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Why Do Bullies
Bully People

Introducti
on

B u l l y i n g  i s  a
pervasive issue in
s c h o o l s ,
workplaces,  and
online  spaces.  It
l e a v e s  d e e p
emotional  scars
on  victims  and
often  confuses
bystanders  who
s t r u g g l e  t o
understand  the
cruelty.  One  of
the most common
questions  asked
b y  p a r e n t s ,
educators,  and

e v e n  v i c t i m s
themselves  is:
why  do  bullies
bully  people?
Unders tand ing
the  underlying
causes of bullying
behavior is not an
excuse for it, but
a  crit ical  step
t o w a r d
prevention. When
we peel back the
l a y e r s  o f
aggression,  we
often  find  pain,
insecurity,  or  a
desperate  need
for  control.  This
article  explores
the  psychology,



e n v i r o n m e n t a l
t r iggers ,  and
social  dynamics
that  answer  the
question, why do
bull ies  bully
people,  offering
insights  that  can
help create safer,
more  empathetic
communities.

Understan
ding the
Psycholog
y Behind
Bullying

To  answer  why
do bullies  bully
people,  we must
first  understand
that  bullying  is
rarely random. It
i s  a  l e a r n e d
behavior  often
rooted  in  deep-
s e a t e d

p s y c h o l o g i c a l
n e e d s .
Researchers  in
deve lopmenta l
p s y c h o l o g y
describe  bullying
a s  a  f o r m  o f
p r o a c t i v e
aggression—aggr
e s s i o n  u s e d
deliberately  to
achieve  a  goal,
such  as  social
dominance  or
material  gain.
Unlike  reactive
aggression  that
s t e m s  f r o m
immediate threat,
bullying  is  often
calculated.  The
bully  may  feel  a
lack of control in
other  areas  of
their life, so they
seek  power  over
s o m e o n e
p e r c e i v e d  a s
w e a k e r .  T h i s
n e e d  f o r
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dominance is one
o f  t h e  m o s t
frequently  cited
reasons in studies
examining  why
do bullies  bully
people.

A n o t h e r
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
factor is a deficit
in empathy. Many
b u l l i e s  h a v e
d i f f i c u l t y
recognizing  or
caring  about  the
feelings of others.
This can be linked
to  cold  cognitive
e m p a t h y
s k i l l s — t h e y
u n d e r s t a n d
e m o t i o n s
intellectually  but
l a c k  t h e
e m o t i o n a l
resonance  that
m o t i v a t e s
k i n d n e s s .
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,
s o m e  b u l l i e s

h a r b o r  d e e p
feelings of shame
or inadequacy. By
putting  someone
else  down,  they
m o m e n t a r i l y
elevate their own
self-worth.  These
internal  conflicts
o f t e n  g o
u n n o t i c e d
because  bullies
c a n  a p p e a r
conf ident  and
popular  on  the
surface.

Common
Reasons
Why
Bullies
Bully
People

The question why
do bullies  bully
people  does  not



have  a  s i ng l e
answer.  Instead,
a constellation of
factors  typically
d r i v e s  t h e
behavior.  Below
a r e  t h e  m o s t
common  reasons
iden t i f i ed  by
e d u c a t o r s ,
p s y c h o l o g i s t s ,
and  anti-bullying
programs.

1. Insecurity
and Low Self-
Esteem

P a r a d o x i c a l l y ,
many bullies  feel
i n a d e q u a t e
themselves.  They
project their own
insecurities  onto
o t h e r s .  F o r
example,  a  child
who is struggling
a c a d e m i c a l l y
m igh t  mock  a
c lassmate  for

m a k i n g  a
m i s t a k e .  B y
h i g h l i g h t i n g
someone  else's
f l a w s ,  t h e y
d is t rac t  f rom
t h e i r  o w n
p e r c e i v e d
s h o r t c o m i n g s .
T h i s  d e f e n s e
m e c h a n i s m
p r o v i d e s
temporary  relief
but reinforces the
cycle  of  cruelty.
Unders tand ing
this aspect of why
do bullies  bully
people  can  shift
the  conversation
from  punishment
to  building  self-
esteem.

