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Testing the social validity of the CATZ cross-age teaching 
zone anti-bullying intervention among school students
Michael J. Boultona and Peter J.R. Macaulay b

aSchool of Psychology, University of Chester, Chester, UK; bSchool of Psychology, University of Derby, 
Derby, UK

ABSTRACT
Bullying is a considerable problem among school students, and 
school-wide positive behaviour support interventions are regarded 
as helpful in addressing it. One approach is the CATZ Cross-age 
Teaching Zone anti-bullying intervention. The present study 
assessed the social validity of the CATZ anti-bullying intervention 
among a sample of 9–15-year-olds in a pre-post experimental 
design (N = 817, of which 546 experienced CATZ). Overall, partici
pants expressed moderately positive views of the CATZ anti-bully
ing intervention, and these became significantly stronger following 
direct experience of it. Among participants who experienced the 
CATZ anti-bullying intervention, social validity ratings predicted a 
greater willingness to engage in it in the future. Alongside the 
extant data for its effectiveness, our findings support the wider 
use of the CATZ anti-bullying intervention in schools, and sugges
tions for how this might be brought about are discussed.

ARTICLE HISTORY 
Received 12 July 2022  
Accepted 14 February 2023 

KEYWORDS 
Anti-bullying; intervention; 
social validity; cross-age 
teaching; CATZ

Introduction

Bullying is a sub-class of aggressive behaviour that involves intentional and repeated 
attempts to cause distress or harm to a less powerful victim, and it may take many 
different forms (Olweus 1993, 2013). A substantial proportion of school students across 
the world are involved as victims, perpetrators, or onlookers Salmivalli 2010, 2014). Being 
bullied is associated with a host of negative outcomes including anxiety, depression, and 
loneliness (Hawker and Boulton 2000; Kowalski and Limber 2013), disrupted classroom 
concentration (Boulton 2008) and academic under achievement (Polanin, et al., 2021). 
While progress has been made in developing and evaluating anti-bullying interventions 
(Gaffney, Ttofi, and Farrington 2021; Samara and Smith 2008), and while reductions 
have been reported (Gaffney, Farrington, and Ttofi 2019), meta-analyses reveal that rates 
of bullying remain unacceptably high (Merrell et al. 2008; Ttofi and Farrington 2011).
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There are many reasons why anti-bullying interventions have had limited success, but 
of special relevance to the current study is the possibility that some, perhaps many, 
students are not receptive to the anti-bullying efforts and initiatives delivered by teachers 
and other adults. 2003) reported that 40% of a sample of nearly 8,000 14-year-olds 
believed that teachers were not usually interested in tackling bullying, and a similar 
proportion expressed little or no desire to collaborate with them in this regard. Similarly,  
Boulton and Boulton (2012) found that about 80% of 8 and 11-year-olds reported not 
attending to teachers’ anti-bullying lessons, mainly because they said that they did not 
themselves engage in bullying and so it was not seen as personally relevant, they believed 
they knew enough about bullying already, that such lessons were boring or repeated 
things already addressed, and similar to Rigby and Bagshaw (2003), that teachers were 
not genuinely interested in stopping bullying. These kinds of notions are also reported 
elsewhere, with students perceiving that anti-bullying interventions did not engage them, 
and teachers delivered them in a repetitive manner (Cunningham et al. 2016).

For these reasons, student- led anti-bullying interventions have been implemented 
and evaluated. These often take the form of peer support service or buddy system 
(Boulton 2005; Cowie 2011; Tzani-Pepelasi et al. 2019). While helpful in some respects, 
notably supporting victims deal with negative emotions, these do not come close to being 
a ‘proven’ anti-bullying strategy either for those directly involved in bullying or as a 
primary prevention tool more generally (Gaffney, Ttofi, and Farrington 2021; Thompson 
and Smith 2011). Nevertheless, because students are now regarded as central to anti- 
bullying work, efforts to find alternative ways of involving them are warranted (Cowie  
2011; Salmivalli 2010). This is especially true given that anti-bullying work needs to 
address a range of different issues beyond supporting victims, such as discouraging 
students from engaging in bullying in the first place and encouraging students to take 
a more active anti-bullying stance (Boulton et al. 2021; Macaulay, Boulton, and Betts  
2019; Salmivalli 2014).

Recently, reports of a novel student-led anti-bullying intervention that combined two 
largely hitherto separate approaches, co-operative group work and cross-age teaching, 
have been published. While these approaches have rarely been used to address the 
problem of bullying (Gaffney, Ttofi, and Farrington 2021; Ttofi and Farrington 2011) 
and tend to have been used separately to tackle other issues, desirable outcomes for each 
have been reported. Co-operative group work has been shown to assist learning in 
academic (Slavin 2010; Veldman et al. 2020) and social/behavioural domains 
(Blatchford et al. 2006; Cowie et al. 1994). Similarly, cross-age teaching approaches 
have been found to benefit academic (Robinson, Schofield, and Steers-Wentzell 2005;  
Topping et al. 2011), and social/behavioural (Medway and Baron 1977; Robinson, 
Schofield, and Steers-Wentzell 2005) development. Given these positive but separate 
results for co-operative group work and cross-age teaching across such a wide variety of 
domains and variables, the novel intervention mentioned above sought to utilise their 
different characteristics and benefits. In this approach, called the Cross-Age Teaching 
Zone (CATZ henceforward), small co-operative groups of older students (tutors) are 
shown by adult facilitators how to develop and deliver a lesson on anti-bullying themes to 
younger schoolmates (tutees). No ‘pull-out’ groups are targeted in CATZ, rather all 
students can be invited to take part as tutors or tutees. A rationale is that all pupils and 
not just those directly involved in bullying can benefit from exposure to anti-bullying 
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learning opportunities. Indeed, it is well-known that ‘onlookers’ outnumber bullies and 
victims, and all of these sub-groups are regarded as having a significant role to play 
tackling bullying and its negative effects (Macaulay, Boulton, and Betts 2019; Salmivalli  
2010, 2014). CATZ qualifies as school-wide positive behaviour support because it meets 
the criteria of promoting: (i) evidence-based practice (see below), (ii) change at the wider 
school community (not just individual) level, and (iii) schools’ capacities to sustain good 
practice because one trained staff member can ‘pyramid’ expertise in CATZ to colleagues 
(Coyne, Simonsen, and Faggella-Luby 2008; Sugai and Horner 2006).

