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This study examines the strategic role of peer 

support systems and school climate 

management in fostering an anti-bullying 

culture in secondary schools in Jeneponto, 

Indonesia. Using a qualitative case study 

approach, data were collected through 

interviews, observations, and document analysis 

involving teachers, principals, and students. The 

findings reveal that bullying is deeply rooted in 

patriarchal social structures and reinforced by 

weak school climate management. Peer support 

Systems function as informal yet effective 

emotional networks that promote empathy and 

Solidarity among students. However, the 

absence of institutionalized mechanisms limits 

Their sustainability. The study suggests 

Integrating peer-based interventions with 

Inclusive school climate management to 

establish a participatory, equitable, and gender-

responsive education system. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Bullying in schools has become a serious problem in modern education, 

not only because of its psychological and social impact on students, but also 
because it reflects the failure of the education system to build a safe and 
equitable learning ecosystem. A report by the Indonesian Child Protection 
Commission (KPAI) and the Indonesian Teachers' Union Federation (FSGI) 
noted a drastic increase in the number of reported bullying cases in schools. 
From 119 cases in 2020 and 53 cases in 2021, the number jumped to 266 cases in 
2022, and increased sharply again to 1,478 cases in 2023 (Fitriani, 2025). This 
condition shows that schools have not been fully successful in fostering a 
culture of empathy, collaboration, and inclusiveness as the foundation of 
educational character. 

Bullying in Indonesia is still an “iceberg” phenomenon, the scale of which 
is much greater than what is revealed on the surface (Rahmawati, 2016). Data 
from various surveys and reports show an alarming prevalence of bullying 
among adolescents. The 2021 National Survey on Children and Adolescents' 
Life Experiences (SNPHAR) conducted by the Ministry of Women's 
Empowerment and Child Protection revealed that 20% of boys and 25.4% of 
girls aged 13-17 had experienced violence in their lives. This figure is reinforced 
by data from the 2018 SNPHAR, which shows that 1 in 3 children aged 13-17 in 
Indonesia have experienced at least one type of violence, with 3 out of 4 victims 
reporting that the perpetrator was a friend or peer (Prastiwi, 2025). This clearly 
shows that the social environment closest to adolescents, which should be a 
source of support, has instead become the most dominant source of threat. 

Phenomenologically, bullying behavior does not arise from individual 
actions alone, but rather exists in a school social climate that is permissive of 
symbolic violence and inequality in relationships between students. When the 
school climate is not conducive—whether due to weak teacher leadership, 
competitive communication between students, or a lack of strong social 
support—bullying becomes a culturally legitimized practice (Sembiring & 
Tarigan, 2023). On the other hand, bullying is often understood as a “group 
process” in which different roles, such as perpetrator, victim, and observer, are 
played (Salmivalli, 2010). Various studies show that peer support plays an 
important role in reducing aggressive behavior in schools. This system allows 
students to act as active social agents in building solidarity and caring among 
friends, rather than simply being recipients of disciplinary rules (Widianingtyas 
& P, 2023; Ramadani et al., 2024). Thus, building an anti-bullying culture does 
not only depend on teacher intervention or school policy, but requires 
participatory school climate management based on peer support. 
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Theoretically, this study attempts to integrate the perspective of school 
climate management with a social support approach to formulate a strategic 
concept for shaping an anti-bullying culture. Previous studies tend to place 
school management in the administrative realm, while the social-emotional 
dimensions of students, especially the role of peer support, have not been 
systematically explored. In addition, this paper contributes to enriching 
knowledge by offering an integrated managerial and social perspective, which 
places students not as objects of policy, but as subjects who participate in 
constructing a healthy school culture. 

In practical terms, this research contributes to the achievement of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDGs 4 (Quality 
Education) and SDGs 5 (Gender Equality). By integrating peer support systems 
and school climate management, this research offers a strategic model for 
secondary schools in building a safe, inclusive, and gender-equitable learning 
environment. This approach focuses on preventing bullying behavior by 
strengthening students' social-emotional competencies through empathy, 
solidarity, and appreciation for diversity. 

