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ABSTRACT

This study analyzed whether students involved in different bullying roles (i.e., victims, bullies, bully-
victims, non-involved) benefit differently from participating in the Positive Attitude Upper Middle
School (PAUMS) Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) program. Participants were 876 middle school
students (i.e, 7" and 8 graders; M,q. = 12.81years, SD=1.07 years; 440 boys and 436 girls). Five
hundred and thirty-one students (60.6%, 29 classrooms) received the intervention, while 345
students (39.4%, 14 classrooms) formed the control groups. Growth Curve Analyses using three
measurement points were employed. Students in the intervention groups showed gains over
students in the control group in all four social and emotional competencies analyzed. Participation
in the PAUMS SEL program led to greater increases in self-control and social awareness for victims
and bully-victims and in responsible decision-making for victims than for non-involved students.
Participation in the program did not lead to differences in the evolution of any social and emotional
competence (SEC) between bullies and non-involved students. Therefore, the current study
highlights that participation in a SEL program may lead to different effects on SECs depending on
their bullying role.
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IMPACT STATEMENT

Participating in the Positive Attitude Upper Middle School (PAUMS) Social and Emotional Learning
(SEL) program helps middle school students improve key social and emotional skills, particularly
self-control, social awareness, and responsible decision-making. The study shows that victims and
bully-victims benefit the most, highlighting the need for tailored approaches in SEL programs to
address different bullying roles.

Bullying has emerged as a major public health concern,
due to its serious negative effects on adolescents’ mental
and physical health, which tend to persist along the devel-
opmental pathway and contribute to the emergence of
psychopathology (Arseneault, 2017; Kdllmén & Hallgren,
2021). The effects of bullying may be particularly prob-
lematic during early adolescence (Inchley et al., 2020), as
this is a period of rapid and intense change in the devel-
opment of social and emotional competencies (SEC)
(Mahoney et al., 2021). Puberty leads to significant phys-
ical, hormonal, and neurological changes that facilitate the
development of emotional processing and regulation,
making adolescents more sensitive to social feedback and
social status (Silvers, 2022). Due to the increased complex-
ity of social interactions, bullying behaviors tend to esca-
late during this stage (Inchley et al., 2020), with the
transition to middle school amplifying both bullying vic-
timization and perpetration, as observed in Portugal and
other countries (Coelho et al., 2019, 2022). As early

adolescence is a period of developmental vulnerability,
engaging in bullying behaviors, regardless of the role (i.e.,
bullies, victims, or bully-victims), may result in poor emo-
tional and social adjustment that negatively affects the
individuals’ health trajectories (Arsenault et al., 2017;
Coelho et al., 2022).

Although the negative effects of bullying are evident in
adolescents regardless of their different bullying roles (i.e.,
victims, bullies/perpetrators, and bully-victims) (see Ye
etal., 2023, for a review), the differential impact of specific
bullying roles on socioemotional adjustment has also been
supported. Adolescents who had been victims of bullying
tended to report more internalizing problems (e.g., depres-
sion, anxiety, self-harm, suicidality, sleep disturbance,
substance abuse) and had poorer academic performance
(Holt et al., 2015; Hysing et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2023). In
contrast, those who bullied others had more conduct dis-
orders (Holt et al., 2015; Hysing et al., 2021; Moore et al.,
2014). Bully-victims may be at greater risk of poorer
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mental health than bullies or victims, with evidence sug-
gesting that this role is associated with both externalizing
and internalizing problems (Drubina et al., 2023).
Furthermore, when comparing the effects of traditional
forms of bullying and cyberbullying, there is growing evi-
dence indicating that cyberbullying causes more signifi-
cant levels of depression, anxiety, loneliness, and suicidal
ideation than traditional forms of bullying (Landstedt &
Persson, 2014; Li et al., 2024).

In recent decades, a consensus has emerged among
researchers, practitioners, and policymakers worldwide
that SEC are as important as cognitive skills for school
success and play a crucial role in future life (Greenberg,
2023; Mahoney et al,, 2021). Several studies have also
shown that these competencies either protect or promote
children’s involvement in bullying (Coelho & Marchante,
2021; Cook et al., 2010; Jenkins et al., 2016; Zych et al,,
2019). Due to the inherently social nature of bullying, SEC
play an important role in understanding the dynamics of
bullying (Coelho & Marchante, 2021; Hymel & Swearer,
2015; Weissberg et al., 2015).

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) refers to a coor-
dinated set of evidence-based programs and practices
designed to improve social-emotional development, pos-
itive behavior, interpersonal relationships, and academic
success (Mahoney et al., 2021). SEL programs have expe-
rienced exponential growth due to rigorous research
demonstrating broad, positive impacts for children and
youth (Cipriano et al., 2023; Greenberg, 2023; Taylor et al.,
2017). Among the most widely implemented SEL inter-
ventions are Universal School-Based (USB) SEL interven-
tions. These support the development of intra- and
interpersonal skills to promote physical and mental health
for all adolescents in each school or grade (Cipriano
et al., 2023).

However, there have been recent calls for research on
USB SEL interventions to examine the differential effects
of these interventions considering groups of adolescents
from diverse national and ethnic backgrounds (Greenberg,
2023; Wigelsworth et al., 2024). At the same time, evidence
shows that anti-bullying programs work differently for
specific intervention sub-groups of adolescents who are
involved in different bullying roles, with victims and
bully-victims benefiting more from a whole-school
anti-bullying program (Strohmeier et al, 2024).
Nevertheless, research on the differential impact of SEL
programs on adolescents engaged in specific bullying roles
is still scarce and requires further exploration.

The current study follows two of the Greenberg, (2023)
recommendations for future SEL research. First, USB SEL
programs should look beyond the main effects to under-
stand the effects for different groups of adolescents.

Second, SEL programs should examine developmental
impacts over time. Accordingly, this study will examine
whether participation in the Positive Attitude Upper
Middle School (PAUMS) SEL program (a USB SEL pro-
gram) leads to differential gains for adolescents in different
bullying roles over the course of a school year.

SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL COMPETENCIES

According to Mahoney et al. (2021), SEC includes the abil-
ity to understand and manage emotions, achieve positive
goals, show caring and concern for others, establish and
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible
decisions.

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning (CASEL), the main proponent of SEL, organizes
SEC into five interconnected key competencies: i)
self-awareness, ii) self-management, iii) social awareness,
iv) relationship skills, and v) responsible decision-making
(CASEL, 2020). Accordingly, self-awareness is the ability
to understand one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values,
and their impact on behavior in different social environ-
ments. Self-management refers to the ability to monitor
and regulate one’s emotions and behaviors to promote
motivation and the achievement of personal goals. Social
awareness includes understanding others, empathy, com-
passion, and social norms. Relationship skills enable one
to establish and maintain positive interpersonal relation-
ships, comply with social norms, and include good com-
munication skills. Responsible decision-making involves
making decisions after a thoughtful consideration of dif-
ferent options, particularly considering the well-being of
oneself and others.

Children and adolescents’ SEC are crucial in addressing
bullying, due to its social nature (Coelho & Sousa, 2016;
Di Stasio et al., 2016; Jenkins et al., 2016). A range of SEC
have been identified as important in protecting or facili-
tating children’s engagement in bullying (Coelho &
Marchante, 2021; Cook et al., 2010; Jenkins et al., 2016).
SEL has also been shown to be an effective component of
comprehensive bullying prevention interventions (Smith
& Low, 2013).

BULLYING AND ITS DIFFERENT ROLES

Bullying refers to deliberate and repeated acts of physical,
verbal, and/or relational aggression aimed at causing harm
or discomfort to an individual who is perceived to be vul-
nerable because of their physical size, psychological or
social power, or other factors (Bradshaw et al., 2014;
Olweus, 1993). It can have multiple manifestations, such
as physical, psychological, sexual, and cyber forms of
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violence (UNESCO, 2019). The advent of technology has
led to the proliferation of cyberbullying, which is charac-
terized by physical and/or psychological/emotional intim-
idation through electronic means (Li et al., 2024).

Bullying may be classified as direct and indirect, with
direct engagement including three roles: bully, victim, or
bully-victim (Olweus, 1993; Solberg & Olweus, 2003). The
bully perpetrates bullying behavior and is seen as having
more power or control over the victim. The victim is the
person who is the target of bullying and is seen as being
in a weaker or more vulnerable social position. Bully-
victims are those who not only suffer from bullying but
also act aggressively toward others. It is important to note
that research has demonstrated the dynamic and fluid
nature of bullying roles, with adolescents experiencing
multiple bullying roles over time (Ryoo et al., 2015). For
example, a longitudinal, population-based cohort study of
over 4000 students assessed at age 10 and 13 found that
most bully/victims at age 13 had already been pure victims
at age 10 (41.6%), but very few bully-victims had previ-
ously been pure bullies (3%) (Lereya et al., 2015).

Those who are indirectly involved in bullying interac-
tions (i.e., non-involved) are commonly known as
bystanders, individuals who witness bullying acts without
directly participating, often passively observing from the
sidelines due to fear of retaliation (Salmivalli, 2014).
While bystanders may passively accept or even participate
in bullying, they may also intervene to stop the bully and
protect the victim (Salmivalli, 2014). Because bystanders
typically interact with bullying victims based on their
social status, they are often perceived as enabling bullying
(Obermann, 2011).

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SOCIAL AND
EMOTIONAL COMPETENCIES (SEC) AND
BULLYING

The literature examining the relationship between SEC
and bullying highlights the complexity and nonlinearity
of this relationship (Coelho & Marchante, 2021; Jenkins
etal, 2016; Zych et al., 2019).

Adolescents who engage in bullying behavior, whether
as perpetrators or victims, often lack problem-solving skills
and have more negative self-concepts (Busch et al., 2015;
Cook et al., 2010). Additionally, adolescents who are vic-
tims of bullying often experience poor social and emotional
adjustment (Coelho et al., 2022; Cook et al., 2010; Jenkins
et al,, 2016; Sousa et al., 2023). As they promote SEC that
are typically lacking in adolescents who engage in bullying
behaviors (Cipriano et al., 2023; Taylor et al., 2017), SEL
programs tend to be an effective component of bullying
prevention interventions (Cook et al., 2010). These pro-
grams improve adolescents’ perspective-taking skills by
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helping them to understand that different people may feel
differently in the same situation, and by encouraging them
to practice putting themselves in someone else’s shoes and
considering how others might feel in different scenarios
(Smith & Low, 2013). As a result, SEL interventions tend
to have important implications for adolescents engaged in
different bullying roles, as student involvement in bullying
has been longitudinally linked to poorer self-control, social
awareness, and relationship skills for victims, bullies, and
bully-victims (Coelho & Marchante, 2021).

However, bullying is not always associated with poor
social skills and may have an instrumental function, as
some adolescents bully their peers to gain prestige,
power, and status within the social group (Samson et al.,
2022). Consequently, adolescents who engage in different
bullying roles (i.e., bullies, victims, or bully-victims)
demonstrate differences in SEC (Coelho & Marchante,
2021; Zych et al., 2018). Specifically, those who bully tend
to exhibit relatively stronger competencies related to
self-control, social awareness, and responsible decision-
making (Coelho & Marchante, 2018).

While the literature on the relationship between SEC
and bullying is extensive, only a few studies have investi-
gated the relationship between the specific core compe-
tencies identified by CASEL (2020) and the different
bullying roles (Greenberg, 2023; Wigelsworth et al., 2024).
Therefore, more evidence is needed to further explore how
SEL programs affect adolescents’ SEC who assume differ-
ent bullying roles. Understanding this differential impact
will help design interventions that address the specific
needs of bullies, victims, and bully-victims by considering
their strengths and weaknesses in SEC.

Self-Control and Bullying

Adolescents who have difficulty regulating emotions and
exhibit high levels of emotional lability are particularly
vulnerable to becoming victims of bullying (Busch et al.,
2015; Jenkins et al., 2016). According to Smith and Low
(2013), almost half of children respond to bullying with
highly emotional reactions that increase the likelihood of
being victimized by peers. Self-control appears to be par-
ticularly significant for bully-victims, as adolescents who
respond to bullying with anger and emotionally charged
responses are more likely to be victimized, and perpetra-
tion and victimization are negatively associated with the
adolescents’ levels of self-control (Chui & Chan, 2013;
Jenkins et al., 2016).