In terms of its anti-bullying evidence base, over a number of randomised control trials, 
CATZ has been shown to improve a range of anti-bullying beliefs (Boulton et al. 2021), 
help victims develop better adjustment (Boulton and Boulton 2017), and help students 
deal with peer provocations and avoid hostile attribution bias, factors known to pre
cipitate bullying and aggression (Boulton & Macaulay, 2023). A further study found that 
CATZ also increased children’s knowledge about how to stay safe online and that 
awareness could reasonably be seen as a way to help them avoid cyberbullying problems 
(Boulton et al. 2016). Effect sizes were mostly large, attesting to the practical value of 
CATZ for students themselves. Around 1000 students have already experienced CATZ as 
tutors in this ongoing program of work, and so the evidence-base for its effectiveness is 
not inconsiderable.

As well as assessing effectiveness of novel interventions, it is also important that 
researchers scrutinise their social validity. Most operational and conceptual definitions 
of social validity have the degree to which stake holders regard an intervention as 
‘acceptable’ and ‘useful’ at their core (Cowan and Sheridan 2003; Kazdin 1980; Witt 
and Elliott 1985). Most studies have operationalised social validity with multi-item 
standardised measures, such as the Children’s Intervention Rating Profile (Carter  
2010). A virtue of this approach is that an ‘overall acceptability’ score for each stakeholder 
can be derived from those multiple items and hence statistical internal reliability and 
construct validity can be assessed. However, a focus on such psychometric indices may be 
at the expense of practical value because overall scores may reveal little (if anything) 
about consumers views of specific aspects of an intervention and the different ways in can 
be delivered. Carter (2010) sees this latter type of information as a key way to extract 
maximum value from social validity research, particularly in terms of guiding how 
practitioners may best implement an intervention. This principle has led some research
ers to eschew ‘standard though general’ measures of social validity in favour of issue- 
specific measures that each can be operationalised with a single item (Cheon and Reeve  
2015). For instance, Boyle et al. (2011) used focus groups of students to derive such single 
item measures. We would also suggest that using several of these more specific and 
student-derived measures facilitates a broad coverage of diverse social validity issues that 
can, in our case, guide how CATZ can best be delivered to students to maximise its 
benefits.

Social validity is also important is because it may influence treatment integrity and 
ultimately treatment outcome (Hieneman and Dunlap 2001; Witt and Elliott 1985). 
Indeed, interventions have even been known to fail because they are not well-received 
by students (Cowie et al. 1994). While assessments of social validity are usually from the 
perspective of those groups who will be in charge of implementing an intervention – 
often teachers and adult counsellors in school settings for school-wide positive behaviour 
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support – we agree with others who have called for students’ views to be studied (Boyle et 
al. 2011; Cunningham et al. 2011; Doumas, Midgett, and Watts 2019). Relatedly, several 
authors have noted that social validity research is enhanced when it collects the views of 
multiple stake holders (Cowan and Sheridan 2003; Kazdin 1998). This is very relevant to 
CATZ given that there are two groups of ‘direct’ consumers; the older CATZ tutors who 
design and deliver anti-bullying lessons, and the younger CATZ tutees who receive them. 
Moreover, social validity is not static, and stakeholders’ views of an intervention are 
known to change with experience (Frey et al. 2010). For these reasons, we assessed social 
validity among CATZ tutors and tutees both before and after they had experienced it.

Evaluations of co-operative group work and cross-age teaching that together ‘make 
up’ core aspects of CATZ have rarely reported social validity. Among those that have,  
Vilardo et al. (2013) found that all eight of their participants rated a cross-age teaching 
intervention (by third/fourth graders to help first graders with ADHD) very highly. 
However, such a small unrepresentative sample, half of whom had ADHD, is noteworthy. 
Another study found that school students were willing to work in co-operative groups to 
discuss bullying related issues and many reported enjoying doing so (Cowie and 
Berdondini 2001). This indirectly suggests that students may also have positive views 
of CATZ, but more direct tests are warranted given that the two interventions provide 
them with very different experiences.

Theories, too, provide a rationale for studying students’ view of CATZ. Outcome- 
Expectancy Theory (Williams, Anderson, and Winett 2005) and the Theory of Planned 
Behavior (Ajzen 2002) both propose that people’s intentions to engage in a behaviour are 
affected by outcome expectancies, that is, beliefs that particular outcomes will follow that 
behaviour. Importantly, this belief-behaviour link is even more likely when the beliefs 
and actions are specific rather than general. Thus, individuals who have positive (nega
tive) views of CATZ as an anti-bullying tool, and high (low) self-efficacy for using CATZ 
in this way, should be more (less) likely to agree to engage in CATZ, or do so with greater 
(lesser) enthusiasm. In the domain of anti-bullying, but not in relation to CATZ per se, 
evidence has supported these predictions about beliefs-behaviour links for teachers 
(Boulton 2014) and for students (Boulton et al. 2013).

