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Relatively little scholarly work addresses parental experiences with bullying in the
United States. This lack of understanding about parental perceptions of bullying is a
gap in both the scholarly research and the development of effective bullying prevention
programming. This paper presents data from responses to a series of open-ended
questions about perceptions of and experiences with bullying from 50 parents in a
southeastern state. Parents self-reported their level of concern about bullying, their
perceptions of why bullying occurs and the extent of bullying at their school, and their
communication strategies with their children about bullying. Findings demonstrate that
most parents 1) view bullying as problematic and are somewhat fearful of bullying affecting
their child, 2) are confident their child is not telling them about all bullying situations they
experience, and 3) are more than willing to approach school administrators when their
children are victims of bullying. The findings suggest that parents remain concerned about
bullying and its problematic nature, and efforts to encourage children to report bullying to
adults are not entirely effective. Consequently, bullying prevention training will benefit from
greater parental involvement with (and reinforcement of) bullying prevention strategies
learned by children at school. Implications for policy and research are also discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Understanding Responses to Bullying From the Parent Perspective
Despite decades of research around the topic, bullying remains a serious problem for students in
school. Olweus (1973) defines bullying as behavior that occurs repeatedly, is intended to cause harm,
and involves a power imbalance. When bullying occurs, parents play a pivotal role in how it is
handled and supportive parents reduce their children’s likelihood of being both a perpetrator and
victim of bullying (Baldry & Farrington 2005; Wang et al., 2009).

The vast majority of studies around bullying examine bullying from the child’s perspective, and
generally ignore the perceptions of parents. Thus, despite the hundreds of scholarly articles around
bullying, limited research has examined parents’ perception of bullying and the conversations they
have with children concerning bullying involvement and victimization. In this study, we seek to
partially fill that gap by using qualitative interviews with 50 parents in a southeastern state to examine
parent perceptions of bullying and how they discuss bullying with their children. We also explore
how fearful parents are of their child being victimized by bullying, their opinion of why bullying
occurs in school, and the advice they give their children concerning bullying.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Defining Bullying, Its Prevalence and
Consequences
Bullying is behavior that occurs repeatedly, is intended to cause
harm, and involves a power imbalance (Olweus, 1973). Bullying
can occur through physical aggression, gestures, rumors, or
exclusion. The imbalance of power may appear as a difference
in physical strength, whether real or perceived, between the
aggressor and victim, the number of persons against the
victim, or the inability of the victim to confront forms of
relational aggression such as rumors or exclusion (Olweus, 1997).

In 1998, one in three (29.9%) students (N � 15,686) in grades 6
through 10 were involved with bullying, including those who
reported being a bully (13%), a victim (10.6%) or both a bully and
victim (6.3%; Nansel et al., 2001). In the 2015–2016 school year, a
nationally representative study of 2,092 public schools in the
United States found 21% of students between the ages of 12 and
18 were bullied at school (Musu-Gillette et al., 2018). Bullying
prevalence is well documented, particularly during middle school
and into early high school (Hymel & Swearer, 2015; Wang et al.,
2020). Findings from the Bureau of Justice Statistics lend
credence to this occurrence; during the 2017–2018 school year,
a greater percentage of middle schools (28%) reported bullying
than high schools (16%), combined schools (16%), or primary
schools 9%; Wang et al., 2020).

In any year, more than one in 10 schools reported that bullying
occurred at least once per week (Musu-Gillette et al., 2018). Of the
5,064 teachers and support professionals from the National
Education Association who were surveyed, more than three in
five (62%) reported seeing bullying two or more times in the
previous month and two out of five (41%) reported bullying at
least once in the last week (Bradshaw et al., 2013). Bullying is a
pervasive issue that affects youth of all ages, races, genders, and
backgrounds; however, it is unclear to what extent youth are
bullied or bully others on any given day. Some of the variation in
prevalence may be attributed to the operationalization of
bullying, measurement criteria, or memory distortions of
bullying experiences (Jimerson et al., 2009).

There are four commonly recognized types of bullying. These
include physical, verbal, relational (social), and cyber. These types
can also be categorized as direct or indirect forms of aggression.
Physical bullying occurs face-to-face and may include behaviors
such as hitting or kicking. Verbal bullying involves threats or
name-calling. Relational bullying is indirect and may include
social exclusion, rumors, or peer rejection (Ericson, 2001).
Finally, cyberbullying is defined as intentional and repeated
harm that occurs through an electronic medium (Patchin &
Hinduja, 2006).

