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Abstract

Contemporary definitions of bullying are strikingly in agreement that bullying represents
aggressive behaviour involving premeditation, time span, power imbalance and clear role
assignment. Even though useful in some situations, these premises are not as helpful if
the aim is to improve the social environment in educational contexts. The aim of the
present article is to argue that educators need alternative theoretical tools when
attempting to improve relations between children. We argue that interpretations of
bullying in educational contexts are not ‘owned’ by any specific party, but rather involve
(1) intersubjective negotiation and (2) the co-regulative competence of educators and
children. The present theoretical proposition suggests that the role of educators is not
to establish who did what, how and why, but rather to acknowledge and respect the
children’s profound subjective experiences of the bullying situation, regardless of
assigned roles in the conflict. We therefore suggest that intersubjective understanding
of situations and the sensitive co-regulative competence of educators represent useful
theoretical tools when dealing with systematic conflicts between children. The conclu-
sion points out that nonpartial understanding of bullying and emotional recognition of
experiences might increase children’s self-awareness, making them a part of the solution
rather than ‘a part of the problem’.
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Introduction

Even though there have been long-standing debates on the number of compo-
nents that constitute bullying (e.g. Guerin & Hennessy, 2002), the nature of
bullying itself (e.g. Farrington, 1993; Smith, 2004; Vaillancourt et al., 2008),
and other related issues (Arora, 1996; Walton, 2011), it is fair to say that dom-
inant perspectives in the field portray bullying as more or less premeditated
aggression with a clear hostile, nearly evolutionary, behavioural pattern (Rigby,
2002). This apparent consensus concerning definitional issues is centred around
several key components of bullying that are in turn described in an astonishingly
uniform manner by using the same or similar terms, such as aggression or aggres-
sive behaviour, harm or distress, conscious desire and intention to execute behav-
iour, power imbalance between actors and incidents over a span of time (Aalsma
& Brown, 2008; Boulton, 1997; Olweus, 1993; Roland, 1989; Smith, 2004; Smith
& Sharp, 1994). Focus on aggression contributes to the conceptualisation of
bullying as a relationship between the involved parties where defined labels are
given to them, i.e. one side is termed ‘victim’, the other side performing hurtful or
aggressive behaviour is usually termed ‘bully’, in addition to spectators, bystan-
ders and mediators (Perren & Alsaker, 2006). The benefits of identifying the key
components and assigning roles are obvious when it comes to criteria such as
definitional clarity and perhaps the ability to measure and decide whether or not
a given act can be labelled as bullying. This apparent reference to directly observ-
able aspects of behaviour is probably also the reason why relatively similar def-
initions of bullying have been consistently used or preferred over many years, and
basically have been problematised to a very little degree in the contemporary
literature.

However, this approach, influential in shaping practice of social relations in
educational institutions, has its obvious shortcomings. First, the language used
to describe bullying is excessively legal, unavoidably resulting in the identification
and transmission of responsibility, and more importantly blame (Eriksen, 2018).
This is by no means accidental considering the fact that bullying situations in many
cultural contexts indeed become a legal matter with respect to the school leader’s
and educator’s accountability. However, this focus on overt behaviour in terms of
‘who did what to whom’ might have an unfortunate effect if the aim is to improve
the relations between children with the overarching goal of achieving a better
learning and social environment. Second, even though traditional definitions are
effective in situations when the given conflict must be labelled by the school prin-
cipal and parents, or measured by researchers, they all presuppose that bullying
situations can be analysed and interpreted objectively. Thus, there is an implicit
premise that all involved parties in a bullying situation should, after a while,
acknowledge and agree on what happened and who therefore needs to change
their behavioural pattern, feel guilt and perhaps apologise for their misconduct.
These two shortcomings (i.e. assignment of blame/guilt and search for objectivity)
represent serious limitations when it comes to dealing with bullying in educational
contexts from the practitioner’s point of view (Boulton, 1997), and more
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importantly when it comes to helping children with their social interaction
(Eriksen, 2018).

