in com-
parison with the control group and in the pre-post 
measurement. With regard to the first objective, there was a 
significant decrease in perception of control over personal 
information on the internet and in social networks. We in-
terpret this as an increase in awareness of the risks that may 
affect personal information and of the need to enhance 
safety measures to protect private content made available 
on the internet. Given that all the information displayed on 
the internet has effects on the construction of adolescents’ 
personal identity (Nosko, Wood, and Molema 2010) there 
is a need to control it. Therefore, the above-mentioned de-
crease can be identified as a better-adjusted adolescent per-
ception of the real control they have over their personal 
information on the internet which, in turn, can be ident-
ified as a greater awareness of situations of potential inse-
curity.

With regard to the second objective, that of training for 
healthier online behavior, the decrease in addiction-related 
problems differed between boys and girls. Among boys, 
there was a significant decrease in the need to be online in-
teracting with others on social networks (interpersonal ad-
diction), whereas the girls maintained higher levels of 
frequency of online communication with others and their 
behavior was not significantly modified by ConRed. Simi-
lar results have been obtained in other studies. For 
example, Echeburua and Corral (2009) and Ruiz-Olivares, 
Lucena, Pino, and Herruzo (2010) describe how girls are 
more likely to develop a certain level of addiction to online 
activity in the fields of communication and social network-
ing. More work therefore seems to be necessary to achieve 
this objective among the female population.

The drop in cyberbullying, in terms of both aggression and 
victimization, proves that ConRed successfully achieved 
objective three. Levels of involvement in both roles de-
creased, and we consider this a major success of the pro-
gram: other equally ecological programs encompassing all 
the agents involved have not altered the frequency with 
which schoolchildren play the role of aggressor, although 

they have brought about a decrease in the number of those 
involved as victims (Ttofi and Farrington 2011). The de-
crease in offensive behavior and, by extension, in the 
number of schoolchildren who describe themselves as on-
line bullies, may be explained by the training the children 
have received and the awareness-raising concerning the 
moral implications of aggressive or offensive content in so-
cial network communication. Raising awareness of the 
harm that can be caused to others by content manipu-
lation, offensive language, social exclusion, threats, etc. has 
proved to be one of ConRed’s most interesting achiev-
ements. The program was designed specifically to prevent 
teenagers from perpetuating the old problem of traditional 
bullying, which actually decreases during the years of ado-
lescence, in the new online environment. The evaluation 
shows that risk awareness and the training of teachers and 
parents to monitor and guide youth behavior reduce high 
risk conduct, induce the taking of precautionary measures, 
and encourage protective attitudes in online activity. This 
is important because it offers victims a way out of their iso-
lation, helping them to feel supported by influential adults 
and better able to handle cases of gratuitous and some-
times cruel aggression (Hunter and Boyle 2004). This inter-
pretation is reinforced by the changes observed in 
ConRed’s empathy measurements, with increases in feel-
ings of understanding, recognition, and affection towards 
cyberbullying victims.

ConRed produced gender-differentiated benefits: among 
boys, bullying dropped in terms of both aggression and 
victimization, but that was not the case with girls involved 
as aggressors. In contrast, affective empathy rose sig-
nificantly among girls but not among boys. That is to say, 
after the ConRed program had been implemented per-
ception of school climate was seen to have changed as in-
tended, but there are a number of sex-related 
considerations which require further attention. The same 
thing happened with perception of safety: the boys now 
feel their school is safer, but the girls do not.

Although the overall evaluation of ConRed as an action 
program was positive with regard to its proposed objec-
tives, attention must be drawn to some limitations: since 
the program was implemented by the researchers them-
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selves working directly with schoolchildren, teachers, and 
families, ConRed still lacks a mechanism by which respon-
sibility for training can be transferred to the members of 
the school community. This would give education agents 
the autonomy to directly implement the program them-
selves. The main limitation of the research design was that 
the experimental and control groups came from the same 
schools, with the consequent risk of contamination. We 
fully acknowledge this limitation and the risks it implies for 
achieving a greater level of homogeneity and comparability 

between the groups (Trochim 1984). One important topic 
for future research and action will be an evaluation of the 
impact of the program once a certain period of time has 
elapsed. Accordingly, it would be necessary to verify if the 
positive effects of ConRed are long-lasting even when there 
is no ongoing intervention or if the benefits disappear 
gradually. It would be significant to confirm whether these 
positive effects remain when the program is implemented 
by the natural agents, the teachers, in which it could be 
considered a valid program for general use by schools.
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Empowering Students Against Bullying and 
Cyberbullying: Evaluation of an Italian Peer-led Model
Ersilia Menesini, Department of Psychology, University of Florence, Italy
Annalaura Nocentini, Department of Psychology, University of Florence, Italy
Benedetta Emanuela Palladino, Department of Psychology, University of Florence, Italy

An investigation of whether and to what extent a peer-led model is able to counteract mechanisms underlying bullying in peer groups, seeking clarification of 
divergence in reported results on the efficacy of peer-led models. Two studies were carried out in Italy within a project tackling bullying and cyberbullying in 
secondary schools. In the first study (n= 386), concerning the first phase of the project, a significant decrease was found only for cyberbullying, most of all for 
male peer educators. For the second study (n= 375) the model was improved and significant effects were found for several participating groups (peer edu-
cators and the experimental classes), who exhibited a decrease in bullying, victimization, and cybervictimization. Results suggest that peer educators can act 
as agents of change in the broader context.

School bullying has become a global problem in Western 
society, with potentially high social costs. Relevant per-
centages of primary and secondary school students are in-
volved in peer-to-peer bullying as perpetrators or victims 
or both. Along with traditional types, a new form of bully-
ing has appeared: cyberbullying, defined as bullying per-
petrated by the use of electronic devices (Smith et al. 2008; 
Menesini, Nocentini, and Calussi 2011). In a recent Italian 
survey of a nation-wide sample of adolescents aged 12–18 
years, 25.2 percent reported experiencing face-to-face bul-
lying and 10 percent cyberbullying (Eurispes 2011).

Bullying is associated with externalizing behaviors, while 
being victimized causes psychological distress, low self-
esteem, depression, anxiety, and psychosomatic symptoms 
(Arsenault, Bowes, and Shakoor 2010; Menesini, Modena, 
and Tani 2009; Ttofi et al. 2011; Veenstra et al. 2010). 
School bullying has also a negative impact on bystanders 
and on other children not involved in bullying problems 
(Gini et al. 2008).

Given these findings, the need for intervention to limit the 
harm caused by bullying is clear and urgent. The question 
is how to intervene: what are the psychological mech-
anisms underlying bullying attacks? What anti-bullying in-
terventions are effective, and to what extent?

We know that bullies are usually motivated to gain domi-
nance within the group (Pellegrini 2002; Salmivalli and 
Peets 2008), but we do not know why they are not stopped 
by the rest of the class. Several mechanisms explain by-
standers’ (non-)reactions. One is diffusion of responsibil-
ity: when an event occurs in front of a group of persons 
each individual feels less responsible (Salmivalli 2010). 
Other reasons include it being easier to be on the side of 
the bullies, as the dominant group in the class, and the at-
titudes of the majority of the class often influencing the by-
standers’ behavior (Gini et al. 2008).

In relation to victimization, Holt and Espelage (2007) find 
that moderate levels of peer support can reduce levels of 

The authors wish to thank the Province of Lucca for 
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anxiety and depression in victims. Flashpohler et al. (2009) 
find that perceived peer social support moderates the rela-
tionship between victimization and quality of life to a 
greater extent than teacher social support. Literature on 
victim support and on the bystanders’ role underlines the 
value of involving the group and specifically uninvolved 
children (the so-called “silent majority”) to change the dy-
namics of bullying and to stop negative behaviors (Menesi-
ni et al. 2003; Salmivalli 2010).

The “peer education” and “peer support actions” approaches 
focus on peer involvement (Cowie and Wallace 2000; Shiner 
1999). These two models are both based on the assumption 
that peers learn from and have significant influence on each 
other, and that norms and behaviors are most likely to 
change when liked and trusted group members take the lead 
(Shiner 1999; Turner and Shepherd 1999). Peer-led models 
grow out of the spontaneous willingness of children and 
adolescents to help one another and create roles and struc-
tures where students, on the role, can be trained and helped 
to act in a responsible, sensitive, and empathic way towards 
other pupils. These programs can enhance active citizenship 
and prosocial behavior among pupils (Cowie and Wallace 
2000; Naylor and Cowie 1999). Several studies support the 
effectiveness of peer education and peer support action in re-
ducing bullying behavior and pro-bullying attitudes (Mene-
sini et al. 2003), increasing support for victims (Houlston, 
Smith, and Jessel 2011), and generating possible benefits for 
peer supporters and schools in general (Cowie et al. 2002; 
Maticka-Tyndale and Barnett 2010; Naylor and Cowie 1999).

Recent meta-analyses show that on average bullying can be 
reduced by 20–23 percent and victimization by 20 percent 
in intervention schools compared with control schools 
(Ttofi and Farrington 2009). Findings on the effectiveness 
of peer support and peer mediation in schools are more 
controversial. A first meta-analysis found working with 
peers to be effective, particularly for reducing victimization 
(Ttofi and Farrington 2009), whereas a more recent paper 
(Ttofi and Farrington 2011) reports it as having a negative 
effect on bullying reduction.

The presents study aims to: 1) contribute to the literature 
in relation to the contradictory results on peer-led models; 

2) understand whether and to what extent a peer-led 
model against bullying and cyberbullying applied in Italy is 
able to counteract some of the mechanisms underlying 
bullying in peer groups. We report results from two studies 
carried out in Italy within an ongoing project tackling bul-
lying and cyberbullying in secondary schools. Although 
certain elements of rigorous program evaluation are lack-
ing, the findings are nonetheless relevant to understanding 
the role of particular mechanisms and program com-
ponents.

1. Study 1: Noncadiamointrappola Phase One
The web-based Noncadiamointrappola (Let’s not fall 
into a trap) project was launched in 2008. It involved 
students from two schools in designing and developing a 
website to promote peer-to-peer content against bullying 
and cyberbullying. More schools became involved during 
the following school year (2009–2010). The present 
study examines the following stages between December 
2009 and June 2010 (Menesini, Calussi, and Nocentini 
2012):
• Initial evaluation (December 2009): questionnaires ad-

ministered to the experimental and control groups 
(T1).

• Launch of the project and awareness-raising. Presenta-
tion of the project to the participating schools and 
classes to raise awareness and generate communication 
on issues related to cyberbullying and bullying.

• Selection of four on-line peer educators and four face-
to-face peer educators in each participating class.

• Training day for peer-educators (eight hours), focused 
on communication skills, problem-solving, and social 
skills in real and virtual interactions.

• Intervention by online educators in the Noncadia-
mointrappola forum through a rotation schedule 
where each educator worked for a period of two weeks, 
each day controlling the forum posting new threads, 
answering questions posted by users, moderating dis-
cussions.

• Intervention by face-to-face peer educators. In par-
ticular, 1) conducting an awareness meeting on bullying 
and cyberbullying with a school class that had not par-
ticipated in the previous steps; 2) participating in a 
meeting with local administrators, police, etc., to ask for 
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specific help making life safer in their city; 3) preparing 
a TV program about bullying and cyberbullying for a 
local network.

• Final evaluation (June 2010): the initial questionnaire 
was re-administered to evaluate the outcome (T2).

The present study evaluates the effectiveness of the inter-
vention, comparing the peer educators, the awareness 
group, and the control group.

1.1. Methodology
The sample comprised 386 adolescents (62 percent fe-
males) enrolled in 9th to 13th grade at eight high schools 
in Tuscany, Italy. The age of participants ranged from 14 to 
20 years (mean 16.29; SD=1.29). The schools were selected 
using a self-selection process and the classes were selected 
by the school staff. The consent procedure consisted of for-
mal approval by the schools and consent by the parents. 
Overall 236 adolescents were included in the analyses on 
the basis of complete data at T1 and T2 (62 percent of the 
sample). Participants who dropped out of the study did not 
differ from those who remained with regard to the initial 
study variables. The sample was divided into three groups 
based on level of involvement in the intervention: 1) the 
control group (students who did not receive any kind of 
intervention: N=47); 2) experimental group 1 (awareness) 
(students who received only an intervention based on 
raising awareness of cyberbullying; N= 126); 3) experi-
mental group 2 (peer educators) (students who were highly 
involved, took part in training, and worked actively in the 
real or virtual community; N= 63).

1.2. Measures
Bullying and Victimization
Bullying and victimization scales were used (Menesini, 
Calussi, and Nocentini 2012). Each scale consists of elev-
en items, asking how often respondents had experienced 
particular behaviors as perpetrator or victim during the 
past couple of months. Each item was evaluated on a 
5-point scale from “never” to “several times a week.” 
Alpha coefficients at T1 and T2 were .80 and .80 for bul-
lying and .59 and .69 for victimization. Although victim-
ization showed low levels, the reliability of the 
victimization scale is confirmed by previous studies (see 
Menesini et al. 2012).