Bullying takes a variety of forms including name calling,
threats, rumors, exclusion, disrespect, or being made fun of
and bullying prevalence varies by type of bullying (Patchin &
Hinduja, 2006). Some research has found that more youth
experience verbal and relational bullying than physical or
cyberbullying (Williams & Guerra, 2007; Wang et al., 2009).
Traditional bullying and cyber bullying are highly correlated

(Modecki et al., 2014), and youth involved in traditional
bullying are at a greater risk of being involved in
cyberbullying than their peers (Kowalski et al., 2012).

Youth may be involved in several types of bullying. A recent
meta-analysis of 80 studies found an average prevalence rate of
35% for traditional forms of bullying and 15% for cyberbullying
(Modecki et al., 2014). Because bullying is influenced by a number
of factors and can occur in several contexts, it is important to
consider not only the locations and reasons why it occurs, but to
assess all persons who are involved. The input from children,
parents, and teachers is necessary to fully understand the extent to
which youth experience bullying, whether as a victim or
aggressor.

Bullying has been shown to have both short-term and long-
term consequences including adverse psychological and health
outcomes. Data from 1,118 children between ages 9 and 11 was
collected to determine whether bullying victims experience
negative health effects after their experience or whether
negative health effects occur prior to a youth’s victimization.
Fekkes, Pijpers, Fredriks et al. (2006)’s study found support for
both relationships. They determined that youth who were often
bullied at the beginning of the school year were likely to develop
adverse health effects (including anxiety and depression) by the
end of the school year while youth who already experienced
anxiety and depression at the beginning of the school year were
also at an increased risk of being victimized (Fekkes, Pijpers,
Fredriks et al., 2006). A systemic review of previous bullying
research conducted by Moore et al. (2017) also explored health
and psychological effects of bullying. In their sample of 153 peer
reviewed articles published before February 2015, they found
significant associations between bullying victimization and
mental health disorders, such as anxiety and depression,
suicide ideation and suicide behavior. Associations between
physical health and bullying victimization were also
uncovered. Negative physical health consequences of bullying
victimization included problems sleeping, stomach aches,
dizziness, back pain, and obesity. The findings from the review
also suggest there was an association between alcohol use and
tobacco use for those youth who experienced bullying frequently
(Moore et al., 2017). Given the serious consequences that can
result from bullying victimization, it is important for parents to
get involved and identify if their child has been bullied.

Role of Parents in Addressing Bullying
Only recently has research begun to recognize the unique position
of parents to address bullying. Parents act not only as a protective
factor (Jeynes, 2008; Lereya et al., 2013), but as a resource, to offer
strategies to prevent bullying. Parent involvement is also
associated with lower rates of bullying (Jeynes, 2008). Bullying
interventions are needed at home and in school and must involve
parents, school staff, and children. Improvements in classroom
management and supervision of outdoor areas can decrease
bullying (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). In the 2015–2016 school
year, three in four (76%) public schools reported teachers and
teaching aides were given training to recognize bullying behavior
(Musu-Gillette et al., 2018). In addition to creative effective
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trainings for teachers and other school staff, parents should also
be involved. Parental involvement has been recognized as one of
the key elements needed to create effective anti-bullying
programs in schools (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011) and some
parents have reported wanting to be more involved in
responding to their child’s bullying experience at school
(Harcourt, Green et al., 2015). The creation of effective
programs to prevent bullying though is complicated, as many
children do not report bullying (Unnever & Cornell, 2004).

Disclosing Bullying
Children do not report bullying for a variety of reasons. Children
may not report as a result of the type of bullying, the severity of the
behavior, characteristics of the victim and bully, social
circumstances, and family dynamics. Children who perceived
that the school or their teacher would not take bullying
seriously were also less likely to tell someone (Unnever &
Cornell, 2004). Some children have reported fearing the bully or
peer rejection, blaming themselves for their victimization, or being
hesitant to affect the relationship with the bully, particularly when
it is a friend. Youth also report fearing that adults would tell the
principal or believing that telling an adult would make the bullying
worse (Mishna, Pepler et al., 2006). Children were willing to tell an
adult if they believed the bullying was serious (Mishna et al., 2006),
if it occurred frequently (Unnever & Cornell, 2004; Musu-Gillette
et al., 2018), or if they perceived bullying would be taken seriously
(Cortes & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014).

When children report bullying, they are more likely to tell a
parent than a teacher (Bentley & Li, 1996; Fekkes, Pijpers, &
Verloove-Vanhorick, 2005). Bentley and Li’s (1996) study of 394
students in grades 4 to 6 found students, in general, were more
likely to tell someone at home than a teacher about bullying.
However, children who were victims of bullying were more likely
than their peers to tell a teacher. Despite the number of children
who would tell someone at home though, children perceived
telling a teacher was more likely to help improve the bullying
situation than if they told a parent (Bentley & Li, 1996).