The main aim of the present article is to argue that interpretations of bullying
situations in educational contexts are not owned by any of the involved parties, but
are rather a matter of (1) intersubjective negotiation and (2) co-regulative compe-
tence. Bullying in most situations represents a reinterpretation of events and cre-
ation of meaning based on a mix of first- and second-hand information. Thus, the
analysis of the bullying situations is based on the interplay between several, per
definition, conflicting perspectives that need to be reconciled in order to be mean-
ingful for the involved parties (Vaillancourt et al., 2008). Furthermore, we argue in
the present article that solutions or measures that are intended to improve existing
relations should be based on professional guidance where the process of co-regula-
tion is a key element. Focusing on aggression, using a discourse that assigns blame
or guilt and insisting on objectivity in portraying a complicated series of events
provide feeble ground from which practitioners can promote a healthy educational
setting, especially when most of the available information is second-hand reinter-
pretation of the situations that occurred in partially hidden arenas over a pro-
longed period of time. Hence, contrary to a traditional assessment-based
approach to bullying, the arguments presented here aim to develop an intersub-
jective perspective on bullying that is based on the co-regulative skills of educators.
In the present perspective, the overriding aim is the learning and growth of all the
involved parties, regardless of their roles in the conflict, and the preservation of the
greater learning environment in educational settings.

It is important to convey early in the text that we are aware that the position
argued in the present article is certainly not entirely novel. Some alternative views
of bullying have gradually but steadily emerged in contemporary literature
emphasising the role of general social processes, such as marginalisation and inclu-
sion/exclusion (Schott & Sendergaard, 2014). Other researchers have also under-
lined that studies on bullying are often very particular, failing thus to position
bullying situations in the larger social (educational) context (Yoneyama & Naito,
2003). The focus in research has gradually begun to change from particularistic
analyses of behaviour or traits to conceptualisations of bullying as a social-ecolo-
gical process (Swearer & Hymel, 2015; Thornberg, 2015) needing pedagogical
adjustments guided by educational professionals (Lund, Helgeland, & Kovac,
2017). This slowly evolving paradigm shift suggests that rigid or universally
accepted objective definitions of bullying are not as useful for the people who
are supposed to assist and educate young children in academic and social achieve-
ments. In contrast to traditional measures, the suggestion here is that strategies
aiming to reduce incidents of bullying should in part ignore stigmatising termin-
ology and focus on patterns of behaviour that need adjustment. In simple words,
the emphasis should be on measures that promote prosocial solutions (Arora,
1996). The need for the reconceptualisation of this phenomenon and exploration
of alternative approaches is also supported by research findings showing that def-
initions and understandings of bullying might vary according to some parameters,
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for example age (Monks & Smith, 2006), roles, such as teachers-children (Menesini,
Fonzi, & Smith, 2002), and teacher perspectives (Mishna, Scarcello, Pepler, &
Wiener, 2005). Taking these individual voices in consideration, Carrera,
DePalma, and Lameiras (2011) call for a more comprehensive research perspective
aiming to broaden restrictive understandings of bullying and simple victim/perpet-
rator dichotomies.

In addition to these predominantly theoretical arguments, there exist a number
of recent empirical studies showing clear advantages of more comprehensive
approaches aiming to preserve the whole educational context. For example,
Vreeman and Carroll (2007) conclude in their systematic review of school-based
interventions to prevent bullying that, although various interventions were found
to reduce bullying directly, the best results were found for interventions that
involved whole-school approaches. The conclusions also emphasised the import-
ance of systemic solutions involving all students, in addition to those who bully or
are victims of bullying. Similarly, Whitson (2014) concludes that interventions need
to focus on helping both offenders and victims to cope with the effects of bullying,
encouraging development of the more compassionate and forgiving educational
contexts. Indeed, there currently exists a concept of ‘forgiveness education’ repre-
senting a growing research field that emphasises the advantages of empathic and
reconciling approaches in dealing with bullying (Skaar, Freedman, Carlon, &
Watson, 2016). This is also supported by the results showing that attempts at
making bullies feel empathy for the victim increased bullies’ intention to stop,
while blaming the bully had no significant effect (Garandeau, Vartio, Poskiparta,
& Salmivalli, 2016).

