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The legacy of being bullied 

 

Many of us have sad and horrible tales to tell about periods in life when we 

were bullied, and still remember with acute distress what it felt like. Being the 

subject of bullying, in real life or online, can have long-lasting effects. There is 

plenty of evidence to show that people of all sorts have been bullied at some 

time in their lives and have come away with their confidence undermined, feeling 

unacceptable, or unwanted. So it is important to understand its longer-lasting 

effects, and to find out how these can be lessened.  

 

Some facts about bullying 

Bullying is described in many books as ‘primitive’ behaviour. What this means is 

that it is often motivated by an almost instinctive desire to mask one’s own 

vulnerability by controlling other people. If you are top dog, then you will be able 

to get your own way, and other people are less likely to attack you. This will be 

even more likely to work if you gather around you a gang of followers (or 

henchmen). Bullying can be found in all walks of life. It happens to adults as well 

as to children, at home, at school and at work, in public and in private, face-to-face 

and online, and it happens throughout the world. What is more, it is probably true 

to say that everyone has done it sometimes even if only mildly, for example by 

calling someone names, or coming out with a more or less well-crafted insult. But 

mature people, supposedly, hardly ever do it; they do not need to, partly because 

they have learned how to negotiate, and to collaborate, and to live and to let 

live, and have no need to bolster themselves up by gaining a hold over others. 

They have learned to notice and respond to signs of distress in other people. They 

have internalized the morality of consideration for others, and for the most part will 

feel bad if they cause pain and distress, especially to those they care about. 
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Being fair, and compassionate, towards yourself as well as others, and the skills 

of assertiveness, reduce bullying and can also alleviate its effects. But these skills 

alone may not be enough, especially when powerful social forces operate so as 

either to ignore or to condone bullying types of behaviour. When it is hard, or even 

impossible, for one person to stand up to being bullied, then pressure to change 

exerted on the culture or social context within which the bullying occurs is more 

effective than any amount of assertiveness.  Special skills are also needed for 

dealing with cyber-bullying, such as knowing how to manage privacy settings online, 

how to gather and keep evidence of online abuse, and how to report instances of 

such behaviour to teachers, parents, the providers of social media sites and, if 

necessary, the police. 

 

Bullying can be both obvious and subtle, and it can range from relatively harmless 

and more or less affectionate kinds of teasing through to intimidation or 

victimization. Using threats and taunts are some of the most obvious bullying 

behaviours, and the more subtle ones may be harder to recognize at first. They 

include: 

 picking on people, or publicly putting them down 

 challenging or daring people to do something they would not otherwise do 

 seeking out personal information and then disclosing it to others (including 

cyberbullying and some uses of sexting) 

 betraying a trust 

 excluding o r  i s o l a t i n g  people, especially from positions of leadership 

and social groups 

 making general rather than specific criticisms and accusations that 

appear to apply to the whole person rather than to something that they 

did or said 

 sabotaging their plans or activities 

 making unreasonable demands 

 using gossip, innuendo or manipulation 
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Clearly, bullying is not just one thing: it involves many different kinds of 

language and behaviour. What makes any of these bullying behaviour is the 

intention to hurt, control or exclude people, so that they feel they no longer 

belong to the group to which the bully belongs. It works by making use of 

intimidation and humiliation. 

 

Cyber-bullying, when someone uses electronic tools such as the internet or a 

smartphone to threaten, tease or embarrass another person, or to humiliate and 

control them, can use all of these behaviours. It can be done anonymously, 

speedily, 24 hours a day, and whatever has been communicated can be made 

globally available. It is more frequent than traditional forms of bullying, and 

sometimes affects the victims more seriously, possibly because it is likely to be 

witnessed by more people, can leave a permanent record on the internet, and 

because it leaves the victim with no ‘safe place’ where they cannot be reached. 

