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ABSTRACT

The ViSC program is a socio-ecological anti-bullying program that has been
developed, implemented and rigorously evaluated in Austria. The main goals of the
present study were (1) to implement the ViSC program with high fidelity in Cyprus
and (2) to investigate the program effectiveness within a quasi-experimental
longitudinal study. To tackle bullying on different levels in the educational
system, a cascaded train-the-trainer model has been realized. Nine permanent
staff members of the Cypriot Ministry of Education were trained as multipliers
by researchers. These multipliers trained teachers in three Cypriot schools and
teachers trained their students. To investigate the effectiveness of the program,
data from students of three intervention and three control schools was collected
via self-assessments at pre-test (October–November 2012), post-test (April–May
2013) and follow-up (March–April 2014). In total, 1752 grade 7 and 8 students
(602 intervention, 1150 control group) with a mean age of 12.6 (SD = .60) at pretest, nested in 82 classes and 6 schools participated. To investigate the program
effectiveness regarding the reduction of victimization and aggressive behavior,
multilevel growth models were applied (time points at level 1, individuals at level
2, and classes at level 3). The analyses revealed that the program effects differed
depending on the grade level of the students. Overall, the program was more
effective for grade 7 compared with grade 8 students. In grade 8, bullying and
victimization increased more in the intervention group compared with the control
group at time 2, but also steeper decreased at time 3 indicating a sensitizing effect
of the program.
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Evidence-based bullying prevention in schools is key area of Bildung-Psychology
(Spiel, Reimann, Wagner, & Schober, 2008) and a research field of international
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interest (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). Like in many other countries, bullying has
also emerged as a serious problem in Cypriot schools indicating that 17% of
students are involved as either bullies, victims or bully-victims (Stavrinides,
Paradeisiotou, Tziogouros, & Lazarou, 2010). It was demonstrated that bullying
is a serious threat for the mental health of Cypriot students and that there is
an urgent need for evidence-based anti-bullying programs in Cypriot schools
(Papacosta, Paradeisioti, & Lazarou, 2014). As some countries like Austria implemented evidence based programs nationwide (Spiel, Salmivalli, & Smith, 2011;
Spiel & Strohmeier, 2011, 2012), a similar nationwide process has been initiated
in Cyprus and the ViSC Social Competence Program (Strohmeier, Hoffmann,
Schiller, Stefanek, & Spiel, 2012) has been implemented in Cyprus. Thus, taking advantage of the concept of Bildung-Psychology (Spiel et al., 2008) both a
nationwide transformation process and an evidence-based bullying prevention
program was cross nationally disseminated from Austria to Cyprus.
The goals of the present study are (1) to describe the steps necessary for
implementing the ViSC program in Cyprus and (2) to investigate the program
effectiveness regarding the reduction of victimization and aggressive behavior
among Cypriote students.