In sum, these above-mentioned contributions reinforce the idea that interpret-
ations of bullying are not owned by any specific party but rather reside in the social
context and achieved consensus through educational negotiation with the over-
riding aim to improve the greater learning environment (Mishna et al., 2005).
These perspectives emphasise that bullying must be understood as a social process
occurring in a larger social context, as opposed to individual positions where ori-
gins of conflicts are fuelled by processes within a person and assessed objectively.
Hence, we are operating from the positions of inclusive education and system
thinking where alteration of environment has an impact on the behaviour of
actors, as opposed to approaches that focus on changing the behaviour of actors
directly. It follows that inclusive education, system thinking, and preservation of
the wider social environment is the basic logic behind our propositions.

Having such a theoretical background in mind, the following points are devel-
oped and discussed in the present article: bullying is a social process that is (1)
socially constructed, (2) intersubjective in nature, (3) in need of adjustment when it
comes to interpersonal co-regulation, and (4) has a wider social context in mind. In
the first section, we argue that objective realities of bullying incidents over time are
regularly transformed in social constructions and are consequently a matter of
intersubjective negotiation between all the involved parties. In the beginning of
the second section we acknowledge that the establishment of intersubjective
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communication is important, but nevertheless of limited effect if the professional
educator does not aim to alter the social conditions and modify the interpersonal
relations between the children. In the same section we also present the concepts of
self-regulation and affect regulation that are essential if the aim is to fully under-
stand the potential of co-regulation in dealing with specific bullying incidents. In
the third section we introduce the concept of co-regulation and attempt to show the
relevance of this term to bullying. We close the present article by pointing out some
limitations of this analysis and discussing the possible implications our work might
have on educational praxis.

Bullying as a matter of social construction

It is easy to acknowledge that each bullying situation represents per definition a
social interaction between children that is characterised by power asymmetry,
although roles can be switched depending on the passage of time and various
contexts (Rodkin, Espelage, & Hanish, 2015). Thus, at one point in time an
involved party exerts threatening behaviour and a second party is threatened.
The common denominator for both involved parties, regardless of the power asym-
metry, is the state of the pronounced subjectivity. Subjective understanding of
situations, and especially those situations that involve social interactions, is multi-
dimensional in nature and includes people’s constant emotional and cognitive
(re)interpretations of interpersonal events (Welsh & Dickson, 2005). The complex-
ity of these reinterpretations is challenging due to the demanding self-attributional
process that requires appraisals of situations in terms of one’s own motivations,
other’s intentions and the social influence of spectators/bystanders. Moreover,
bullying situations, and the actors involved in these situations, frequently have
previous history and these events are typically accompanied by stressful
circumstances.

However, the whole situation is far more complex considering that, at some
point in the process, the reinterpretation of events is commonly in the hands of
proximate educators, parents, principals, bystanders/spectators/witnesses and pos-
sibly distant expert educators who are consequently, in some complex cases, invited
to assist. It follows that each bullying situation therefore involves different actors
who actively contribute with interpretations and reinterpretations of the given
events, in addition to two conflicting parties. This means that the basic relation
between the children that went wrong at some point in terms of social interaction is
now constructed from various perspectives, involving perhaps opposing motiv-
ations and perceptions. The existence of various interpretations of one isolated
incident, or a series of incidents, and based often on fragmentized pieces of infor-
mation, might have a clouding effect on the initial understanding of situations that
directly involved the parties (i.e. the children) to begin with. The main point of the
attempt to portray bullying situations as incidents that are unavoidably con-
structed out of many different subjective perspectives is to suggest that (1) the
objective circumstances in these situations cannot possibly be grasped, and that
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(2) this is not a productive way of pursing the problem if the aim is to improve the
specific relations between the children. Thus, the current portrayal of bullying as a
state of pronounced subjectivity is in many ways compatible with a social construc-
tionist approach where emotions and subjective understandings of the given phe-
nomena influence the manner in which people construct and respond to various
social conditions, consequently resulting in different, often opposing, interpret-
ations (Loseke & Best, 2003).

