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Abstract 

Objective: The present study sought to identify the structure of South Korean student bully 

and victim groups based upon longitudinal data, and the association of groups with social-

ecological based factors at the individual (age, sex, father and mothers’ educational status, 

household income, aggression, depression, smoking, drinking, type of family structure), 

family (neglect, abuse), friend/peer (peer relationships, number of delinquent friends), and 

school (school activity, school rules, teacher relationship) levels.  

Method: Participants were 2,284 second year middle school students (50.5% male; Mage = 

14.0 years old) who completed the Korea Children and Youth Panel Survey annually for 

three years. 

Results: Latent Class Analysis identified victims (4.5%), bullies (2.8%), bully-victims (1%), 

and uninvolved students (91.8%) across time. At the individual level, compared to 

uninvolved group, bully-victims and bullies were more likely to smoke and drink alcohol, all 

subgroups have higher levels of aggression, and bullies and victims were more likely to have 

depression. At the peer/friend level, victims reported poorer quality peer relationships, and 

both bully-victims and bullies reported having more delinquent friends. At the school level, 

victims and bullies reported being less likely to engage in school activities, and bullies and 

bully-victims reported being less likely to follow school rules.   

Conclusion: Certain social-ecological variables are relevant risk factors associated with each 

group of adolescents in South Korea. Our findings call for a holistic intervention strategy 

which not only addresses bullying but also problems such as smoking and drinking, and 

depressive symptomatology. 

Keywords: aggressive behavior; bullying; harassment; peer victimization; youth 

violence  



Applying the Social-Ecological Framework to Explore Bully/Victim Subgroups in South 

Korean Schools 

Bullying is a pervasive problem that includes physical, verbal, relational, or cyber 

aggression. Most research on bullying has been conducted in Western societies, but it is also 

a social concern in South Korea where more than 40% of youth are involved in bullying (Kim 

et al., 2001; Kwon et al., 2012) the ratio of bullies to victims is 10.2% to 5.8%, respectively 

(Koo, Kwak, & Smith, 2008). Bullying and peer victimization in South Korea are primarily 

classified as jipdan ttadolim (isolated by a group), jipdan goerophim (harassed by a group), 

and hak’gyo pong’nyeok (violence in school; Lee, Smith, & Monks, 2011). In South Korea, 

adolescent peer relationships are guided by traditional Confucian ethics, which stress the 

importance of group awareness and group interdependence over the sense of the individual 

self and individual concerns (Schwartz, Farver, Chang, & Lee-Shin, 2002). Confucian ethics 

are distinct because they reinforce hierarchy, potentially placing certain children at higher 

risk of bullying and peer victimization. Also, South Korea has traditionally reinforced the 

importance of collectivism and group-identity (Park, 2005), and bullying and peer 

victimization can be consequences of non-conformity to in-group norms (Lee, 2006). Thus, 

South Korea can be clearly differentiated from Western societies, yet bullying and peer 

victimization are still observed.  

In South Korea, these issues are recognized as social-ecological phenomena, fostered 

or inhibited by a complex interplay between inter- and intra-individual variables 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Swearer & Doll, 2011). South Korean studies indicate that bullying is 

not an isolated event; rather, it needs to be understood across multiple contexts, such as 

individual, family, peer, and school (Cho, 2013a, b; Han & Kang, 2004; Jung & Park, 2010; 

Kim, & Han, 2010; Lee & Song, 2009, 2012; Song, 2013). The purpose of this study is 

therefore to examine whether subgroups (bullies, victims, bully-victims, and uninvolved) 



identified in Western populations also describe South Korean adolescents’ involvement in 

bullying. In addition, it will investigate whether variables relevant to the social-ecological 

perspective, outlined below, are associated with membership of those subgroups. 

To date, there has been no investigation of how we might characterize the groups of 

young people (e.g., bullies, bully-victims, etc.) involved in bullying problems in South Korea. 

Nor has there been any investigation of the links between group membership (victims, bullies) 

and their links to social-ecological factors. Rather, most research in South Korea has focused 

on multiple contextual predictors of one or two subgroups of bullying involvement, namely 

perpetrators or victims (Cho & Chung, 2012; Shin & Kim, 2014; Song, 2013). Factors related 

to all subgroups of bullying within one or two immediate contexts have also been explored 

(Han & Yoon, 2010; Hu, Park, & Jung, 2009; Jung, Kim, Lee, Kim, & Song, 2002; Kim, Koh, 

& Leventhal, 2004; Kim & Sim, 2002; Yang, Kim, Kim, Shin, & Yoon, 2006). The present 

study is unique in that we clarify the group structures, and explore the antecedents of those 

groups (bullies, victims, bully-victims, and uninvolved) across multiple levels, namely the 

individual, family, peer, and school. 

Exploring Bullying Subgroups Using Latent Class Analysis       

Several studies in the U.S. (Goldweber, Waasdorp, & Bradshaw, 2013; Lovegrove, 

Henry, & Slater, 2012; Williford, Brisson, Bender, Jenson, & Forrest-Bank, 2011) have 

utilized LCA to construct groups of youth based on responses to individual bullying and peer 

victimization indicators. Although most young people tend to be classified as uninvolved, 

there is a substantial subset who are bullies, victims or bully-victims. These four groups were 

identified within grade 4 children in an LCA of six victimization and six aggression items 

(Williford et al., 2011). In their study, participants took part for three years, and in grades 5 

and 6 only a three-class solution was reported (the bully group disappeared), suggesting a 

developmental progression where, by adolescence, bullies are primarily young people who 



are also victimized. They note that while overt aggression was low in these older bully-victim 

groups, verbal and relational aggression and peer victimization were high. Goldweber et al. 

