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Peer victimization at school and associated factors in Campeche, Mexico

Abstract

Objectives: to estimate the prevalence of peer victimization (VI-P) and to identify factors

associated to it. 

Methods: a cross sectional study based on a state-representativesample; 2555 students

from primary and secondary schools of Campeche, in the academic year 2015-2016 partici-

pated. They were interviewed face to face. VI-P was analyzed by sex, age and various school-

related aspects with prevalence rate and 95% confidence interval. The analysis of interac-

tions among the studied factors was carried out using a hierarchical log-lineal model. With

the significant terms,a multiviarite analysis using a logistic model was performed. Based on

this model, maximum and minimum predictive values for VI-P were calculated by odds

inverse transformation.

Results: the global prevalence of VI-P was 60.4% (CI95%= 58.6-62.3). The prevalence of

violence physical, psycho-emotional, patrimonial, and sexual, were 28.8, 52.9, 26.5, and

8.7%, respectively. Students in the first year, who were male, had classes scheduled in the

evening, attended a public school and resided in a municipality of high/highest margination

index, had the highest probability (75.3%) of suffering VI-P.

Conclusions: given the high levels of VI-P found, and its possible effects, it is necessary

implement truly effective measures to prevent it.
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Introduction

In Mexico, the right of children to quality basic
education is stipulated in Art. 3 of the Political
Constitution, which specifies that the state will
harmoniously develop all human faculties, respect
rights and contribute to improve coexistence.1

Although peer violence in childhood is not new,
and is even common in the process of their socia-
lization, awareness of and an education to show
respect towards others implies the intervention of
adults to set appropriate and clear limits,2 this being
the case in school settings. 

School, ideally considered as one of the main
places for shaping and developing children’s poten-
tial to the maximum, can also be a place which
involves high levels of risk for them, as has been
documented by numerous studies on violence in
school settings.3-5

Victimization by peers at school (VI-P) is
defined as the presence of physical, psycho-
emotional, patrimonial or sexual violence received
from school peers.6 Meta-analyses have demons-
trated the negative relationship between peer victi-
mization (repeated harassment, power unevenness
between stalker and victim, intention to cause harm
by the offender) and mental and physical health.7

VI-P is a growing psychosocial and health problem
affecting a considerable number of children and
adolescents which, depending on the intensity of
inflicted violence, can have a variety of serious
consequences, negatively affecting their self-esteem,
school performance and development, school
dropout, depression, mental health problems,
psychosomatic alterations, inability to relate with
others, and –inextreme cases– suicidal ideation and
suicide.6,8-11 It is also associated with the reception,
and perpetration of violence towards women, as well
other forms of adult violence.

Estimates in northern hemisphere western coun-
tries suggest that bullying (a form of victimization)
prevalence rate is between 5% and 20%.12 In
Mexico, around 70% of children in primary and
secondary schools suffer from VI-P.13 In a previous
study of youth violence, carried out at a secondary
school in Ciudad el Carmen, Campeche,14 the main-
types of violence reported were: school violence/
bullying (60.2%), domestic violence (53.9%) and
social violence (43.4%).

Additionaly, in Mexico, it is considered that 60%
of completed suicides among children and adoles-
cents are associated with bullying and peer violence,
making Mexico the leading country worldwide for
problems of this kind.15 At national level, in 2015

the state of Campeche ranked third in terms of
suicides in general (9.1 versus 5.2 per 100,000
inhabitants), four of every 10 suicides corresponding
to the population group aged 15-29 years, and 4% to
the group aged 10-14 years. In the group aged 15-29
years, in 2015 the suicide rate in the country as a
whole was 8.2 per 100,000 (12 males and 3.9
females) while in Campeche it was 14.1 per 100,000,
ranking again in third place.16 In this sense, the
analysis of VI-P can contribute to understand one of
the risk factors of this significant problem.

Given this situation, as well as an explicit
interest on behalfof the Campeche educational
authorities, we undertook a study aiming to estimate
the prevalence of peer victimization in primary and
secondary schools, and to identify if demographic
characteristics (sex and age of the students), as well
as details of the type of school attending (school
shift, type of school, school grade, among others),
and marginalization index, are associated with it.