It is important to note that bullying situations in the educational context, in
contrast to bullying incidents between adults, come under the responsibility of
professional educators. Thus, all adults employed in educational institutions
have an explicit mandate to respond to situations that can have a disturbing
effect on the general social environment. The first necessary step for any practi-
tioner aiming to pedagogically solve the specific conflict and consequently
improve the general learning environment is to understand and acknowledge the
subjective experience of the directly involved parties in any given bullying situation
(Powers, Welsh, & Wright, 1994). This means that the practitioner needs to meet
the different parties and listen to their proffered versions of the past events with
respect, bearing in mind, however, that their portrayed versions are subjective
reconstructions of the situations that are seen and interpreted from one’s own
point of view. Thus, the educational practitioner is expected to be attentive to
different versions in order to grasp the contours of the given event, but may not
have the ambition or explicit aim to obtain an objective picture of ‘what
really happened here’. Put in another way, we propose that the role of the educa-
tional practitioner is not to be a criminal detective, identify perpetrators and estab-
lish who did what, how and why. Interpersonal relations can be improved by
taking into account the subjective, predominantly affective experiences of the
involved children and transforming their understandings over time into an inter-
subjective format that promotes personal growth in terms of ‘give-and-take’ par-
ticipation. In contrast to the intuitive or perhaps common inclination to unearth
the ‘truth’ behind the events, it is argued here that the most productive action for
any practitioner is to (1) acknowledge each subjectivity with respect, and (2) oper-
ate from the mode of intersubjective understanding of described events, having in
mind (3) the environment in which the bullying situations are taking place or
embedded.

The importance of self-regulation and affect regulation

However, the mode of intersubjective communication between the involved parties
is not enough to solve tensions and is merely a starting point for additional meas-
ures that are needed if the intention is to improve relations between pupils in one
specific conflict. As argued in the introduction, one possible and relatively novel
approach would be to strategically apply one’s own co-regulative competencies,
with the aim of being a role model for children involved in a bullying situation.
However, to fully grasp the potential of co-regulation in resolving bullying
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incidents, it is necessary to briefly introduce two interrelated concepts that illumin-
ate and precede the ability to co-regulate, namely self-regulation and affect
regulation.

Self-regulation is an umbrella term referring to the general ability to exercise
control over oneself with the aim of bringing the self into line with required,
imagined, real or self-imposed standards (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004). Thus, the
process of self-regulation describes the personal ability to monitor and modulate
cognition, emotions and behaviours in order to achieve one’s goals and/or to adapt
to environmental demands (Berger, 2011). Self-regulation also refers to a person’s
ability to process cognition and emotions so that impulse control, appropriate
behaviour and problem solution can be exercised constructively (Murray,
Rosanbalm, Christopoulos, & Hamoudi, 2015). In simplified form, one can say
that cognition is closely associated with such executive functions as flexible atten-
tion, problem solving and planning (Berger, 2011), while the emotional domain
refers to active management of intense and typically unpleasant emotions with the
aim of establishing adaptive functions over one’s own actions. The cognitive and
emotional domains thus interactively contribute to situational and behavioural
expressions and the establishment of lasting behavioural patterns (Murray et al.,
2015). The end result of the interactive workings of these three domains is the
ability to exercise adaptive behaviour, reduce impulsiveness and to think and
plan before taking action (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004).

According to Jacobs and Gross (2014), the school has traditionally focused on
cognitive processes. For example, Norwegian primary school explicitly emphasises
basic skills, where cognitive and subject-related competencies are accentuated
(Karseth & Engelsen, 2013). Similarly, research on the co-regulation of school-
age children has often focused on the effects of co-regulation in the form of learn-
ing, such as collaborating on problem solving in a group (Didonato, 2013). This
focus on cognition is in part understandable considering that school is the primary
arena where traditional knowledge and rationality-based thinking are developed.
On the other hand, some authors have pointed out that the academic achievements
of school children must be understood and viewed in the context of emotions and
the impact emotions have on experiences (Graham & Taylor, 2014). Thus, many
important human functions connected to various life domains directly depend on
emotional regulations (Siegel, 1999). The essence in emotional regulation revolves
around one’s ability to control the intensity of the emotional experience and thus
control the latent action impulses with the overriding aim of promoting the con-
structive processing of problems and productive solutions. Even though the ability
to practise emotional regulation is something that is influenced by social interaction
in early ages of development (Guo, Leu, Barnard, Thompson, & Spieker, 2015), the
school setting, under the guidance of the professional educator, represents a vital
arena in which this competence is further developed. For this reason, the teacher
must be able to understand the child’s signals and needs in the demanding conflict
situations, regardless of traditionally assigned roles such as ‘bully’, ‘victim’ and
objective circumstances. The manner in which the pupils are treated and
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confronted in these situations, where a number of emotions exists, would in turn
have an impact on the further development of social interaction between all the
involved parties, as well as on understandings of ‘what happened here’.