Teachers, school administrators, and parents have expressed
difficulty in fully understanding bullying situations, particularly
when their definition of bullying do not match the situation
(Mishna, Pepler et al., 2006). Findings from Sawyer et al. (2011)
revealed parents who were unaware of bullying were surprised to
learn their child experienced bullying, especially when they had
many friends. However, bullying among friends is often
commonplace (Mishna, Wiener et al., 2008). Parents may find
it difficult to understand the extent of bullying when it comes to
friendships between children (Mishna, Pepler et al., 2006).
Furthermore, some parents normalize bullying as part of
growing up (Sawyer et al., 2011) or something that is inevitable
(Mishna, Sanders et al., 2020). This could make children less likely
to want to report because being a victim of bullying may not be
taken seriously, a concern raised by children in several studies
(Unnever & Cornell, 2004; Cortes & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014).

Why Bullying Happens
Parents, teachers, and students have identified differences as one
of the key reasons why bullying happens (Compton et al., 2014;

Mishna, Sanders et al., 2020). Parents offered qualitative accounts
of these differences in Mishna, Sanders et al.’s (2020) study with
specific mentions of gender, race, class, religion, sexual
orientation, appearance, mannerisms, academic abilities, and
athletic abilities. These examples are all indicative of bias-
based bullying, in which a person is bullied because of a
particular stigma or social identity (Mulvey et al., 2018). Other
reasons parents believe bullying occurs include a quest for power
or status by the bully, peer pressure, and anger or frustration as a
result of the bullying perpetrator having previously experienced
bullying victimization (Compton et al., 2014). The anonymous
nature of cyberbullying also appears to be a motivator for that
form of bullying as well (Hoff & Mitchell, 2009; Compton et al.,
2014; Monks et al., 2016).

Parents may feel an array of negative emotions, such as anger
and frustration, or feelings of concern or worry about the negative
effects bullying victimization can have for their children (Sawyer
et al., 2011). Nevertheless, limited research has addressed whether
parents are fearful of their child being bullied. In the only
previous study of parental fear of bullying of which we are
aware, Stives et al. (2019) assessed the extent to which parents
were fearful of their child becoming a victim of bullying. In Stives
et al.’s (2019) study of 54 parents, they found parents were evenly
divided on whether they were fearful of their child becoming a
victim. Nearly half of the parents (46.6%) reported they were not
fearful of their child becoming a victim, while 26% reported they
somewhat fearful and 22% reported they were very fearful.
Parents who were not fearful for their child offered three main
reasons; the size of the school, their belief that there was no
bullying at their child’s school, and their confidence in their
child’s ability to handle bullying situations on their own. When
parents did express fear of victimization, concerns were related to
the belief their child was different based on particular
characteristics or appearance (Stives et al., 2019).

Strategies to Address Bullying
Telling someone about bullying is the first step necessary to
address the situation. Positive parenting behavior has been
associated with protective effects for children. When children
perceive their relationship with their parent is warm/loving, their
parent is understanding, and their parent is sympathetic to their
problems and willing to help, this perception has a protective
effect (Wang et al., 2009; Lereya et al., 2013). Higher levels of
parental support are associated with lower rates of bullying
involvement and bullying victimization (Baldry & Farrington,
2005; Wang et al., 2009). Having parents with an authoritative
style of parenting is also negatively associated with being a victim
or a bully (Baldry & Farrington, 2005). In addition to acting as a
protective factor, when children are bullied, parents can offer a
variety of strategies to address their situation.

One of the most common strategies parents tell their children
is to get help from an adult when they are bullied (Cooper &
Nickerson, 2013; Offrey & Rinaldi, 2014; Stives et al., 2019).
Cooper and Nickerson (2013) reported that parents were most
likely to tell their child to get help from a parent (98%) and
teacher (97%). Strategies can be classified as either problem-
solving (i.e., help-seeking; Craig et al., 2007; Harcourt, Jasperse
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et al., 2014; Offrey & Rinaldi, 2014), or emotion-focused
(Harcourt, Jasperse et al., 2014). Problem-solving behaviors
directly address the incidence of bullying, while emotion-
focused strategies help the victim cope with their experience,
rather than focus on the bully.

Parents commonly suggest avoidance strategies when children
are faced with a bully (Cooper & Nickerson, 2013; Stives et al.,
2019). These avoidance strategies include avoiding the bully or
pretending nothing happened (Stevens et al., 2002). The extent to
which these strategies are suggested varies. Using hypothetical
bullying scenarios, Stevens et al. (2002) found parents of
victimized children were more likely to suggest avoidance
strategies than parents of children who bully. Thus, parents
may offer different strategies depending on their perspective of
bullying and its effects. During interviews with 20 parents, Sawyer
et al. (2011) found parents also teach pro-social strategies to their
children that focus on healthy relationships and improving a
child’s self-esteem. Parents gave assurances to children and some
enrolled their children in extracurricular activities to expand their
social network.