Studying stakeholders’ subjective experiences of an intervention can help us under
stand why it is/is not acceptable to them, and ultimately why it might be (un)successful in 
terms of desired outcomes (Kazdin 1998). This approach has been used elsewhere to 
reveal process-outcome linkages for other non-CATZ peer-led anti-bullying initiatives 
among school students (Boulton, Trueman, and Rotenberg 2007; Cowie and Berdondini  
2001). Students’ subjective enjoyment and perceptions of success of group work have 
been shown to predict their future willingness to engage in it (Blatchford et al. 2003; 
Cowie and Berdondini 2001; Cowie et al. 1994; Slavin 2010). Based on this work, there is 
clear value to be had in assessing students’ subjective experiences of CATZ and testing if 
these could predict willingness to engage in future CATZ activities.

When assessing social validity, it is important to consider what specific features 
or elements of an intervention students regard as more or less important 
(Boulton, Trueman, and Rotenberg 2007; Oliver and Candappa 2003). We now 
consider these in relation to some key parameters of CATZ that adult facilitators 
may benefit from manipulating. Firstly, Stukas, Clary, and Snyder (1999) found 
that autonomy, allowing students a significant say in how they helped their peers, 
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was rated by them as very desirable. Blatchford et al. (2003) similarly noted that 
students liked group work more if they had higher autonomy over group activ
ities. Secondly, Robinson, Schofield, and Steers-Wentzell (2005) called for 
researchers to examine how much students valued the training provided by adults 
for new ways of working, but it would seem this has not yet been addressed in the 
literature. Thirdly, who students are allowed to work with may also be important.  
Boulton (2005) reported that just over a quarter of a sample of 11–16-year-olds 
preferred same-gender peer counsellors to help them with bullying and the rest 
did not express a preference. Cowie et al. (1994) found that many students 
preferred to work in friendship groups. Fourthly, fear of public performance may 
also influence the acceptability of CATZ because it is a common feature of more 
general social anxiety that often starts during the middle and later school years 
(Stein, Walker, and Forde 1996) and is a ‘requirement’ in CATZ for tutors. 
Clearly, a range of factors may influence how well CATZ is likely to be received 
by students (and hence its likely effectiveness) and therefore we included the 
aforementioned four parameters as part of our comprehensive assessment of its 
social validity.

Assessing social validity among students can also alert us to which sub-groups are 
more/less open to engaging positively with an intervention. There are different roles in 
bullying, and students adopting them may react differently to CATZ or have different 
views about it (Boulton 2013; Olweus 1993). Boulton (2013) found that victims avoided 
forming social relationships with other known victims partly because they believed doing 
so would increase their risk of becoming a target. Hence, victims may express more 
reservations about engaging in CATZ than other bullying sub-groups if they (mistakenly) 
believed that they would be ‘teamed up’ with other known victims. But if they could be 
enabled to realise that there is no such teaming up in CATZ, we might expect them to 
have social validity views that are similar to other sub-groups. Given that changing the 
beliefs and behaviour of perpetrators of bullying remains our ultimate goal, it is also 
important to assess how acceptable this sub-group regard CATZ to be in both an absolute 
sense, and relative to other sub-groups. Given that they do engage in bullying, it is 
reasonable to propose that they would hold pro-bullying beliefs. The latter may make 
bullies more resistant than the other sub-groups to CATZ, with its explicit aim to foster 
anti-bullying beliefs, given that people often strive for consistency according to Cognitive 
Dissonance Theory (Festinger 1957).

Girls are known to be more open to engaging in peer-led interventions (Boulton  
2005; Cowie 2000), perhaps because acting in a somewhat formal helping capacity 
may compromise boys’ sense of masculinity or macho self-image (Cowie 2000). 
McClellan and Kinsay (1999) found that mixed age classes can exert a positive effect 
on students relative to same age classes in terms of reduced social rejection and 
aggression and increased prosocial behaviour. DePaulo et al. (1989) found that 10- 
year-olds were more sensitive to the age of the students providing tutoring than were 
8-year-olds. Boulton (2005) reported that boys were more concerned about the 
relative age of peer counsellors than girls, and he suggested that it was possible that 
some individuals, especially boys, may refuse to use peer-led services if available 
counsellors did not match their preferred age profile. Albeit indirectly, this evidence 
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suggests there may be gender and age differences in students’ social validity views of 
CATZ.

Based on the rationales presented above, the following research questions were tested:

(1) How do student’s evaluative attitudes towards CATZ, and their importance 
ratings of specific CATZ features (choosing who they worked with, choosing the 
content, choosing the mode of delivery, and the training provided by adults) prior 
to direct experience (called ‘initial views’)?

(2) What is the effect of direct experience of CATZ (as a tutor or tutee) on those social 
validity variables?

(3) What are CATZ tutors’ subjective views of their CATZ experiences, and how do 
these predict an increased willingness to give a future CATZ lesson?

(4) Are there differences for bullying participant role, gender and age in participants’ 
views of CATZ referred to in the first research questions above.

Method

Participants and procedure

The Department of Psychology ethics committee at the authors’ university approved this 
study. Participants were drawn from three junior schools and two high schools in the UK 
selected on a convenience basis (being in the same City as the researchers’ university to 
facilitate data collection). Each school identified classes of students that were available at 
the time of data collection. After discussions about the scope of the study, the nature of 
the intervention and the need to have a two-year age difference between CATZ tutors and 
tutees within each school, we focused on the oldest students (Year 6, Mage = 11.5 years) 
who acted as CATZ tutors or age-matched controls, and those in Year 4 (Mage = 9.5 years) 
who acted as CATZ tutees or age-matched controls at junior school, and on Year 10 
(Mage = 15.5 years) students who acted as CATZ tutors or age-matched controls, and 
those in Year 7 (Mage = 12.5 years) who acted as CATZ tutees or age-matched controls at 
high school because teachers wanted these age groups to experience CATZ. Thus, Years 
10 and 6 acted as CATZ tutors or age-matched controls, and Years 7 and 4 acted as CATZ 
tutees or age-matched controls

Consent was solicited from all of the students in the selected year/class groups, and 
their parents or head teacher in their loco parentis role, and we obtained a 96% response 
rate. All students who were subsequently offered it, took up the opportunity to partici
pate in this study. This cohort made up what we refer to as the overall sample (N = 817). 
Our study had three phases, summarised as (i) Time 1 data collection of participants’ 
initial views of CATZ and of nominations of bullying participant roles, (ii) participants 
experience the intervention/control condition, and (iii) Time 2 data collection of follow- 
up views of CATZ. We now describe each in detail.

