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Abstract

Bullying is an omnipresent problemwith high prevalence in children and adolescents. There are
many antibullying state laws and practices in place however its real level impact is ambiguous at
best.We studied the prevalence of bullying in the United States, examine the practices, laws, and
interventions in place to prevent bullying and its real-life impact. Various studies have reported
that the ground-level change brought about by these policies and programs varies and is not
quite significant. The effectiveness of existing policies and legislations remains unclear and
measurable objective change or impact is not yet observed. Therefore, a rethink of the strategies
is needed. The focus must be on community-level programs and interventions with inclusive
approaches involving all the stakeholders are critical for addressing this menace.

Bullying has pernicious effects on individuals and society at large. The empirical evidence has
associated bullying with negative mental health outcomes bidirectionally for both victims and
perpetrators.1-3 In the year 2017, a of around 20% of students in 12 to18 age group reported an
incident of being bullied and contrary to earlier beliefs it more prevalent in lower grades as
compared to the higher grade levels.4 There are many high risk groups which includes lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) students.1

In the year 1999, there were two critical events the Columbine High School shooting and a
landmark US Supreme court order ruled that schools can be held accountable for not
intervening and preventing abuse against children in the schools.5,6 These events initiated
statewide legislative actions. To date, almost all the states have passed laws on curbing school
bullying with the state of Montana being the last one to join this list in the year 2015.7

However, the impact of these laws is unclear.
The Department of Education (DOE) in 2010 provided a comprehensive list of 16 recom-

mended components to be a part of robust antibullying state laws (Figure 1). Some of these laws
are quite expansive and some provide quite a lot of autonomy to the states to adapt and update
their respective laws. Reports suggested that on average all the US states complied with 12.68
recommendations out of the total 16. The DOE has suggested including a list of 10 components
to govern the definition of bullying through the state antibullying laws. However, only seven
states have included these 10 components in their respective definitions. The DOE suggests that
the scope of bullying covered by the antibullying laws should encompass the student’s behavior at
school and school events irrespective of the site, on transportation provided by the school, and
through technology pertaining to the school. Clear inclusion of the scope has been a part of only
25 state laws.

Although many US states does not distinguish between bullying and harassment; but nine
states have separate laws for them. The cyberbullying has been prohibited through provisions in
education related laws in 36 states across the country. In North Carolina, bullying under 18 years
of age is punishable by law as a misdemeanor. In New York, The Dignity Act (2012) requires
school districts to include a policy to prevent discrimination, bullying, and harassment from
kindergarten to grade 12.8 The criminal code of Idaho very explicitly defines and prohibits both
physical and cyberbullying. The Golden Rule Act of Kentucky amended both the education code
as well as the criminal code to incorporate provisions pertaining to bullying and harassment. In
Virginia, bullying is liable for up to a $2,500 fine or a year in jail. In Massachusetts, in an
unprecedented lawsuit and trial, five students were held liable for bullying and for the subsequent
suicide of a fellow student. These students were charged with criminal and civil rights violations
including harassment and assault. They were given probation and mandatory community
service.9

There are 13 states that provide schools with the authority to monitor and intervene on and
off campus acts of bullying that lead to disruptive school environment.10 There are no clear
instructions available through DOE on the implementation of state bullying laws in private
schools or the development of these laws by the private schools themselves. Only six states,
including Illinois, Iowa, Maryland, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Vermont forbid bullying
both in public and private schools. The DOE also recommends formulations of antibullying laws
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to consider the 10 features such as ethnicity, color, religion, ances-
try, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, socioeconomic status,
physical appearance, and disability. These have been suggested as
most bullying crimes are perpetrated against marginalized com-
munities. Four states including Louisiana, Maine, New York, and
West Virginia, did not have a clear definition for bullying and
considered it comparable to aggression. The state laws in three
states, Georgia, Kansas, and Washington have limited their defini-
tions of bullying to activity associated with physical injury or
damage to someone’s private property. Some states use terms such
as threatening, intimidating, hostile, or offensive to describe acts
associated with bullying in the school environment.11

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2012)
initiated portal Stopbullying.gov as recognition of a serious public
health problem. The “It Gets Better” Project (2010) provided tools
to at risk youth and those being bullied; specifically LGBTQ com-
munity.12 The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP)
focuses on both short and long-run modifications that will enable
a safer school environment. The aims of the OBPP are to decrease
current bullying issues among students, avert novel bullying and
attain healthier peer relations.13