 Cyberbullying and Cybervictimization
A revised version of the cyberbullying scale described by 
Menesini, Nocentini, and Calussi (2011) was used. It con-
sists of two scales, one for perpetration and one for victim-
ization. Each scale consists of eighteen items, asking how 
often respondents had experienced particular behaviors 
during the past couple of months. Each item was evaluated 
on a 5-point scale from “never” to “several times a week.” 
Alpha coefficients at T1 and T2 were .67 and .75 for cy-
berbullying and .72 and .84 for cybervictimization.

1.3. Results of the First Study
A series of mixed repeated measures ANOVAs analyses 
were carried out in order to evaluate the effect of time on 
bullying, victimization, cyberbullying, and cy-
bervictimization across the three groups (peer educators, 
awareness, and control), controlling for gender. For cy-
berbullying, results showed a significant effect of time 
(F(4, 228) = 7.64; p<.001; η2

p = .03), and a significant inter-
action of time*group (F(4, 228) = 3.408; p<.05; η2

p = .02) 
and of time*group*gender (F(4, 288) = 3.039; p<.05; η2

p = 
.02). The main time effect is that the mean for cy-
berbullying decreases significantly from T1 to T2 (Figure 
1). However, interaction effects reveal that this decrease 
varies across groups and gender. As Figure 2 shows, a sig-
nificant decrease over time was found only for peer edu-
cators, and in particular male peer educators (respectively 
F(2, 63) = 4.277; p<.05; η2

p = .07 and F(2, 21) = 5.251; p<.05; 
η2

p = .25 ). No other significant effect was found for bul-
lying, victimization, or cybervictimization.

Figure 1: Change in cyberbullying over time (total sample)

http://www.ijcv.org


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 314 – 321
Menesini, Nocentini, and Palladino: Evaluation of a Peer-led Anti-Bullying Model 317

1.4. Discussion
This first peer-led model produced more strongly positive 
effects for cyberbullying than for traditional bullying and 
stronger effects among male peer educators, who were the 
students involved in a very active and responsible role. The 
project was less effective for the other participants. This 
can be related to the type of intervention we carried out 
with these two groups: the peer educators’ group worked 
more intensively, through the training and other tasks they 
were asked to fulfill. By comparison, the awareness group 
was less involved in the intervention and did not take part 
in an active process of empowerment. As an overall con-
clusion, the intervention showed some benefits but it was 
not so effective for the rest of the class, for victims, or for 
face-to-face bullying and victimization.

2. Study 2: Noncadiamointrappola Phase Two
Phase two of Noncadiamointrappola built on the initial re-
sults and sought to improve certain aspects of the model 
that were found to be underdeveloped in the first trial. 
Four elements were added:
• stronger attention to the victim’s role and to support 

for the victims;
• more efforts to involve the bystanders;
• greater involvement of subject teachers in order to im-

prove action on face-to-face bullying. Face-to-face edu-
cators were supported by class teachers and adapted 
their intervention to school needs. Specifically they tried 

to involve the whole class and produced a short movie 
on cyberbullying, a guide for safer use of e-mail and so-
cial networks, and a poster against cyberbullying. In one 
school they ran a peer-to-peer counseling space. 

• creation of a Facebook group to integrate the web 
forum: online peer educators posted photos, links, and 
video clips as facebook group administrators. 

In order to evaluate the effects of Noncadiamointrappola 
phase two we analyzed data concerning bullying and cy-
berbullying in a before-after comparison of two groups: the 
control group (students who did not receive any kind of in-
tervention) and the experimental group (all students at-
tending classes participating in the project). In a second 
step, differences between peer educators and the other stu-
dents of participant classes were analyzed: this last group 
comprised students who received the intervention provided 
by the trained peer educators within their class. This second 
study sought to evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention 
carried out by the peer educators by measuring the impact 
on the whole class. In particular, the question was: did the 
introduction of structured activities run by peer educators 
lead to change in the experimental classes as a whole? Were 
peer educators agents of change in these classes?

2.1. Methodology
The sample comprised 375 adolescents (males=20.3 per-
cent), enrolled in 9th to 13th grade at four high schools in 
Tuscany. The experimental group composed 231 adoles-

Figure 2: Change in cyberbullying over time by gender
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cents (males = 15.4 percent; mean age = 16.80; SD = 1.92) 
attending ten classes at three high schools, and the control 
group comprised 144 adolescents (males = 20.8 percent; 
mean age = 15.15; SD = .90). Forty-two students from the 
experimental group were enrolled as peer educators 
(males = 23.8 percent). The schools were selected using a 
self-selection process and the classes were selected by the 
school staff. Self-report questionnaires were administered 
in class during school time by trained researchers (in De-
cember 2010 and May 2011). The consent procedure for 
research consisted of formal approval by the schools and 
consent by the parents. Participants who dropped out of 
the study represented 12 percent of the sample (N=55) and 
they did not differ from those who remained with regard to 
the initial study variables. 

2.2. Measure
The same bullying and victimization scales and cyber -
bullying scales used in the first study were administered. 
Reliability coefficients at T1 and T2 were .75 and .82 for 
bullying, .74 and .71 for victimization, .79 and .82 for cy-
berbullying, and .80 and .87 for cybervictimization.

2.3. Results
2.3.1. Experimental vs Control group
Bullying and victimization: Repeated measures ANOVAs 
were conducted to evaluate the change in bullying and 
victimization over time in the two groups. Results 
showed no significant effect of time for both outcome 
measures but a significant interaction of time*group for 
bullying (F(2, 375) = 5.993; p<.05; η2

p = .016) and for vic-
timization (F(2, 375) = 11.848; p<.01; η2

p = .031) (see Fig-
ure 3). For both dimensions, the experimental group 
showed a decrease across time as compared to the control 
group.

Cyberbullying and cybervictimization: Repeated measures 
ANOVAs were conducted on both variables. The results 
show a non-significant effect of time for both cy-
berbullying and cybervictimization, and a non-significant 
interaction of time*group for cyberbullying. For cy-
bervictimization, a significant interaction of time*group 
was found (F(2, 375) = 5.706; p<.05; η2

p = .015), showing a 
decrease over time in the experimental group as compared 
to the control group (see Figure 3).

Figure 3: Change in bullying, victimization, and cybervictimization over time in control group and experimental group
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2.3.2 Peer Educators vs Other Students in Experimental Classes
Repeated measures ANOVAs were conducted to evaluate 
the effect of time on the dependent variable across the 
two groups (peer educators and other students in experi-
mental classes). The results show: 1) for bullying an al-
most significant effect of time (F(2, 231) = 3.453; p = .06) 
and a non-significant interaction of time*group; 2) for 
victimization a significant effect of time (F(2, 231) = 4.178; 

Figure 4: Change in bullying, victimization, and cybervictimization over time for peer educators and other students in experimental classes

3. General Discussion
In the second study, the results show a significant pattern 
of decrease in bullying, victimization, and cy-
bervictimization among peer educators and the other stu-
dents in the experimental classes, as compared with the 
control group. Particularly, they highlight that Phase Two 
of Noncadiamointrappola is an effective approach to pre-
vent and reduce bullying and cyberbullying among adoles-
cents. It showed positive effects on the students involved 
(albeit the effect size is not very large), reducing bullying 
and cyberbullying in the whole class and not simply among 
peer educators. We can hypothesize that in this second 
study the peer educators had the capacity to act as agents of 
change, promoting a reduction of bullying and cy-
berbullying in the whole class.

The main effects applied to both victimization and cy-
bervictimization, showing that greater attention to this 
side of the problem can help reduce the percentage of stu-
dents victimized in the class. These approaches seem able 

to work directly on peer educators and indirectly on the 
whole group, through awareness processes and group dy-
namics.

It appears that the underlying mechanisms behind these 
positive results are the new elements introduced in Phase 
Two, particularly deeper involvement of school teachers 
and of the whole class, and greater attention to victim sup-
port. Overall we obtained greater involvement by the ma-
jority of students by providing more intervention 
opportunities in class and online (forum and Facebook in-
teractions). These results suggest that within a peer-led 
model the type of roles peer educators take on is highly rel-
evant. If they start a process of personal change but are un-
able to involve the other students in this process, this 
approach can have limited effects (see Study 1). But if they 
are supported in their capacity to promote initiatives and 
active participation by other students, the process of 
change can involve the entire class. In this regard, a class 
approach and the involvement of class teachers as practiced 

p<.05; η2
p = .018) and a non-significant interaction of 

time*group; 3) for cybervictimization a significant effect 
of time (F(2, 231) = 8.919; p<.01; η2

p = .037) and a non sig-
nificant interaction of time*group. These results show 
that the decrease across time in bullying, victimization, 
and cybervictimization was the same for both peer edu-
cators and the other students in experimental classes (see 
Figure 4).
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in the Italian model can be more promising than a school 
approach (Cowie and Wallace 2000). 

Although these models highlight the importance of stu-
dents’ active involvement, it is crucial to promote adult in-

volvement and supervision in order to create space and 
time for student intervention. Finally, consideration should 
be devoted to cost-benefit evaluation of the peer-led 
model, given that this model usually has a low cost and can 
be highly profitable for schools and community.
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Identity Centrality and In-Group Superiority 
Differentially Predict Reactions to Historical 
Victimization and Harm Doing
Rezarta Bilali, Department of Conflict Resolution, Human Security, and Global Governance, University of 
Massachusetts Boston, United States

Two U.S. studies report a differential effect of identity centrality and in-group superiority on reactions to in-group victimization and in-group harm-doing. Study 
1 (N = 80) found that higher identity centrality predicted less justification for freely-recalled in-group victim events, whereas higher in-group superiority pre-
dicted more justification for freely-recalled in-group harm-doing events. Study 2 (N = 105) reexamined these findings in specific contexts of historical victimiz-
ation (Pearl Harbor) and harm-doing (Hiroshima and Nagasaki), finding that in-group superiority was a predictor of reactions to historical in-group harm-doing 
(justification, emotional reactions, importance of events), whereas centrality was a predictor of reactions to historical in-group victimization.

Historical memory serves important functions for groups. 
History constitutes an important part of a group’s self-
image and serves to establish a sense of common fate in 
group members (Billig 1995). Group members rely on his-
tory to enhance group identity (Volpato and Licata 2010). 
History also informs a group’s understanding of the pres-
ent and shapes expectations for the future (Bilali and Ross 
2012). For instance, historical memories play an important 
role in maintaining and exacerbating intergroup conflict 
(Devine-Wright 2003). They serve to justify outbreaks of 
violence and delegitimize the opponent (Bar-Tal 2003).

In recent years, a surge of social psychological research has 
investigated people’s reactions to their groups’ or nations’ 
troubled histories (e.g., Branscombe and Doosje 2004; 
Doosje et al. 1998; also see the International Journal of Con-
flict and Violence focus section on collective memories, Vol-
pato and Licata 2010). Generally this research has examined 
the consequences of historical memories, such as reactions 
to descriptions of historical events of an in-group’s harm 
doing (e.g., Cehajic, Brown, and González 2009; Doosje et 
al. 1998; Zebel, Doosje, and Spears 2004; Iyer, Leach and 
Crosby, 2003), or the impact of reminders of past victimiz-
ation on emotional reactions (Frijda 1997; Liu and László 
2007) and on attitudes toward current conflicts (e.g., Wohl 

and Branscombe 2008). The factors that shape individuals’ 
historical memories are not as well understood, however.

People learn about the in-group’s history through media, 
education, leaders, public images and symbols, and con-
versations with family and peers. Although historical mem-
ories are often shared within a group (Bar-Tal 2003), 
members exhibit clear differences in their endorsement of 
historical memories. Therefore, individual-level factors 
might also influence historical memories. Whereas some 
research has investigated factors that influence historical 
memories of the in-group’s harm-doing (e.g., in-group 
identification, Bilali, Tropp, and Dasgupta 2012; Sahdra 
and Ross 2007; right wing authoritarianism, Sibley, Wilson, 
and Robertson, 2007), our knowledge of what shapes 
memories of past victimization is limited. The research de-
scribed here investigates the factors that shape historical 
memories of past in-group victimization and harm-doing 
events. Building on previous research, I adopt social iden-
tity theory as the guiding framework in this research.

1. In-Group Identification and Historical Memories
According to social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 
1986), people derive their self-concepts, in part, from their 
membership in social groups. Because individuals are 
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motivated to view themselves positively, they are also moti-
vated to view their groups favorably. History constitutes an 
important part of a group’s image. The drive to maintain a 
positive self-image should encourage in-group-serving at-
tributions in recollections of the group’s past (Doosje and 
Branscombe 2003). For instance, Baumeister and Hastings 
(1997) observed that distortions of past events that portray 
the in-group positively are more frequent than distortions 
that portray the in-group negatively.

