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Introduction

Peer violence is a phenomenon that has been widely studied as relatively 
prevalent in our society. One of the first authors to examine the issue of peer vi-
olence was Olweus in the early 1970s. It was at that time that the interest in this 
problem became evident. This phenomenon was studied in countries around the 
world during the 1980s and 1990s. This paper is based on the definition of peer 
violence postulated by Olweus (1994), which states that peer violence is any form of 
physical, verbal or psychological harassment or abuse committed with the purpose 
of inflicting damage or harm to another person. The repetition of violent behaviour 
in the context of a striking power imbalance is defined as oppression.

It is important to emphasise terminological differences regarding the phe-
nomenon of peer violence, as stated by Smith et al. (2002), who believe that the 
problem arises from various translations of the term “bullying” as the most frequently 
used term in this field. The second problem, also indicated by the aforementioned 
authors, is children’s perception of violence. Research has proven that children 
aged 8 do know the difference between aggressive and non-aggressive behaviour, 
whereas children aged 14 can differentiate between direct and indirect aggression, 
as well as instances of social exclusion. 

Physical violence has been the term most frequently used in relation to peer 
violence. However, besides physical violence, psychological violence is evident in 
schools, in both verbal and non-verbal forms, which means that there is direct and 
indirect violence (Baldry 2003). Indirect violence encompasses the following forms of 
behaviour: teasing, gossip and rumours about certain individuals, and the isolation 
of the victim. These forms of violent behaviour may be regarded as forms of social 
violence (Smith et al. 2002). The advent of modern media has contributed to violence 
being moved from the real world into the world of electronic technologies, which 
has led to the phenomenon of electronic violence or “cyberbullying” – a new form of 
violence appearing among schoolchildren (Smith et al. 2008; Corcoran et al. 2015).

School is a common environment for children to express violent behaviour. 
All the mentioned types of violence occur, but verbal, social and physical violence 
are more frequent (Fekkes et al. 2005; Rivers and Smith 1994; Smith et al. 2002). 
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Most of the research in this area concludes that about 60% of students are not in-
volved in any type of peer violence, but the percent of involvement is not harmless. 
Efforts to decrease the frequency of peer violence are seen in different types of 
school programmes which focus on decreasing children’s aggression and developing 
their social-emotional skills and prosocial behaviour (Olweus 1994; Olweus and 
Limber 2010; Schonert-Reichl et al. 2012; Smith and Brain 2000)perspective taking, 
caring for others, and infant development. The study included a quasi-experimental 
control-group pretest-posttest, multi-informant design with 585 4th-to 7th-grade 
children from 28 classrooms. Outcome measures included self-reports of under-
standing of infant distress, empathy, and perspective taking, and peer and teacher 
reports of prosocial and aggressive behaviors. Measures assessing implementation 
were also included. Children in the ROE intervention classrooms showed significant 
improvement across several of the domains assessed: self-reports of causes for infant 
crying, peer nominations of prosocial behaviors, and teacher reports of proactive 
and relational aggression. Self-reported empathy and perspective taking showed 
no significant changes. According to ROE instructors’ diaries assessing implement-
ation, students in the experimental condition were exposed to all or most of the 
ROE curriculum. These findings support and extend recent research examining 
the positive impacts of classroom-based social and emotional learning (SEL). 

Researchers have confirmed the correlation between children’s emotional de-
velopment and their position in peer violence. In this context, we emphasise results 
which show that low empathy often indicates more violent behaviour (Jolliffe and 
Farrington 2006), and that victims are emotionally distressed and socially margin-
alised, while bullies are psychologically stronger (Juvonen et al. 2003). Smith and 
Brain (2000) state the fundamental characteristics of peer violence or bullying, 
adding that victims of this type of violence are usually afraid to report violence 
and consequently develop certain conditions, such as very low self-esteem and 
depression. Health conditions in children caused by violence are indicated by the 
meta-analysis (Gini and Pozzoli 2009), which summarises the results obtained from 
11 studies that confirm the correlation between peer violence and the development 
of psychosomatic conditions. The fact that the negative consequences of violence 
have been studied from the point of view of medicine indicates how important it 
is to reduce the frequency of expression of this global phenomenon and simultan-
eously provides the basis on which to found further, more comprehensive research. 

