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Chapter 5: 

How Parents Can Interrupt & 
Prevent Bullying 

Excerpted from The Bullying Antidote  

by Dr. Louise Hart and Kristen Caven 

 

 “Bullies are made not born. If we're serious about stopping bullying, it has to start in 

the home.”—Craig and Marc Kielburger, co-founders of Free the Children 

 

A local post office clerk was called in by her son’s principal because he was bullying 

a group of younger students. At the meeting, her heart sank for the little kids. She asked 

them, “Is he scaring you?” They nodded. In front of her son, she said, “I promise you he 

will never do that again. If you need any help, or someone else is ever bullying you, he 

will be the one to go to.” That experience changed her son. After working with him at 

home and through programs at the school, he ultimately became a friend to those children 

and everyone else. Now, he is “a sweetheart,” she boasted. “He was even the speaker at 

his graduation!” Later, the school security guard bumped into him and asked how he was 

doing. “Great! Love school. And I’m getting good grades.” The surprised guard joked 

with him, “I thought I would see you in juvenile hall by now!” 
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Bullying is a huge problem that begins in childhood and can continue throughout a 

lifetime if it is not stopped. Yet by taking the right approach, parents can raise children 

who won’t harm others, won’t attract bullying, and won’t be silent bystanders.  

There are countless ways that parents can exert their mom-power and dad-power. The 

most important are to build a warm and loving attachment to their child and to create a 

peaceful home based on respect, responsibility, and rights. Children with good emotional 

health and pro-social skills are less likely to be bullied or to attract bullies; they are more 

likely to have good relationships and use their energies for positive things, like reaching 

out to their communities, expressing their creativity and intelligence, and influencing the 

world around them. 

Interrupting Bullying Behavior and Providing Support  

Parents, teachers, and school professionals sometimes feel annoyed by a child’s 

complaints about being picked on. They send a kid back to work it out for themselves. 

They accuse the child of tattling, implicitly blaming them for the problem. But it’s 

dawning on all of us that today’s bullying has serious consequences and needs to be taken 

seriously. Children need more support. 

Bullying often comes in the form of a crisis that leaves parents breathless and 

shocked, wondering what to do. It may be the discovery of a pattern of bullying, or a 

sudden, one-time event. It may be a testing situation that appears to be bullying but the 

truth needs to be teased out. 

Bullying others tends to peak in late childhood/early adolescence. The many years 

preceding middle school are the best times for developing values and emotional and 

social skills, and bolstering your child’s inner strength to prepare them for the challenges 

of their teen years (more on that in Part III of this book). Some middle school teachers 

and counselors have a great deal of experience in dealing with bullying behavior. 

What to do When Your Child is Bullied? 

Most parents who pick up this book will do so because they are concerned for their 

own child. Part III of this book is full of strategies to build your child’s internal and 
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external supports that will superpower and protect them for life. But when there is a crisis 

and your child is bullied, here are some things you can do right away. 

What Not to Say 

A study of 3,000 children who were bullied reported the kinds of advice that did not 

help them get through their problem:i 

1. “Don’t tattle; work it out on your own” makes children feel abandoned. 

2. "Pretend it doesn't bother you" and “Don’t cry” convey the message to 

“Change who you are.” 

3. "Tell them to stop it" and/or "Tell the other person how the behavior made 

you feel" doesn’t work; bullies don’t care. 

4. “What did you do to encourage it?” and “Were you asking for it?” These 

questions imply that it’s okay to be hurt or that kids want to be hurt. It also 

implies that there is something wrong with the child who was bullied.  

All of these responses somehow blame the victim, and we now know that someone 

being abused should not—and must refuse to—take responsibility for the abuser’s 

behavior.  

 

How to Help Victims/Targets 

After a bullying event has occurred, here are eight things you can do to help victims 

or targets, adapted from a list by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: 

1. Take them seriously. Do not dismiss or shrug off their story because it “happens to 

everyone,” seems insignificant, is inconvenient for you, or makes you uncomfortable. 

2. Listen to them intently and patiently. Stop what you are doing and give them your 

total attention. It may take some time to get the whole story out. Let them know you 

are available if they think of more to say. 

