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Helping Children Handle Bullying  
What Parents Need to Know (Evidence-Based Guidance)  
 
Big Picture  
Bullying is not a normal part of growing up and should never be dismissed. Research 
shows that how adults respond makes a powerful difference in whether bullying stops 
and how children cope emotionally.  
 
This guide outlines what bullying is (and what it isn’t), why it matters, and what actually 
helps children.  
  
What Makes It Bullying?  
Bullying involves ALL THREE of the following:  

• Intentional – meant to hurt or cause distress  
• Repeated – happens more than once over time  
• Power Imbalance – real or perceived (size, strength, popularity, social power)  

If a child cannot easily defend themselves, it is not a “mutual conflict.”  
  
Types of Bullying  

• Physical – hitting, pushing, damaging belongings  
• Verbal – insults, name-calling, threats  
• Social/Relational – exclusion, rumors, shunning  
• Cyber – online or digital bullying  

  
What Is NOT Bullying  
Understanding this helps avoid confusion and over- or under-reacting:  
 
Not Bullying:  

• Not being chosen as a friend or play partner (peer preferences are normal)  
• Conflict or teasing between children of equal power  
• Playful teasing where:  

o There is no intent to hurt  
o Both children are laughing  
o Either child could say “stop” and it would be respected  

• Impulsive comments followed by remorse or apology  
 
However:  
If teasing hurts and continues despite discomfort, it is no longer playful.  
  
Important Developmental Note  

• Young children (especially elementary age) almost always experience teasing 
as hurtful, even if it was meant playfully.  
• The ability to understand teasing intent develops later, in adolescence.  
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Parent tip:  
Focus on how your child experienced it, not what the other child “meant.”  
  
Why Bullying Matters  

• Increases risk of depression, anxiety, self-harm, and suicidal thoughts  
• Effects can last years  
• Children who are both bullied and aggressive (“bully-victims”) are at highest 
risk  
• Bullying often happens in front of peers, increasing shame and 
helplessness  

  
Why Children Often Don’t Tell  

• Fear of retaliation  
• Shame or self-blame  
• Fear parents will overreact or make things worse  

This is why calm, supportive responses are critical.  
  
What Parents Can Do That Helps  
 
1. Build a Strong Parent-Child Relationship  

• Spend positive time together  
• Validate your child’s feelings  
• Don’t minimize or dismiss  
• Help problem-solve rather than take over  

This is one of the strongest protective factors against bullying.  
  
2. Model Kind, Respectful Behavior  

• Show inclusion, empathy, and respectful conflict resolution at home  
• Children watch how adults handle disagreement  

  
3. Teach Empathy  

• Use books, movies, and real-life moments  
• Ask:  

o “How do you think that made them feel?”  
o “How would you feel?”  

• Set clear family rules about kindness and bullying  
  
4. Teach About Bullying (Without Lecturing)  

Help children understand:  
• What bullying is vs. teasing  
• What to do if they are bullied  
• What to do if they see bullying  
• What not to do (retaliation, handling it alone)  
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5. Watch for Warning Signs  
• Avoiding school  
• Withdrawal or isolation  
• Headaches or stomachaches  
• Changes in mood, sleep, eating, or interests  

  
6. Start Ongoing Conversations  

• Ask open-ended questions  
• Use stories or shows as conversation starters  
• Make check-ins routine, not just when there’s a problem  

  
How to Respond If Your Child Is Bullied  

• Listen calmly (respond, don’t react)  
• Validate and reassure  
• Let your child know it’s not their fault  
• Make a plan together  
• Partner with the school early  

  
Common Mistakes to Avoid  
 

❌ Minimizing (“It’s not a big deal”)  
❌ Normalizing (“This happens to everyone”)  
❌ Encouraging kids to “toughen up”  
  
What Research Shows Does NOT Work  
🚫 “Just Ignore It”  

• Most common advice—but usually ineffective  
• Can escalate bullying  
• Leaves children feeling unsupported  

🚫 “Fight Back”  
• Escalates conflict  
• Increases risk of injury  
• Leads to disciplinary consequences  
• Can worsen mental health outcomes  

🚫 Peer Mediation  
• Treats bully and victim as equally responsible  
• Ignores the power imbalance  
• Often ineffective or harmful  

🚫 Handling It Only Within the Family  
• Keeps children isolated and ashamed  
• Allows bullying to continue  
• Protects the bully, not the child  
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What Does Help Children  
✅ Teach Assertive Responses  

• Calm, confident body language  
• Short, clear statements:  

o “Stop. That’s not okay.”  
o “Leave me alone.”  

• No insults or retaliation  
  
✅ Teach Children to Move Toward Safety  

• Bullying happens more when children are alone  
• Encourage:  

o Sitting with peers  
o Joining group activities  
o Going to supervised areas  
o Seeking nearby adults  

  
✅ Teach Peer Intervention (Very Powerful!)  
Peers can:  

• Invite the targeted child to join them  
• Stand beside the child  
• Get an adult quickly  

Peer support is one of the most effective ways to stop bullying  
 
  
Key Takeaways for Parents  
Bullying thrives in silence and isolation.  

Supportive relationships, skill-building, and adult involvement, especially early, are 

the most effective tools we have.  
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