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[ Background music ] 

 

Child: Welcome to Mom Enough. 

Announcer: With your co-hosts, developmental psychologist Dr. Marti Erickson and Erin 
Erickson, maternal child health specialist. Brought to you through a partnership with the 
Minnesota Department of Education and Working Family Resource Center. Content copyrighted 
by Marti and Erin Erickson, all rights reserved. 

Child: Here's my Grandma Marti. And here's Erin, my Mom Enough. 

Welcome to Mom Enough. I'm Marti Erickson, here with my daughter Erin. And we are really 
pleased to have today's guest with us, Emily Bazelon, who has written a book that really caught 
our attention. We just think it has a lot to offer to all of you out there. Emily is a senior editor at 
Slate, a contributing writer at the New York Times Magazine, and a frequent guest on Comedy 
Central's "The Colbert Report". So many of you are probably already familiar with her. She also 
is the Truman Capote Fellow at Yale Law School. She's a graduate of Yale College and Yale 
Law School and lives in New Haven with her husband and two sons. And the book that seemed 
so appropriate for Mom Enough is one called Sticks and Stones: Defeating the Culture of 
Bullying and Rediscovering the Power of Character and Empathy. This is Emily's first book, and 
I know it won't be the last. It really is beautifully written and addresses such an important topic. 
We've done a number of shows on this topic, Emily. But I think you really have a fresh 
perspective. So thanks for joining us. 

Emily Bazelon: Thanks so much for having me. 

Well, so, Emily, it seems like bullying is all that we hear about. I -- I know my kids come home 
from school at -- once a week, at least, and I hear something about bullying. And so I think this 
topic has gotten a lot of attention. And I guess it makes me wonder, is there a crisis in -- as far 
as bullying in our schools, in this country, at this time? 

Emily Bazelon: I think there is a crisis in some schools, in that some schools still are struggling 
to deal with this issue. But I also think it's important to say that bullying isn't an epidemic. When 
you look at the studies that have tried to trace the rate of bullying in several countries, it really 
hasn't risen over the last 25 years. So I think what we're seeing is heightened awareness of the 
problem. And one of the reasons for that is the advent of the Internet and the way social media 
has really changed the experience of bullying and socializing in general for kids and teenagers. 

 

Hmm. That's an interesting perspective, I think. And it -- of course, social media is itself a forum 
for so much bullying. And I wonder, too, about just the 24/7 news cycle and how -- how that has 



contributed to putting this on our minds and maybe giving us an impression that it has 
increased. I think it's interesting that -- that the data really show that it has not increased. And 
yet, most people -- certainly most parents -- would guess that it has. 

Emily Bazelon: Right. You're absolutely right. I think the media has played a big role in this. And 
what we tend to see are very alarmist stories, particularly when there is teenage suicide that 
gets blamed on bullying, in which it seems like there are, you know, teenagers who are going 
around really terrorizing other kids. And that is, of course, really upsetting. And sometimes you 
do see kids behaving really badly. And because of social media, we have all this digital 
evidence, where we see what they're doing. But I worry that sometimes these media accounts 
really oversimplify and kind of gin up the level of conflict and obscure what's really going on: 
That in some of these cases, yes, kids are being really victimized; but sometimes what's 
happening is more what kids called drama. And when they use that term, they mean a conflict 
that's going back and forth. 

Okay. And, you know -- and I'm really intrigued by this, because I -- I -- as you're talking about 
this, I'm thinking, you know, I think the other missing piece here is a mental health issue. I 
mean, lots of kids are bullied, and all kids who are bullied do not choose to commit suicide. And 
so, I -- I mean, I would also say that's another part of the issue that needs to be addressed is 
that, you know, people commit suicide because they have severe depression or other mental 
health issues. And so, not that bullying can't be a situational factor in that person's depression. 
But I think, you know, wanting to, like, blame the death on other -- on the bullies, you know, 
maybe that's where all the blame is. I mean, maybe it's not just a blaming situation, but a 
situation of a severe mental health crisis. 

