
Psico-USF, Bragança Paulista, v. 26, n. 3, p. 495-506, jul./set. 2021 495

Disponível em www.scielo.br http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1413-82712021260308

Narratives of  bullying and emersion of  self-compassion expressions in adolescents

Francisca Valda Gonçalves1

Nicolas de Oliveira Cardoso1

Irani Iracema de Lima Argimon1

1Pontifícia Universidade Católica do Rio Grande do Sul, Porto Alegre, Brasil

Abstract
This study aimed to investigate the narratives of  bullying and the expression of  self-compassion in statements written by ado-
lescents as a possible coping strategy. Participated 162 adolescents from a state in northern Brazil. The data collected in written 
testimonials were categorized based on Bardin’s Content Analysis. The instructions provided for preparing the testimonies sup-
ported the structuring of  four categories: 1) bullying experience; 2) reasons for bullying; 3) consequences of  bullying; 4) coping 
strategies and self-compassion expressions. The results suggest 63.7% of  adolescents witnessed bullying behaviors. Physical 
characteristics were the main motivation reported toward bullying. Negative feelings and psychosomatic symptoms were the 
main consequences reported. The adolescents reported forms of  self-compassion as a coping resource before receiving psy-
choeducation about the concept. The implications of  these findings and the use of  psychoeducational interventions on bullying 
and self-compassion are discussed.
Keywords: coping; school; adolescents; bullying; compassion.

Narrativas de bullying e emersão de expressões autocompassivas em adolescentes

Resumo
Esse estudo objetivou investigar as narrativas de bullying e a expressão da autocompaixão, em depoimentos escritos por adoles-
centes, como possível estratégia de enfrentamento. Participaram 162 adolescentes de uma escola estadual do norte do Brasil. Os 
dados coletados por escrito foram categorizados com base na Análise de Conteúdo de Bardin. As instruções fornecidas para ela-
boração dos depoimentos fundamentaram a estruturação de quatro categorias: 1) vivências de bullying; 2) motivos para o bullying; 
3) consequências do bullying; 4) estratégias de enfrentamento e expressões autocompassivas. Os resultados sugerem que 63,7% 
dos adolescentes presenciaram comportamentos de bullying. Características físicas foram percebidas como motivo para realiza-
ção de bullying. Sentimentos negativos e sintomas psicossomáticos foram as principais consequências relatadas. Os adolescentes 
reportaram formas de autocompaixão como recurso de enfrentamento antes de receberem psicoeducação sobre o conceito. As 
implicações desses achados e a utilização de intervenções psicoeducativas sobre bullying e autocompaixão são discutidas.
Palabras clave: enfrentamento, escola, adolescentes, bullying, compaixão.

Narraciones de bullying y aparición de expresiones autocompasivas enadolescentes

Resumen
Este estudio tuvo como objetivo investigar los relatos de bullying, y la expresión de la autocompasión en testimonios escritos por 
adolescentes como posible estrategia de afrontamiento. Participaron 162 adolescentes de una escuela pública del norte de Brasil. 
Los datos recopilados por escrito fueron categorizados según el Análisis de Contenido de Bardin. Las instrucciones proporcio-
nadas para la elaboración de los testimonios fundamentaron la estructuración de cuatro categorías: 1) experiencias de bullying; 2) 
razones para el bullying; 3) consecuencias del bullying; 4) estrategias de afrontamiento y expresiones de autocompasión. Los resul-
tados sugieren que 63,7% de los adolescentes presenciaron conductas de bullying. Las características físicas fueron percibidas 
como la razón del bullying. Los sentimientos negativos y los síntomas psicosomáticos fueron las consecuencias. Los adolescentes 
reportaron formas de autocompasión como recurso de afrontamiento antes de recibir psicoeducación sobre el concepto. Se 
discuten las implicaciones de estos hallazgos y el uso de intervenciones psicoeducativas sobre bullying y autocompasión.
Palabras clave: afrontamiento; escuela; adolescentes; bullying; compasión.

Introduction

In the last two decades, the rates of  violence and 
bullying in the school environment have increased 
(Boulton M. & Boulton L., 2017), and in some cases 
with expressive notoriety in the media due to its tragic 
burden (e.g. suicides and armed attacks) (Livingston, 

Rossheim, & Hall, 2019). In this context, the massacres 
in Realengo (Rio de Janeiro) in 2015 (Pigozi & Mach-
ado, 2015) and, in Suzano (São Paulo) integrate Brazil 
into the world statistics of  violence.