Greater interest of scholars and experts in this phenomenon and the efforts 
of authorities at the national and local level aimed at preventing violence have not 
yielded the expected results, since peer violence is still present both inside and 
outside schools. Although this phenomenon is nothing new, the changes related 
to education, the position of teachers and students and the characteristics of con-
temporary families all require that the approach to this phenomenon be altered 
and that new ways of prevention be continually searched for. Moreover, it is also 
important to detect violent individuals and their real victims so that they can be 
made more aware of their behaviour and can potentially be instructed in the ways 
of nonviolent and prosocial behaviour. This is the reason why numerous studies 
of particular types of violence have been conducted, examining their frequency  
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(Solberg and Olweus 2003), factors that have an impact on the expression of various 
forms of violence (Sušac et al. 2016; O’connell et al. 1999), the connection between 
media violence and violent behaviour (Olson et al. 2007; Huesmann 2007; Hopf 
et al. 2008) the efficiency of preventative programmes (Olweus and Limber 2010). 
The purpose of all these studies is to gain a comprehensive understanding of the 
real state of affairs in schools. However, the vast research on this phenomenon has 
contributed to the creation of a large pool of data, which complicates the selection, 
integration and use of the data. This was the starting point of this research, which 
initiated the decision to apply the meta-analysis in the study of peer violence. 

In light of the discussion presented above, as well as the influence of family 
and peers on the behaviour of young children (especially aggressive and violent 
behaviour), these factors were chosen for our research. As the research problem, we 
single out the connection between family and peer influences and forms of violent 
and aggressive behaviour among peers. This was inspired by the fact that peer 
violence has been widely examined and there are meta-analyses that summarise 
the results of these studies. In addition, family and peers are essential resources 
for the prevention and reduction of peer violence and should thus be included in 
preventative programmes.

Methodology

This research analyses primary studies with the purpose of realising the 
similarities and differences between obtained results and the established analysis 
criteria, which will enable conclusions about the studied aspects of peer violence. 
Meta-analysis is applied as a synthetic and analytical approach that represents the 
basis for the integration of the results obtained by inter-independent studies into 
one common result. The goal of this research is to analyse the results of primary 
studies of peer violence with a particular focus on family and peers as the factors 
that significantly affect aggressive and violent behaviour among peers.

Review of relevant literature and selection criteria

A search for relevant literature accessible in electronic databases using the 
keywords ‘bullying’, ‘family influence’, ‘children violent behaviour’ and ‘peer in-
fluence’ resulted in 43 primary studies. These studies were analysed to examine 
the connection between peer violence and some family, friend and peer factors. The 
criteria for selecting the studies to be included in the meta-analysis were defined 
in relation to the postulated research goal: 

–– the research was conducted with primary school students (aged 8 to 16); 
–– the research was conducted after the year 2000; 
–– the research used respondents’ self-assessment; 
–– the research contained exact statistical data; and 
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–– the research was published in a scholarly paper. 

Ten studies satisfied all these criteria and were included in the meta-analysis. 
The most common reason for the exclusion of certain studies from the analysis was 
the method of data collection (Bowes et al. 2009), such as data collected through 
interviewing one or both parents regarding children’s behaviour with their peers or 
family factors, rather than through respondents’ self-assessment. The second most 
common reason for the exclusion of certain primary studies from the meta-analysis 
was an insufficient amount of statistical data, which prevented an evaluation of 
the effect size and a comparison of the obtained results.

Statistical data analysis

The effect was determined by means of the Wilson formula (2011), using the 
available data from the statistical analyses performed in the primary studies. The 
sizes of the effects from all of the analysed studies were translated into the cor-
relation effect size using the aforementioned formula. The obtained values of the 
effect sizes were observed and analysed with reference to Cohen’s classification 
(Cohen 1992) and the defined criteria, with three levels of strength: 0.20 to 0.46 
= low, 0.50 to 0.79 = medium and 0.80 = high. The pondered effect sizes were 
presented using the sample size in each study. The average pondered effect size, 
presented as the Pearson correlation coefficient, was 0.4914. The data dispersion 
around the pondered effect size obtained in individual studies was presented using 
the Hunter and Schmidt method (2004), which operates with correlations and sup-
positions about coincidental effects. Keeping in mind this method and the goal of 
discovering the variability in the effect size between the samples of each study, the 
total variance (VAR) of each study was calculated using the formula VAR = ∑(n * 
(r –r̅)2) / ∑n, in which r̅ is the average effect size. Then, the variance of the sample 
error (VARse) was calculated using the formula VARse = ((1 – r̅ 2)2) / (Mn – 1), in 
which Mn represents the average number of respondents in each study. Table 1 
shows the results of the effect size and the variance. Using the values obtained 
from the aforementioned formula, the sample error was calculated as 0.00005.

