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ABSTRACT

Background and Purpose:Bullying is a prevalent behavioral problem during the elementary
school years and is associated with significant psychological and social consequences. Identifying
family and individual factors related to bullying behaviors is essential for prediction. The present
study aimed to examine the relationships among family emotional climate, child abuse, and
bullying behaviors, with emotion regulation as a mediating variable, in male elementary school
students.

Methodology:This study adopted a descriptive—correlational design and employed structural
equation modeling (SEM). The statistical population comprised male fifth- and sixth-grade
elementary school students in Tehran during the 2020-2021 academic year. Based on Klein’s
criterion, a sample of 306 students was selected using a three-stage cluster random sampling
method. Data were collected using the Bully/Victim Questionnaire, the Family Emotional Climate
Questionnaire, the Child Emotion Management Skills Questionnaire, and the Child Abuse
Questionnaire. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 26 for descriptive statistics,
correlation analyses, and assessment of data normality, and SmartPLS version 3.2 for path
analysis.

Results:The results demonstrated that family emotional climate and emotion regulation had
significant negative direct effects on bullying behaviors, whereas child abuse exerted a significant
positive direct effect. Furthermore, family emotional climate had a significant negative indirect
effect on bullying behaviors through emotion regulation, while child abuse showed a significant
positive indirect effect via emotion regulation. Convergent validity indices and goodness-of-fit
measures indicated an acceptable fit of the proposed structural model.

Conclusion:The findings indicate that family emotional climate, child abuse, and emotion
regulation are significant predictors of bullying behaviors among male elementary school
students.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose: Bullying in schools is a prevalent issue among children and adolescents. It
is generally defined as a specific form of intentional and aggressive behavior perpetrated by one or
more students with the explicit aim of causing discomfort or harm to another student or group of
students (Maynard et al, 2016). Such behavior is characterized by intentionality, repetition, and a power
imbalance between perpetrators and victims (Olweus, 2013). According to UNESCO (2019), nearly one
in three students worldwide (32%) reported being bullied by their peers at least once in the previous
month, and approximately 246 million children and adolescents are estimated to experience school
violence and bullying annually. Reported prevalence rates vary from 15% to 40% across studies (Smith,
2004). Both victimization and repeated involvement in bullying are associated with elevated risks of
physical and mental health difficulties.

Although numerous antecedents and consequences of bullying have been investigated, the bioecological
systems theory emphasizes that children’s development and personality characteristics are shaped not
only by biological patterns but also by daily interactions within specific contexts (Bronfenbrenner &
Evans, 2000). Parents, as children’s primary interactional partners, play a pivotal role in shaping the
foundations of their future lives. Importantly, children’s perceptions of these interactions may exert a
stronger influence than the interactions themselves (Lee, 2010). Within this framework, family-related
factors—such as child maltreatment and the family’s emotional climate—alongside children’s emotion
regulation strategies, warrant closer scientific attention when explaining bullying behaviors.

Exposure to harsh disciplinary practices combined with low parental warmth increases the likelihood of
aggressive behaviors in children and adolescents (Griffin & Gross, 2004). Thus, the family’s emotional
climate provides a critical context for overall child development and, more specifically, for parent—child
relationships. The history of these interactions, along with parental goals and values, is embedded in the
emotional climate of the family (Soenens et al, 2019). Parenting style has also been identified as an
indirect predictor of bullying behavior among high school students, primarily through its influence on
peer relationships (Zhao et al, 2023). Research findings indicate that the family emotional climate plays
a significant role in children’s physical,social, and emotional well-being (Silburn et al., 2006). Previous
studies have shown that the relationships between paternal warmth, maternal warmth, paternal support,
maternal support, paternal involvement, maternal involvement, and children’s perceptions of the family
environment are negatively associated with bullying behaviors. Specifically, children’s positive
perceptions of the family environment contribute to a reduction in bullying behaviors (Rahmani et al.,
2017; Anvari & Abolghasemi, 2017). The psychological effects of family patterns on aggression among
elementary school children have also been empirically supported (Masaeva & Lechieva, 2016).
Furthermore, childhood maltreatment may increase the likelihood of bullying at school (Hong &
Espelage, 2012). According to the World Health Organization, child abuse encompasses all forms of
physical and emotional maltreatment, sexual abuse, neglect, and exploitation that may cause actual or
potential harm to a child’s health, development, or dignity. Empirical findings consistently demonstrate
a positive association between childhood maltreatment and bullying (Liu et al, 2022). According to the
results of a meta-analytic study, both victims of bullying and perpetrators are more likely to be exposed
to negative parental behaviors, including abuse, neglect, and maladaptive parenting practices (Lereya et
al., 2013). Furthermore, a significant positive association has been reported between childhood
psychological maltreatment, negative coping styles, anxiety, and cyberbullying traits and behaviors
among university students (Shen, 2024). Additionally, students who engage in bullying are often
characterized by deficits in emotion regulation (Shields & Cicchetti, 2010), and teachers’ evaluations
further confirm this association (Ramsden & Hubbard, 2002). Abdollahi et al (2021) demonstrated
significant differences in emotion regulation strategies between bullying and non-bullying students,
with bullying students relying more frequently on maladaptive emotion regulation strategies.