Adolescents are the most vulnerable group to vio-
lence, with increased susceptibility due to the intensity 
of  social interactions and for the challenges regarding 
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the construction of  identity at this stage of  develop-
ment (Fikkers, Piotrowski, Lugtig, & Valkenburg, 2016). 
In response to this situation, current studies performed 
in several countries, such as the United States (Boul-
ton M. & Boulton L., 2017), Austria (Matischek-Jauk, 
Krammer, & Reicher, 2017), and South Africa (Naidoo, 
Satorius, Vries, & Taylor, 2016) are using psychoedu-
cational interventions as a tool to raise awareness and 
develop conflict resolution skills among adolescents. 
When available to the school environment, such strate-
gies are resources to promote the well-being and health 
of  adolescents. In addition, psychoeducational inter-
ventions address one or several themes at the same 
time (e.g. violence, bullying, cyberbullying, psychosocial 
health, social skills) (Matischek-Jauk et al., 2017; Nai-
doo et al., 2016).

However, recent systematic reviews indicate the 
lack of  intervention strategies for bullying in the Brazil-
ian scenario (Pureza, Marin, & Lisboa, 2016; Gonçalves, 
Cardoso, & Argimon, 2019). In order to improve solu-
tions for the Brazilian reality, researchers have applied 
the theoretical postulates of  Positive Psychology with 
a focus on personal strengths (Rodrigues, 2015). Thus, 
self-compassion is a promising strategy to improve 
psychological well-being (García-Campayo, Martí, & 
Demarzo, 2018).

Self-compassion represents a warm attitude 
and acceptance of  the negative aspects of  self  or 
life, involving three elements: self-kindness, com-
mon humanity, and mindfulness. Self-compassionate 
individuals in experiences of  inadequate can have 
an understanding and tolerant attitude, recognizing 
that being imperfect and making mistakes is a com-
mon human experience (Neff  & Germer, 2019). 
Self-compassion is related to understanding oneself  
in the process of  suffering or inadequacy. Also, the 
awareness that suffering is an experience for every 
individual, no need to deny or immerse in negative 
thoughts, but to accept without judgments (García-
Campayo et al., 2018).

Positive Psychology suggests the development 
and strengthening of  functional aspects can prevent 
problems throughout the life cycle without ignoring the 
difficulties that human beings face during life (Snyder & 
Lopez, 2009). Characteristics such as empathy, friend-
ship, and coping strategies focused on problem-solving 
strengthen the ability of  self-compassion, important 
for preventing bullying; thus, contributing significantly 
to the strengthening of  long-lasting prosocial behav-
iors in groups of  interaction, reducing the practice of  

bullying and other violent behaviors in the school con-
text (Petrucci & Borsa, 2016).

However, few studies have investigated the 
association between self-compassion and bullying in 
adolescents, since the studies assess self-compassion 
only quantitatively using psychometric instruments 
(Gonynor, 2016; Zhang & Wang, 2019). In addition, 
Brazilian studies that qualitatively measure the use of  
self-compassion as a possible strategy for coping with 
bullying were not found. Therefore, this study aimed to 
investigate the narratives of  bullying and the expression 
of  self-compassion in statements written by adoles-
cents as a possible coping strategy.

Method

This study discusses the qualitative analysis 
(content analysis) of  the statements developed by ado-
lescents during a psychoeducational intervention.

Participants
The psychoeducational intervention was per-

formed with 270 adolescents aged 12 to 16 years. Thus, 
162 individuals participated in the three meetings, two 
on bullying and one on self-compassion, and 108 indi-
viduals in two meetings on bullying. The data analyzed 
in this study refer to 162 adolescents who participated 
in the three meetings, 74 boys and 88 girls.

Data collection procedures
Data were collected in a public school located in 

the northern region of  Brazil. Students from neigh-
boring and distant neighborhoods attend the school, 
adding students from different socioeconomic pro-
files. During the data collection period, the school had 
approximately 2.100 students enrolled for Elementary, 
High School, and Adult Education.

