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I am very passionate about this topic, as I know so many of you are. So many adults who 
were bullied as kids can be brought back in time to the place the bullying occurred and the 
people involved just by asking them the question, “Were you ever bullied?” We all have an 
opinion about this topic because we all have contributed to the process. Each of us has been 
or continues to be a bully, a bystander, or a target. To understand what bullying behavior is, 
we must first define teasing behavior.  

Teasing is acceptable when: 
• We use teasing and roasting as a way of fitting in or talking to our friends and 

everyone involved is getting an equal share of the teasing. (Kids are not ganging up 
on one person.) 

• People are not making fun of someone’s disabilities, ethnicity, faith, or other 
characteristics that are out of the person’s control. 

• The teasing is not repeated over and over again. It is one thing to be called short, but 
it is another to be called short on a daily basis. That gets old. 

• It is not meant to harm you in any way, and if you asked the person to stop, they 
would. 

• It is done by someone you have a close relationship with. There is always the 
possibility friends can take teasing too far and end up in a fight, but usually bullying 
is not involved.   

Bullying behavior occurs when these three characteristics are present: 
1. There is a pattern of behavior established. An example of bullying behavior is 

saying mean and hurtful things to one person or several people on purpose and for 
no reason at all. This may include making threatening comments or actions toward 
one or more. I realize that mean and hurtful words and interpreting threatening 
comments and actions are subjective.  What is mean and threatening to one young 
person may not be to another.  The important concept here to remember is 
establishing a pattern of behavior.  (Many young people have shared with me that 
bullying behavior only needs to happen one time as opposed to a pattern of behavior 
which is expressed in the research). 

2.  The bullying behavior has a negative impact on the target\victim.   
 
3. An imbalance of power is established.  An imbalance of power occurs when a 
person feels threatened by someone’s words or actions and their perception is that they 
won’t be able to protect themselves.  We must believe the young persons perception if 
we as adults are going to help them.  
 

Many students today are using instant messaging, e-mail messages, text messaging, and 
creating websites in order to ridicule, threaten and intimidate other students. These acts are 
called (cyber-bullying). If we as parents are going to allow our young people the freedom to 
use this technology, then it is up to us to provide them with guidelines along with an internet 
safety contract. (See the handout, Internet Safety Contract) 
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Many times I will hear from students that some of the most popular kids in a school are the 
same kids who bully others. Some people think that kids (or for that matter adults) who 
bully have low self-esteem, and that may be true for some. However, many who bully have 
an inflated ego. They have a destructive appetite for power and control.  The ability to stop 
the bullying behavior in a school or community comes from bystanders who represent the 
majority of the student body. There is power in numbers. Besides telling an adult that 
someone is being bullied, there are several strategies bystanders can use to help support 
those being bullied: 

• Distract the bully. If you are with a friend who begins to tease someone else, 
quickly distract your friend by changing the subject or asking him a question. You 
would be keeping your friend out of trouble, but, more importantly, helping the 
person who is being teased or bullied. 

• Support the person who is being bullied privately. If you could not get the 
person or persons to stop the bullying behavior, for whatever reason, go back to the 
person who was being bullied and support them privately. You could say “I am sorry 
for what my friend said, or those other kids said, and I will talk to them about it to see if I can get 
the bullying behavior to stop.” 

• Support the person who is being bullied openly. I only recommend this strategy 
to kids who feel confident and have a certain amount of respect among their peers. 

• Do not feed into the bully behavior. Don’t laugh at their jokes if they are 
humiliating someone, and do not promote or attend a fight. As bystanders, it is your 
responsibility to de-escalate the situation, not feed fuel to an already hot fire. 

• Go to an adult that you trust 
If you have a child or teenager being bullied, please contact your school counselor and set up 
an appointment to discuss the situation. The administration and other adults may need to get 
involved in making sure the bullying behavior stops.  The biggest issue in getting help for the 
child or teenager who is into bullying behavior often is breaking through the parent’s denial 
that their child or teen may be a bully. It is important that we identify and label the behavior 
as bullying behavior. The chances of being successful with intervention strategies are great, 
especially when the behavior can be identified at an early age. 
 

• Bully Beware, www.bullybeware 
• School Bully on line, www.bullyonline.org 
• No Bullying, www.nobully.org 
•  www.stopbullyingnow.hrsa.gov 
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Other definitions of bullying behavior include:

Askew (1989). Bullying is a continuum of behavior that involves the attempt to gain 
power and dominance over another. 

Besag (1989). Bullying is the repeated attack - physical, psychological, social, or verbal - 
by those in a position of power on those who are powerless to resist, with the intention of 

causing distress for their own gain or gratification. 

Farrington (1993). Bullying is repeated oppression, psychological or physical, of a less 
powerful person by a more powerful person or group of persons. 

Johnstone, Munn, and Edwards (1991). Bullying is the willful, conscious desire to hurt 
or threaten or frighten someone else. 

Lane (1989). Bullying includes any action or implied action, such as threats, intended to 
cause fear and distress. This behavior has to be repeated on more than one occasion. The 

definition must include evidence that those involved intended or felt fear. 

Olweus (1993a). A student is being bullied or victimized when he or she is exposed, 
repeatedly and over time, to negative actions* on the part of one or more other students. 
A single instance of more serious harassment can be regarded as bullying under certain 

(unspecified) circumstances.  

Smith and Thompson (1991). Bullying intentionally causes hurt to the recipient. This 
hurt can be either physical or psychological. In addition, three further criteria particularly 
distinguish bullying: It is unprovoked, it occurs repeatedly, and the bully is stronger than 

the victim or is perceived to be stronger. 

Tattum (1989). Bullying is a willful, conscious desire to hurt another person. It can be 
occasional and short-lived, or it can be regular and long-standing. 

• Negative actions may include such low-level nonverbal harassment as stares and 
glares as well as cruel teasing, social ostracism, malicious gossip, sexual 

harassment, ethnic slurs, unreasonable territorial bans, destruction of property, 
extortion, and serious physical assault. (Besag, 1989; Olweus, 1993a). 
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