3. Help them express their feelings. Ask questions if you need to, but let them say the 

words if they can.  

4. Do not diminish the event. See #1. Also, as much as you might want them to shift 

towards feelings of “I’m okay,” be careful not to tell them how to feel. 
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5. Comfort them and let them know they are not at fault. Help them see this from a 

bigger-picture perspective. Help them see that the bully is the one who was in the 

wrong, not them. 

6. Emphasize that they do not deserve bad treatment. Nobody does. 

7. Teach assertiveness skills by role-playing; this can also heal insecurities.  

8. Talk to other adults who understand the situation and can help. It always helps to 

talk to a teacher, principal, or another parent who knows the kids involved, knows the 

social situation, or knows the age group. 

9. Report it. Let a teacher, principal, or other school official know what happened. 

Most schools have a protocol to follow when bullying is reported. If necessary, report 

it to the police. These adults can help you determine the appropriate course of action 

and next steps. 

 

Much can be done to prevent (or curb) victimization, both before and after an event. 

• Nurture positive self-regard. Do what you can to build the child’s self-esteem 

and sense of worth. 

• Develop self-confidence by helping the victim/target identify and appreciate their 

inner-strength.  

• Display acceptance of child and model self-acceptance. Show them it’s okay to 

like yourself; when you feel accepted, you can be who you are—authentic. When 

you are not accepted for who you are, you think you have to be who you’re not. 

• Affirm that it is okay to be different. Over time, uniqueness becomes a source 

of strength, pride, and power. Let the child know to reach out. Forge ahead. Get 

help. Talk to friends. They are not alone. Over time you can be who you really 

are—yourself.  

• Assure them that they deserve to be treated with dignity. Everybody does. 

• Help them develop empathy by understanding that everyone has the same basic 

needs for acceptance and dignity. 

• Help them create new narratives by talking the story out and finding their 

power. For example, help them ask the right questions, shifting from "What's 
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wrong with me that makes people call me names?" to "What is wrong with people 

who call others names?" 

• Teach them self-calming skills. “When we ask anxious young people who've 

been mistreated if they'd like to learn a way not to cry in the face of abuse,” one 

therapist reports, “they often say yes, even though we explain that this may not 

change the behavior of their tormenters.” ii Teach your child some relaxation 

techniques, such as quiet meditation or breathing exercises, anything that might 

allow them to take control of emotions and soothe their hurt. 

• Help them find their passions; social isolation is profoundly difficult. Having a 

task or job that contributes to something they care about is a huge self-esteem 

builder. (See Chapter 17.)  

• Teach assertiveness skills. Telling a child to tell a bully to stop it is not the same 

as teaching them true assertiveness. Assertiveness is a great way for someone to 

save themselves from bullying. Whether it means speaking up and saying “Get 

away from me,” or telling a teacher their side of the story, assertiveness changes 

the dynamic. According to The Trevor Project  (a national organization that 

provides crisis intervention and suicide prevention services to LGBTQ youth), 

“Victims who developed assertiveness skills experienced reductions in bullying. 

When victims respond assertively, bullies will be more likely to stop bullying or 

find another, less assertive victim.” (More on assertiveness at the end of this 

chapter and in Chapter 14.) 

What to Do When Your Child is A Bully 

Aggressive behavior doesn't happen in a vacuum. There is a reason bullies act out. 

Typically bullies are angry, have themselves been victimized, lack empathy, or don’t 

understand the implications of what they are doing/have done. Sometimes they have an 

undiagnosed issue that affects their perception or impulse control, something they need 

help with. Often it’s all of the above. Use an inside-outside approach to find out what else 

is going on in their lives. Try to get to the bottom of it while being compassionate and 

understanding. 
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Teach bullies that what they did is unacceptable, and that they are responsible for the 

damage and the consequences. Help them find the words and actions to make amends. 

At its core, bullying is a learned behavior that is often an attempt to gain superiority 

or control over another. Because of their immature social skills, bullies might imagine 

threats where there are none. They might judge others as being hostile when they are not. 

With poor impulse control, fights might erupt.  