Similar patterns have emerged both in laboratory and field 
settings. For example, in a lab study, participants categor-
ized into arbitrary groups expected in-group members to 
engage in more positive behaviors than out-group 
members and subsequently recalled more positive be-
haviors and fewer negative behaviors committed by 
members of their in-group than by out-group members 
(Howard and Rothbart 1980). In addition, because group 
members are not equally attached to their group, they are 
not equally motivated to protect the in-group’s positive 
image. Individuals to whom group identity is important 
ought to be more motivated to maintain a positive image 
of their group, which in turn should lead to endorsing 
more in-group-favorable memories of the past (Sahdra 
and Ross 2007). For instance, Sahdra and Ross (2007) 
found that the more participants identified with their 
group (either Sikh or Hindu), the less they recalled events 
in which the in-group was a perpetrator. However, they did 
not find a relationship between in-group identification and 
recollections of in-group victim events. While the moti-
vation to maintain a positive self-image helps to illuminate 
biases in historical memories of in-group’s misdeeds, it 
does not explain individual differences in historical mem-
ories of in-group victimization. Is in-group identification 
then irrelevant to remembering an in-group’s past victim-
ization? I suggest that historical memories surrounding in-
group victimization and in-group harm-doing are likely to 
be linked to distinct dimensions of in-group identification.

1.1. Dimensionality of Identification with Ethnic or National Group
There are two main approaches in the study of ethnic and 
national identification. The first draws from social identity 
theory and conceptualizes national identification as yet an-
other form of in-group identification. Within this tradi-

tion, in-group identification has been usually treated as a 
unidimensional construct; however, a growing literature 
(e.g., Cameron and Lalonde 2001; Cameron 2004; El-
lemers, Kortekaas, and Ouwerkerk 1999; Jackson 2002; 
Leach et al. 2008) shows that a multidimensional con-
ceptualization is more appropriate. While there are dis-
agreements about the number and the nature of the 
dimensions (see Leach et al. 2008), Tajfel’s original con-
ceptualization of social identity (1978) included evaluative, 
cognitive, and affective components.

The second approach conceptualizes national identity as a 
specific form of attachment to the group expressed either 
as nationalism or patriotism. Patriotism is perceived as a 
healthy national self-concept, and as positive love of one’s 
own country (Bar-Tal 1993; Kosterman and Feshbach 
1989) independent of out-group derogation (Brewer 
1999). In contrast, nationalism is related to intergroup dif-
ferentiation. The most important underlying dimension of 
nationalism is the view that one’s own group is superior to 
other groups (Kosterman and Feshbach 1989).

In-group superiority. Drawing from both literatures, Roc-
cas, Klar, and Livitian (2006) distinguish between two di-
mensions of identification: glorification and attachment. 
Glorification refers to beliefs in in-group superiority and 
deference to group norms and symbols (related to 
nationalism), whereas attachment refers to cognitive and 
emotional attachment to the in-group, such as self-
definition as a group member or commitment to the 
group. The glorification dimension possesses a strong 
evaluative component. The evaluative component (i.e., 
evaluating the in-group as positive or negative) has been 
the most common way of thinking about in-group identifi-
cation (Leach et al. 2008; for a review see Ashmore, Deaux, 
and McLaughlin-Volpe 2004), and has driven predictions 
regarding the effects of the strength of in-group identifica-
tion. That is, the motivation to view one’s group in a posi-
tive light may drive distortions and legitimizations of past 
events where the in-group was the perpetrator. Roccas and 
colleagues (2006; see also Leidner et al. 2010) used this 
rationale to suggest that the glorification dimension (i.e., 
positive evaluation dimension), rather than group attach-
ment, drives denial of in-group responsibility for harm-
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doing and legitimization of past in-group harms. Recently, 
Roccas, Sagiv, Schwartz, Halevy, and Eidelson (2008) 
further distinguish two dimensions of in-group glorifi-
cation: deference and superiority. Of these two dimensions, 
only the latter constitutes an evaluative component. One 
way in which group members can maintain an in-group’s 
favorable image is to view the in-group as better than other 
groups. This is particularly relevant in conflict contexts due 
to the comparative and competitive nature of intergroup 
conflict. Based on this discussion, it is in-group superiority 
that drives favorable in-group interpretations of an in-
group’s harm doing.

Identity centrality. Roccas and colleagues (2008) also dis-
tinguish between two components related to attachment: 
commitment and identity centrality (which they refer to as 
importance). I will specifically focus on identity centrality 
as an important component capturing the cognitive and af-
fective aspects of in-group identification. Identity cen-
trality is defined as the degree of importance and chronic 
salience of a group membership to a person’s self-concept 
(Ashmore et al. 2004; Leach et al. 2008; Luhtanen and 
Crocker 1992). Identity centrality has been linked to in-
creased perceptions of threat toward the in-group (Leach et 
al. 2008; Sellers and Shelton 2003). Indeed, various studies 
suggest a link between identity centrality and perceived in-
group victimization (e.g., in-group discrimination). In one 
direction, discrimination experiences or prejudice toward 
the in-group might strengthen the importance of that 
group membership (e.g., Branscombe, Schmitt, and Harvey 
1999; Jetten et al. 2001). In the other direction, high cen-
trality of the group membership to a person’s self-concept 
might intensify the sense of in-group discrimination (e.g., 
Major, Quinton, and Schmader 2003). In support of the 
latter directional link, a longitudinal study with Latino and 
White college students on a university campus in the 
United States showed that ethnic identification at Time 1 
predicted heightened perceptions of ethnic victimization 
three years later, whereas the reverse link from a sense of 
victimization to ethnic identification was not significant 
(Thomsen et al. 2010). In that study, the ethnic identifica-
tion measure was closely related to identity centrality: The 
three-item ethnic identification scale included two items 
tapping the identity centrality dimension, whereas one 

item assessed in-group ties (i.e., how close respondents felt 
to other members of their ethnic group). Overall, these 
studies support the idea that the centrality dimension of 
in-group identification is closely related to perceptions of 
in-group victimization.

1.2. Identity Centrality, In-Group Superiority and Historical Memories
The conceptual distinctions between in-group superiority 
and identity centrality may lead to differences regarding 
how each dimension relates to memories and interpre-
tations of past intergroup conflict. Recent literature sug-
gests that harm-doing events pose a threat to a group’s 
morality (e.g., Doosje et al. 1998; Wohl, Branscombe, and 
Klar 2006). Shnabel and Nadler (2008) argue that the con-
flictual past poses different concerns for victims and perpe-
trators. Whereas perpetrators are concerned with restoring 
the morality of their group, victims are motivated to re-
store lost power. These perspectives suggest that different 
types of events (i.e., in-group harm-doing vs. in-group vic-
timization) raise different concerns for group members. 
For instance, terrorist attacks might threaten American 
identity and the well-being of American people, but not 
necessarily the evaluation of American identity as positive 
or negative. However, harm-doing events (e.g., the Abu 
Ghraib events) typically threaten the in-group’s positive 
image. Furthermore, different ways of relating to the in-
group might elicit sensitivity to different types of group 
threats. The desire to maintain a positive and moral self-
image might prompt members of groups that have per-
petrated harm to downplay in-group’s negative events, 
minimize the negative consequences of these events, or 
shift the focus to mitigating conditions that serve to dis-
place in-group’s responsibility. Building on previous re-
search (e.g., Roccas et al. 2006; Leidner et al. 2010), I 
suggest that in-group superiority should further strengthen 
these effects. In turn, identity centrality might elicit re-
sponses when an in-group’s wellbeing or in-group identity 
(not its positive evaluation) is directly threatened. For in-
stance, Baumeister and colleagues (e.g., Baumeister, Still-
well, and Wotman 1990; Baumeister and Catanese 2001) 
observe that victims’ accounts of interpersonal transgress-
ions emphasized the negative and lasting consequences of 
harm and perpetrators’ responsibility for the acts. I pre-
dicted that in an intergroup context identity centrality 
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should strengthen these effects. The more central group 
identity is to self-concept, the more the members of victim 
groups will emphasize in-group victimization – the 
negative consequences of the harm and perpetrators’ re-
sponsibility for the acts.

2. Study 1: U.S. as Victim or Perpetrator
 The aim of Study 1 was to provide an initial test of these 
ideas. For this purpose I adopted the free recall task used 
by Sahdra and Ross (2007, study 1). I hypothesized that 
identity centrality and in-group superiority would dif-
ferentially predict the number of freely-recalled victim and 
perpetrator events, as well as the degree to which these vi-
olent acts are perceived as justifiable. Based on this, I de-
rived two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. In-group superiority should predict remem-
bering of an in-group’s past misdeeds, such as recollections 
of fewer events in which the in-group was a perpetrator 
(H1a), and increased justification for in-group perpetrator 
events (H1b).

Hypothesis 2. Identity centrality should predict remem-
bering of an in-group’s past victimization, such as recall of 
more events in which the in-group was a victim (H2a), and 
less justification for in-group victim events (H2b).

2.1. Methods
2.1.1. Participants and Procedures
Eighty participants (61 women, 19 men) were recruited at 
a university in the Northeastern United States. Participants 
were told that they were participating in a study examining 
their opinions on important events in U.S. history. First, 
participants were asked to complete measures of in-group 
(i.e., American) identification, then they were asked to 
freely recall and rate the justifiability of past events in 
which the U.S. was either a victim or a perpetrator.

2.1.2. Measures
 Identity centrality and in-group superiority. Identity cen-
trality was measured by the following three items: “Being an 
American is an important part of how I see myself,” “I often 
think about the fact that I am American” (adapted from 
Cameron 2004; Leach at al. 2008), and “Being an American 

is an important part of my self-image” (adapted from 
Cameron 2004). All items were measured using six-point 
scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). The three items were aggregated to form a measure 
of identity centrality (α = .87) (M = 3.59, SD = 1.17).

Two items that tapped the superiority dimension (rather 
than deference dimension) in Roccas et al.’s glorification 
scale (2006) were used to measure in-group superiority: 
“Relative to other nations, the U.S. is a very moral nation” 
and “The U.S. is better than all other nations in all respects.” 
The two items were averaged to form a composite measure 
(α = .66) of in-group superiority (M = 2.85, SD = 1.09).

The correlation between identity centrality and in-group 
superiority was moderate (r = .40) suggesting that the two 
identity dimensions are distinct and could be entered as 
simultaneous predictors in data analyses without raising 
multicollinearity concerns.

Free recall task. Participants were asked to think about the 
recent history of the United States (past one hundred 
years) and its role in international arena. Then, they were 
asked to recall up to six events in which the United States 
was a perpetrator of violent episodes committed toward 
another country or group, and up to six events in which 
the United States was a victim of violent episodes com-
mitted by other countries or groups.

Justification. For each recalled event, participants were 
asked to rate the extent to which they believed the events 
were justifiable in a scale ranging from 1 (not justified) to 6 
(very justified). Justification ratings were averaged separ-
ately across perpetrator and victim events, forming one 
composite score for the degree of justification of victim 
events and one score for the degree of justification of per-
petrator events.

2.1.3. Data Analysis
Repeated measures general linear models (GLM) were con-
ducted with identity centrality and in-group superiority as 
continuous predictors. Type of event (perpetrator vs. vic-
tim) was the within-subject factor. The dependent variables 
were (1) the number of recalled events, and (2) justifi-
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cation of the events. The simultaneous inclusion of identity 
centrality and in-group superiority as predictors made it 
possible to assess the unique effects of each identity dimen-
sion controlling for the other dimension. The interaction 
between in-group superiority and identity centrality was 
also tested in initial analyses. Because there were no sig-
nificant interaction effects, the interaction term was ex-
cluded from the final analyses.

2.2. Results
2.2.1. Number of Recalled Events
The recalled events included the atomic bombings of Hi-
roshima and Nagasaki, slavery, abuse at Abu Ghraib and 
Guantanamo Bay, the recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
as perpetrator events, and terrorist attacks on U.S. targets 
as victim events including the Pearl Harbor attack, the 
9/11, the Iranian hostage crisis, and the USS Cole bombing. 
Some events, such as the Vietnam War, were included 
among perpetrator events by some participants, but among 
victim events by others.

The GLM yielded no difference between the number of 
perpetrator events and the number of victim events re-
called, F (1, 77) = 2.01, p = .16, η2 = .025. For each type of 
event, participants wrote down, on average, slightly more 
than two events (for means and standard deviations of all 
items see Table 1). The results revealed a superiority x type 
interaction, F (1, 77) = 7.46, p < .01, η2 = .09. As expected 

(H1a), higher in-group superiority marginally predicted 
recall of fewer events in which the in-group was a perpetra-
tor, but in-group superiority did not predict the number of 
recalled events in which the in-group was a victim. 
Contrary to the predictions (H2a), centrality was not as-
sociated with the number of recalled events, F (1, 77) = 
1.53, p = .22, η2 = .02, and its interaction with type of event 
was not significant, F (1, 77) = 1.08, p = .30, η2 = .01. All 
standardized regression coefficients are shown in Table 1.

2.2.2. Justification
The GLM yielded a main effect of type of event, F (1, 59) = 
19.53, p < .001, �² = .25, indicating that in-group victim 
events were perceived to be less justifiable than in-group 
harm-doing (perpetrator) events (see Table 1). As ex-
pected, the effect of type was qualified by two-way inter-
actions with centrality, F (1, 59) = 18.46, p < .001, �² = .24, 
and Superiority, F (1, 59) = 11.18, p = .001, �² = .16. Sup-
porting both hypotheses (H1b and H2b), higher identity 
centrality predicted less justification for events in which 
the in-group was a victim, whereas higher in-group su-
periority predicted more justification for events in which 
the in-group was a perpetrator (see Table 1). Identity cen-
trality did not predict justification for perpetrator events, 
and superiority did not predict justification for victim 
events.