Data collection was performed at school and dur-
ing psychoeducational meetings, conducted by a trained 
team. The school board, parents, and students who 
agreed to participate received information about the 
research objectives and procedures. The adolescents 
were informed about the possibility of  interrupting the 
activity any time if  they feel uncomfortable during any 
stage of  psychoeducation.

At the time of  writing the testimonies, the par-
ticipants were instructed to ensure anonymity. The only 
possible identification is related to sex since the boys 
wrote their testimonies on a white paper and the girls 
on a green paper. This research was approved by the 
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Ethics Committee of  the Pontifical Catholic University 
of  Rio Grande do Sul (PUCRS) and registered under 
number CAAE 79243817.50000.5336.

Psychoeducation
The intervention was applied in three meetings to 

groups of  up to 20 participants by convenience, medi-
ated by a team of  three teachers and three students 
from the last year of  High School. This team partici-
pated in four preparatory study meetings to read and 
reflect on bullying and self-compassion, and to prepare 
support material (presentation, videos, and music). This 
experience of  working with a team of  tutors from the 
school (students and teachers) has been performed 
in anti-bullying intervention projects with promising 
results in other countries (Boulton M. & Boulton L., 
2017; Matischek-Jauk et al., 2017; Naidoo et al., 2016).

The meetings occurred at the school in the second 
semester of  2018, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, lasting 
90 minutes. The schedule was prepared with the man-
agement team and the pedagogical supervision of  the 
school. The meetings were structured as follows:

1st Meeting (theme “Bullying in the school 
environment”) – the beginning of  psychoeducation 
with the explanation of  the activity objective by a 
presentation about the concept of  bullying (e.g. char-
acteristics, scenarios, forms, prevalence, types, profile, 
and consequences). Comments and questions from the 
participants were performed during the presentation. 
In the end, the adolescents were asked to answer ques-
tions about bullying.

2nd Meeting (theme “Bullying in the school envi-
ronment 02”) - the reflection from the previous meeting 
was resumed. Then, the presentation of  the concept 
of  bullying was suggested as a rap song, the preferred 
music style for school teenagers. Aspects related to the 
rap melody and how to build the rhymes in the compo-
sition were explained: structure, metric and beat. The 
teenagers were organized in pairs with the proposal to 
write at least two verses of  rap lyrics on the topic of  
bullying at school. In the end, some participants sang: 
bullying is very bad/those who practice it think they are glad. 
Many people can get hurt. We need to learn how to love [...] (K. 
O.); those who are bullied should report/and teachers should sup-
port (C. S).

3rd Meeting (theme “Take care of  yourself ”) - a 
video was presented with the story of  two teenagers 
who suffered bullying at school, but managed to over-
come it with the help of  family, friends, and a song/
testimony with a rap melody accepted at a music festival. 

After the projection of  the video, the participants were 
instructed to report in written testimonies if  they had 
already suffered, witnessed, or defended a colleague 
victim of  bullying, explaining how it happened and the 
consequences of  bullying. They could also inform how 
they had faced such situation and leave an anonymous 
message to a colleague that had or are experiencing this 
issue.

Some statements were read by the mediators and 
discussed with the entire group, expressing opinions, 
and sharing feelings. The team emphasized the impor-
tance of  mutual respect, responsibility for listening to 
the situations presented, and the reflection made within 
the group should be confidential. Self-compassion 
permeated the entire direction of  the session without 
being explicitly conceptualized until the end of  the 
meeting. Then, self-compassion was explained through 
images and texts, presenting the speeches of  the ado-
lescents as examples to demonstrate the importance of  
this resource.

Data categorization and analysis
Considering the collected information profusion 

(i.e. number of  testimonials), the Bardin’s Content 
Analysis (1977/2016) was performed as a resource to 
categorize and collate the data, thus aiming to deepen 
the topic under discussion.

The data were organized based on the reading of  
the testimonies. The reductive statements were grouped 
semantically, and the valid information was added in 
categories. Records of  speeches not related to bully-
ing and self-compassion in the school environment and 
not objectively and clearly identifiable with the category 
were excluded. From a linguistic point of  view, con-
sidering that the written record of  the testimonies was 
close to speech (Marcuschi, 2010), the texts were not 
corrected, or the semantic content changed.