ViSC social competence program
From a socio-ecological perspective, aggressive behaviour and bullying are
understood as a complex systemic problem with mechanisms operating on
several interacting levels (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Swearer & Espelage, 2004).
Therefore, a socio-ecological preventive intervention program not only targets
individual students, but also aims to change the class and school environment.
Because the main aim of the ViSC program is to enable a school transformation
process, competencies on various systemic levels are fostered simultaneously
by implementing measures for multipliers, teachers, students and parents with
the goal to reduce various forms of bullying, aggressive behavior and victimization. While aggressive behavior comprises intentional harm doing; bullying
also includes repetition and imbalance of power (Olweus, 1996; Roland & Idsøe,
2001). Both bullying and aggressive behaviour are expressed directly and indirectly and include a variety of negative forms, like physical attacks, verbal insults,
relational harassments (Olweus, 1996) or offenses via electronic means (Smith
et al., 2008). It is important to differentiate these different forms of bullying and
aggressive behaviors as maladjustment differs for direct and indirect aggressive behaviour (Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008) for bullies and victims
(Georgiou & Stavrinides, 2012); and for traditional bullying and cyber bullying
(Gradinger, Strohmeier, & Spiel, 2009). Research also demonstrated that age is
an important variable to consider in any study regarding bullying and aggressive behavior (Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000), especially also because nationwide
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anti-bullying programs might be more effective for younger children (Kärnä et
al., 2011; Yeager, Fong, Lee, & Espelage, 2015).
The ViSC program creates a school development process to foster the shared
responsibility between teachers to prevent aggressive behavior, bullying and
victimization in their school. In line with social learning theory (Bandura, 1977),
it is important that teachers have worked out a common understanding of the
problem; agreed on procedures how to tackle acute cases and jointly implement preventive measures on the school and class level (Schultes, Stefanek, van
de Schoot, Strohmeier, & Spiel, 2014). Furthermore, the program assumes that
aggressive behavior and bullying have two underlying functions (Card & Little,
2006). Reactive aggression is theoretically grounded in the frustration–aggression model; instrumental aggression has its roots in social cognitive learning
theory describing a planned behavior controlled by external rewards (Vitaro,
Brendgen, & Barker, 2006). In addition, the program acknowledges that victimized students are heterogeneous (Yang & Salmivalli, 2013). While victims of bullying usually cannot easily defend themselves, reactive aggressive students are
also often victims and thus labelled as bully-victims. Importantly, the program
acknowledges that aggressive behavior, bullying and victimization co-occur and
therefore aims to change these behaviors simultaneously. In many classes there
is a rather big group of students who neither feel responsible for what happens
around them nor intervene in critical situations (Craig, Pepler, & Atlas, 2000),
moreover there is still a group of preadolescents who is not able to manage
their negative emotions in a non-aggressive way (Salmivalli & Nieminen, 2002).
Therefore, on the class level students are trained (a) to feel responsible when
something negative is going on, (b) to react in a way which is likely to improve
the situation, (c) to recognize their own emotions and the emotions of others,
and (d) to cope with these emotions in a positive, non-aggressive way. Moreover,
it is necessary to empower students who might get victimized easily as they
often invite attacks with their non-assertive behavior (Veenstra et al., 2007). Thus,
students are also trained how to best react when getting picked on by others.
To summarize, both on the school and the class level, the ViSC program aims
to create an environment in which it is less likely that aggressive behavior, bullying and victimization occurs. The program also contains indicated measures.
In line with the approach suggested by Roland and Vaaland (2006), teachers are
trained how to respond when aggressive behavior or bullying has already been
occurred in their school (for more details see Strohmeier, Hoffmann et al., 2012).
In Austria, the effectiveness of the ViSC program has been demonstrated
in various studies (Gollwitzer, Banse, Eisenbach, & Naumann, 2007; Gollwitzer,
Eisenbach, Atria, Strohmeier, & Banse, 2006; Gradinger, Yanagida, Strohmeier, &
Spiel, 2015a, 2015b; Yanagida, Strohmeier, & Spiel, 2015). Using data of a large
two wave cluster randomized control study the change of victimization was
stronger in the intervention compared with the control group (Yanagida et al.,
2015). However, the change of aggressive behaviour did not reach statistical
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significance, although the magnitude of the effect sizes was in favour of the
program. Gradinger et al. (2015a, 2015b) demonstrated short and long term
program effectiveness for cyberbullying and cyber victimization.

The present study
The present study investigated the effectiveness of the ViSC program in Cyprus
regarding the reduction of perpetration and victimization of five different forms
of aggression over two school years. Effectiveness of the program is indicated
by a steeper decrease or lower increase in victimization and aggressive behavior
in the intervention group compared to the control group. That is, we investigated the interaction of group (intervention, control) with the linear and quadratic effect of time over three time points for self-reported victimization and
aggressive behavior. The quadratic effect of time was included in the analyses
to examine whether the depended variables would change differently between
pretest-posttest and posttest-follow-up-test.
We hypothesized that students in the ViSC intervention schools would show
a better trend over time compared to students in the control schools regarding
all five forms of perpetration and victimization. We hypothesized that grade
would moderate the effectiveness of the program and we considered age as
an additional covariate. Therefore, we examined grade 7 and grade 8 students
separately controlling for age in each grade.

Method
Implementation process
The ViSC program has been implemented with the highest possible program
fidelity, compared to Austria only few adaptations were necessary in order to
respond to educational and cultural particularities in Cyprus (SolomontosKountouri & Strohmeier, 2013). Because the ViSC program targets multipliers,
teachers, students and parents simultaneously, the implementation process is
rather challenging.
Step 1: Partnerships with Stakeholders in Cyprus
The approval for piloting and implementing the ViSC program in secondary
schools in Cyprus was achieved after several negotiations with relevant partner
institutions related with the Ministry of Education.
Step 2: Training of the ViSC Multipliers in Cyprus
Like in Austria, the goal was to train permanent staff working at the institutions of the Ministry of Education to enable a sustainable knowledge transfer
between research and practice. The ViSC multipliers consisted of nine highly
experienced professionals (counselors, educational psychologists, teacher-researchers) from three partner institutions. To implement the ViSC program in
Cyprus, all training materials were translated from German to Greek.