At Phase 1, Time 1 data collection involved all participants responding to a ques
tionnaire with nine items to provide what we call their initial views of CATZ. At this 
point, no student had any direct experience of CATZ and their only knowledge of it was 
based solely on a description provided by the researchers. Three separate classes of 
analyses were conducted on these Time 1 data. One set of analyses focused on testing 
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for age and sex differences in these initial views–see Table 1. A second set of analyses 
focused on testing for bullying participant role differences in these initial views. The third 
set of analyses compared these initial responses with those collected after participants had 
taken part in CATZ as (i) a tutor/age-matched control or (ii) a tutee/age-matched control 
(i.e. solicited at Time 2 data collection (see below) – see Tables 2–4). Because different 
numbers of participants were involved in these different analyses, our tables show sub- 
group numbers. The number of males/females at each Year who provided their initial 
views of CATZ are shown in Table 1. Hence, all participants in the overall sample 
responded at T1 to measures related to ‘evaluative views of CATZ’ (three items), 
‘importance of CATZ elements’ (four items), ‘public speaking anxiety’ (one item) and 
‘self-efficacy for CATZ (one item) – see below for details about these measures.

Phase 2 of the study involved participants being assigned to and experiencing CATZ as 
a tutor (or age-matched control) or as a tutee (or age-matched control). This phase lasted 
about 2–3 weeks. Allocation to be in either a CATZ or an age-matched control condition 
was done on a class-by-class basis, with at least one CATZ tutor class and one age- 
matched control class, and one CATZ tutee class and one age-matched control, being 
present in each school. Allocation of classes within each school to CATZ versus control 
conditions was done using random allocation. Age matching was done by using classes 
within the same year group in each school.

As noted above, the CATZ intervention requires CATZ tutors (those who design and 
deliver a lesson) to be at least two years older than CATZ tutees (those who are recipients 
of a lesson). Students in Year 6 (63 girls and 57 boys) in junior schools and in Year 10 (59 
girls and 60 boys) in high schools served as CATZ tutors or age-matched controls (Year 6  
= 42 girls and 32 boys, and Year 10 = 50 girls and 38 boys). Students in Year 4 (47 girls 
and 51 boys) and Year 7 (50 girls and 55 boys) served as CATZ tutees or age-matched 
controls (Year 4 = 54 girls and 50 boys, and Year 7 = 55 girls and 54 boys).

Table 2. Mean (standard deviation in brackets) ratings given by pupils in CATZ tutor versus control 
groups at T1 and T2, tests of group x time interaction effects, and effect sizes.

CATZ 
(n = 239)

Control 
(n = 162) Group x Time interaction

Dependent variable Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2 Fa Partial η2

Like to give CATZ? 6.22 (1.89) 8.77 (1.33) 6.35 (1.94) 6.34 (1.73) 169.99*** .302
CATZ help younger pupils 6.90 (1.46) 8.97 (0.99) 6.85 (1.70) 6.51 (1.37) 213.48*** .352
learn about bullying
CATZ help you learn 7.17 (1.32) 9.20 (1.17) 6.99 (1.26) 7.07 (1.12) 162.88*** .293
about bullying
Importance of choosing 8.08 (1.47) 8.50 (1.37) 8.02 (1.26) 7.73 (1.30) 60.69*** .134
group
Importance of choosing 6.10 (1.34) 7.73 (1.35) 6.35 (1.26) 6.30 (1.26) 124.91*** .241
content
Importance of choosing 5.27 (1.54) 7.49 (1.56) 5.19 (1.61) 5.37 (1.37) 129.61*** .248
way CATZ delivered
Importance of training 8.06 (1.44) 8.11 (1.54) 8.07 (1.34) 8.02 (1.58) 0.13 <.001
How good at CATZ? 5.67 (2.11) 8.20 (1.24) 5.52 (1.77) 5.33 (1.55) 199.32*** .337
Worried about public 8.15 (1.98) 5.12 (2.12) 8.40 (1.59) 8.24 (1.64) 176.28*** .310
speaking

Note. aDegrees of freedom = (1,393). 
***p < .001.
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Finally, Phase 3 involved Time 2 data collection in which, depending on their role as 
either CATZ tutor (or age-matched control) or tutee (or age-matched control), they were 
invited to complete a follow-up questionnaire that contained a sub-set of the questions 
asked in the original questionnaire. Time 2 data collection was 4–5 weeks after Time 1 
data collection. For CATZ tutors and age-matched controls, Table 2 show a list of the 
follow-up questions. For the CATZ tutors only (i.e. not the age-matched controls), this 
follow-up questionnaire also contained three items that asked them to reflect on their 
CATZ experiences (see Table 4). Likewise at Time 2, after providing their initial views of 
CATZ at Time 1, CATZ tutees and age-matched controls were then presented with their 
version of the follow-up questionnaire that repeated some of the items that were in in the 
initial views’ questionnaire – see Table 3 for a list of these questions

As a reminder for readers, the number of students in sub-groups that were compared 
in analyses are given in Tables 2–4.

