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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION: Based upon the literature 
on the relationship between parenting styles and bul-
lying and also upon the role of social support, our 
study aimed at bringing evidence about the relation-
ship between these concepts on a Romanian sample 
of students. 

METHOD: Using a retrospective approach, we 
investigated 100 students who were asked to remem-
ber their high school experience related to bullying, 
family behaviors, and perceived social support. Our 
study is a retrospective correlational one. This means 
that students had to respond to the bullying scale con-
cerning their high school experience, as they remem-
bered it. The questionnaire containing all scales was 
administered in the online environment. First, partici-
pants signed an informed consent and, after that, they 
received all the items.

RESULTS: The permissive style of parenting 
was negatively and signifi cantly correlated with being 
a physical victim (r= -0.210, p< 0.05) and psycho-
logical victim (r= -0.300, p< 0.01) of bullying. The 
permissive style was positively and signifi cantly cor-

related with family support (r=0.483, p< 0.01), friends 
support (r=0.276, p< 0.01) and signifi cant others’ sup-
port (r=0.366, p< 0.01). The only variable with sig-
nifi cant gender differences was the verbal aggressor 
status, with males having a signifi cantly higher level 
(M=4.48, SD=2.18) than females (M=3.49, SD=0.66), 
t=-3.202, p=0.002.

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS: We 
found that the permissive and the authoritative/demo-
cratic styles of parenting had a protective role against 
being a bullying victim, while the authoritarian style 
was associated with a rather high probability of being 
a victim-aggressor. Second, we found that the permis-
sive and the authoritative/democratic styles were as-
sociated with high levels of perceived social support, 
from all three sources measured, family, friends, and 
signifi cant others, while the authoritarian style was 
associated with low levels of social support. Third, 
we found that perceived social support had a protec-
tive role against being a bullying victim. Limits of 
the study along with its implications for research and 
practice are also discussed.
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Introduction 

Nowadays, bullying is a phenomenon largely 
recognized and with multiple individual and societal 
implications. In the Romanian context, the research-
ers and the society in general are just beginning to 
recognize its magnitude and multiple implications.

The literature defi nes bullying in terms of ag-
gression upon an individual by being repeatedly ex-
posed to negative actions from one or more individ-
uals [1]. A negative action is a situation in which an 
individual intentionally generates or intends to gener-
ate physical pain or discomfort to another individual, 
through physical contact, words, or other ways. Other 
researchers state that bullying does not imply a fi ght 
between two individuals of equal power or authority 
[2]. Also, bullying should not be identifi ed with jok-
ing or friendly teasing. 

The aggressive behaviors increase in intensity 
în the middle school and high school periods, and 
takes various forms such as physical (e.g. hitting, 
stealing money or other things), verbal (e.g. nick-
names, threats), or psychological (e.g. social exclu-
sion, isolation, gossip). The verbal form is more fre-
quently found in 8 to 12 years old children [3], [4], 
[5]. In schools, bullying appears in places with low 
monitoring, such as halls or playgrounds. 

The bullying aggressor 

The profi le of bullying aggressors could vary 
as a function of the type of bullying behavior they 
perform. Aggressors are generally aggressive, de-
structive and fi nd pleasure in dominating others. They 
tend to have an alert temper, are impulsive, and have 
low frustration tolerance [6]. Other studies reveal that 
aggressors have diffi culties in processing social infor-
mation and frequently interpret others’ behaviors as 
antagonistic [7], [8]. They also have a positive atti-
tude toward violence, use aggressiveness to maintain 
dominance, and prove low levels of empathy. Other 
researchers reveal that bullying aggressors have a 
higher probability of smoking and consuming alco-
hol, have decreased abilities of problem-solving, they 
externalize their problems, have lower academic per-
formances and they do not like the school environ-
ment [9], [10].

Research has proved that frequently, the fami-
lies of bullying aggressors are problematic [11], [12], 
[13], [14]. Their parents are generally hostile with 
them, they reject them or prove indifference. The 
supervising is minimal and frequently their father is 
missing. These parents also use physical punishment 
and anger and frequently punishment is followed by 
long periods of indifference. Consequently, their chil-
dren implicitly learn that aggressiveness and violence 
are acceptable solutions.

Being a bullying aggressor as an adolescent has 
signifi cant negative consequences upon the mental 
health in adult life. Researchers found high propor-
tions of attentional defi cits, depression, or behavioral 
disorders among former aggressors [15]. Also, the 
researchers found low levels of professional perfor-
mance, high criminal record, and other delinquent ac-
tivities. Also, bullying aggressors proved later to be 
aggressive husbands and more likely to use physical 
punishment with their children [14], which also have 
a high probability of becoming bullying aggressors 
themselves.