Based on this background, this study aims to analyze how peer support 
systems and school climate management can be used as strategic approaches to 
foster an anti- bullying culture in secondary schools. Therefore, this study 
contributes to strengthening education governance that is responsive to gender 
equality and students' psychosocial well-being, as well as supporting the 
realization of a fair, humane, and sustainable education system. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Bullying in the School Context 

Bullying remains a persistent problem in educational settings worldwide, 
negatively affecting students’ psychological well-being, academic performance, 
and social development. Research consistently shows that bullying behavior is 
not only an individual issue but also a systemic problem influenced by school 
norms, peer relationships, and institutional responses. A school environment 
that tolerates aggression, exclusion, or power imbalance tends to increase the 
prevalence of bullying, while a supportive and inclusive environment reduces 
such behavior. Therefore, addressing bullying requires comprehensive 
strategies that involve students, teachers, and school management rather than 
relying solely on punitive measures. 
 
Peer Support System in Schools 

A peer support system refers to structured programs where students are 
trained to provide emotional, social, or practical support to their peers. 
Previous studies highlight that peers play a critical role in shaping student 
behavior, as adolescents are often more influenced by their friends than by 
authority figures. Peer support initiatives, such as peer mentoring, peer 
counseling, and buddy systems, have been shown to increase empathy, social 
responsibility, and prosocial behavior among students. These programs also 
empower students to intervene when witnessing bullying and to provide safe 
spaces for victims to share their experiences. As a result, peer support systems 
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are increasingly recognized as effective tools for bullying prevention and early 
intervention. 

 
School Climate Management 

School climate refers to the quality and character of school life, 
encompassing relationships, safety, teaching and learning practices, and 
organizational structures. Effective school climate management involves 
leadership practices, clear policies, positive teacher–student relationships, and 
consistent enforcement of rules. Literature indicates that a positive school 
climate is strongly associated with lower levels of bullying, improved student 
engagement, and better mental health outcomes. Schools that actively manage 
their climate by promoting respect, inclusivity, and student voice tend to create 
environments where bullying behaviors are less likely to thrive. 

 
The Relationship Between Peer Support and School Climate 

Recent research emphasizes the interconnection between peer support 
systems and school climate management. Peer support programs contribute to 
a positive school climate by fostering mutual respect, trust, and collaboration 
among students. At the same time, a well-managed school climate provides the 
structural and cultural foundation needed for peer support systems to function 
effectively. Studies suggest that when peer support initiatives are aligned with 
school policies and supported by leadership, their impact on reducing bullying 
becomes more sustainable and significant. 

 
Building an Anti-Bullying Culture 

An anti-bullying culture is characterized by shared values that reject 
violence, intimidation, and discrimination. Literature highlights that such a 
culture cannot be achieved through isolated programs but requires a strategic 
approach integrating peer involvement and institutional commitment. Peer 
support systems encourage student participation and collective responsibility, 
while school climate management ensures consistency, fairness, and long-term 
implementation. Together, these approaches help shift school norms from 
passive bystander behavior to active prevention and support. 
 
METHODOLOGY 

This study uses a case study approach to examine in depth the dynamics 
of peer support systems and school climate management in building an anti-
bullying culture in senior high schools in Jeneponto Regency, South Sulawesi, 
Indonesia. This approach was chosen because it allows for an intensive study of 
contemporary phenomena in a real-world context, especially when the 
boundaries between the phenomenon and the background are unclear. Case 
studies were chosen for their ability to comprehensively describe phenomena 
based on rich and contextual field evidence (Yin, 2018). The approach used 
resembles a focused and in-depth descriptive case study, in which researchers 
formulate research questions and initial hypotheses aimed at carefully 
exploring the social dynamics that are the subject of study (Mills et al., 2012). 
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Specifically, this study examines the dynamics of peer support systems and 
school climate management practices in efforts to build an anti-bullying culture. 

Data was collected using triangulation techniques, namely in-depth 
interviews, participatory observation, and documentation studies. Key 
informants in this study consisted of strategic actors who were directly or 
indirectly involved in the implementation of an anti-bullying culture, namely: 
school principals, teachers, homeroom teachers, and students. In-depth 
interviews were used to explore experiences, perceptions, and strategies 
applied in building positive social relationships at school. Participatory 
observation was conducted to understand patterns of interaction and the social 
climate in the school environment naturally, while documentary studies 
focused on tracing policy documents, activity reports, and school programs 
relevant to the research theme. 

The data were analyzed using Miles and Huberman's (1992) interactive 
model, which consists of three main stages: data reduction, data presentation, 
and conclusion drawing/verification. 

 
RESEARCH RESULT 

Based on observations and in-depth interviews with students, teachers, 
and school principals, it was found that bullying often takes the form of verbal, 
social, and symbolic abuse, such as teasing boys who are considered “weak” or 
girls who are considered “too active” and “defying norms.” 

