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By Dr Brenda van Rooyen

“My child? The bully? Never!”  

This may be your initial response, and perhaps the dynamics that led to your child behaving this way need 
to be examined carefully, but what do you do when you realize that your child is the one bullying others? 

Taking on the responsibility to work with your child, who needs support as much as those that are being 
bullied, is the first step. When a child engages in behaviours that hurt others, it impacts on his or her social 
and emotional well-being too. Consequences may be social exclusion and associated feelings of sadness, 
and even increased aggression.

Next, explore why this could be happening and then take the necessary steps to support your child. 
Questions to ask include:
•    Am I teaching my child to identify and express emotions assertively? Ways to do this would include 
mirroring what you see your child feeling, if your child cannot name emotion. For example, saying: “You 
seem to be irritated?” You could also get a feeling chart at home, to help him show you what he is feeling. 
Once a feeling is identified, work on appropriate expression of such a feeling, including allowing the child to 
express “I” messages: “I feel irritated because I would rather jump on the trampoline than do my homework”.
•    Is my child being exposed to aggressive role-modelling or being bullied within the home? This could 
include aggression in cartoons, in games, on television, in the family, in sibling relationships and in 
parenting. If your answer is “yes”, removing these models. Limit television and games, closely monitor 
content, work on parenting skills and conflict management in the home, or address sibling relationships.
•    Is my child feeling that she has no control in her life? Are there changes in family dynamics that have 
made her feel unhappy, afraid, and invisible, or that she has no voice in the family? Could she be acting out 
her hurt and anger? If “yes” is your response, then seek support for the family and for your child, with a 
psychologist, counsellor or organization such as FAMSA.
•    Does my child have difficulties with sensory integration? Is he particularly sensitive to touch, sound, 
light, smell and/or taste? Does he get irritable, overwhelmed and anxious or act out if overly stimulated in 
any of these ways? If you answer “yes” to these questions, seek out further assessment with an 
occupational therapist.

•    Does my child have difficulties with speech or communication skills? Does she get extremely frustrated 

when she cannot express herself? Does this lead to her acting out frustration. If you answer “yes” to this 

question, consultation with a speech and language therapist could be useful.

•    Is my child impulsive; doing things before he has thought them through? Does he hit and then feel 

regret? Does he interrupt? Is he unable to wait his turn or tolerate frustration? If you answer “yes” to this, 



consultation with a play therapist or child psychologist may be of value. At home you could draw and talk 

about the robot: Stop! (red) Think! (orange) Go! (green).

•    Does my child have difficulty with social skills? Does she avoid eye contact and not know what to do if 

someone approaches her? A question you need to ask yourself then is if, as family, there is enough 

modelling of social skills. Are you socially integrated as a family? And are you organizing play dates or 

getting your child involved in activities which give her the opportunity to build such skills. If you are, but 

social difficulties remain, consultation with a play therapist or child psychologist could be useful.

So when you get that call saying “your child has been hurting my child”, don’t move into a space of reflexive 
denial. Rather move towards support of your child.
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