Some parents suggest a more direct approach to handle the
bullying situation. Parents are divided on whether or not to tell
their child to retaliate for bullying. In Cooper and Nickson’s
(2013) study, 42.3% told their child to fight back, while another
44.1% said to never fight back. Some parents do support fighting
back, particularly when nothing else has worked (Sawyer et al.,
2011). Other parents take a more hands-on approach when it
comes to bullying including contacting the parent of the other
child (Cooper and Nickerson, 2013), a higher authority such as
the principal (Stives et al., 2019), or taking serious actions
including transferring their child to a different class or school,
contacting the board of trustees, a higher commission, or
involving the police (Harcourt, Green et al., 2015).

PROBLEM STATEMENT

The preceding literature review has suggested that a wide variety
of studies examine the predictors, types, and consequences of
bullying. Another growing body of research has also examined
why children do not report bullying to adults. Nevertheless, the
vast majority of studies around bullying examine bullying from
the child’s perspective, and generally ignore the perceptions of
parents. We believe this is an important oversight in the literature
and attempt to partially fill that gap with this research.

A wide variety of topics thus remain open for exploration from
the parent’s perspective. Limited research asks parents about their
perceptions of whether or not bullying is problematic, how fearful
they are of their child experiencing bullying victimization, or
what types of strategies parents give to their children to cope with
bullying victimization. Additionally, no research of which we are
aware asks parents whether they believe their own children are
honest with them about the child’s bullying experience. Using
data from 50 parents of middle and high school children in a
southeastern state, we begin to fill these gaps by addressing the
following research questions:

1. Are parents fearful of their children being bullied at
school?

2. Do parents perceive bullying as problematic? If so, how big
a problem is it?

3. Do parents believe their children are reporting all their
bullying experiences?

4. Why do parents feel bullying occurs?

METHODS

The data analyzed in this article were collected in the fall of 2017
as part of a larger project funded by the National Science
Foundation that examined bullying among middle and high
school students. The overall objective of the research was to
investigate the use of robots as intermediaries to gather sensitive
information from children.

TABLE 1 | Demographics of sample (N � 50).

N Percentage

Gender
Male 4 8.0
Female 46 92.0

Race
White 23 46.0
Black 25 50.0
Other 2 4.0

Age
32–40 17 34.0
41–50 17 34.0
51–58 16 32.0

Marital status
Married 25 50.0
Single 14 28.0
Divorced 6 12.0
Living with partner 2 4.0
Separated 1 2.0
Other 2 4.0

Number of children in the household
1 10 20
2 19 38.0
3 12 24.0
4 3 6.0
5 1 2.0
6 3 4.0
Missing 2 3.6

Annual household income
$25,000 or below 10 20.0
$25,001 to $49,999 16 32.0
$50,000 to $74,999 8 16.0
$75,000 to $99,999 6 12.0
Over $100,000 7 14.0
Missing 3 6.0

Child’s grade level
6th 1 2.0
7th 2 4.0
8th 9 18.0
9th 11 22.0
10th 14 28.0
11th 10 20.0
12th 3 6.0
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Recruitment
After obtaining approval from the Mississippi State University
institutional review board, we recruited the child participants
from 1) the local high school during lunch and 2) a database of
children who had volunteered to be contacted to participate in
research at the university that was maintained by one of the
members of the research team. On the day of the child’s interview,
the child and their parent were met by a researcher as they
entered the lab. The researcher explained the purpose of the study
to the child and their parent, obtained parental consent and
assent from the child, then escorted the child to a private room for
their interview.

Data Collection
The researcher then returned to the child’s parent in the waiting area
and provided them with a self-report questionnaire that asked the
parent questions about their child’s bullying experiences (and their
own responses to their child’s bullying experiences). The survey
instrument was modeled after Sawyer et al. (2011) and included
closed and open-ended questions. The responses to the open-ended
questions on that survey provide the data for this study and are
discussed in detail below. If a parent had more than one child
participating in the study, he or she was asked to complete a survey
for each child. Thus, if a parent had three children participating, they
completed three separate surveys.

Participants
Of the 56 parents who were asked to complete a survey for their
child, only six declined to participate. Thus, the response rate for
this study was 89.3%. A total of 50 parents provided data for this
study. In every situation, only one parent provided transportation
for their child to the research site, so that was the parent that
provided data for this study.

The demographics of the parents are reported in Table 1. Of the
50 parents who responded to the survey, the vast majority (92.0)
were female. Parents were generally evenly split along racial lines.
Approximately half (46%) were White, 25 (50%) were Black, and
two respondents described themselves as other than Black orWhite.
Parents were also evenly distributed across age categories, with the
youngest parent being 32 and the oldest being 58 years old. Half of
the parents were married (50%) and more than one in three parents
(33.9%) had more than two children in their household. Parents
were also evenly split across household income categories with the
largest proportion (28.6%) having a household income between
$25,000 and $49,999 per year.