The categories were formulated respecting the 
following criteria: a) Mutual exclusion - each informa-
tion classifiable in only one category; b) Homogeneity 
- a single principle in the organization of  the categories 
related and circumscribed to the study theme: bullying 
and self-compassion; and c) Pertinence - the relevance 
of  categories within the theoretical framework of  bul-
lying and self-compassion (Bardin, 1977/2016).

Results and discussion

Initially, 21 statements were excluded for not con-
taining content related to bullying and self-compassion 
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(e.g. family problems). The remaining 141 testimonies 
were grouped into four categories defined a priori: 
1) Bullying experiences; 2) Reasons for bullying; 3) 
Consequences of  bullying; 4) Coping strategies and 
self-compassion expressions.

Each category was described and discussed 
separately. In addition, Table 1 shows the reporting fre-
quency related to each of  the elaborated categories, the 
overall percentage, and sex. Each of  the reports was 
extracted from the testimony of  participants, and some 
testimonies addressed issues related to two or more cat-
egories. Therefore, the testimonies were counted once 
in different categories, never twice within the same 
category.

Table 2 presents the most significant examples 
and the number of  reports within each category and 
subcategory.

Bullying experiences
This category presents information from the 

participants regarding having suffered, witnessed, 
or defended a colleague who has already been bul-
lied at school. Of  the 141 participants, 61.7% report 
experiencing some situation of  bullying in the school 
environment. These numbers concern both the direct 
form, suffering bullying (n = 70), or indirectly, wit-
nessing a colleague being assaulted (n = 12) or even 
defending that colleague (n = 05).

Suffering bullying
In most statements (n = 70), phrases were observed 

indicating that adolescents were victims of  bullying at 
some point in their lives. Regarding the prevalence per-
centage, approximate data was released in a survey by 
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF, 2017) 
on school violence in Brazil. In the survey, 43% of  
students aged 11 to 12 years old reported having been 

provoked, threatened, isolated, or forced to do things 
against their will.

Similar data on victimization in Peruvian ado-
lescents suggest 47.3% of  children were victims of  
bullying at 8 years old, 30.4% at 12 years old, and 21.9% 
at 15 years old (Lister et al., 2015). However, a recent 
study analyzed 2015 data from a sample of  102.301 
with 9th-grade students, from the National School 
Health Survey (PeNSE), indicating a lower prevalence 
of  8.8% in adolescents from 13 years old (Malta et al., 
2019). Therefore, the inferences on the prevalence of  
bullying, especially in Brazil, should be performed with 
caution due to the cultural and socioeconomic differ-
ences in the country (Costa, Xavier, Andrade, Proietti, 
& Caiffa, 2015).

Witnessing bullying
Regarding bystanders, a recent study conducted 

with a sample of  18.863 American teenagers showed 
a higher prevalence of  bystanders willing to defend 
the victim (20.4%) and only 9.7% of  passive observers 
(Waasdorp & Bradshaw, 2018). Such data differ from 
our results, as only five (3.2%) adolescents reported 
helping their colleagues and 12 (13.5%) reported having 
witnessed these behaviors without mentioning helping 
the colleague or reporting to someone.

Defending bullied colleagues
The divergence of  opinion when choosing to help 

a colleague suffering bullied is multicausal. Among the 
causes are highlighted the interpretation of  the situ-
ation (perception of  bullying and its severity by the 
bystanders), social and moral evaluation (how the peers 
will react if  they choose to defend their colleague), and 
the intervention effectiveness (I have enough strength/
respect towards the bully to do something?) (Thorn-
berg et al., 2012).

Table 1. 
Reporting frequency

Category
Frequency Frequency according to sex

Total Percentage Male Female
1 87 61,7% 41 (47,1%) 46 (52,8%)
2 34 24,1% 14 (41,2%) 20 (58,8%)
3 23 16,3% 11 (47,8%) 12 (52,1%)
4 48 34% 26 (54,1%) 22 (45,8%)

Note: % - percentage referring to the total of  valid testimonials (n = 141).
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Table 2. 
Themes, sub-themes, and illustrative reports of  the categories

Categorias Subcategories Examples of  Reports

1

Suffering bullying
(n = 70)

I have been bullied...
The bully assaulted me...
My friends and colleagues make fun of  me...
I was excluded...
I have been called by nicknames...