Analysis and discussion of the results

Table 1 presents all the studies that satisfied the established criteria and were 
therefore included in the meta-analysis, as well as the statistical values that enabled 
a comparison of the results obtained in these studies and appropriate conclusions.
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Based on the data shown in Table 1, the results obtained in the presented 
studies were subjected to a qualitative analysis with regard to the gender of the 
respondents and the factors that had an impact on various forms of peer violence.

Peer violence – gender differences

This part of the paper analyses the primary studies included in the meta-ana-
lysis which demonstrated not only modal variables, but also results referring to the 
frequency of peer violence in relation to the gender of the respondents. Although 
this is not the primary goal of this research, it is important to designate these data 
as the starting point for understanding and analysing the data about various effects 
of family or peers on the expression of violent behaviour.

The research conducted in Thailand (Laeheem et al. 2014) demonstrated that 
the method of self-assessment identified 20.90% of the respondents as belonging 
to a group that committed violence against other people. There was a statistically 
significant difference in relation to gender (p = 0.001): boys committed violence 
more frequently than girls. The results of the research conducted in Italy, which 
examined a group of bullies and a group of victims (Baldry 2003) showed that 
48.30% of the respondents said that they had bullied other children in the course 
of the previous three months. There was also a statistically significant difference 
regarding the gender of the bullies: male respondents demonstrated violent beha-
viour more frequently than female ones. The most significant difference was found 
in the demonstration of physical violence. Regarding perceptions of peer violence 
from the victims’ point of view, 59.00% of the respondents stated that they had 
been victims of peer violence several times over the past three months. In terms 
of gender, direct victimisation was determined in male respondents and indirect 
victimisation was evident in female respondents. Similar results were provided by 
the research conducted in the USA (Erath et al. 2008), which determined a statist-
ically significant difference between genders regarding self-assessment: M = 1.69 
and SD = 0.68 among boys, and M = 1.53 and SD = 0.56 among girls, which proves 
that boys were identified as victims more frequently. The aforementioned results 
show that boys were identified as belonging to a group of bullies more often than 
girls. Regarding victims of peer violence, there was a difference in the obtained 
results. The second mentioned research examined instances of direct aggression, 
the victims of which were predominantly boys, and instances of indirect aggression, 
where girls were victims more frequently. The third mentioned research did not 
study direct and indirect aggression separately. However, taking into account the 
structure of the used instrument and small differences in replies provided by the 
respondents (p < 0.1000), it can be assumed that girls were identified as victims 
of indirect aggression more frequently.

Out of 413 respondents aged 13 to 16 from Great Britain (Smith et al. 2004), 
55 respondents were identified as persistent victims, whereas 27 were identified as 
new victims, regardless of gender differences in relation to the studied victim-bully 
groups. Gender differences were found in the quality of friendships and number 
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of friends, which was the second moderator variable in this meta-analysis. The 
research conducted by Mazefsky and Farrell (2005) confirmed that boys particip-
ated considerably in peer violence, demonstrating aggressive behaviour and both 
direct and indirect aggression, with M = 25.10 and SD = 13.20, with a statistically 
significant gender difference.

Similar research was conducted in neighbouring countries. A sample of 3,470 
school children was analysed in the research conducted in Croatia (Sušac et al. 2016). 
It was determined that 14.80% of the respondents were identified as victims, 6.30% 
as bullies, while 61.40% were uninvolved. Also, both genders participated in peer 
violence, but girls were more often identified as victims.