Bullies tend to have a few things in common: 

• Immature social skills 

• Poor impulse control 

• Watch aggressive TV programs and play aggressive video games 

• Lack of compassion and empathy 

Parental intervention is powerful. The postal clerk who talked to her child’s targets 

had a strong, clear, and supportive approach in turning the problems around. A variety of 

approaches can help improve social interactions. Here are eight ways to help a bully: 

1. Talk about empathy. Talk about it daily, model it in your own behavior, and in 

every possible situation point out the good it does. 

2. Teach perspective-taking. Bullies often see themselves as victims. Acknowledge 

that, but then help them see things from the point of view of the victim. Compare 

situations. 

3. Help kids learn to name/identify emotions in themselves and in others. This 

builds emotional literacy. Naming our emotions is the first step to properly managing 

them. 

4. Teach anger management, stress reduction, conflict resolution. Bullies often act 

as they do because they don’t know a better way. Many bullies go on to become great 

leaders and mediators because they understand social dynamics. 

5. Teach self-control, self-restraint. Help bullies learn to think before they act. Help 

them be aware of the steps they go through mentally and physically as their tension 

builds: for example, their face getting hot, their fists clenching, the colors they see or 

feel. Becoming conscious of their emotional process engages the rational brain, and 
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disengages the fear-control-center, the amygdala. (More about the amygdala in 

Chapter 16.) 

6. Help kids change their behaviors. Praise and reward them any time they cool down 

or make good choices rather than lash out. 

7. Limit TV and violent video games. Talk to kids about the images they see; help 

them make connections between how they feel after they see violence or play violent 

games. Tell them about the studies and ask them about their own experience. Help 

them choose better sources of entertainment. If they talk their feelings out, they don’t 

have to act them out. 

8. Teach assertiveness skills. Assertiveness is the balance between passive and 

aggressive. It allows children to confidently seek what they need without being 

aggressive or manipulative, and allows children who are bullied to stand up for 

themselves. 

All of these topics will be addressed more fully in Part III of this book. 

What to do When Your Child Witnesses Bullying 

When Kristen’s son started middle school, he was astonished by the behaviors of kids 

who came from different,rougher, and less tolerant elementary schools. These kids would 

gather around a fight, something that would have been unconscionable in his upbringing. 

They would pull out their cell phones and record fights—a new high-tech phenomenon 

with which the adults in the school had yet not come up to speed. One day there was a 

fight on a balcony where two girls were trying to push each other off. “I could have 

witnessed a murder,” he said later, worried and emotionally shaken. 

As we discussed in the previous chapter, a witness to violence is a victim of violence. 

When your child is exposed to bullying, they need a special kind of support. Here are 8 

things you can do to help a child who is a witness to bullying: 

1. Give them a chance to talk. They may need to tell their story over and over as they 

try to make sense and integrate the experience. Or they may not want to talk about it. 

Spend time together doing something that allows them to talk if they feel like it. 

2. Help them express their feelings. Ask questions if you need to, but let them say the 

words if they can.  
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3. Do not diminish the event. You may want them to ‘get over it’ since it happened to 

someone else. But as much as you might want them to shift towards feelings of “I’m 

okay,” be careful not to tell them how to feel. 

4. Comfort them; they are not at fault. Help them see this from a big-picture 

perspective. Help them see that the bully was seeking a target because of their own 

personal problems, not because of who their victim really was.  

5. Help them feel safe. Seeing someone get hurt makes you think it could happen to 

you. Address real and imaginary fears. Talk about what might be done in imagined 

scenarios. 

6. Teach assertiveness skills by role-playing. This can also heal insecurities. Talk 

about what they could have done, or might do in future situations… like not joining 

in, calling the child being bullied away from the situation, running, walking, or 

calling for a teacher, etc. 

7. Talk to other adults who understand the situation and can help. Maybe there are 

other children who also need to talk. Let other parents, teachers, school counselors 

know what you learned. 

8. Report it. Just because your child wasn’t involved in the event directly, it doesn’t 

mean you shouldn’t let a school official know about it—they may or may not have 

heard and they will want to know. Inquire about whether your school incorporates a 

bullying prevention program that involves both parents and teachers.  