Witnessing 
bullying
(n = 12)

I witnessed when I was in 6th-grade....
My 8-year-old brother has always been bullied because of  his ears...
...he was black and just for that reason he was discriminated against, he was death threat 
and he had to move...
I have witnessed many people kicking a person, cursing and torturing...

Defending bullied 
colleagues
(n = 05)

...everyone in my class made fun of  him because of  that, except me and my friends who 
defended him...
I do everything to protect my brother, but sometimes I am not always with him...
When I witnessed that scene, I even tried to go there to talk to them, but it did not help and 
then I went back there again and said that it was not right...
I told the person to stop ...

2

Physical 
characteristics
(n = 24)

...because of  the color of  my skin...
Because of  my weight...
My height...
...because of  my last name ...
my appearance because the difference is strange for people...
... by the way I am ...

Showing 
excellence or 
limitations in 
studies
(n = 03)

... for being characterized as a “nerd”...

... when I do homework...

...because I was late for a school year ...

Sexual orientation
(n = 04)

Because I am gay ...
Because my brother is gay ...

Being introverted
(n = 03)

Because I am shy...

3

Negative feelings
(n = 9)

I got depressed all year, I was really sad...
I feel bad and it also makes me very angry...
I was very humiliated...

Psychosomatic 
symptoms
(n = 10)

I can’t concentrate on school activities
I am indisposed to do something ...
I was depressed, self-mutilated and diagnosed with bulimia months ago ...

Damage to 
social interaction 
and school 
performance
(n = 4)

I spent more than a month without leaving home and without doing what I like the most: 
playing ball...
I went home crying and even made up headaches to not go to school...
I delayed a school year ...

(Continued)
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Finally, all the exposed reports suggest adoles-
cents experienced physical, verbal/psychological, and 
relational bullying. However, these nomenclatures were 
not mentioned, using only the broader term bullying 
to refer to all their types. This fact suggests in certain 
regions of  the country adolescents have greater knowl-
edge about bullying. A study conducted in a public 
school in Porto Alegre/RS with 16 teachers and 60 
students, from the 6th-grade of  Elementary School 
and the 1st year of  High School, school bullying was 
perceived by the focus groups as multifaceted, occur-
ring mainly verbal and physical (Giordani, Seffner, & 
Dell’Aglio, 2017). This hypothesis is also reinforced 
by international authors, suggesting adolescents tend 
to identify and present definitions of  physical and ver-
bal bullying, but rarely mentioning social exclusion and 
the imbalance of  power favoring the aggressor (Byrne, 
Dooley, Fitzgerald, & Dolphin, 2016).

Reasons for bullying
Regarding perception, the reasons why the ado-

lescents suffer bullying can be grouped as follows: 
physical characteristics (n = 24), showing excellence 
or limitations in studies (n = 03), sexual orientation 

(n = 04), and being introverted (n = 03). These rea-
sons were indicated by 24.1% of  the sample.

Physical characteristics
The findings of  this study suggest one of  the 

most common bullying is the use of  nicknames, cor-
roborated by other authors (Giordani et al., 2017). This 
type of  bullying usually generates laughter in peers, 
which contributes to the naturalization of  this form of  
violence being considered something normal (Santos & 
Rodrigues, 2013).

Showing excellence or limitations in studies
Although reports of  bullying related to aptitudes 

in studies are common in the literature (Byrne et al., 
2016; Thornberg et al., 2012), in this study only three 
adolescents reported this type of  bullying. A possible 
explanation for this discrepancy is cultural differences 
(Costa et al., 2015; Smith, López-Castro, & Görzig, 
2019). The scarcity of  studies addressing the perception 
of  bullying in the northern region of  Brazil prevents 
comparisons and preparation of  possible explanations 
for this finding.

4

Talk to somebody
(n = 11)

Choose someone to tell how you feel...
You should look for the school superior, a teacher or principal to try to solve this problem...
With my friends I have overcome a lot...
I had a diary that I wrote everything, my mother read when I was at school, and when I got 
home she talked to me...

Relying on faith
(n = 05)

One thing that helps me when I am down is to think about the text of  Joshua 1, 19...
I am over it by going to church...