For participants assigned to experience CATZ, the procedure was the same as that 
employed in previous studies that have evaluated CATZ (Boulton et al. 2016; Boulton 
and Boulton 2017; Boulton et al. 2021, Boulton & Macaulay, 2023). After being invited to 
take part, groups of about five tutors were formed either on the basis of existing within- 
class table groups in junior schools or within-registration class friendship groups in high 
schools. We ensured that all students were happy working with fellow group members by 
giving them initial and ongoing opportunities to change groups at their own discretion. 
Over four or five circa one-hour sessions, we assisted each group to develop a circa 40- 
minute lesson for a small group of younger tutees. We provided them with information 
about bullying (such as the different forms it may take, why they are all unacceptable, and 
how students can safely take a stand against them) but groups were encouraged to ‘take 
ownership’ of this content and to incorporate this into their own lesson. As a minimum, 
we encouraged each group to develop a poster and associated script that could be used to 
structure and deliver their content to the tutees. Control participants did not experience 
CATZ but rather continued with ‘business as usual’ in their classes. When they were 
invited to give their ‘follow-up’ views of CATZ at Time 2, we prefaced this by stating that 
we were interested in seeing if their views had stayed the same or had changed.

Time 1 and Time 2 data were collected on a whole class basis, with each participant 
being given a questionnaire. A researcher read out the instructions followed by each 
question. So that participants knew what CATZ is, they were informed that, “CATZ 
stands for the cross-age teaching zone. It is where older students act as teachers to 

Table 3. Mean (standard deviation in brackets) ratings given by pupils in CATZ tutee versus control 
groups at times 1 and 2, tests of group x time interaction effects, and effect sizes.

CATZ 
(n = 203)

Control 
(n = 213) Group x Time interaction

Dependent variable Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2 Fa Partial η2

Like to give CATZ? 6.35 (1.43) 7.88 (1.35) 6.03 (1.31) 6.10 (1.38) 84.11*** .171
CATZ help younger pupils 7.05 (1.21) 8.09 (0.99) 7.05 (1.07) 7.05 (0.86) 92.18*** .184

learn about bullying
CATZ help you learn 7.05 (1.09) 7.77 (1.05) 7.20 (1.19) 7.19 (1.16) 104.68*** .204

about bullying

Note. aDegrees of freedom = (1,408). 
***p < .001.
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younger students. The older students design a lesson in a small group about bullying 
covering things like what can help people understand it, the different types of bullying, 
how students can help to stop it happening, and how they can help people who have been 
bullied. Adults help them do this, but it is very much the older students’ lesson. They are 
in charge. They then go into a class of younger students to give their lesson about bullying 
to a small group. The adult teachers are always there to keep an eye on things, but they are 
not giving the lesson. This questionnaire is not a test so there are no right or wrong 
answers. We just want to know what each of you thinks about CATZ as a possible way to 
learn about bullying, and so there is no need to copy what somebody else has put. Is that, 
OK?” Bullying was also defined in a standard way, ‘Bullying is where somebody who is 
stronger or more powerful does something nasty to someone who is weaker or less 
powerful. They don’t just do this once but at least several times and the person being 
bullied finds it hard to defend themselves. Bullying can be different things like hitting and 
kicking, calling people nasty names, leaving them out on purpose, spreading nasty stories 
about them, getting other people not to like them or be their friend, sending nasty texts 
and online messages and things like that’.

Due to their sensitive nature, peer nominations to determine bullying participant roles 
(see below) were collected in individual interviews.

Measures and test-retest reliability

In a pilot test, and in line with the approach of Boyle et al. (2011), we invited a separate 
group of students who had experienced CATZ to identify any specific issues that they 
thought affected their views of CATZ. Several of these corresponded with issues high
lighted in our literature review in the Introduction, and we focused on them. These were 
each operationalised into a question that, in combination, provided a relatively compre
hensive assessment of social validity (see below). Such single item measures preclude tests 
of internal consistency and so we assessed test-retest reliability over a one-week period 
with a sub-set of the sample (N = 92). Coefficients were high and significant for all the 
questions (r’s .70 to .92, all p < .001). All but one question (see below for exception) had a 
1 to 10 response scale, anchored by ‘not at all’ and ‘a lot’, respectively, with higher scores 
representing a more positive view of CATZ or a higher value placed on the relevant 
feature.

Table 4. Mean (standard deviation in brackets) of tutors’ subjective views about their CATZ 
experience.

Year 6 Year 10 All

Dependent 
variable

Girls 
(n = 63)

Boys 
(n = 57)

Both 
(n = 120)

Girls 
(n = 59)

Boys 
(n = 60)

Both 
(n = 119)

Girls 
(n = 122)

Boys 
(n = 117)

Both 
(n = 239)

How well 
CATZ went

7.32 
(1.92)

7.32 
(1.98)

7.32 
(1.94)

7.15 
(2.13)

6.67 
(2.36)

6.91 
(2.25)

7.24 
(2.02)

6.98 
(2.20)

7.11 
(2.11)

How well 
group 
worked

7.21 
(1.95)

7.02 
(1.99)

7.12 
(1.96)

6.64 
(2.20)

7.07 
(2.34)

6.86 
(2.27)

6.93 
(2.09)

7.04 
(2.17)

7.00 
(2.12)

How much 
enjoyed 
CATZ

8.46 
(1.74)

7.81 
(2.14)

8.15 
(1.96)

7.63 
(2.27)

7.95 
(2.13)

7.79 
(2.20)

8.06 
(2.05)

7.88 
(2.13)

7.97 
(2.09)
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Evaluative views of CATZ
These were measured with three items; (i) ‘How much would you like to design 
and give a CATZ lesson about bullying to younger students, I mean be the 
teacher?’, (ii) ‘How much do you think CATZ would help younger students learn 
useful things about bullying and how to stop it happening, if they were taught 
about it by older students?’, and (iii) ‘How much do you think CATZ would help 
you learn useful things about bullying and how to stop it happening, I mean if 
you could teach younger students about it?’

Importance of CATZ elements
This was measured with four questions that began with the stem, ‘Thinking about you 
giving a CATZ lesson about bullying, how important . . . .’ followed by, (i) ‘is it that you 
choose who you work with?’, (ii) ‘is it that you choose what goes in to your CATZ lesson?’, 
(iii) ‘is it that you choose how to give the lesson?’, and (iv) ‘is the training you get from an 
adult so you know how to do it?’