These results indicate that bullying in Jeneponto does not exist as an 
individual behavior, but is part of a social value system that normalizes the 
dominance of masculinity. This phenomenon is rooted in the view that boys 
must be strong and dominant, while girls are expected to be obedient and 
gentle. When gender expressions deviate from these norms, children become 
targets of bullying by both their peers and their social environment. 

Other findings show that most cases go unreported due to a culture of 
silence among children and parents, who view bullying as part of social 
maturation. As a result, forms of symbolic violence (stigmatization of girls who 
look different) continue without meaningful intervention from schools or the 
community. 

There are four types of bullying: verbal, physical, relational, and 
cyberbullying (Coloroso, 2007; McCulloch & Barbara, 2010) which the 
researchers describe in the following table. 
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Table 1. Forms of Gender-Based Bullying and Their Driving Factors in 
Jeneponto Regency 

Type of 
Bullying 

Empirica
l Case 

Perpet
rat ors 

& 
Gende

r 
Relatio

ns 
Pattern 

Social 
Context 
(Arena 

of 
Incident) 

Main 
Driving 
Factors 

Impact on 
Victims 

Physical 
Bullying 

Male 
students 
push or 
hit peers 
who 
refuse to 
join 
fights or 
are 
perceived 
as “not 
manly 
enough.” 

Groups of 
male 
students 
display 
aggressio 
n toward 
peers 
(often 
male) 
who 
deviate 
from 
masculini
t y norms. 

School 
yard, 
routes 

to/from 
school, 

students’ 
gatherin
g spots. 

Normaliz
ati on of 
violence 

as a status 
marker; 

peer 
pressure; 

local 
culture of 
aggressio

n. 

Physical injuries; 
fear; school 

absenteeism; 
decline in 
academic 

performance and 
participation. 

Verbal 
Bullying 

Mocking 
appearan
ce, 
labeling 
as 
“imprope
r, ” or 
moral 
humiliati
on in 
class and 
WhatsAp
p groups. 

Both male 
and 
Female 
students 
direct 
insults 
toward 
peers, 
often 
targeting 
girls’ 
bodies or 
morality. 

Classroo
m s, 
canteen, 
Classroo
m social 
media 
groups. 

Social 
control 
over girls’ 
bodies 
and 
behavior; 
gender 
stereotyp
es; 
pressure 
for 
conformit
. 

Low self-esteem; 
shame/stigmatiza
tion; anxiety; 
withdrawal from 
school activities. 

Social/Rel
ati onal 

Bullying 

Exclusion 
from 
study 
groups, 
spreadin
g rumors 
to sever 
friendshp
s. 

Peer 
groups 
(both 
male and 
female) 
manipula
t e social 
networks 
to isolate 
victims. 

Study 
groups, 
extracurr
ic ular 
activitie, 
classrom 
commun
iti es. 

Enforcem
en t of 
social/reli
gi ous 
norms; 
social 
sanction 
mechanis
m s; 
communit
y moral 

Social isolation; 
loneliness; mild 
depression; 
reduced access to 
emotional 
support. 
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surveillan
ce. 

Cyberbull
yi ng 

Body- 
shaming 
in 
comment
s, 
spreadin
g 
photos/r
u mors 
via 
WhatsAp
p and 
social 
media. 

Perpetrat
o rs may 
be male 
or female; 
often act 
anonymo 
usly or 
within 
closed 
groups. 

Digital 
platform
s: 
WhatsA
pp, 
Instagra
m, 
TikTok. 

Low 
digital 
literacy; 
anonymit
y; rapid 
content 
dissemina
ti on; lack 
of 
supervisi
on. 

Distorted body 
image; intense 
social pressure; 
prolonged and 
widespread 
bullying 
exposure. 

Source: Processed Data, 2025 
Table 1 shows that gender-based bullying practices in Jeneponto Regency 

are multidimensional and layered, covering four main forms: physical, verbal, 
social/relational, and cyberbullying. These four forms do not stand alone but 
are interrelated within a system of social relations that reinforces norms of 
masculinity, control over women's bodies and behavior, and pressure on 
individuals who are considered to deviate from social expectations. 