The bullying victim

As far as bullying victims are concerned, they 
are generally less developed physically and less able to 
defend themselves [8]. They also have anxiety related 
to their body, the fear of not being hurt, and a neg-
ative attitude towards violence. They are frequently 
less successful in sports and other physical activities 
[6]. Other studies found that bullying victims have 
lower communication and problem-solving abilities 
[16]. Consequently, this kind of child initiates fewer 
conversations and has lower assertiveness. Also, they 
have defi citary social and emotional adjustment, diffi -
culties in making friends, and higher feelings of lone-
liness, but higher abilities in relating with adults. They 
also have low self-esteem [17]. They perceive them-
selves as unattractive and insignifi cant. This mixture 
of characteristics also explains why frequently they 
do not report bullying behaviors and also why their 
aggressors repeat their aggressions. They have gen-
erally good academic performance but it decreases as 
they become adults.

Generally, bullying victims’ families tend to 
become overprotective as they realize the vulnerabil-
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ity and the anxiety of their children. They also avoid 
confl icts, considering that their children could not 
deal with confl ict. 

Being a bullying victim has both short and long-
term negative effects. In a short term, some studies 
revealed that the former victim status correlates with 
anxiety and depression [18], [19]. This correlation 
was even higher for female adolescents with conse-
quences upon eating disorders [20]. Higher levels of 
attentional defi cits were also revealed among former 
bullying victims [15]. Other consequences proved by 
research are low academic performance, increased 
fear, loneliness, feelings of abandonment, and sui-
cidal ideation [21] and somatization (e.g. headaches 
when being at school), sleep disorders, and even sui-
cide [18], [8]. In a long term, as adults, former bully-
ing victims prove mental health problems, inhibition 
toward their partner, or revenge upon their former 
bullying aggressor [11], [22] [8]. As parents, former 
victims tend to be overprotective themselves and con-
sequently having bullying-vulnerable children [8].

Based upon all these results, we can conclude 
that the family environment and ultimately the way 
parents interact with their children has a lot to do with 
the bullying phenomenon [23]. The analysis of the 
relationship between family and bullying starts with 
the infl uence of attachment upon children’s sociabil-
ity and the social support they receive. Many stud-
ies from this category relate bullying with parenting 
[24].  The literature describes 3 parenting styles: au-
thoritative (democratic), authoritarian, and permis-
sive/indulgent [25]. In the authoritative style parents 
guide the activities of their children rationally, prob-
lem-oriented, they exert control when it is necessary 
and give their children the liberty to take action re-
sponsibly and independently. Parents pay attention 
to their kids and explain to them the reasons behind 
the rules that they have to follow. According to the 
literature [26] authoritative parents establish clear ex-
pectations and set high standards for their children but 
they also monitor their behavior using rational con-
trol. They also encourage their children to make de-
cisions and to learn from their mistakes. This kind of 
parents treats their children with warmth, respect, and 
affection. Researchers found that adolescents with au-
thoritative parents are more likely to be socially com-
petent, responsible, and autonomous [27]. Authori-
tarian parents are those who try to modulate, control, 

and evaluate their children’s behavior without taking 
into account their feelings. Under this parenting style, 
children are asked to follow rules without any other 
explanation. This kind of parents is generally over-
demanding while they neglect their responsibilities 
regarding their children, being also extremely strict 
and controlling, dictating without asking opinions. 
Researchers found that adolescents with authoritarian 
parents tend to become rebels, aggressive, and depen-
dent upon their parents [27]. The permissive parents 
are non-punitive and have positive relationships with 
their children. They have low or no demands from 
their kids, let them behave as they wish, they are 
warm, indulgent, and passive [27]. They show their 
love by offering their children the freedom to behave 
as they want, without taking into account the conse-
quences. They do not set limits even when the safety 
of their children is in danger [26].

