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Abstract
Background: Using the Chinese version of the Global School-based Health Survey (GSHS), this article describes the
prevalence of being bullied among a nationally representative sample of Chinese students in grades 6-10 and explores the relationships between being bullied and selected indicators of psychosocial adjustment.
Methods: A total of 9015 students in middle schools in Beijing, Hangzhou, Wuhan, and Urumqi completed the Chinese version of the GSHS. Researchers analyzed the results from 2 questions about the frequency and form of
being bullied and 11 questions about psychosocial adjustment. Descriptive statistics and logistic regression were
used in the analysis.
Results: About 25.7% of middle school students reported being bullied on 1 or more of the past 30 days. Rates of being bullied were similar for males and females, but the forms of being bullied were different. Being bullied was
significantly lower in Beijing than in the other 3 cities. There were significant psychosocial differences between students who had been bullied and students who had not been bullied. Students who had been involved in a physical
fight, often felt lonely, or had considered suicide in the past 30 days were more likely to report being bullied. Students who thought that other students in their school were often kind and helpful, who felt parents often understood their troubles, or who were taught in school how to handle stress were less likely to report being bullied.
Conclusions: Being bullied is not uncommon in Chinese middle schools. Chinese schools typically place great emphasis on academic achievement, perhaps at the expense of the social climate of the school. Results indicated schools
could implement changes to the school climate to reduce the likelihood of students’ being bullied.
Keywords: bullying, psychosocial, middle school, China
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ullying among school-aged children is an international concern.1 Recent studies on school-aged children in the United States,2–6 England,7 South Africa,8
Korea,9,10 Japan,11 Australia,12 Hong Kong,13 Germany,1
Norway,1 and Sweden1 suggest that bullying impacts
the physical, emotional, and social health of the children
involved. Bullying and being bullied are associated with
poorer psychosocial adjustment.3 Children who are bullied demonstrate poorer social and emotional adjustment, greater difficulty in making friends, poorer relationships with classmates, and greater loneliness.3
Children who are bullied have more adjustment problems, including internalizing disorders, externalizing
disorders, social difficulties, physical health problems,
and suicide ideation.14 The victims of bullying have few
or no close friends at school and are socially isolated.15
Victimized children tend to have increased school absenteeism and avoid school more as the victimization increases.15,16 Research in Australia, Finland, and Norway
suggests that these psychosocial challenges may persist
into later adolescence and adulthood.1,14 Bullying is a
problem that influences individuals, peer groups, families, schools, and communities and, as such, is a significant international public health challenge.
Olweus17 describes bullying as aggressive behavior
or intentional harm-doing that is carried out repeatedly
over time in an interpersonal relationship characterized
by an imbalance of power. Bullying behavior can be
physical (hitting, pushing, and kicking), verbal (namecalling, provoking, making threats, and spreading rumors), and it can include other behaviors, such as making faces and creating social exclusion.1 Direct physical
aggression is more common among boys and includes
being hit, kicked, pushed, shoved around, or locked indoors.18,19 Indirect bullying, such as name-calling, teasing, rumors, rejection, and the taking of personal belongings is more common among girls. Most research
indicates that boys are more likely to be bullied than
girls.3,8,9,12,17–24
Research over the past 15 years has shown that bullying is prevalent across countries1 with considerable variability reported among countries. The percentage of students who reported being bullied at least once during
the current school term ranged from a low of 6-20% to a
high of 67%.1,4,8,9,11,19–21,25,26
Eslea et al.26 summarized the survey of 4726 primary
and junior middle school students in rural and urban areas of Shandong province using a Chinese version of the
Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire and found 2% were
bullies, 13.3% were victims, and 1.5% were both bully
and victim. Chen and Yue27 used the Chinese version of
the Olweus survey with 3332 primary and junior middle
school students in Tianjing and found 21.3% of males
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and 18.7% of females reported being victims of bullying, and 7.9% of males and 1.5% of females were bullies.
Hazemba et al.,23 using the GSHS data for Beijing, found
20% of Beijing students reported being bullied.
Based on the results of the Chinese version of the
GSHS, this article describes the prevalence of bullying
and explores the relationships between bullying and selected indicators of psychosocial adjustment, using a nationally representative sample of Chinese students in
grades 6-10.
Method
Subjects
The sample represented students in 7th through 10th
grades in 100 middle schools in four cities representing
China’s different regions: Beijing, Hangzhou, Wuhan,
and Urumqi; that is, China’s capital, an eastern, a central, and a western city.
The GSHS used the same 2-stage cluster sample selection process as used in the US Youth Risk Behavior
Survey. In the first stage, a list of all the middle schools
in each city, with grades that included students aged
13-15, was submitted to US Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (USCDC). USCDC selected 25 schools
from each city with probability proportional to school
enrollment. The second stage involved randomly selecting classrooms from each participating school. All classrooms in each school were sampled and all students in
the sampled classrooms were eligible to participate. The
selected sample included 9173 students. A total of 9015
(98.28%) students completed the questionnaires and
100% of the selected schools participated (Table 1).
The Instrument
The GSHS was developed in 2001 by the World Health
Organization, in collaboration with UNAIDS, United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), The United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF), and the USCDC and conducted primarily among students 13-15 years old. The GSHS aims to
measure behaviors related to the leading causes of mortality and morbidity. The China version used the GSHS
core questionnaire modules, core-expanded questions,
and country-specific questions to form a self-administered questionnaire that could be answered within
1 regular class period. The Chinese GSHS was pilot
tested in Beijing in 2002. Translation and back-translation and revisions were overseen by the China Center
for Disease Control and Prevention (CCDC) in cooperation with the USCDC.
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Table 1. The Sample: Demographic Characteristics and Percent of
Students Bullied
Characteristics