In addition, it was found that peer support systems and school climate 
management play a strategic role in preventing and reducing bullying in the 
school environment. The analysis results show three main interrelated findings: 
(1) an informal but effective peer support structure in building emotional 
solidarity among students, (2) the role of school climate management that is 
adaptive to the local social and cultural context, and (3) the limitations of 
institutional policies that hinder the sustainable strengthening of an anti-
bullying culture. Table 2 below summarizes the results of mapping the roles of 
actors and their contributions to efforts to build an anti-bullying culture in 
schools. 
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Table 2. Roles and Contributions of Key Actors in Building an Anti-Bullying 
Culture in Schools 

Actor Main Role Strengths Weaknesses 

Students 
(Peer Support 
Group) 

Act as peer- 
support agents 
and initiators of 
anti-bullying 
campaigns. 

Possess strong 
emotional closeness; 
peer-to-peer 
communication is 
more effective; able to 
build mutual trust. 

Lack of conflict 
mediation skills and 
limited psychosocial 
understanding. 

Teachers and 
Homeroom 
Advisors 

Serve as 
facilitators in 
fostering a 
positive 
classroom climate 
and monitoring 
social 
dynamics. 

High pedagogical 
experience; close 
relationship with 
students; formal 
authority within the 
school system. 

Limited time and 
heavy administrative 
workload; 
interventions tend to 
be reactive rather than 
preventive. 

School 
Principals 

Policy makers 
and leaders in 
managing the 
overall school 
climate. 

Hold authority and 
access to policy 
resources; capable of 
integrating inclusive 
values into school 
governance. 

Lack of inter-unit 
coordination; absence 
of explicit school 
policies regulating 
peer-support systems. 

Parents and 
School 
Committee 

Provide moral 
and social 
support from 
home; collaborate 
in anti- bullying 
campaigns. 

Act as sources of 
character 
reinforcement; expand 
preventive social 
networks. 

Limited active 
participation; 
insufficient two-way 
communication 
between school and 
parents. 

Local 
Community 
and 
Educational 
NGOs 

Serve as external 
partners in 
training 
programs and 
social literacy 
initiatives. 

Offer new 
perspectives; enrich 
school practices with 
socio-cultural 
approaches. 

Involvement remains 
sporadic and 
dependent on external 
project funding. 

Source: Processed Data, 2025 
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The analysis shows that peer support dynamics in schools are formed 
naturally through social relationships between students. Peer groups function 
not only as informal social spaces, but also as safe spaces that allow students to 
express themselves without fear of judgment. In some cases, students are more 
likely to disclose experiences of bullying to peers than to teachers or counselors, 
due to emotional trust and psychological closeness. However, this support 
mechanism is not yet systematically structured; most of it is still spontaneous 
and depends on the initiative of individuals or small groups with a high level of 
social concern. 

On the other hand, inclusive and supportive school climate management 
has proven to be a key factor in preventing bullying. Schools with participatory 
leadership styles, open communication between teachers and students, and 
respect for diversity show lower rates of bullying. Observations at one school 
showed the practice of weekly reflection among students, which indirectly 
strengthened group empathy and solidarity. Nevertheless, limited resources, 
lack of teacher training on conflict mediation, and a managerial orientation that 
still emphasizes formal discipline are obstacles to building a sustainable anti-
bullying culture. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Gender-Based Bullying as a Manifestation of Patriarchal Structures in the 
School Context 

The findings of this study reveal that bullying in Jeneponto Regency is a 
phenomenon rooted in patriarchal social and cultural structures, where gender 
roles and expressions are determined normatively and rigidly. The patterns of 
bullying found, whether verbal, physical, social, or cyber, function as social 
mechanisms to enforce gender order and control student behavior that is 
considered deviant from the dominant norms of masculinity or femininity. 
These findings are in line with Bronfenbrenner's social ecology theory 
framework, which emphasizes that bullying behavior cannot be understood in 
isolation from the surrounding social, cultural, and institutional contexts 
(Swearer & Hymel, 2015; Zhu, 2023). 

From a social ecology perspective, bullying in Jeneponto operates at 
various levels of the system: at the microsystem level (peer relationships), 
mesosystem (school environment), exosystem (school and local community 
policies), to the macrosystem (patriarchal cultural values that normalize gender 
hierarchy). Research shows that boys who are considered “weak” or do not 
meet expectations of masculinity become targets of ridicule and physical 
violence, while girls who are considered “too active” or “deviant” face verbal 
and social bullying aimed at returning them to their expected gender roles. 
Connell & Messerschmidt (2005) argue that this pattern reflects “hegemonic 
masculinity,” a system that maintains the dominance of a particular type of 
masculinity through the subordination of femininity and other forms of 
masculinity that are considered inappropriate. 
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International studies support these findings by showing that gender-based 
bullying serves as a form of gender policing that enforces conformity to rigid 
gender norms (Gullotta & Bloom, 2014). Research by Tam & Brown (2020) 
found that adolescents who experience gender-based harassment (GBH) tend to 
have higher levels of anxiety and depression, and that bystanders' willingness 
to intervene is greatly influenced by their sense of ownership of the school and 
their perceptions of gender typicality. These findings confirm that an inclusive 
and supportive school climate can be a protective factor that encourages 
students to oppose gender-based bullying. 