There are a plethora of studies regarding the re-
lationship between parenting style and both bullying 
aggressors and victims. Several of them found that the 
aggressiveness of children is related to parenting [28], 
[29] and also that parental low supervision and mon-
itoring, taught disciplinary methods, inconsistencies 
between parents, rejection, and low involvement cor-
relate with children’s behavioral problems [30], [31]. 
Generally, bullying aggressors learn aggressiveness 
in their families [28] and tend to resolve their prob-
lems by violence [1]. The bullying aggressors feel 
isolated and rejected at home and consequently search 
to affi liate with certain groups at school. They do not 
feel in control at home and consequently, they try to 
control and harm others at school. Several studies 
found that affi liation need is more important for girls 
and the need for power is more important for boys 
[32], [33]. As far as bullying victims are concerned, 
researchers found that male bullying victims had 
overprotective mothers [1]. Other researchers [34] 
found a correlation between bullying victims and dys-
functional family relationships, especially for girls. 
There is evidence that children with overprotective 
families develop characteristics that attract bullying 
aggressions and a low capacity to defend themselves 
against bullying [35]. Other studies identify that many 
of the parents with children that are bullying victims 
are former bullying victims themselves [8]. Finally, 
some studies reveal a relationship between permissive 
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parenting style and bullying victims [36] or diffi cul-
ties to control aggressive impulses [37].

An important role in this context is played by 
social support. Researchers found that bullying vic-
tims report less social support from teachers and peers 
than non-victims do [38]. This result was confi rmed 
by another study [39] which found that children who 
were bullying victims of aggressors/victims perceived 
they received less social support from their peers than 
other children. Other researchers revealed that victims 
who experienced aggression for more than 4 weeks, 
reported that they requested social support to a lower 
extent [40]. Another study [41] found that victimiz-
ing was related to externalization problems only for 
adolescents who perceived a low level of social sup-
port. Literature also revealed that adolescents who 
perceived a low level of social support had also inter-
nalization problems [42].

Based upon these premises, and also upon the 
fact that bullying research on Romanian population is 
only beginning to develop, our study aims at explor-
ing the relationship of bullying status (victim and ag-
gressor) with parenting styles and also with perceived 
support in a Romanian sample of students. Our study 
retrospectively investigates these relations by ask-
ing students to remember their high school bullying 
experiences and also the parenting practices in their 
families, along with the social support they perceived 
in that period of their life. Also, we were interested 
in exploring possible gender differences regarding all 
three concepts measured.

Method

Participants 
There were 100 voluntary students enrolled in 

our study, with an age between 18 and 25. The sam-
ple included 44 men and 57 women. Regarding their 
marital status, 94.2% were not married and 5.8% were 
married. Most of them came from a biparental family 
(90.3%) while only 9.7% came from a monoparental 
family. Of the total sample, 50.5% of the participants 
were employed. They perceived their income as low 
(53.9%), average (34.3%), or high (11.8%).

Instruments
Bullying was measured using a short version 

(28 items) of the Olweus Bullying Questionnaire – 

OBQ [43]. This instrument incorporates 42 items and 
measures both bully and victim status. Each item de-
scribes a different behavior, and the participants are 
asked to determine the frequency with which this be-
havior occurred over the past two months. The fre-
quency is measured with 4 points Likert scales. The 
short version proved a good internal consistency (α 
over 0.80) and good construct validity.

The pareting styles were measured with The 
Parental Authority Questionnaire - PAQ [44]. It con-
sists of 30 items per parent and yields permissive, 
authoritarian, and authoritative scores for both the 
mother and the father. The items were constructed 
based upon the descriptions proposed by Baumrind 
[45]. Each item represents a specifi c parenting behav-
ior of the parent that the respondent should recognize 
on fi ve points Likert scale (1= strongly disagree to 5= 
strongly agree). The original consistencies of the sub-
scale ranged from 0.77 to 0.92.

The perceived social support was measured 
by The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support - MSPSS [46]. It is a self-report instrument 
incorporating 12 items and measuring three different 
sources of support: family, friends, and signifi cant 
others. Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert-type 
scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 
agree (5). The original internal consistency of the sub-
scales varied from 0.85 to 0.91. The literature gener-
ally confi rms good factorial and construct validity and 
high reliability of this scale.

Design and procedures
Our study is a retrospective correlational one. 

This means that students had to respond to the bul-
lying scale concerning their high school experience, 
as they remembered it. The questionnaire containing 
all scales was administered in the online environment. 
First, participants signed informed consent and after 
that, they received all the items. The completion of 
the questionnaire took around 25 minutes.