(2013) also carried out an LCA of six indicators (physical, relational, and verbal bullying; 

physical, relational, and verbal victimization) among 11-15 year olds and found three groups. 

They reported an uninvolved, a victim (high on all forms of victimization), and a bully-victim 

group. These two studies suggest that the bully group recede in early adolescence, and that 

only victims and bully-victims remain. In contrast, Lovegrove et al. (2012) based their LCA 

on the responses of 7th grade students to three peer victimization and three bullying items and 

identified four groups of students (victims, bullies, bully-victims, and uninvolved). The 

retention of the bully group among 7th graders by Lovegrove et al. (2012) may have been 

because that study did not use items drawn from the Revised Olweus Bully/Victim 

Questionnaire (Olweus, 1996); instead, they used items created specifically for their study. 

Notably, Lovegrove et al.’s (2012) items did not include relational aggression (e.g. excluding 

peers) and this may help explain differences across the LCAs. In summary, U.S. data suggest 

a three or four group solution concerning involvement in bullying and victimization but there 

is currently no data examining this issue in populations outside of the U.S. 

Social-Ecological Perspective  

In addition to characterizing the nature of young people’s involvement in bullying 

and peer victimization, it is necessary to document contextual factors that are related to 

subtypes of bullying involvement. Within the social-ecological framework, involvement 

results from a complex interaction of a child’s individual characteristics with variables at the 

family, school, peer, and society levels. The most frequently examined correlates and 

predictors of bullying and peer victimization are within the individual level.       

  Individual level. In South Korea (Kim, Boyce, Koh, & Leventhal, 2009; Kim et al., 

2004; Lee, 2001; Lee & Jun, 2011; Oh, 2014; Shin & Kim, 2014; Yang et al., 2006) boys are 



significantly more likely than girls to bully their peers. However, girls are more likely than 

boys to be perpetrators of relational aggression and social exclusion (wang-tta; Koo, Kwak, 

& Smith, 2008). Patterns concerning peer victimization are more inconsistent. Kim and Shim 

(2002) found that peer victimization was most frequent among girls while Bhang et al. (2012) 

and Kim et al. (2004) report the opposite. Kim and Shim (2002) also report that bullies and 

bully-victims are more likely to be boys, whereas peer victimization and un-involvement is 

more frequent among girls. Finally, concerning different forms of victimization, Jung et al. 

(2002) report that boys are more likely to be victimized by their peers both physically and 

verbally whereas girls are more likely to be victims of relational aggression and social 

isolation. 

 South Korean culture emphasizes group harmony, group conformity, and personal 

control (Shin, 2010). As a result, children are discouraged from behaviors that may threaten 

social group harmony and peer conformity (Schneider, Attili, Vermigil, & Younger, 1997). 

This includes behaviors typical of internalizing and externalizing problems, and children who 

display such behaviors experience peer difficulties, including peer rejection and peer 

victimization (Schwartz et al., 2002). Evidence supports these propositions: psychosocial 

characteristics, including depression and aggressive behaviors, have been identified as 

significant correlates of bullying and peer victimization in several studies of South Korean 

children (Kang & Park, 2014; Yang et al., 2006; Yang et al., 2013). Concerning specific 

forms of bullying behavior, Kang and Park’s (2014) study involving 3rd to 6th graders found 

depression to be associated with both direct and indirect bullying and victimization, while 

aggression was associated with only bullying behaviors, though these relationships were only 

true for boys and not for girls. Two studies (Yang et al., 2006; Yang et al., 2013) have 

reported that higher levels of depression are associated with more bullying and peer 



victimization. Thus, involvement in bullying may be associated with psychosocial 

maladjustment for South Korean children and young people. 

 Adolescent alcohol and tobacco use are additional individual level correlates of 

bullying and peer victimization. Several studies suggest that youth who drink and smoke are 

likely to engage in bullying (Kim & Lee, 2010; Suh & Seo, 2013). Longitudinal work also 

supports reciprocal associations between bullying perpetration and both drinking and 

smoking (Jeon & Cho, 2015). Research in the U.S. also substantiate a link between alcohol 

and substance use and peer victimization (e.g., Luk, Wang, & Simons-Morton, 2010) though 

this has not been assessed in South Korea. 

Two final determinants are parents’ educational attainment and household income. 

Kim et al. (2004) report that the prevalence of bullying and victimization was higher among 

students of high or low family income than those of middle income families. Kim et al.’s 

(2009) prospective study of 1,666 7th and 8th grade students found that adolescents whose 

father had lower educational attainment, and those whose mother had higher educational 

attainment, were at an increased risk for peer victimization. Family structure, particularly 

non-traditional structures (e.g., single parent household) is also significantly associated with 

bullying and peer victimization (Kim et al., 2004; Kim et al., 2009; Yang et al., 2013). 

Family structure and income with therefore be considered in the present study.  