Table 1: Regressions predicting construals of historical events from identity centrality and in-group superiority (means, standard deviations, and 
 standardized beta coefficients) (Study 1)

.

Number of recalled events

Justification

Number of recalled events

Justification

M

Victim events

2.12

1.89

Perpetrator events

2.25

2.91

SD

1.11

.99

1.73

1.31

Centrality
β

.14

-.34

.18

.14

p

.31

.01

.29

.32

Superiority
β

-.13

-.16

-.24

.36

p

.36

.23

.08

.009
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2.3. Discussion
This study lends support to the hypothesis that identity 
centrality and in-group superiority are differentially as-
sociated with justification of different types of events. As 
expected, the results revealed that higher identity centrality 
predicted less justification for events in which the in-group 
was a victim, whereas higher superiority predicted more 
justification for events in which the in-group was a perpe-
trator of attacks. In addition, the superiority dimension 
was a marginal predictor for the number of recalled events 
in which the in-group was a perpetrator. Interestingly, 
there was no difference between the number of perpetrator 
and victim events recalled, and contrary to predictions, 
identity centrality was not associated with the number of 
recalled victim events.

Unlike Sahdra and Ross’s study (2007), in which partici-
pants were asked to recall violent events that occurred 
within a particular intergroup conflict context, participants 
in the present study were asked to recall a variety of perpe-
trator and victim events in U.S. history. As a consequence, 
participants in this study reported major historical events 
such as the Vietnam War, Pearl Harbor, atomic bombings 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 9/11 attacks, or the war in 
Iraq. Due to the prominence of these events in the history 
of the United States, it is possible that individual dif-
ferences in dimensions of in-group identification (e.g., 
identity centrality) might influence construals of major 
events without impacting their recollection. This might ex-
plain the lack of relationship between the two in-group 
identification dimensions and the number of recalled 
events. Therefore, in Study 2, I extended the investigation 
by examining group members’ construals of a specific in-
group victim event (Pearl Harbor) and a specific in-group 
perpetrator event (Hiroshima and Nagasaki), which were 
mentioned by the majority of participants in Study 1.

3. Study 2: Pearl Harbor and Hiroshima
 Study 2 aimed to replicate and extend the findings of Study 
1. In Study 2, instead of asking participants to freely recall 
historical events, I assessed their construals of two import-
ant events in U.S. history: the atomic bombings of Hiroshi-
ma and Nagasaki (a harm-doing event) and the Pearl 
Harbor attack (a victimization event). There were two main 

reasons for the choice of these two events. First, a majority 
of respondents in Study 1 freely recalled Pearl Harbor and 
Hiroshima/Nagasaki bombings, suggesting that American 
college students are familiar with these two events. Second, 
as Study 2 aimed to compare construals of a victim versus a 
perpetrator event, it was important to consider two histori-
cal events that differed mainly in one dimension (i.e., vic-
tim versus perpetrator), but were similar in other 
important dimensions that might drive differential con-
struals. For instance, the events have similar temporal dis-
tance, and the out-group (i.e., the Japanese) is the same in 
both incidents. Therefore, any differences in participants’ 
reactions to these events will be due to the type of event 
(i.e., victim versus perpetrator) rather than to different 
temporal distance or characteristics of the out-group.

 One important weakness of Study 1 was the single-item 
justification measure. To better assess the construals of 
these events, and to complement the justification measure 
used in Study 1, in study 2 I also examined exonerating 
cognitions. In addition, I assessed emotional reactions 
(anger and sympathy) and the perceived importance of 
each historical event (personal importance and importance 
in U.S. history).

Similar to the predictions in Study 1, I expected that iden-
tity centrality would predict construals of in-group victim 
event, whereas in-group superiority would predict con-
struals of in-group perpetrator event.

Hypothesis 1. In-group superiority should predict favorable 
in-group construals of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki, but should not be associated with construals 
of the Pearl Harbor attack. Specifically, higher in-group su-
periority would predict more justification of the atomic 
bombings (H1a), less anger toward the United States, and 
less sympathy for the Japanese (H1b). Higher in-group su-
periority should also be associated with evaluating the 
atomic bombings as less important in U.S. history (H1c).

Hypothesis 2. In contrast, identity centrality should predict 
construals of the Pearl Harbor attack, but not of the atomic 
bombings. Those participants to whom identity is more 
central to their self-concept should view Pearl Harbor to be 
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less justifiable (H2a). They would also report more anger 
toward Japan, more sympathy for American victims (H2b), 
and would view Pearl Harbor as more important in U.S. 
history (H2c).

3.1. Methods
3.1.1. Participants
Participants were 105 undergraduates (86 women, 19 men) 
at a university in the Northeastern United States (mean age 
= 20.64, SD = 3.17). Participants were awarded research 
credits for their participation.

Sixteen participants reported coming from a working class 
or a lower-middle-class family, forty-eight from a middle-
class family, and forty-one from an upper-middle-class 
family. Eighty-six participants identified themselves as 
White, five as Asian, three as Black, six as Hispanic, and the 
rest identified with an ethnic group not identified in the 
questionnaire.

One item asked participants to categorize themselves 
politically on a six-point scale from -3 (very liberal) to +3 
(very conservative). The mean self-reported political orien-
tation within the sample was slightly liberal (M = -1.04, SD 
= 1.64). Another item assessed participants’ interest in his-
tory: “Generally speaking how much interest would you 
say you have in history?” (-3 = very uninterested; +3 = very 
interested). Participants were mildly interested in history 
(M = .45, SD = 1.91).

3.1.2. Procedures
Participants in the psychology department’s subject pool 
were invited to participate in a survey research on “public 
opinions about contemporary and historical events in the 
United States.” The first set of items in the questionnaire 
assessed identity centrality and in-group superiority (with 
regard to American identity). The second set assessed reac-
tions toward two historical events: the Pearl Harbor attack 
and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. To 
control for order effects, half of the sample first completed 
the survey section on Pearl Harbor, whereas the other half 
first completed the Hiroshima and Nagasaki section. At the 
end, participants completed demographic items. Partici-
pants received research credits for their participation.

3.1.3. Measures
Identity centrality and in-group superiority. As in Study 1, 
three items were used to assess identity centrality. However, 
in order to increase the validity of the scale, the item “I 
often think about the fact that I am an American” (referring 
to identity salience, see Sellers et al. 1998) was replaced with 
another item specifically tapping the identity centrality con-
struct: “The fact that I am American is an important part of 
my identity” (adapted from Leach et al. 2008).

The same items as in Study 1 were used to assess in-group 
superiority, with the addition of one more item to improve 
the scale’s reliability: “My nation is superior to other 
nations in most respects.” All items were measured on six-
point scales (1 = strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree). 
Each three-item scale revealed good reliability (α = .90 for 
identity centrality; and α = .74 for in-group superiority).

The mean identity centrality (M = 3.98, SD = 1.23) and in-
group superiority (M = 3.24, SD = 1.23) were both slightly 
above the respective scale’s mid-point. The correlation be-
tween identity centrality and in-group superiority was 
moderate (r = .46).

 Justification. The same item as in Study 1 was used to assess 
the degree to which participants perceived the violent 
events to be justifiable.

Exonerating cognitions. Three items were constructed to as-
sess the degree to which participants used exonerating cog-
nitions to legitimize the attacks: “Considering the 
conditions of the World War, the Americans [Japanese] at-
tacked Hiroshima and Nagasaki [Pearl Harbor] because 
they did not have any other choice of action,” “The Ameri-
can [Japanese] attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki [Pearl 
Harbor] were intended to save American [Japanese] lives,” 
and “The attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki [Pearl Har-
bor] can be considered to be a patriotic act of the Ameri-
cans [Japanese] to save their country and their people.” 
The three-item scales revealed good reliabilities (( = .75 for 
Pearl Harbor; ( = .72 for atomic bombings).

Perceived importance of the event. Participants were asked 
to rate the importance of each event in U.S. history as 

http://www.ijcv.org


IJCV : Vol. 6 (2) 2012, pp. 322 – 338
Bilali: Identity Centrality, Superiority, and Historical Memories 329

well as the personal importance of the events on a six-
point scale (1 = not at all important; 6 = very import-
ant). The items read: “How important is Pearl Harbor 
attack [Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings] in the 
United States history?” and “How important is Pearl 
Harbor attack [Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings] to 
you personally?”

Emotional reactions. For each event, participants were asked 
to rate the degree to which they felt each of the following 
emotions when thinking about the historical event: (1) “I 
feel anger toward Japan [the U.S.],” (2) “I feel sympathy to-
ward the victims of the attacks,” and (3) “I feel sympathy 
toward the Japanese [Americans] in general.” All items 
were measured on six-point scales ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

3.1.4. Data Analysis
As in Study 1, repeated measures General Linear Models 
(GLM) were used to analyze the data. Type of event (per-
petrator vs. victim) was entered as the within-subject fac-
tor, whereas identity centrality and in-group superiority 

were entered as continuous predictors. Target group (in-
group vs. out-group) was included as an additional within-
subject factor in the analyses of emotional reactions.

Similar to the procedure in Study 1, the interaction be-
tween identity centrality and in-group superiority was en-
tered in initial models, but was later dropped as there were 
no significant interaction effects. The order in which the 
events were presented might also influence the construals 
of these historical events, particularly because Pearl Harbor 
and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are 
perceived to be causally linked (i.e., Pearl Harbor might 
provide justification for the atomic bombings). Therefore, 
order was entered as a factor in the initial GLM analyses; 
however it was excluded from the final reports as there 
were no significant effects.

Following the GLM analyses, as in Study 1, regression ana-
lyses for each type of event were conducted to clarify inter-
action effects. The standardized beta coefficients from 
these analyses, as well as the means and standard deviations 
of all dependent variables are presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Regressions predicting construals of historical events from identity centrality and in-group superiority (means, standard deviations, and 
 standardized beta coefficients) (Study 2)

..

Justification

Exonerating cognitions

Anger toward:

the United States

Japan

Sympathy for:

Victims

Americans

Japanese

Historical importance

Personal importance

M

Pearl Harbor (victim event)

2.6

3.01

2.05

3.57

5.29

3.93

2.79

5.40

3.19

SD

1.28

1.13

1.28

1.53

1.06

1.26

1.44

.77

1.29

Centrality

β

-.22

-.13

.01

.44

.34

.34

-.14

.24

.34

p

.05

.27

.96

.000

.002

.002

.19

.03

.002

Superiority

β

.13

.11

-.15

-.02

-.19

.01

-.20

-.12

-.07

p

.26

.33

.19

.87

.08

.96

.06

.28

.53

M

Atomic bombings (perpetrator event)

3.11

2.91

2.75

2.62

4.94

3.07

3.54

5.07

3.13

SD

1.33

1.17

1.43

1.31

1.20

1.42

1.33

1.07

1.29

Centrality

β

.07

-.05

.03

.18

.14

.17

-.02

.11

.08

p

.50

.67

.80

.11

.17

.12

.82

.32

.46

Superiority

β

.26

.46

-.30

.06

-.46

.02

-.23

-.28

-.15

p

.02

.000

.007

.59

.000

.84

.04

.01

.17
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3.2. Results and Discussion
3.2.1. Justification
The GLM analysis revealed a marginal main effect of type 
of event, F (1, 101) = 3.35, p = .07, η2 = .03, such that the 
perpetrator event (the atomic bombings) was rated as 
more justifiable than the victim event (Pearl Harbor) (see 
Table 2). There was also a marginal interaction between 
type of event and centrality, F (1, 101) = 3.39, p = .07, η2 
= .03. Supporting H2a, higher identity centrality pre-
dicted less justification for the Pearl Harbor attack, but 

did not predict justification for the atomic bombings. Al-
though type x superiority interaction was not significant, 
F (1, 101) = .88, p = .35, higher in-group superiority pre-
dicted higher justification for atomic bombings of Hiros-
hima and Nagasaki, but did not predict justification for 
Pearl Harbor (supporting H1a; see Table 2). Figures 1 and 
2 respectively show the effects of identity centrality and 
in-group superiority on justification of Pearl Harbor and 
the atomic bombings. Overall, these results replicated the 
findings of Study 1.

Figure 1: The effect of identity centrality and in-group superiority on justification of the Pearl Harbor attack
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3.2.2. Exonerating Cognitions
The GLM analysis yielded a main effect for type of event, F 
(1, 90) = 9.17, p < .01, partial η2 = .09, which was further 
qualified by a type x superiority interaction, F (1, 90) = 8.9, 
p < .01, η2 = .09. As shown in Table 2, the interaction effect 
revealed that higher in-group superiority predicted higher 
legitimization of the perpetrator event (atomic bombing), 
but was not related to legitimization of the victim event 
(Pearl Harbor).

