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Advance praise for Our New World of Adult Bullies



“Our New World of Adult Bullies is timely! Anyone can be bullied. Bill Eddy explains not only the damaging toxicity and effects of bullying but the psychological understanding of how to stop it. Poignant examples from history and everyday life bring it home. This book empowers and offers solutions instead of reactions. Much needed in a time of great divide and polarization.”

—Karyl Mcbride, Ph.D., author of Will the Drama Ever End? Untangling and Healing from the Harmful Effects of Parental Narcissism

“As always, Bill delivered a book that is easy to digest and full of practical insights and advice. Make the decision to take back your power. Start by reading this book.”

—Catherine Mattice, CEO, Civility Partners and workplace bullying expert

“Bill Eddy has had a long and distinguished career as a mediator, trainer, and author. He brings this experience and wisdom to his latest book. Having read the book, I feel more confident with not just identifying bullies but more importantly how to pull the plug on bullies. Given the heightened levels of divisiveness and polarization in society, this book couldn’t have come soon enough.”

—Steven P. Dinkin, president, National Conflict Resolution Center

“Crystal clear, eye-opening take on the bullies in our lives, whether at work, at home, or in our culture. Eddy’s easy-going conversational tone belies the solid science that drives his ideas and spot-on practical advice. Learn how to recognize bullies, understand how they get into our heads, and how to evict them.”

—Dr. Richard A. Warshak, author of Divorce Poison: How To Protect Your Family from Bad-mouthing and Brainwashing.

“Great book—I really enjoyed reading it. I learned several things that I will be able to use! In a world where bullying and aggressive behavior are increasingly prevalent, Bill Eddy’s latest book is a must-read. His approaches in managing high-conflict behaviors are a cornerstone of my practice. Offering practical solutions and deep insights, backed by real-world examples, this book is an invaluable resource for anyone looking to navigate and mitigate such conflicts effectively.”

—Susan Guthrie, attorney, mediator, chair of American Bar Association Section of Dispute Resolution

“Drawing from over a decade of dedicated service in childhood anti-bullying education, I recognize the great importance and urgency of this book. Bill Eddy, through his multifaceted career, has laid bare the intricate dynamics of adult bullying, whether in the workplace or home, but also equips readers with the crucial strategies to identify, confront, and effectively tackle such behavior. We must no longer be silenced when it comes to bullying and feeling alone, enough is enough!”

—Sunnie McFadden-Curtis, filmmaker, award winning director, advocate for women and children, and director of Bullying: A Culture of Silence

“Bill Eddy gives elaborate explanations, with myriad examples at every level of society, of why and how adults with persistent aggressive and domineering behaviors get their power and how to most effectively respond without getting caught in their sticky webs of influence. This book will serve as an instructional manual for readers in understanding and responding to dominating behaviors by individuals within various contexts, including their families, their workplaces, online, and even in elections.”

—Don Saposnek, Ph.D., author of Mediating Child Custody Disputes and co-author of Splitting America

“Bill Eddy sheds light on the why and the how of bullying and gives the other 90% of the world tools to help stop this epidemic from ruining our families, communities, and nations. He offers a highly focused and effective application of compassionate accountability you can use to manage bullies in your life and keep yourself from getting sucked into the toxic win-lose vortex.”

—Nate Regier, Ph.D., CEO, Next Element Consulting, author of Compassionate Accountability: How Leaders Build Connection and Get Results

“What a fantastic book. Yet again Bill Eddy has distilled decades of wisdom into down-to-earth concepts that resonate deeply and strategies that are attainable for practitioners at all levels. A must-read for family violence survivors seeking tips on how to safely and effectively instruct counsel, work with a mediator, or self-represent in court.”

—Hilary Linton, J.D., LLM, president, Riverdale Mediation Ltd. and mediate393 inc.

“While educators are normally quite adept at resolving problems on a daily basis, the increasing visibility of adult bullies in the educational arena has been perplexing. This practical guide will empower educators to set realistic limits on adult bullies—with consequences that will effectively stop their polarizing behavior. Administrators and school board members, in particular, will benefit from the steps outlined in this timely publication.”

—Dennis Doyle, Ph.D., retired superintendent

“Witnessing the scars of bullying within families, I know the pain it inflicts. Our New World of Adult Bullies offers a lifeline. It exposes the often-hidden reality of adult bullies and equips readers with the tools to not only protect themselves, but also children from these damaging dynamics when attacked by an adult, including a family member. This book is a powerful resource for anyone caught in the crosshairs of adult bullying.”

—Ginger Gentile, director of Erasing Family and coach for High Conflict Divorce

“Bill Eddy has done it again! After reading his brilliant book on adult bullies, I am going to redesign my training courses for mediators and lawyers and rewrite client materials for my own private practice to include Bill’s wisdom from this book. By profiling the behaviour of adult bullies in business, sex abusers, and tyrants in political life whose bullying I know about, Bill has even helped me better deal with adult bullies in my own life.”