Methods

A cross-sectional study, was conducted among a
state-representative, multi-stage, stratified sample
design, selected from a universe of 149931 students
–of whom 61.7% were in primary school– enrolled
in the 2015-2016 school year in the state of
Campeche. Strata were established based on two
criteria: school category (primary and secondary)
and margination index (low, and very low).17 Each
stratum was proportional to the size of the munici-
pality of residence. Within each stratum, students
were selected by simple random sampling. The
whole sample obtained consisted of 2555 partici-
pants, considering a sampling error of 5% with a
confidence level of 95%. 

The state of Campeche is situated on the
southern border of the country. In 2015 it had a
population of 899931 inhabitantes, distributed in 11
municipalities (Figure 1), two of which (Campeche,
the state capital, and Ciudad del Carmen) account for
59% of the total population, and are considered to
have socioeconomic margination levels of very low
and low.17 Three quarters of the Campeche popula-
tion live in urban localities (towns with more than
2500 inhabitants). According to state of Campeche
official figures for 2015,18 the average number of
years of schooling among those aged 15 or over was
9.1 years (similar to the figure of 9.2 years for the
country as a whole), while 7.6% had never gone to
school. In the group aged 6-11 years, 97.7% attended
school, and 93.3% did so among those aged 12-14
years.

Sánchez-Pérez HJ et al.
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Once the sample size had been determined, lists
of all enrolled students were obtained, which
provided the basis of a sampling frame for choosing
the students to be included in the study. Students in
primary and secondary courses and who were at
school during the day of the survey, were invited to
participate. If the selected student was not at school,
a replacement was chosen, in the same year and
school course, and of the same sex.

We studied 365 schools: 214 primary schools
(176 of the morning shift), and 151 secondary
schools (133 of the morning shift). Of the 2555 inter-
viewed students, 50.2%were male; 60.5% were in
primary, and 39.5% in secondary education; 2108
(82.4%) had classes scheduled in the morning, and
2250 (87.9%) attended a public school. Considering
both primary and secondary grades, 597 (23.3%)
were in their first year of that course. The study was
carried out in the 2015-2016 school year in the six
selected municiaplities (Calkiní, Calakmul,
Escárcega, Carmen, Palizada and Campeche city) of
the state of Campeche.

Surveys were carried out face-to-face by trained
interviewers, in places of the school that guaranteed
the privacy (empty classrooms or offices, play-
grounds, among others), and they were anonymous.

We used a questionnaire developed for the study,
based on instruments used previously by our
research team, dealing with social and school-related
violence in several southern states of Mexico.8,14,19

The questionnaire was piloted with children from
schools not chosen for the study. It contained various
sections, including: 1. Demographic information
(sex and age of the student); 2. School system work-
related data: schoolshift (morning, afternoon),
course (primary, secondary), grade (first to 6th grade
in primary schools; first to third grade in secondary)
and type of school (public, private); another section
asked whether they had been at least once the victim
of violence from peers (physical, psycho-emotional,
patrimonial or sexual) at any time during the current
academic year, as well as their reactions to any
violence received from peers, and their response to
such violence.20

The variable outcome was VI-P defined as the
presence of at least one episode of physical, psycho-
emotional, patrimonial or sexual violence received
from school peers during the current academic year.
Table 1 presents definitions of the various compo-
nents of variable VI-P. The variables considered to
be factors possibly associated to the presence of
VI-P were: course(CE): primary/secondary; school

Figure 1

Campeche, Mexico.

Campeche
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absolute and relative frequencies. Strength of associ-
ation between the variable of interest (VI-P) and the
factors studied was described by prevalence ratios
(PR) and their CI95%.

The analysis of interactions among the studied
factors was carried out using a hierarchical log-lineal
model. A p-value of 0.05 was considered as the cut-
off point for statistical significance. With the signifi-
cant terms with the outcome variable found in the
log-linear model, a multiviarite analysis was carried
out using a logistic model whose results were

hours (SS): morning/evening; school type (S):
public/private; first-year student in the school (FY):
yes/no; margination index (MI): low-very
low/medium-high; and sex (G): male/female.

Through strict selection and training of inter-
viewers (psychologists and social workers, with
extensive experience in field work), as well as the
application of the anonymous surveys and in condi-
tions of absolute privacy, potential sources of bias
were controlled.

The analyzed variables are described in terms of

Table 1

Operationalization of types of violence (physical, psycho-emotional, cybernetic, patrimonial and sexual) by peers.