Family level. In addition to research focusing on the individual level and bullying 

involvement, there is an increasing attention on the role of the family in fostering or 

inhibiting youths’ bullying involvement. The relationship between parental abuse in the home 

and bullying and peer victimization in school has been reported by several scholars in South 

Korea (Chae, 2013; Chung & Chun, 2012; Chung & Lee, 2012; Nho & Lee, 2003). In 

addition, other aspects of parenting behaviors, such as maternal neglect significantly 

influence both bullying and peer victimization (Baek, 2015; Shin, Hong, Yoon, & Espelage, 



2013). An additional risk factor is the degree to which parent and child interactions are 

characterized by conflict. Girls who have conflicts with their parents are particularly likely to 

bully their peers in school (Lee, Song, & Ahn, 2015; Moon, Morash, & McCluskey, 2012). 

This may be because conflict with parents makes girls feel anxious, promoting a need to 

belong and leading them to engage in bullying so as to conform to the behavior of their 

friends and peer groups (Lee et al., 2015).  

Friend/peer level. In adolescence, friends and peer groups increasingly influence 

young people’s socialization and interpersonal relationships (Berndt, 1982). Adolescents are 

likely to affiliate with peers who display similar behaviors, including bullying. Affiliation 

with peer groups characterized as aggressive increases South Korean adolescents’ risk of 

bullying (Cho, 2013a; Cho & Chung, 2012; You et al., 2014) and peer victimization (Kim, 

2007) as has been demonstrated in other countries (e.g., Estell et al., 2009). Among middle 

school students, bullies associate with bullies, and victims associate with victims (Lee & 

Youm, 2013) again reflecting research carried out in other countries (Hodges & Perry, 1999; 

Perren & Alasker, 2006). Thus, adolescence is a period when peer influences are important as 

young people move away from the influence of their families. 

School level. The school level has been recognized as an important factor in students’ 

behavioral outcomes. Youth who report cohesiveness between students and teachers are less 

likely to bully others (Cho, 2013; Lee & Song, 2012) or be peer victimized (Cho, 2013b). In 

contrast, teachers characterized as physically punitive and uncaring can reinforce students’ 

involvement in bullying (Kim, 2007). Relatedly, school adjustment (teacher and peer 

relations, quality of instruction, school rules) is higher among uninvolved students as opposed 

to bullies, victim, or bully-victims (Park, 2013).  

In sum, much progress has been made in the application of the social-ecological 

perspective in bullying and peer victimization. However, more research is needed focusing on 



bully and victim groups and on how they differ on social-ecological based factors. The 

present study hypothesizes that (1) for the individual level, bullies and bully-victims are more 

likely to be male, to report lower parental educational attainment, to have lower household 

income, to exhibit higher aggression and depression, to smoke and drink, and to live in a non-

intact family structure than uninvolved youth. Victims are more likely to report lower 

parental educational attainment, household income, and self-esteem than uninvolved youth. 

(2) For the family level, bullies, bully-victims, and victims are more likely to report parental 

abuse and neglect than uninvolved youth. (3) For the friend/peer level, bullies, bully-victims, 

and victims are less likely to report positive peer relationships and more likely to report 

having more delinquent friends than uninvolved youth. (4) For the school level, bullies, 

bully-victims, and victims are less likely to report being well adjusted to their school than 

youth who are uninvolved. 

Method 

Participants 

The study uses data from the Korea Children and Youth Panel Survey (KCYPS) 

collected by the National Youth Policy Institute (NYPI). The KCYPS is an annual, 

longitudinal panel survey conducted since 2010 utilizing a stratified multi-stage cluster 

sampling (NYPI, 2015). The sample is nationally representative with respect to 

socioeconomic status, sex, and location. The population consists of all middle school students 

in South Korea and the sampling frame is a list of national schools compiled by the Ministry 

of Education. The 78 middle schools selected for this study were randomly sampled by 

calculating the population rate in 16 national areas. In the next step, students and their parents 

were randomly sampled in proportion to the student enrollment in the selected schools. 

Materials and Procedure  



 Data were collected from students who responded to a questionnaire with an 

interviewer and parents who responded to telephone interviews after obtaining informed 

consent. This survey contained information about adolescents and their parents. Most of the 

measures in the KCYPS data set were reported by youth themselves, while household income, 

parental education, and family structure were reported by parents.  

The sample for the current study was taken from 2011 to 2013 when bullying items 

were included. Participants who responded to at least two out of the three waves of data 

collection were included, so the total sample used for the analysis was 2,284, which 

responded at least two out of three waves. The follow-up rate between initial wave and final 

wave was 89.7%. Among all participants, 50.5% were male and 49.5% were female, and the 

mean age was 14 years old (SD=0.34) at baseline. Regarding the educational level of the 

parents, it was true of both mothers and fathers that very few (<3.5%) had less than a high 

school education while the majority reported more than a high school education. The annual 

income per household was 45.19 million KRW (SD=24.82 million KRW) in South Korean 

currency. The overwhelming majority of youth (>90 %) reported no smoking or drinking for 

the last 12 months. The majority of the youth (84.2 %) lived with both parents. Of the sample, 

10.5% of the participants experienced bullying at T1, 6% experienced bullying at T2, and 5% 

experienced bullying at T3. In terms of peer victimization, 12.3% of the participants 

experienced peer victimization at T1, 10% experienced peer victimization at T2, and 5% 

experienced peer victimization at T3. Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample at 

baseline are presented in Table 1. 