Research shows that bullies using electronic devices are less able to show 

empathy, are relatively disengaged from the immorality of their actions, and less 

likely to report feelings of guilt and shame.  Teenagers between the ages of 12 and 

19 said that, when using social networking sites such as Facebook, they are ruder, 

less genuine, and more crude, over-dramatic and disrespectful. They also said that 

they know people who write things online that they wouldn’t say face-to-face, and 

who have become quite ruthless.   

 

There is no known association between any particular characteristic and being the 

victim of either bullying or cyber-bullying. Unfortunately, bullying behaviour has 

existed in social groups all over the world from time immemorial. Social aspects of 

the electronic world are both exciting and useful. They provide access to new 

opportunities for meeting people, making friendships, sharing interests … and 

finding partners. Nevertheless, the social media can be used maliciously and young 

people in particular need to know how to protect themselves from their more harmful 

effects.  
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Statistics are revealing. In a large research project collecting information from 

thousands of young adults in many countries including the UK, Spain, New Zealand 

and Ireland one in five said they had been cyber-bullied and half of them said that 

being targeted online was worse than face-to-face bullying. It made them feel 

helpless, unwilling to tell their parents, and unable to find anywhere to escape.  

 

Some effects of being bullied 

Bullying exists in all degrees, from the relatively trivial to the horrendous. Being 

seriously bullied can be enormously stressful and affects every aspect of life: 

feelings, thinking, behaviour and bodily sensations. For example, being bullied is 

frightening, but it can also make people feel angry, resentful, frustrated and, when 

it seems that there is nothing to be done about it and no way out, hopeless and 

depressed as well. It makes people physically tense, on edge, unable to relax or 

to sleep, and susceptible to visible symptoms of distress such as trembling or 

sweating. Their waking life may be dominated by a sense of dread, constantly 

keeping on the look out for ‘dangerous’ situations, by thoughts about what might 

happen next, and by memories or images of recent distressing experiences. 

Disturbing dreams and worry may prevent them sleeping at night. Their daily 

behaviour will be a product of all these experiences. Being targeted by a bully can 

seriously interfere with the ability to live your life, to do the things you want to do, 

and to stop worrying about what other people are thinking of you.  

 

However, the end result of being bullied varies greatly. For some people it 

appears to have no lasting effects, but for others it does more damage, and 

leaves an apparently permanent scar. The worse the bullying the worse the effects 

are likely to be, and the longer they are likely to last. But another factor is also 

important, and that is the meaning of the bullying to the person who was on the 

receiving end of it. The messages that different people take away with them at 

the time can play an important part in what happens next. For example, being 
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tormented at school for being unable to pronounce your ‘r’s’ properly could 

ultimately mean more about other people, and their ability to pick on irrelevancies 

when making judgments about you, than about you as a person, and it might 

then have no lasting effect on your self-opinion. On the other hand, it could 

leave you with a deep-seated uncertainty about yourself and your acceptability, 

and with your confidence profoundly shaken. Some of the more long lasting effects 

of being bullied are shown below. 

 

Long-lasting effects of bullying 

Effects on beliefs, e.g. 

 I’m not acceptable as I am; I don’t belong 

 People will reject me  

 Nobody can be trusted 

Effects on assumptions, e.g. 

 If I get people’s approval they won’t exclude me 

 It’s best to hit before you get hit 

 If you let people get to know you they will take advantage of you 

 It’s best not to tangle with powerful people, or with anyone in a position of 

authority 

Effects on attention, e.g. 

 Noticing people’s frowns, or body language, or signs of rejection, or 

judgements 

 Checking out how you are coming over 

 Focusing on your sensations of fear, such as shaking 

Effects on behaviours, e.g. 

 Trying to hide your ‘weaknesses’; secretiveness 

 Trying to please people or gain their approval 

 Trying to do things ‘right’ 



Butler, Grey & Hope: Manage Your Mind, 3e 

Additional Material for Chapter 30 

6 

© Oxford University Press, 2018. All rights reserved. 