2. Need for
Control and
Power

Bullies  often  feel
powerless in their
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own lives  due  to
a u t h o r i t a r i a n
parents,  chaotic
h o m e
environments,  or
s o c i a l
marginalization.
Bullying  gives
them  a  sense  of
agency .  They
choose  victims
who  are  smaller,
quieter,  or  less
popular  to  exert
dominance.  This
power dynamic is
especially  visible
in school settings
where hierarchies
are  rigid.  When
asked  why  do
bull ies  bully
people ,  many
bu l l i e s  say  i t
makes  them  feel
s t r o n g  o r
r e s p e c t e d .
Addressing  this
need  through
c o n s t r u c t i v e

l e a d e r s h i p
opportunities  can
reduce bullying.

3. Learned
Behavior
from Home or
Environment

Chi ldren  who
witness  frequent
a g g r e s s i o n ,
verbal  abuse,  or
violence at  home
often  learn  that
b u l l y i n g  i s  a
normal  way  to
interact.  Their
parents  may  use
yelling,  belittling,
o r  p h y s i c a l
punishment  as
discipline.  The
child  replicates
these patterns at
school with peers.
S i m i l a r l y ,
e x p o s u r e  t o
violent media or a
c u l t u r e  t h a t



g l o r i f i e s
dominance  can
re in force  the
b e l i e f  t h a t
aggression equals
success .  Th is
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
answer to why do
bull ies  bully
p e o p l e
emphasizes  the
importance  of
modeling positive
behavior at home
a n d  i n  t h e
community.

4. Social
Status and
Peer Pressure

In  adolescence
especially,  social
hierarchy matters
deep ly .  Some
individuals  bully
to  gain  approval
from  a  group  or
t o  a v o i d
becoming  targets

themselves.  They
m a y  j o i n  i n
t e a s i n g  o r
exclusion because
it  elevates  their
status.  In  these
c a s e s ,  t h e
motivation is less
about  personal
malice  and  more
about  fitting  in.
The question why
do bullies  bully
people  becomes
a  question  about
social  survival.
Group-oriented
a n t i - b u l l y i n g
interventions that
t a r g e t  p e e r
c u l t u r e  a r e
effective  here.

5. Lack of
Empathy and
Emotional
Regulation

Not all bullies are
e m o t i o n a l l y
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maladjusted,  but
many struggle  to
regulate  anger,
frustration,  or
jealousy.  They
l a s h  o u t
i m p u l s i v e l y .
Others  have  a
cognitive  deficit
that  prevents
t h e m  f r o m
unders tand ing
the  impac t  o f
their  act ions.
They  might  view
t h e  v i c t i m ’ s
d i s t r e s s  a s
a m u s i n g  o r
inconsequential.
This  neurological
component  o f
why  do  bullies
bul ly  people
suggests  that
some  children
b e n e f i t  f r o m
social-emotional
l e a r n i n g
programs  that
explicitly  teach

e m p a t h y  a n d
e m o t i o n a l
management.

6. Personal
Victimization
or Trauma

It is a tragic irony
that many bullies
have been victims
themselves.  A
c h i l d  w h o  i s
abused  at  home
may bully a peer
to  re lease  the
pent-up  sense  of
helplessness. This
is not an excuse,
but  it  reveals  a
cycle that can be
b r o k e n  w i t h
proper  support.
When schools and
families  ask  why
do bullies  bully
peop le ,  t h e y
must be willing to
look at the bully’s
o w n  p a i n .



R e s t o r a t i v e
j u s t i c e
approaches  that
allow the bully to
understand  the
h a r m  t h e y
caused—and  also
address their own
trauma—can  be
transformative.

The Role
of
Environme
nt in
Bullying

While  individual
psychology  i s
i m p o r t a n t ,
e n v i r o n m e n t
plays  a  crucial
role in answering
why  do  bullies
bully  people .
S c h o o l s  w i t h
weak supervision,
i n c o n s i s t e n t

discipline,  or  a
c u l t u r e  t h a t
tolerates  teasing
i n a d v e r t e n t l y
e n c o u r a g e
bullying.  When
teachers  ignore
minor  incidents
or  label  bullying
as  “kids  being
k i d s , ”  t h e
b e h a v i o r
e s c a l a t e s .
Similarly, families
that lack warmth
o r  u s e  h a r s h
p u n i s h m e n t
c r e a t e  t h e
e m o t i o n a l
vacuum in  which
bullying  thrives.
O n l i n e
e n v i r o n m e n t s
a l s o  a m p l i f y
bullying  because
a n o n y m i t y
r e d u c e s
accountabi l i ty .
T h e  d i g i t a l
landscape adds a
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new dimension to
why  do  bullies
b u l l y
people—they can
target  someone
without  seeing
the  immediate
e m o t i o n a l
reaction,  making
it  easier  to  be
cruel.