<<Insert Table 1, about here>> 

Measures 

Bullying perpetration and victimization. This study used the Korean version of the 

Juvenile Perpetration (five items) and Peer victimization (five items) Questionnaire 



developed by the Korean Youth Institute (1995). These scales have been widely used to 

measure school bullying and peer victimization among South Korean adolescents, and have 

demonstrated good construct validity and high internal consistency with South Korean 

samples (Kim, Sung, & Kim, 2015; Lee, Oh, & Lee, 2014). Participants were asked to 

indicate whether they had engaged in, or experienced any of following behaviors in the last 

12 months: teasing or mocking, social exclusion, physical abuse, threatening, extorting 

money or goods. Each item had a dichotomous response option (1=experienced and 0=not 

experienced). The overall bullying score was dichotomized as ‘none’ and ‘engaged in more 

than one bullying behavior’ at each wave (the same procedure was used for peer 

victimization). The correlations between bullying at T1, T2, and T3 ranged from .20 to .31 

and were all significant (p<.05). The correlations between peer victimization at T1, T2, and 

T3 ranged from .16 to .28 and were all significant (p<.05). 

Individual. Individual variables included biological sex (1=male and 0=female), 

father’s and mother’s educational statuses (less than high school, high school, more than high 

school), and household income (continuous variable) which was the average monthly income 

measured in Korean currency (unit: 1,000,000 KRW). Since household income scale 

distribution was severely skewed, we converted it to the value of the natural log. Type of 

family structure was measured as two-parent family and other family (single parent, 

grandparents, or single grandparent) and was dichotomized as 1=youth in two-parent family 

and 0=other types of families (living with father only, mother only, grandparents only, or 

single grandparent only). These family structures were reported by the youth’s caregiver.  

Alcohol and cigarette use history were measured with an item asking for the 

respondents’ experiences in the last 12 months (1=experienced and 0=not experienced).  

Aggression and depression were measured with the translated and modified Korean 

version of the Child Behavior Checklist Youth Self-Report (Oh, Lee, Hong, & Ha, 1998). 



The K-YSR’s concurrent validity is well established by high correlations with the original 

CBCL which are in the 0.75 range (Ha, 2005). The aggression scale contained six items such 

as arguing, attacking, teasing, threating, demanding, and fighting. Response options were 

1=not at all true, 2=not too true, 3=somewhat true, and 4=very true. A composite score was 

calculated, with higher scores indicating higher levels of aggression. The aggression scale 

mean was 12.77 (range 6-24, SD=3.42) and α = .81. The depression scale contained ten items 

that inquired about depressive symptoms including items concerning issues such as 

hopelessness, loss of interests, irritability, easily crying, etc. Response options ranged from 

1=not at all true to 4=very true. A composite score was calculated, with higher scores 

indicating high levels of depression. The depression scale mean was 19.30 (range 10-40, 

SD=6.16) and α = .90. The CBCL (Alchenbach & Rescorla 1983) is among the most widely 

used parent-report measures of youth emotional and behavioral problems (Alchenbach & 

Rescorla 2001). In addition, using a nationwide sample of 6570 middle and high school 

students, the aggression scale from the K-YSR correlated (r= 0.63) with delinquent behaviors 

(Ha, 2005), and the depression scale from the K-YSR highly correlated (r= 0.85) with the 

CES-D (Center for Epidemiological Studies-Depression Scale: Radloff, 1977).   

Family. Family variables included maltreatment (abuse and neglect) from parents. 

Maltreatment was measured based on the Parenting Behavior Inventory (PBI) developed by 

Huh (2004). The PBI for South Korean Children and Youth demonstrated good construct 

validity (An, Son, & Nam, 2014; Kwon, Lee, & Nho, 2013; Woo, 2013). Exploratory 

principal component analysis gave two clear factors corresponding to abuse and neglect. All 

items of each dimension were loaded in the same factor with a correlation of at least 0.30 

(Huh, 2004). Confirmatory factor analysis also indicated that a theoretically derived 2-factor 

model (abuse and neglect) provided an excellent fit in many studies (An, Son, & Nam, 2014; 

Kwon, Lee, & Nho, 2013; Woo, 2013). The abuse scale contained four items, including 



physical abuse (e.g., “I have had a bruise or a scar because my parents treated me badly”) and 

emotional abuse (e.g., “My parents often yelled and swore at me”). Response options were 

1=not at all true, 2=not too true, 3=somewhat true, 4=very true. The mean was 7.37 (range 4-

16, SD=2.87) and α = .77. The neglect scale also contained four items, including physical 

neglect (e.g., “My parents take care of my body, clothes, and bedding to ensure cleanliness all 

the time”; reverse coded) and emotional neglect (e.g., “My parents care about me more than 

they care about other things”; reverse coded). The response options used for the abuse scale 

were also used here. The mean was 7.48 (range 4-16, SD=2.37) and α = .85. 

Friend/peer. Friend/peer variables included peer relationships and the number of 

delinquent friends. The peer relationships were measured based on the Korean Inventory of 

Parent and Peer Attachment (Ok, 1998). This scale is the modified version of the Inventory of 

Parent and Peer Attachment (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). To test construct validity, 

exploratory principal component analysis was used. The factor structure of the K-IPPA 

closely replicates the original IPPA scales (Ok, 1998). In addition, all of the peer relationship 

items were loaded in the same factor with a correlation of at least 0.40 (Ok, 1998). This scale 

used six items measuring each adolescent’s quality of relationships with friends (e.g., “My 

friends respect my opinion”). Response options for each item were 1=not at all true, 2=not 

too true, 3=somewhat true, 4=very true. The scale mean was 12.24 (range 4-16, SD=1.94) 

and α = .88 at baseline. The number of delinquent friends was operationalized by summing 

the number of friends categorized by ten delinquencies: “Among your close friends, how 

many did the following acts during the last year?” (1) smoking, (2) drinking, (3) truancy, (4) 

running away, (5) severely beating another person, (6) threatening another person, (7) gang 

fighting, (8) robbing, (9) stealing, (10) engaging in sexual assault or sexual harassment. The 

mean number of delinquent friends was 0.37 (range 0-30, SD=1.26) and α = .73 at baseline.  