From Bystanders to Upstanders 

“The world is dangerous not because of those who do harm, but because of those who 

look at it without doing anything.”—Albert Einstein. 

In a typical bullying event, there is generally one bully , one victim, and a group of 

bystanders. Traditional thinking puts the burden on the victim for handling, reporting, 

solving, permitting, or even causing the bullying. As more is learned about the dynamics 

of bullying, this way of thinking is shown to be unjust and unhelpful in truly solving the 

problem. Then when you consider how deeply bystanders are affected by bullying, and 
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the profound and sometimes tragic influence a bully has on the culture, it’s clear that it’s 

in every bystander’s best interest to become empowered. 

Bystanders make either a conscious or an unconscious decision to actively or 

passively support the bully. An “upstander,” on the other hand, recognizes that he or she 

has a choice, and decides, “I can and will do something to help make things better.”  

It is important that all children realize they have this choice. Children who are not 

chosen as victims/targets play an important role in changing a bullying dynamic; they 

tend to have better social skills and conflict management skills. They are more willing to 

assert themselves about differences without being aggressive or confronting. They 

suggest compromises and alternate solutions. They tend to be more aware of people’s 

feelings and can be most helpful in resolving disputes and assisting others to get help. 

Youngsters are more likely to bully when they can get away with it, and when there 

are no consequences. Upstanders make a difference by getting help, speaking up, and 

saying what they saw; consequences naturally follow. 

The Power of Upstanders 

Upstanders have great power to: 

• Curb a bullying event; diffuse the drama 

• Support the victim; reduce the trauma 

• Model assertiveness  

• Set an example of doing the right thing 

• Ask for help when a victim cannot 

• Set healthy boundaries 

• Encourage others to be compassionate and also stop the bullying 

If witnesses do not take action to stop bullying, it gives a tacit message that bullying 

is permissible.  

When witnesses do take action, it gives a strong message of disapproval. When 

upstanders intervene correctly, bullying situations can be stopped before they start..  

A Community of Upstanders 
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The upstanders movement is widespread, effective, and catching on like wildfire. 

Search “upstander” on the web and you will find many different programs that support 

this idea. Here are some examples: 

• In 2010, the “It Gets Better” Project was started to combat suicides of gay 

adolescents. Short video clips of successful, happy adults reach out to kids to say 

“I’ve been there,” and “Hang in there.”  

• To empower youth and inspire bravery, Lady Gaga announced the Born This Way 

Foundation in partnership with the Berkman Center for Internet & Society, a 

major interdisciplinary center at Harvard Law School. 

• All sorts of celebrity upstanders are making personal commitments to end 

genocide and crimes against humanity—governmental bullying of the highest 

degree—at the Enough Project. Students from 10 high schools took a stand for 

“Child Soldiers and Bullying: Taking a Stand against Genocide and Hate.” 

• Bullybust: Promoting a Community of Upstanders is a project by The National 

School Climate Center. They provide a “virtual wall” online where visitors can 

post thoughts and feelings. 

• The National Day of Silence is a day of action in which students across the 

country take a vow of silence to call attention to the silencing effect of anti-

LGBTQ bullying and harassment in schools. 

The next chapter is about other programs that interrupt bullying and prevent it. But 

first, let’s think about the fluidity of personal and interpersonal interaction. 

Spiraling Into Control 

The idea of an upstander or a victim putting a stop to bullying is inspiring. In our 

society today, we see so many examples of situations spiraling out of control. Indeed, life 

is full of downward and upward spirals, and we do have the ability to shift directions. 

The spiral is a compelling shape that shows up frequently in nature—in tornadoes and 

hurricanes, in the shape of a nautilus shell, and the DNA molecule. There are five giant 

gyres in the world’s oceans, made of spiraling currents of water.  

We can live life on an upward spiral with good things getting better; or on a 

downward spiral with bad things getting worse. Sometimes people are caught in a 
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downward draft that seems to swallow them up. 

Yet at any point on the downward spiral, something can happen—a person, an 

experience, a change of heart, a new choice, a “stroke of luck”—that will start a shift into 

an upward spiral.  

