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The escalating incidence of bullying cases within Malaysian higher education
institutions underscores a disconcerting trend that arises from the
confluence of academic pressures, financial strains, relational intricacies, and
identity conflicts among students. This unsettling phenomenon engenders
not only physical harm and emotional distress but, alarmingly, fatalities as
well. In response, the imperative to curtail this deleterious spread through
preemptive measures has prompted institutions to engage in student
surveys. This research endeavors to illuminate the panorama of bullying
perceptions prevailing among students within selected Malaysian higher
education institutions. Employing a comprehensive analytical framework
encompassing descriptive statistics, crosstabulation, independent samples t-
test, and one-way ANOVA, this study scrutinizes the multifaceted dynamics
underpinning bullying trends. Employing a combination of convenience
sampling and online survey techniques, a cohort of 561 participants was
garnered from four distinct higher learning establishments: Universiti
Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Universiti Sains Islam Malaysia (USIM), Universiti
Sultan Azlan Shah (USAS), and University of Malaya (UM). The outcomes of
this investigation delineate a landscape in which bullying remains a
persistent concern within the selected higher education institutions. Of
particular significance is the perceptual contrast exhibited by bullies as
compared to their peers, with the former demonstrating higher levels of
support for bullying behavior. Consequently, institutional administrations
are impelled to undertake comprehensive initiatives to comprehensively
catalog instances of bullying, spanning both psychological and physical
manifestations. These findings underscore the gravity of the issue and
underscore the urgency for institutions to adopt proactive strategies to
mitigate bullying, thereby cultivating environments conducive to holistic
student well-being and nurturing scholastic excellence.

© 2023 The Authors. Published by IASE. This is an open access article under the CC
BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

Bullying is a repeated or

likely-repeated

and dominate other individuals either directly or
indirectly (Halim et al., 2022). When it happens
directly, open attacks such as physically hitting,

aggressive behavior, abusing weak people with the
aim of displaying strength, which negatively affects
the victims in physical, verbal, or psychological
aspects. The main goal of bullying is to gain control
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kicking, pushing, and choking are involved, while
calling names, threatening, and mocking are forms of
malicious verbal teasing. On the other hand, indirect
bullying involves one or more relational actions such
as social isolation of individuals, deliberate
exclusion, spreading rumors, damaging someone's
reputation, making obscene faces or gestures behind
someone's back, and manipulating friendships and
relationships with others (Divecha and Brackett,
2020). Bullying is an act of violence discovered in
today’s world education sector and validated by the
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World Health Organization (WHO) as a global health
problem that can cause harm (Bowes et al., 2019).
The untimely demise of Zulfarhan Osman
Zulkarnain, a student enrolled at Universiti
Pertahanan Nasional Malaysia (UPNM), on the 22nd
of May 2017, sent shockwaves throughout the
Malaysian  populace.  This tragic incident
reverberated after Zulfarhan was subjected to a
distressing episode of bullying, marked by a brutal
and relentless physical assault inflicted upon him by
his fellow students. This reprehensible act
transpired through the utilization of implements
such as belts, rubber pipes, cloth hangers, and a
heated iron. Regrettably, these actions culminated in
the infliction of severe burns on approximately 80%
of the victim's bodily surfaces (Wahab and Sakip,
2019). This case worried the Malaysian community,
and appropriate actions need to be taken to prevent
this case from recurring in higher learning
institutions. According to Harrison et al. (2022),
studies on bullying in higher education institutions
are not intensely researched compared to bullying
cases that occur in schools, therefore, higher
education institutions can obtain information related
to bullying through questionnaires answered by
students under their respective supervision as an
initial step to overcome the spread of bullying
practices. In general, cases of bullying that occur in
institutions of higher education stem from
psychological issues such as the pressures to
maintain academic excellence, financial problems,
relationship issues, and identity conflicts among the
students themselves. Therefore, this study aims to
identify the perception of bullying among students at
selected higher education institutions in Malaysia.