School. School variables related to school rules, school activities, and teacher 

relationships were defined by KCYPS based on the School Life Adjustment measure (SLA; 

Min, 1991). The SLA was developed to measure school adjustment among Korean students. 

Using a sample of 1,082 students which was randomly derived, the survey questionnaires 

included an initial pool of 97 items from the school adjustment scale (Min, 1991). 

Exploratory factor analysis, Person product-moment correlations, and confirmatory factor 

analysis were employed to test the psychometric properties of school adjustment. Principal 

axis factoring from the first sample resulted in 19 items which consisted of four factors: 

school rules (5 items), school activity (4 items), peer relationships (5 items) and teacher 

relationships (5 items; Min, 1991). For this study, we included school rules, school activity 

and teacher relationships. We eliminated peer relationships due to high multicollinearity with 

bullying scales. Correlations with other school-aged children measures supported convergent 

validity of the SLA. Children who had a high score of SLA reported high levels of social 

competence (Kim, 2013), self-esteem (Won & Kim, 2016), ego resilience (Sung, Park, & 

Kim, 2013) and school grades (Kim & Um, 2016). All three scales use the same response 

options, ranging from 1=not at all true to 4=very true. School rules were measured using five 

items that inquired about attitudes toward school rules (e.g., “I find it difficult to follow 

school rules and regulations”). The school rules scale mean was 13.97 (range 5-20, SD=2.81) 

and α = .79. School activity was measured using four items that inquired about the degree of 

attendance to school activities (e.g., “I am always interested in school events”). The school 

activity scale mean was 11.28 (range 4-16, SD=2.32) with α = .75. Teacher relationships 

were assessed using five items that inquired about the level of attachment to teachers (e.g., “I 

am on good terms with the school teacher”). The teacher relationships scale mean was 14.02 

(range 5-20, SD=3.37) with α = .84.  

Results 



Univariate analyses were conducted to describe the overall sample. Next, LCA was 

employed in two ways: preliminary LCA was used to analyze the grouping of each bullying 

related behavior at the initial time period, and then a second LCA was conducted to 

determine the number and nature of subgroups for bullying and peer victimization based on 

the three waves. LCA is a person-centered approach that identifies similar behavior patterns 

based on individual’s response to multiple indicators (Lanza & Rhoades, 2011). The group 

structure was confirmed by adding models iteratively until the model fit the data well from 

both a statistical and an interpretive perspective. Statistical criteria were used in conjunction 

with model interpretability to determine the optimal number of groups for bullying 

involvement across time. For the statistical criteria, the Lo-Mendell-Ronbin (LMR) adjusted 

likelihood ratio test was used to evaluate the extent to which the specified model fit better 

than a model with one less group (Lo, Mendell, & Rubin, 2001). The information statistics 

Akaike Information Criteria (AIC), Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), and Sample-Size 

Adjusted Bayesian Information (SSABIC) values were examined to determine goodness-of-

fit, lower values indicating improved fit. Entropy values were used as measures of 

classification accuracy, higher values for each group indicating better classification and 

stronger separation. Finally, multinomial logistic regression analyses were conducted on the 

groups to ascertain differences between groups. All regressions included sex, family income, 

parents’ education level, and household composition. Coefficients, adjusted odds ratios and 

95% confidence intervals are reported. LCA was performed using the Mplus version 7.1 

(Muthén & Muthén, 2012). Univariate analysis and multinomial logistic regression analysis 

were performed using the SPSS version 22.0.  

Approximately 75% of the respondents had no missing data on any of the variables at 

baseline. Regarding predictors, all study variables at baseline had data missing between 0.2% 

and 6.1%. The family income variable had the highest number of cases missing (n=140, 



6.1%). In terms of bullying/victimization variables across the three waves, the internal 

dropout was 2.3 % (n=52) at the second wave and 8.7% (n=199) at the third wave. Ad-hoc 

approaches, such as listwise deletion, require making strong assumptions that data are 

missing completely at random (MCAR). However, simulation studies using a full information 

maximum likelihood (FIML) approach show an elimination or reduction of bias related to 

missing data (Collins, Schafer, & Kam, 2001) and it is widely accepted as an appropriate way 

to handle missing data when employing LCA (Muthén & Shedden, 1999). Thus, FIML 

estimation was utilized as implemented in Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). 

Latent Class Analysis 

A preliminary LCA was conducted by first testing the pattering of each bullying and 

peer victimization item at baseline. The four-class solution was considered the best model 

due to the lowest AIC, BIC and SSABIC values, a higher Entropy value, and a significant 

LMRT compare to other solutions. Class 1 (1.6%, N=36) was characterized ‘bully-victim’ by 

peaks for some victim items and some bully items. Specifically, participants who had a high 

probability of ‘being teased or mocked’ also had a high probability of ‘teasing or mocking 

others’. Class 2 (3.5%, N=79) was characterized ‘bully only’ as high or middle level of bully 

items while victim items were mostly low. In this class, ‘teasing or mocking others’ had the 

highest probability among bully items. Class 3 (3.9%, N=88) was characterized ‘victim only’ 

as having peaks for the victim-related items and valleys for the bully perpetration items. In 

this class, participants had a high probability of ‘being teased or mocked’. The largest group, 

Class 4 (91%, N=2,081) had a predominately flat pattern for all items, which could be termed 

the ‘uninvolved’ group.  