Acceptance  
(n = 24)

I believe that everyone deserves a second chance, including the aggressor...
Loving yourself  first is very important...
If  they were beaten, cursed, rejected, they would not like it...
Then every time I tell my friends to put themselves in his shoes
And each person must accept the opinion of  others...
I accepted myself  the way I am...

Be strong and 
capable
(n = 08)

What matters is what you want, don’t cry for things that aren’t worth it
Don’t let this be stronger than you! Stay on your feet! No matter what they think or talk 
about you...
Turn suffering into a positive thing and never give up on dreams and move on ...

Table 2. 
Themes, sub-themes, and illustrative reports of  the categories (Continuation)
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Sexual orientation
Four of  the adolescents reported being bullied 

due to their sexual orientation or for knew/lived with a 
homosexual. Although these alarming findings, unfor-
tunately, such reports are common in the literature, 
often sexual minorities, especially young people, are 
victims of  bullying and violence more often than het-
erosexuals (Coulter, Herrick, Friedman, & Stall, 2016; 
Mueller, James, Abrutyn, & Levin, 2015). The presence 
of  suicidal ideation and self-mutilation with or without 
suicidal intent is more common, a result of  bullying in 
sexual minorities (Mueller et al., 2015). This data was 
also corroborated in our study since most reports of  
self-mutilation and suicidal ideation were mentioned by 
homosexual victims of  bullying.

Furthermore, the elements commonly described in 
the literature as associated with bullying (i.e. intention, 
repetition, and power imbalance) were not mentioned 
in the reports. This suggests a discrepancy between the 
conceptualization made by researchers and the percep-
tion of  students. This issue was observed in Swedish 
adolescents (Frisén, Holmqvist, & Oscarsson, 2008), 
suggesting caution when using nomenclatures associ-
ated with forms of  bullying. Thus, bullying intervention 
strategies are personalized to each population, starting 
with a qualitative study that investigates the perception 
of  adolescents on the phenomenon, thus a strategy 
developed/adapted for the group of  adolescents stud-
ied (Byrne et al., 2016).

In this study, girls frequently reported the rea-
sons associated with bullying (58.8%). Such findings 
contradict some authors, suggesting usually boys tend 
to describe more the reasons and types of  bullying 
experienced, while girls tend to talk more about the 
consequences (Frisén et al., 2008). However, another 
study concluded no differences regarding gender after 
evaluating samples from 14 countries (Smith, Cowie, 
Olafsson, & Liefooghe, 2002). This divergence of  opin-
ions highlights the need for further studies addressing 
this issue, especially after robust current data suggests 
that gender differences in bullying tend to vary cultur-
ally (Smith et al., 2019).

Consequences of  bullying
Of  the 141 adolescents, 16.3% mentioned the 

consequences of  bullying in their testimonies. Accord-
ing to the perception, the consequences of  bullying 
are related to negative feelings (n = 9), psychosomatic 
symptoms (n = 10), and damage to social interaction 
and school performance (n = 4).

Negative feelings
In the view of  adolescents, the immediate conse-

quences of  bullying are related to feelings of  sadness, 
anger, shame, and humiliation. Few studies investigate 
the feelings involved in bullying (Slonje, Smith, & Fri-
sén, 2017). However, the findings of  this study are in 
line with the existing literature, indicating mainly anger, 
followed by sadness, shame, and loneliness as imme-
diate consequences of  bullying (Ortega et al., 2012). 
Thus, in cases where bullying is recurrent, these feelings 
can become persistent, increasing the chance for the 
development of  long-term psychosomatic symptoms 
and psychological illnesses (Slonje et al., 2017).

Psychosomatic symptoms
Psychosomatic symptoms such as indisposition, 

headaches, and depressive symptoms were mentioned 
by adolescents. These findings are in line with the cur-
rent literature, indicating that adolescents who suffer 
bullying tend to initially have negative feelings, followed 
by psychosomatic symptoms (e.g. body pain, self-
mutilation). Therefore, developing the possibility of  
psychological diseases such as depression and anxiety 
(Ortega et al., 2012; Slonje et al., 2017; UNICEF, 2017), 
in addition to suicidal thoughts and interpersonal dif-
ficulties (UNICEF, 2017).

Damage to social interaction and school performance
Losses in interpersonal relationships are usually 

related to social isolation. This avoidance behavior is 
commonly reported in the literature and understood as 
a maladaptive coping strategy, not solving the problem, 
but just avoiding it (Ortega et al., 2012).

