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Last week I at tended a Joint Oireach tas Com mit tee for Ed u ca tion. I was there to speak on the
topic of bul ly ing in child hood in Ire land. I was not alone. There was a num ber of other ex perts
from the �eld of child and men tal health who were also there to present an open ing state -
ment and to an swer ques tions from the panel.

At the meet ing, I out lined my de�  ni tion of bul ly ing be hav iour and de scribed it in terms of
‘in tent’, mak ing a dis tinc tion be tween ro bust ban ter and bul ly ing be hav iour that can oc cur in
all age groups from small chil dren to late teens.
Roughly one in four chil dren will ex pe ri ence bul ly ing in one form or an other. This in ci dence
is per sis tent as chil dren progress to secondary school, al though the man ner of the bul ly ing
be hav iour might di� er.
As school is so of ten a mixed bag of per son al i ties you are nearly al ways go ing to have fric tion
in the way di� er ent chil dren re late. When a clash of these per son al i ties oc cur, it is im por tant
to let each child know that the way in which they are in ter act ing is neg a tively a� ect ing one of
the chil dren and this needs to stop. For ex am ple, the child who is the youngest of four might
be well used to the rough and tum ble of phys i cal play and use of slang or nick names in the
course of their com mu ni ca tion, but there may be an other child who is the el dest of two who
has had no such ex pe ri ences and may feel ut terly un com fort able with these ways of in ter act -
ing.
Once this dy namic has been pointed out and ad dressed, the is sue should re solve. How ever,
when it does not re solve and the be hav iour con tin ues, this is di� er ent. Cue the di men sion of
in tent. If some one is aware that their ac tions, ei ther ver bal or phys i cal are hurt ing some one
else, and they con tinue the bul ly ing be hav iour then a �rmer ap proach is re quired. There is, of
course, the view that ‘kids will be kids’ and we should let it sort it self out and in mi nor cases
this may be true. How ever, pro longed ex po sure to per se cu tion, hos til ity and ver bal abuse can
have dev as tat ing e� ects on a child’s self-es teem. Around 80% of the young peo ple cur rently
at tend ing my psy chother apy prac tice have ex pe ri enced some form of bul ly ing.
But a deeper dive into these pre sen ta tions sug gests
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the overt name call ing, phys i cal as sault or ac tive pres ence of vis i ble bul ly ing is the thin end of
the wedge. These are not the pre dom i nant pre sen ta tions. In stead by far the largest in ci dence
of bul ly ing is de scribed as ex clu sion.
Left on the side lines
Ex clu sion, de spite its preva lence, is in cred i bly di�  cult for par ents, teach ers and ex tra-cur -
ric u lar coaches to ad dress. By the na ture of free dom of choice, we can not in sist that chil dren
play with or ac cept other chil dren into their group. The mem ber ship of these groups is com -
plex and the pol i tics of who is in cluded and ex cluded seems to be ar bi trary and ran dom.
I have heard of umpteen ex am ples of young peo ple be ing ousted or ex cluded from a group or
had their loy alty be trayed by a ‘close friend’ and they have no idea why this hap pened. The
term ‘out of the blue’ or ‘to tally ran dom’ is com monly used in the de scrip tion of how this dy -
namic changed. The man ner in which close friend ships end al most overnight, with out any
ex pla na tion is truly un fath omable, and al though this does oc cur with boys, it is far more
preva lent among girls.
There ap pears to be a con
tem po rary cul ture of dis pos abil ity that has crept into young peo ple’s friend ships over the last
num ber of years that, de spite much thought and ex plo ration, I fail to un der stand.
Maybe we can look at what is hap pen ing on so cial me dia where the con cept of ‘friend’ and
‘be ing friended or un friended’ has changed young peo ple’s un der stand ing of friend ship.
Could it be that friends in their lives have be come dis pens able?