Levels of self-control may help to distinguish victims
from bully-victims, as bullies may target individuals who
have more pronounced responses to teasing or torment,
making them vulnerable to victimization due to their low
levels of self-control (Zych et al., 2018). However, lower
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levels of self-control are not linearly associated with being
avictim of bullying. In a study conducted with Portuguese
adolescents, both bullies and bully-victims showed lower
levels of self-control than non-involved adolescents
(Coelho & Marchante, 2021).

Social Awareness and Bullying

As social awareness encompasses empathy, compassion,
understanding others, and understanding social norms
(CASEL, 2020), both social and empathic awareness have
been consistently identified as protective factors against
engaging in bullying behaviors (Coelho & Marchante, 2018;
Jenkins et al., 2016; van Noorden et al., 2015). Furthermore,
increased awareness of others’ feelings not only promotes
respectful treatment, but also encourages intervention in
bullying situations (van Noorden et al., 2015).

In contrast, low levels of social awareness are associated
with more hostile and aggressive behavior, including bul-
lying, in social situations (Coelho & Marchante, 2018;
Jenkins et al., 2016). In addition, bullies often use more
aggressive conflict management strategies and distort
social cues and situations (Olweus, 1993).

Relationship Skills and Bullying

Relationship skills are risk factors for engaging in bullying,
as this phenomenon does not occur in a social vacuum,
but it is influenced by the broader school environment
(Thornberg et al., 2017). During adolescence, the ability
to successfully establish and maintain friendships serves
as a protective factor against being bullied (Strindberg &
Horton, 2022). The quality of friendships is associated
with the bullying roles. Adolescents who have been victims
or perpetrators of bullying, as well as those who are both
perpetrators and victims, tend to experience more diffi-
culty interacting with their peers (Busch et al., 2015; Zych
et al., 2019). Moreover, victims and bully-victims tend to
have less popular friends (Cao et al., 2024).

Relationship skills are also associated with initiating and
maintaining positive interpersonal relationships while
adhering to social norms (Zych et al., 2018). However,
research on the relationship between these competencies
and bullying shows some inconsistencies. Some studies sug-
gest that both perpetrators and victims of bullying often
exhibit poor pro-social behavior skills (Busch et al., 2015;
Zych et al,, 2019). In contrast, other evidence suggests that
there are no significant differences in the relationship skills
of adolescents involved in bullying, regardless of their role,
compared to those not involved in bullying (Coelho &
Marchante, 2021), and that bullies may gain social prestige
from dominating their peers (Samson et al., 2022).

Responsible Decision-Making and Bullying

Research on the relationship between responsible
decision-making and bullying remains scarce, as respon-
sible decision-making has only recently been recognized
as a core dimension of social and emotional competence
(Coelho & Sousa, 2016). Existing evidence shows that
bully-victims show lower levels of responsible decision-
making than victims (Coelho & Marchante, 2021) and
adolescents who have not engaged in bullying behaviors
(Zych et al., 2018).

Present Study
SEL programs play an important role in preventing ado-
lescents’ involvement in bullying behaviors (Cook et al.,
2010; Smith & Low, 2013). However, further studies are
needed to examine the relationship between SEC, as
defined by CASEL (2013), and adolescents’ engagement
in different bullying roles (i.e., bullies, victims, or
bully-victims). Although longitudinal studies have exam-
ined adolescents’ engagement in different bullying roles
(Salmivalli, 1999) and peer victimization (Sumter et al.,
2012), longitudinal evidence on the effects of SEC on bul-
lying is scarce (Coelho et al., 2017; Hymel & Swearer, 2015).
The purpose of this study is to investigate whether par-
ticipation in the Positive Attitude Upper Middle School
(PAUMS) SEL program, a USB SEL program, results in
differential gains in social and emotional competence
(SEC) for adolescents who are engaged in different bully-
ing roles over the course of a school year. This program
was selected due to the positive effect of participation on
several SEC outcomes, namely relational skills, self-
control, or social awareness (Coelho et al., 2017, 2023).
Specifically, this study aims to analyze whether the PAUMS
SEL program leads to enhanced SEC, including self-
control, social awareness, relationship skills, and respon-
sible decision-making, at a follow-up assessment, for ado-
lescents who participated in the program compared to
adolescents in the control group (hypothesis one). In addi-
tion, it will be examined whether adolescents who are
engaged in different bullying roles show different trajec-
tories in SEC (hypothesis two). Confirmation of these first
two hypotheses is a necessary condition for analyzing the
third hypothesis, which examines whether adolescents
engaged in different bullying roles benefit differently from
participating in the PAUMS SEL program.

METHOD
Study Design

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
institution where it was conducted (reference UL/CE/



304 School Psychology Review, 2026, Volume 55, No. 3

CIPD/2307). It was designed based on the national ethical
principles outlined in the Code of Conduct for Portuguese
Psychologists and the relevant national legislation.

This was a longitudinal, quasi-experimental design,
involving experimental and control groups, incorporating
growth curve analyses to evaluate the effects of the
PAUMS SEL program on students’ social and emotional
competencies.

Participants

Participants were part of wave 3 (the third year of imple-
mentation) of a nationally disseminated SEL program.
After accounting for attrition, described below, the sample
for the current study consisted of 876 middle school stu-
dents (i.e., 7" and 8™ grades, distributed across 43 class-
rooms), which were included in the statistical analysis.
Classroom sizes ranged from 16 to 27 students (M., 0omsize
= 20.88; SD=2.16). Of these students, 440 (50.2%) were
boys and 436 (49.8%) were girls. At Time 1, students were
between 12 and 16years old (M, = 12.81years,
SD=1.07years). In the Portuguese system, students
attending middle school are typically aged between 12 and
15years old. Therefore, the 16-year-old participants had
failed one or two academic years and were still enrolled in
middle school.