The analysis of the presented results shows that gender differences were 
evident in the research that identified victims as well as in the research that iden-
tified bullies. Generally speaking, boys were more frequently identified as bullies 
and those who demonstrated direct aggression, whereas girls were more frequently 
identified as victims, usually of indirect aggression. It is important to note that 
despite the fact that the presented studies were conducted in various countries, 
the obtained results were similar, which proves that children of that age behave 
similarly regardless of their environment and country of origin.

Factors that induce violent behaviour

The analysis of the primary research, shown in Table 1, with the factors that 
affect violent behaviour as the moderator variable, particularly family and peers, 
is shown below.

Family and exposure to domestic violence is the first factor that has a significant 
impact on violent behaviour. One of the analysed studies (Baldry 2003) confirmed 
that exposure to domestic violence, even though the child was not the victim of 
that violence but rather a witness of intimate partner violence, was related to that 
child’s participation in peer violence and to the child being both a victim and a 
bully. The aforementioned research indicated the gender differences by emphasising 
that girls exposed to their parents’ violence were more frequently identified as 
those who committed peer violence. The most significant result of this research is 
the fact that the children whose families were characterised by domestic violence 
committed by both parents were mostly identified as those prone to peer violence. 
The effect size is 0.4984, which borders on moderate according to Cohen’s model. 
Similar results were obtained from the research conducted in Asia (Laeheem et 
al. 2014), which examined the effects of several factors on the violent behaviour of 
children. It was shown that exposure to domestic violence was the most significant 
factor in children’s violent behaviour (p = 0.000). Therefore, the effect size of this 
factor was calculated as 0.4103, which represented the basis for the comparison 
of the results of these studies. The research conducted in the USA (Espelage et 
al. 2014) confirmed the gender differences regarding the impact of domestic viol-
ence on children. Namely, boys who had witnessed domestic violence demonstrated 
violent behaviour in peer relationships more frequently than girls, who expressed 
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internalised problems in their behaviour. The results obtained proved a statistically 
significant difference between the genders in determining the difference between 
family conflicts and peer violence: the correlation coefficient was 0.69.

Although these three studies that examined the same aspect of family as a 
factor – witnessing intimate partner violence – were conducted on different contin-
ents, analysis proves a great similarity in the obtained results. This demonstrates 
the importance of family as a factor regardless of particular social and situational 
conditions. As previously mentioned, children who witness domestic violence often 
demonstrate the same forms of violent behaviour themselves. This is not surprising 
considering the fact that children form their first social relationships and patterns 
of behaviour in their families. The gender differences, confirmed by one study, 
indicated the gender characteristics and affective bonds between children of dif-
ferent genders and their parents. It was shown that boys assumed forms of violent 
behaviour more readily than girls did, who, for their part, reacted by internalising 
the problems. This finding is in accordance with the data presented previously in 
the paper on gender differences in relation to the frequency of violent behaviour 
and the identification of bullies and victims, which revealed that girls are identified 
as victims of forms of indirect violence more frequently than boys.

The research conducted in Croatia examined instances of children being 
victims of domestic violence. This research determined a significant difference 
between the children who were victims of domestic violence and children who 
were not involved in peer for all the categories of the studied domestic violence: 
psychological aggression (χ2=229.40**), psychological abuse (χ2=270.17**), corporal 
punishment (χ2=155.98**) and physical abuse (χ2=164.94**) (Sušac et al. 2016, p. 
212). Compared to the total sample, it was determined that victims of peer violence 
were most frequently victims of domestic violence. Table 1 shows the effect size 
for the experience of psychological domestic violence, with the most significant 
results obtained.