2. Literature review
2.1. Bullying and its effects on victims

In general, bullying occurs due to cultural factors
and social inequality, especially the widening socio-
economic gap, increasing the risk of bullying in a
nation (Tan et al, 2019). In addition, the factor of
overweight or obesity causes an increase in the rate
of bullying among students (Ganapathy et al., 2019),
followed by the age difference factor that makes
older students bully the younger and weaker
students (Sabramani et al., 2021).

Bullying can occur in several forms whether
physically (hitting, punching, kicking, extorting,
damaging victim's belongings, and locking them in a
room), verbally (mocking, threatening, insulting,
addressing harsh words, etc.), social exclusion
(disassociating the victims from a group or isolating
them), and indirectly (spreading bad news and
gossip and provoking others to dislike the victims)
which have a direct impact on the victims
(Muhopilah et al, 2020), such as physical health
problems, behavioral and emotional disorders,
problematic social development and poor academic
achievement (Fig. 1). This is supported by Hysing et
al. (2021) who stated that bullying has a direct

33

impact on sleep problems as well as affecting
academic achievement.

Next, the risks of attention deficit/hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) symptoms also increase among the
victims of bullying (Simmons and Antshel, 2021),
followed by mental health problems such as anxiety,
and symptoms of depression (Midgett and Doumas,
2019)-in line with the findings of Zhong et al. (2021)
which showed that bullying has a direct positive and
significant effect on depression as one of the
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
(Plexousakis et al., 2019; Idsoe et al., 2021). Worse,
bullying can lead to suicidal intentions among the
victims (Pimentel et al., 2020; Duan et al., 2020; Yang
et al, 2021; Zhao and Yao, 2022), while serious
injuries from bullying can also cause death (Campisi
et al, 2020). According to Halim et al. (2022),
bullying occurs because the victims feel:

e Shameful and embarrassed,
Fearful to retaliate,

Fearful of making things worse,
Desire for acceptance,
Concerned about "snitching,”
Low self-esteem,

Failing to recognize bullying, and
Thinking it would not help.

2.2. Bullying in higher learning institutions

Bullying in higher education institutions can

occur among both  students and  staff
(administrative/support or academic) involving
traditional bullying or cyberbullying

(Tiamboonprasert and Charoensukmongkol, 2020;
Hollis, 2021). Previous studies related to bullying in
higher learning institutions focused more on
bullying that occurred in the workplace involving
employees, employers, and academics, while this
study focuses more on bullying among students in
higher learning institutions. The findings of Gilindiiz
et al. (2021) stated that students of higher education
institutions are affected by bullying experienced
during their high school years, which has a lasting
effect on the academic and social transition of
students (Riffle et al., 2021). It is supported by the
findings of Shelley et al. (2021) where the public
believes that bullying at school carries serious
impacts, and influences security considerations of
higher education institutions. Pérhola et al. (2019)
firmly stated that the experience of being bullied also
increases social stress and anxiety, as well as being
sensitive to criticism of their learning performance,
for not participating in their classes and not
following their lecturer's instructions (Al-Rashdan,
2020). This situation is worse as it increases the risk
of suicidal intentions (Bibi et al., 2021). In addition,
students with special needs are also bullied by their
classmates due to their deficiencies-by making fun
of their incapacities and physical disabilities,
discouraging them from participating in activities, as
well as verbally abusing and name-calling them
(Muhammad and Anis, 2021).
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Fig. 1: Theoretical framework for bullying (Integrated from Witteriede and Paulus (2008), UNESCO (2017), and Muhopilah et
al. (2020))