The sample was collected from 18 public middle schools
located in mainland Portugal and the Madeira
Archipelago—90% of Portuguese middle school students
study in public schools. Five hundred thirty-one students
(60.6%, 29 classrooms) received the intervention, while
345 students (39.4%, 14 classrooms) formed the control
groups. Assignment to intervention or control groups was
made at the classroom level rather than at the individual
level. The assignment of classrooms was conducted by the
school groupings, following a 2:1 ratio of assignment to
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intervention and control groups (as described in Coelho
etal., 2022). Students who participated in the intervention
group attended almost all the sessions initially pro-
grammed (M, .. = 12.32, SD=1.28). Additional infor-
mation about the participants is shown in Table 1.

Schools varied in relation to the ethnicity and socio-
economic status of their students. In terms of ethnicity,
the proportion of students from a migrant background
ranged from 4 to 18%. Most participants (745, 85%)
attended schools where the proportion of students with
a migrant background was at the lower end, ranging
from 4% to 12%. Regarding socioeconomic status, 652
students (74.4%) attended schools where there was an
average percentage of students (i.e., between 25 and
37%) benefiting from Free and Reduced School Meals
(FRSM). In contrast, 159 students (18.2%) attended
schools with a low percentage (i.e., from 15 to 18% of
students) benefiting from FRSM, and 65 students
(7.4%) attended schools with a significantly higher per-
centage (62%), i.e., 543 students, benefiting from the
FRSM program.

Seven students (0.8%) did not participate in the first
assessment because they were not yet enrolled in the
schools at the start of the study. They only became avail-
able during the second assessment and were subsequently
included in the sample. Regarding attrition, 27 students
(2.9%) did not participate in the second assessment due
to unavailability at Time 2, while 37 students (3.9%) were
absent from the third assessment, primarily because they
had transferred to schools outside the school group.
Students who were not assessed at Time 3 were excluded
from the analysis, as there was no information available
about their bullying roles. Additionally, 19 parents did
not provide consent for their adolescents to participate
in the assessments, reducing the final sample size from
895 to 876.

Table 1. Self-Reports - Descriptive Statistics for Social and Emotional Competencies across times, per Gender, Group, and Bullying Role

Responsible
Self-Control Social Awareness Relationship Skills Decision-Making
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 1 Time 2 Time 3
M M M M M M M M M M M M
(SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD)

Gender

Boys (n=434) 13.19(3.58) 1348(333) 13.75(3.38) 11.54(3.76) 12.06(4.20) 12.15(363) 7.89(3.65) 8.35(3.91) 8.55(3.37) 6.26(2.13) 6.38(2.24) 6.76(1.93)
Girls (n=435) 1357(3.27) 13.57(3.28) 1348(3.14) 14.71(4.20) 1461(4.15) 1463 (3.86) 7.71(4.15) 8.06 (4.13) 8.36(3.57) 6.30(2.23) 6.57(2.22) 6.85(1.93)

Group

Control 14.01(3.31) 1349(3.30) 13.07(3.24) 13.07(4.39) 13.12(4.31) 13.24(404) 8.38(4.02) 8.19(3.88) 8.07(3.33) 6.64(2.19) 6.40(2.35) 6.52(1.89)

Intervention  13.13(343) 13.67(3.33) 14.05(3.23) 1270(4.28) 13.27(439) 1355(3.89) 7.47(3.84) 8.23(4.10) 8.68(3.53) 6.07(2.15) 6.51(2.16) 6.97 (1.93)

Bullying Roles

Non-involved  13.50(3.30) 13.71(3.24) 13.80(3.14) 13.22(4.29) 1345(4.27) 1352(3.90) 7.81(3.94) 8.20(3.97) 8.45(3.47) 6.27(2.13) 6.46(2.22) 6.81(1.89)
(h=710)

Victims 13.71(3.55) 13.12(3.00) 13.09(3.31) 14.34(440) 14.10(4.82) 13.89(404) 7.82(3.85) 8.07(3.86) 8.54(3.39) 6.66(2.20) 6.82(2.23) 7.18(1.98)
(n=89)

Bully (n=35) 13.97(4.04) 15.06(3.96) 14.81(3.66) 1345(5.22) 13.26(446) 1332(407) 9.10(4.16) 9.23 (4.24) 9.29(3.35) 6.29(2.75) 6.87 (2.62) 6.39(2.20)

Bully-Victims 1169 (4.25) 11.09(3.84) 11.25(4.19) 10.38(4.17) 10.88(4.20) 10.50(3.75) 6.72(3.49) 7.78(5.04) 7.34(3.56) 5.72(2.43) 5.38(2.06) 5.91(2.18)
(n=35)

Note. N=869.
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Procedure

Before recruiting participants, the Academies from the
Gulbenkian Academies of Knowledge initiative sought the
approval of the school boards. Following approval,
informed consent forms were sent to the parents or legal
guardians of students attending schools whose directors
had agreed to participate at the beginning of the school
year. Once completed, these forms were returned to the
head teacher of each classroom.

The self-report questionnaires assessing SEC were
delivered in Portuguese administered at three different
time points: i) Time 1 (T'1, October 2021), corresponding
to the beginning of the implementation of the PAUMS SEL
program (i.e., baseline assessment of SEC); ii) Time 2 (T2,
March 2022), by the end of the implementation of the
PAUMS SEL program (i.e., post-test); and iii) Time 3 (T3,
October 2022) for a follow-up assessment of SEC. The
bullying self-report instrument was only completed at T3
given the retrospective nature of the items pertaining to
bullying and bullying roles.

The questionnaires were completed online using either
school computers or tablets provided by the initiative to
ensure that no individual-level data was missing. The same
educational psychologists were responsible for adminis-
tering the questionnaires at all assessment points, which
took place during prescheduled classes. Students com-
pleted the questionnaires in the presence of their teachers,
taking approximately 25 min to finish. In cases where stu-
dents were absent during data collection, the educational
psychologist returned the following week (n=43).