 Longitudinal LCA using all three waves of data was conducted to determine the 

number and nature of subgroups for bullying and peer victimization across time. Based on the 

model fit indexes, the two-class solution was considered the best model due to the lowest 



AIC, BIC and SSABIC values, higher Entropy value, and significant LMRT value for both 

bullying and peer victimization (see Table 2). Two distinct groups, consistently high and 

consistently low, across time were revealed for the both bullying behaviors and peer 

victimization. On the basis of these results, we categorized four groups across time; 

consistently involved in only bullying (n=63, 2.8%), consistently involved in only peer 

victimization (n=102, 4.5%), consistently involved in both peer victimization and bullying 

(n=22, 1%), and consistently uninvolved in any violence across time (n=2,097, 91.8%).   

<<Insert Table 2, about here>> 

Comparison of Groups 

Table 5 displays the influence of the social-ecological factors on the three bully- 

involved groups compared to the reference normative class (‘uninvolved’ group). The ‘bully-

only’ group (AOR=7.15, p<.001), the ‘victims only’ group (AOR=2.22, p<.01) and the 

‘bully-victim’ group (AOR=7.77, p<.01) were more likely to include males than females 

compared to the ‘uninvolved’ group, supporting our first hypothesis. Contrary to our first 

hypothesis, the ‘bully only’ group (AOR=2.71, p<.01) was more likely to have higher 

incomes than the ‘uninvolved’ group. Compared with the ‘uninvolved’ group, the ‘bully only’ 

group (AOR=4.96, p<.001) and the ‘bully-victim’ group (AOR=5.26, p<.01) were more 

likely to have smoked in the last 12 months, which is also consistent with our first hypotheses. 

Also in line with our first hypotheses, the ‘bully only’ group (AOR=8.95, p<.001) and the 

‘bully-victim’ group (AOR=17.76, p<.001) were more likely to have higher risk for drinking 

alcohol than the ‘uninvolved’ group. Regarding aggression, the ‘bully-only’ group 

(AOR=1.18, p<.001), the ‘victims only’ group (AOR=1.07, p<.05), and the ‘bully-victim’ 

group (AOR=1.22, p<.01) were more likely to be aggressive than youth in the ‘uninvolved’ 

group. In addition, the ‘bully-only’ group (AOR=1.07, p<.00) and the ‘victims only’ group 

(AOR=1.09, p<.001) were more likely to be depressed than youth in the ‘uninvolved’ group.  



In terms of family factors, there was no significant difference between groups, which 

did not support our second hypothesis.  

Regarding friends/peers factors, the ‘victim only’ group (AOR=0.86, p<.001) were 

less likely to have positive peer relationships than the ‘uninvolved’ group, which partially 

supported our hypotheses. In addition, the ‘bully only’ group (AOR = 1.26, p<.001) and the 

‘bully-victim’ group (AOR=1.32, p<.001) were more likely to have delinquent friends than 

the ‘uninvolved’ group, congruent with our third hypotheses.  

With regards to school factors, our findings were partially consistent with our fourth 

hypotheses. The ‘bully only’ group (AOR=0.88, p<.05) and the ‘victim only’ group 

(AOR=0.90, p<.05) were less likely to be involved with school activities than the 

‘uninvolved’ group. The ‘bully only’ group (AOR=0.91, p<.05) and the ‘bully-victim’ group 

(AOR=0.85, p<.05) were also less likely to follow school rules than the ‘uninvolved’ group. 

There was no significant difference between groups regarding teacher relationship.  

<<Insert Table 3, about here>> 

Discussion 

This study identified four groups of South Korean students (victims, bullies, bully-

victims, and uninvolved) and the association of social-ecological factors with the subgroups 

identified was examined. We found support for the role of a number of factors in 

distinguishing victims, bullies, and bully-victims from those who are uninvolved in bullying. 

Also, there were both differences and similarities in these groups when contrasted with 

results with Western samples. The present LCA results extend previous work. Despite 

differences in the items used, we supported the existence of pure-bully, pure-victim, bully-

victim, and uninvolved groups. In the present sample, bully-victims engaged in a similar 

pattern of bullying behavior to pure bullies, with the main differences being that bully-

victims (a) engage in higher levels of bullying behavior overall and (b) socially exclude peers 



markedly more. Bully-victims also report experiencing higher levels of peer victimization, 

especially physical victimization and threats from peers, when compared to pure-victims. Our 

LCA results suggest that bully-victims are likely to be more at risk of bullying and peer 

victimization than their peers (‘pure’ bullies and ‘pure’ victims). They therefore represent a 

particularly high-risk group as reflected in research linking bully-victim status to an array of 

psychosocial difficulties (see e.g., Idsoe, Dyregrov, & Idsoe, 2012). 