European Journal of Developmental Psychology 

741

Step 3: Program Implementation in Cyprus Gymnasiums
In the 2012/13 school year the ViSC program has been implemented in
three Cypriot schools located in three different provinces. To begin with, the
ViSC multipliers received a 20 h training offered by the Austrian and Cypriote
researchers over a period of one year. Second, the multipliers delivered five
units of teacher training to all teachers during the available school time. Third,
class teachers taught their students six 90 min lessons on social and cultural
competences and to transfer the knowledge into real life, the students designed
and exhibited a class activity with their classmates. Two new elements were (a)
the chief educational officers were involved and an official inaugural meeting
was launched to empower both the head teachers and the researchers in their
mission; (b) two hours presentation of the ViSC program was offered to the
parents in each school by the researcher, including discussion of how parents
would help. Finally, a second year of implementation of the ViSC program was
added in Cyprus. In the second year, three repetition trainings were offered to
a small group of teachers who trained the rest of personnel, implemented the
program to the new first year students and gave a presentation to parents. The
parents were asked to discuss the program content with their children at home.
In Cyprus, the students remain stable but several teachers in schools change
every year, therefore the second year of implementation was very important to
ensure the sustainability of the program.

Study design and procedure
Due to the small number of intervention schools, it was not feasible to undertake a randomized control trial. Instead, a quasi-experimental three wave longitudinal study was realized. Data was collected in six schools (82 classes) at
pre-test (October–November 2012), post-test (April–May 2013) and follow-up
(March–April 2014).
These six schools were located in three provinces (Nicosia, Larnaka and Pafos)
and were chosen by the Secondary School Directory to participate as either
intervention or control school. The schools were chosen based on convenience
(which school collaborate better), demand (which school had a need for an
intervention program) and equivalency (similar status schools were matched
according to Directory criteria). This kind of school selection was used to make
sure that the program would be implemented with high fidelity. Permission
from the Centre of Educational Research and Evaluation in Cyprus was assured
to conduct the longitudinal research. Active parental consent was granted by
88.6% of parents. Prior to data collection students were assured that their participation was voluntary and that their answers would be kept confidential. Data
were collected with paper and pencil, during regular school hours by the first
author and a group of research assistants with the help of the class teachers.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample (Grade 7, Grade 8) by intervention and
control group at pretest.
Grade 7 (N = 764)

Gender (% female)
Age, M (SD)
Country of birth (%)
 Cyprus
 Other country
First language (%)
 Greek
 Other language
Perceived financial situation (%)
 Very bad
Bad
 Neither bad nor good
 Good
 Very good
Parent’s working status (%)
Working father
Working mother
Media usage at least once a day (%)
 Mobile phone
Internet

Grade 8 (N = 822)

Intervention

Control

Intervention

Control

(n = 286)
48.9
12.1 (.4)

(n = 478)
44.6
12.1 (.3)

(n = 280)
52.3
13.1 (.4)*

(n = 542)
50.9
13.1 (.3)*

87.4
12.6

85.7
14.3

86.3
13.7

85.8
14.2

88.8
11.2

89.1
10.9

93.2*
6.8*

88.0*
12.0*

4.6
8.5
28.8
39.9
18.1

6.0
7.2
32.1
35.1
19.6

6.1
6.9
28.5
40.4
18.1

4.5
3.9
35.3
39.8
16.5

88.5
73.9

90.4
70.9

92.5
75.5

89.9
74.2

84.0
67.8

79.2
67.5

83.4
70.6

84.7
75.6

Note: Statistically significant differences between intervention- and control-group are indicated with
asterisks.
*p < .05**p < .01***p < .001.

Participants
In total, 1652 grade 7 and 8 students (602 in intervention group, 1050 in control
group) nested in 82 classes (30 in intervention, 52 in control group) and 6 schools
participated in at least one measurement and were included. Gymnasium is the
middle school between primary school and Lyceum and consists of 3 years of
compulsory education. At wave 1 (pretest), the sample comprised 1586 students
(48.9% girls) from 82 classrooms (40 seventh grade classes and 42 seventh grade
classes) with a mean age of 12.6 years (SD = .6, Min = 12, Max = 15). Table 1
provides a description of the sample by intervention and control group, separately for grade 7 and grade 8. Intervention and control group were compared
regarding pretest demographic characteristics using a series of Pearson’s chisquare tests with Yates’ continuity correction, and a two-sample t-test. In grade
7, the two groups were comparable. In grade 8, the students in the control
group were slightly younger (t (806) = −2.188, p < .05, d = .15), and fewer students spoke Greek as a first language (χ2(1) = 4.841, p < .05) compared with the
intervention group.