 Keeping yourself to yourself; not joining in 

 Accommodating to what you think others expect 

Effects on self-consciousness (and confidence) e.g. 

 Thinking about how you look, or speak, or behave 

 Making sure that you never give offence 

 Feeling easily embarrassed, eg talking about feelings 

 

 

The personal meaning to you of what happened helps to determine the precise 

form of the beliefs and assumptions that continue to influence you later on. 

Being bullied can leave people with a fear of being evaluated or judged, or a fear of 

doing something that will be humiliating or embarrassing. This makes sense as 

bullies evaluate and judge their victims, and openly humiliate and embarrass them.  

 

Reactions to being bullied 

Many people blame themselves for being bullied, as if they have internalized the 

criticisms, accusations or taunts that they received and come to believe that they 

were true. Sometimes children, and adults, get picked on for their size or shape 

or race or colouring, or for some other characteristic for which they cannot be 

held responsible. But the fact that the characteristic is true does not justify the 

behaviour. It is the bully and not the victim who is to blame, together with the 

system surrounding the bully that fails to control it or prevent it happening. So, if 

you were bullied, that was not your fault. 

 

Nor is it your fault if you could not find a way of stopping it. Most of the common 

ways of responding to a bully have been found to make the problem worse, not 

better, at least on some occasions. If you tried them and failed, this does not 

mean that you were weak, or stupid, or not courageous enough. These 

common ways of responding include: 
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 Explaining yourself, or justifying your behaviour 

 Seeking to gain approval, and to please the people who hurt you 

 Defending yourself or standing up for yourself 

 Giving as good as you got, or fighting back 

 Trying to let it ride over you; ignoring it and doing nothing about it 

 Laughing it off 

 

If people told you not to let it happen, or to show that you could give as good as 

you got, or if they left you with the impression that you asked for it, or laid 

yourself open to it, or deserved it in some way, then they too were wrong. Once 

again, the person who ‘got it wrong’ was the bully – not their target, or victim. 

 

Understanding the bully 

At this point, a word of understanding for children (and adults) who bully does not 

come amiss. Bullies often feel extremely vulnerable or ‘small’ themselves, and may not 

be well supported by the people around them. Their primitive need for acceptance 

and approval is often – though not necessarily – based on a potent sense of their 

own inadequacy or isolation. They may feel inferior and vulnerable too, and only 

have recourse to the more primitive ways of dealing with these feelings. They 

often pick on people who threaten them in some way, for example by being 

cleverer, or more competent, or more acceptable. This is why it is so important that 

schools and places of work develop clear policies for dealing with the problem, 

making it possible for both bullies and bullied to develop more mature ways of 

reacting to the challenges that confront them, and ensuring that they both 

receive more of the help and support that they need. 

 

Studies of cyber-bullying suggest that, when not interacting face-to-face it is easier 

to be unkind or cruel to someone else, harder to distinguish gossip from fact, and 

easier to treat others as if they were merely computer-generated, unfeeling objects. 
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The additional information available during ‘real time’ contact with others provides a 

context within which to decode what is said. It is a constant reminder that the other 

person is a real human being, and it is essential for understanding the feelings and 

reactions of someone else. It includes making eye-contact, hearing a tone of voice, 

seeing movements and body language, and of course physical contact. Without this 

information interactions can become at least partially dehumanized. 

 

Overcoming the more enduring effects of being bullied 

The main message here is: ‘It’s OK to be you.’ People subjected to bullying have 

as many of the characteristics that people value and admire as everyone else, and 

there is no need to keep these characteristics hidden – from yourself or from 

others. Learning how to express them, and to develop them, helps to make you 

more spontaneous and less inhibited or self-conscious in your interactions with 

others, and this in turn develops the sense that you can trust yourself when with 

other people, and trust them not to attempt to manipulate or control you. Believe in 

yourself, and think about yourself with compassion, and memories of being bullied 

begin to fade, Make your voice heard in assertive ways. Look after your 

friendships and put time and effort into the relationships that matter to you. Use the 

following seven suggestions to help you to work out what to do if you feel that 

being bullied earlier in life has left you with a legacy that you would like now to 

leave behind.  