The role of co-regulation in bullying

The process of co-regulation has originally focused on dyadic relationships between
caregiver and child, especially during the child’s first year of life. Co-regulation is
described in current literature as a warm, receptive and supportive interaction
between caregivers and a child that provides guidance, modelling, expression and
modulation of the child’s thoughts, emotions and behaviours (Murray et al., 2015).
Co-regulation involves creating a confidential relationship with the child so that the
child learns to trust that their parents will help regulate stressful or frustrating
situations (Fox, 1998). The child will learn that its caregivers will offer help and
support if and when it is needed (Gillespie, 2015), and eventually the child will
internalise the expectation of a caregiver’s calming response (Bath, 2008). The main
aim of co-regulation is to teach children and adolescents to keep their emotional
arousal in balance by using their cognitive regulatory skills so they can cope with
demanding situations in the best possible way (Ting & Weiss, 2017). Co-regulation
can therefore be understood as a practical model that helps young people to learn
to master overwhelming and immediate emotions and develop sustained self-
control.

Even with this brief description, it is easy to see that the importance and rele-
vance of co-regulation in bullying situations within educational contexts is obvious,
especially bearing in mind that co-regulation can be understood as a social process
that establishes productive communication between the involved parties (Rimi &
Kontu, 2012). In bullying situations in the school context, co-regulation will
require that teachers closely follow the hints and emotional expressions that the
pupils make and that they are then able to respond consistently and sensitively with
the right amount of support over time (Gillespie, 2015). However, to ensure that
co-regulation occurs, it is necessary that adults have the ability to regulate them-
selves, by recognising, acknowledging and safely dealing with their own emotions
(Bath, 2008). For example, a pupil’s anger over time could test the teacher’s
patience and result in the projection of consistently negative emotions on the
child, in turn creating a situation of reciprocal causality where bad moods
are mirrored back and forth between the child and the adult. Cook and
Cameron (2010) found in their study that pupils with outrageous behaviour were
more often rejected by teachers, leading in turn to such behaviour as defiance and
hostility. The poor ability of the teacher to cope with conflicting information and
emotional expressions can in turn lead to an escalation of the situation where
the child becomes more uneasy and expresses more resistance. Hence, the
potential circle of self-induced negative pedagogical reactions is never-ending,
creating a mechanism where what started as small issues multiply and intensify
over time.
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It is therefore necessary to start any negotiation with an aware and reflective
adult who can recognise his or her own emotions when facing behaviour that is
challenging, using calm communication, providing support and showing genuine
child-care. The goal of co-regulation is thus to calm the child who is experiencing a
strong emotional activation and provide conditions under which productive
respectful communication is possible. This is often done by helping the emotionally
troubled child to see that his/her despair is acknowledged and taken seriously,
regardless of the assigned role in the conflict. A child who is overwhelmed by
emotions will hardly be able to be calmed down by a rational approach from the
adult if he or she attempts to establish objective parameters such as ‘who did what,
why, and how long’. Thus, one of the points of co-regulative skills and intersub-
jectivity is to prepare children emotionally to contribute to finding solutions. Only
when the child is calm and reassured that no one is being labelled or categorised,
can the adult invite them to reflect on the problem and work slowly towards a
possible transformation of the unwanted relationship. This also means that school
educators should reduce their attempts to regulate children’s challenging behav-
iours or emotional expressions through authoritarian ‘commandments’, the intro-
duction of consequences (Bath, 2008) or the provision of simple solutions, such as
‘say you’re sorry’. It is rather important to understand and acknowledge that
behaviour is fuelled by strong emotions and the effects of past unfortunate behav-
ioural patterns that need to be altered over time.