In addition, bullying directly interferes with the 
learning ability of  the victims, as the suffering caused, 
as well as the expectation of  being bullied again, hinders 
the ability to concentrate (Clemmensen et al., 2018). 
Prejudice, discrimination, nicknames, humiliation, and 
threats were observed to directly interfere in the psy-
chological aspect of  adolescents, often excluding them 
from the school environment. In these cases, the school 
is not a pleasant environment for human interaction 
and training, or for promoting knowledge, but a place 
of  violence and exclusion (Santos & Rodrigues, 2013).

Coping strategies and self-compassion expressions
This category registers: a) strategies for coping 

with bullying used by adolescents (i.e. talk to somebody 
and supporting themselves in faith) and b) self-compas-
sion expressions suggested in messages to colleagues 
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who are bullied as a form of  coping (i.e. acceptance and 
being strong and capable ).

According to the perception of  11.3% (n = 16) 
adolescents, the strategies talk to somebody (e.g. friends, 
family, school staff), and relying on faith helped to over-
come bullying. The feelings of  acceptance themselves 
and hope were internalized by them. Such feelings are in 
line with the criteria of  emotional self-regulation. These 
results agree with a study by Zappe and Dell’Aglio 
(2016) on risk and protection in adolescence in dif-
ferent contexts. The study highlighted that adolescent 
engagement in risky behaviors is related to contextual 
protective factors such as family, peer group, and social 
support network, especially school and religion.

Talk to somebody
Boulton M. and Boulton L. (2017) stated that 

many young people do not tell anyone about being 
bullied and the victims lack social support. Disclosure 
is essential for developing and practicing intervention 
strategies against bullying, helping teenagers to deal 
with any negative feelings. In this context, true and 
lasting friendships contribute to the development of  
prosocial behavior, a coping strategy to overcome vio-
lence. In the relationship between peers, adolescents 
learn to dialogue, express their opinions, and listen to 
the opinion of  a friend even if  they do not agree.

In this sense, a qualitative study that investigated 
coping strategies for children (n = 16) victims and non-
victims of  bullying, showed the most mentioned coping 
strategy was the search for social support (68.8%). This 
category considered the importance of  having a person 
to help with the bullying situation (e.g. mother, friends, 
and siblings). The authors emphasize the fact that chil-
dren are more dependent on other people to solve their 
problems, thus children admit more easily the help 
from adults (Braga & Lisboa, 2010).

Regarding family support, the longitudinal find-
ings of  Duggins, Kuperminc, Henrich, Smalls-Glover 
and Perilla (2016) identified family connectivity 
emerged as a potentially important protective factor 
for aggressive behavior among victims of  school bully-
ing. The connection with the parents helps adolescents 
positively with the stressful experience of  victimization, 
enabling the recovery of  the adverse experience. How-
ever, in contrast to the results of  the family connection, 
support from adults and peers at school had neither 
positive nor protective effects. In this case, adult sup-
port at school could increase vulnerability in the view 
of  students who have suffered victimization over time.

Relying on faith
According to the testimonies, the use of  faith as a 

strategy to confront bullying was mentioned in only (n 
= 5) reports. The adolescents referred to biblical pas-
sages about the idea that God helps those who were 
suffering, one of  the foundations of  the Christian 
vision. No other studies were found indicating the use 
of  this type of  strategy by adolescents from Brazilian 
victims of  bullying.

However, in South Africa a study on cyberbullying 
and spirituality, conducted by Apostolides (2017), con-
cluded spirituality can prevent cyberbullying and even 
help children and young people to heal from the trauma 
caused by this type of  virtual bullying. In Australia, 
Raftopuolos and Bates (2011) investigated adolescents 
and spirituality based on a structured interview (n = 
15). The authors identified spirituality is an essential 
aspect of  adolescence, especially regarding resilience 
and support for recovery in times of  difficulty. In the 
survey, the adolescents explained that spirituality pro-
vided a sense of  protection, security, and comfort. This 
statement, although not directly related to overcoming 
bullying, agrees with the statements of  the adolescents 
in this study. The participants expressed that security 
and protection from faith in God helped to overcome 
the impacts of  bullying.