The interaction between centrality and type was not sig-
nificant, F (1, 90) = .24, p = .62, indicating that centrality 
was not a significant predictor of legitimization of either 
victim or perpetrator event. One explanation for the lack 
of relationship between identity centrality and (lower) 

legitimization of the Pearl Harbor attack might be that 
exonerating cognitions are less relevant to in-group victim-
ization. Exonerating cognitions constitute legitimization 
mechanisms that are activated when the in-group has com-
mitted misdeeds. Thus, there is no reason for group 
members to use exonerating cognitions in instances of in-
group victimization.

3.2.3. Emotional Reactions
Anger. The repeated measures GLM revealed a marginal 
effect of type, F (1, 102) = 3.53, p = .06, η2 = .03, such that 
less anger was evoked by Pearl Harbor (M = 1.81, SE = 
.11) than by Hiroshima and Nagasaki (M = 2.67, SE = 
.10). The results also yielded a main effect of target, F (1, 
102) = 11.93, p = .001, η2 = .11, such that participants re-

Figure 2: The effect of identity centrality and in-group superiority on justification of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic bombings
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ported feeling less angry toward the in-group (M = 2.41, 
SE = .11) than toward the out-group (M = 3.10, SE = 
.12).

More importantly, the results yielded a target x centrality 
interaction, F (1, 102) = 9.11, p < .01, η2 = .08, which was 
further qualified by a three-way interaction with type, F (1, 
102) = 4.41, p = .04, η2 = .04. Lending support to H2b, cen-
trality predicted more out-group anger in response to Pearl 
Harbor, but did not predict out-group anger in response to 
atomic bombings, or anger toward the in-group in either 
event.

Target also interacted with superiority, F (1, 102) = 5.52, p 
< .05, η2 = .05, such that higher in-group superiority pre-
dicted less anger toward the in-group (i.e., the United 
States), but did not predict anger toward the out-group 
(i.e., Japan). Although the three way interaction between 
target, type and superiority did not reach significance, F (1, 
102) = 2.31, p = .13, η2 = .02, superiority was a significant 
predictor of in-group anger (i.e., less anger toward the 
United States) for the atomic bombings, but not for Pearl 
Harbor (supporting H1b; see Table 2).

Not surprisingly, these results suggest that the two dimen-
sions, identity centrality and in-group superiority, predict 
anger directed toward the harm-doer, but not toward the 
victim. Furthermore, identity centrality predicts experienc-
ing more anger toward the harm-doer (i.e., the out-group) 
when the in-group is the victim of violence, whereas in-
group superiority predicts less anger toward the in-group 
when the in-group is the harm-doer.

Sympathy. A 2 x 3 repeated measures GLM was conducted 
with in-group superiority and identity centrality as con-
tinuous predictors. Type of event (victim vs. perpetrator) 
and target (victims of attacks vs. in-group members vs. 
out-group members) were the within-subject factors. The 
dependent variable was the amount of sympathy felt to-
ward each target.1

The results yielded a main effect of target, F (2, 204) = 
13.19, p < .001, η2 = .11, such that participants reported 
feeling most sympathy toward the victims of attack (M = 
5.11, SE = .09), then toward the in-group (M = 3.74, SE = 
.11), and least toward the out-group (M = 2.93, SE = .11).

In addition, there was a significant type x target inter-
action, F (2, 204) = 16.78, p < .001, η2 = .14, which was 
further qualified by three-way interactions with centrality, 
F (2, 204) = 8.52, p < .001, η2 = .08, and superiority, F (2, 
204) = 5.56, p < .01, η2 = .05. A decomposition of the 
three-way interaction effects lent support to H1b and H2b 
(see standardized regression coefficients in Table 2). In the 
context of the Pearl Harbor attack, the more American 
identity was central to participants’ self-concept, the more 
sympathy they felt for the American victims and for 
Americans in general. By contrast, in the context of Hiros-
hima and Nagasaki, the more participants viewed the in-
group as superior, the less sympathy they felt for the 
victims and for the Japanese in general.

Overall, the two in-group identification dimensions, iden-
tity centrality and in-group superiority, predicted sym-
pathy for the victims of the attacks and for members of the 
attacked group. As expected, identity centrality predicted 
more sympathy for the victims and the victim group in 
general when the in-group was the victim of attacks, 
whereas in-group superiority predicted less sympathy for 
the victims and the group members of the victimized 
groups when the in-group was the harm-doer.

3.2.4. Importance of Historical Events
Importance of historical events for U.S. history. The GLM 
analysis did not yield any significant results (F (1, 102) = 
1.17, p = .28 for type; F (1, 102) = 2.69, p = .10 for type x 
superiority interaction; F (1, 102) = .30, p = .58 for type x 
centrality interaction). However, in support of H1c and 
H2c, univariate analyses conducted for each type of event 
separately indicated that identity centrality predicted 
higher ratings of the importance of Pearl Harbor, whereas 

1 Sympathy toward the victims of each event (Pearl 
Harbor and atomic bombings), as well as the import-
ance of these events in U.S. history, were highly skewed 

(see means in Table 1). Transformations of these vari-
ables did not restore normality. Thus, the variables 
were dichotomized at the mean, and logistic regres-

sions were conducted with centrality and superiority 
as predictors. The results of these analyses replicate the 
results of linear regressions presented in Table 1.
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in-group superiority predicted lower ratings of the import-
ance of the atomic bombings (see Table 2). Superiority was 
not related to the importance of Pearl Harbor, whereas 
centrality was not related to the importance of the atomic 
bombings.

Personal importance of historical events. The GLM analysis 
yielded a significant effect of type, F (1, 102) = 8.27, p < .01, 
η2 = .075, such that Pearl Harbor was rated as more import-
ant (M = 3.19, SD = 1.29) than the atomic bombings (M = 
3.13, SD = 1.29). There was also a significant type x cen-
trality interaction, F (1, 102) = 5.49, p = .02, η2 = .05, indi-
cating that, as expected, higher identity centrality predicted 
heightened personal importance of Pearl Harbor, but not of 
the atomic bombings. The type x superiority interaction 
was not significant, however, F (1, 102) = .59, p = .44.

While in-group superiority did not influence the degree to 
which these historical events were personally important, 
the results confirm the expectation regarding identity cen-
trality: That is, participants higher in identity centrality 
perceived the in-group’s historical victimization event as 
more important to them.

4. General Discussion
 The studies reveal initial evidence that identity centrality 
and in-group superiority differentially predict historical 
memories of in-group victimization and in-group harm-
doing. Specifically, in-group superiority predicted reac-
tions to historical memories of in-group harm doing (e.g., 
justification, emotional reactions, and perceived import-
ance of events), whereas identity centrality predicted reac-
tions to historical memories of in-group victimization. 
The hypotheses were consistently supported in both 
studies, and across the dependent variables in Study 2. 
This research contributes to two areas of study in the con-
text of intergroup violence: social identity and historical 
memories.

 Consistent with previous studies (e.g., Leach et al. 2008; 
Roccas et al. 2008) the current findings emphasize the im-
portance of using a multidimensional approach to social 
identity. Recent research (e.g., Leidner et al. 2010; Roccas 
et al. 2006) demonstrates that in-group glorification, 

rather than attachment, drives the adverse effects of in-
group identification in intergroup conflict and violence. 
However, by focusing only on the in-group’s misdeeds, 
these previous findings capture only phenomena related 
to one aspect of intergroup conflict. The current research 
suggests that identity centrality, rather than in-group su-
periority, might drive responses to historical victimiz-
ation.

The scales previously used to assess in-group glorification 
and attachment consist of items tapping deference and su-
periority dimensions (for in-group glorification), and iden-
tity centrality and commitment dimensions (for in-group 
attachment). The conceptual differences between these di-
mensions might, however, produce mixed research find-
ings. For instance, Sellers et al. (2008) note the difference 
between identity centrality and other affective and evalu-
ative dimensions of in-group attachment in the context of 
racial identity. Overall, the current findings call for further 
investigation of the role of identity centrality and other in-
group identification dimensions in intergroup conflict.

Research on the magnitude gap in interpersonal trans-
gressions suggests that both victims and perpetrators sys-
tematically, though differentially, distort memories of the 
past (e.g., Baumeister et al. 1990; Baumeister and Catanese 
2001). Victims’ accounts of the transgressions emphasize 
the negative and lasting consequences of the harm and the 
perpetrators’ responsibility, whereas perpetrators focus on 
the mitigating circumstances that led them to carry the 
acts and minimize the consequences of their actions on 
the victims (Baumeister and Catanese 2001). At the level 
of intergroup conflict, Kraft (2009) observes similar dis-
crepancies in accounts given by victims and perpetrators 
to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Af-
rica. However, previous research has not assessed how in-
group identification might differentially influence these 
discrepancies. The results of the present studies indicate 
that different ways of relating to the in-group (i.e., dif-
ferent identity dimensions) might strengthen these sys-
tematic differences in historical memory. For instance, 
in-group superiority was associated with more exonerat-
ing cognitions (i.e., the use of mitigating circumstances to 
legitimize the events). However, when the in-group was 
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the victim, identity centrality was associated with in-
creased anger toward the perpetrator of in-group harm, 
more sympathy toward in-group victims, less justification 
of in-group victimization, and heightened perceived im-
portance of the events.

 The present research has several limitations. First, both 
studies used correlational methods. Participants completed 
measures of in-group identification before they were rem-
inded of historical events, and in-group identification di-
mensions were considered predictors of construals of 
historical events. However, causal direction might also be 
reversed, such that the in-group’s history might play an 
important role in the construction of group identity (see 
the extended discussion below). A second limitation of the 
present research is the use of student samples. Special char-
acteristics of the student samples (e.g., education, ideology, 
age) might have influenced the observed relations. In par-
ticular, prior research on collective memories reveals strong 
generational and cohort effects on remembering of collec-
tive events (e.g., Schuman and Corning 2012).

Although group histories always include both harm-doing 
and victimization episodes, these types of events have typi-
cally been addressed in separate areas of research. The in-
terpretations of historical victimization and harm-doing 
do not occur in a vacuum, but within the in-group’s 
broader historical narrative. Often historical events of vic-
timization and perpetration are causally linked (whether 
real or perceived). For instance, the Pearl Harbor attack is 
often perceived to have led to the atomic bombings of Hi-
roshima and Nagasaki. Although order effects in the cur-
rent analyses were not significant, the perceived causal link 
between Pearl Harbor and Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the 
United States represents a weakness of the repeated 
measures design of Study 2.

Nevertheless, the current research provides initial evidence 
that different dimensions of in-group identification are 
linked to different construals of the in-group’s past. Future 
research should delve deeper into the nature of these re-
lations, and determine potential moderating factors that 
might further explain the complex relation between group 
identity and historical memory.

5. The Nature of the Relationship between Group Identity and 
Historical Memories
Building on previous literature, I predicted that different 
cognitive and motivational factors underpinning each 
identity dimension would lead to biases in historical mem-
ories of in-group victimization and in-group harm-doing. 
According to this view, the adverse effects of in-group su-
periority (or in-group identification in previous research) 
are a result of a motivated defense to image threats posed 
by the in-group’s misdeeds. However, there might be other 
explanations for the observed results. For instance, in-
group superiority implies that group members have an in-
flated (positive) image of their group. Flattering national 
images are part of the national narrative of most nations. 
National narrative might be used as an in-group stereo-
type, which serves to perpetuate the glorified images of the 
in-group through selection and distortion of events in 
ways that confirm the stereotype (Hirshberg 1993). His-
torical events of in-group harm-doing are learned and in-
terpreted through the existing knowledge frameworks 
about the in-group (i.e., in-group’s master narrative, see 
Hammack 2009). Because those individuals who view the 
in-group as superior to other groups are likely to endorse 
flattering national images, they are also more likely to re-
interpret negative historical events in ways that fit the exist-
ing images (Bilali, forthcoming). Therefore, a schema 
consistency effect is also a plausible interpretation of the 
association between in-group superiority and historical 
memories of in-group harm-doing.

Although the present research considered in-group identifi-
cation dimensions as antecedents of construals of historical 
events, the relation between identity and historical mem-
ories is dynamic (e.g., Kurtis, Adams, and Yellow-Bird 2010). 
At a collective level, historical memories form the content of 
group identity (Billig 1995). Social representations of the in-
group’s history might in turn influence the degree and the 
way in which individuals identify with their group (Liu and 
Hilton 2005). For instance, to enhance their identity, groups 
often distort the past by silencing or reinterpreting the 
negative events in their history, and by embellishing and 
glorifying history to portray the in-group favorably (Bau-
meister and Hastings 1997). Such glorified portrayals of the 
in-group’s history might lead group members to view their 
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in-group as superior to other groups (i.e., leading to higher 
in-group superiority). However, when the in-group’s history 
is portrayed negatively, group members might disidentify 
with their group to avoid negative psychological con-
sequences on the self (Liu and Hilton 2005). In contrast, 
historical memories of past victimization increase group 
solidarity and strengthen in-group identity (Devine-Wright 
2003; Roe 2003), though they might also damage group es-
teem (Pratto and Glasford 2008). Additionally, the in-
group’s past victimization can also be used to provide moral 
legitimacy to current and future aggressive ventures of the 
in-group (Wohl and Branscombe 2008).