Missing data
In total, 677 records (47.9% in grade 7 and 52.1% in grade 8) were incomplete;
306 students showed wave non-response: 29 students were missing at wave 1,
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81 students were missing at wave 2, 124 students were missing at wave 3, 37
students were missing at wave 1 and 3; and 35 students were missing at wave 2
and 3. According to the protocols of the data collection, these students missed
one or more wave because of three reasons: They were (1) absent at the day of
data collection, (2) choose to not participate or (3) completed the questionnaire
in an invalid way. The remaining 371 students had a general missing data pattern
with omitted items on single scales. The percentage of missing values across
the 140 variables varied between 1.8 and 13.7% (1.5 and 13.7% in grade 7 and
2.0 and 13.7% in grade 8).
A series of two-sample t-tests was conducted to compare students with and
without missing data on all study variables for grade 7 and 8 separately. Both
grade 7 and 8 student with missing data had higher values in all scales with
effect sizes ranging from d = .06 to d = .31 for grade 7 and effect sizes ranging
from d = .12 to d = .40 for grade 8. These results indicate that missing data is systematically related to the study variables. Thus, all study variables are analyzed
simultaneously based on a multivariate model accounting for the covariance
among those variables making the missing at random assumption (MAR) more
plausible. Full information maximum likelihood under the MAR assumption and
Bayesian estimation were used to deal with missing data (Enders, 2010).

Measures
Aggressive behavior and victimization were measured with five self-report
scales. The items cover specific aggressive behavior and victimization incidents
during the last two months. Answers to all questions were given on a five-point
response scale ranging from 0 (never), over 1 (once or twice), 2 (two or three times
a month), 3 (once a week), to 4 (nearly every day).

Bullying perpetration and bullying victimization
The self-reported scales consist of one global item, and three specific items
covering different forms (physical, relational and verbal) of bullying and victimization. The term “bullying” was not used in the items and no definition of
bullying was provided. Instead very specific behavioral descriptions were used
(Strohmeier, Gradinger, Schabmann, & Spiel, 2012). Cronbach’s α coefficients
were .74/.77/.76 (pretest/posttest/follow up) for the bullying perpetration scale
and .75/.78/.78 (pretest/posttest/follow up) for the bullying victimization scale.

Cyberbullying and cyberbullying victimization
Cyberbullying and cyberbullying victimization were measured with two scales.
Both scales contain one global and seven specific items related to different
electronic means based on Smith et al. (2008). The different electronic means
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Table 2. Model fit of the measurement models.
Perpetration
Bullying
 Cyberbullying
 Physical aggression
 Relational aggression
 Verbal aggression
Victimization
Bullying victimization
 Cyberbullying victimization
 Physical victimization
 Relational victimization
 Verbal victimization

χ2

df

p

CFI

RMSEA

WRMR

393.49
7787.49
183.27
394.41
132.99

182
666
106
284
106

<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001

.972
.994
.987
.989
.996

.038
.015
.030
.022
.018

1.892
1.393
1.349
1.389
1.024

339.70
782.18
151.76
413.22
174.05

182
666
106
284
106

<.001
<.01
<.001
<.001
<.001

.986
.995
.990
.989
.991

.032
.015
.023
.023
.028

1.752
1.351
1.142
1.446
1.209

Note: Models are based on measurement models with ordered-categorical indicators.

were calls, text messages, emails, chat contributions, discussion board, instant
messages, and videos or photos. Cronbach’s α coefficients for the cyberbullying scale were .84/.93/.92 (pretest/posttest/follow up) and .89/.93/.92 (pretest/
posttest/follow up) for the cyberbullying victimization scale.

Physical aggression and physical victimization
The peer nomination measure developed by Crick and Grotpeter (1995) was
modified into a self-report questionnaire and comprised three items. Cronbach’s
α coefficients were .79/.80/.84 (pretest/posttest/follow up) for the physical
aggression scale and .80/.80/.78 (pretest/posttest/follow up) for the physical
victimization scale.

Relational aggression and relational victimization
These five items were also adapted from the peer nomination measure originally developed by Crick and Grotpeter (1995). Cronbach’s α coefficients were
.84/.88/.89 (pretest/posttest/follow up) for the relational aggression scale and
.85/.89/.86 (pretest/posttest/follow up) for the relational victimization scale.