1. Answer back to your internal critical voice 

Do you have favourite ways of putting yourself down – ‘I’m no good’; 

‘Imbecile’? A bad habit learned from bullies is to go to extremes when making 

judgments about yourself, and even to echo judgments that you have heard earlier. 

Try to remember what your bully said about you, or did to you, and think again 

about the message it left you with. Try to free yourself from the old judgment and 

its painful implications by recognizing it for what it is: a primitive reaction made 

for primitive reasons that had nothing to do with your value or worth or 

acceptability as a person even then – let alone now. When you do something 
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that bothers you, then it is the behaviour that you should evaluate, and not 

yourself as a person. Watch out for any tendency to label yourself and take care 

not to overgeneralize, or you will be giving too much significance to one aspect of 

yourself or your behaviour. See also Chapter 5 Building self-esteem and self-

confidence, and Chapter 30 Stepping away from the past.  

2. Develop a positive view of yourself 

When the internal critic gets going all things positive seem to go into retreat. They 

hide. They can’t be found. But that is because they are out of sight, not because 

they are not there. So try to replace your criticism with encouragement, just as you 

would if you were helping someone else. Treat yourself kindly – with compassion 

and fairness. Remind yourself that you deserve to be treated just as well as you 

treat others. Do something nice for yourself sometimes (in thought or deed: a 

compliment or a treat). And think of using one of the following ways of creating a 

positive image of yourself.  

 Make a list of your positive qualities 

 Discover and develop your strengths 

 Give up comparing yourself with others 

 Find out (or remember) the positive things others have said or think 

about you 

 Say positive things to other people.  

 In your mind’s eye, create a positive image of how you look when 

things go well. Bring it to mind often.  

 Think about changes you have made or problems you have solved - 

of any kind. 
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See also Chapter 4 The value and practice of kindness, and Chapter 14 

Treating yourself right. 

3. Try to recognize reminders of being bullied  

All sorts of things may remind you of some of the bad things that have happened to 

you earlier in life: actions of others; being spoken to in a certain tone of voice; a 

physical similarity with someone who bullied you; being around powerful or 

controlling people, or people who have authority over you;  all  sorts  of  sights,  

sounds,  smells  and  so  on. Memories and images can be easily triggered, and 

they often bring strong feelings with them. They may also seem to come 

automatically, but are so fleeting that you recognize a familiar feeling – of dread, or 

inferiority, or vulnerability of some kind – without being aware of what provoked it. 

For example, if you were cold-shouldered, excluded or ignored as a child, then 

similar feelings might be provoked in any situation in which you are not heard, 

such as when trying to catch the attention of a busy salesperson or the eye of  

the waiter in a restaurant. See Chapter 30 Stepping away from the past. 

4. Think about how your habitual reactions may keep the problem going 

Imagine that you learned the hard way that it was dangerous to let people know too 

much about you. So you developed ways of not letting your reactions show, and 

keeping a deadpan expression on your face. At the time of being bullied this 

could well have been a sensible and effective reaction that averted some of the 

attacks that might otherwise have come your way. But this reserve can become 

a habit, and can easily be misinterpreted later on. It is surprising how many 

people with warm hearts and sensitive reactions, who develop ways of hiding 

their reactions in case they get picked on, come over as distant and cold when 

they feel unconfident or nervous. These impressions may be so far from the truth 

that it is hard to acknowledge and to recognize them. It is as if they are built on an 

assumption that no longer holds: if I let people see my reactions I will be making 

myself a hostage to fortune. But they give the wrong impression to others. They 

mislead people about what you are really like. Although it can feel risky at first, 

showing your sensitivity and responsiveness helps people to warm to you, and to 
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realize that the initial appearance of being cold or distant was wrong. 