Overall, the above discussion suggests that although the de-
gree (e.g., Sahdra and Ross 2007) and nature of in-group 
identification might lead to biases in historical memories 
(as shown by the present research), the characteristics and 
uses of historical memories might also influence how indi-
viduals relate to their groups (i.e., identity dimensions). 
Future research should further investigate this dynamic re-
lationship. Longitudinal studies would be best suited to as-
sessing how identification with the in-group influences 
construals of historical events, and in turn, how changes in 
the collective/social representations of the nation’s history 
influence in-group identification.

6. Conclusion
 The present research has important implications for the 
study of conflict and violence. Theoretically, the findings 
shed light on the psychological underpinnings of reac-
tions toward historical victimization and harm-doing. 
Construals of historical events of perpetration and vic-
timization are extremely important as they might either 
exacerbate conflicts or facilitate reconciliation. Thus, a 
better understanding of the psychological factors that 
contribute to construals of victim and perpetrator events 
is important in informing strategies to address the 
underlying motivations and needs arising from these 
events. Furthermore, the current research shifts the focus 
from the study of victim and perpetrator groups, to stu-
dying events in which a group has either perpetrated or 
experienced harm. This is important considering the cyc-
lical nature of most violent conflicts. Often, establishing 
one group as a victim or a perpetrator is contentious, as 
even groups that have perpetrated mass violence and 
genocide might perceive themselves as victims (Bilali et 
al. 2012). The current research points to the benefits of 
integrating the two areas of research (i.e., on victim 
groups and perpetrator groups) to reach a better under-
standing of the dynamics underlying intergroup violence 
and conflict.
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A Farewell to Innocence? African Youth and Violence in 
the Twenty-First Century
Charles Ugochukwu Ukeje, Department of International Relations, Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria
Akin Iwilade, Department of International Relations, Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria

This is a broad examination of the issue of youth violence in twenty-first-century Africa, looking at the context within which a youth culture of violence has 
evolved and attempting to understand the underlining discourses of hegemony and power that drive it. The article focuses specifically on youth violence as a 
political response to the dynamics of (dis)empowerment, exclusion, and economic crisis and uses (post)conflict states like Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Nigeria 
to explain not just the overall challenge of youth violence but also the nature of responses that it has elicited from established structures of authority. Youth vi-
olence is in many ways an expression of youth agency in the context of a social and economic system that provides little opportunity.

When a bird perches on a long rope, neither the bird nor the 
rope can expect stability.

Yoruba proverb

1. Introduction: Youth and Agency in the African Public Space
In most parts of modern Africa, the relationship between 
youth and society can be described by the metaphor of the 
bird and the rope. Like the rope, African society is faced 
with a growing youth population (the bird) whose very ex-
pression of “being” (the simple, and perhaps even necess-
ary, act of perching) is potentially destabilizing for all 
concerned. Many societies in contemporary Africa are only 
now coming to terms with concerns that the youth ques-
tion, and its potentially destabilizing impact on social re-
lations, may be replacing ethnicity and religion as a more 
powerful framework for explaining dynamics of social 
change on the continent. This concern is neither unfounded 
nor misplaced, not just because more than two-thirds of the 
continent’s population are under the age of 35 years – mak-
ing it the most “youthful” continent (Richards 2002), but 
more importantly because the variety of youth en-
gagements is having significant impacts – for good or bad 
–in many communities. Therefore, rather than merely fo-
cusing on how society shapes youth and experiences of 
youth, understanding the dynamics of social change in 

 Africa also requires interrogating what De Boeck and Hon-
wanna (2005, 1) refer to as “the way young people in Africa 
reconfigure geographies of exclusion and inclusion.” That 
is, how they navigate the complex tapestry of exclusion in a 
post-colonial state that offers not only little opportunity for 
graduation into adulthood but also makes surviving the 
constraints and incentives of youth extremely difficult.

Using “African youth” as an analytical category, as we do in 
this paper, is not intended to suggest that youth can mean 
the same thing right across a continent as diverse as Africa. 
We acknowledge the diverse historical and material experi-
ences of different African societies and how these may frame 
the way youth and their social roles are configured. In spite 
of this diversity however, there are congruencies that suggest 
that some limited generalization can be generated for ana-
lytical purposes. These congruencies are chiefly located in 
the generally accepted modern history of Africa, particularly 
as it relates to social pressures generated by violent conflict, 
economic crisis, and environmental challenges. These press-
ures appear to shape social responses in similar ways all over 
the continent, and youth is no exception.

To properly situate youth in the context of their en-
gagement with the public space in Africa it is important to 
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find analytical congruencies, and also to broaden the con-
ception of youth to more accurately reflect the realities of 
twenty-first-century Africa. A more accurate notion of 
youth will accommodate four basic perspectives. First, it 
will view youth as a social category within an intergener-
ational discourse. Second, it will place this intergener-
ational discourse within a broader discourse of power, 
authority, and control. Third, it will take due note of the 
shifting nature of the inherent relations of power and con-
trol and how this affects the social notions of youth. Fin-
ally, it will view youth as a lived experience rather than an 
imagined one.

With regard to these four perspectives, it becomes clear, as 
Bayart (1993) demonstrates, that generational categories 
such as childhood, youth, and adulthood are not neutral or 
even natural, but rather a “part of the struggle for influence 
and authority within almost every society” (Christiantine, 
Utas, and Vigh 2006, 11). Related to this struggle is a grow-
ing youth appropriation of the public sphere made possible 
largely by the empowering characteristics of emerging new 
media technologies. As a consequence, youth has become a 
very critical emergent category through which we may 
understand the dynamics of power, influence, and control 
in the emerging African public sphere. As important as 
youth participation in this sphere is, the implications for 
social mobilization and thus socio-political reconstruction, 
as demonstrated by recent youth-led social movements in 
North Africa, is perhaps much more significant. Thus, 
youth agency must be recognized not only as capable of 
freeing young people from dominance by a paternalistic 
and patrimonial system but also as capable of reconfigur-
ing the nature of power within the broader society. It 
should be noted that the apprehensions of states, cor-
porations, and traditional institutions about the agency of 
youth are most deeply embedded in this political im-
plication. Any accurate reading of youth in Africa must 
thus take note of this political ramification and perhaps 
utilize it as a principal framework for analysis.

This paper takes due note of this political ramification and 
pays attention to how the four elements of our con-
ceptualization of youth can help us understand the 
multidimensional challenges facing African youth, as well 

as how these are altering and redefining the scope and con-
tent of their engagements within and with societies on the 
continent. This occurs within the particular context of 
youth-specific experiences of violence and (dis)empower-
ment, particularly in conflict societies like Nigeria, Liberia, 
and Sierra Leone. This is important as it demonstrates the 
intersection that can be discerned between such experi-
ences and broader questions of identity, economic crisis, 
and human rights in Africa.

The paper is divided into five interconnected sections. 
After the introduction, we take a broad look at the context 
within which “youth” is constructed in Africa. We then go 
on, in the section that follows, to answer the questions of 
“why” and “how,” with respect to youth and violence in 
(post)conflict societies in Africa. We also look at the gen-
dered peculiarities that may sometimes shape the way 
youth engage with and in violence, and the overall im-
plications of all these for the ability of youth to effectively 
participate in the public sphere. In section four, we look at 
the various ways in which African states have responded to 
youth violence and examine what this means for processes 
of social change and politics in Africa. The final section 
summarizes the key arguments and draws attention to im-
portant lessons that may be learnt. These lessons include 
the need to reconfigure social conceptions of youth en-
gagement with violence in ways that take due note of the 
broad context of crisis within which they develop rather 
than focusing on youth violence as an expression of crimi-
nality.

2. Youth and the African Crisis
While being young can be fraught with danger in many so-
cieties around the world, the peculiar African context of 
social deprivation within which many young people in Af-
rica grow up makes the youth experience there particularly 
problematic. Therefore, taking a look at the structural con-
ditions that shape youth experience and provide incentives 
for violent choices in the way they express “self” is critical 
to having a holistic conversation about the “youth prob-
lem.” In other words, beyond youths entering popular dis-
cussions as troublesome citizens – for instance, township 
youths in the heyday of apartheid in South Africa, rarray 
boys in the ghettos of Freetown, egbesu boys in Nigeria’s oil 
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delta, area boys in Lagos, bakassi boys in southeastern Nige-
ria – the circumstances pushing them towards the margins 
of society must also be privileged in social discourse (Ras-
hid 1997; Ukiwo 2002). It is important to understand that 
the discourse on youth in Africa cannot and should not be 
dominated by narratives of violence which oftentimes tend 
to be too narrowly focused on youths as threats while ig-
noring the underlying social meanings of violence, for in-
stance with regard to legitimate claims against an 
authoritarian and incapable state.

For Africa, the social circumstances within which state tyr-
anny and ineptitude develop and which ultimately generate 
youth responses are generally well known. There appears to 
be a consensus in the literature that Africa faces a wide-
spread and deepening crisis of development. Colonialism 
and its continued salience (Amin 2001), Africa’s marginal 
place in the international system (Amin 2001; Bigsten and 
Dureval 2008), and its severe governance deficits (World 
Bank 1981, 2000; Fukuyama 2004) are frequently cited ex-
planations. However, even though the economic numbers 
still remain comparatively low, there is growing optimism 
that Africa is at last showing signs of emerging from its 
underdevelopment. In fact, triumphalist literature has ap-
peared, heralding the “institutionalization of political 
power in Africa” (Posner and Young 2007), the 
strengthening of civil society and democracy (Halperin, 
Siegle, and Weintein 2010), and the growth of its econ-
omies (Soludo 2005). What these suggest is that while there 
appears to be an enduring climate of socio-economic crisis, 
some opportunities for advancement are evident. The 
youth question evolves within this context and is therefore 
shaped by the intersection of crisis and opportunity.

To give clarity to our notion of youth developing within 
the context of crisis and opportunity, one may look to the 
controversial work of Patrick Chabal and Jean-Pascal Daloz 
(1999). In Africa Works: Disorder as Political Instrument 
they develop the thesis that even though Africa appears to 
be a place of chaos, its social formations have learnt to not 
only manipulate the crisis, but also to appropriate its dis-
courses and patterns for self-advancement. It is in this con-
text that youth in Africa have been able to define 
themselves by finding alternative social spaces for self-ex-

pression within a constraining polity. In this sense, crisis 
(with its informalization of politics, rule of law deficits, 
and progressively weakening value systems) creates oppor-
tunities (for instance for fraud and violence) which when 
taken by youth often generate further crisis. This is illus-
trated by the situation in the Niger Delta region of Nigeria, 
where governance deficits in the area of petroleum refining 
has allowed the emergence of a shadow economy of illegal 
refineries (crudely constructed and with only rudimentary 
technology) controlled by armed youth gangs who steal 
crude oil from pipelines, refine it, and export the products 
along the West African coast. In this regard, youth seize the 
opportunity provided by governance deficits to accumulate 
capital, a significant proportion of which funds militancy 
and criminality in the region. Durham (2000, 113) makes a 
similar point about what she describes as “occult econ-
omies” where the “potency and potential of youth is 
extracted to sustain the power of those in authority while 
young people themselves feel increasingly unable to attain 
the promises of the new economy and society.” In this re-
gard, young people sense the powers they possess for shap-
ing society, albeit in shapes dictated by the elite, and yet feel 
powerless to do anything about their own lives. They thus 
increasingly define themselves by working both within and 
at the same time around the corrupt system.

The failures of governance and statehood in Africa have 
created societies in perpetual crisis within which legal op-
portunities for social mobility are, at best, few. This is the 
case for entire societies, but its expression is surely graver 
for marginalized social categories like children, women, 
and youth.

The implications of social marginalization of youth are 
easily discerned, among other things, in violent conduct 
(Cruise O’Brien 1996; Utas 2005). This exacerbates gener-
ational tensions that often end in further youth exclusion, 
thus creating a vicious cycle of exclusion and resistance.

Anecdotal evidence can shed light on popular appre-
hensions about youth in Africa, in the traditional and/or 
modern contexts, and on how these often lead to social ex-
clusion. In December 2003, a Sierra Leonean academic who 
had lived and worked continuously in Nigeria since 1978, 
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was conferred with a chieftaincy title of Baaluwe (the 
leader of the learned people) by the king of a renowned 
and ancient city in southwest Nigeria. When he was handed 
the oath of office to publicly pledge his allegiance to the 
traditional ruler, the first item on the long list of dos and 
don’ts was that under no circumstance must he conspire 
with or support the youths of the town to undermine the 
traditional ruler. By making this pledge, he committed 
himself to an unwavering loyalty to the traditional mon-
arch, significantly at a time when that institution is con-
temptuously derided as anachronistic in contemporary 
Nigerian politics. He also unwittingly committed himself 
to the defense of a governance structure that not only sees 
the youth as trouble, but also deems it necessary to exclude 
them from governance.