N*

% Reported Bullied
% † (95% Confidence Interval)

Total
9015
100
  Region			
  Beijing
2348
51.3
  Hangzhou
1802
17.7
  Wuhan
1947
21.7
  Urumqi
2918
9.3

25.7 (24.0– 27.5)
20.0 (17.1– 23.2)
32.0 (29.8– 34.4)
32.0 (29.4– 34.7)
31.6 (28.6– 34.7)

Sex			
  Male
4356
48.2
  Female
4537
50.5
  Missing	 122
1.3

27.4 (25.4– 29.6)
23.8 (21.8– 25.9)

Age			
  12 or younger
1188
13.6
  13
2639
28.6
  14
2832
31.6
  15 or older
2264
25.2
  Missing	  92
1.0

24.6 (21.5– 28.0)
26.2 (23.1– 29.5)
27.5 (24.8– 30.4)
23.4 (20.3– 26.9)

Grade			
  7th
2699
30.3
  8th
2942
33.6
  9th and 10th
3222
34.6
  Missing	 152
1.5

25.1 (22.2– 28.2)
27.3 (24.5– 30.4)
24.5 (21.8– 27.4)

* Unweighted N.
† Weighted percentage.

The Chinese version contained 83 multiple-choice
questions about alcohol and other drug use, dietary behaviors, hygiene, mental health, physical activity, protective factors, tobacco use, violence and unintentional
injuries, school and parental influences, and Severe
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS).28
Participants reported their age, gender, and grade.
The questionnaire was administered in classes by specially trained data collectors. Classroom teachers were
not involved in the data collection. Survey procedures
were designed to protect students’ privacy by allowing
for anonymous and voluntary participation.
Questions about being bullied were preceded with
the following explanation (translated here into English):
The next 2 questions ask about being bullied.
Bullying occurs when a student or group of students say or do bad and unpleasant things to another student. It is also bullying when a student is
teased a lot in an unpleasant way or when a student is left out of things on purpose. It is not bullying when 2 students of about the same strength
or power argue or fight, or when teasing is done
in a friendly and fun way.
Being bullied was assessed by the question “During
the past 30 days, on how many days were you bullied?”