—Forrest (Woody) Mosten, cofounder of Mosten Guthrie Online Mediation Training Academy; mediator and family collaborative lawyer at La Jolla, California; author and adjunct professor of law at UCLA

“Our New World of Adult Bullies is a timely book, full of practical advice on how to ‘spot’ and ‘stop’ them. Bill Eddy uses multiple case examples, mostly from high profile media cases, to illustrate the many faces of adult bullying. Like an anatomist, he dissects their strategies and offers victims valuable insights as well as a highly practical toolbox. Like a Zen master, his writing is full of empathy, optimism, and hope.”

—Corine de Ruiter, Ph.D., professor of forensic psychology, Maastricht University, the Netherlands

“This outstanding, easy to read book includes some great summaries and real life (and at times very sad) examples of bullying as well as tips about how bullies can be managed or stopped. Importantly, the way that technology is creating more opportunities for bullying without consequences is explored. Eddy analyses how bullying works and then, importantly, follows this up with some great practical steps that we can take as individuals, groups, and as a society.”

—Tania Sourdin, University of Newcastle, School of Law and Justice; president Academic Senate, University of Newcastle; fellow, Australian Academy of Law
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To the

TARGETS

of bullies around the world,
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you’re not alone.






INTRODUCTION

I DON’T LIKE BULLIES. I never have. I could say I’m not sure why, but I think I know where this started. I have a very clear memory about this. When I was eight years old in the third grade, I had my own personal bully: Glen M. He would trap me at the foot of the stairs in the stairwell outside the exit from our classroom. He would try to beat me up, hitting me on the head, shoulders, and chest, and kicking me in the legs. I’m not sure why he picked on me in particular, but I think it had something to do with my parents teaching me and my three siblings that we weren’t allowed to fight. We were not allowed to hit anybody.

“It takes two to make a fight,” they said. “But what if I can’t avoid the other person?” I replied. They just repeated: “It takes two to make a fight. Just get away. Find a way to do that.” So, all I was allowed to do was to try to block Glen with my arms from hitting and kicking me. I tried to figure out where he was at the end of class so that I could leave with the other students. But occasionally he would catch me off guard. He knew that out of all the kids in my class, I wasn’t allowed to fight back.

Glen showed up at my school sometime during third grade. He was actually slightly smaller than I was, but he was a fierce fighter, as if his goal was to destroy me. Why me? I hadn’t done anything to him. I generally ignored him in class, but he often got into trouble with the teacher.

One day on the weekend, my mother was reading the newspaper and said, “Isn’t the M. boy in your class at school?” “Yes,” I said. “Well, it says here in the paper that his father hung himself in the garage yesterday and died. He must have been a very troubled man.”

I was shocked and confused. I remember I suddenly felt sorry for Glen. It occurred to me that his father may have been treating him the way that he treated me. After all, when I was five, my mother had taught me that “we don’t judge people; we try to understand them.” I had been trying to understand Glen’s intensity in attacking me and generally getting into trouble at school. Now I thought I might understand his behavior because of his father’s behavior, whatever it was.

I decided to tell Glen the next day at school that I was sorry to hear about what happened to his father. I think I had the beginnings of what I later learned was empathy for my bully. But of course, Glen never came back to school after that. His mother instantly moved their family out of the area, and I never heard about them again.

While this experience probably doesn’t sound very dramatic compared to children who are abused by their parents or assaulted by other adults, it left a huge impression on me coming from a fairly peaceful and loving (but strict) family. I think it made me into a more cautious kid, but it also made me into a keen observer. I didn’t want this to happen to me again, so I developed a bit of bully radar to help me keep an eye on who to avoid as I grew up and I mostly succeeded at that.

But I wonder, even today, if this experience played a big part in my career choices to become a social worker, lawyer, and mediator, often protecting clients from bullies. While I have always been more concerned about their targets/victims, I also wanted to understand bullies, and from time to time I find myself having empathy for them like I did for Glen.

As you read this book, you may notice how I try to balance strongly setting limits on bullies with understanding them and having some compassion for them. There is no excuse for their behavior—and some of it is very evil—but at the same time I think I have figured out why there are bullies, where their behavior comes from, and how to influence it.

I understand that many bullies were bullied as children (although many were not but were simply born this way) and that there are many other aspects to who they are besides their bully personalities. Many have good contributions to make to society, but they still need to be restrained. I hope that you too will have some compassion for them as you learn the many strategies contained in this book for spotting them and stopping them.

In short, we don’t judge bullies, but we shouldn’t let them be in charge of anyone else’s life. As you read this book, try not to be judgmental. Be strategic.
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CHAPTER 1 Preparing Yourself


BULLIES USED TO BE KEPT on the fringes of society. As a result, they only bothered a small percentage of unlucky people. But in recent years, because of many changes in technology, media, politics, and culture, bullies have been launched to the forefront of our society. Today they are far more prevalent, more powerful, more persuasive, and more dangerous than they were even a decade ago. Now, everyone is likely to have a bully in their life sooner or later—including you. Are you prepared to spot them and stop them?

