
What Is Bullying?

Bullying, also called “peer aggression,” is understood by most educators to be repeated abuse that is either physical, verbal, or emotional.  Usually, the intent of bullying is to dominate or harm another party.

Examples of bullying are:

Physical: 
Pushing, kicking, hitting, pinching and other forms of violence.  Also, threatening to hit, kick, or punch.

Verbal: 
Name-calling, sarcasm, persistent teasing. 

Non-verbal:
Using body language that is hostile, such as eye-rolling and smirking.

Emotional: 
Excluding (not allowing child to join in), tormenting, ridicule, humiliation, spreading false rumors, and betrayal (e.g. secret-divulging).

Note—such behavior is considered to be bullying when it is repeated.  Also critical is an intention (sometimes unacknowledged) by the bully to exert control over the vicim, so as to make the bully feel more powerful/confident.

Researchers have identified three roles in bullying: the aggressor, the bystander, and the victim.  It is important to note that most children engage in all three roles at some point. The role most often experienced by children is that of bystander, which can be as confusing, humiliating, or intimidating to a child as being a victim. 

Bullying has been grouped into two categories by many researchers:  physical aggression and relational aggression (also called social aggression).  Physical aggression is more overt, and more common among boys.  Yet, it is not unknown in girls. Examples are pushing and punching. 

Relational aggression is more complex, and sometimes can be hard to recognize.  It is more common among girls and is most often indirect, and even covert.  It is intended to be overlooked or misinterpreted by supervising adults, and bystanders. This is in part because being perceived as “nice” or “good” is more important for girls than boys.  Adults expect girls to be nice, and girls pressure one another to be so.  Hence, in order to express feelings of frustration, dominance, or hostility, girls’ aggressive behavior will take forms that can “fly under the radar” of adults. Examples of relational aggression bullying are excluding friends from playtime or activities, talking about another peer behind her/his back, or using friendship loyalties against one another.  Note, boys can engage in these behaviors, but generally do not so as often.  It is important to remember, relational aggression will be ambiguous or passive—it is by design.  By using ambiguous behavior, bullies can blame the victim for misunderstanding the behavior when confronted by adults or bystanders. For example, “We didn’t mean to exclude her. We just forgot to tell her when/where to meet us.”

When does Bullying occur?  Where does it occur?

Bullying can occur among children at all ages, from pre-school to high school.  Researchers concur that it peaks among late elementary age children, rather than in junior high school as is commonly assumed.  There is a myth that children are too young to bully one another, which can lead adults to misreading bullying behavior or to be shocked when they recognize it in very young children.

Bullying is very common. It occurs in all kinds of schools, whether urban, suburban, or rural, poor or privileged, public or private. It occurs among all racial and ethnic groups.  Researchers believe that 1 in 4 primary students and 1 in 10 secondary students have experienced bullying.

Many of the manifestations of bullying, such as teasing and excluding, are normal ways that children experiment with social interaction and status.  It is worth noting, children are “practicing” for future life.  Just as learning how to be a team member on a baseball team is practice for later workplace teamwork, children’s testing social interactions and challenging friends are experiences that they may learn from and use in later life.  

However, just as children on a baseball team need coaching, all children need coaching from parents, teachers, and other grown-ups in their lives.  They need to learn that bullying is abusive and anti-social.  Communities must help them discover what positive social behavior feels like, and how to be good friends and colleagues to one another.  They will make many mistakes along the way, and will therefore need a great deal of coaching from you.

What is the Big Deal?

Bullying is not a new social behavior among children, but the understanding of bullying and its effects on the social and emotional life of children has been revised in the past 10 years. A great deal of research has accumulated since the late 1990s, particularly after the Columbine High School shootings. Educators and child development experts are in agreement that bullying exacts a high price for aggressor, bystander, and victim alike.

It is worth discussing the difference between normal aggression among children and bullying. There is a natural push and pull among children in social settings, and, as they are always experimenting and testing boundaries, children will inevitably clash, and feelings and bodies will be hurt. The mark of when normal social aggressiveness moves into the realm of bullying is when a behavior is repeated and when the intention of the aggressor is to hurt the victim or to garner power or status for the aggressor.

How Bullying Harms Children

Being the target of a bully can affects children both physically and mentally.  They may become angry, moody, or anxious, and may experience loss of appetite. They may become averse to going to school, and when they are at school, may have difficulty concentrating on class work.  If the bully is a friend, they may experience a crisis of confidence in themselves, or become tentative, even insecure, about friendships. They may also become anxious enough to experience physical symptoms, such as stomachache, insomnia, and even depression.  Long-term effects of both types of bullying (physical and relational) include lower grades, difficulty trusting others, fear of new social situations, chronic problems with self-esteem, and a perception of oneself as a loser or victim. Victims of bullying are at greater risk of depression and suicide.