China

195

English translations of the response categories were “0
days,” “1 or 2 days,” “3 to 5 days,” “6 to 9 days,” “10 to
19 days,” “20 to 29 days,” and “all 30 days.” The form of
bullying was assessed by the question, “During the past
30 days, how were you bullied most often?” Response
categories were “I was not bullied during the past 30
days,” “I was hit, kicked, pushed, shoved around, or
locked indoors,” “I was made fun of because of my race
or color,” “I was made fun of because of my religion,”
“I was made fun of with sexual jokes, comments, or gestures,” “I was left out of activities on purpose or completely ignored,” “I was made fun of because of how my
body or face looks,” “I was bullied in some other way.”
Psychosocial adjustment was assessed by the following survey questions: “During the past 12 months,
how often have you felt lonely?”; “During the past 12
months, how often have you been so worried about
something that you could not sleep at night?”; “During
the past 12 months, did you ever feel so sad or hopeless
almost every day for 2 weeks or more in a row that you
stopped doing your usual activities?”; “During the past
12 months, did you ever seriously consider attempting
suicide?”; “During the past 12 months, did you make
a plan about how you would attempt suicide?”; “During the past 30 days, how many days did you miss
classes or school without permission?”; “During the
past 12 months, how many times were you in a physical fight?”; “How many close friends do you have?”;
“During the past 30 days, how often were most of the
students in your school kind and helpful?”; “During the
past 30 days, how often did your parents or guardians
understand your problems and worries?”; “During the
last school year, were you taught in any of your classes
how to handle stress in healthy ways?” Questions about
loneliness, worry, students being kind and helpful, and
parents’ understanding were answered “never/rarely/
sometimes” or “most of the time/always.” Other questions were coded as either “no” or “yes.”
Procedures
The National Institute for Health Education/CCDC
managed this project in cooperation with the 4 provincial CDCs containing the cities. Survey procedures were
designed to protect students’ privacy. Participation was
anonymous and voluntary. Permission to carry out the
survey was obtained from the CCDC, and the departments of education and health in each participating city
and from the administration of each selected school. Parental/guardian forms were used to obtain permission
for participation. All data processing (scanning, cleaning, editing, and weighting) was conducted at USCDC.
A weighting factor was applied to each student record to adjust for no response and for the varying prob-
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Table 2. Forms of Being Bullied
Total
Forms of Bullying

N

Hit, kicked, pushed, shoved around, or locked indoors	 461
Made fun of because of race or color	  80
Made fun of because of religion	  24
Made fun of with sexual jokes, comments, or gestures	 246
Left out of activities on purpose or completely ignored	 149
Made fun of because of how body or face looks	 363
Bullied in some other way
1021
Total
2344
*p

Male
%†

N

19.7	 315
3.4	  31
1.0	  12
10.5	 126
6.4	  67
15.4	 134
43.6	 506
100
1191

Female
%†

N

26.4	 146
2.6	  49
1.0	  12
10.6	 120
5.6	  82
11.3	 229
42.5	 515
100
1153

χ2

%†

Odds Ratio

12.7
70.47*
2.73
4.2
4.82
0.70
1.0
0.0064
1.49
10.4
0.0184
1.39
7.1
2.1743
0.87
19.9
33.1843* 0.62
44.7
1.1333
1.079
100			

Confidence
Interval
2.20–3.38
0.39–1.25
0.48–4.67
0.95–2.02
0.56–1.36
0.49–0.78
0.91–1.28

< .001

† Weighted

percentage.

abilities of selection. (1) Weights were scaled so that the
weighted count of students was equal to the total sample size; and (2) the weighted proportions of students
matched national populations. The weight used for estimation is given by the following formula: W = W1 × W2
× f1 × f2 × f3 × f4; where W1 = the inverse of the probability of selecting the school, W2 = the inverse of the
probability of selecting the classroom within the school,
fl = a school-level nonresponse adjustment factor calculated by school size category (small, medium, large), f2
= a class-level nonresponse adjustment factor calculated
for each school, f3 = a student-level nonresponse adjustment factor calculated by class, and f4 = a poststratification adjustment factor calculated by grade.

Forms of Being Bullied
As Table 2 shows, the types of bullying most frequently
reported were (1) “hit, kicked, pushed, shoved around,
or locked indoors,” (2) “made fun of because of how
body or face looks,” and (3) “made fun of with sexual
jokes, comments, or gestures.” The largest percentage
of the 2327 students who reported being bullied during the past 30 days answered they were “bullied some
other way.” We will address this in the Discussion section. Boys were significantly more likely to report being “hit, kicked, pushed, shoved around, or locked indoors.” Girls were significantly more likely to report
being “made fun of because of how body or face looks.”
Consequences of Being Bullied

Data Analysis
SUDAAN SAS9-Callable 9.0.1,29 was used to obtain percentage distributions and confidence intervals (CIs). All
CIs are shown at the 95% level. Logistic regression was
used to examine factors that may predict bullying. These
included location, loneliness, anxiety, sadness, attempting suicide, planning suicide, missing school, being in a
physical fight, perceptions of others about school, having close friends, parental understanding, and having
been taught to handle stress.
Results
Prevalence of Being Bullied
In this weighted sample, 25.7% of the students reported
being bullied on 1 or more of the past 30 days; 58.7% on
1 or 2 days; 18.1% on 3 to 5 days; 7.6% on 6 to 9 days,
5.2% on 10 to 19 days; 2.5% on 20 to 29 days, and 7.9%
on all 30 days. Based on CIs, significantly fewer children
in Beijing reported being bullied, compared to the other
cities. Bullying rates by sex, age, and grade suggested no
notable differences (Table 1).