Emily Bazelon: I think you're absolutely right about that, and that's really well said. And, you 
know, I've been struck by how this whole idea of the bullycide -- like this -- a death -- a suicide 
that can be directly blamed on bullying. I think it takes hold because it's sort of promises us, like, 
a more simple solution. And it allows for a lot of finger-pointing and blaming, when in fact these 
are incredibly sad and complicated situations, where -- you're right -- where it's really at issue 
are underlying mental health issues that are complicated to solve and to understand. And so, 
sometimes I think there's a sort of wishful thinking going on here, and a way in which a social 
problem can kind of come to light and suddenly seem like it has all this cause and effect when, 
in fact, that's not true. You know, I'm reminded that in the '80s, for example, when we were 
worried about the divorce rates, there was talk about how all teenagers' problems were to blame 
for divorce. It's kind of a similar phenomenon, where we seize hold of one factor and there's a 
kernel of truth, but it then gets exaggerated, what's its impact and role is. 

You know, there's a huge difference between a contributing factor and -- and a cause. And I 
think that, you know, the issue that Erin raised about the mental health problem, and -- and that 
really is a crisis in many ways, in that only about one in five children who have a mental health 
problem get the help they need. And that -- that's just tragic. We don't do well with mental health 
issues in this country, even though we've moved a lot in terms of parity and, you know, trying to 
pass laws that will assure that people can get treatment. But we have a long, long way to go on 
that and just on recognizing the early signs, maybe particularly in children. 

Emily Bazelon: I think you're absolutely right about all of that. And there can be a way in which 
that point -- which you really can't say it enough, because it's so true. But maybe it's something 



that people block out to some degree, because it's been -- it -- it's -- it remains. Right. It's, like, 
this thorny problem that we never seem to solve, and there's something very frustrating about 
how much it is still with us. 

Exactly. And there aren't any silver bullets to -- to really solve that problem. It requires lots of 
complex approaches at every level. And I want to -- I want to back up for just a minute. And this 
is, I think, a really important conversation we're having about mental health and how bullying 
does and doesn't factor into that. But you mentioned the drama, and that sometimes bullying is -
- if I'm putting words in your mouth, excuse me -- but I think you were implying that it's not 
always one-sided and that there is this -- this sense of drama, that I think particularly young 
adolescents are prone to. It seems to me -- I'm a mid-developmental psychologist by 
background. And it seems that that is kind of part and parcel of that movement into adolescence 
and toward figuring out who you are, and sorting out, you know, where -- we're one group and 
they're another group, and all of the we/they kind of behavior that young adolescents do, as a 
part of figuring out who they really are. What are your thoughts on that drama and how -- you 
know, how we could respond to that, instead of just automatically labeling things as bullying, 
which seems kind of one-sided? 

Emily Bazelon: Well, you're -- I think that's really astute. And what I would like us to do is listen 
to the kids more. And I worry, sometimes, that the state laws that are being passed don't give 
parents and, really, schools enough flexibility to respond to the particular context. So, you know, 
I talk in my book about strategies for reducing bullying and just generally making kids feel more 
connected at school and more connected to adults at school, because -- or adults in the 
community. Because those are really key factors in improving their lives generally. And one 
thing I think is really important is for schools to start by just taking a survey of the students. 
What do they think the social problems at the school are? Do they feel a sense of belonging? 
Do they feel like there are adults at the school they can go to if they have problems? I mean, 
those are these key questions that I think we just don't do enough to ask teenagers and younger 
students how they're feeling. 

I love that point. And Erin and I talk a lot on our show about what we call the three C's -- 
connection, competence, and contribution -- which really come from a wealth of research on the 
factors that do allow children to thrive and develop well over time. And I think that sense of 
connection and having the competence to be able to kind of navigate the social challenges that 
are a part of school and daily life with your peers really enter into this. I love the idea of listening 
to the kids themselves about that. 

Well, and certainly, I mean, it seems like if you are going to get them involved, you're going to 
empower them to be a bigger player in the process of making changes, you know. If you're just 
one more grownup who's telling kids how they need to behave, I -- I don't think that that 
message gets across very strongly. 

 

Emily Bazelon: I think that's a really good point, especially with middle school and high school 
students. You know, if a bullying prevention campaign starts to seem like it's only coming from 
the top down, and it's not sensitive to the way kids think and talk, then it can backfire, because 
kids can start to block it out. 