Supporting past findings (Kim & Lee, 2010; Suh & Seo, 2013) and our first 

hypothesis, adolescents who smoke or drink alcohol may also be predisposed to engage in 

risk behaviors, which can also increase their behavior problems, such as bullying. In addition, 

adolescents who drink may have impaired thoughts and behaviors, which can heighten their 

risk of bullying involvement. Moreover, bullies, victims, or bully-victims are more likely 

than uninvolved groups to be consistently exposed to peer aggression, and may subsequently 

develop aggressive behaviors as a result. In addition, maladaptive behaviors, such as 

depression may impair adolescents’ ability to interact or communicate in socially appropriate 

ways, which can elevate their risk of bullying or peer victimization (see, e.g., Toblin, 

Schwartz, Gorman, & Abou-ezzeddine, 2005).  

Within the family level, parental neglect and abuse were not related with any type of 

bullying or peer victimization across time, which was contrary to past findings (Baek, 2015; 

Chae, 2013; Chung & Chun, 2012; Chung & Lee, 2012; Nho & Lee, 2003; Shin et al., 2013) 

and our second hypothesis. Adolescence is a developmental period where youth attempt to 

detach from their parents as they search for identities (Berndt, 1982); therefore, for some 

adolescents, parenting practices might have less of an influence in adolescent behavior.  

At the friend/peer level, the present study findings were somewhat consistent with 

past research (Cho, 2013a; Cho & Chung, 2012) and the third hypothesis. Bullying behaviors 

displayed by adolescents may be one behavior of many that are anti-social and delinquent and 



that bullying may in essence be an indicator of wider problem behavior (Jolliffe & Farrington, 

2006). With regards to victims, this may reflect what some scholars have called the 

'friendship protection hypothesis' (Kendrick, Jutengren, & Stattin, 2012), that is, the 

possibility that having friends may protect young people from victimization. Kendrick et al. 

(2012) have emphasized that quality of friendships can decrease victimization. It may be that 

the same processes are operating for South Korean youth. Future research with South Korean 

populations should investigate these issues further.  

At the school level, the present study findings are congruent with other South Korean 

findings (e.g., Park, 2013) and the fourth hypothesis, possibly indicating that bullies may 

have antisocial tendencies and victims may experience a sense of school disconnect in 

victims, resulting in less likelihood of participating in school activities and more likelihood of 

rejecting school rules. 

One key strength of the present study is the inclusion of a large number of individual, 

family, friend/peer, and school variables which have all been associated with bully/victim 

group membership in previous research. It is therefore important to note where our results 

differed from expectation. This provides important information about the extent to which 

variables can account for unique variance when considered alongside many other variables 

which research suggests are relevant. We found that victims were less likely to report positive 

peer relationships, and bullies and bully-victims were more likely to have delinquent friends 

than uninvolved groups. In sum, our findings add to a growing body of research on bullying 

in South Korea and call for further research that considers both adolescents’ development and 

their social environments to evaluate the stage-environment fit (Eccles, 2004).  

Limitations 

Only experimental approaches can truly permit strong causal inference, so despite the 

strengths of the longitudinal research design such inferences cannot be drawn here. Also, 



because of the availability of the variables in the data set, important factors included in the 

social-ecological framework were not considered in the current study, for example those 

representing the community level. In addition, potentially relevant family level variables, 

such as parent-adolescent relationships and parental support, were not considered in this 

study. Further, the uninvolved group consisted of 92% of the sample, and the bully, victim, 

and bully-victim group was small. Finally, the study overly relied on adolescents’ self-reports, 

which might have introduced unmeasured biases such as shared-method variance.  

Research Implications 

Future research should aim to clarify the role played by delinquent behaviors (e.g., 

smoking) in bully and victim roles. Associations between substance abuse and involvement 

in bullying appear robust and future research should seek to better understand the reasons for 

this. Another important issue for future research in this area is the use of a broader and more 

varied set of measures. The social-ecological framework provides a theoretically informed 

approach which can guide the consideration of multiple levels (e.g., community). 

Triangulation of multi-informant data can help address possible concerns about shared-

methods variance. So, for example, parenting could be assessed using parent- or sibling-

report and school adaptation could be assessed using objective measures such as attendance. 

Most importantly, the social-ecological perspective is that individual characteristics of 

adolescents interact with various levels (i.e., family, school, community). Thus, future 

research might longitudinally explore how interactions among various levels might not only 

foster but also inhibit bullying and peer victimization among South Korean youth. South 

Korean scholars, for instance, might examine whether parent- and teacher-support might 

buffer the link between bullying and delinquent peer affiliation. Given the important role of 

school functioning in South Korea, studies might also explore whether high academic 

performance might moderate the relation between bullying involvement and substance abuse.      



Clinical and Policy Implications 

Our results argue for an approach which includes a focus upon peer-, and school 

level variables but not family level variables. The associations reported between the 

bully/bully-victim roles and delinquent friendships argue for a holistic approach which 

tackles bullying as well as associated activities such as smoking and drinking alcohol.  

The absence of any family level effects argues against an intervention and prevention 

approach which focuses on parents. Certainly, a normative developmental task in adolescence 

in Western societies is to move away from an overreliance upon parents toward more 

autonomous decision making (Berndt, 1982) perhaps arguing for the scaling-back of parental 

involvement in this issue during adolescence. Practitioners and teachers can work together to 

teach and reinforce social skills that promote positive peer relations and inhibits peer 

conflicts that can escalate into bullying and peer victimization. 

  Conclusion    

 Our research details both the presence and absence of relationships between variables 

at different levels of the social-ecological model. Some of the results support parallels with 

research carried out in Western societies, while others point toward differences which may be 

important when considering intervention and prevention efforts in South Korea. For example, 

bullying behaviors appears to be symptomatic of a broader ‘delinquent’ profile of behavior. 