For example, if the aim is to help John when he reports that he is repeatedly
bullied, this situation must be approached from the position of the multidimen-
sionality of underlying processes: there is a history, multiple motivations, guilt,
despair, need for help, potential revenge and so on. At any point in time blame
and guilt should be avoided but must be taken into consideration as potential
motivational factors. The focus should be on John’s safety in terms of stopping
further development of the current situation, but also on improving the relation-
ship between two persons, with the overarching aim of changing the basic premises
on which their existing social relation is built. Again, it is clear that we need to
immediately protect John, but we also have a pedagogical duty in the long-term to
protect all involved parties from further deterioration of their situation. This means
that John, who is directly endangered, should feel safe, and those who bully John
should develop more prosocial behavioural patterns. We could stop John’s bullying
using traditional measures such as external control, power, authority and com-
mands. This may, however, lead to short-term effects, meaning that one ‘target’
child (i.e. John) might be saved only to be replaced by another one after a while, or
even John switching from victim to bully, if he hasn’t learned from the situation.
Thus, the main point is that transformation of one unhealthy relation (i.e. bullying)
should contain a learning dimension and personal growth where the involved chil-
dren discover that there are alternatives in the interaction.

All in all, the arguments presented in the present article argue against
approaches to bullying that emphasise objective components or ‘truths’ that
can be visibly measured. Alternative foci should emphasise (1) regulation of
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emotions in terms of calming down, (2) establishment of intersubjective commu-
nication (i.e. no one owns the truth about what happened), (3) avoidance of
categorising children by assigning typical roles, and most importantly (4) finding
solutions that can repair or improve unfortunate behavioural patterns between
children. Put simply, adults can help with their involvement, but they can also
make things worse by creating deviance and labels out of one unfortunate behav-
ioural pattern where children ‘simply’ need assistance, as opposed to verdicts. All
children involved in one specific conflict should leave the room with the feeling
that they have been understood, that their emotions have been acknowledged and
basically that they have gained something out of one unfortunate situation. Only
after intersubjectivity, propelled by the co-regulation skills of adults, has been
established, can children be intrinsically willing to alter their behavioural patterns
and emotional reactions. Hence, adults who are skilful in co-regulative commu-
nication serve as role models, thus helping children to develop and achieve more
mature and robust self-regulatory skills in demanding situations (Guo et al.,
2015). Furthermore, allowing children to reflect on possible solutions at some
point in the process is an important component of co-regulation as this process
involves self-attention and an invitation to reflection on problem solving (Bath,
2008). By allowing children of all ages to be challenged on how to solve a prob-
lem in the best possible way, they will become involved in the process, gaining
a sensation of ‘being a part of the solution’ and not ‘a part of the problem’.
In this way, children can also gain greater self-awareness of what the problem
actually consists of and what is required to achieve a solution. This could lead
to greater insight into learning strategies, problem-solving skills and critical-
thinking skills.