The phenomenon of a culture of silence identified in this study, where 
most bullying cases go unreported because they are perceived as part of the 
social maturation process, serves as a strong indicator of the normalization of 
symbolic violence within the local context. Bourdieu’s (1991) concept of 
symbolic violence explains that social domination is maintained not only 
through physical coercion but also through the internalization of structures of 
domination by those who are dominated. In the context of Jeneponto, both 
students and parents have internalized the belief that bullying, particularly 
gender-based bullying, is a normal aspect of socialization. This perception 
hinders both reporting and effective intervention. 

Comparative research shows that the culture of silence in the context of 
school bullying can be overcome through the implementation of a structured 
peer support system. A study by Avilés Martínez & Petta Daud (2018) n Peer 
Support Systems in Brazil and Spain found that the degree of communication of 
bullied students is also significantly better in schools that have a formal peer 
support structure, compared to schools that do not have such a system. These 
findings indicate that peer support systems can serve as an alternative reporting 
mechanism that is more accessible to students who are reluctant to report to 
formal authorities due to stigma or fear of retaliation. 
 
Peer Support System: Mechanisms of Change and Effectiveness of Intervention 

The results of the study show that peer support systems in Jeneponto 
schools are formed naturally through social relationships between students and 
function as safe spaces that allow students to express themselves without fear of 
being judged. This finding is in line with social support theory, which 
emphasizes that emotional support from peers can increase resilience and 
reduce the negative impact of bullying experiences (Cohen & Wills, 1985). 
However, this study also identified that existing peer support mechanisms are 
still spontaneous and not systematically structured, so their effectiveness is 
limited and depends on the initiative of individuals or small groups. 
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International literature shows that the effectiveness of peer support 
systems is highly dependent on the quality of training, systemic support from 
schools, and integration with broader anti-bullying policies. A meta-analysis by 
Ttofi & Farrington (2011) found that anti-bullying programs involving peer 
support components showed a 20-23% reduction in bullying incidents when 
implemented with high fidelity and strong institutional support. A study by 
Siddiqui & Schultze-Krumbholz (2023) on peer- training interventions in 
Pakistan, a context with cultural similarities to Indonesia, reported that training 
peer mentors increased their knowledge about bullying and prosocial 
bystanding behavior, although changes in the overall school climate did not 
reach statistical significance in the pilot study. 

The mechanisms of change identified in the literature include four main 
pathways: 

1. Increased help-seeking behavior. 
2. Changes in anti-bullying norms.  
3. Increased prosocial bystanding (active intervention by witnesses).  
4. Perceptions of teacher and principal intervention.  

Longitudinal research by Strohmeier et al. (2024) used latent transition 
analysis to track changes in student status from victim or perpetrator to 
uninvolved group, and found that victims who transitioned to the uninvolved 
subgroup experienced increases in help-seeking and anti-bullying norms, while 
bullies who transitioned to the uninvolved subgroup experienced an increase in 
seeking help, perceptions of teacher intervention, and anti-bullying norms. 
These findings confirm that effective peer support systems must be designed to 
explicitly enhance all four mechanisms through structured training curricula 
and ongoing support from schools. 

In the context of this study, peer groups in Jeneponto show potential as 
agents of change, but lack conflict mediation skills and a strong understanding 
of psychosocial issues, as shown in Table 2. This is in line with Smolleck's (2018) 
findings, which emphasize that peer support programs require comprehensive 
training, adult supervision, and monitoring mechanisms to avoid tokenism and 
ensure sustainable impact. Programs such as KiVa in Finland and ViSC in 
Austria show that integrating peer support with whole-school approach 
components, including teacher training, parental involvement, and clear school 
policies, results in more significant and sustainable reductions in bullying 
(Gradinger et al., 2015; Kärnä et al., 2011). 

