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Parenting and Bullying

PREVINet

Parents play many critical roles in promoting their children’s capacity to have healthy
relationships. As attachment figures, parents provide infants and children with a secure base in
times of distress. A secure base promotes children’s ability to trust others and cope with stress
throughout the lifespan. As authority figures, parents teach children appropriate social
behaviors and set limits on misbehavior. As role models, parents teach many social skills and
values by the examples set by their own behaviors and attitudes, such as resolving marital and
family conflicts non-violently through assertive communication, treating others with respect,
self-control, tolerance of differences, and a sense of justice and fair play.

Not surprisingly, research suggests that the parenting characteristics that place children at risk
for aggression and mental health problems are also associated with bullying and victimization
problems. Understanding the reasons why children become involved in bullying (as a child who
bullies others, is bullied, or is “dually involved” in both bullying and being victimized) is
complex. Many factors interact including: individual characteristics (e.g., gender, history of
parenting, temperament, personality) and situational factors (e.g., peer group dynamics, social
norms, etc.).”? Parenting practices can have significant effects, but their impacts may vary by
gender, culture, socio-economic, and other environmental factors.’

Key Research Findings

Parenting Factors Linked to Bullying

e Children and youth who bully others are more likely than non-bullying youth to come
from families characterized by low levels of family warmth and cohesion.**

e In mid-adolescence, youths with a long history of frequently bullying others report
significantly more conflict with their parents, and significantly less trust in their parents
(i.e., not feeling that their parents would be there for them when they needed them)
when compared to youths who did not bully. In the same study, adolescents with a
history of moderate bullying also reported significantly less trust in their parents than
adolescents who did not bully.®

e Adolescents whose parents use physical punishment are more likely to bully others than
adolescents who are not physically punished.”?

e Youth who bully others are more likely than other youth to experience low levels of
parental monitoring (e.g., being in touch, enforcing a curfew, knowing where the youth
is, knowing the youth'’s friends).® -10:11:1213

e Students who bully report more trouble communicating with their parents than students
who do not bully.**

Parenting Factors Linked to Victimization
e Children and youth who are victimized are more likely than other youth to experience
high levels of parental intrusiveness (e.g., controlling the child’s play, interrupting the
child’s activities, interfering with the child’s goals).*
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Parenting Factors Linked to Bullying and to Victimization

e Children who are exposed to aggression and violence between their parents are likely to
learn that violence is the accepted way to handle conflict and are more likely to be
involved in bullying and victimization problems.*®

e Living with only one biological parent is a risk factor for involvement in bullying or
victimization for white youth, but not for black or Hispanic youth.'’

e White students who bully, or who are victimized, and black students who are “dually
involved” in both bullying and victimization are more likely to report low parent
involvement in school than other students.™

e Black students who bully or are victimized, and Hispanic students who are “dually
involved” were more likely to report difficulty in communicating with their parents than
other students.™

Key Themes

e Parenting characteristics linked to bullying all point to a problem in the parent-child
relationship, including: low levels of warmth and cohesion, low levels of youth-reported trust
in their parents, high levels of parent-child conflict, physical punishment, low levels of
parental monitoring, and poor parent-child communication.

e Intrusive parenting is linked children’s experiences of victimization.

Additional parenting characteristics that predict bullying involvement (as a child who bullies,
is victimized, or is dually involved in bullying and victimization) are: exposure to marital
aggression and violence, single parenting, and low parent involvement in child’s school.

Implications

Education

There is a vast need for parenting education for parents of children of all ages. Key
areas of focus include: secure and connected parent-child relationships, positive
child management strategies, the need to protect children from exposure to marital
aggression, and parent motivation to become involved in their children’s school.
Schools and other child and youth service delivery programs should endeavour to
welcome parent involvement, especially the involvement of parents who are not
generally comfortable in community social institutions.

Assessment

Comprehensive assessments of children’s involvement in bullying and victimization
must take into account their relationships with parents, as parents are the primary
socialization agents.

More prospective longitudinal research is needed to examine the links between
attachment, parenting practices and the various forms of bullying involvement and
types of bullying among diverse populations.

Prevention and Intervention

Bullying prevention programs that include a parenting education component should
be delivered in childcare, early education, school, and community programs.

Parents need support and encouragement to promote children’s social competencies
and healthy relationships.
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e Parents of children with chronic involvement in bullying problems may need
additional parenting support and family mental health intervention.

PREVINet i

Policy
e Parenting risk factors for children’s bullying involvement are also known risk factors
for poor mental health, low academic achievement, and antisocial behavior.
Improving parenting may improve children’s development in all of these domains.
e Accessible parenting education programs, and mental health supports for at-risk
parents can address the common parenting risk factors for bullying involvement and
other negative life outcomes.
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