Verbal aggression and verbal victimization
These three items were specifically constructed to cover active and passive verbal harassments (Strohmeier, Aoyama, Gradinger, & Toda, 2013). Cronbach’s α
coefficients were .77/.82/.79 (pretest/posttest/follow up) for the verbal aggression scale and .80/.84/.83 (pretest/posttest/follow up) for the verbal victimization scale.
Confirmatory factor analyses were conducted with Mplus Version 7.11
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2012) using robust weighted least squares estimator to establish measurement models with ordered-categorical indicators (see
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Bovaird & Koziol, 2012) for the five different forms of aggression and victimization. Moreover, all scales were tested for strong longitudinal and between-group
(control vs. intervention) measurement invariance (see Little, 2013). Results yield
acceptable model fit (see Table 2) indicating sound measurement properties
of all scales. In order to reduce model complexity (i.e., number of estimated
parameters), factor scores for all scales were extracted and subsequently used
in the main analysis.

Analytic strategy
Multivariate multilevel growth modelling (level 1: time, level 2: student, level 3:
class) was conducted with Mplus Version 7.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2012)
to test program effectiveness. Bayesian estimation with non-informative prior
distributions based on the default settings of the program was used as estimation procedure. As recommended by Hox, van de Schoot, and Matthijsse
(2012) convergence was assessed using Gelman–Rubin criterion using a stricter
cutoff value (i.e., bconvergence = .01) than the default setting. We requested
four chains for the Gibbs sampler and inspected all trace plots manually to
check for convergence.
Program effectiveness was investigated based on the cross-level interaction
intervention × time and intervention × time2 controlling for grand-mean centered
age. That is, the difference in linear and quadratic change between control and
intervention group for the five different forms of perpetration and victimization
of aggression controlling for the mean age of the participants (see Tables 4 and
5). Age was included in the analyses to control for possible age variations within
grades. We also computed standardized estimates for each effect. In order to
compute these standardized estimates we re- run all analyses with standardized
variables again. We added the standardized estimates in the tables only for the
relevant effects (see Tables 4 and 5).

Results
Descriptive statistics for outcome variables
As a first step, the means and standard deviations of perpetration and victimization are reported by wave of data collection (pretest, posttest and follow
up) in Table 3. Results are reported separately by grade level, intervention and
control group, and wave.
Examining the means, aggressive behavior and victimization scores are
higher in grade 8 than in grade 7, especially at pretest. Mostly, aggressive behavior and victimization increased between pretest and posttest, and then did
not change or decreased again, especially in the intervention group. Changes

.54 (.62)
.10 (.31)
.31 (.53)

.17 (.49)

.52 (.79)

.52 (.65)

.14 (.37)

.36 (.65)

.24 (.50)

.60 (.88)

.42 (.58)
.06 (.19)
.26 (.48)

.09 (.26)

.39 (.54)

.44 (.57)

.12 (.33)

.39 (.69)

.17 (.45)

.45 (.80)

Wave 2

(n = 264)

Wave 1

(n = 286)

.49 (.73)

.22 (.49

.25 (.49)

.12 (.34)

.51 (.65)

.54 (.72)

.12 (.37)

.55 (.62)
.09 (.25)
.28 (.56)

(n = 262)

Wave 3

.54 (.77)

.20 (.49)

.37 (.63)

.12 (.34)

.50 (.65)

.40 (.66)

.13 (.36)

.40 (.56)
.08 (.22)
.33 (.62)

(n = 478)

Wave 1

Grade 7

.66 (.95)

.29 (.64)

.38 (.69)

.16 (.46)

.63 (.79)

.48 (.76)

.20 (.56)

.53 (.68)
.12 (.46
.36 (.66)

(n = 455)

Wave 2

Control
Wave 3

.57 (.85)

.26 (.58)

.31 (.60

.15 (.44)

.58 (.74)

.57 (.84)

.21 (.57)

.52 (.64)
.13 (.43
.39 (.75)

(n = 434)

Wave 1

.61 (.84)

.28 (.60)

.40 (.68)

.18 (.44)

.58 (.70)

.62 (.77)

.19 (.45)

.61 (.69)
.16 (.37)
.38 (.67)

(n = 280)

Notes. Intervention n = 602; Control n = 1150. Sample size slightly differs by scale and wave due to missing values.

Criterion
Perpetration
Bullying
 Cyberbullying
 Physical
aggression
 Relational
aggression
 Verbal
aggression
Victimization
Bullying
victimization
 Cyberbullying
victimization
 Physical
victimization
 Relational
victimization
 Verbal
victimization

Intervention

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for the criterion variables: means and standard deviations.