The impact of family on peer violence was also proven by the research con-
ducted by Connolly and O’Moore (2003) in Ireland. They examined positive and 
negative emotions of all family members on the basis of the students’ responses. 
The obtained results confirmed a significant difference (p < 0.05) between the test 
group and the group identified as the one demonstrating peer violence. It was found 
that the students who did not demonstrate any form of peer violence identified 
positive emotions in all family members very frequently, whereas the students who 
demonstrated peer violence identified negative emotions in their family members. 
Mothers received more negative outgoing items from the bully group (M = 1.37; 
SD = 2.06) than from the control group (M = 0.74; SD = 1.60), although the bully 
group also attributed more positive statements to mothers. For this relationship, 
the effect size was determined as shown in Table 1 (Connolly and O’moore 2003, 
p. 365). The results obtained in the aforementioned research lead to the conclusion 
that the students identified as those demonstrating peer violence had fewer positive 
emotions towards their mothers, which can be related to the previously analysed 
data on observing violent behaviour in the family.
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One more study, conducted in the USA (Henneberger et al. 2013), had similar 
results. The obtained results indicated a statistically significant correlation between 
delinquent behaviour, expressed as peer violence, and parents’ control. The effect 
size of 0.9846 is presented in Table 1. This size is large, judging by Cohen’s model. 
The presented results also indicated an indirect family influence. Namely, it was 
established that insufficient family control was connected to peer violence and 
delinquent behaviour. Another result worth mentioning is the conclusion that 
insufficient or very low family control is correlated to peer popularity as factors 
influencing peer violence. The presented results contributed to the selection of the 
second factor to be analysed in the meta-analysis: the choice of friends among peers. 
Peer groups and friendships with peers are very important to adolescents. Family 
also has a significant impact on the relationships that a child has with friends and 
on the effects of these friends on the child’s behaviour. Based on the interpretation 
of the similarities and differences of the presented results related to the impact of 
family, this paper also analyses those primary studies that examined the impact of 
peers and friends on peer violence.

Peers as a factor in peer violence

Besides domestic violence, another factor considered in the meta-analysis 
was the characteristics of peer and friendship relationships and their relatedness 
to the expression of violent behaviour and the relationship between a bully and a 
victim. The research conducted by Georgiou and Stavrinides (2008) determined a 
statistically significant difference between violent behaviour and number of school 
friends. This research showed that the group of respondents denoted as the bully-
victim group was more socially isolated than the other two groups of respondents, 
whereas the group denoted as bullies was accepted by their peers and had more 
friends than other groups. However, another study conducted in Great Britain 
(Smith et al. 2004) presented somewhat different results. The group of respond-
ents denoted as permanent victims had fewer school friends than other studied 
groups of respondents, and the difference was statistically significant at 0.004. 
The same research confirmed the participation of peers in violence and aggression: 
28.60% of the permanent victims and 26.90% of the victims said that bullies were 
accompanied by their friends in committing violence against others. The research 
conducted in the USA (Erath et al. 2008, p. 860), which examined the connection 
between victimisation of students and various variables, confirmed a statistically 
significant negative correlation (r = .-31***, p > 0.001) between friends’ support 
and students’ self-evaluation about victimisation. This indicates that the students 
with good support from friends were rarely identified as victims. Although these 
two studies examined different aspects of peer impact, their results may be com-
pared. The effect size, presented in Table 1, is not very large, but still proves the 
significance of the obtained results. Despite the fact that the first of the aforemen-
tioned studies examined number of friends and victimisation, while the second 
one studied friends’ support, it is important that both variables are significantly 
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correlated with victimisation. The latter research did not examine the number of 
friends that victims had, which implies that friends’ support is more important 
for the reduction of victimisation than the number of friends. This result is not 
surprising and indicates the possibility of encouraging friendly relationships and 
including friends in prevention programmes to reduce victimisation.

Another study, also conducted in the USA (Henneberger et al. 2013), confirmed 
the connection of peer popularity to the demonstration of violent and delinquent 
behaviour: popularity increased the frequency of violent behaviour. It also emphas-
ised that negative peer influence increased in those cases where family control was 
very low.

Yet another research conducted in the USA (Mazefsky and Farrell 2005, 
p.76) confirmed the connection between peer violence and characteristics of peers 
and their relationships. This research studied numerous factors: family support, 
exposure to violence, peer provocations and aggressive behaviour, as well as their 
correlation. The results showed the highest statistically significant correlation 
between aggressive behaviour and peer provocations (r = 0.5000**; p < .001.). 
These results prove that aggressive behaviour increases with the increase of pro-
vocations. Another result worth mentioning is the correlation between aggression 
and exposure to violence (r = 0.4300**; p < .001.), which indicates that students 
witnessing any form of violent behaviour are more prone to violent behaviour 
against their peers. Another study (Erath et al. 2008) researched numerous factors 
impacting peer violence. Its results showed that number of friends was not a factor 
with a statistically significant correlation to violent behaviour. This is the reason 
why these results were not used for determining the effect size, nor were they 
compared to the aforementioned results. However, these results are mentioned 
because the number of friends ranged from 2 to more than 6. The authors of this 
paper used these results to confirm previously stated observations that the quality 
of friendships proved to be a more significant variable influencing violent behaviour 
than the number of friends.