Results

In the fi rst step of our analysis, we investigated 
the correlation between the parenting styles and the 
bullying status of the participants. Results are pre-
sented in table 1.
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Tabel 1. The correla  on matrix between perceived paren  ng styles and bullying status

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1.Permissive style -
2.Authoritarian style -.558** -
3.Authoritative style .527** -.542** -
4.Physical victim -.210* .371** -.370** -

5.Verbal victim -.188 .228* -.295** .505** -

6.Psychological victim -.300** .294** -.411** .429** .516** -

7.Physical aggressor -.053 .204 -.044 .362** .075 .030 - .
8.Verbal aggressor -.067 .165 -.003 .232* .110 .012 .577** -

9.Psychological aggressor -.155 .202 -.167 .199 .110 .092 .432** .368**

N=100, *p< 0.05, **p< 0.01 
As table 1 shows, the permissive style of par-

enting was negatively and signifi cantly correlated 
with being a physical victim (r= -0.210, p< 0.05) and 
psychological victim (r= -0.300, p< 0.01) of bullying. 
Both correlations were low to moderate in magni-
tude. The authoritarian style was positively and sig-
nifi cantly correlated with being a physical (r=0.371, 
p< 0.01), verbal (r=0.228, p< 0.05) and psychological 
(r=0.294, p< 0.01) victim of bullying. Correlations 
magnitude varied from low to moderate. The author-

itative style negatively and signifi cantly correlated 
with being a physical (r=-0.370, p< 0.01), verbal (r=-
0.295, p< 0.01) and psychological (r=-0.411) victim 
of bullying. All three correlations were of moderate 
intensities. 

In the next step of our analysis we analyzed the 
correlations between the perceived parenting styles 
and the perceived social support. Results are pre-
sented in table 2.

Table 2. The correla  on matrix between perceived paren  ng styles and perceived social support

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1.Permissive style -
2.Authority style -.558** -
3.Authoritative style .527** -.542** -
4.Family support .483** -.545** .813** -
5.Friends support .276** -.230* .440** .423** -
6.Others support .366** -.325** .575** .673** .671**

N=100, *p< 0.05, **p< 0.01 
As table 2 shows, the permissive style was posi-

tively and signifi cantly correlated with family support 
(r=0.483, p< 0.01), friends support (r=0.276, p< 0.01) 
and signifi cant others support (r=0.366, p< 0.01). All 
three correlations were of moderate intensities. The 
authoritarian style was negatively and signifi cantly 
correlated with family support (r=-0.545, p< 0.01), 
friends support (r=-0.230, p< 0.05) and signifi cant 
others support (r=-0.325, p< 0.01). The correlations 

recorded moderate to high magnitudes. The authori-
tative style was positively and signifi cantly correlated 
with family support (r=0.813, p< 0.01), friends sup-
port (r=0.440, p< 0.01) and signifi cant others support 
(r=0.575, p< 0.01). Correlations varied from moder-
ate to large intensities. 

Further on, we analyzed the correlations be-
tween different types of social support and the bully-
ing status. Results are presented in table 3.
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Table 3. The correla  on matrix between perceived social support and bullying status

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1.Family support -
2.Friends support .423** -
3.Others support .673** .671** -
4.Physical victim -.282** -.249* -.187 -
5.Verbal victim -.239* -.172 -.084 .505** -
6.Psychological victim -.291** -.436** -.397** .429** .516** -
7.Physical aggressor -.075 .133 .007 .362** .075 .030 -
8.Verbal aggressor -.070 .148 .067 .232* .110 .012 .577** -
9.Psychological aggressor -.137 .083 .002 .199 .110 .092 .432** .368**

N=100, *p< 0.05, **p< 0.01 

As table 3 shows, family support was negatively 
and signifi cantly correlated with being a physical (r=-
0.282, p< 0.01), verbal (r=-0.239, p< 0.05) and psy-
chological (r=-0.291, p< 0.01) victim of bullying. All 
correlations had low to moderate magnitudes. Friends 
support was negatively correlated with being physi-
cal (r=-0.249, p< 0.05) and psychological (r=-0.436, 
p< 0.01) victim of bullying. Correlations varied from 

low to moderate intensities. Signifi cant others’ support 
was negatively and signifi cantly correlated with being 
a psychological victim of bullying (r=-0.397, p< 0.01), 
with moderate intensity. 

In the fi nal step of our analysis we investigated 
if there were any differences in parenting styles, per-
ceived social support, and bullying status as a function 
of gender. Results are presented in table 4.