Public speaking anxiety
This was measured with, ‘Thinking about you giving a CATZ lesson about bullying, how 
worried would you be about speaking in front of other people?’

Self-efficacy for CATZ
This was measured with, ‘Thinking about you giving a CATZ lesson about bullying, how 
good at this do you think you would be?’

Subjective views of CATZ experiences
Among CATZ tutors only (controls did not experience CATZ), this was assessed at T2 
with three items; (i) ‘How successful did you think CATZ was for your group, how well 
did it go?’, (ii) ‘How well did your group work together?’ and (iii) ‘How much did you 
enjoy doing CATZ?’

Relative preference for students versus teachers
This was assessed with, ‘Who would you prefer to teach you new and important things 
about bullying and how to stop it happening?’ Response options were ‘Older students 
with CATZ, Don’t mind, and Teachers’.

Bullying participant roles
These were measured with peer nominations using existing protocols (Boulton 
and Smith 1994). Each participant was presented with a list of classmates and 
asked to identify those who were victims and bullies. To control for different class 
sizes, raw counts were converted to percentages. Using similar criteria to Boulton 
and Smith (1994), Victims were those who received 25+% victim nominations and 
less than 15% bully nominations, Bullies were those who received 25+% bully 
nominations and less than 15% victim nominations, Bully-Victims were those who 
received 25+% victim nominations and 25+% bully nominations, and Not- 
Involved were those who received less than 15% victim and 15% bully 
nominations.
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Results

Plan of analyses and tests of CATZ versus control group equivalence on initial 
views

To examine if there were significant year or gender differences across initial views for all 
items (except relative preference for CATZ tutors/teachers, see below), responses from 
the entire sample at T1 were analysed in an omnibus 2 (Year) x 2 (Gender) analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) tests, with the 1–10 ratings as dependent variables (DVs) (descriptive 
data are in Table 1). Year and gender difference on the item concerning relative 
preference for CATZ tutors/teachers at T1, were tested with loglinear analysis (Stevens  
1992) since responses were categorical.

To determine if there were effects of experience as a CATZ tutor on ratings, a series of 2 
(Time) x 2 (Group: CATZ tutor versus control) x 2 (Year) x 2 (Gender) mixed ANOVA 
tests were carried out, with a separate item serving as DV in each test. Similar tests 
examined the effects of experience as a CATZ tutee on ratings concerning evaluative 
views of CATZ. No Group x Time x Gender, Group x Time x Year, or Group x Time x 
Gender x Year interaction was significant, showing that the effects of CATZ experience 
were not qualified (moderated) by year and/or gender. Hence, the findings from simplified 
2 (Group: CATZ versus Control) x 2 (Time) ANOVAs, and their associated descriptive 
data are presented (Tables 2 and 3). Prior to carrying out these tests of the effects of CATZ 
experiences, independent samples t-tests confirmed that the CATZ and control participants 
within each Year group did not differ significantly on any of the items (all p > .10).

A one-way ANOVA tested for differences between bullying participant roles, again 
with ratings as DVs. On the item to solicit relative preference for CATZ tutors/teachers, a 
χ2 test was employed since responses were categorical.

Given that multiple tests were carried out, a more conservative alpha level of <.01 was 
adopted to help attenuate the possibility of a type 1 error. Partial eta squared (η2) was 
used as a measure of effect size for ANOVAs.

Initial evaluative attitudes towards CATZ, and effects of CATZ Experience

Descriptive data concerning initial evaluative attitudes in the whole sample (i.e. CATZ tutors 
and tutees and all age-matched controls, see Table 1) indicated moderately high ratings on all 
three items (means ranged from 6.23 to 7.12), with no significant year or gender differences. 
On all three items, there was a significant effect of CATZ tutor experience (Table 2), and 
separately of CATZ tutee experience (Table 3). In all cases, CATZ experience among both 
tutors and tutees led to a significantly more positive evaluation of CATZ from T1 to T2. 
Effect sizes were stronger for the effect of CATZ tutor experience than for CATZ tutee 
experience. Scores for age-matched control students, both tutors and tutees, did not differ 
significantly between T1 and T2 on any of these variables.

Initial importance ratings of CATZ elements, and effects of CATZ experience 
among tutors

Descriptive data concerning initial importance ratings of CATZ elements in the whole 
sample (Table 1) indicated moderate to high scores (means ranged from 5.20 to 8.07), 
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with no significant year or gender differences. The relative importance of the four CATZ 
elements was assessed with a repeated measures ANOVA. This was significant, F (3, 
2448) = 974.27, p < .001. Follow-up tests, with a Bonferroni correction for multiple 
comparisons, indicated that ratings of adult training (M = 8.07) and choosing group 
members (M = 8.00) did not differ significantly, but were each significantly higher than 
for the other two elements. Choosing content was rated next highest (M = 6.25) and 
significantly higher than choosing the way CATZ is delivered (M = 5.20). All significant 
differences were p < .001.

On three elements, there was a significant and positive effect of CATZ tutor experience 
as indicated by a significant Time x Group interaction (Table 2). Effect sizes were higher 
for choosing the way CATZ is delivered and choosing the content than for choosing group 
members, although the latter was rated high initially at T1 (see above) and was highest of 
all at T2, and so there was less room for change in a positive direction on this variable. 
Scores for age-matched control students did not differ significantly between T1 and T2 on 
these three variables. There was no significant effect of experience on importance ratings 
of adult training; it remained high across time for both CATZ and control groups.

Initial self-efficacy for CATZ and fear of public speaking, and effects of CATZ 
experience among tutors

Overall, participants in the whole sample initially reported a moderate level of self- 
efficacy for CATZ (M = 5.81) and a high fear of public speaking (M = 8.18) (Table 1). 
CATZ tutor experience led to a significant increase in self-efficacy, and a significant 
decrease in fear of public speaking, and in both cases the effect size was large (Table 2).