Building on this evidence, the present study aimed to reexamine the relationships among these variables
and their contribution to bullying behaviors. Specifically, it sought to:

(a) evaluate the combined effects of family emotional climate and childhood abuse, and

(b) explore the mediating role of emotion regulation in explaining bullying behaviors among male
elementary school students, with the ultimate goal of identifying a suitable explanatory model for
bullying in this age group.
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Methodology: This research employed a descriptive-correlational design and utilized structural
equation modeling. The statistical sample consisted of 306 fifth- and sixth-grade students in Tehran,
selected via cluster random sampling from elementary schools. The following instruments were used:
the Revised Bully/Victim Questionnaire (Olweus, 2002), the Children’s Emotion Management Skills
Questionnaire (Zeman et al, 2001), the Family Emotional Climate Questionnaire (Hill Bern, 1964), and
the Child Abuse Questionnaire (Hosseinkhani, 2013). All instruments demonstrated acceptable validity
and reliability. Descriptive analyses and assumption testing were conducted using SPSS 25, while
Smart PLS 3.2 was used for path analysis and hypothesis testing.

Findings: The model demonstrated strong construct reliability and validity. The coefficient of
determination was 0.285 for emotional regulation and 0.378 for bullying behaviors, indicating
satisfactory explanatory power. Cross-Validity Communality indices were positive for all constructs,
supporting model adequacy and Goodness of Fit (GOF). The overall GOF index was 0.225, reflecting
relatively good fit.

Key findings include:

- Family emotional climate had a direct negative effect on bullying behaviors.

- Child abuse had a direct positive effect on bullying behaviors.

- Emotion regulation had a direct effect on bullying behaviors.

- Both family emotional climate and child abuse significantly influenced emotion regulation.

- Indirect effects of family emotional climate and child abuse on bullying behaviors were observed
via emotion regulation.
All hypothesized paths were statistically significant at the 0.05 level, and the proposed research model
demonstrated good fit overall.

Discussion and Conclusion: The findings highlight that family emotional climate, child abuse, and
emotion regulation exert direct influences on children’s bullying behaviors. Indirect effects of family
emotional climate and child abuse through emotion regulation were also confirmed. A supportive
family emotional climate and effective emotion regulation strategies act as protective factors, whereas
experiences of maltreatment significantly elevate the risk of bullying behaviors. A favorable family
climate—characterized by the absence of conflict and the presence of warmth—is directly associated
with a reduced need for acquiring power through bullying. A supportive family environment provides
the foundation for the development of emotion-regulation skills, thereby decreasing bullying behaviors.
Children’s perceptions of parental warmth, intimacy, and the level of conflict or tension in parent—child
interactions serve as both direct and indirect predictors of bullying, the latter through their influence on
emotion-regulation strategies.Severe child maltreatment significantly impairs emotion-regulation
capacities, and this impairment leads to increased bullying behavior. Any repeated parental action or
neglect that endangers the child’s physical or psychological well-being—including physical abuse,
emotional abuse, and neglect—is a direct predictor of bullying and a strong undermining factor of
emotional regulation.

Given the study’s limitations—including its focus on fifth- and sixth-grade boys in Tehran, reliance on
cluster sampling, correlational design, and exclusion of socio-cultural variables—the findings should be
interpreted with caution. Nonetheless, the results suggest that school counselors and teachers should
consider family emotional climate, child abuse, and emotion regulation strategies when addressing
bullying behaviors. Furthermore, the outcomes may inform family education programs aimed at
parents.

Future research should extend comparisons across genders and educational levels and incorporate
socio-cultural contexts into analyses of bullying behaviors.

Ethical Considerations: Ethical principles were fully adhered to in this study. Participants were

informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time. Additionally, all participants were made
aware of the research process.
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