Type of violence Items*

* For all types of violence, the answer categories were: Yes / No. If yes, What happened?, How many times? (Once / a
few times / often / always). For the global response about violence by peers we only took into account the categories
yes / no. 
** This item only was asked to secondary school students. Consequently, it was not included in the answer variable
(VI-P).

Physical

Psycho–emotional

Cybernetic

Patrimonial

Sexual

In this school-year …

Have you been hit, pushed, kicked, tripped up, had stones or other objects

thrown at you, been pulled by your hair, had your clothes dirtied, stained or

wetted, been burned, or forced to eat disgusting things or things you didn’t

like?

Have you been forced to do things you didn’t want to, threatened with

being hit or by saying things like “if you don’t do such and such, you will be

given a rough time, or something will happen to you”?

In this school-year …

Have you been insulted with rude remarks, been given an ugly nickname,

made fun of, had jokes played on you that you didn’t like, or been offended

somehow?

Have you been made fun of due to your physical appearance: such as that

you are skinny, or fat, or have pimples or acne, that you are tall, short, dark,

pale, because of your type of hair, or because you wear glasses, etc.?

Have you been made fun of due to the way you are: such as the way you

talk, your laugh, the way you walk or run, the way you play or dress, or some

other thing?

Have schoolmates left you out of activities or games, or made you feel like

you weren’t there, that you didn’t exist or were not worth anything?

Has anyone molested you through phone calls, e-mails, chats or on social

networks (Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, etc.)?**

In this school-year…

Has anyone stolen, hidden or broken things of yours (money, equipment,

school supplies, instruments, clothes, lunch, etc.?

In this school-year…

Have any of your companions molested you with things or jokes to do with

your intimate parts, for example touching yours, or making you touch

someone else’s, bottom, penis, vulva; have they shown you or made you

show them your intimate parts, tried to undress you, kiss you by force, or do

anything else that you didn’t want to do?
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expressed as adjusted OR values and their 95%
confidence intervals. Finally, based on this model we
calculated maximum and minimum predictive values
for VI-P expressed as probabilities, calculated by
odds inverse transformation.21 Data was analyzed
using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences,
version 21.22

Interviewers were trained in emotion-contain-
ment techniques, just in case a participant needed
psychological care (though there were no cases that
required psycho-emotional support). All necessary
permissions were obtained from the Campeche
Ministry of Public Education and from authorities of
each school included in the study. Ethical approval
for the study was obtained from the Research Ethics
Committee of El Colegio de la Frontera Sur. 

At the time the selected students were invited to
participate in the study, they were read the informed
consent sheet. If the students agreed to participate,
they recived the indication to take it to their homes
to obtain the approval of their parents. Those who
did not provide written informed consent, both from
their parents and from themselves, were excluded.
The non-response rate obtained was under 2%.

Results

The global prevalence of VI-P was 60.4% (CI95% =
58.6-62.3). Table 2 presents the distribution of VI-P
by violence by studied factors. The prevalence of
violence physical was 28.8% (CI95%= 26.3-29.7),
psycho-emotional 52.9% (CI95%= 51.0-54.8), patri-
monial 26.5% (CI95%= 24.8-28.2), sexual 8.7%
(CI95%= 8.6-8.9), and, among the secondary
students, the violence through cybernetic means, was
11.2% (CI95%= 9.5-12.3), 7.1% among boys, and
15.4% for girls, p<0.05. 

Table 3 shows the interactions terms by hierar-
chical log linear model which were statistically
significant.

Table 4 presents associations between VI-P and
the factors included in the study. After performing
multivariate adjustments, we observed significant
adjusted OR (ORadj) values for all analyzed factors,
except course (ORadj= 0.88; CI95%= 0.74-1.05) and
school hours (ORadj= 1.22; CI95%= 0.78-1.91). The
significant interaction terms with the response vari-
able, continued to be after adjusting for the other
factors, showing a strong interaction with being in
the first year of school, wheter primary or secondary.

On the basis of this model, we found that
students in the first year –primary or secondary–,

Table 2

Characteristics of the analyzed variables in the studied population (N = 2555).