In addition to bullying that occurs among
students that involve their classmates, there are also
other studies that point to bullying that occurs
between instructors/lecturers and students in
higher education institutions, as reported by Asio
(2019). This shows that bullying can happen at all
levels in higher education institutions, affecting the
reputation and performance of the people involved
whether the bully, the victim, and the respective
higher education institution. According to Myers and
Cowie (2017), there are three main roles that had
been focused on by past studies related to bullying in
institutions of higher education, namely the
perpetrator, the target, and the bystander-whether
the bullying occurs in a college or university (Shelley
et al, 2021). Lund and Ross (2017) suggested that
further research related to bullying should be done
involving multi universities and examining the
demographic differences of gender or race/ethnicity
that affect bullying in higher education institutions.
The findings of the study by Poérhoéla et al. (2019)
showed that cultural and gender differences affect
the form of bullying at the university level, and
continue to the workplace (Jones et al, 2019).
According to Chowdhury (2020), there are several
factors that cause bullying among students, namely:
(i) the lack of morality, (ii) the lack of empathy, (iii)
the uneven power distribution, (iv) peer influence,
and (v) poor childhood development. Therefore,
higher education institutions need to be more
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sensitive and responsible in terms of the law and
cooperate with various parties, especially the
students, in an effort to stop bullying from
continuing, from time to time (Harrison et al., 2022).

3. Research method
3.1. Sample and data collection

As this study focuses on the perceptions and
attitudes toward bullying in higher learning
institutions, the sample consists of university
students. In particular, the undergraduates are the
targeted participants since the majority of them live
on campus. To determine the sample size, the table
developed by Krejcie and Morgan (1970) was
employed. Since the population of the study was
expected to be more than 100,000 participants, the
minimum sample size was 384 participants. Using
convenience sampling and online survey techniques,
this study managed to get 561 participants from four
different higher learning institutions: (i) Universiti
Teknologi MARA (UiTM), (ii) Universiti Sains Islam
Malaysia (USIM), (iii) Universiti Sultan Azlan Shah
(USAS), and (iv) University of Malaya (UM).

3.2. Measures

within the
established

The  metrics
questionnaire are

incorporated
grounded in
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psychological research paradigms. This survey
instrument encompasses three distinct sections: (i)
Demographic particulars, (ii) Instances of bullying
encompassing the roles of victim, bully-victim, and
bully, and (iii) Perceptions concerning instances of
bullying. The evaluation of perceptions towards
bullying was executed through the utilization of a
Likert-type scale, comprising five points, ranging
from "strongly disagree" to ‘strongly agree,"
encompassing a compilation of fourteen distinct
items. It is noteworthy that this questionnaire
underwent comprehensive validation procedures,
thereby attesting to its robustness, and has been
previously deployed in numerous instances of
empirical inquiry (Radliff et al,, 2016; Werth et al,,
2015). Hence, this study only measured the internal
consistent reliability using Cronbach’s alpha value.
The items are reliable since Cronbach's alpha value
is 0.654, which exceeds the threshold of 0.6 (Hair et
al.,, 2017).

3.3. Data analysis

The data was analyzed using Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26. Descriptive
statistics and crosstabulation were employed to
analyze the demographic information and bullying
category. Furthermore, independent samples t-test
and one-way ANOVA were also used to identify the
differences between gender, level of education, and
bullying category according to the mean perception
score. This parametric test is suitable for the study
because it satisfies the normality assumption (as in
Table 1), by which the skewness values are between
-1.5 and +1.5 as suggested by Tabachnick and Fidell
(2013).

Table 1: Normality assumption test

Variable Skewness Kurtosis
Male 0.987(0.203)  1.158(0.403)
Gender
Female 1.499 (0.119) 3.311 (0.238)
Level of Diploma 1.249 (0.145)  3.258(0.289)
education Degree 1.245(0.146)  1.559(0.291)
Notinvolved  1.384(0.107)  2.765 (0.214)
Bullying Bystander 0.969 (0.398) 0.02(6) :())(()).;78)
category Victim -0.760 (0.913) ('2 00 0)
Bully - -

4. Results and discussions

The result of the study was discussed according
to four sections: (i) Students’ profile, (ii) Bullying
category, (iii) Perception of students toward
bullying, and (iv) Perception of students toward
bullying according to demographic information.

