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Maybe Bullies Just Want to Be Loved

By PAMELA PAUL

THAT kid who turned your son’s second grade year into a tear- and bruise-ridden ordeal. The anonymous twit who sullied your daughter’s name on Formspring. Your own fifth-grade tormentor, circa 1979, gone but never well enough forgotten. Bad seeds, all? Or perhaps just anxious? Eager to win approval and affection? Two studies out this spring look at bullies’ motivations, inner workings and, yes, feelings.

The first, “The Darker Side of Social Anxiety: When Aggressive Impulsivity Prevails Over Shy Inhibition,” finds bullies in a surprisingly sympathetic place. According to the authors, Todd Kashdan and Patrick E. McKnight, psychologists at George Mason University, contrary to the stereotype of submissive wallflower, a subset of adults diagnosed with Social Anxiety Disorder are violent and aggressive, displaying “hostile interpersonal patterns.” Out of 1,822 adults who are currently diagnosed with or have previously suffered from social anxiety disorder, one in five reported elevated aggression. According to the paper, published in Current Directions in Psychological Science, “For people with social anxiety, it may seem like a reasonable strategy to attack and reject other people before those people get a chance to do the same to them.” Bullies, it seems, are scared, too.

Dr. Kashdan and Dr. McKnight looked at adults; how much their conclusions can be applied to children is debatable, though Dr. Kashdan says he’s seen equivalent behavior in children. A more direct investigation into schoolyard bullies, specifically 9- to 12-year-olds, can be found in a Dutch study of 481 elementary school children. To capture their data, a team of sociologists from the University of Groningen asked children to fill out questionnaires in which they denoted which classmates they preferred and which they disliked. They were also asked to name which classmates they bullied or by whom they were bullied.

Bullies tended to divide their classmates into potential sources of affection and targets for domination. The latter were children who had already been rejected by kids the bullies cared about: They didn’t count. Interestingly, bullies cared only about the approval of classmates of the same sex. Boys pick on kids whom their male peers disdain, but couldn’t care less what the girls think. Similarly, mean girls disregard their male classmates’ opinions. “Bullies are very strategic in their behavior,” explains the lead author, René Veenstra. “They’re looking for attention and affection from their own peer group.” In other words, bullies want friends.

So are we supposed to feel sorry for bullies now? Fear not, Wimpy Kid — you’re still on sympathy’s side. Contrary to common myth, bullies are less misfits than they are socially attuned Machiavellis. Moreover, not everyone disapproves of the brutes. “Girls even seem to welcome boys who bully boys,” noted Dr. Veenstra et al.

Overweight children may be in for the worst of it. According to another recent study, obese children are likely to be bullied — regardless of gender, race, socioeconomic status or academic achievement. What’s more, earlier studies show that bullied obese kids experience more depression and anxiety. Could this explain the fat bully?
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