Variable                                                          N                               VI-P                               PR                             CI95%

n                   %                   

Gender 0.96 0.90-1.02

Female 1271 751 59.1

Male 1284 794 61.8

Margination index 1.15 1.06-1.24

High/highest 1888 1182 62.6

Low/lowest 667 363 54.4

Level of study 0.95 0.90-1.02

Primary 1544 916 59.3

Secondary 1011 629 62.2

School hours 1.14 1.05-1.22

Evening 448 300 65.0

Morning 2107 1245 59.1

School type 1.08 0.98-1.20

Public 2246 1371 61.0

Private 309 174 56.3

First year 1.04 0.97-1.12

Yes 595 372 62.5

No 1960 1173 59.8

VI-P= Victimization by peers at school; PR= Prevalence rate; CI =confidence interval.
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Table 3

Descriptive of interactions terms, second and third order, by hierarchical log linear model.

Interaction terms                                                                                   Partial Chi-square test                         Sig. 

School category * Peer Victimization 5.03 0.03

School hours * Peer Victimization 5.82 0.02

Margination Index * Peer Victimization 13.87 0.00

School hours * Gender * Peer Victimization 4.37 0.03

School category * First year student * Peer Victimization 11.87 0.00

School hours * First year student * Peer Victimization 7.23 0.00

Gender * First year student * Peer Victimization 7.38 0.00

Total G2=  4614.508; freedom degrees: 20; G2 explained from original: 91.8%.

Table 4

Associations for violence by peer using logistic model with interactions.

Variable                                                                   Crude OR                 CI95%               Adjusted OR                 CI95%

Gender 1.12 0.96-1.32 1.62 1.16-2.28

Margination index 1.41 1.17-1.68 1.42 1.18-1.70

Level of study 0.89 0.75-1.04 0.88 0.74-1.05

School hours 1.40 1.13-1.74 1.22 0.78-1.91

School type 1.21 0.96-1.54 2.64 1.63-4.28

First year 1.12 0.93-1.35 4.22 2.03-8.77

School type * First year - - 0.40 0.23-0.70

School hours * First year - - 0.54 0.33-0.90

Gender * First year - - 0.63 0.43-0.92

Baseline category: not First-year, private school, morning school hour, female gender, secondary level of study,
high/very high margination index. Reference odds: 0.40

who were male, had classes scheduled in the
evening, attended a public school and resided in a
municipality of high/highest margination index, had
the highest probability (75.3%) of suffering VI-P,
whereas those who were the least likely (36.9%),
were their counterparts with opposing values of
these variables.

Discussion

It is alarming to find that 60.4% of the students inter-
viewed had suffered at least one episode of some
form of VI-P at school in the academic year studied.
The VI-P prevalence at school found in the present
study coincides with that reported by our research
working-group in a case study of one secondary
school in Ciudad el Carmen, Campeche, namely a
prevalence for this type of violence of 60.2%.14

As noted in the introduction, VI-P can have a
variety of serious physical and psycho-emotional
consequences, among which stands out, in extreme

cases, suicidal ideation. In 2015, in the state of
Campeche, four of every 10 suicides corresponded
to the population group aged 15-29 years, and 4% in
the group aged 10-14 years.16 Of course, studies are
needed to analyze ingreater depth how much VI-P
can contribute to suicidal ideation among the school
population.

The Mexican ECOPRED 2014 survey (Social
Cohesion Survey for Prevention of Violence and
Delinquency)23 found that the state of Campeche
presented a bullying prevalence of 34.0% among
students aged 12 to 18 years, who had been victims
of some type of criminal behaviour or mistreatment
at school during 2014, a figure which was above the
percentage for the country as a whole, of 32.2%.
Moreover, that survey found that 70.7% of students
aged 12 to 29 years had been victims of criminal acts
or mistreatment at school during 2014, while in the
country as a whole, the corresponding figure was
66.5%.

Several studies have shown a prevalence rate of



Rev. Bras. Saúde Mater. Infant., Recife, 20 (4): 1117-1125 out-dez., 2020 1123

Peer victimization at school and associated factors in Campeche, Mexico

peer-violence between 49.7% to 94.0% in boys and
43.3% to 85.0% in girls.3,9,24 In Uganda, among
primary school students, Ojiambo et al.5 found a
prevalence of 47% of children that reported having
suffered, at some point, some form of peer victi-
mization, with 21% having experienced it in the
previous week. Kumar et al.4 in a study of school-
attending adolescents in Kerala, India, found preva-
lence rates (last-year and lifetime, respectively) of
physical abuse 75.5% and 78.5%, emotional abuse
84.5 and 85.7%, and sexual abuse 21.0 and 23.8%.