Peer  influence
c a n n o t  b e
overstated.  In
classrooms where
p r o - s o c i a l
b e h a v i o r  i s
r e w a r d e d ,
bullying  rates
drop. In contrast,
w h e n  a  f e w
i n f l u e n t i a l
students  model
a g g r e s s i o n ,
o t h e r s  m a y
imitate  them  to
g a i n  s o c i a l
capital.  This  is
why interventions
that  change  the

ent i re  schoo l
climate—through
assemblies,  role-
p l a y i n g ,  a n d
b y s t a n d e r
t r a i n i n g — a r e
more  effective
than  focusing
solely on the bully
or the victim.

How
Understan
ding the
'Why'
Helps in
Prevention

Knowing why do
bull ies  bully
people  shifts the
approach  from
pure  punishment
t o  t a r g e t e d
intervention.  If  a
bully is driven by
i n s e c u r i t y ,



building  their
s e l f - e s t e e m
t h r o u g h
mentor ing  o r
s k i l l - b a s e d
act iv i t ies  can
reduce  the  need
t o  p u t  o t h e r s
d o w n .  I f  t h e
mot iva t ion  i s
soc ia l  s tatus ,
r e s t r u c t u r i n g
group  dynamics
so  that  inclusion
i s  v a l u e d  c a n
undermine  the
bully’s power. For
those  who  lack
empathy,  social-
e m o t i o n a l
curricula  that
t e a c h
p e r s p e c t i v e -
t a k i n g  a r e
e s s e n t i a l .
Unders tand ing
the  root  cause
allows  educators,
p a r e n t s ,  a n d
counse lors  to

i m p l e m e n t
b u l l y i n g
p r e v e n t i o n
strategies  that
a d d r e s s  t h e
specific drivers.

Moreover,  this
unders tand ing
h e l p s
destigmatize  the
bully as “evil” and
instead  frames
the behavior as a
s y m p t o m  o f
deeper  issues.
That  does  not
mean  excusing
t h e
actions—accounta
bility is vital. But
it opens the door
for  rehabilitation.
R e s t o r a t i v e
circles, where the
bully  listens  to
t h e  v i c t i m ’ s
experience  and
repairs the harm,
h a v e  s h o w n
success  because
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they  combine
empathy  building
w i t h
accountabi l i ty .
When we ask why
do bullies  bully
people  and truly
l i s t e n  t o  t h e
answer,  we  can
in ter rupt  the
c y c l e  b e f o r e
future victims are
created.

For  parents  and
teachers,  early
warning  signs
include  frequent
aggression,  lack
of remorse, and a
t e n d e n c y  t o
blame  others .
Addressing  these
signs  with  open
conversa t ions ,
c o n s i s t e n t
consequences ,
and  emotional
s u p p o r t  c a n
prevent  bullying
from  becoming

e n t r e n c h e d .
Programs like the
Olweus  Bullying
P r e v e n t i o n
Program and  the
S e c o n d  S t e p
curriculum  use
this  evidence-
b a s e d
understanding  of
why  do  bullies
bully  people  to
reduce  incidents
d r a m a t i c a l l y .
T h e y  t e a c h
children to  stand
up for each other,
manage emotions,
a n d  r e s p e c t
differences.

Conclusio
n

The question why
do bullies  bully
people has many
l a y e r s ,  f r o m
p e r s o n a l



insecurity  and  a
need for power to
learned  behavior
a n d  s o c i a l
pressure. There is
no  single  profile
of  a  bul ly ,  but
common  threads
run through most
cases:  a  lack  of
empathy, a desire
for  control,  or  a
history  of  being
m i s t r e a t e d .
R e c o g n i z i n g
these factors does
n o t  e x c u s e
bullying,  but  it
empowers  us  to
r e s p o n d
e f f e c t i v e l y .
Instead  of  only
punishing  the
behavior,  we can

address  the  root
c a u s e s .  B y
f o s t e r i n g
e m p a t h y ,
t e a c h i n g
e m o t i o n a l
regulation,  and
c r e a t i n g
e n v i r o n m e n t s
where kindness is
the norm, we can
d i m i n i s h  t h e
reasons  why  do
bull ies  bully
people  in  the
first  place.  The
goal is not just to
s top  bu l l y ing
when it  happens,
but  to  create  a
world  where  the
need  to  bully  no
longer exists.