In conditions as described above, where economic ac-
cumulation is extremely difficult, political exclusion and 
social decay are rife, and the structures of the state are 
either too weak or too uninterested to resolve conflict, it is 
not difficult to see the social crucible that forges violent re-
sistance in youth. As the example we gave above suggests, 
even informal avenues for seeking redress and expressing 
opinion appear to be becoming closed to youth, thereby 
driving more and more into violent conduct. Unfor-
tunately, very few societies have subjected themselves to the 
kinds of critical introspection that could lead to sincere and 
open acknowledgements, if not acceptance, of responsibil-
ity for the pitiable ways youths are increasingly falling into 
in contemporary Africa. Rather than critical introspection, 
most societies in Africa are content with merely con-
structing conflicting public images of youth. The first of 
such touts them patronizingly as the hope for the future, the 
other castigating them as nuisances to public order (Waal 
2002, 13). Perhaps the only consolation is that no matter 
the idiom society uses to qualify its youth, there is little 
controversy that at the start of the present millennium, 
youth themselves have become central and strategic to the 
making and unmaking of social order on the continent as 
the experiences of Liberia, Sierra Leone, Cote D’Ivoire, 
Tunisia, Libya, the DRC, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Moz-
ambique, and Sudan – to mention but a few of the recent 
flashpoints – have clearly demonstrated (Abdullah 1999; 
Richards 1994, 1997; Ukeje 2001; Zegeye 2003; Maxted 

2003; Utas 2003). Indeed, there is concern that African so-
cieties ought to start guarding against a situation where 
their worst apprehensions and fears concerning youth may 
soon metamorphose into a self-fulfilling prophecy.

3. Youth and Conflict in Africa: Violence, Survival and Victimhood
Having provided a broad view of what it means to be 
young in Africa, we can now go on to examine the specific 
question of youth violence. Two broad categories of youth 
violence can be discerned: violence aimed at political goals 
and criminal violence. Except where expressly stated, we 
focus more on violence with political meaning. It should 
be noted however that the line between these two cat-
egories sometimes blurs, as the Niger Delta, Sierra Leone, 
and Liberia conflicts show (Kandeh 1999; Ukeje 2001).

Since the mid-1990s at least, one of the defining features of 
the youth discourse in Africa has been an attempt to 
understand the critical interface between youth and violent 
conflicts. This is not out of place, given the unprecedented 
involvement of young people in the civil wars and low in-
tensity conflicts that have erupted in states like Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, and Nigeria. Of course young people have al-
ways been involved in violent conflict, with youth forming 
the bulk of the armed forces in most societies; in recent 
times however, they appear to increasingly take on the roles 
of instigators and leaders of violence rather than mere fol-
lowers (youth-led social movements like the Movement for 
the Emancipation of the Niger Delta, MEND, for example, 
are notorious for violent engagement with the state and 
multinational oil companies). It is possible to establish a 
causal link between this emerging youth role in violence 
and broader questions about social decomposition, econ-
omic crisis, and the critical intersection of the local and the 
global (El-Kenk 1996; Macdonald 1997; Comarroff and 
Comarroff 2005; Aluiagba 2009). Deconstructing youth 
participation in violence in Africa is therefore incomplete 
without an engagement with this important phenomenon: 
not only does it demonstrate the deep-seated crisis of 
(dis)empowerment facing many societies, it also provides 
crucial insights into the way youth navigate this complex 
terrain and the weapons or tools they use to do so. The 
very nature of many of these conflicts, particularly their 
disproportionate linkage to resource management and 
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wealth distribution issues, may be a reflection of the at-
traction of accumulation to a youthful population that has 
long been excluded from productive engagement within 
the formal economies. One should however acknowledge, 
in the first instance, that there is a gendered perception of 
violence that takes note of gender-specific experiences of 
youth violence and methods of navigating the dangerous 
terrains created by conflict. In the first place, it should be 
noted that gender is all too often conflated with women 
and girls. As Amani El Jack (2003, 6) notes, however, 
gender simply “refers to perceptions of appropriate be-
havior, appearance and attitude for women and men aris-
ing from social and cultural expectations.” As a 
consequence, gendered perceptions of youth in violence 
must take cognizance of the local context and under-
standings of gender. Generally perceived notions of youth 
in relation to violence are, however, almost exclusively 
male. This is not unconnected to the gendered delineation 
of roles in conflict societies, which regards female identity 
in violent conflict in the context of victimhood. This blan-
ket assumption of victimhood however often ignored the 
crucial role that women play in the outbreak, management, 
and resolution of violent conflict. As Iwilade (2011, 27) 
notes, “an ethnography of social tactics in conflict situ-
ations easily counters the reductionist portrayals of women 
as merely passive victims of conflicts.” There are good 
examples of young women in Liberia and Sierra Leone who 
acted as combatants in civil wars and some, like Colonel 
Black Diamond of the Women’s Auxiliary Corps in Liberia, 
even commanded elite units (Utas 2005, 404).

Notwithstanding the disproportionate emphasis on young 
men in the discourse on youth violence, there is still some 
analytical value to examining youth violence in socially 
separate but mutually reinforcing gender crucibles. Even 
though disempowerment is a shared misfortune of many 
African youths irrespective of gender, one may still discern 
differentiated experiences across gender divisions. For one, 
young women have unique pre-conflict experiences of dis-
empowerment that provide important insights into how 
they respond to the dynamics of violence. As Brett and 
Sprecht (2004, 87) note, young women often participate in 
organized armed violence primarily to escape domestic vi-
olence, abuse, and poverty rather than in defense of relig-

ious or ethnic interests as can often be the case for young 
men. This indicates that female disempowerment and mar-
ginalization by a patriarchal system is a major reason 
young women participate in violent public conduct. This 
does not however provide adequate explanation for the 
methods by which they navigate the geography of violence.

In deconstructing youth participation in violence it is help-
ful to answer the questions of “why” and “how.” “Why” 
helps us to understand the specific factors that draw youths 
into violent conduct while “how” explains the tactics and 
tools with which they navigate the dangerous geography of 
violent conflict. Both questions collectively provide import-
ant insights into the dynamic engagement of youth with vi-
olence in Africa and the implications for social change.

To address the question of “why,” we can apply Murphy’s 
four models of youth participation in violence (2003, 
64–66) and find appropriate parallels within contemporary 
Africa. The first is the “coerced youth model” which views 
youth as being brutally coerced into a (violent) military 
role and thus as passive victims of social upheaval. This 
model has been useful in providing some explanation for 
the “child soldier” phenomenon in Sierra Leone and Lib-
eria (Richards 1994, 1997). The second is the “revol-
utionary youth model” which views youth as rebelling 
against political and economic marginalization. This 
model has been used to rationalize the engagement of 
youths within social movements involved in violent con-
frontation with the state/multinational oil coalition in the 
Niger Delta region of Nigeria (Ifeka 2006). The two models 
differ in what they choose to emphasize about youth par-
ticipation in violence. In the first model, youth is denied 
agency as they are framed as unwilling or choiceless victims 
of a brutal and coercive apparatus of violence. The second 
fully acknowledges the agency of youth, making sure to 
point out their deliberate and rational rejection of margi-
nalizing social systems and their creative responses to the 
opportunities created by social conflict.

The third is the “delinquent youth model” which views 
youth participants in violent conflicts not as revolutionary 
idealists but as “alienated and economically dispossessed 
opportunists exploiting the economic spoils of social tur-
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moil” (Murphy 2003, 64). In this case, young people engage 
in violence in defense of no higher ideal, but rather for the 
heady adventure of violence itself (the West Side Boys in 
Liberia for instance; Abdullah 1998) or for the criminal 
benefits that can be derived from conflict (some criminal 
elements of insurgency movements in the Niger Delta for 
instance). This model is reflective of traditional notions of 
youth as a period that is carefree, rebellious, contemptuous 
of authority, and generally mischievous. It follows a path 
slightly different from the earlier two, straddling the realms 
of agency and agenthood. Agenthood here refers to the state 
of being an agent: lacking independent capacity to take 
decisions without direction from others. While it acknowl-
edges the choice of youth to participate in delinquent viol-
ence, it frames that choice as natural and thus demeans it.

The fourth is the “youth clientelism model” which em-
phasizes how youth manage their dependency and agency 
within “an institutional structure of repressive patrimo-
nialism in which their subordination to adults is based on a 
cruel mixture of brutality, personal benevolence and reci-
procity” (Murphy 2003, 65). This model is markedly dif-
ferent from the three described earlier because it focuses on 
an extraneous factor to explain youth agency in violence: 
institutions built through client-patron relations. This 
model is particularly appropriate for analyzing relations 
between young combatants and the commanders who re-
cruit, mentor, and discipline them within the ranks of rebel 
movements. The civil wars in Liberia and Sierra Leone are, 
of course, poster children for this phenomenon.

The other question of “how” relates primarily to methods 
and tools for navigating the complex geographies of violent 
conflict in Africa. It is important to understand that the 
tactics with which youth engage in or navigate violent situ-
ations cannot be explained with a monocultural or fossil-
ized lens. It often involves a series of constantly adjusted 
tactics, developed in response to the constraints and incen-
tives created, on the one hand by a hostile socio-economic 
context, and on the other by the immediate consequences 
of conflict.

One of the main features of youth violence in Africa was 
insightfully analyzed by Caroline Ifeka (2006) in a study of 

the intersection between religion and violence. In that 
study, she developed a framework for analyzing youth cul-
tures of resistance and violence in the context of customary 
and world religions in which old and new gods are import-
ant sources of ideological resistance (Ifeka 2006, 721). In 
this context, Ifeka (2006, 725) invariably builds on the “rev-
olutionary youth model” to describe the way religious 
identities are appropriated as a tool to navigate the complex 
terrains of violence and resistance. By plugging into relig-
ious rituals and rhetoric, youth take advantage of violence 
and thus gain legitimacy for an essentially aberrant social 
form. By purporting to engage in violence on behalf of, in 
the name of, or through the agency of religion and its rit-
uals, youth gain public support or at least acquiescence for 
what is often essentially violent resistance to a hostile patri-
monial system. This method of gaining legitimacy for 
youth violence is easily discernible in Islamic revivalist 
movements in northern Nigeria and among the egbesu 
warriors of the oil communities in the Niger Delta. Of 
course, it must be noted that this method is often in-
tricately connected to broader questions of culture, ecology, 
and economics, especially in the case of violent resistance 
in resource-rich communities like the Niger Delta.

In the context of major armed conflicts like civil wars, viol-
ence is in itself often a method to navigate the violent ter-
rain created by war. In this regard, many young people 
simply join armed groups as a way of gaining some pro-
tection from brutal and unforgiving armies (that are some-
times the very same ones that vulnerable youth join). It is 
thus often a case of “if you can’t beat them, join them.” 
This tactic for navigating violence has been thoroughly ad-
dressed within the literature. The works of Utas (2003, 
2005), MacMullin and Loughry (2004), and Murphy 
(2003) are particularly rich in this with regard to Liberia 
and Sierra Leone, while Ukeje (2001) and Obi (2006) make 
similar points about the Niger Delta. As MacMullin and 
Loughry (2004) note in the case of young women, escaping 
the heightened vulnerability of women and girls to violent 
abuse during armed conflict is one of the key motivations 
that drive many of them to enlist. As McKay and Mazurana 
(2004) also note, during the 1976–1992 civil war in Moz-
ambique, many young girls joined FRELIMO to get away 
from the rural areas, to improve their education or career 
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opportunities, and to expand gender roles for women (is-
sues that had become more difficult as a direct con-
sequence of violent conflict). What these cases show is that 
violence is in itself sometimes a tactic to avoid violence or 
its consequences.

While the two navigation tactics discussed above are by no 
means exhaustive, they provide an adequate description of 
the broad scope and ingenuity of youth encounters with vi-
olent conflict. The implications of growing organized and 
unorganized violence on the psyche of youth and in-
variably on the society itself are dire. For one, youth viol-
ence deepens the intergenerational debate as well as the 
conflict therein, as clearly manifested in the Mungiki move-
ment in Kenya.1 It also deepens apprehension about the fu-
ture of traditional notions of youth and adulthood, as well 
as raising critical questions about how to find the right bal-
ance between these notions and the new forms of social re-
lations imposed by a rapidly changing global capitalist 
system. Some of these new forms include changes in the 
political economy of accumulation as a consequence of a 
growing emphasis on skills now more typically possessed 
by youth (for example software engineering, social net-
working, and so on). With violent conflict in Africa now 
increasingly erupting as a consequence of youth dissatisfac-
tion with their chances for advancement, rather than dis-
agreements within the traditional elite structures (Libya, 
Egypt, and to a lesser extent Nigeria; Boko Haram in the 
North and MEND in the Niger Delta are important 
examples), creating a constructive outlet for youth agency 
has become a national security concern across Africa.