It should be note that, in our study, the preva-
lence of sexual violence found (8.7%), only refers to
the “private parts” (Table 1), and we didn’t delve
into other aspects, as consummating sexual violence
and gender stereotypes, among others. Consequently,
such prevalence may be higher. 

In regard to gender-related peer violence,
Serrano10 points out that in general, perpetrators of
bullying at school are more often males than
females, as well as boys are more violent than girls.
Males tend to use physical violence more frequently,
while females use verbal and emotional violence.
Among the factors that stimulate differences
between boys and girls, it stands out that males are
receptors of more social incentives to show violent
behaviours, while girls are instructed to develop
more passive and docile roles8; moreover, males are
also victims of other male agressors in school
settings.3,4 A study carried out by the Mexican
National Institute for Evaluation of Education
(INEE)25 among primary and secondary school
students, found higher prevalences of victims of
violence among boys (21.6% and 20.0%, respec-
tively) than among girls (18.3% and 16.5%).

One notable aspect found in this study, is that to
be in the first year in a school (primary or secondary)
is another risk factor for exposure to higher levels of
peer violence. In this regard, it is worth mentioning
the phenomenon, common in Mexico, of
“novatadas” (hazing) perpetrated on students of
recent incorporation into educational institutions, by
older students, which in recent times has acquired
progressively more violent and dramatic forms.
Researchers claim that hazing can contribute to an
offensive school environment and restrict a positive
learning setting for students.26,27

On the other hand, although in the bivariate
analysis the type of school (public-private) remained
on the border of statistical significance (Table 2),
when adjusting for the rest of the analysed variables,
it can be seen that there is a greater possibility of
suffering VI-P when being in a public school (Table
4).

With respect to our finding about more VI-P in
municipalities of high/highest index margination, in
comparison to the rest, some studies showed that low
economic status of the family increases the risk of
experiencing violence.28 According to Vernieri,29

violence in classrooms is intimately related to social
crisis, because schools located in marginal sectors,
where families use any means and practices avai-
lable in order to survive, work with students in
“permanent risk of violence”.

The log-linear analysis showed that VI-P in
schools is a complex issue, and revealed the impor-
tance of certain factors which, taken separately, did
not present clear differences in accounting for the
prevalence of the forms of violence analyzed. These
factors, analyzed by logistic model, showed the
importance of introducing interaction terms, since
without them the effects would have been overesti-
mated, as is the case of being in the first year of a
course. 

For example, if joint-calculated, the OR for
school type (public/private) and first year students
–always under the assumption of these two variables
being independent– the result would be an ORadj of
11.14 (2.64*4.22), whereas ORadj considering the
correction for the interaction of these two variables
was 4.45 (2.64*4.22*0.40). As Table 4 shows, the
three interaction factors reduce the simultaneous
effect of the components of the interaction, assuming
them to be independent, and are significant. 

This study has several limitations. One aspect
linked with violence at school is domestic violence
due to its influence on learning and reproduction of
violence.3,8 This factor was not possible to register
due to specific recommendations of the Research
Ethical Committee of El Colegio de la Frontera Sur,
in order to avoid this aspect in studies involving
populations of school children. This was done to
protect children from possible repercussions by
parents, fearful that a child might give information
about violence at home (were this to be the case). 

Secondly, we chose not to analyze peer violence
at school in terms of academic performance, in order
to avoid generating mistrust among children. It must
be remembered that the interviews were anonymous,
precisely to generate a climate of trust between
researchers and students.

In third place, we did not study such factors as
the psychological, interpersonal, and physiological
transitions that are present in early adolescence.30

Finally, with regard of sexual violence, we only
limited to “private parts” and we didn’t go deeper
into others of its elements.

High levels of peer violence in schools was
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found in this study. Since high levels of VI-P can
turn out into severe physical and psycho-emotional
damage, which can lead to suicide, it is necessary to
have other studies that address aspects not included
in this one, so that school authorities may implement
truly effective measures to prevent violence by
peers, for example, include courses/workshops on
human rights, assertiveness, self-esteem, gender and
non-violent conflict resolution.
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