Concluding remarks

The meta-analysis was applied to the sample of 10 primary studies conducted 
in various countries. This analysis led to a general conclusion that family and peers 
are the factors that significantly influence peer violence. Family was identified as the 
factor that had a greater and more important impact on the expression of various 
forms of peer violence. Regarding peers and friendship, the comparison of the results 
of the primary studies proved that the number of friends was not a considerably 
important variable in comparison to the quality of friendships. This implies that 
even though some children had only a few friends, their behaviour was positive 
if those friendships were of high quality. Respondents belonging to the group of 
bullies were commonly male respondents who had a lot of friends and were popular 
among their peers. Considering family as a factor that has an impact on violent 
behaviour, the primary studies analysed the aspect of witnessing domestic violence, 



 
Meta-analysis of Peer Violence: Family and Peers as the Factors that Induce Violent Behaviour�  205

participation in domestic violence and family control. The research results proved 
that children who witnessed domestic violence, had negative emotions regarding 
their parents and insufficient parental control were identified as violent more fre-
quently than other respondents who did not have these experiences. This result 
confirms the assumption of this paper: family has various effects on children from 
a young age. Within their families, children form their first models and patterns 
of behaviour in society, which they later transfer to their own social relationships 
and real-life situations.

This paper aims to analyse the influence that two different factors have on 
peer violence. It should be emphasised that family somewhat determines whether 
peers can have a negative impact on a child. The analysis of the primary studies 
showed that insufficient parental control causes an increase in peers’ negative 
influence and violent behaviour, which is evident in those instances in which 
children predominantly demonstrate and adopt negative emotions in their own 
families. In addition, gender differences should be mentioned. The results of the 
analysed studies showed that boys adopted negative emotions and forms of be-
haviour in their families more frequently than girls, and that they demonstrated 
peer violence more readily, especially direct aggression. This observation supports 
a previously postulated assumption related to the important role of family in the 
demonstration of violent behaviour. This result can be applied in further pedago-
gical work with children and in the creation of preventative programmes against 
peer violence. These should be based on family to raise public awareness of the 
importance of parents in the lives of their children and the potential consequences 
of family conditions regarding the behaviour of children, which might contribute 
to peers’ negative influence.
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METAANALIZA RAZISKAV O VRSTNIŠKEM NASILJU: DRUŽINA IN VRSTNIKI KOT DE-
JAVNIKI NASILNEGA VEDENJA  

Povzetek: Vrstniško nasilje je problem, ki je prisoten in deležen raziskovanja povsod po svetu. V tem 
prispevku s pomočjo metaanalize obravnavamo problematiko vrstniškega nasilja in skušamo sistema-
tizirati podatke o tem, kako družina in vrstniki kot dejavnika vrstniškega nasilja vplivata na njegovo 
pojavnost. Analizirali smo 43 primarnih raziskav in na tej podlagi izbrali vzorec 10 raziskav, ki so bile 
skladne s postavljenimi kriteriji in vključene v metaanalizo. Vse vključene raziskave so kvantitativne in 
so temeljile na samoocenah učencev nižje stropnje osnovnošolskega izobraževanja. V vseh 10 raziskav 
je bilo skupno vključenih 10.500 respondentov. Povprečna ponderirana korelacija je znašala 0.4914 in jo 
lahko označimo kot zmerno. Rezultati metaanalize kažejo, da sta tako družina kot vrstniki dejavnika, 
ki pomembno vplivata na nasilno vedenje. Prav tako je negativni vpliv vrstnikov močnejši, ko otroku 
družinsko okolje ne zagotavlja potrebne sprejetosti. Družina ima torej pomembne učinke na posame-
znikovo vedenje, zato bi morali biti tudi programi za preprečevanje nasilja usmerjeni k družinam in 
si prizadevati za ustvarjanje pozitivnih odnosov med družinskimi člani, kar lahko prispeva k redukciji 
negativnih vrstniških vplivov.  
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