Per haps we have a low frus tra tion tol er ance com pared to pre vi ous times. Per haps the so cial
currency of friend ships has be come more vis i ble and in a hy per com par a tive cul ture a young
per son is more likely to be ousted if their so cial cap i tal or pop u lar ity is per ceived to be low.
What ever the rea son for it, the ap proaches we have taken to en cour age in clu siv ity, di ver sity
and to geth er ness, through SPHE cur ric ula and so on is not work ing. In my ex pe ri ence, the ex -
clu sion is get ting worse.
Cu mu la tive e� ect of bul ly ing
So what can par ents do about it if their child is a vic tim of ex clu sion? The an swer is very lit tle.
It does not work to ap proach the group or perthat son and in struct them to rein clude the child
in ques tion. To do so could risk fur ther alien ation. The school will say they can do no more in
terms of en cour ag ing re spect ful in ter ac tions be tween stu dents, but this does not seem to go
far enough. I do not mean we should sub con tract all of the re spon si bil ity to schools as this
seems to be a wider so ci etal problem. But as a par ent, to watch your child be ing up set, lost,
iso lated and alone, is deeply painful.
With so many av enues and plat forms for a child to be vis i bly ex cluded, the cu mu la tive e� ect
can be swift and dis tress ing.
Be ing left out of pri vate Snapchat groups, see ing peers meet ing up and shar ing pho tos of
them hav ing a good time or the sub tle but not so sub tle at tacks on your child’s value by omit -
ting him or her from ac tiv i ties will take its toll. Even tu ally, the child will con clude that their
rea son for ex clu sion has to be some thing to do with them not be ing ‘enough’ and an ero sion
of their self-be lief, self-value and self-worth will be gin.
I don’t have a neat an swer to the col lec tive cul ture of ex clu sion. The only ad vice I can give
par ents and chil dren is to try to �nd their worth else where. To avoid chang ing them selves to
‘�t in’ and rather try to �nd an al ter na tive tribe where you can get a sense of ‘be long ing’. We
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can not con trol what oth ers do to us, but we can con trol our re ac tion and re sponse and tak ing
con trol of how much we al low some thing to a� ect us is the key here. But I am the �rst to ad -
mit that this is eas ier said than done.
This is a very short list of so lu tions but it may help to con trol the ero sion of your child’s self-
be lief and self worth, which is the pri or ity.
Find your tribe
I of ten ex plain to young peo ple that some times life is like a glass of cor dial, the con cen trate
rep re sent ing the di�  cult ex pe ri ences in our lives and the wa ter be ing the good or hope ful
ones. Some times we can not re move the cor dial, so the only so lu tion is to di lute it as best we
can with wa ter and so, by max imis ing the ex pe ri ences that make them feel good, re spected
and wanted, they can pre serve their self-worth from the tox i c ity of ex clu sion.
This can be done through an ex tracur ric u lar ac tiv ity where we �nd our tribe in a di� er ent
group of peo ple who ac knowl edge and re mind us of our value.
I’m keenly aware this so lu tion is not good enough. There needs to be a way of tack ling ex clu -
sion in a more sys tem atic way than we are now, and just be cause it’s di�  cult and com plex
does not mean we give up try ing. In stead, it means we have to try harder.
One of the in terim sug ges tions I made at the Joint Oireach tas Com mit tee was to have more
ther a peu tic sup port for chil dren in schools to help main tain their self worth while bul ly ing in -
ci dents are be ing re solved, and I also be lieve there needs to be a wider look at the so ci etal re -
spon si bil ity of clubs, par ents and tech com pa nies to ex am ine the val ues that es pouse so that
in clu siv ity is more than just an al tru is tic ges ture but in stead is em bed ded in the fabric of who
we need to be.
I be lieve that if we are to best sup port the men tal well be ing of young peo ple in Ire land, then
all of us, par ents in cluded, need to start by ad dress ing ex clu sion as a form of bul ly ing.