Data
In this study, we examined open-ended responses to self-report
questions designed to measure parental discussions of bullying

with their children. The self-report questionnaire asked some
demographic questions and then asked a number of open-ended
questions designed to examine parental perceptions of bullying
and the methods through which they discuss bullying with their
children. The questions were as follows:

1. How fearful are you of your child being bullied? Please
explain.

2. What is your view about bullying? How problematic do
you think it is?

3. Why do you think bullying happens at school? In general?
4. Do you think that your child is telling you about being

bullied every time it happens? Or less often? Why?
5. In the past 12 months, has your child been involved in a

bullying situation? If so, was the child a victim of bullying?
Please tell us how you handled that situation.

6. If your child has not been involved in a bullying situation,
what would you do if they were to experience bullying?

The responses to these open-ended questions were coded
using an open axial-coding approach. Responses to questions
five and six were combined into one variable to represent actual
(for those parents whose child had been bullied) or likely (for
those parents whose children had not been bullied) responses to
bullying victimization. After coding the responses to each
question into themes, we estimated frequencies of the themes
for each question. A number of parents responded with more
than one answer to one or more of the questions. The results of
those analyses are presented below.

RESULTS

We asked parents, “How fearful are you of your child being
bullied?” Responses to this question are provided in Table 2.
Responses were relatively evenly distributed among the 41
parents who responded; nine parents did not respond to this
question. More than one in four parents (28%) were coded as “not
fearful,” suggesting that a substantial minority of the parents were
not worried that their child would be bullied. By comparison,
slightly more than half of the parents were concerned, to at least
some degree, about their child being bullied. More than one in
three (38%) parents were somewhat fearful and one in six (16%)
of parents were very fearful of their child being bullied. Of those
parents who said they were not fearful, some of the common
themes were the child’s independence, the child’s ability to defend
themselves, and open communication at home. Several parents
simply responded they were not fearful. Parent 14 (P14) said, “No
worries. My kids defend themselves very well”. Parent 7 (P7) also
remarked, “Not very fearful, but I do ask them frequently about
their day and also if anyone is bothering them”.

Parents who were fearful of their child being bullied
mentioned specific themes, including the child’s personality,
the harmful effects of bullying, or doubts in the ability of the
school to address bullying. Parent 18 (P18) exemplifies the first
theme about the child’s personality, “Because she’s a quiet, shy
child, I do worry about bullying. I also worry she may not open up

TABLE 2 | How fearful are you of your child being bullied?

How fearful are you of your child being bullied? N %
Not fearful 22 55.0
Very fearful 10 25.0
Somewhat fearful 8 20.0
Not applicable 0 0.0
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and tell me if it was happening”. Parent 19 (P19) also expressed,
“Very, my child is quiet and tends to hold things in”.

Two of the parents who were very fearful discussed the
harmful effects of bullying. Parent 30 (P30) replied, “I am very
fearful. My youngest child has an innate desire for acceptance and
is very affectionate. I fear the effects rejection has on her socially
and mentally. My oldest is very quiet and sensitive. I fear her
being taken advantage of or hurt because she’s perceived as
weaker”.

Parent 31 (P31) agreed about the potential consequences of
bullying and said they were, “Very fearful because it can lead to
self-harm”.

Finally, some parents attributed their fear to the school’s
inability to address bullying situations. Parent 41 (P41)
replied, “He seems ok so far (he just started high school in
August) but I have zero faith the school can handle it if
something happens unless I create a shitstorm and force the
issue, such as removing a bully from a class he/she haves with
my kid”.

Next, we asked parents, “What is your view about bullying?
How problematic do you think it is?” Responses were coded into
five categories presented in Table 3. Parents gave a variety of
responses but the most frequent (60%) response was that bullying
was extremely destructive with serious negative consequences.
Parents also reported it was a worse problem in today’s society
than in previous ones (14.3%), it was more pervasive than adults
think (8.6%), and some children are more susceptible than others
(8.6%). Finally, some parents said it was not a big problem or it
was part of growing up (8.6%).

Responses of parents suggest that many are concerned about
the prevalence of bullying and potentially harmful effects bullying
can have on children. Parent 3 (P3) remarked, “I think it is
extremely destructive to a child’s social/mental wellbeing and can
affect them for the rest of their life. In extreme cases, it can even be
a cause of suicide or an attempt. Things seem so major to a child
or teenager”.