When Kyle Rooker was in the eighth grade, the kids thought he was gay. He was 

pushed down the stairs at his school and peed on. Bullying and name calling continued 

for three years, until he decided enough was enough. 

It started in sixth grade for Damian McGee-Backes, when a group of kids learned that 

he had two dads. By the eighth grade, fed up with being labeled a “faggot” and being 

assaulted, Damian was determined to fight back. 

With four other students who had also been bullied and subjected to vile behavior, the 

two of these kids filed a lawsuit against the district. As a result, the school district took 

action to establish a comprehensive, district-wide plan to counter and prevent harassment 

of students perceived to be gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender. 

Their courageous actions stopped the downward slide and opened the way for better 

lives—for upward spirals—for themselves and their classmates. At a standing-room-only 

ceremony to honor them, they reported that there is no more bullying in the school 

district.iii Talk about Zorgos! 

Downward Spirals are Easy 

Negative emotions and beliefs can trigger a damaging and self-perpetuating 

downward slide. Narrowing thoughts and actions fueled by repeated experiences of 

isolation and sadness can create a tightening inward and downward spiral, leading to 

isolation, self-doubt, relationship struggles, and even suicide.  

The trouble with a downward slide is that one person doesn’t take it alone. Being 

social creatures, our lives never go wrong alone. Our actions affect others, and have a 

ripple effect on our communities. One child’s downward spiral into bullying behavior can 

create an outward spiral of fear and negativity throughout the playground, throughout the 

school. One young man makes a choice to commit a crime, and his whole family suffers. 

One adult in a position of power makes a selfish decision…and the whole school district 

is affected. 
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Yet this happens all the time, as if things are “supposed to be” that way. And there’s a 

reason for that. Taking a look at how our psyches process positivity and negativity gives 

great insight into downward and outward spirals. 

The Brain Tilts to Fear and Negativity 

Have you ever noticed how a hundred people can give you a compliment, but the 

words of a single critic are what stick with you? We sometimes beat ourselves up for 

being too obsessed with the negative; yet in a way this is a natural state we sink to, unless 

we work hard to get away from it.  

A “negativity bias” developed in the evolution of the human brain, always tilting 

toward survival and fear, anxious about and fearful of dangers that could suddenly 

appear. In fact, the brain is designed to hold onto the bad stuff, and allow the good stuff 

to fade from memory. It is tilted toward anxiety and fear, and against personal happiness.  

In order to level our internal playing field, it is essential that we counter the negative 

tilt of our brains. In order to help our children, we have to manage the negative messages 

of the media, and the culture. We must declare—outwardly so that they hear it—an 

optimistic tilt toward the positive, toward good feelings, toward positive experiences.  

The downward spiral is characterized by a depressive state with narrowed pessimistic 

thinking and ever-worsening moods that erode psychic energy. Abuse, ACEs (Adverse 

Childhood Experiences), and bullying can all fuel a downward slide that ensnarls 

aggressors and victims alike. Negative emotions weigh down the spirit and endanger 

psychological and physical health.  

A Shift to Positivity 

Positive emotions, even though fleeting, can tip the scales towards a flourishing life. 

Barbara Fredrickson published the results of 25 years of groundbreaking research in her 

book, Positivity. This distinguished award-winning professor, at the forefront of the 

Positive Psychology movement, helps us understand and embrace the hidden strength of 

positive emotions, to overcome negativity, and to thrive.  

The Grand Purpose of Positive Emotions 
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Positivity is essential to health and happiness. Positivity can undo the damage of 

negativity. Positive feelings increase the likelihood of other positive feelings, occurring 

so much so that good days can be the expected and experienced standard. Positive 

feelings have far-reaching effects. When bad days happen, they are dealt with and 

resolved, so that life can return to the customary, positive tone. Positivity increases 

optimism, resourcefulness, and resilience, and can counter pain and trauma. Positive 

emotions can be life-giving. 

In other, non-academic words: Positive emotions can undo negative emotions.  

There is convincing evidence that when life or safety are threatened, negative 

emotions narrow the scope of people’s thinking and attention, which sharpens their focus 

and prepares them for fight or flight.  