Positive Attitude Upper Middle School (PAUMS) SEL
Program

The PAUMS SEL program was designed for 7% to 9% grad-
ers. It has been implemented as part of the Positive Attitude
project since 2004. The program consists of 13 50-minute
weekly sessions and aims to improve children’s SEC
according to the theoretical framework proposed by the
Collaborative for Academic Social and Emotional Learning
(CASEL). It is a manualized, universal (i.e., including all
students in each class), classroom-based program, inte-
grated into the curriculum, and delivered weekly in
Portuguese in each classroom by an educational psychol-
ogist in the presence of the head teacher.

Previous efficacy studies have shown that the PAUMS
SEL Program has positive effects on several SEC. Students
consistently identified significant positive outcomes in their
perceived social awareness and self-control (Coelho et al.,
2015, 2017, 2023), relationship skills and responsible
decision-making (Coelho et al., 2023), and their sense of
self-esteem (Coelho et al., 2015, 2018). Teachers also

highlighted the positive effects of the program on both stu-
dents’ self-control and social awareness (Coelho et al., 2015).
More detailed information on the program can be found in
Coelho and Figueira (2011), Coelho and Sousa (2016).

Given the positive results of the program, in 2019 the
PAUMS SEL program was one of the blueprint programs
selected for nationwide replication by the Gulbenkian
Foundation under the Gulbenkian Academies of
Knowledge initiative. Six academies have been set up
across Portugal in seven different municipalities: one in
the North Region (Vizela), one in the Center Region
(Pombal), two in the Lisbon and Tagus Valley Region
(Lisbon and Setubal), one in the Algarve (covering the
municipalities of Faro and Loulé), and one in the Madeira
Archipelago (Machico). For this dissemination of the
PAUMS SEL program within the GAK initiative, the
Positive Attitude team developed a package that included
a standardized manual, training, monitoring, supervision,
and an online platform (Coelho et al., 2021). The training
lasted 35h, consisting of 28h in small groups and seven
hours on-site. To monitor and supervise the replication of
the PAUMS SEL program in the academies, the developers
were on-site for two days during its implementation. The
online platform was created to a) register student partici-
pation and measure implementation quality indicators; b)
collect students assessments; and c) collect teacher
assessments.

Measures

Social and Emotional Competencies
The Social and Emotional Competencies Evaluation
Questionnaire (QACSE; Coelho et al., 2015, 2020) was
used to assess SEC. This self-report instrument is validated
for children and adolescents aged 9 to 16 years. It consists
of six subscales with a total of 39 items presented as state-
ments in Portuguese to be rated on a four-point Likert
scale (A =never to D = always). As this study does not focus
on social withdrawal and social anxiety, these subscales
were excluded and only the four subscales assessing SEC
were considered: self-control, social awareness, relation-
ship skills, and responsible decision-making. Each sub-
scale comprises seven items, except for the responsible
decision-making subscale, which consists of four items.
The self-control subscale focuses on the ability to mon-
itor and manage one’s own emotions and behavior (e.g., “I
wait for my turn calmly, without getting nervous”; a = .73,
.80 in the present study). The social awareness subscale eval-
uates the ability to understand other people, to show empa-
thy and compassion, and to apply social norms (e.g., “I
worry when someone is in trouble”; « = .87, .84 in the pres-
ent study). The relationship skills subscale measures both
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the ability to initiate and maintain positive interpersonal
relationships, and communication skills (e.g., “When prob-
lems arise my colleagues ask my opinion”; a = .71, .74
in the present study). The responsible decision-making sub-
scale assesses the extent of deliberation when faced with
different alternatives, requiring adolescents to consider both
their own and others” well-being (e.g., “I analyze several
alternatives when I have to make a decision’;
o = .87, .84 in the present study). This questionnaire has
been validated in two studies (Coelho & Sousa, 2016;
Coelho et al., 2015, 2020). In the first study, Coelho et al.
(2015) established the internal consistency and factor struc-
ture of the instrument with 683 middle school students. In
the second study (Coelho & Sousa, 2016), the factor struc-
ture of the questionnaires was established through a confir-
matory factor analysis with 655 middle school students,
after adding a responsible decision-making subscale to bet-
ter align the instrument with CASELs theoretical framework.

Bullying Roles
Bullying roles were assessed using the Bullying and
Cyberbullying Behaviors Questionnaire-Short Form
(BCBQ-SF; Coelho & Sousa, 2020). The BCBQ-SF assesses
different types of bullying (i.e., verbal, physical, social/
relational, material, and sexual) and cyberbullying behav-
iors (i.e., denigration, flaming, and posting negative
images or videos on social media) in middle school stu-
dents. The questionnaire includes 20 items, organized into
two scales describing bullying perpetration and victimiza-
tion, respectively. Each scale consists of eight items
describing either victimization (e.g., ‘They teased me,
made fun of me or called me mean names.) or bullying
perpetration (e.g., ‘T spread rumors or lies about another
student’) behaviors. The scale items are presented in
Portuguese and rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 =never
happened to 5= several times a week) to determine the fre-
quency of bullying and victimization behaviors during the
previous school year. The questionnaire has four addi-
tional items that allow for a description of the bullying
incidents, such as the location of the bullying episodes or
the grade of the bully (i.e., lower, same, or higher grade).
In the current study, to attribute the role of victim or bully
to a student, the criteria proposed by Solberg and Olweus
(2003) were considered. Therefore, these were students
who rated as three or more: a) the item describing victim-
ization (or bullying) and, concomitantly, at least b) one of
the eight items describing victim (or bully) behaviors.
Also, students who filled the criteria for both roles were
classified as bully-victims, whereas students who did not
meet any of these criteria were considered non-involved.
The factor structure of the BCBQ-SF was supported by
confirmatory factor analysis performed on a sample of
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1003 students (Coelho & Sousa, 2020). Both scales showed
appropriate reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha values of .79
for victimization and .82 for bullying.