.67 (.97)

.43 (.69)

.45 (.75)

.36 (.71)

.73 (.83)

.76 (1.01)

.38 (.75)

.81 (.87)
.31 (.66)
.53 (.90)

(n = 262)

Wave 2

Intervention

.53 (.78)

.25 (.53)

.28 (.59)

.18 (.45)

.50 (.60)

.60 (.76)

.20 (.53)

.66 (.68)
.16 (.42)
.36 (.62)

(n = 258)

Wave 3

.66 (.93

.26 (.58)

.46 (.84)

.18 (.47)

.64 (.75)

.63 (.83)

.17 (.48)

.63 (.70)
.12 (.36)
.42 (.73)

(n = 542)

Wave 1

Grade 8

.64 (.95)

.27 (.63)

.36 (.70)

.16 (.49)

.58 (.73)

.62 (.82)

.18 (.46)

.62 (.68)
.13 (.42)
.38 (.63)

(n = 488)

Wave 2

Control
Wave 3

.54 (.87)

.23 (.59)

.34 (.64)

.15 (.45)

.52 (.70)

.57 (.83)

.20 (.49)

.61 (.72)
.14 (.42)
.39 (.72)

(n = 473)
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.245
.030
−.028

−.046

−.064
.537***
−.196***

−.049
.417
−.152

−.113
.241**
−.073

−.120

−.101
.190
−.041

−.084
.160
−.035

N = 851

N = 798

.164
−.034
.023

.138
−.029
.020

−.130

.455***
.087
−.022

N = 798

Grade 7

.338
.424
−.195

.335*
.423***
−.195***

−.195*

.404***
−.017
.011

N = 854

Grade 8

Cyberbullying

−.124

.271*
.009
−.017

N = 853

Grade 8

−.109
.003
−.246*
.009
.092
−.027
Standardized estimates
−.100
.004
−.228
.004
.085
−.021

−.145

.274**
.116
−.051

N = 797

Grade 7

Physical Aggression

−.075
.281
−.133

−.082
.299*
−.141***

−.099

.565***
.151
−.061

N = 797

Grade 7

.124
.593
−.299

.144
.720***
−.363***

−.168

.490***
−.001
.008

N = 852

Grade 8

Relational Aggression

.003
−.083
.048

.003
−.076
.044

−.152

.074
.065
.000

N = 797

Grade 7

.028
.069
−.008

.023
.080
−.014

−.008

.264**
.005
−.025

N = 853

Grade 8

Verbal Aggression

Notes. Bayesian posterior median estimates of hierarchical linear modelling results. Statistically significant results based on two-tailed p-values are indicated with asterisks. Higher values
of age represent older students. Intervention is coded as 0 = control group, and 1 = intervention group.*p < .05**p < .01***p < .001.

Level 1: Measurement
Intercept
 Time
 Time2
Level 2: Student
 Age
Level 3: Class
Intervention
Intervention × time
Intervention × time2
Level 3: Class
Intervention
Intervention × time
Intervention × time2

Grade 8

Grade 7

Bullying

TABLE 4 Hierarchical linear modeling results: intervention effects for different forms of perpetration.
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between waves appeared to be bigger in the intervention than in the control
group.

Baseline effects in perpetration and victimization
Regarding perpetration, the baseline effect intervention was significant for
the perpetration of cyberbullying in grade 8 (b = .335, p < .05), indicating that
the intervention group had higher scores than the control group at pretest.
Regarding victimization, the baseline effect intervention was significant in grade
7 for verbal victimization (b = −.321, p < .05), indicating that the intervention
group had lower scores than the control group at pretest.

Intervention effects on perpetration
As shown in Table 4, the overall pattern of results revealed that in grade 8 bullying, cyberbullying and relational aggression increased more in the intervention group compared with the control group over time (intervention × time).
However, this effect was qualified by a quadratic intervention effect (intervention × time2) indicating that the intervention group had a steeper decrease over
time compared with the control group. For relational aggression, this pattern
was also found for grade 7. Age was not significant in grade 7 and 8.