The bystander intervention model is also relevant for understanding the 
dynamics of peer support in the context of Jeneponto. Baron et al. (2005) explain 
that an individual's willingness to intervene is influenced by five stages of 
decision-making: (1) recognizing the situation, (2) interpreting the situation as 
an emergency, (3) feeling responsible for acting, (4) knowing how to act, and (5) 
deciding to act. This study shows that peer support training can improve 
students' capacity in each of these stages, particularly in overcoming obstacles 
in the third stage (diffusion of responsibility), which is the tendency to assume 
that someone else should act, and the fourth stage (lack of competence), which 
is ignorance about how to help victims effectively. In the context of Jeneponto, a 
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strong culture of collectivism can be a social asset that strengthens a sense of 
shared responsibility, but it can also be an obstacle if group norms normalize 
bullying. 
 
School Climate Management as a Determinant of Anti-Bullying Culture 

Research findings show that inclusive and supportive school climate 
management is a key factor in preventing bullying. Schools with participatory 
leadership styles, open communication between teachers and students, and 
respect for diversity show lower levels of bullying. Observations in schools 
identified weekly reflection practices among students that indirectly strengthen 
empathy and group solidarity. These findings are in line with the concept of 
positive school climate defined by the National School Climate Center (2020) as 
the quality and character of school life based on patterns of people's experiences 
of school life and reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, 
teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures. 

International research consistently shows that school climate is a strong 
predictor of bullying incidents and the effectiveness of anti-bullying 
interventions. A study by Bradshaw et al. (2014) found that schools with a 
positive organizational climate, as measured by teacher collaboration, 
supportive school leadership, and high academic expectations, experienced 
lower rates of bullying, even after controlling for student and school 
demographic characteristics. Furthermore, a meta-analysis by Gaffney et al. 
(2019) showed that whole-school approaches that integrate school climate 
change with curriculum, policy, and community engagement components 
produce larger effect sizes than interventions that focus only on the individual 
or classroom level. 

In the context of this study, the limitations identified, such as lack of 
resources, minimal teacher training on conflict mediation, and a managerial 
orientation that still emphasizes formal discipline, reflect structural challenges 
in transforming the school climate. These findings are consistent with research 
by Cornell & Huang (2016) which shows that the implementation of punitive 
zero-tolerance policies can actually worsen the school climate and increase 
students' distrust of school authorities. Conversely, restorative justice and 
positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) approaches that 
emphasize relationship restoration and positive behavior reinforcement have 
proven to be more effective in creating a supportive school climate and 
reducing bullying incidents (Hollands et al., 2022). 
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The role of the principal as an instructional and moral leader is crucial in 
shaping an anti-bullying climate. The principal's active leadership in 
communicating anti- bullying values, modeling respectful behavior, and 
providing support for teachers' professional development on classroom 
management and conflict mediation significantly improves students' 
perceptions of school safety and reduces incidents of bullying (Selian & Restya, 
2024).  In the context of Jeneponto, Table 2 shows that although principals have 
policy authority and resources, there is still a lack of integration between units 
and no school policy that explicitly regulates peer support systems. This 
indicates an urgent need for capacity building of school leadership in designing 
and implementing comprehensive and evidence-based anti-bullying policies. 

The involvement of parents and school committees, as identified in Table 
2, is also an important component of holistic school climate management. 
Research by Lester et al. (2017) found that two-way communication between 
schools and parents on bullying issues, as well as parental involvement in 
prevention programs, increases the consistency of anti-bullying messages 
between home and school, which in turn strengthens the internalization of anti-
bullying norms by students. However, in the context of Jeneponto, this study 
identified a lack of active parental participation and two-way communication, 
reflecting the challenges in building effective school-home partnerships in the 
local cultural context. 
 
Integrating a Socio-Ecological Approach into Anti-Bullying Strategies 

These research findings emphasize the importance of a socio-ecological 
approach that integrates interventions at various levels of the system to achieve 
sustainable change in school culture. Bronfenbrenner's (1979) social ecology 
model provides a comprehensive theoretical framework for understanding how 
factors at the individual level, interpersonal relationships (peers), institutional 
context (school), and cultural value systems (society) interact in shaping 
bullying behavior and responses to it. 