Data Analyses

In the context of the current dataset, it was imperative to
consider that students sharing the same classrooms had a
significantly higher probability of providing highly cor-
related responses, as described by Heck et al. (2013). Thus,
due to the hierarchical and clustered nature of the study
dataset, we chose to conduct hierarchical linear modeling
in MLwiN 3.05 software (Charlton et al., 2020). Initially,
we planned to run four-level models, as the three measures
were nested within 876 students, who were further nested
within 43 classrooms, and these classrooms, in turn, were
nested within 18 schools. However, due to the reduced
level of variance at the school level, the final models were
three-level models. The log-likelihood function was used
to assess model fit, with a model deviance test employed
to compare log-likelihoods. Model fit improves when there
is a statistically significant difference after accounting for
differences in degrees of freedom—specifically, when the
log-likelihood of the second model is statistically signifi-
cantly greater (i.e., the deviance is smaller) than that of the
previous model.

The use of an online platform prevented any missing
values in the participants’ responses. Therefore, there was
no missing data at level 1 in each measurement for those
participants who completed the questionnaires. Model
parameters were estimated using Full Information
Maximum Likelihood, which is also a robust solution for
participants missing data at Level 2. To test our research
hypotheses, a series of models were created for each
outcome. First, an unconditional model (model 0) with
no predictors was created to analyze the variance
between-classroom and between-individual. Linear
time—as the addition of quadratic time did not signifi-
cantly improve the model for any of the SEC—was added
next to assess within-individual variation, creating model 1.
Time was coded (0=T1, 1=T2, 2=T3). As the variations
in the slopes of SEC over time among students and class-
rooms did not improve the model fit, these parameters
were excluded from the subsequent models. To create
model 2, gender and bullying role (non-involved vs. victim
vs. bully vs. bully-victim) were entered as individual-level
explanatory variables. Girls were used as the comparison
group, so all statistics reflect the scores of boys. All com-
parisons were made relative to non-involved students. In
model 3, classroom-level variables such as grade (7t vs.
8h) and group (control vs. intervention) were entered as
covariates and explanatory variables at the classroom level.
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Group was dummy-coded (0 = control group, 1 = interven-
tion group). The control group was the base for compari-
sons, with all results reflecting the intervention group.
Model 4 included two cross-level interactions, two between
Level 1 and Level 2 variables (i.e., gender*timelinear and
bullyingrole*timelinear). Models 0 - 4 are shown in
Supplementary tables. In the final models (c.f. Table 2), as
the main aim of the study was to analyze whether the
PAUMS SEL program had different effects on students
engaged in different bullying roles, two interactions were
added to test the remaining hypothesis: a two-way cross-
level interaction between Level 1 and Level 3 variables (i.e.,
group*timelinear), and a three-way cross-level interaction
terms (bullyingrole*interventiongroup*timelinear).

RESULTS
Preliminary Results

Multilevel models were performed. The final models are
presented in Table 2. The results show that, after adjusting
for all individual- and class-level variables, as well as cross-
level interactions, linear time was a statistically significant

Table 2. Multilevel Model Analysis Final Models for Self-Reports

predictor of self-control, indicating that it decreased sig-
nificantly over time. At the individual level, gender was
only a statistically significant predictor of social awareness,
with boys showing lower levels than girls. Furthermore,
boys reported a more pronounced decrease than girls in
both socialawareness and self-control in the referred period.

Regarding classroom level variables, the grade was not
a statistically significant predictor of any SEC, and group
(control vs. intervention) only significantly predicted rela-
tionship skills, with students in the intervention groups
reporting statistically significant lower levels.

PAUMS SEL Program Effectiveness

Although not the primary focus of this study, the analysis
of the differential effectiveness of the PAUMS SEL pro-
gram in relation to bullying roles required an assessment
of its impact on the promotion of SEC. Therefore, to test
the first hypothesis, the cross-level interactions between
group and linear time were analyzed. The intervention
group showed statistically significant gains in each of the
four SEC assessed (i.e., self-control, social awareness,
relationship skills, and responsible decision-making)

Self-Control Social Awareness Relationship Skills Responsible Decision-Making
Boﬂ; 14.15 (0.29)*** Boﬂ; 14.81 (0.32)*** Boﬂ; 8.28 (0.29)*** Boﬂ; 6.62 (0.15)***
Co-efficient 8 SE Co-efficient 8 SE Co-efficient 8 SE Co-efficient 8 SE
Classroom
Grade (if grade 8) —0.13 0.34 —0.15 0.37 0.01 0.32 —0.17 0.16
Group (if Intervention -0.74 0.35 —-0.64 0.38 —-0.85% 0.33 -0.43 0.27
Group)
Student
Gender (if Boys) —0.19 0.21 —3.09%** 0.68 0.26 0.25 —0.01 0.14
Victim -0.07 0.35 0.58 0.43 -0.34 0.42 0.37 0.23
Bully —0.08 0.54 —0.11 0.67 0.79 0.64 —0.01 0.35
Bully-Victim —2.71%*%* 0.56 —3.12%%* 0.68 —1.43* 0.66 —1.05%* 0.36
Time
Time Linear —0.43%** 0.08 0.10 0.10 -0.15 0.08 —-0.01 0.06
Interactions
Gender (if Boys x Time 0.22%* 0.08 0.21* 0.10 —-0.10 0.09 —-0.07 0.06
Linear)
Victim x Time Linear —1.25%** 0.21 —0.86*** 0.25 -0.10 0.22 -0.22 0.15
Bully x Time Linear 0.52 0.29 0.05 0.35 0.23 0.31 0.06 0.21
Bully/Victim x Time —0.89%* 0.31 —-0.59 0.37 —-0.20 0.33 -0.38 0.23
Linear
Group (if IG) x Time 0.75%** 0.09 0.69*** 0.1 0.73%*** 0.09 0.46%** 0.07
Linear
Victim x Group (if IG) x 1.32%%* 0.26 0.89** 0.31 0.31 0.27 0.36* 0.18
Time Linear
Bully x Group (if IG) x -0.27 0.39 -0.29 0.47 -0.61 0.42 -0.37 0.28
Time Linear
Bully/Victim x Group 1.09%* 0.40 1.27** 0.48 0.70 0.43 0.55 0.29
(if IG) x Time Linear
Estimates of Variance
Parameters
Repeated Measures 2.690%** 0.093 3.822%** 0.132 2.952%** 0.102 1.429%** 0.049
Individual Intercept 7.133%** 0.398 11.037*** 0.610 10.810*** 0.584 2.847%** 0.165
Classroom Intercept 0.652** 0.228 0.629** 0.270 0.349 0.204 0.065 0.050
ICC .062 .041 .025 .015
Deviance (-2\qgiieiinood) 11669.992 12619.260 10810.584 9815.833
Estimated parameters 21 21 21 21

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; CG: Control Group; |G: Intervention Group.
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(cf., Table 2). In line with the first hypothesis, the stu-
dents in the intervention group showed a more positive
evolution over the period analyzed for each SEC.

