BULLYING,
Bullycide and Childhood Obesity
by JoAnn Stevelos, MS, MPH

Bullying has become an
epidemic. Many children are
victims of sexual bullying
and cyber bullying, and
overweight children are
especially targeted. The
problem is finally getting the
attention it deserves.
In October 2010, we heard the heartbreaking stories of
nine teens who were pushed over the edge by relentless
bullying, sexual harassment and public humiliation. They
were bullied because they were gay, lesbian, transgender,
overweight or perceived as such. In the case of one young
teen living in Massachusetts, it was for liking another teen’s
boyfriend.
Many gay lesbian transgender groups are actively
advocating for bullying interventions and are including
overweight children and teens under the spotlight because
they often share similar bullying experiences. And, just
recently the term “bullycide” has entered the language as a
term to describe the number of victims who have committed

suicide. As a result of this alarming trend, many groups who
are often the target of bullying and sexual harassment are
speaking up, demanding that interventions and education be
mandated in schools to combat all types of bullying.

THE ALARMING
STATISTICS:
The statistics on bullying are
upsetting. In a recent national
survey of overweight sixth graders,
24 percent of the boys and 30
percent of the girls experienced
daily teasing, bullying or rejection
because of their size. The number
doubles for overweight high school
students with 58 percent of boys
and 63 percent of girls experiencing
daily teasing, bullying or rejection
because of their size.
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In 2009, Oprah Winfrey announced the beginning of a national conversation to stop bullying in schools. A national
campaign to stop bullying began in 2010 with the declaration of October as “National Bullying Prevention Month.”
Yet, reports of child and teen deaths related to bullying
continue.

What is bullying?
The U.S. Department of Education’s resources on bullying
warn that too many organizations are creating their own
deﬁnitions of bullying. After a thorough review, they
found that nearly all of the deﬁnitions incorporate four key
concepts:

•

Bullying involves intentional, and largely
unprovoked, eﬀorts to harm another

•

Bullying can be physical or verbal, and
direct or indirect in nature

•

Bullying involves repeated negative actions
by one or more against another

•

Bullying involves an imbalance of physical
or psychological power

While it feels somewhat clinical and removed to deﬁne
bullying in this manner, we must do so to address the issue
in a consistent and eﬀective manner. However, we must
also talk about this issue in plain English to keep it real
and to understand the impact of bullying.
Overweight children and teens who are bullied are often
called names, punched, teased, ganged up on, humiliated
and ignored relentlessly either in-person or in social
media by mean and often troubled peers. Victims often
feel depressed, sad, lonely, alienated, ostracized, angry,
powerless, anxious and fearful. It is imperative that we
address bullying in our schools, neighborhoods and
communities because every child has the basic human
right to feel safe and secure.

Who are the bullies and who
are the victims?
A 2004 study of bullying behaviors in 5,749 boys and
girls (11-16 years old) showed that overweight and obese
school-aged children were more likely to be the victims
and perpetrators of bullying behaviors than their normalweight peers. Furthermore, there are gender diﬀerences in
bullying behaviors. Typically, both male and female children
and teens report bullies making fun of the way they look,
dress or talk. However, males are more likely to report being
physically harmed through punching or kicking, whereas
girls are more likely to be excluded, ostracized and the
target of rumors, especially pertaining to sexual activity.
Another study attempted to understand if overweight

children from diﬀerent socio-economic classes were more
vulnerable to bullying than others. Did it make a diﬀerence
if the overweight child was male, female, black, white or
Hispanic? Or, if they were rich or poor? Had good grades
or poor grades? According to the lead researcher of the
study, Dr. Julie C. Lumeng, “the child who was obese was
simply more likely to be bullied than the child who was
not; none of these things aﬀected it at all.”
In fact, it comes as no surprise that overweight children are
at risk for bullying. The risk factors associated with bullying
victims – feelings of insecurity, low self-esteem, depression,
social isolation and marginalization, lack of social skills
and the inability to defend themselves in confrontational
situations - are similar to the psycho-social conditions of
overweight children and teens; depression, anxiety, social
isolation and marginalization and low self-esteem.

WHAT ARE THE
TYPES OF BULLYING?
There are different kinds of bullying according to
Olweus, a Bully Prevention Program Web site:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Verbal bullying
Social exclusion or isolation
Physical bullying
Bullying through lies and false rumors
Having money or other things taken or
damaged
Being threatened or forced to do things
Racial bullying
Sexual bullying
Cyber bullying (via cell phone or the Internet)

Olweus also divides bullying into two forms: direct and
indirect. Direct bullying usually involves confrontations,
calling names, derogatory comments, hitting, kicking,
shoving and chasing. Indirect bullying is equally aggressive, but partially hidden from the victim and can include
social isolation, the spreading of lies and rumors to peers
and ignoring victims in group activities. Cyber bullying
may also fall into this category because the harassment
and bullying is a step removed from face-to-face contact
using text messaging or social media networks such as
Facebook and YouTube.

What are the consequences
of bullying?
Bullying is a highly individualized experience just as
physical pain is. Some days the child or teen may weather
bullying better than others. The type of bullying, the level,
intensity and frequency of contact with the bully or bullies
must be considered when assessing and evaluating the
emotional and physical consequences of being a victim.
In general, children and teens who are bullied may tend to
avoid school or playgrounds, thereby decreasing the quality
of their educational and recreational experiences. As we
have seen in recent news reports, children and teens who
are victims of bullying may have thoughts of suicide and
some actually commit suicide. However, again, we must be
cautious when discussing the consequences of bullying in
general terms because the threshold for diﬀerent types of
bullying will vary from child to child.