In the context of this study, analysis of the four forms of bullying physical, 
verbal, social/relational, and cyber shows that each form operates at and is 
influenced by various levels of the social ecology. Physical bullying, for 
example, not only reflects individual aggression but also the normalization of 
violence at the local cultural level and peer pressure to prove masculinity. 
Verbal and social bullying function as social control mechanisms that enforce 
gender norms at the mesosystem level (school and peer group), while 
cyberbullying extends the reach of violence to the digital space beyond the 
physical boundaries of the school, reflecting the influence of the exosystem 
(social media platforms and low digital literacy). 
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International research on the application of socio-ecological models in 
bullying prevention shows that multilevel interventions targeting change at 
various levels of the system produce stronger and more sustainable effects. A 
study by Espelage & Swearer (2003) that applied a social-ecological framework 
to understand bullying found that factors at the individual level (such as 
empathy and social skills), peer group (such as group norms and social status), 
school (such as school climate and policies), and community (such as cultural 
values and social cohesion) all contribute significantly to variations in bullying 
behavior. These findings confirm that interventions that focus only on 
individual change without changing the broader social and institutional context 
will have limited impact. 

Bullying prevention programs that have been rigorously evaluated, such 
as the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP) and KiVa, adopt a socio-
ecological approach by integrating components at various levels: (1) 
universal/school level (school policy, staff training, monitoring), (2) classroom 
level (curriculum, classroom rules, class meetings), (3) individual level 
(interventions for perpetrators and victims), and (4) community level (parent 
and community involvement) (Olweus & Limber, 2010; Salmivalli et al., 2011). 
Evaluations of these programs show a significant reduction in bullying (20-23% 
depending on implementation fidelity) and an improvement in the positive 
school climate (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). 

In the context of Jeneponto, the implementation of a socio-ecological 
approach requires culturally sensitive adaptation to the local context. Research 
by Strohmeier et al. (2012) on the implementation of the ViSC program in 
various countries shows that the effectiveness of anti-bullying programs is 
highly dependent on the compatibility between program design and local 
cultural values, educational system structures, and institutional capacity.  

The findings of this study on strong patriarchal culture, a culture of 
silence, and limited school resources indicate that program adaptation must 
include: 

1. Integration of positive local values (such as collectivism and mutual 
cooperation) to strengthen anti-bullying solidarity. 

2. Communication strategies that are sensitive to stigma to overcome the 
culture of silence. 

3. Intensive training for teachers and principals on transformative 
leadership and conflict mediation, and (4) the involvement of 
community and religious leaders to strengthen the legitimacy of the 
program in the eyes of parents and the community. 
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Cyberbullying as an Extension of Gender-Based Violence into the Digital Space 
This study identifies cyberbullying as a form of bullying that is 

increasingly prevalent among students in Jeneponto, manifested in body-
shaming, spreading rumors, and sharing photos via social media platforms 
such as WhatsApp, Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok. Characteristics of 
cyberbullying such as anonymity, the speed of content dissemination, and the 
ability to reach a wide audience make it a highly destructive form of bullying 
with long-lasting psychological effects. 

International literature shows that cyberbullying cannot be separated from 
the dynamics of traditional bullying and is often an extension of offline conflicts 
into the digital space. Victims of cyberbullying also experience traditional 
bullying, and that the risk factors for both forms of bullying largely overlap, 
including rigid gender norms, social status within peer groups, and an 
unsupportive school climate (Kowalski et al., 2014, 2019). In the context of 
gender, research shows that girls are more often the targets of cyberbullying 
based on physical appearance and sexual morality (slut-shaming), while boys 
are more often subjected to cyberbullying that challenges their masculinity 
(Ringrose & Renold, 2012). 

The findings in Table 1 show that cyberbullying in Jeneponto is driven by 
low digital literacy, anonymity, and minimal supervision. This is in line with 
research by Patchin & Hinduja (2015) which identified that a lack of 
understanding of digital ethics and the legal consequences of cyberbullying, 
coupled with perceptions of anonymity and psychological distance, lower the 
moral barriers to online bullying. Effective interventions for cyberbullying 
require an approach that integrates digital literacy education with broader anti-
bullying programs. 

In the context of Jeneponto, where social media use among teenagers is 
very high but digital literacy is still low, there is an urgent need to integrate 
critical digital literacy education into the school curriculum. Critical digital 
literacy encompasses not only technical skills in using technology, but also the 
ability to think critically about digital content, understand the impact of online 
actions, and develop digital empathy (Pangrazio, 2016). Therefore, digital 
literacy programs that integrate a gender perspective and teach students to 
recognize and challenge gender stereotypes in digital content are effective in 
reducing gender-based cyberbullying. 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study provides empirical evidence on the complexity of gender-based 
bullying in senior high schools in Jeneponto Regency, South Sulawesi, 
Indonesia, and the strategic role of peer support systems and school climate 
management in building an anti-bullying culture. Findings show that bullying 
is a manifestation of patriarchal social structures that normalize gender 
hierarchies and symbolic violence. A socio- ecological approach that integrates 
interventions at the individual, peer, school, and community levels is necessary 
to achieve sustainable change. 
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Peer support systems show potential as an alternative reporting 
mechanism and source of emotional support that can overcome  a culture of 
silence, but their effectiveness depends on formal structures, comprehensive 
training, and integration with broader school management systems. Inclusive 
school climate management, with participatory leadership and open 
communication, is the foundation that enables peer support systems to function 
effectively and anti-bullying norms to be internalized by the entire school 
community. 