Positive emotions, on the other hand, lead people to be more open, expansive, 

creative, and flexible. In other words, they broaden the scope of attention and increase 

possible options to draw on.  

Author and researcher Barbara Fredrickson’s “Broaden-and-Build Theory” describes 

how positive emotions evolved from the ancestral brain and how, today, they vitally 

shape people’s health and well-being. 

Increasing positive emotions creates an upward and outward spiral. Over time, 

positive emotions tend to become bigger, leading to increased frequency in the future, 

even developing “a life of their own.” At an interpersonal level, positive emotions 

increase trust and people’s sense of “oneness” with those close to them. Upward spirals, 

in effect, are more social than downward spirals. 

Positive emotions build a reservoir of self-esteem and resilience that sustains and 

strengthens, feeds the heart and soul, and acts as a buffer to reduce the impact of future 

distress. In other words, even though emotions are fleeting, the effect of positive 

emotions is cumulative, durable and can fuel resilience.  

Furthermore, upward spirals of positive emotions can undo negative emotions, offset 

downward spirals, and prevent a slide into an emotional/psychological vortex with 

painful consequences. 

The 3 to 1 Ratio 
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The 3 to 1 Ratio is Fredrickson’s second conclusion: It takes a 3:1 ratio of positive to 

negative emotions over time to generate the elevating and expanding growth of the 

“Broaden-and-Build” theory. 

“We need three positive emotions to lift us up for every negative emotion that drags 

us down,” states Fredrickson. A steady beat of respectful, kind, encouraging words that 

build positive emotion can stop a downward spiral and activate an upward and outward 

spiral in most situations. 

Going above the 3:1 ratio can “spark flourishing dynamics characterized by goodness, 

generativity, growth, and resilience,” she says. When people have fewer than 3:1 positive 

emotions to negative emotions, however, they don’t function optimally but instead may 

feel distressed, impaired, and unfulfilled. 

Positive emotions appear to “undo” or dismantle the body’s fight or flight reaction, 

and make a reasoned response more likely. When bad things do happen, three times as 

much comfort and soothing can actually halt a downward and even undo negativity in the 

process. Every parent knows that comforting a crying child is crucial to soothe the pain, 

begin the healing, and get back to normal. So it is with bullying behavior as they grow 

older. Encouraging positive thoughts and feelings will increase a child’s ability to 

rationally deal with negative experiences. 

Self-Generating Positive Emotions; Lifting Your Spirits 

But what happens when we just don’t feel positive? Fredrickson teaches us that it’s 

possible to self-generate positive emotions in the face of adversity—to soothe, encourage, 

comfort, and support ourselves. In fact, this skill is an active ingredient for resilient 

coping, an important factor in preventing bullying. It’s nice when someone says or does 

something to uplift our spirits, but it’s not necessary to wait and hope for that to happen. 

Learning how to generate our own positive emotions can put us in change of our 

moods—and therefore our happiness. 

There are lots of ways to lift our spirits, to turn negative energy around. Sports and 

physical activity, music, dancing, singing, good conversation, mindfulness exercises (a 

form of meditation)…these things can also set a positive tone for problem-solving.  
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As you can guess, this has everything to do with interrupting bullying. Positive 

kindness and mindfulness can stop bullying in its tracks. Give kids tools to calm their 

brains and bodies, let them experience kindness and connection firsthand, and they will 

move to a higher place. 

Positive emotions help youngsters and adults alike to grow more resilient—able to 

bounce back from adversity, ward off negativity, and continue to grow.  

Upward and Outward Spirals  

Put simply, positive emotions expand people’s mindsets in ways that, little by little, 

literally reshape who they are. 

Children have a lot of positive emotions; their delight and joy bring amusement and 

positive emotions to parents. When children feel safe, they reach outward and become 

expansive by broadening and exploring and playing.  

All the positive emotions parents embed in their children—by respecting, nurturing, 

playing, laughing, being silly—cultivate trust and attunement. Positive emotions build a 

reservoir of self-esteem and resilience that sustains, strengthens, and fuels the heart and 

soul. In other words, even though emotions are fleeting, positive emotions are durable 

and can act as buffers to reduce future distress. 