Bullying
In grade 7, bullying increased over time in both groups (time, b = .241, p < .01).
In grade 8, there was a steeper increase over time in the intervention group
compared with the control group (intervention × time, b = .37, p < .001) including a quadratic effect (intervention × time2, b = −.196, p < .001), indicating that
over time this increase became smaller in the intervention group compared
with the control group.
Cyberbullying
In grade 7, there were no intervention effects. In grade 8, there was a steeper
increase over time in the intervention group compared with the control group
(intervention × time, b = .423, p < .001) including a quadratic effect (intervention × time2, b = −.195, p < .001), indicating that over time this increase became
smaller in the intervention group compared with the control group.
Physical aggression
In grade 7, there was a steeper decrease in the intervention group compared
with the control group over time (intervention × time, b = −.246, p < .05). In grade
8, there were no intervention effects.

.285*
−.129
.001

−.071

−.185
.799***
−.336**

−.120
.519
−.218

.159
.285**
−.115*

−.194

−.235
.222
−.065

−.157
.146
−.042

N = 849

N = 798

−.011
.258
−.69

−.009
.207*
−.054

−.178

.474***
.115
−.046

N = 798

.164
.665
−.270

.150
.620***
−.251***

−.196*

.358***
−.005
−.008

N = 854

Grade 8

Cyber Victimization
Grade 7

−.095

.312**
−.150*
.041

N = 854

.095
.025
−.291*
.067
.102
−.066
Standardized estimates
.098
.024
−.299
.060
.104
−.062

−.072

.308***
.076
−.058

N = 798

Grade 8

Physical Victimization
Grade 7

−.218
.882
−.367

−.230
.931***
−.387***

−.217*

.502***
.169*
−.069*

N = 798

Grade 7

−.068
1.089
−.479

−.079
1.223***
−.538***

−.247*

.368***
−.004
−.022

N = 854

Grade 8

Relational Victimization

−.288
.354
−.114

−.321*
.394**
−.127*

−.138

.235*
.141
−.068

N = 798

−.142
.259
−.080

−.166
.305*
−.095

−.041

.265*
−.006
−.033

N = 854

Grade 8

Verbal Victimization
Grade 7

Notes. Bayesian posterior median estimates of hierarchical linear modelling results. Statistically significant results based on two-tailed p-values are indicated with asterisks. Higher values
of age represent older students. Intervention is coded as 0 = control group, and 1 = intervention group.*p < .05**p < .01***p < .001.

Level 1: Measurement
Intercept
 Time
 Time2
Level 2: Student
 Age
Level 3: Class
Intervention
Intervention × time
Intervention × time2
Level 3: Class
Intervention
Intervention × time
Intervention × time2

Grade 8

Grade 7

Bullying Victimization

Table 5 Hierarchical linear modeling results: intervention effects for different forms of victimization.
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Relational aggression
In grade 7, there was an increase in the intervention group over time compared
with the control group (intervention × time, b = .299, p < .01) which became
smaller over time (intervention × time2, b = −.141, p < .05). In grade 8, there was
a steeper increase in the intervention group over time compared with the control group (intervention × time, b = .720, p < .001) including a quadratic effect
(intervention × time2, b = −.363, p < .001) indicating that over time this increase
became smaller in the intervention group compared with the control group.
Verbal aggression
No intervention effects were found for both grade 7 and 8.
Intervention effects on victimization
As shown in Table 5, the overall pattern of results revealed that in grade 8 bullying victimization, cyber-victimization and relational victimization increased
more in the intervention group compared with the control group over time
(intervention × time). However, this effect was qualified by a quadratic intervention effect (intervention × time2) indicating that the intervention group had
a steeper decrease over time compared with the control group. For relational
victimization and verbal victimization, the same pattern was also found for grade
7. Age was significant regarding cyber victimization in grade 7 (age, b = −.178,
p < .01) and grade 8 (age, b = −.196, p < .01), and relational victimization in grade
7 (age, b = .217, p < .05) and grade 8 (age, b = −.247, p < .01), indicating older
students were less involved in victimization.