Other parents commented on the serious consequences that
can result from bullying including suicide. Parent 58 (P58) stated,
“Bullying is wrong. And now the problem has gotten bad. Kids are
killing themselves about this.” Parent 2 (P2) echoed these
sentiments, “It’s a big problem because everyone has feelings
and if you mess with a person too long, you never know what
going across their mind.”

Parents were then asked, “Why do you think bullying happens
at school? In general?” Responses were coded into six categories
that are included in Table 4. Despite the variety in responses,
parents frequently (32.43%) stated bullying happens because

youth model behaviors from home. Parent 37 (P37) stated,
“Not sure but I believe a lot has to do with how a child is
taught at home. Most children will do what they see other adults,
in their daily life, do. How we as adults treat our neighbors,
friends, or just the people we pass in the stores will affect our
children”.

Parent 36 (P36) reiterated these sentiments and attributed a
child’s behavior to what they experience at home. “I think
children witness their parents being bullied in their homes and
the children are bullied in their homes. They probably are
growing up in a bullying environment in which they may
perceive as normal”.

Parents also suggested bullying occurs in schools due to power
differential and class systems among children (29.73%). Parent 3
(P3) said, “It occurs because social ranking is so very important to
kids/teenagers, and when a child feels less than, they sometimes
become a bully to make themselves feel more important or
powerful”. Other parents simply replied power, or as Parent
17 (P17) remarked, “Because a person wants to have power
over another person or a person wants what the other person
haves”.

Other parents believed bullying happened as a result of poor
adult supervision (16.2%), low self-esteem or a need for attention
(10.8%), peer pressure (5.4%), and jealousy or building status
(5.4%). Parents who mentioned a child’s self-esteem discussed
how bullying was a way that person tries to make themselves feel
better. By making someone else feel worse, they feel better. As
Parent 25 (P25) said, “I believe bullying is an attempt for the bully
to feel better about themselves by making someone else feel
poorly about themselves”.

Parents were then asked “Does your child tell you about bullying
every time it happens? If not, why not”. Responses to that question
are presented in Table 5. Most (75%) parents believed their children
did not always tell them about bullying. Of those who did not believe
their child always told them, a variety of explanations were offered.
Responses were coded into ten categories.

Of the parents who believed their child did not always talk
to them about bullying, the most common reasons offered by
parents were that their child was ashamed or embarrassed
(15%), their child handles they bullying situation themselves
(12.5%), or their child didn’t tell them because they were afraid
of punishment if they told (10%). Parents who mentioned that
their child may be ashamed or embarrassed talked about how
their child likely feels when they are bullied or how they would
feel if the parent got involved in the bullying situation. Parent
42 (P42) replied that their child did not always tell them about
bullying because “. . .it is embarrassing to admit that you didn’t
have the courage to confront a bully”. Parent 49 (P49)

TABLE 3 |What is your view about bullying? How problematic do you think it is?a.

What is your view about bullying? How problematic do you think
it is?

N %

Extremely destructive with serious negative consequences 21 60.0
Worse problem in today’s society than in previous ones 5 14.3
More pervasive than adults think 3 8.6
Not a big problem/Part of growing up 3 8.6
Some children are more susceptible than others 3 8.6

aPercentages do not equal 100 percent due to rounding.

TABLE 4 | Why do you think bullying happens at school? In general?

Why do you think bulling happens at school? In general? N %
Youths model behaviors from home 12 32.4
Power differential/Class system among youths 11 29.7
Poor adult supervision 6 16.2
Low self-esteem/Need for attention 4 10.8
Peer pressure 2 5.4
Jealousy/Build status 2 5.4
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exemplified the belief that their child would handle a bullying
situation themselves. As they said, “She has mentioned it in the
past. We discuss it. She has been taught to fight very good and is an
excellent marksman. I build her up and she knows she is a star and
has worth. She is a Christian and we have discussed praying for our
enemies. She is a happy child and understands that some people are
simply pathetic so they turn into bullies. She has been prepared to
protect herself if it comes to that. If she initiates any act, I will be her
problem then. We believe in loving everyone and being open and
honest. Over the years, she has actually befriended someone who
once was a bully to her”.

Finally, parents were asked: “What advice would you give if
your child was being bullied?” Responses were then coded into
seven categories which are presented in Table 6. The most
frequent response (63.1%) was to resort to a higher authority.
Nearly one in four (26.3%) parents also suggested they would
confront the bully’s parents. Parents commonly mentioned
talking to their child first to understand the situation. Parent
55 (P55) said they would, “Talk to them (my child) about the
possible motives of the bully, explain that the bully is the one with
the problem and talk to my child about how to respond. If the
bullying was severe, I would address it with the school
administration or possibly the bully’s parents (if I know them)”.

