
A Positive-Norms, Skill-Based Approach to Reducing Bullying
Nancy Willard

Embrace Civility in the Digital Age

Website: http://embracecivility.org

Email: nwillard@embracecivility.org

Too oen, the approach to bullying prevention is negative and fear-based. Messages imparted to students 
re"ect the perspective that they do not think things through clearly, are cruel to others, and some have 
caused their peers to suicide. e overwhelming majority of students do not demonstrate these 
characteristics. e message that students cause their peers to suicide is inaccurate, damaging, and 
dangerous.

e best way to reduce bullying and other forms of hurtful behavior is to focus on positive messaging 
and effective interpersonal relationship skills. e vast majority of students do not engage in bullying, do 
not like to see bullying happen, feel sorry for the one targeted, and want to help.

e essential skills are these:

• Reach Out. Reach out to be kind to a person being hurt or help friends resolve con"ict.

• Say, “Stop.” Safely tell a person being hurtful to stop in private or publicly.

• Report Concerns. Tell an adult who can help about situations that are serious. 

• Stop & Make ings Right. Stop yourself from being hurtful and make things right if you were.

• Be Positive & Powerful. Reduce the potential others will be hurtful to you and respond effectively if 
someone is.

e %rst three skills focus on skills needed by those who witness bullying or other hurtful behavior, such 
as con"ict or “drama.” e last two address those who have been hurtful and those who are the target of 
hurtful actions by others. 

Most bullying is socially motivated, that is to attract attention and gain social power. ose students who 
are targeted oen have lower social status and are perceived as “different,” which makes it safer to target 
them. Many students think those who engage in bullying are “cool,” but they do not like to see this 
hurtful behavior. is is an important distinction. When students do step in to help, they are oen 
effective. Further, targets with supportive friends experience less distress.

Unfortunately, many students who want to help, don’t. Why? Probably because the most common 
message they hear is to “tell the bully to stop.” Students who engage in bullying are either physically 
intimidating or socially powerful. If you are a school leader or a popular athlete, it may be safe for you to 
confront to this person. Otherwise, you risk retaliation or humiliation. 

e factors that appear to support positive peer intervention include noting a hurtful situation., 
interpreting it correctly, feeling personally responsible, having sufficient personal power, having effective 
intervention skills, and being in a supportive social environment. e factors that appear to discourage 
positive peer intervention include the perception that someone else should be responsible, the fear of 
failure or embarrassment in front of an audience, the perception that others support this behavior, and 
fear of retaliation. 
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ere are a variety of personal factors that in"uence a decision to intervene. is include personal values, 
social status/personal power, and effective skills. Of these, effective skills is the factor that can best be 
addressed through instruction. 

is instruction requires assisting students in gaining skills to intervene that will reduce the risks of 
embarrassment or retaliation. is involves teaching the importance of using private strategies, such as 
reaching out to be kind, privately telling a friend to stop being hurtful, or reporting serious situations to 
an adult who can help. Schools can also teach students publicly say, “stop,” more safely by working as a 
team and not getting into an argument.

ere are also important social environmental factors involved in peer intervention. One key factor is 
friendships. Students who are friends of those who are bullied typically help their friends. However, 
friends of those who are hurtful generally support their hurtful friend. We can encourage these students 
to tell their friends to stop and make things right by increasing their skills in doing so and increasing 
their motivation by pointing out that as a perceived supporter, their reputation will also be damaged. 

Another important social/environmental factor is the school climate. Students will more likely positively 
intervene when they attend schools that celebrate diversity and are intolerant of hurtful behavior and 
where staff model the importance of intervening and convey the expectation of shared personal 
responsibility.  

However, the critically important social-environmental factor is students’ perception of the expectations 
of their peers. What students think other students think about those who are hurtful, their supporters, 
and those who step in to help is highly in"uential. Students oen behave in accord with what they 
perceive the peer norms to be. When those norms discourage bullying and support positive peer 
intervention, the number of students who are willing to act in a positive manner will increase. 

Unfortunately, many students think that others think those who are hurtful are “cool” and “popular,” 
while they, themselves, do not like to see these hurtful acts. Ensuring accurate understanding of the 
disapproval of bullying and admiration of those who step in is imperative. is can be accomplished 
through surveying, as well as student-led discussions. 

To increase the potential that students will stop engaging in hurtful behavior and take steps to make 
things right requires a school-wide shi from punitive approaches to restorative practices. Punitive 
approaches focus on rules and punishment. Restorative practices focus on the harm done to all parties 
and who should be held accountable for repairing this harm. 

To be held accountable requires that students accept personal responsibility for the harm they have 
caused. Very oen, those who are hurtful will rationalize their actions by reconstruing their conduct as 
just a “prank,” pointing the %nger of blame at others, denying or minimizing the harm that was caused, or 
putting down the one who was harmed as deserving this. 

Helping all students learn to recognize these rationalizations and shiing to a focus on making things 
right can help those who have been hurtful shi to more positive behavior. is understanding is 
especially important for friends of those who are hurtful to support their positive efforts in intervening 
with their friends. 

However, sometimes students who are hurtful have signi%cant challenges that also must be addressed. 
ese students, especially those who are constantly engaging in bullying or are both being bullied and 
engaging in bullying, should undergo a mental health assessment and may require intervention in accord 
with Multiple Tier System of Supports at a Tier II or III level. 

It is well known that students who are chronically bullied have resulting emotional harm. Some may 
require professional intervention, also in accord with MTSS. 
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However, all students could bene%t from efforts to increase their self-con%dence and respond in a 
resilient manner when someone is hurtful. e critical factors include:

• Emotionally supportive connections with adults and peers.

• A focus on the positive, including positive activities and their future opportunities.

• Physically presenting themselves with pride and self-con%dence.  

• Having a speci%c plan of action if anyone is hurtful, that includes ignoring that person and walking 
away from the situation with strength. 

• Contributing to others. 

All of these messages are best delivered by students to their peers. By shiing to a student-led positive 
approach to reduce bullying and limit its harmful effects schools can empower students with important 
life skills for managing interpersonal relationships. 
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