Limitations and further theoretical clarifications

The present analysis has several limitations requiring further theoretical clarifica-
tion. First, we analyse bullying here in the light of the co-regulative skills edu-
cators should have and apply in demanding situations. We do not suggest that
educators should explicitly teach children co-regulation directly, as this assign-
ment requires special competencies and possibly is not a part of the mandate
teachers in various cultural contexts have. We limit our work to the question of
how the educator should practise co-regulation, and only indirectly influence or
improve co-regulation between the involved parties. This would in turn make
them role models and indirectly show children how to use these strategies in
practical situations. This is why in several places in the article we merely refer
to educators as role models without explicitly directing our attention on chil-
dren’s co-regulative skills. Second, our analysis primarily focuses on bullying in
educational contexts where adults have an explicit mandate to help children in
demanding social situations. Educational contexts, per definition, are guided by
educational professionals who possess the necessary skills that enable them to
show children how conflicts should be resolved and the type of communication
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that is needed in these demanding social situations. Third, it is important to
explicitly acknowledge our awareness that traditional approaches to bullying
are probably using the components of intersubjectivity and co-regulation.
However, it is fair to assume that ingredients of intersubjectivity and co-regula-
tion in traditional approaches are predominantly used in a fairly intuitive and
disorganized manner, and less as a systematic and reflective theoretical tool. We
are not suggesting that our propositions are so new that they would require a
completely new approach to bullying among professional practitioners. Rather,
we are arguing for a change of course in the direction of the approaches that are
to a higher degree based on intersubjective negotiation and co-regulative strate-
gies. The fourth point to comment on is the possibility that our perspective,
compared to more traditional understandings of bullying, is naive, thus contri-
buting to the failure to detect ‘real’ bullying, the failure to protect ‘victims’ and
the failure to correct the behaviour of ‘bullies’. So, the question is: how is one
supposed to deal with bullying based on the present work when (1) no roles are
assigned, and more importantly, (2) no explicit definition with specific and dir-
ectly recognisable components of bullying is provided? Our position is that bully-
ing, similarly to many concepts in the social sciences, exists as a construction in
the intersubjective space between actors. Physical ‘things’ that exist in the object-
ive manner can be bigger, smaller or perhaps vanish. Social constructions are, on
the other hand, a matter of alteration so the perception of the one and same
event or relation might be changed, but not necessarily in terms of quantity. We
point out that we operate from the positions of the educator and the role edu-
cational professionals have in dealing with bullying. From these positions, object-
ive and clear definitions are simply not useful when it comes to teaching children
social competence and improving the greater learning environment, especially
bearing in mind that the roles of ‘victim’ and ‘bully’ can shift at a different
point in time. But the main point argued here is that authoritative corrections
rarely result in learning. We realize that our positions could be (mis)interpreted
as a failure to protect children who are victimized. Hence, it is important to
convey that our perspective equally protects all children by arguing that the
pedagogical sum result is considerably larger if one is tending to help both chil-
dren in conflict, in contrast to nurturing one and condemning the other. Asking
‘who did what’ in terms of objective circumstances is perhaps unavoidable at
some point early in the process, but the educator should move quickly from a
‘detective’ role to the employment of an intersubjective understanding and
co-regulative skills. This is the reason why we recommend that labels and com-
ponent-based definitions of bullying should be used to a lesser degree, except
perhaps when legality or accountability aspects are in focus. And finally, it is
also important to underline that our analysis certainly does not encompass the
acts of extreme violence that, at least initially, must be dealt with firmly by
stopping any form of direct aggression. However, we posit that our analysis
speaks directly to many of nearly daily experiences of children and adults
where the minor or major adjustment of emotions, thoughts and behavioural
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patterns is needed. Thus, the tools of intersubjectivity and co-regulation are not
supposed to be used in extreme or exceptional situations, but rather in the every-
day work with children where the aim is to adjust unwanted social developments
before they self-perpetuate and develop into chronically unhealthy relationships.

Concluding remarks

Professional educators are the ones who are responsible for transforming a conflict
between children from being destructive to being prosocial, and for teaching chil-
dren how to deal with similar conflicts. Our recommendation to educators is to
develop co-regulative skills and operate from the position of intersubjectivity where
acknowledgment of feelings is more important than the assignment of labels or roles.
We also believe that our propositions refer to situations that could easily be recog-
nised by educational professionals. All involved parties should, to varying degrees
and according to the specific circumstances in each separate case, aim to improve
their own co-regulation with the overarching aim being to improve social interaction.
The educator should bring together the individual subjectivities of all the involved
parties (children and parents) and operate from the position of intersubjectivity. The
role of improved co-regulation in children is crucial but depends directly on the
ability of the educators and other adults to grasp the intersubjective nature of
the given conflicting situation. As noted in the introduction, the traditional
approaches to bullying might be useful in some situations where accountability for
school leaders and educators is in focus, but they are unproductive, even inflamma-
tory and damaging, if the aim is to (1) teach children something about social com-
petence, and (2) improve the greater social environment. Based on the presented
arguments, we posit that understanding bullying through intersubjective glasses and
the use of co-regulative skills represents a useful tool for obtaining better relations,
diminishing conflict and improving the general social and working educational setting.
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