However, the number of  reports on coping strate-
gies in this study was low, only 16 of  141 adolescents 
reported possible ways to face bullying. Therefore, psy-
choeducational intervention strategies, with a focus on 
strategies to cope with bullying, are necessary to assist 
adolescents in coping with such situations.

Acceptance
The emergence of  self-compassion expressions 

of  acceptance was recorded in (n = 24) reports of  ado-
lescents in line with the self-compassionate element of  
self-kindness. According to Neff  and Germer (2019), 
self-kindness combats the tendency towards recrimi-
nation, allowing individuals to be kind to themselves 
when experiencing a problem, such as when treating a 
close friend during a difficult experience (for example, 
feeling inadequate at school).

The “combating recrimination” is defined as a 
form of  coping strategy, since theoretical reviews on 
coping suggest the use of  strategies, by an individ-
ual, as a way to face a stressful situation (Antoniazzi, 
Dell’Aglio, & Bandeira, 1998; Pietrowski, Cardoso, & 
Bernardi, 2018). Thus, when writing a message to a col-
league who had suffered bullying, approximately 17% 
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(n = 24) of  the adolescents presented a proposal for 
self-compassion coping.

Adolescents tend to experience feelings of  lone-
liness, sadness, and feelings of  inadequacy. Therefore, 
through the resources of  self-compassion, adolescents 
can improve their self-esteem (Bluth, 2017). Thus, stu-
dents believe they are not alone in their experience of  
bullying, despite feeling inadequate, they are not poten-
tially affected by bullying. Students with lower levels of  
self-compassion can be more self-critical and, in order 
to feel better, eventually influence peers to bully others 
(Gonynor, 2016).

Be strong and capable
Only eight of  the adolescents wrote some moti-

vational phrases for their colleagues. Such motivational 
phrases are in line with the concept of  self-apprecia-
tion, characterized to correct the negative bias towards 
the maturation of  perception. Self-appreciation is influ-
enced by the social environment and, therefore, also 
extends to those willing to assist the development of  
positive perception in adolescents (e.g. parents, friends, 
and teachers) (Neff  & Germer, 2019).

Final considerations

This article aimed to investigate the narratives 
of  bullying and the expression of  self-compassion as 
a possible coping strategy in adolescents. The main 
findings indicate 61.7% of  adolescents suffered or 
witnessed bullying at school. Only 34% used some cop-
ing strategies to try to overcome the suffering caused. 
However, most of  these strategies were related to self-
compassion (66.7%).

The testimonies of  the adolescents presented 
contents related to self-compassion even before the 
psychoeducational explanation/intervention of  the 
concept. Thus, talk to somebody, accepting oneself, 
encouraging oneself  and encouraging others to be 
strong and capable, relying on faith (with or without 
a religious institution) are coping strategies related to 
self-compassion that can support adolescent victims of  
bullying.

These results allow the inference that the use of  
psychoeducational interventions, about topics related 
to self-compassion and bullying, can raise awareness 
about the harms of  bullying to health, individual and 
collective well-being. In addition, assist in the devel-
opment of  self-compassionate coping strategies. This 
type of  intervention presents a promising character, 

positively impacting the biopsychosocial well-being 
of  adolescents. Thus, teachers and mediating students 
are involved in this challenge of  building a less violent 
school.

Regarding possible gender differences, the only 
significant variation considered the perception of  the 
reasons related to bullying, with a predominance of  
reports from girls. Although this finding agrees with the 
international literature, new studies should investigate 
this variable deeply in Brazilian adolescents, especially 
from northern Brazil, due to the scarcity of  studies on 
bullying with this population.

Future studies should search for greater hetero-
geneity with randomized samples. This suggestion is 
based on the main limitation of  this study, since the 
groups were selected by convenience, grades, and class. 
This heterogeneous approach made it impossible to 
obtain more comprehensive data on the experiences of  
bullying and possible coping strategies.

In addition, the cross-sectional nature of  this 
study might be considered a limitation. The relation-
ship between the testimonies of  adolescents before and 
after the psychoeducational intervention was not pos-
sible to establish. Therefore, it is important that new 
longitudinal studies collect reports from adolescents on 
bullying and self-compassion, in the pre- and post-test 
of  a psychoeducational intervention, looking for pos-
sible changes over time and controlling for age, gender, 
and bullying experiences.
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