While the recent youth-inspired violent eruptions in North 
Africa no doubt happened within specific social contexts, 
this could, one way or the other, be replicated in many 
other African countries. It is common therefore to see the 
discourses around new protest movements in diverse places 
across sub-Saharan Africa, from Nigeria to Mozambique, 

Kenya and Ghana, taking a cue from and compared with 
the Arab Spring protests in Tunisia, Algeria, Libya and 
Egypt. This is an indication that these violent youth-led 
movements have entered into youth imagination across Af-
rica. Such imagination is, however, not as important as the 
growing youth perception, no doubt also fuelled by the 
successes in North Africa, that such movements can ac-
tually bring about monumental changes in society and 
politics in many countries. This is the most ominous for 
established patterns of authority and control on the conti-
nent. Rather than simply working to expand opportunities 
for youth, it appears that the fear of youth losing their “in-
nocence” is now becoming the discourse around which pa-
ternalistic social systems across Africa constructs responses 
to the “youth problem.”

4. Farewell to Innocence: Responses to Youth Violence in Africa
Because the more popular idioms relating to contemporary 
African youth present them as “troublemakers,” public 
policy interventions have focused on youths as a set of 
“bads,” mostly with disastrous consequences. At the 
broader level, a major consequence is that the dominant 
public idiom continues to cloud societal judgments on 
youth and youth-related matters. More specifically, such 
dominant idioms have totally diminished the remarkable 
enterprise and resilience of young people at critical periods 
of society-building and nation-building processes; for in-
stance, the contributions of youths towards decolonization 
in the 1960s and their popular roles in the re-
democratization projects in different countries from the 
early 1990s. Unfortunately, public discourse tends to sup-
press, ignore, or devalue such contributions of youths to 
socio-political development in different African countries. 
Quite often, the eventual beneficiaries of such devel-
opments end up distancing themselves from or working 
against youth aspirations and needs. This was the situation 
soon after young people played a frontline role in the de-
colonization struggles, after which the post-independence 

1 The Mungiki Movement in Kenya was a youth 
organisation that was notorious for its violent ma-
nipulation of generational conflicts and discourses 
during and after the 2002 general elections. A com-
prehensive analysis is provided by Kagwanja (2005).
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socio-political project was hijacked by the ruling elites in 
different countries for personal and group aggrand-
izement. It still is the situation after youths spearheaded the 
socio-political “revolution” that led to the collapse of one-
party civilian or military regimes and the process of re-
democratization and democratic consolidation.

Some of the ex-combatants interviewed during earlier 
fieldwork in Monrovia, Liberia, in 2001 captured the exas-
peration and anger associated with this “use and dump” 
politics perfected by Charles Taylor’s regime. As one of 
them put it, “you cannot use a truck to build a house and 
not allow it even pass by after completion,” meaning that 
after all the sacrifices they made during years of fighting in 
the bush, they would not accept their neglect by the Taylor 
regime. This narrative of angst certainly played a major 
part in the emergence of a new rebel group, Liberians 
United for Reconstruction and Development (LURD) in 
2000, and in the manner in which it successfully mobilized 
disgruntled ex-combatants to launch successful attacks that 
contributed to the downfall and exile of Charles Taylor. 
Presently, a similar undercurrent of neglect and disillusion-
ment is driving the recent resurgence of gangsterism and 
violence in Nigeria’s oil region, especially in Port Harcourt. 
The main gangs terrorizing the city started their careers as 
political thugs to help different factions achieve electoral 
victory during the 2003 gubernatorial elections in the state. 
With little or no use for them after that election, political 
patronage for the gangs dried up – but not before they had 
reformed as organized armed groups engaged in oil bun-
kering and threatening public order and stability.

What the above suggests is that youth is only considered 
relevant by society to the extent that it serves the narrow 
interests of the political and social elite. This exploitative 
attitude to youth feeds into the discourses of generation 
and hegemony that shape state responses to youth violence.

These responses can be grouped into three broad and in-
terconnected areas: co-option, exclusion and repression. 
African states have mostly responded to youth pressures by 
employing all of these strategies to varying degrees and 
within specific contexts. Depending on the overall demo-
cratic character of governance in the country concerned, 

states have shown willingness to clamp down on youth 
protests and protest cultures and also to shape the youth 
discourse in ways that frame them as at best troublesome.

The 2009 amnesty deal for militants in the Niger Delta is 
an interesting policy that shows the deliberate use of all 
three strategies in response to incidences of youth violence 
and resistance. As background, it should be noted that re-
sistance in the oil-producing region of the Niger Delta has 
a long-drawn history rooted in the character and activities 
of European foreign capital and colonial rule over several 
centuries. This is the case if one considers the common 
thread that connects different phases of social disorder in 
the region since at least the sixteenth century (Okwe-
chime, 2011; Ukeje, 2011a, 2011b). Since the discovery of 
crude oil in commercial quantities in Oloibiri in 1958, the 
Niger Delta has grown to become the heart of the Ni-
gerian economy, contributing about 80 percent of all fed-
eral revenue. This centrality of oil to the Nigerian 
economy and, perhaps more importantly, to the revenue 
accruing to the state, has led social convulsions in the re-
gion to be construed as direct threats to national security 
and even to the very survival of the country. It has also 
bred social agitations and violent resistance by oil com-
munities who consider their meager receipts from the pro-
ceeds of oil exploitation grossly unfair and unacceptable. 
At the heart of resistance to the state in the Niger Delta are 
the youth who challenge the state/multinational oil com-
pany coalitions and demand a greater share of the re-
sources accruing from oil exploration and exploitation. 
The generational dimension of the crisis further com-
plicates the situation. In this case, traditional patterns of 
power and authority are increasingly being violently ren-
egotiated, to the point where young people appear to have 
lost confidence in the ability of adults to effectively repre-
sent and defend their interests.

In response to widespread youth-led violence that under-
mined the vital oil industry, the government instituted an 
amnesty program that was meant to demobilize, disarm, 
and rehabilitate militants in the region. A critical assess-
ment of the actual working of the policy reveals key indi-
cators of the three response strategies mentioned earlier: 
repression, co-option and exclusion.
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In the first place, the discourses that culminated in the am-
nesty policy were largely shaped by an elite structure that 
invariably excluded the youth. Obi and Rustad (2011, 204) 
report that the amnesty program was not the outcome of 
open negotiations or a formal peace agreement between 
the government and militants; instead, they were done at 
the highest levels of government, and involved members of 
the Niger Delta elite/elders and top government officials of 
Niger Delta origin negotiating with militia commanders. 
This implies that from the start, the amnesty was a tool of 
exclusion rather than inclusion.

We can easily discern a second policy of co-option in the 
way militant commanders were pulled into the embrace of 
the state elite, much to the chagrin of many of their er-
stwhile fighters who were inevitably left in the cold. As Da-
vidheisser and Nyiyiana (2010) note, “while ex-militia 
‘commanders’ enjoyed state patronage and largesse, their 
erstwhile foot soldiers in designated camps complained of 
the poor living conditions, lack of training facilities and 
programmes and delayed payment of allowances.” This 
sort of co-option has left many former militia commanders 
turning into mouth-pieces and defenders of the state (and 
the crop of political elites who now control it) against 
whom they had fought so hard. In fact, there are indi-
cations that many of these ex-militia now provide security 
services to oil companies, defending them against pro-
testers.

The third element, repression, is also evident in the am-
nesty program and is perhaps best illustrated by the con-
tinued militarization of the region. The presence of the 
Joint Task Force, the armed security force charged with 
maintaining “order” in the region, is a constant reminder 
not only to the now co-opted militants, but also to their ex-
cluded counterparts, of the might of the state and its will-
ingness to use force to achieve its goals. It is no surprise 
that since the amnesty program was launched in 2009, 
there have been reports of indiscriminate extrajudicial kill-
ings and harassment of youth all over the region. Similar 
patterns can be found in DDR projects in Liberia and Sier-
ra Leone (MacMullin and Loughry 2004; Utas 2003) and in 
attempts at resolving the Boko Haram insurgency in 
Northern Nigeria (Adesoji 2009).

What these portend for youths is undoubtedly far-
reaching. As opportunities for advancement and success 
fade away, Argenti (2002, 145) reminds us: “as local tradi-
tional orders become increasingly intermeshed with 
national political orders that have lost all legitimacy, young 
people are challenged to find alternative forms of represen-
tation.” Two of these alternative forms of youth represen-
tation for example, the growing socialization of youths into 
the informal sector and youth attraction to radical religion 
(Spinks: 2002), are not only producing distinctive sociali-
zation outcomes but are themselves complicating the ma-
trix of order and stability in contemporary Africa. 
Regarding the socialization of youths into the informal sec-
tor, for instance, the process seemed to have been aided, if 
not triggered, by declining family (household) incomes 
consequent upon the economic crises of the 1980 and after. 
Such informalization processes are creating street-level so-
cializations, invariably also weakening the tenuous rela-
tionship among youth and between youth and family, 
youth and society, and youth and government. With 
shrinking access to subsidized socio-economic oppor-
tunities, the resilience of the family as the most basic unit 
for value creation, moral affection, and individual pro-
tection becomes threatened and too functionally weak to 
perform well. This adulteration is compounded by the 
harsh consequences of the present neo-liberal economic re-
gime, particularly those associated with globalization 
(Meagher 2003). Another factor is what Ly described as the 
“eclipse of those traditional forms of solidarity that large 
kinship groups had generated and sustained” over decades 
in the continent (1988). As more young people achieve so-
cial puberty, therefore, they are confronted with the “fact of 
life” that they may not have the socio-economic where-
withal to live through this difficult phase of life, at least not 
independently, and are thus encouraged to evolve into a 
culture of violence and impunity.

5. Conclusion
What we have done above is to take a broad look at the 
context within which youth violence has developed in Afri-
ca, understanding it as both a failure of governance and a 
strategy for survival. Four models of youth participation in 
violence can be easily discerned in Africa. They include 
“coerced youth” (which denies youth agency by focusing 
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on factors that force youth into violence), “revolutionary 
youth” (which acknowledges youth agency and situates vi-
olence in state decay), “delinquent youth” (which views 
youth as economically dispossessed opportunists exploiting 
social turmoil), and “youth clientelism,” which focuses on 
how institutionalized client-patron structures shape youth 
engagement with violence. We also show that youth par-
ticipation in violence is often a series of constantly adjusted 
tactics developed in response to constraints and incentives 
created by a hostile socio-economic context and the im-
mediate consequences of conflict. We identify religious 
rhetoric as one key normative framework that has been ex-
ploited by youth to rationalize violence for and on behalf of 
“faith” and show that violence is often, in itself, a tactic to 
escape the implications of violent conflict. We also demon-
strate the broad use of cooption, exclusion, and repression 
by the state in response to youth resistance and violence.

The “youth problem” thus flows from broader social crises 
faced by the state in Africa. The challenge is therefore 
chiefly about how to reconstruct African society (and the 
state) in ways that address the youth crisis as a devel-
opmental problem within a holistic framework. In Liberia, 
there is a Creole word of wisdom that “bad bush no dey for 
throway bad pikin,” literally meaning that there is no bad 
bush to throw away a bad child. This simply means that 
one cannot solve a problem by simply wishing it away. In 
the context of our discussion, this implies that Africa can-
not afford to bid farewell to the innocence of youth, but 
rather needs to acknowledge, accommodate, and come to 
terms with the challenge they represent for the youth, in 
the first instance, and the society at large. A major point in 
this paper is therefore that the “problem” of youth is symp-
tomatic of deeper and festering challenges facing African 
societies, and must be addressed from this holistic premise. 
It is important however that the symptom be kept separate 
from the cause, as it is the pervasive tendency to lump 
them together that has fueled public concern about the 

“diabolical” exploits of youth and driven denial of their re-
silience. There is an even bigger concern in the twenty-first 
century, especially in the context of challenges posed by 
globalization (Hedley 2001). On the continent today, there 
is now ample evidence that the globalisation process is 
going to bypass, marginalize or completely neglect millions 
of people for several decades to come. For those people, a 
large percentage of whom fall within the social category of 
youth, according to Gus Speth, as cited by Agarwal (1998), 
“poverty is a denial of the most basic of all human rights: 
the Right to Life.” A new preoccupation in national, conti-
nental, and global policy debate and action should there-
fore focus on improving the quality and dissemination of 
human security, especially for the most marginalized and 
vulnerable social categories in the world.

There is a sound conviction that young people could reach 
their maximum potential without migrating to cities or en-
gaging in dangerous social activities if they can secure sub-
sidized access to educational, medical, economic, political, 
social, and cultural resources wherever they are located, 
whether in the rural or urban areas. This approach to 
youth was promoted by the United Nations Food and Agri-
cultural Organization (FAO) between 2000–2005 through 
its program on “rural youth and food security.” According 
to the FAO, this must involve giving them the right training 
and education, supporting programs that ensure gender 
balance, training youths in leadership, communication, and 
group activities, and packaging programs of activities that 
raise the self-esteem of young people, to mention but a few. 
Youth empowerment means expanding the opportunities 
available to young people, taking cognizance of their ideas, 
vision, and skills, and channeling them towards devel-
opment. It is clear that substantial ground still needs to be 
covered before African countries can adequately make 
sense of the concerns, yearnings, and aspirations of their 
youths, and turn these into the energy and drive necessary 
to claim the twenty-first century.
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