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 Bully characters appeared in over 80% of programs 

aimed at children and adolescents.  

 59% of the bullies were female, and 41% male. 

 69% were adolescents, and 31% children.

 Bullies and victims were always of the same sex and 

the same age group. 

 They were almost always of the same race.

 Male bullies specialized in physical assault, and 

female in gossip and exclusion.

 14% of bullies appeared in pairs or groups, and 86% 

were loners

 The bully was usually depicted as large, boorish, and 

bestial.

 Victims rarely possessed undesirable physical 

traits, leisure interests, or social identities.

 Male bullies, but not victims, were often coded as 

effeminate.

 The victim rarely protested, accepting the bullying as 

inevitable.

 Adults rarely observed and never intervened.

Programs aimed at children and teenagers 

consistently portray bullying as an everyday 

experience, an inevitable hazard of juvenile life. No 

explanation was given for the bullying; no physical 

trait, leisure interest, or social identity increased the 

risk.  Assaults and verbal taunts appeared to be 

rained down upon juveniles purely through random 

chance.  The passive resignation with which victims 

accept their victimization may decrease the likelihood 

of juvenile viewers perceiving their own victimization 

or the victimization of their friends as anomalous, 

something that can be prevented or ameliorated.

The juvenile victims in the mass media texts could 

not depend upon any teacher, parent, or other adult 

for assistance. Adults rarely observed the bullying 

and never intervened, except occasionally to 

encourage the victims to “fight their own battles.”  

The utter lack of interest among adults may decrease 

the likelihood of juvenile viewers reporting their own 

victimization or the victimization of their friends.

To determine how bullying is conceptualized in 

children’s culture, 126 episodes of 31 television 

programs aimed at audiences of preteen children or 

adolescents were analyzed.  All appeared on one of 

the three major children’s networks, Nickelodeon, the 

Disney Channel, or The Cartoon Network, between 

the hours of 5 and 9 pm Eastern time.  

Demographics of the bully, most common bullying 

activities, victim reaction, and adult intervention were 

measured.

Bullying is endemic among elementary and 

secondary school students.  According to self 

reports, 13% of seventh graders regularly bully other 

students, 11% are victims of bullying, and an 

additional 6% are both bullies and victims.  

The most common bullying acts, if perpetrated by 

adults, would be classified as felony assault or 

robbery, and punished with up to ten years in prison.  

Other common acts would be classified as extortion, 

criminal mischief, and vandalism.  Many could 

receive an additional penalty for bias motivation. 

Bullies are at high risk for criminal arrests in 

adulthood.  Victims are at high risk for depression, 

anxiety disorders, relationship problems, status 

offenses, and suicide.  

Yet because the perpetrator and victims are children, 

adults rarely intervene. They tend to perceive the 

acts as “harmless,” as “kids being kids.”  They may 

even lay the blame on the victims, telling them “You 

must fight your own battles” and “You must learn to 

stand up for yourself.”
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Chart 1. Juvenile Television with Bully Characters.
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Chart 2. Bully Demographics