Another parent mentioned involving the school; Parent 36
(P36) said, “Talk to them, find out the situation, and go talk to the
principal. Get the other parents involved.” Parent 15 (P15) also
mentioned “speaking with the principal about bullying and
recollected how they had done so in the past”.

I would go to the principal after discussing the situation with
my child. This did happen when he was in sixth grade and I did
have a long talk with the principal. As a result, there were some
changes made to the school schedule for the following year.

Of the parents who would confront the bully’s parents, three
mentioned how they would request a face-to-face meeting with
the other parents to discuss the situation. Parent 11 (P11) said,
“First thing I would do is find out who that child’s parents are and
contact them to let them know their child is bullying my child. It
would not be a pleasant conversation. If it continued after that,
the police would get involved”.

Parent 23 (P23) answered, “I would contact the aggressors
parents as well as the school to have a conference”, and Parent 31
(P31) responded, “I would want to talk to the child’s parents and
see what exactly the problem is and how we can settle it”.

DISCUSSION

In this study, we used data from 50 parents in a southeastern state to
examine parent perceptions of bullying and how they discuss
bullying with their children. We also explored how fearful
parents are of their child being victimized by bullying, their
opinion of why bullying occurs in school, and also the advice
they gave their children concerning bullying. Our study makes an
important contribution to the literature around bullying because it
is one of the first studies to examine parental fear of bullying
victimization (Stives et al., 2019, for a notable exception) and
parental concerns about the harmful impact of bullying.
Additionally, this is one of a limited number of studies that
examines the advice parents give their children when they have
been bullied. Thus, this work contributes to a growing body of
literature that considers the viewpoints of parents in the bullying
literature in general (Sawyer et al., 2011; Cooper & Nickerson, 2013;
Harcourt et al., 2014; Stives et al., 2019).

The findings from this study add to the bullying literature in a
number of important ways. First, the findings uncovered here
generally replicate those of Stives and her associates (2019) who
examined fear of bullying among a sample of parents of
elementary school children. The results presented here suggest
that approximately half of the parents were are least somewhat
fearful of their child being bullied at school and one in four

TABLE 5 | Does Your Child Tell You Every Time They Have Been Bullied? If not, why not?

Does your child tell you about bullying every time it happens? If not, why not? N %
Yesa 10 25.0
No 30 75.0
Ashamed or embarrassed to tell Me 6 15.0
My child handles it themselves 5 12.5
Afraid of being punished by bully if they tell 4 10.0
Sometimes it Doesn’t bother them enough to tell 3 7.5
They only told Me about it when bullying became severe 3 7.5
My child Doesn’t think I can understand or help 2 5.0
It happens so much my child quit telling Me about it 2 5.0
Bullying is common/Kids adjust to it 1 2.5
I’m not sure why they Don’t tell Me 1 2.5
They Don’t always recognize They’ve been bullied 1 2.5

aEach of the 10 parents who were confident their child told them about all their bullying victimization mentioned talking regularly and/or having an open relationship and communication.

TABLE 6 |What advice would you give if your child was being bullied? N = 38. “Of
the 38 parents who responded to the question,” before the most frequent
result in the current sentence.

What advice would you give if your child was being bullied? N %
I will resort to higher authority 24 63.1
I would confront the bully’s parents 10 26.3
Support child 9 23.7
Understand why people bully 7 18.4
Tell child to tell an adult/friend 2 5.2
Tell child to confront bully 1 2.6
Tell child to avoid the bully 1 2.6

Percentages do not equal 100% because some respondents provided more than one
response.
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parents were very fearful. Parents reported that their concerns
stemmed from the personality of their child (which made them
more likely to be a target for bullying), their lack of faith in the
school administration to handle bullying, and their realization
that bullying has serious harmful effects. Although half of the
parents in this sample were not fearful of their child being bullied,
the results presented here suggest that, no matter the age of the
children, many parents still are concerned about their child being
bullied at school, and feel that the school administration can do
more to reduce bullying.

Next, the findings presented here reveal important differences
between the advice parents of middle and high school children in this
sample and parents of younger children in Stives et al. (2019) and
Sawyer et al. (2011) give their children when they have been bullied.
Parents in this sample were muchmore likely to be willing to directly
intervene on their child’s behalf by meeting with the principal (by far
the most common parental response) or confronting the bully’s
parents (the second most common response). It appears, then, that
parents of older children are much less willing to tolerate bullying of
their children and much more willing to spearhead a solution than
parents of younger children. This may result from frustration with
years of telling their children to follow the school’s advice around
bullying (e.g., tell a responsible adult, intervene when you see other
children being bullied) yet their child is still suffering from bullying
victimization. We did not ask parents “why” they would give their
children the advice they would give them; future research should
further explore the reasoning for this advice, particularly among
parents of older children.