Table 4. Gender diff erences regarding perceived parental styles, social support, and bullying status

Gender N M SD t p

Permissive style
Female 57 30.38 6.22 -.119 .905
Male 44 30.53 6.14

Authoritarian style
Female 57 25.50 9.74 .092 .927
Male 44 25.32 9.66

Authoritative style
Female 57 34.05 9.03 -.127 .899
Male 44 34.28 8.93

Family support
Female 57 20.35 6.44 -.606 .546
Male 44 21.16 6.87

Friends support
Female 57 20.31 6.86 -.040 .968
Male 44 20.37 7.09

Others support
Female 57 22.17 6.08 1.572 .119
Male 44 20.09 7.14

Physical victim
Female 57 5.40 1.51 -.568 .571
Male 44 5.61 2.20

Verbal victim
Female 57 4.75 2.37 1.722 .088
Male 44 4.04 1.47

Psychological victim
Female 57 3.52 1.63 .512 .610
Male 44 3.36 1.51
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Gender N M SD t p
Physical aggressor Female 57 4.69 1.02 -1.815 .073

Male 44 5.17 1.54
Verbal aggresor Female 57 3.49 .66 -3.202 .002

Male 44 4.48 2.18
Psychological aggressor Female 57 2.91 1.22 .477 .634

Male 44 2.78 1.45
 

As table 4 shows, the only variable with sig-
nifi cant gender differences was the verbal aggressor 
status, with males having a signifi cantly higher level 
(M=4.48, SD=2.18) than females (M=3.49, SD=0.66), 
t=-3.202, p=0.002.

Discussion and conclusions 

Based upon the literature on the relationship 
between parenting styles and bullying and also upon 
the role of social support, our study aimed at bring-
ing evidence about the relationship between these 
concepts on a Romanian sample of students. Using a 
retrospective approach, we investigated 100 students 
who were asked to remember their high school expe-
rience related to bullying, family behaviors, and per-
ceived social support. 

First, our results confi rm the relationship be-
tween the parenting styles and the bullying-victim 
status. We found that the permissive and the authori-
tative/democratic styles of parenting had a protective 
role against being a bullying victim, while the author-
itarian style was associated with a rather high proba-
bility of being such a victim. While the fi rst fi nding is 
congruent with the existing literature, this last result 
seems rather counterintuitive. Literature indicates that 
the authoritarian style would be positively associated 
with being a bullying aggressor and not a victim. Still, 
if we analyze the non-signifi cant correlations with the 
aggressor status (verbal, psychological, and physical) 
and focus on the magnitude of effects, we can observe 
low to moderate intensities from 0.16 to 0.20, which 
means that there is a relationship there but it could 
not be revealed as signifi cant because of the relatively 
low statistical power generated by the small volume 
of participants. Also, taking into account some pos-
itive correlations between being a victim and being 

an aggressor (e.g. r=0.362 for physical victim/aggres-
sor) we can conclude that the authoritarian style can 
be treated as a vulnerability for being a bullying ag-
gressor with a higher probability for victim/aggressor 
status. 

Second, we found that the permissive and the 
authoritative (democratic) styles were associated with 
high levels of perceived social support, from all three 
sources, measured, family, friends, and signifi cant 
others, while the authoritarian style was associated 
with low levels of social support. These results con-
fi rm once more the dysfunctional consequences of the 
authoritarian style of parenting. The low social sup-
port perceived by individuals raized with an authori-
tarian style is associated not just with being a bullying 
aggressor, as we previously mentioned but also with 
low well-being [47], [48], unhealthy coping strategies 
[49], [50], and generally with low social and psycho-
logical functioning [51]. 

Third, we found that all three types of per-
ceived social support (family, friends, and signifi cant 
others) have a protective role against the bullying vic-
tim status. The explanation of these results is proba-
bly related to the role of social support in improving 
the coping strategies used against bullying and also its 
role in inhibiting the perceived consequences of being 
a bullying victim.

Finally, we found that there were generally no 
gender differences regarding the parenting styles, the 
perceived social support, and bullying status, except 
for verbal aggressor status which had a higher level 
for males. This means that generally both genders 
benefi t to a high degree from being raised with less 
authoritative styles and both perceive high levels of 
social support from these parenting styles which fur-
ther protect them from being bullying victims.
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Our study has also several limits for which 
the authors take full responsibility. First, we used a 
cross-sectional approach which allowed just to iden-
tifi cation relations between variables, without any di-
rect proof for causality. Second, we used a retrospec-
tive approach, investigating the highschool experi-
ence of present students, which could have biased the 
actual phenomenon investigated by certain memory 
limits. Last but not least, our sample was relatively 
small, which generated, as we have previously under-
lined, a certain limit regarding the statistical power. 

Beyond these limits, taking into account all the 
results revealed by our study, we can conclude that it 
brings a valuable input not just for the general impor-
tance of raising children with democratic and non-au-
thoritarian styles, but also for the ways children and 
adolescents can be protected against being bullying 
victims.
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