Trajectories of Social and Emotional Competencies
by Bullying Role

The second hypothesis focused on the trajectory of SEC
across the three assessments by bullying role, regardless of
the students’ participation in the PAUMS SEL program.
This hypothesis was partially supported. Regarding
self-control, both students who were victims and those
who identified as bully-victims showed a decrease in this
competency compared to students not engaged in bullying.
However, regarding social awareness, only students who
identified themselves as victims of bullying reported a
decrease compared to non-involved students (cf., Table 2).

PAUMS SEL Program’s Effectiveness by Bullying
Role

The main aim of the current study was to assess the differ-
ential effectiveness of the PAUMS SEL program according
to middle school students’ bullying roles. Hence, to test
hypothesis three, four three-way cross-level interactions—
one for each social and emotional competence—were added
to the final models, to analyze the relationship between bul-
lying role, group, and time linear for each of the SEC. The
results partially supported hypothesis three, as self-control,
social awareness, and responsible decision-making had sta-
tistically significant trajectories between students involved
in at least one bullying role and students not involved in
bullying. However, for relationship skills, none of the bully-
ing roles displayed statistically different trajectories when
compared to the trajectories of the non-involved students.

Specifically, for self-control, both victims, f=1.32,
SE=0.26; z=5.16, p < .001, and bully-victims, f=1.09,
SE=0.40;z=2.70, p=0.0087, showed an increase that was
statistically significantly larger than for non-involved stu-
dents. Regarding social awareness, both victims, f =0.89,
SE=0.31; z=2.91, p=0.004, and bully-victims, § =1.27,
SE=0.48; z=2.63, p=0.009, gained more from participat-
ing in the program than non-involved students. Finally,
concerning responsible decision-making, students who
had experienced bullying victimization gained more from
participating in the program than their non-involved
peers, [3 =0.36, SE=0.18; z=1.98, p=0.048.

DISCUSSION

The current study analyzed the differential effectiveness
of an SEL program—the PAUMS SEL program—on
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students’ SEC according to their engagement (or not) in
bullying. To further understand this potential differential
effectiveness, it examined whether the PAUMS SEL pro-
gram improved students’ SEC and how students’ SEC
changed over a one-year period due to their involvement
in bullying, regardless of whether they were in the control
or intervention group.

Fully supporting the first hypothesis, the results showed
that the PAUMS SEL program was effective in improving
the four SEC analyzed (i.e., self-control, social awareness,
relationship skills, and responsible decision-making).
These findings are consistent with recent literature on
program effectiveness (Cipriano et al., 2023; Taylor et al.,
2017), demonstrating the effectiveness of SEL programs
when implemented with fidelity. They are also consistent
with previous reports on the effectiveness trials of the
PAUMS SEL program (Coelho et al., 2015, 2017, 2023).

Regarding the evolution of students’ SEC according to
their potential engagement in bullying, the results showed
that over the one-year period between T1 and T3, victims
and bully-victims exhibited a greater decrease in self--
control compared to non-involved students. Additionally,
victims exhibited a similar decrease in social awareness.
Therefore, the second hypothesis was only partially sup-
ported, as the evolution of students’ SEC according to their
bullying roles was only statistically significantly different
for self-control and social awareness, but not for relation-
ship skills or responsible decision-making. These findings
align with previous longitudinal studies on the differential
effects of bullying on SEC, which have shown that students
involved in bullying roles tend to exhibit more pronounced
decreases in self-control, social awareness, and relation-
ship skills compared to non-involved students (Coelho &
Marchante, 2021). However, they are less pronounced than
those reported in these studies, as no significant results
were observed for bullies in the present study.

These findings are also consistent with evidence sup-
porting the instrumental role of SEC in understanding
bullying dynamics, given the inherently social nature of
this phenomenon (Coelho & Marchante, 2021; Hymel &
Swearer, 2015; Weissberg et al., 2015). Based on this prem-
ise, two conclusions can be drawn. First, bully-victims
have the lowest levels of SEC, which makes them more
vulnerable to engaging in bullying, as they have lower lev-
els in all SEC compared to students not engaged in bully-
ing, after adjusting for all other variables. Second, victims
experienced a marked decrease in self-control and social
awareness. They may therefore benefit from interventions
aimed at helping them regain their previous levels of these
competencies, as suggested by several authors (Coelho &
Marchante, 2021; Cook et al., 2010; Jenkins et al., 2016).

That the results supported the first hypothesis and only
partially supported the second hypothesis, are relevant
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findings, however not entirely novel. They mostly provide
additional context for the main aim of the current study,
which was to analyze the differential effectiveness of the
PAUMS SEL program according to students’ bullying roles.
The results showed that, after participating in the PAUMS
SEL program, students in the intervention group who were
victims of bullying exhibited a greater increase in self-
control, social awareness, and responsible decision-making
compared to students who were not involved in bullying.
Similarly, students who reported being bully-victims
showed greater increases in self-control and social aware-
ness. Hence, these findings mostly support the third hypoth-
esis, indicating that an SEL program may have differential
effectiveness for students who are engaged in different bul-
lying roles, as proposed by Coelho and Marchante (2018).