What can I do to help a child
or teen who is being bullied?
Get educated. Eﬀectively addressing bullying with your
children will require rigor, humility, compassion and most
importantly, listening to their experiences without judging
them. This is diﬃcult because it can be tempting to blame
the child. You might want to say, “You need to learn to stick
up for yourself.” Or you may be overprotective, as in, “I am
calling her parents immediately.” These traps should be
avoided because they will put you into a “camp” and harden
your position, thus turning the situation into “us against
them.” And to be honest, some days that will be the easiest
way to deal with it. But, your best plan of action is to show
your child how to use all the resources available to create a
safer more secure environment for him or her.
Fully engaging your community will take time and
determination. Schedule meetings with your school
principal, guidance counselors and school bus drivers to
review the school’s policies on bullying and harassment. If
the school does not have a policy, ask if you can work with
the school district or your state education department to
form a task force to address bullying. Call the national,
state and local anti-bullying groups listed on page 7.
Surround your child with family and neighbors who know
your child is being bullied and ask that they support you
in protecting your child. Cultivating a “zero tolerance” for
bullying environment in your child’s community ensures
all children have access to a safe, nurturing, learning
environment. You and your child can work together to
insure all kids are safe and empowered to speak up against
bullies. Remember, you may be the only person your child
can trust and come to for help.

HELPING
TO COMBAT
BULLYING:
HELPFUL TIPS AND
RESOURCES
If your child or teen is a victim of bullying,
here are just a few things you can do to
help. There are many more ideas and
interventions to be found in the resources
listed on the next page.
• Access the many resources available
on the Internet. To the right, you will
find an extensive list of resources and
organizations to help you help keep
your child or teen safe.
• The most important thing is to help
your child stay safe and to try to not
escalate the situation.
• Help your child learn to defend
themselves from bullies by encouraging
them to stay calm, look the bully in the
eye and stand up tall.
• Encourage your child to ask the adults
around them for help.
• Make an appointment with your school
principal and your child’s teacher to
inform them of the bullying and to ask
their help in addressing the situation.
Ask about the school policies on
bullying and for any available resources
to help you and your child.

• When bullying incidents occur, write them
down with your child. Keeping track of
the incidents will help you prepare for
meetings with teachers, parents and, if
necessary, law enforcement officers.
• Encourage your child to join an
organization or group at school. Be sure
to create a safe and welcoming place for
your child to have friends visit.
• Enrolling children in self-defense or
martial arts classes can build their
confidence and teach them how to
protect themselves from bullies.

Resources
If you have friends or family members who
are overweight or obese, please make
time to watch three short and informative
videos on weight prejudice and weight bias
at the Yale Rudd Center for Food Policy
and Obesity’s Web site. Share these videos
with your local school district, PTA, local
organizations, family and friends.
To view the videos, please visit the “Weight
Bias & Stigma” section under “What We Do”
on the Rudd Center Web site at
www.yaleruddcenter.org.
For more information on bullying, please visit
the following Web sites:
• Stop Bullying Now

www.stopbullyingnow.hrsa.gov/adults/default.aspx

• Education.com

www.education.com/topic/school-bullying-teasing

• Human Rights Campaign

www.hrc.org/issues/parenting/schools.asp

• National Institute of Health

www.nih.gov/news/health/sep2010/nichd-21.htm

• Centers for Disease Control

www.cdc.gov/ncipc/dvp/electronic_aggression.htm

• American Academy of Pediatrics
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www.aap.org/healthtopics/violprev.cfm
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How can communities help
children and teens who are
being bullied?
The most eﬀective interventions are those that commit
to both the prevention and treatment of bullying as a
school-wide or organization-wide eﬀort. Because of
the increased awareness about bullying, there are many
resources and programs available to help schools, parents
and organizations create safe, secure environments for all
children.
One study has determined that an eﬀective program will
address the roles of everyone associated with the school
or organization and what they can do to stop bullying.
Everyone from teachers and students to the principal,
janitor, lunch room worker and bus driver must feel
empowered and compelled to enforce clear rules and
become role models against bullying.

Conclusion
Dan Savage, an author and journalist who writes the
internationally syndicated column, Savage Love, is leading
a grassroots eﬀort called, “It Gets Better.” The campaign is
speciﬁcally aimed at gay and lesbian youth to let them know
that despite their painful experiences and the depression
that comes from being bullied, “it gets better” when you
leave high school. Our overweight children and teens need
to hear the same message, “it gets better.” They need us to
step-up and advocate for their basic human right to safe,
secure environments where they can grow and thrive. We
need to work together to make it better for them.
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For an extensive list of resources and
descriptions from the Center on Media
and Child Health Web site and for a list of
references used in this article, see the Web
version in the “Magazine” section on the OAC
Web site at www.obesityaction.org.

ABOUT THE OBESITY
ACTION COALITION (OAC)
The Obesity Action Coalition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated
to giving a voice to individuals affected by obesity and helping them
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to
elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on
health, improve access to obesity care, provide
science-based education on obesity and its
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight
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bias and discrimination.
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The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging
but we also know that great things happen when we learn,
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists.
Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take
action on important issues.

Through the OAC Community,
you can get access to:
Weight & Health Education • Community Blogs
• Community Discussion Forum
• Ongoing Support • Meaningful Connections

AND MUCH MORE

JOIN TODAY: GO TO OBESIT YACTI ON.ORG/JO I N
info@obesityaction.org
(800) 717-3117 | (813) 872-7835 | Fax: (813) 873-7838

@ObesityActionCoalition
@ObesityAction