Subjective views of CATZ tutor experience and using these to predict changes in 
willingness to give a CATZ lesson

Descriptive data relating to subjective CATZ tutor experience (Table 4) indicated mod
erately high ratings (means ranged from 7.00 to 7.97), with no significant year or gender 
differences. To determine if subjective views could predict changes in willingness to take 
part in CATZ, we could not use multilevel (ML) analyses to account for the nesting of 
participants into groups because there had been some changing of group membership 
that would have violated the assumption of independence across the different groups 
(Tabachnick and Fidell 2014). Instead, a hierarchical OLS multiple regression model was 
employed. This allowed us to test our research question 3 (i.e. of CATZ tutors’ subjective 
views of their CATZ experiences could predict an increased willingness to give a future 
CATZ lesson. T2 willingness to give CATZ was the dependent variable and in order to 
obtain a measure of change in it, the corresponding T1 willingness score was entered at 
the first step (as in Boulton, Smith, and Cowie 2010). Year and gender were also entered 
at step 1 both as control variables and so their product terms with the experience 
variables could be entered at step 3. The mean centred (Tabachnick & Fidell, 20014) 
experience rating variables were then entered together at step 2, allowing us to determine 
how much variance in change in willingness to give a CATZ lesson they could account 
for collectively, and if each was a unique predictor. Finally, the product terms of each of 
the three experience rating variables with year and with gender were entered at step 3, 
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allowing us to determine if the latter two variables moderated the influence of the 
experience rating variables. Step 1 was significant, F (3, 235) = 4.79, p = .003, accounting 
for 5.8% of the variance. Of greater interest are the results for step 2, which was also 
significant, F (3,232) = 31.83, p < .001. Collectively, the three experience variables 
accounted for 33.2% of the variance, and moreover, each one was a significant unique 
predictor (how well CATZ went β = .33, p < .001, how well the group worked β = .19, p  
< .01, and how much CATZ was enjoyed β = .52, p < .001). None of the product terms at 
step 3 were significant when entered as a group, or individually to avoid multicollinearity.

Relative preference for CATZ tutors versus teachers

Overall, at T1, 764 (93.2%) participants said they would prefer to learn new things about 
bullying from CATZ tutors, 31 (3.8%) didn’t mind, and only 22 (2.7%) preferred 
teachers.

Bully participant role differences in initial ratings

Victims (M = 9.11) rated the importance of choosing group members significantly higher 
than Bullies (M = 7.95), Bully-Victims (M = 7.44) and Not Involved (M = 7.81), and the 
latter three groups did not differ, F (3, 813) = 42.49, p < .001. Bullies (M = 8.03) had 
significantly higher CATZ self-efficacy scores than Victims (M = 5.43), Bully-Victims (M  
= 5.94) and Not involved (M = 5.52), and the latter three groups did not differ, F (3, 813)  
= 66.08, p < .001. On a χ2 test, there was no significant difference in the proportion of 
students in the four groups that indicated a preference for being taught new things about 
anti-bullying by CATZ tutors versus teachers (p > .10). As noted above, there was a 
strong preference for CATZ tutors among all sub-groups.

Discussion

The general aim of this study was to solicit students’ beliefs about a relatively new school- 
wide positive behaviour support intervention, CATZ, and to examine the effect of direct 
experience of CATZ on those views. Overall, participants expressed moderately positive 
views of CATZ as an anti-bullying intervention initially, and CATZ experiences among 
both tutors and tutees led to significantly better ratings of it. Some potential barriers to 
participation were identified at T1 in terms of quite low self-efficacy and high fear of 
public speaking scores. Once again, experience as a CATZ tutor led to significant 
improvements on these variables (effects of tutee experience on these variables was not 
assessed because they did not deliver a CATZ lesson). This is important given theories 
which highlight such variables, especially self-efficacy, as contributing to willingness to 
engage in actual behaviour (Ajzen 2002; Williams, Anderson, and Winett 2005). We also 
found an overwhelming preference among our participants as a whole for learning new 
and helpful things about bullying from CATZ tutors over teachers. This is consistent with 
reports that many students are rather unreceptive to being taught about anti-bullying 
issues by their teachers (Boulton and Boulton 2012; Cunningham et al. 2016; Rigby and 
Bagshaw 2003).
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Our study has also revealed what elements of CATZ students regard as more or 
less important. Across the sample as a whole, the training provided by adults and 
being able to choose group members were seen as significantly more important than 
being able to choose the content of the lesson, that in turn was rated significantly 
higher than being able to choose the way CATZ is delivered. The relatively low initial 
ratings of being able to decide what and how to teach is perhaps not surprising since 
acting as a teacher would be outside the experience of most students. Such a notion is 
supported by our finding that direct experience as a CATZ tutor also led students to 
rate three of these four CATZ elements as more important than they initially did. 
While experience did not affect the value placed on training provided by adults, it is 
noteworthy that these ratings remained high (about 8 on our 10-point rating scale) in 
both CATZ and control participants across T1 and T2. Hence, adults who offer 
students the chance to engage in CATZ more than once would do well to offer 
them ‘enough’ training initially, and increasingly offer greater freedom to choose what 
they do and who they do it with. This notion is consistent with our finding that 
CATZ tutor experience led to gains in CATZ self-efficacy as this result suggest that 
direct experience may have left students feeling that they were now ready to receive 
that greater autonomy. Moreover, after taking part as a CATZ tutor, participants 
reported overall relatively high levels of success, enjoyment and satisfaction with their 
group (around 7–8 on our 10-point scale). Scores on each one of these subjective 
ratings of their CATZ experience uniquely predicted (i.e. after their common variance 
was controlled) a positive change from T1 to T2 in willingness to engage in further 
CATZ activities, and collectively they accounted for a very substantial amount of the 
variance (33.2%) in that change.