Logistic regression indicated that the odds of being bullied were significantly higher if a student reported “often” or “always” feeling lonely, considering suicide in
the past 30 days, being in a physical fight, or missing
school without permission. Students who “often” or “always” felt fellow students were kind and helpful, felt
parents understood their troubles, or had been taught
how to handle stress were considerably less likely to report being bullied (Table 3).
Discussion
Bullying is not uncommon among middle school students in China. More than 25% of the students sampled
in this study reported being bullied in the past 30 days.
Among those who reported being bullied, more than
10% reported being bullied on more than 20 days of the
past 30 days. These self-reported rates are in the lower
range of rates of being bullied among students of this
age in a variety of other countries,2,4–6,8,9,12,19–22,25 higher
than the 13.3% reported in Eslea et al.26 for China and
nearer the 20% reported by Chen and Yue27 for Tianjing
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Table 3. Consequences of Being Bullied
Independent Variables
Region (N = 9015)
  Beijing
  Hangzhou
  Wuhan
  Urumqi
Feel lonely (N = 8976)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
Being worried (N = 8971)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
Feel sad/hopeless (N = 8920)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
Ever consider suicide (N = 8881)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
Ever make suicide plan (N = 8901)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
Being in a physical fight (N = 8990)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
Miss school no permission (N = 8902)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
Have close friend (N = 8935)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
Students being kind and helpful (N = 8909)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
Parents understand troubles (N = 8926)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
Taught how to handle stress (N = 8920)
  Often/always
  Never/rarely/sometimes
*p

Total %†

Bullied %†

Not Bullied %†

χ2

Odds Ratio

51.9
17.8
21.2
9.1

20.0
32.0
32.0
31.5

80.0		
68.0
38.8
68.0
21.1
68.5
20.4

25.7
74.3

12.6
87.5

5.0
21.1*
1.711
95.0			

1.36–2.15

25.6
74.1

7.3
92.7

3.1
3.13
1.322
96.9			

0.97–1.80

25.6
74.4

25.8
74.2

16.7
2.93
1.130
83.3			

0.98–1.30

25.6
74.4

25.1
74.9

11.9
24.5*
1.675
88.1			

1.37–2.06

25.7
74.4

13.0
87.0

5.4
2.0
1.233
94.7			

0.93–1.64

25.7
74.3

27.0
73.0

14.0
40.7*
1.774
86.0			

1.49–2.12

25.6
74.4

8.4
91.6

4.3
4.87*
1.314
95.7			

1.03–1.68

25.6
74.4

36.1
63.9

55.6
3.10
1.243
44.4			

0.98–1.58

25.6
74.4

36.1
63.9

55.6
46.7
0.608
44.4			

0.53–0.70

25.7
74.3

26.7
73.3

42.3
16.1
0.713
57.7			

0.61–0.84

25.6

51.3

59.9

0.81–1.07

74.4

48.7

40.1			

1.0

1
1.82
1.62
1.68

Confidence Interval

0.932

1.51–2.19
1.32–2.00
1.34–2.10

< .001.

†Weighted

percentage.

and Hazemba et al.23 for Beijing. As to why rates of being bullied in China would be lower than in other countries, possible explanations are that there is less bullying,
Chinese students do not count certain forms of harassment as bullying, Chinese students hesitate to report being bullied, or that the wording of the survey missed
some culturally nuanced understanding of bullying.
The rates of being bullied among males and females
were similar. Zhang et al.24 and Chen and Yue27 also
found little gender difference in the prevalence of being
bullied.
The forms of bullying did differ by gender. Males
were more likely to be victims of direct physical bullying, involving kicking, pushing, and hitting, while fe-