Right. Well, we're talking with Emily Bazelon, who's the author of Sticks and Stones: Defeating 
the Culture of Bullying and Rediscovering the Power of Character and Empathy. Emily, you say 
-- look -- well, I just want to say -- kind of take, for example, a child who is maybe being bullied 
at school, and maybe the school isn't responding in a way that, as a parent, you would feel is 
appropriate. What is your advice for parents in that situation? 

Emily Bazelon: Well, I think parents need to start by really getting all the facts, you know. 
Making sure they understand what has happened with their kid, you know. Is this really 
bullying? Does it meet the definitions for bullying? Which I think the right way to limit that 
definition is to talk about abuse or harassment, whether it's physical or verbal, that's repeated 
over time and involves a power imbalance. So you want to really think through with your kid 
what's happened. And then, ask your kid to help think through what a solution might be, both 
because you're more likely to come up with a solution that your child will feel comfortable with. 
Kids sometimes get worried about being labeled a snitch. Right? And I think there's a really 
important distinction between telling on someone to get them in trouble and telling an adult 
what's happening to you because you need help. So, kids, you know, and parents together have 
to kind of think through how to make sure that they're -- the telling is going to be useful and 
helpful, when you go to school. And then the second thing is when kids come up with their own 
solution, they feel like they've helped come up with a strategy, that's how you build a sense of 
resilience in kids. Right? Because you're helping them work through adversity and learn that if 
they try to solve a problem, they can make things better for themselves. 

That's right. And that is the -- the competence and contribution that we talk about in the three 
C's. I think that's a beautiful example of it. I think, also, you know, when you approach it that 
way, you are probably recognizing that the bully also needs help. And I think if we think about 
this too one-sided, we've failed to recognize and act on the fact that both children in a bullying 
dynamic -- or maybe it's more the one -- more than two children -- is having difficulty. And so, I 
love the kind of restorative justice model of trying to really problem-solve around a troublesome 
interaction and figure out what's -- what's going to sense going forward, for both the child being 
bullied and the child doing the bullying. 

I also like that you were talking about kind of differentiating between, you know, tattling and 
trying to get someone in trouble, versus actually trying to get help for a problem. And a friend of 
mine is a teacher. And I remember she told me a long time ago that with her students, she's -- 
she talks about the difference between reporting and tattling. And I use this all the time with my 
kids, because I think it makes it very easy for them to understand that tattling is something you 
do to get someone in trouble; reporting is something -- is something you do when someone is in 
trouble or something bad is going to happen, like someone's going to get hurt or property is 
going to be damaged. And that kind of helps make -- you know, clarify the difference there 
between what -- what are you just -- you know, what's typical kid stuff. I mean, kids fight. They 
negotiate problems. And that's part of how they learn to deal with other people as they grow up. 
And so, you know, as a parent, I think your responsibility is to give them tools to navigate this 
appropriately. And, you know, you can't make everything perfect for them. They're going to have 
fights. There's going to be conflict. And I -- kids need that. But I think, you know, it's just drawing 
this line between what's conflict and normal developmentally, appropriate, drama or fighting or 
whatever, and what is bullying or potentially really damaging to those children. 



Emily Bazelon: I think that's absolutely right. And, you know, one of the things I really try to 
emphasize is that if we use a more limited definition of bullying, then we're addressing the kind 
of conflict that kids tell us is really can be devastating. But we're also leaving them room to 
manage conflict and learn how to deal with drama on their own, too. I think it's the line that 
allows us to be involved when we need to be, but not over-police them. And I find, in talking to 
parents, I think there's a lot of uncertainty about what -- what bullying is exactly, and that 
parents need to feel reassured that it's not everywhere all the time. Right? Because that would 
be just, like, unmanageable and not a problem we could deal with, if we're talking about how 
every fight between a kid needs to stop. And then I think, also, it's actually really important for 
kids. Because one thing we know about teenagers is they really respond to social norms. So 
when kids realize -- you know, a school does a survey, for example -- and they show that most 
kids don't bully and they don't like bullying, when kids understand that, they -- then they're even 
less likely to do it, because they start seeing it as an outlier behavior, as opposed to something 
that everybody does. 

Well, that really I think implies the importance of what bystanders do, when someone is being 
bullied. And I know there's some really good advice. We've had people on from the National 
Bullying Center, which is headquartered here at PACER Center, here in Minneapolis, where we 
live. And they have really good recommendations for what bystanders -- the peers who are 
seeing this happen -- what they can do. And I think that really gets at the idea that our social 
norm as a peer group here is that the -- that behavior is not acceptable. 