Bullying victimization
In grade 7, bullying victimization increased over time in both groups (time,
b = .285, p < .01) and quadratic effect indicating that this increase became
equally smaller in both groups (time2, b = −.115, p < .05). In grade 8, there was
a steeper increase over time in the intervention group compared with the control group (intervention × time, b = .799, p < .001) including a quadratic effect
(intervention × time2, b = −.336, p < .01), indicating that over time this increase
became smaller in the intervention group compared with the control group.
Cyber victimization
In grade 7, there was an increase over time in the intervention group compared
with the control group (intervention × time, b = .207, p < .05). In grade 8, there
was a steeper increase over time in the intervention group compared with the
control group (intervention × time, b = .620, p < .001) including a quadratic effect
(intervention × time2, b = −.251, p < .001), indicating that over time this increase
became smaller in the intervention group compared with the control group.
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Physical victimization
In grade 7, there was a steeper decrease over time in the intervention group
compared with the control group (intervention × time, b = −.291, p < .05). In grade
8, physical victimization decreased in both groups (time, b = −.150, p < .05).
Relational victimization
In grade 7, relational victimization increased over time in both groups (time,
b = .169, p < .05) and there was a quadratic effect of time indicating that this
increase became equally smaller in both groups (time2, b = −.069, p < .05). There
was a steeper increase over time in the intervention group compared with the
control group (intervention × time, b = .931, p < .001) including a quadratic
effect (intervention × time2, b = −.387, p < .001), indicating that over time this
increase became smaller in the intervention group compared with the control
group. In grade 8, there was a steeper increase over time in the intervention
group compared with the control group (intervention × time, b = 1.223, p < .001)
including a quadratic effect (intervention × time2, b = −.538, p < .001), indicating
that over time this increase became smaller in the intervention group compared
with the control group.
Verbal victimization
In grade 7, there was a steeper increase over time in the intervention group
compared with the control group (intervention × time, b = .394, p < .01) including a quadratic effect (intervention × time2, b = −.127, p < .05), indicating that
over time this increase became smaller in the intervention group compared
with the control group. In grade 8, there was a steeper increase over time in
the intervention group compared with the control group (intervention × time,
b = .305, p < .05).

Discussion
Bullying prevention has emerged as a major need in Cypriot schools (Papacosta
et al., 2014; Stavrinides et al., 2010) and the pilot implementation and evaluation of the ViSC program came as a successful respond. As suggested in the
structural model of Bildung-Psychology (Spiel et al., 2008) the ViSC program
covers the functional areas of intervention, prevention, counseling/teaching and
research to tackle bullying on the micro-activity level of students, teachers, trainers, administrators and parents and on the meso-activity level of the involved
schools and the Cyprus Ministry of Education. In that way, the implementation
of the ViSC program enables sustainable knowledge transfer between research
and practice for the benefit of the well-being of Cypriot students.
The ViSC program has been implemented with the highest possible program
fidelity in Cyprus. Applying state of art statistical methods and ensuring reliability and validity of the measurements used, we obtained encouraging results. On
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the descriptive level, the aggressive behavior and victimization scores are higher
in grade 8 than in grade 7. This result is in accordance with Pellegrini and Bartini’s
(2000) findings, who explained that the increase of bullying in middle school,
especially among boys, was used to establish dominance in their peer group.
The decline in physical aggression and physical victimization among students
in grade 7 with small to medium effect sizes based on standardized coefficients
is a significant result. It indicates that the program was able to reduce physical
aggression, which is the strongest violence form, already in the first year of
implementation. This result confirms the program’s efficiency, which has already
presented in the evaluations of ViSC in Austria (Gollwitzer et al., 2007; Gradinger
et al., 2015a).
Another important result is the quadratic intervention effect revealing that
the phenomena increased more in the intervention group compared with the
control group after one year of intervention and then the intervention group
had a steeper decrease in the second year of implementation compared with the
control group. Quadratic intervention effect found for relational aggression and
relational victimization for both grade 7 and grade 8, for bullying perpetration,
bullying victimization, cyberbullying and cybervictimization for grade 8 and
for verbal victimization for grade 7. These results with small to medium effect
sizes based on standardized coefficients can be interpreted as a promotion of
sensitization for bullying amongst the students. The directors of the schools
explained that the social and cultural competences program encouraged students to recognize all forms of bullying and victimization, to report them more,
to uncover hidden victimization and even to report simple teasing. Directors
added that the program enables school to handle appropriately all cases and by
the second year, students kept sensitive but bullying episodes were much less.
The pilot implementation and evaluation of ViSC program in Cyprus provides
significant results that can be used for further applications of the program, as
well as for further research. Despite the limitations of implementing the program
in a small number of schools and of using only self-reports, in a quasi-experimental design, ViSC evaluation results are very encouraging, especially when
considering that the ViSC program is a primary preventive approach and not an
anti-aggression training for highly aggressive youth. Therefore, the reduction
of bullying, aggressive behavior and victimization is a tough evaluation criterion for ViSC and it also provides a very conservative test of its effectiveness
(Gollwitzer et al., 2006). The program currently is implemented in four Cypriote
schools, under the auspices of the Cypriot Minister of Education and Culture and
it is scheduled to be offered to any school that will require it in the following
years. In conclusion, the present study offers a strong example that a bullying
prevention program can be disseminated with high implementation fidelity
cross nationally.
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