males were more likely to be bullied psychologically, involving exclusion and rumors. These gender patterns are
similar to those reported by Murray-Close and Crick18
as involving physical aggression for boys and relational
aggression for girls. Similarly, Zhang et al.24 found direct physical bullying more common among boys, indirect bullying more common among girls, but no gender
difference in verbal bullying. Chen and Yue27 found verbal bullying the most frequent type among junior middle school girls and physical bullying more prevalent
among boys than girls of all ages.
No significant differences among age and grades
were observed in this sample. Others have reported
the highest levels of bullying and victimization occur-
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ring among elementary school students with a decline
through secondary school.21,27 This study included
only middle school students, precluding any meaningful age/grade comparison. Exactly, how bullying rates
compare among students in elementary and secondary
schools in China remains an important question.
The different rates of being bullied between students in Beijing and in the other 3 cities were intriguing.
In China, over the past 20 years, schools have placed
great emphasis on academic performance at the expense of student services. Consequently, many students
lack problem-solving and conflict resolution skills. The
Fourth Conference of the Eighth National People’s Congress held in 1996 noted the need to improve students’
moral conduct and increase their innovative capabilities.
Since then, more emphasis has been placed on developing the whole student and creating school environments
with social climates that support academic achievement.
Issues of mental health, interpersonal relationships, and
parental support have taken on new importance. The
data presented here were gathered in 2003 and might
suggest that the schools in Beijing may have progressed
further in this regard than those in the other 3 cities. For
example, students in the Beijing schools who thought
that most of the students in their school were kind and
helpful most of the time or always, were higher than
(57.9%) than the percent in the other 3 cities: Urumqi,
49.5%; Hangzhou, 44.4%; and Wuhan, 36.3% (p < .01).
Findings from this study show a consistent relation
between being bullied and a number of indicators of
psychosocial adjustment. This study demonstrated that
being bullied does interact with psychosocial adjustment
problems. Being bullied has been suggested as a strong
risk factor for the later development of psychosocial adjustment problems. Students with psychosocial adjustment problems—such as loneliness, depression, or anxiety, lower self-esteem, few or no close friends at school,
social isolation, and lack of a support network—may be
more vulnerable to being bullied by other children.25
From this research, a number of factors can be described as protective for being bullied. Students who
reported that most of the students in their school were
kind and helpful most of the time or always, had parents or guardians who most of the time or always understood their problems and worries, who had close
friends, and who had received education on how to handle stress in healthy ways were less likely to be bullied
than those who had not. This suggests that a supportive
social network in school and at home contributes significantly to lowering the risks that a student will be bullied. Such an outcome is clearly in support of the objective of schools. There is a need to more widely confirm
these results to support the recommendations of the
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Eighth National People’s Congress. Unfortunately, experience with this issue in the United States suggests
that many policy makers believe academic achievement
can only be gained when it becomes the single focus of
the schools, at the expense of concerns that involve the
whole student and the school social environment.
Limitations
In considering the results presented here, a number of
important limitations should be noted. The GSHS is a
broadly focused survey of health behaviors of middle
school-age students. As such, in-depth information on
bullying was unavailable. Comparisons with other bullying studies in China that used the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire are made cautiously. The collected
data are cross-sectional and do not support the exploration of causal pathways. As with all student surveys, these results are based on self-reporting measures.
These can be affected by the methods and organization
of data collection and whether the students have an accurate understanding of the questions asked.
Translating the GSHS raises the question whether corresponding words in English and Chinese had identical
meanings. Smith et al.30 have shown that definitions of
bullying can be subtle and culturally specific. The GSHS
preceded the questions on bullying with a paragraph describing specific actions that students should consider as
bullying. Smith et al.30 found that students in China applied the Chinese word qifu (the word used in the GSHS
bullying questions) to 94% of physical bullying cartoons,
85% of direct and indirect verbal bullying cartoons, and
68% of social exclusion cartoons. Nevertheless, 43.6% of
the students in this study selected the answer option “bullied some other way.” This suggests certain incompleteness in the options presented by the GSHS for the question “How were you bullied most often?” Further study
is needed into what specific behaviors these Chinese students considered to be bullying “in some other way.”
Bullying is not a static concept. For example, the
rapid diffusion of cell phones provides a previously unanticipated means for bullying. Maintaining currency
with the potential means for bullying will require careful attention to the involvement of students in the development of any future bullying questionnaires.
Implications for School Health
This study is an examination of the prevalence and the
characteristics of being bullied among a nationally representative sample of Chinese middle school students
using the 2003 GSHS data. These results provide a basis for planning future research and suggest initial strat-
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egies school leaders can pursue to decrease the prevalence of bullying.
If a reduction in bullying is to be achieved, a comprehensive approach will be needed, involving changes in
school and classroom climate, increased teacher-parent
involvement, development of social norms and rules
discouraging bullying, and making available psychological services to emotionally at-risk students. An appropriate comprehensive framework for bullying prevention is the World Health Organization Health Promoting
School framework.31 All parties, that is, school staff, students, and parents, as well as organizations connected to
the school’s community, should be involved in cooperative efforts to improve the family, school, and community climate to prevent and diminish school bullying.
Human Subjects Approval Statement: This study was
approved by the National Institute for Health Education, China CDC Institutional Review Board.
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