Emily Bazelon: Right. Exactly. I mean, bystanders are such an important part of this equation. 
We know that bullying takes place in front of an audience of kids almost all the time. Kids only 
step in about 20% of the time. But when they do, they can stop the bullying more than half the 
time. 

Yeah. 

Emily Bazelon: So they're a really important part of the puzzle. And then, of course, the 
challenge is, okay, so why don't more of them step in? And I think, you know, partly this is 
about, really, building a culture that rewards defending other people instead of being mean. 

Mm, boy, that's -- 

Emily Bazelon: [Inaudible] social norms. So that's where kids see themselves as being 
rewarded. Because one of the reasons kids often bully is that they see it as a way to have more 
power and to become more popular. So, it's possible to turn that dynamic around and 
encourage more of what people are starting to call upstanding. I also think, though, it's 
important to give kids a variety of strategies, because not everybody can be a hero. And, you 
know, while we should encourage the kids who feel secure enough socially to step forward, we 
should also remember it's hard a thing to stand up for someone who's being dominating and 
intimidating, you know, physically or otherwise. And for some kids, the better strategy is going to 
be showing empathy in a kind of smaller way. And luckily, we know from studies of people -- of 
kids who've been victims of bullying, that it can be really helpful when a peer just comes up to 
them and says, Are you okay? or sends a sympathetic text message afterward. 



Hmm, hmm, very important points. Well -- speaking of text messages and technology, you 
mentioned before the issue of cyber-bullying. And I wonder what your thoughts are about what 
companies like Facebook are doing to combat bullying and harassment that happens on social 
media sites. I -- you know, this is something that kind of makes my hair stand on end, when I 
think about the -- the public shaming and humiliation that sometimes goes on. What's your take 
on what these businesses like Facebook are doing? 

Emily Bazelon: Well, I don't think they're doing enough. Bullying and harassment are against the 
rules on Facebook. It's not actually true about all the sites. Twitter, for example, doesn't have 
that rule explicitly. But Facebook does. And then the question is how are they enforcing it? 
Because they are getting millions of complaints a week. And when I went to visit their 
headquarters -- and I write about this in the book -- there were a relatively small number of 
staffers who I saw working on this issue; and that, surprisingly, you know, they were missing 
complaints that came in. There was one page -- Facebook page at a school I was reporting in 
called Let's Start Drama. And it had caused an enormous amount of trouble. And adults at the 
school had reported it to Facebook multiple times, to get it taken down, but six months later, it 
was still up. And it turned out, when I was visiting, that it was clearly a violation of the site's 
rules, but it had just gone missed. So I think that, you know, first of all, companies need to do 
more, just to enforce their own rules. But then the second thing that I really question is how little 
the companies like Facebook are working directly with schools. I mean, when I went to visit the 
site, they didn't even have any kind of e-mail drop box for a guidance counselor to say, Hey, you 
know, can you take something down, or, Can you can you help us with this problem? After I left, 
they started a small pilot project to that effect. But as far as I know, it only includes a very small 
number of educators. And so, we're still at a point, I think, where the social media sites, they are 
building brand loyalty among kids. I don't think they want to be in any way associated with kind 
of uncool, authority figures. And then the other big problem is that -- Facebook, in particular -- its 
whole business model is based on widespread sharing. And so, kids are encouraged, really, to 
have lots of people in their network. And then, when cyber-bullying happens, there is this real 
possibility for widespread exposure, which is very hard on victims. And I think the company's 
whole set up is designed in a way that actually that happens more, as opposed to less of the 
times. 

Boy, interesting perspective. And it just makes -- I'm an activist at heart, so this makes me think 
about what parents and -- and educators might be able to do together, if we really -- you know, 
really had a movement to come up with some very specific suggestions -- which you have -- for 
what a company like Facebook could do. 

Or how about being parents and saying your kids can't be on Facebook. 

Well, there's that, too. But at a certain point [multiple speakers] in development, I mean, that 
train's out of the station. 

 

Yeah. 



I think it's going to be -- I think we definitely, as parents, need to be monitoring it. And I'm -- I'm 
sort of a dinosaur at my age, when it comes to, you know, just the overwhelming nature of 
technology today. But -- but I -- I do think there are things that we might be able to speak up on. 