4.1. Students’ profile

The demographic information of the respondents
is tabulated in Table 2. This study involved 25.5%
males, and 74.5% females, which somewhat reflects
the gender ratio of undergraduates for public
universities in Malaysia. This study involved four
public universities, with the highest sample coming
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from UiTM with 283 (50.4%) students, followed by
USIM, USAS, and UM with 126 (22.3%), 99 (17.5%)
and 54 (9.7%) students respectively. This study also
focused on undergraduate students (diploma and
degree) across all years of studies.

Table 2: Demographic information of the respondents

Profile Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender Male 143 25.5
Female 418 74.5
UiTM 283 50.4
University USIM 126 22.3
USAS 99 17.5
UM 54 9.7
level 278 49.6
degree
Year 1 333 59.4
Year of Year 2 127 22.6
study Year 3 60 10.7
Year 4 40 7.1
Year 5 1 0.2

4.2, Bullying category

The students were categorized as the victim,
bully, bully-victim, or not involved in bullying based
on their responses to the survey. Bullies are defined
as students who admitted to participating in bullying
perpetrations and are not considered victims.
Students who claimed as victimized and not
perpetrated are categorized as victims. Bystanders
are defined as students who see other students being
bullied. Students who denied engaging in or being a
victim of bullying are labeled as not involved. Table 3
shows the total sample according to the bullying
category, where the highest sample is students not
involved in bullying at 92.5% (n=519), followed by
bystanders, victims, and bullies with 6.2% (n=35),
0.9% (n=5) and 0.4% (n=2) respectively. Table 4
shows the crosstabulation table between the
demographic information of the students and the
bullying category. The information is related to the
gender, university, and education level of the
students. Based on the crosstabulation table,
bullying happened in all four public universities
since there is a number of students who experienced
it either as a bully, a victim, or a bystander, as shown
in Table 4. The bullying cases involved male and
female students in both diploma and bachelor's
degree programs.

Table 3: Total sample according to the bullying category

Bullying category Frequency Percentage
Bully 2 0.4
Victim 5 0.9
Bystander 35 6.2
Not involved 519 92.5
Total 561 100

4.3. Perception of students toward bullying

The perception of students toward bullying was
measured using the average score of part D in the
questionnaire. The range of the average score is
between 14 to 70, and the higher scores denote more
pro-bullying perceptions. Table 5 shows the
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perception of students toward bullying according to
the bullying category. The bullies have the highest
score compared to the others with a mean score of
41. The other bullying categories of victim,
bystander and not involved have a close score to
each other at 27.80, 25.20, and 25.13 respectively.

Based on these scores, the students in the bully
category have more pro-bullying perceptions
compared to the other categories. Therefore, to
determine the significant differences in the
perception scores between bullying categories, the
One-way ANOVA was employed.

Table 4: Demographic according to the bullying category

Bullying category

Demographic Bully Victim Bystander Not involved Total
Gender

Male 2 (1.4%) 1(0.7%) 15 (10.5%) 125 (87.4%) 143 (100%)

Female 0 (0.0%) 4 (1.0%) 20 (4.8%) 394 (94.3%) 418 (100%)
University

UiTM 0 (0.0%) 4 (1.4%) 15 (5.3%) 264 (93.3%) 283 (100%)

USIM 1 (0.8%) 0 (0.0%) 3 (2.4%) 122 (96.8%) 126 (100%)

USAS 1(1.0%) 1(1.0%) 9 (9.2%) 87 (88.8%) 98 (100%)

UM 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 8 (14.8%) 46 (85.2%) 54 (100%)
Education

Diploma 0 (0.0%) 4 (1.4%) 15 (5.3%) 264 (93.3%) 283 (100%)

Degree 2 (0.4%) 1 (0.4%) 20 (7.2%) 255 (91.7%) 278 (100%)

Table 5: Perception score according to bullying category

Bullying category Score
Bully 41
Victim 27.80
Bystander 25.20
Not involved 25.13

Table 6 shows the ANOVA test results among the
groups of bullying categories. The results indicate
that there are differences among the groups of
bullying categories since the p-value 0.005 (F=4.263)
is less than 0.05. Hence, this study proceeds with

multiple comparisons using Fisher's Least Significant
Difference (LSD) test (Nanda et al., 2021) in order to
identify which groups are different. As expected,
there are significant differences between the mean
perception score of bullies compared to the other
categories (victim, bystander, and not involved)
since the p-values are less than 0.05 as shown in
Table 7. There are no differences between the mean
of perception scores between the victim, bystander,
and not involved categories.