Integrating a gender perspective into all aspects of bullying prevention, 
from school policies, curricula, and teacher training to peer support programs is 
essential to addressing the structural roots of gender-based bullying. Similarly, 
gender-sensitive critical digital literacy education is necessary to prevent the 
spread of gender-based violence into the digital space. 

This research contributes to strengthening education governance that is 
responsive to gender equality and students' psychosocial well-being, and 
supports the realization of a fair, humane, and sustainable education system. 
The implementation of the recommendations generated from this research 
requires political commitment, resource investment, and collaboration between 
various stakeholders, schools, parents, communities, local governments, and 
civil society organizations to create a safe and supportive educational 
environment for all students. 

Based on research findings and synthesis with international literature, 
several implications for educational policy and practice can be formulated: 

First, there needs to be an explicit and comprehensive school policy on 
bullying prevention that integrates gender perspectives and socio-ecological 
approaches. This policy should include: (1) a clear definition of various forms of 
bullying, including gender-based bullying and cyberbullying, (2) multiple and 
accessible reporting mechanisms (including peer support systems), (3) clear and 
fair investigation and response procedures, (4) support for victims and 
restorative rather than purely punitive interventions for perpetrators, and (5) 
mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating the effectiveness of the policy. 

Second, the implementation of a structured and sustainable peer support 
system requires investment in training, supervision, and institutional support. 
Based on international best practices, an effective peer support system should 
include: (1) selection of peer supporters based on clear criteria (such as 
empathy, communication skills, and trust from peers), (2) intensive training in 
active listening, conflict mediation, recognizing signs of distress, and referral to 
professional services, (3) regular supervision by trained school counselors or 
teachers, (4) integration with the school case management system to ensure 
appropriate follow-up, and (5) periodic evaluation of user satisfaction and 
outcomes.. 
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Third, developing the leadership capacity of schools and teachers in 
creating an inclusive and anti-bullying school climate should be a priority in 
professional development programs. Training should include: (1) 
understanding the dynamics of bullying and its impact, particularly gender-
based bullying, (2) skills in creating a positive and inclusive classroom climate, 
(3) strategies for integrating character education and social-emotional learning 
into the curriculum, (4) conflict mediation techniques and restorative practices, 
and (5) leadership in implementing whole-school approaches. 

Fourth, parental and community involvement must be strengthened 
through effective communication strategies and structured partnership 
programs. Research shows that parent education programs on bullying that 
include information on signs that a child is a victim or perpetrator, strategies for 
supporting children, and ways to communicate with schools increase parental 
awareness and consistency of anti-bullying messages between home and school 
[36]. In the context of Jeneponto, the involvement of community and religious 
leaders in anti-bullying campaigns can increase the legitimacy and acceptance 
of programs at the community level. 

Fifth, the integration of gender-sensitive critical digital literacy education 
into school curricula is an urgent need to prevent cyberbullying. Digital literacy 
programs should include: (1) understanding digital ethics and the consequences 
of online actions, (2) skills to recognize and respond to cyberbullying, (3) critical 
thinking about gender representation in digital media, (4) strategies to protect 
digital privacy and security, and (5) development of digital empathy and 
positive online citizenship. 

  
ADVANCED RESEARCH 

This study is limited to high schools in Jeneponto District, which has 
specific socio-cultural characteristics, so generalizing the findings to other 
contexts must be done with caution. Comparative research involving various 
geographical and cultural contexts in Indonesia will enrich our understanding 
of variations in the manifestations of gender-based bullying and the 
effectiveness of interventions. Recommended future directions include: (1) 
longitudinal studies, (2) evaluation of locally-based interventions, (3) 
exploration of intersectionality in bullying experiences, (4) the role of digital 
technology in prevention, and (5) implementation studies to understand the 
sustainability of anti-bullying programs. 
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