Emily Bazelon: Right. I think you're right. You know, we are the customers and the consumers 
of these social media companies. And when there have been complaints, really full-throated 
public outrage about privacy violations, for example, Facebook and other companies have 
changed their policies. So I think this is within our power to do something about. 

Mm-hmm. Well, one other thing that we haven't really talked about that I think is really 
important, and I've -- I've definitely seen this in my kids, as far as kind of both the quality of the 
bullying and the frequency of the bullying differing between boys and girls. And that's just my 
own personal experience with my children. And I'm wondering what you saw in your research 
for this book, as far as do boys or girls bully more? And in what way do they bully? And how -- 
how is that different? 

Emily Bazelon: Well, the research shows -- and this is kind of counterintuitive, I think. I'll be 
interested if it -- whether it matches up with your children's experiences. But according to 
research, boys actually still bully more. They tend to bully other boys and other girls. Whereas, 
girls really usually bully girls. I think, though, that we often find the bullying that girls do to be -- 
or kids find it to be especially hard to deal with, because girls tend to turn on their friends more. 
And that can just be immensely painful for kids. I don't know what you -- does that match up 
with [multiple speakers] -- 

That's absolutely what I've seen. I mean, it's -- it's funny, because the bullying that my son -- I 
remember not that long ago he was hit at school. And he came home and he said that this boy 
hit him and -- and then that was that. He was kind of over it. I mean, he didn't really -- he didn't 
like it, but he wasn't overly upset about it. But the kind of bullying my daughter's experienced, 
one example is she had this very, very close friend. And there's a girl in our school that 
everybody knows this child is a bully. I mean, you can ask any parent who in that grade is the 
biggest bully, and they will all say this child's name. And she said to my daughter's friend, I'm 
going to break your friendship up. And my daughter's friend said, Well, our bond is too strong. 
Because they have our -- I mean, they actually have, like, our family has had friendships 
through history. Their grandmothers know each other and everything. And this girl said, No, no, 
our bond is too strong. And this little girl said, Oh, you just wait and see. And so, it's just this 
kind of level of threat and, you know, I'm going to ruin your friendship kind of thing that -- that 
really was so hurtful and -- and I think are just insidious in the -- in the classroom environment, 
as far as just, really, you know, kind of -- it was constant presence that this girl was going to try 
to damage their friendship. And I think that was very difficult for the girls. 

And it really matches the research, I think, of our colleague -- who tragically died just a few 
months ago at way too young an age, but -- Nicki Crick, who was a professor at the University 
of Minnesota in the Institute of Child Development and one of the foremost researchers on -- on 
what she calls relational aggression in girls, which is just that. So it really does cut to the quick, I 
think, for -- for girls to be threatened in that way, that sense of rejection or I'm going to ruin your 
relationship with someone else. 

 



Emily Bazelon: Yes. That's absolutely right. And I know Professor Crick's work well. It was really 
important in showing all of that and showing how girls can be each other's worst enemies in this 
way. That I think it's amazing to me how much this part of bullying is the same, from when I was 
in high school and had my own painful experiences with it in eighth grade. There's some -- 
seems to be something very -- unfortunately, very pervasive and -- and enduring about it. 

Exactly. I remember it, too. 

Well, Emily, I'm so sorry. We could talk with you all day, but we are -- unfortunately don't have 
enough time for that. But thank you so much for joining us. Emily Bazelon, author of Sticks and 
Stones: Defeating the Cultural of Bullying and Rediscovering the Power of Character and 
Empathy. Thank you so much for joining us. And we hope that you, our listeners, will check out 
her great book. It's -- it's an excellent addition to the literature on this subject. Thank you so 
much, Emily. 

Emily Bazelon: Thank you. 

And thank you for listening to Mom Enough, with Erin and Marti. We hope you'll tune in again 
next week. 

[ Background music ] 

Announcer: If you have concerns about your child's growth and development, please talk to 
your child's health care provider. Or call 1-866-693-GROW -- that's 1-866-693-4769 -- to talk to 
a professional and find out ways in which you can get connected to various resources in 
Minnesota. 

Child: Do you think I'll have a show called Kid Enough someday? 

[ Music ] 
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