Table 6: Analysis of variance (ANOVA) test

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig
Between groups 535.581 3 178.527 4.263 0.005
Within groups 23326.751 557 41.879
Total 23862.332 560

Table 7: Multiple comparisons between bullying categories

Multiple comparisons (I - ) Mean differences (I - ) Sig
Not involved - Victim -2.6709 0.359
Not involved - Bystander -0.0709 0.950
Not involved - Bully -15.8709 0.001
Victim - Bystander 2.6000 0.401
Victim - Bully -12.2000 0.015
Bystander - Bully -15.8000 0.001

4.4. Perceptions of students according to the
demographic factor

This section discusses the perceptions of students
toward bullying according to their gender and
education level. Table 8 shows the mean perception
score of the males being higher than the females, at
28.0559. This indicates that the male students are
more pro-bully compared to the female students.
Thus, to identify whether there are significant
differences between the mean perception score of

the males and females, the independent samples t-
test was employed. The result from Table 9 shows
significant differences between the mean perception
scores of the males and females since the p-value of
0.000 is less than 0.05 with a 3.8143 mean
difference. On the other hand, the mean perception
score between diploma and bachelor’s degree
students are close to each other at 24.6502 and
25.7878 respectively.

Table 8: Descriptive statistics for gender and education level

Variable N Mean SD SE mean
Gender Male 143 28.0559 7.0058 0.58586
Female 418 24.2416 6.0657 0.29668
. Diploma 283 24.6502
Education level Degree 278 257878
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Table 9: Independent sample t-test for gender and education level

Levene’s test

t-test for equality of means

Variable F Sig t df i;flgle(g)- Di?f/leerzr;ce 95% CI of the difference
Gender 4231 0.040 -6.232 559 0.000 3.8143 5.0165 2.6121
-5.808 0.000 3.8143 5.1086 2.5201

Education 4.629 0.032 -2.070 559 0.039 -1.1376 -2.2172 -0.0580
Level -2.067 0.039 -1.1376 -2.2186 -0.0566

5. Conclusion

This research scrutinizes instances of bullying
within a specific subset of higher education
institutions, concurrently exploring the perceptions
of students regarding such occurrences. The study's
revelations underscore the persistence of bullying
problems within the purview of the chosen higher
education institutions—namely, UiTM, USIM, USAS,
and UM. Pertaining to students' perceptions towards
bullying, a salient observation emerges, indicating
that individuals assuming the role of bullies exhibit
the highest scores, thereby implying a more
favorable stance towards bullying in comparison to
their peers. Consequently, it becomes imperative for
institutional leadership to undertake a multifaceted
approach to gather information encompassing the
entirety of bullying incidents, encompassing both

psychological and physical manifestations. This
objective can be achieved through the
administration of meticulously designed

questionnaires to students, with a crucial emphasis
on preserving the confidentiality of participants’

identities to encourage candid responses and
cooperative engagement.
However, despite the intriguing insights

garnered, it is important to acknowledge several
limitations intrinsic to this study. First, the research
scope remains confined to four specifically selected
higher education institutions, thereby necessitating
prudence when attempting to extrapolate findings to
the broader landscape of Malaysian higher
education. Furthermore, the study's cross-sectional
nature engenders inherent constraints in capturing
continuous causal effects. As a prospective avenue
for advancing scholarship, forthcoming
investigations should consider a more expansive
sample encompassing the entire gamut of higher
education institutions across Malaysia. Additionally,
the adoption of a longitudinal research design
emerges as an  essential  strategy  for
comprehensively unraveling the nuanced dynamics
of bullying over time, thereby enriching the
understanding of its perpetuation and impact on
student well-being.
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