The general point here is that your original reactions to being bullied, while highly 

likely to have had adaptive, helpful aspects at the time, may subsequently keep the 

problem going. Think about how you originally reacted. Think about what you 

learned to do to protect yourself, or to keep yourself safe, and try to put these old 

reactions on hold for a while. See if doing so, when you have become more 

confident about taking the risk, makes a difference to your sense of being able to 

be yourself and to be at ease with that. 

5. Re-examine your beliefs about your value or worth 

Bullies often make people feel worthless: as if they had no value. If this is what 

you believe about yourself then your beliefs need updating. It is no wonder that this 

is the message that you took away at the time. It is hard not to believe the things 

that other people say about you when you are young and when these things are 

repeated and backed up by bullying tactics. The most important thing to 

remember is that your worth is never determined by what others think of you 

(good or bad), especially not if your evidence for such an undermining self-

opinion comes from the opinion of someone who bullied you. See Chapter 5 

Building self-esteem and self-confidence, and Chapter 7 Finding new perspectives. 

6. Develop a system of support 

People who have been cast down by others need subsequently to be affirmed 

instead. In the end, it is being aware of one’s own strengths and positive 

characteristics, one’s talents and skills and preferences and interests, that provides 

a solid basis for self-affirmation. No one else can do it for you entirely, but 

having a network of supporters undoubtedly helps. Knowing that there are 

people who see your point of view reduces the sense of being alone and isolated. 

Letting them know how you think and feel about things, and being prepared to 

make your needs known, is one way of developing a sense of commonality: of 

shared ideas and attitudes, and even of shared experiences during childhood. See 

Section 4 Making your way with others. 



Butler, Grey & Hope: Manage Your Mind, 3e 

Additional Material for Chapter 30 

12 

© Oxford University Press, 2018. All rights reserved. 

7. Build up sociable habits 

There is a lot to learn about other people – they are all so different. This 

means that the more opportunities you have to do things with people, to be 

around them, to share activities, even without talking about them, to eat 

together, go to a movie or walk the dog with someone else, the more you will 

learn about how to be with them in a relaxed and confident way. The more 

you will learn about how to recognize their feelings and the way they show 

that they are interested or bored, and so on. If you like to use online ways of 

interacting with people make sure that you use the real ones as well, as there 

is no substitute for face-to-face contact when it comes to overcoming the 

effects of bullying. 

 

Concluding points 

When overcoming the after-effects of bullying it helps, as in other contexts, to 

think in terms of striking a balance: a balance between pleasing other people and 

pleasing yourself; between seeking approval and ignoring what others think; 

between going your own way on your own and accommodating to what others 

want. In order to find out what suits you, and to develop the confidence to be 

yourself in the way that feels right, it is useful to experiment with doing things in 

new ways – especially in ways that you like and that suit you. Being yourself is fine, 

and the more you do it the better. Try doing something in new way, then think 

carefully about what happened. That way you will be better able to discover what 

makes you feel more confident and more comfortable about being the way that 

you are. 

 

Summary of key points 

 Being bullied is common, it happens everywhere, and it can sometimes have 

lasting effects 
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 If you were bullied that does not mean that it was your fault, or that you were 

too weak or inept to stop it happening 

 Bullying is ‘primitive’ behavior that is most effectively controlled by people 

leading the group in which it occurs (including the managers of social media 

sites) 

 In order to overcome the effects of having been bullied it helps to: 

1. Answer back to your critical voice 

2. Develop a positive view of yourself 

3. Try to recognize reminders of being bullied 

4. Think about how your habitual reactions might work to keep the 

problem going 

5. Re-examine your beliefs about your value and self-worth 

6. Develop a system of support 

7. Build up sociable habits  

 

Experimenting with doing things in new ways when with other people, will 

bring you more enjoyment while developing the confidence to be yourself. 

 

 

Adapted from Ch 13, in G. Butler, Overcoming social anxiety and shyness (2nd 

ed), Constable and Robinson, 2016 

 

 

 