A cross-sectional observational study that evaluated the effec-
tiveness of antibullying legislation in 25 states, but despite the
variations, they concluded that the policies were effective in
reducing students’ risk of bullying in schools. There was a 24%
reduced odds of reported bullying, and a 20% reduced odds of
cyberbullying for children in states with at least one DOE legis-
lative component in their antibullying laws and policies.14 Sim-
ilarly, Sabia and Bass assessed the impact of antibullying laws
using data from the Youth Risk Behavior Surveys (YRBS) from
1993 to 2013, along with the Uniform Crime Reports.15 State
laws that mandate school districts adopt stringent, inclusive

antibullying strategies are related to a 7% to 13% decline in
school violence and 8% to 12% decline in bullying. Additionally,
the stringent policies led to a substantial decline in shootings and
violent crimes in school. However, there is little to no evidence
on the positive impact of these laws on the likelihood of missing
school due to the unwelcoming and hazardous school environ-
ment or weapons connected to threats. These findings are sup-
ported by statistical results that archetypal antibullying laws are
associated with only a 3% to 5% decrease in the odds of being
bullied at the school campus and strictly enforced laws are
required.16

A study using the 2015 YRBS survey assessed the leading feature
connected with lesser rates of bullying, cyberbullying, and suicidal
tendencies among the LGBTQ community. The State Equality
Index (SEI) which is a comprehensive state-by-state analysis of
several policies and legislations for LGBTQþ people were also
considered. It was found that among other strict policies in the
states, the overall pledge to LGBTQ equality had a substantial effect
in creating a positive impact. Based on the statistical analysis, it was
seen that suicidal thoughts amongst LGBTQ youth reduced signif-
icantly by around 7 points, and cyberbullying decline by almost
6 points for each increase in the state’s SEI ratings (P < .05). Overall,
it was observed that states with laws favoring equality amongst
LGBTQ youth-led to lower bullying rates in school districts and
campuses.10 The anticyberbullying laws led to 7% decline in the
likelihood of being victimized by cyberbullying, through any
medium (ie, emails and chatrooms). Through another method
the authors used the instrumental variables approach the study
established that cyberbullying is related to considerable upsurges in
suicides and suicidal tendencies.17

A study using YRBS 2015 data found that these state antibully-
ing laws were associated with reductions in bullying, depressive

State Federal Region 

Year law 

enacted 

 

Extent of DOE Cyberbullying 

included 

Special groups 

included 

 

Numbers of 

Laws 

New Jersey II 2002 >13 Yes Yes 43 

California IX 2003 9-12 Yes Yes 43 

New York II 2010 >13 Yes Yes 23 

Texas VI 2005 >9  Yes No 21 

Pennsylvania III 2007 9-12 Yes No 17 

Colorado VIII 2001 >9 No Yes 16 

West Virginia III 2001 >13 No No 15 

Vermont I 2004 >13 Yes Yes 14 

New Hampshire I 2000 >13 Yes Yes 14 

Wyoming VIII 2009 >9 No No 7 

Florida IV 2008 >13 Yes No 6 

Georgia IV 1999 9-12 Yes No 6 

Alaska X 2006 >9  No No 5 

Figure 1. The States by Federal regions and initial year of enactment of antibullying laws. The extend of compliancewith the Department of Education (DOE) 16 recommendations
for antibullying laws. The variance among states regarding the inclusion of cyberbullying and special groups with 10 features such as ethnicity, color, religion, ancestry, sex, sexual
orientation, gender identity, socioeconomic status, physical appearance, and disability. And finally, state-wise current number of laws covering bullying.
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episodes and completed suicides, these reductions were greatest
amongst female youths and the LGBTQ community. These laws
were also associated with a 13% to 16% decline in suicides among
adolescent females in 14 to 18 years age group. Proper implemen-
tation of these state laws led to around 0.017 decline in the likeli-
hood of bullying of female teenagers. This translated to an average
8% decrease in relation to the mean. Amongst the male population,
this led to a 0.021 decline in possibility of bullying translating into a
12% decrease relative to the mean.12

Another study included 6th, 8th, and 11th-grade children who
had completed the 2005, 2008, and 2010 Iowa Youth Survey. These
students were provided a code based on their exposure to the
antibullying laws: pre-law for survey data before 2005, 1-year
post-law for 2008 data, and 3 years’ post-law for 2010 data. A
generalized linear mixed model was formed with random effects. It
was observed that the likelihood of being bullied rose from pre-law
to 1-year post-law periods, and then decline from 1 year to 3 years
post-law. This decline however was not lower than 2005 pre-law. It
is likely that the rise in bullying immediately after the passage of the
lawwas due to increased reporting.18 In a study conducted to assess
the effectiveness of antibullying programs, the response from stu-
dents was recorded to highlight the weakness and strengths of these
programs as viewed by the students. It was observed that students
did not find general repetitive presentations, direct negative mes-
sage and posters promoted by teachers on antibullying very effec-
tive in tackling the problem at hand.19

Given the serious nature of problem and limited evidence, it is
imperative that the verdict is still out if antibullying measures are
truly effective. The bullying menace, which affects one in every five
children, has hidden costs with its long-term effects on mental
health and burden on healthcare.
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