Furthermore, behavior is an expression of how kids feel about themselves. Kids who 

bully are taking their anger and other negative feelings out on others. When kids are 

feeling good, they’re not likely to hurt others—or themselves. 

Positive feelings can interrupt negative feelings, therefore, and keep us on a path 

toward good mental, emotional, and physical health.  

Eyes on the Prize: Mental and Emotional Health 

“Nature’s goal for human growth is for the eventual maturation of a self-motivated, 

self-regulated, and self-reliant adult.” — Dr. Gabor Maté  

Everyone wants authentic happiness, mental health and well-being for themselves and 

their children, but few have learned how to achieve it. What is it that those few who have 

figured it out know that others don’t? What is it that makes it seem easy for some parents 

to put their children on the right road? What does good mental health mean? 
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Mental or emotional health refers to how you feel about yourself, your ability to 

manage your feelings and deal with difficulties, and the quality of your relationships. In 

other words, it describes your overall psychological well-being. 

Just as not feeling bad is very different from feeling good, good mental health is 

much more than just the absence of mental illness. The ability to manage one’s thoughts, 

emotions, and impulses is what is referred to as self-regulation.  

Characteristics of People With Good Mental and Emotional Health 

We are all human, and we have all had struggles in life that kept us from flourishing. 

No one has all the characteristics of good mental health all of the time. But this list 

describes what it looks like when people are able to participate in life to the fullest extent 

possible. 

1. They have self-confidence and self-esteem.  

2. They are able to manage their feelings.  

3. They have the ability to build and maintain strong and close relationships.  

4. They feel content with themselves and comfortable with others.  

5. They have a zest for living and can laugh and have fun.  

6. They respect themselves and others.  

7. They are able to handle disappointments.  

8. They can deal with stress, meet life's demands, handle their problems and bounce 

back from adversity. 

9. They make their own decisions and create balance between work and play, 

activity and rest. 

10. They shape their environment whenever possible, and adjust to it when necessary. 

11. They enjoy a sense of meaning and purpose in their activities and in their 

relationships. 

12. They are flexible and open to learning new things, and adapt to change when it 

occurs. 

Presuming that people with good mental health can raise children with good mental 

health, let’s look at how, exactly, these people parent their kids. 
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Key Qualities of Parents and Teachers Who Prevent Bullying in Children 

During decades of research, psychologist Dan Olweus found a set of key qualities of 

the adults in school and home environments that prevent bullying problems in 

youngsters: 

• They convey warmth; they are involved with positive interest; 

• They set firm limits to unacceptable behavior; 

• They use discipline positively and consistently when dealing with 

unacceptable behaviors and rule violations; 

• They are positive role models who act as authorities responsible for the child’s 

total situation, including learning and social relationships.  

Parents have the authority to make rules—“Don’t run into the street,” for example—

to ensure the survival, safety, and positive development of the children. Children need 

parents to be authorities, since making decisions for themselves is a gradual process. 

When parents don’t know how to use their authority well and wisely, kids are more likely 

to become bullies.  

When, on the other hand, parents do use their authority to teach and guide children, 

their personal assertiveness increases and so does their confidence. Parents who are 

comfortable with authority are judicious in turning it over to their children—gradually, as 

they are ready for it.  

Assertiveness and other pro-social skills are essential for strong and confident adults 

and kids who know how to interact, without being aggressive or passive. These skills can 

be learned at any time, and are the foundation for the win-win communication style of 

parents who are good leaders. (More in Chapters 13, 14 and 15.) 

What Every Child Needs to be Physically, Mentally and Emotionally Healthy  

“Promoting a child’s emotional health is the most successful approach available to 

fighting violence.”—Dr. Bruce Perry 

It is easy for parents to identify physical needs: nutritious food, clothes, bedtime at a 

reasonable hour. However, a child’s mental and emotional needs may not be as obvious. 

Good mental health allows children to think clearly, develop socially and learn new 

skills. Additionally, positive relationships with adults, good friends, and encouraging 
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words are important for helping children develop self confidence, high self-esteem, and a 

healthy emotional outlook on life. 

Mental and emotional health are shaped by one’s experiences. Early childhood 

experiences are especially significant. 