Taken together, our findings indicate that engaging in CATZ led students to view it 
and their own competence even more highly. This provides a prima facia case for testing 
the possibility that more than one CATZ experience may lead to even more benefits than 
the considerable ones that have so far been found (Boulton et al. 2016; Boulton and 
Boulton 2017; Boulton et al. 2021, Boulton & Macaulay, 2023) and for testing the effect of 
different ‘doses’. Providing opportunities for students to take part in CATZ, especially 
more than once, is entirely consistent with calls from influential policy makers to 
encourage greater student engagement with all kinds of school issues and problems, 
including bullying (e.g. Australian Government Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development, Student Engagement Policy Guidelines 2013) and with 
school-wide positive behaviour support principles.

We did not find any significant differences between girls’ and boy’s views of CATZ, 
either initially or following CATZ experience, including willingness to act as a CATZ 
tutor. In some ways, this was unexpected given that boys have been found to be less open 
to delivering other peer-led interventions than girls (Boulton 2005; Cowie 2000). It might 
be because CATZ is a less formal, or even less overtly ‘explicit’, kind of helping that 
doesn’t challenge (some) boys’ sense of masculinity or macho-self-image as may happen 
with other forms of peer support. It is also possible that giving a lesson to younger 
students’ during CATZ allows boys (and girls) to recognise their superior knowledge or 
‘status’, gains them respect, and so is something they value. The reasons why boys, and 
some girls, appear to be more open to CATZ than to other forms of peer support are 
worthy of study in the future.
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In terms of participant roles, victims rated choosing who they worked with as more 
important than any of the other sub-groups. This may reflect victims’ reluctance to 
engage in activities that could involve contact with individuals they know to be bullies or 
victims, or unknown others that may be. Encouraging victims to take part in CATZ is 
important given that they often do not receive appropriate social support, and that they 
have been shown to benefit in important ways through acting as CATZ tutors (Boulton 
and Boulton 2017). Hence, adults who run CATZ program should be sensitive to these 
kinds of concerns and ensure there is adequate scope for all potential participants, 
especially victims, to have a say in who they work with or at least feel comfortable 
working with them. In our study, we encourage students to work in existing table or 
friendship groups and gave them autonomy over changing groups if they wanted to.

We also found significantly higher CATZ self-efficacy ratings among Bullies than any 
of the other sub-groups. We deem this to be noteworthy when considered alongside the 
principle contained within some social psychological theories (Ajzen 2002; Williams, 
Anderson, and Winett 2005) that self-efficacy and other outcome expectancy beliefs will 
likely influence behaviour. It seems reasonable to suggest, albeit speculatively, that bullies 
with high CATZ self-efficacy may embrace CATZ anti-bullying activities and so develop 
more anti-bullying beliefs and in turn engage in less bullying. Future studies could test 
this idea because while a rationale for the universal application of CATZ is that all pupils 
can benefit from exposure to anti-bullying learning opportunities, a principle consistent 
with school-wide positive behaviour support (Coyne, Simonsen, and Faggella-Luby 2008; 
Sugai and Horner 2006), it is still the case that interventions that promote positive change 
in bullies themselves is especially desirable.

Our results, taken as a whole, attest to the potential value of CATZ as an anti- 
bullying intervention. It was initially viewed moderately positively by the majority of 
girls and boys aged between 9 and 15 years and who occupied various bullying 
participant roles in our sample. Our findings that CATZ experience led to even 
more positive views among both tutors and tutees is noteworthy because it suggests 
that CATZ has the potential to provide ‘twice the bang for the buck’ because for the 
same amount of staff effort to run CATZ activities, we yield benefits in two rather 
than one group of students. This further supports its fit within a school-wide positive 
behaviour support framework.

An important assumption that guided the present study was that treatment accept
ability is the first step in a sequence that impacts on treatment integrity and ultimately 
outcome (Witt and Elliott 1985). It would be useful if researchers could test this more 
directly; is it the case that students with a greater willingness to engage in CATZ invest 
more of themselves in the process and end up learning more (and imparting more 
knowledge to tutees), relative to those who are less enthusiastic? If so, then adults 
could invest time ‘selling’ the benefits of CATZ prior to actually implementing it. In 
our own work, we have found that (older) tutors are often competent ‘ambassadors’ 
willing to encourage other (younger) students to take part.

A strength of our study is that while the views expressed at T1 were hypothetical in 
the sense that participants had no experience of CATZ, our design allowed us to chart 
the influence of actual CATZ experience on their ratings. As Cowan and Sheridan 
pointed out (Cowan and Sheridan 2003, 17), ‘Obtaining treatment acceptability 
ratings prior to and following interventions may allow researchers to better determine 
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whether actual exposure to intervention influenced acceptability ratings’. That our 
sample consisted of a diverse age range that encompassed the likely target groups for 
CATZ tutor and tutee experiences across the school years is also a strength. However, 
while fairly large, the sample was restricted to three junior schools and two high 
schools in the UK and so the results may not generalise and replication attempts are 
warranted.

In conclusion, while our participants may have had some initial reservations, 
they also expressed moderately positive views about CATZ and were fairly willing 
to participate in it. Direct experience led to improvements on all of our measures 
of social validity. This is encouraging considered in the light of the growing 
evidence that CATZ can be an effective way to help students develop anti-bullying 
beliefs. Hence, we believe the time is right to suggest that CATZ be utilised more 
widely as a school-wide positive behaviour support intervention to help students 
themselves address the widespread and on-going problem of bullying. Our find
ings also suggest that offering potential CATZ participants ‘what they want’ 
(choosing working partners and the details of their lesson, adequate training, 
etc.) and allaying their fears (of public speaking) at the time they are initially 
invited to take part may encourage them to engage willingly and productively in 
that process.
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