However, from the perspective of the mechanism of
change proposed for Universal School-Based SEL pro-
grams (cf., Mahoney et al., 2021), the results of the current
study are two-fold. On the one hand, the results were
promising because: i) the intervention group students who
had been victims of bullying reported greater increases in
self-control, social awareness, and responsible decision-
making than the non-involved students; and ii) the
PAUMS SEL program promoted greater increases in
self-control and social awareness for the students who
needed them most—bully-victims, who reported lower
levels of all four SEC. These conclusions support the posi-
tion of several authors (e.g., Cipriano et al., 2023; Taylor
etal., 2017) that SEL programs enhance certain SECs that
are typically lacking in students engaged in bullying behav-
iors and support the notion that SEL programs tend to be
effective components of bullying prevention interventions
(Cook et al., 2010). On the other hand, there were no dif-
ferences in the trajectories of SEC between bullies and
students not engaged in bullying, which argues against
SEL programs as effective bullying prevention interven-
tions, consistent with the findings of Cook et al’s
(2010) study.

Regarding the lack of gains associated with the SEL
program for students who admitted to bullying their peers,
these students did not differ significantly from students
who were not engaged in bullying in any SEC. There were
also no statistically significant differences in these stu-
dents’ evolution from T1 to T3 in any SEC compared to
students who were not involved in bullying. These results
demonstrate that bullies may not experience any negative
effects from their aggressive behavior. They also support
the conclusions of Arsenio and Lemerise’s (2001), which
proposed that bullies and non-aggressive children hold
distinct perceptions of social competence. Bullies view acts
of aggression as appropriate if they achieve the desired
outcomes and downplay the importance of being liked and

accepted by most of their peers. As bullies are often socially
competent in terms of self-control, social awareness, and
responsible decision-making (Coelho & Marchante, 2018),
they possibly use these competencies to reinforce their
power, prestige, and social status in bullying interactions,
thereby reducing the negative impact of engaging in bul-
lying on their SEC (Samson et al., 2022).

Altogether, these results support the differential effect
of SEL programs on students’ SEC based on their role in
bullying. Participation in the PAUMS SEL program led to
greater increases in self-control and social awareness for
victims and bully-victims compared to students not
engaged in bullying. Moreover, victims showed benefits
in responsible decision-making. However, students who
bullied their peers did not show any benefits from partic-
ipating in an SEL program. This is problematic because it
would be expected that participation in an SEL program
would lead to improvements in bullies’ self-control, social
awareness, and responsible decision-making, as higher
levels of these competencies could potentially prevent bul-
lies from continuing to engage in bullying behavior.

The differential effect on SEC found for different groups
according to their bullying role has important clinical
implications. The findings suggest that programs such as
PAUMS SEL should be tailored to meet the specific needs
of students involved in different bullying roles. For exam-
ple, both victims and bully-victims may benefit from
participation in programs that enhance self-control, social
awareness, and decision-making skills to improve their
social integration and emotional resilience. For bullies,
however, it may be more beneficial to implement inter-
ventions that focus on promoting social perspective-taking
based on empathy, enabling them to broaden their under-
standing and emotional resonance toward others. The
differential gains observed in social and emotional com-
petencies suggest the benefits of a greater focus on
role-specific interventions rather than a whole-group
intervention approach.

Limitations and Future Studies

The current study did not assess how students’ mental
health may have influenced the relationship between SEC
with bullying behavior for those who were engaged in bul-
lying interactions. As students’ psychological adjustment
has become particularly impacted by the drastic changes
in their daily routines and the uncertainty related to the
recent COVID-19 lockdowns (World Health Organization,
2022), this may have affected program results. Future stud-
ies should address these potential mediators.
Additionally, only a quantitative approach was used,
whereas qualitative methodologies, such as interviews,
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may be useful to further understand the differential impact
of PAUMS regarding specific bullying roles, as the pro-
gram has shown a more positive effect on victims and
bully-victims, while it almost did not have a positively
impact. Using a multi-informant approach, rather than
relying solely on adolescents’ perceptions, can also provide
a more precise and comprehensive analysis of bullying
behaviors and their effects on adolescents. The use of
hetero-rating instruments could also help to control the
potential social desirability bias associated with the mea-
sures focusing on socially desirable (i.e., SEC) and unde-
sirable (i.e., bullying) behaviors, while providing a more
comprehensive and ecological understanding of the target
constructs of this study.

Furthermore, the generalizability of the findings is lim-
ited, as this study focused only on public middle schools.
Future research should include adolescents attending both
middle and high school, in private and public schools. As
some students were unavailable to participate at all three
time points, participant attrition may also be considered
a limitation.

CONCLUSION

The current study provided relevant information about
the importance of SEL program as an effective component
of bullying prevention interventions. Participation in an
SEL program appears to offer several benefits in the devel-
opment of SEC for both victims and bully-victims.
Furthermore, as several studies have indicated that these
competencies can protect children from further engage-
ment in bullying (Coelho & Marchante, 2021; Cook et al.,
2010; Jenkins et al., 2016; Zych et al., 2019), these findings
support the conclusion that SEL programs may be effective
in bullying prevention interventions for these students, as
suggested by Cook et al. (2010). However, in the current
study, students who engaged in bullying showed similar
outcomes to those who did not engage in these aggressive
interactions. This lack of differential effectiveness of this
SEL program for bullying perpetrators raises questions
about the universality of the effects of SEL programs, as
suggested by Mahoney et al. (2021). It also highlights the
need to create or adapt programs to better address the
development of these students’ SEC, particularly in social
awareness, as low levels are associated with more hostile
and aggressive behavior (Coelho & Marchante, 2018;
Jenkins et al., 2016), whereas heightened awareness of oth-
ers feelings promotes respectful treatment (van Noorden
et al, 2015).

These results also highlight the need to articulate the
promotional, preventive, and remedial aspects of the inter-
vention to appropriately address the needs of adolescents
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who tend to be more vulnerable to being involved in bul-
lying roles due to both the social demands and challenges
associated with the school context and the developmental
characteristics of their developmental stage. Interventions
that are primarily promotional (i.e., aimed at promoting
SEL) may not be sufficient to help bullies develop more
adaptive social skills and conflict resolution strategies. If
behavioral problems, particularly aggression, are system-
atically used to cope with social interactions, then, there
is a need to help them develop emotional regulation skills
(e.g., anger management), rather than simply promoting
the broader development of SEL.
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