Another important finding from this study has to do with
parents’ recognition of the negative impacts of bullying. Despite
the belief among some members of the public that bullying is “not
that serious,” with limited exception, parents in this sample
acknowledged that bullying is extremely destructive, with
serious negative consequences, and may be worse in the 21st
century than ever before. In fact, more than one parent
mentioned suicide as a potential outcome of bullying
victimization. Additionally, most parents also acknowledged
that their children likely were not telling them every time they
experienced bullying, and thus parents rightly believed that
bullying is even more pervasive than we like to acknowledge.

This study is also one of the first of which we are aware to ask
parents whether they believe their child reports all of their bullying
victimizations to them and, when their child does not report the
bullying to the parent, why the parent believes this occurs. Parents
that felt their child always reported their bullying victimization to
them (about 25% of the sample) unanimously reported that they had
an open line of communication with their children about everything,
and thus their child felt comfortable telling them about each bullying
incident that occurred. Those parents that reported their children
withheld reports of bullying victimization felt they did so for a variety
of reasons. The most common responses was that the child handled
the bullying themselves; other common responses were that the child
was too embarrassed to tell their parents every time they were bullied
or they feared reprisal from the bully if they did tell their parent. The
variety of responses presented by the parents to that question suggest
that there are a plethora of reasons why children do not tell their
parents about bullying and better understanding is needed,

particularly among older children, for more effective bullying
prevention.

Finally, this study is one of the first of which we are aware to ask
parents about their opinions about why bullying occurs. The
findings presented here reveal some interesting opinions, many
of which support the extant research around causes of bullying.
The most common response was that bullies were modeling
behaviors they witnessed and/or experienced at home; in other
words, there is little the school can do to prevent bullying because
they are learning these behaviors at home, not at school. A second
very common response does flow from extant research; almost one
in three parents felt the primary reason bullying occurred was
because of the power differentials in the school setting. As with
many other studies, the opinions of parents support that there is no
single solution that will prevent all bullying. In fact, some of the
parents in this study apparently felt there was little the school could
do to prevent bullying since bullying started at home.

Limitations
Although we believe this research has made important
contributions to the research examining parental responses
to bullying, there are several limitations to this study. First, the
small sample of parents under study here was a sample of
relatively affluent parents in a southeastern state.
Consequently, the findings presented here may not be
generalizable to parents in other parts of the United States
or from other demographic strata even within the same local
community. Second, the vast majority of parents providing
data for this study were female; it would be interesting to
examine gender differences in parental responses but we were
unable to do so because of the very small number of fathers
(four) that provided responses for this study. Nevertheless,
given the limited research around parental attitudes and
experiences with bullying, we believe these findings are still
important in terms of gaining understanding of how parents
experience bullying of their children.

Future Research
The findings presented in this study lead to a number of
important questions, and some methodological improvements,
for future research. First, we believe it is important to gain a
better understanding of how parents define bullying. Asking
parents to define bullying, then developing a definition of
bullying from those responses, is an important next step in
the bullying research. After that definition is developed, it can
then be used with additional samples of parents to insure that
all parents are discussing bullying from the same perspective.
Next, the findings uncovered here indicate that a second large
hole in the research around parental perspectives on bullying
is in the area of understanding the reasons why parents
choose the strategies they do for helping their children
address bullying. Quite frankly, the fact that so many
parents would either go directly to the principal or to the
alleged bully’s parents was surprising to us. Additional
research is needed to not only better understand the advice
parents are giving their children but the reasons behind that
advice.
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IMPLICATIONS

As Stives et al. (2019) and others have argued, there is still much
work for teachers, school administrators, and educational
psychologists around the messages that parents receive about
bullying prevention. This is particularly evident in the responses
parents had about 1) causes of bullying and 2) how they would
handle bullying situations that involved their child. Information
is widely available for parents around these topics if they choose
to use it. However, work by teachers and school administrators to
understand why parents are frustrated with the school’s lack of
response to bullying, and the ineffectiveness of strategies used by
school districts throughout the United States, is still needed.

As Stives et al. (2019) has suggested, school administrators and
teachers play an essential role in bullying prevention when they
enforce the rules regarding behavior at school. Nevertheless, it is
also important for parents to have confidence that the strategies
used by the school for bullying prevention are working. Evidence
from this study suggests some parents are frustrated with what
they perceive to be ineffective responses by the school and are
willing to intervene with parents outside the school setting, or go
directly to the principal when their child is being bullied. While
most middle and high school principals would support the second
parental strategy (even if it made their job harder), very few would
support the first. Thus, parents need to better understand the
messages that schools are giving their child regarding how to
respond to bullying and schools need to do a better job telling
parents how to respond to bullying on behalf of their children.
Until this occurs, there is still much to do in the area of bullying
prevention.
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