However, parenting was not related to bullying involvement in our sample. These and other 

findings can inform our understanding of how cultural differences can shape the profile of 

bullying behavior in schools in different levels while also helping practitioners in South 

Korea more effectively target intervention and prevention efforts.  
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Table 1  

Descriptive Statistics of the Overall Sample at Baseline  

Variable % M SD 

Individual    

   Age 

   Biological sex 

 13.89 .34 

      Male 50.5   

      Female 49.5   

   Fathers’ educational status    

      Less than high school 3.3   

      High school 40.7   

      More than high school 56.0   

   Mothers’ educational status    

      Less than high school 2.8   

      High school 54.1   

      More than high school 43.0   

   Household income  4519.35 2482.20 

Aggression (range 6-24)  12.77 3.42 

Depression (range 10-40)  19.30 6.16 

Smoking (yes) 6.2   

Drinking (yes) 4.7   

   Type of family structures    

      Two-parent family 84.2   

      Other family (single parent, grandparents, or   

      single grandparent) 

12.2   

Family    

   Neglect (range 4-16)  7.48 2.37 

   Abuse (range 4-16)  7.37 2.87 

Friends/Peers    

   Peer-relationships (range 4-16)  12.24 1.94 

   Number of delinquent friends (range 0-30)  .37 1.26 

School    

   School activity (range 4-16)  11.28 2.32 

   School rules (range 5-20)  13.97 2.81 

   Teacher relationship (range 5-20)  14.02 3.30 

Bullying    

   Time 1 10.5   

   Time 2 6   

   Time 3 5   

Victimization    

   Time 1 12.3   

   Time 2 10   

   Time 3 5   



 

Table 2  

Summary of Information for Selecting Number of Latent Classes  

Number 

of Latent 

Class 

Likelihood 

Ratio χ2 
df AIC BIC 

Adjusted 

BIC 

LNR_LRT 

(p -value) 
Entropy 

Bullying 

1 -1951.959 15 3935.918 4027.657 3976.823 <.001 - 

2 -1863.045 31 3792.090 3981.302 3876.455 <.0001 .848 

3 -1842.754 47 3863.231 4021.541 3987.121 .521 .721 

Victimization 

1 -2279.643 15 4589.286 4675.291 4627.633 <.001 - 

2 -2177.263 31 4416.525 4594.270 4495.777 <.05 .830 

3 -2163.878 47 4421.756 4691.239 4541.912 .709 .942 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3  

Predictors of Group Membership across Three Waves  

 

Variable 

 

Bully Only (N=63)  Victim Only (N=102)  Bully-Victim (N=22) 

β(SE) AOR 

(95% CI) 
β(SE) AOR 

(95% CI) 
β(SE) AOR 

(95% CI) 
Individual         

Biological sex (male) 1.97*** 7.15(3.20-15.95)  0.80** 2.22(1.40-3.53)  2.05** 7.77(1.76-34.35) 

     Household income (log) 1.00** 2.71(1.38-5.32)  -0.40 0.67(0.41-1.10)  0.80 2.22(0.67-7.33) 

     Father’s education -0.07 0.93(0.64-1.35)  0.11 1.12(0.84-1.50)  0.55 1.73(0.92-3.25) 

     Mother’s education -0.17 0.84(0.56-1.27)  0.06 1.06(0.78-1.44)  -0.32 0.72(0.39-1.35) 

     Two-parent family -0.02 0.98(0.91-1.06)  0.03 1.03(0.97-1.09)  0.04 1.04(0.91-1.19) 

Smoking 1.60*** 4.96(2.48-6.62)  0.63 1.89(0.87-4.09)  1.66** 5.26(1.59-17.40) 

Drinking 2.19*** 8.95(4.29-18.67)  0.58 1.79(0.70-4.61)  2.88*** 17.76(6.01-52.45) 

Aggression 0.17*** 1.18(1.09-1.28)  0.07* 1.07(1.00-1.14)  0.20** 1.22(1.06-1.40) 

Depression 0.07** 1.07(1.03-1.12)  0.09*** 1.09(1.06-1.13)  0.07† 1.07(0.99-1.16) 

Family         

     Neglect 0.05 1.05(0.93-1.19)  0.01 1.00(0.91-1.09)  0.05 1.05(0.77-1.18) 

     Abuse 0.01 1.01(0.91-1.09)  0.02 1.02(0.95-1.10)  0.03 1.02(0.82-1.16) 

Friends/Peers         

     Peer relationships -0.02 0.98(0.91-1.06)  -0.16*** 0.86(0.81-0.91)  0.01 1.01(0.88-1.16) 

Delinquent friends 0.23*** 1.26(1.13-1.41)  0.07 1.08(0.91-1.27)  0.27*** 1.32(1.15-1.50) 

School          

School activity -0.13* 0.88(0.78-0.99)  -0.11* 0.90(0.82-0.99)  -0.11 0.90(0.73-1.11) 

School rules -0.10* 0.91(0.82-0.99)  0.03 1.03(0.96-1.12)  -0.16* 0.85(0.73-1.99) 

Teacher relationship -0.05 0.95(0.87-1.03)  0.03 1.03(0.96-1.10)  0.06 1.06(0.91-1.25) 

Note: Uninvolved group (normative group) is the reference. Controlling for sex, income, parents’ education, and household composition (two-

parent family). 

†p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001 

  

 