The Essential Core Strengths for Healthy Development 

In the last chapter we quoted award-winning child psychiatrist and author, Dr. Bruce 

Perryabout what contributes to a culture of violence. Perry, a leading expert on children's 

mental health, child maltreatment, neurological development, and youth violence, 

explains six core strengths that are essential in order for kids to be respectful and 

resilient, socially and emotionally healthy. These strengths build on one another. When 

kids do not develop these core strengths, there will be problems. We conclude this 

chapter on interrupting bullying with a peek at these core strengths, since ways to teach 

them will make up the third section of this book.  

1. Attachment  

Attachment is the capacity to develop and maintain healthy emotional relationships. 

The attachment bond with parents is crucial, and foundational to all other strengths. This 

powerful connection allows the child to love, to learn empathy, to have good friends.  

Attachment is the primary love bond that sets the tone for all future relationships. It 

helps prevent aggression and anti-social behaviors. 

When there are attachment problems, children withdraw, act out, feel isolated, and 

have few friends. They are at greater risk when exposed to violence. If empathy is not 

developed, bullying follows. 

2. Self-Regulation 

Self-regulation means pausing between an impulse and an action. This is necessary 

throughout life for self-confidence and success.  

Help your kids think before they act; mindfulness can help them turn knee-jerk 

reactions into deliberate responses. Also, delaying gratification (e.g. “Not now, dear”) 

may frustrate them, but helps them develop self-regulation. 
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With self-regulation problems, children are reactive, impulsive, and hurt others. They 

are easily overwhelmed by threats and violence. Children with ADHD face additional 

challenges. 

3. Affiliation 

Affiliation refers to the ability to form relationships, to join in. This builds on strong 

emotional bonds with family, then with others. Every child needs good friends. Support 

your child’s affiliation by helping them nurture relationships. With affiliation problems, 

children have difficulty forming friendships; their fear and social pain can be turned 

inward (depression and self-loathing) or outward (aggression and violence). 

4. Awareness  

Awareness means thinking of others, being tuned in to their needs, interests, and 

values, and being able to see their strengths. Help them move from “me” to “we” by 

being considerate of the values and needs of others. Awareness is best taught by example, 

by adults looking for strengths and qualities in those who are different, and including 

them in activities to break down prejudices. With awareness problems, youngsters are 

self-absorbed, and have immature thinking and stereotypical prejudices. They are likely 

to exclude others, tease, and act in mean or violent ways.  

5. Tolerance 

Tolerance refers to accepting differences in people, finding out how they are unique, 

and being flexible and adaptive. The Golden Rule helps teach tolerance and respect for 

others. Parents teach this most effectively by modeling it in their own behavior (i.e. not 

making comments about those who are different, not using derogatory slurs, treating 

neighborhood kids and classmates with equal respect). With tolerance problems, kids are 

likely to tease, lash out, bully, and be violent. They also intimidate and exclude others. 

6. Respect 

Respect is at the heart of caring and is the antidote to bullying. Respect means 

appreciating the worth of oneself and others. Respect replaces fear. If you treat children 

with respect,holding them in high regard,hey then learn self-respect, self-worth, and self-
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acceptance. Make respect for the rights of others a fundamental value and standard in 

your family. With respect problems, children are fearful and quick to criticize. Not 

respecting others, they cannot respect themselves, and this can develop into a life-long 

issue that robs them of love and satisfying relationships. Parents who lay the foundation 

for a stable, caring family that displays empathy and compassion, foster respect and 

resilience, and raise socially and emotionally healthy youngsters who will not bully.  

 
This is an excerpt from The Bullying Antidote by Louise Hart, Ed.D. and Kristen Caven, a book 
that “triumphs as an in-depth guide to the troubling world of bullying” and is “an in-depth trove 
of easy-to-implement strategies in abuse prevention.” Louise Hart (www.drlouisehart.com) is also 
the author of The Winning Family and On the Wings of Self-Esteem. Kristen Caven 
(www.kristencaven.com) is also the author of Perfectly Revolting and The Souls of Her Feet. 
Learn more about bullying by perusing and subscribing to The Zorgos Reader: 
zorgos.wordpress.com. 
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