Over the past forty years I have studied bullying as a therapist, lawyer, mediator, and cofounder of the High Conflict Institute. Since 2008 my institute colleagues and I have taught skills for managing high-conflict people (bullies and other difficult folks) to over 250,000 professionals, including lawyers, judges, therapists, mediators, human resource managers, law enforcement professionals, teachers, administrators, and many other people. I’ve seen the mistakes that all of us make, and I’ve learned that bully behavior is surprisingly predictable, as you will see.

Most people are terrible at spotting bullies and fail to act in ways to protect themselves. Will you make the same mistakes that most people make? Will you underreact or overreact? Will you wish that you had known the simple tips and tools contained in this book much earlier? That’s what most of our consultation and training clients at the High Conflict Institute tell us when they desperately seek help in getting a bully out of their lives or in learning how to manage one.

As we teach our clients—and as you will learn in this book—much of what works with bullies is counterintuitive. Most of what we naturally think will work only makes our situations worse. And some of what we need to do with bullies is precisely the opposite of what we naturally do with reasonable, caring adults.

A fundamental theme of this book is that with bullies the issue is not the issue—the personality is the issue driving the intensity of the conflict. This book explains ten hidden primitive emotional powers (PEP) of bullies that poison our minds, bodies, and communities—without us even realizing it. (New terms that I will use, such as PEP, will appear in italics the first time for ease of remembering.) In many ways, the primitive emotional power of bullies is the flip side of emotional intelligence, which is the ability to understand and manage emotions in relatively equal and respectful relationships. That’s why a bully’s PEP has such power over us—we haven’t expected it and haven’t understood it, until now. Instead, we expect everyone to make an effort to get along. But bullies don’t, which gives them an advantage over us. By breaking down these powers, we can reduce bullies’ impact, predict them, remove them from our psyches, and energize our will to overcome them. For each of the ten bully powers discussed, I offer six strategies for how you can stop that power of the bully.

Foundational to a bully’s aggressive character is the power of unrestrained personality and lack of self-restraint, which gives bullies more power to overwhelm everyone around them. They use the power of primitive emotions to persuade, intimidate, intrude, dominate, and sometimes destroy people. PEP allows bullies to blatantly use deception and the power of surprise attacks in plain sight. In the pages that follow, we will look at several examples of how anyone can succumb to these primitive powers until they understand how they work and how to spot them.

We also look at the power of the bully’s story—their “BS.” This is the story that every bully uses to create fear of a fantasy crisis, anger at a fantasy villain, and love/loyalty for the bully as a fantasy hero. Their BS helps their power to makes things very personal, as their attacks are on the whole person, not just a criticism of your behavior, and may include devastating effects to you, your reputation, your life, or all three. This BS is amplified through intense repetition—the power of emotional repetition in isolation—as bullies cut off their victims from all other points of view and drill their bully’s story into their heads. This story can immobilize you or mobilize you against another one of their targets. This is further enhanced by the power of negative advocates who support them and their ability to employ the power to project and play the victim. If you’ve ever dealt with a bully, you may know how alone all of this can make you feel. Meanwhile, everyone around you usually won’t understand what is really happening to you and may minimize it.

Finally, we look at most bullies’ drive to use the power of bullies as leaders and how they use the power of polarization to seize unlimited power over their family, their work group, their community, and possibly even their nation while they get everyone else to fight with one another. The power of today’s high-emotion media is explained in training more and more bullies. Lastly, we look at successful methods of turning bullying into positive behavior and changing our world culture to encourage win-win relationships.

Surprisingly, by analyzing a wide range of examples—family, workplace, community, national, and international—you will see that bullying behaviors are the same at every level. Since most bullying goes on in private, I use many public examples and current events, as well as made-up examples based on real cases, to show the subtle details of how the adult bully really works and will continue to work in the future in new situations. In a few cases, I analyze public events as far back as fifty years ago, because we know a lot about them. But I also explain why the same patterns of bully dynamics are going to persist for another fifty years, until a sufficient number of people understand them and set limits on them.

When enough of us recognize these ten powers and learn to use the six strategies, we can stop bullies in their tracks over and over and create a much healthier world—with safer families, workplaces, and communities for us all. In other words, it’s time to prepare yourself.
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CHAPTER 2 Why Adult Bullies Now?



58 percent of respondents agreed that “the display of bullying, disrespect and intolerance of the opinions of others by politicians and public figures affected workplaces,” because they “encouraged aggression” and “granted permission to ignore rules.”

—U.S. Workplace Bullying Survey




Are Adult Bullies Really a Problem?

MOST PEOPLE ARE UNAWARE of how many adult bullies there are in the world these days, for two big reasons. First, most people who have been targeted by adult bullies suffer alone, in private. Many are embarrassed or afraid. Some feel that their situation is somehow their own fault. (It’s not, as I explain in this book. No one deserves to be bullied.) They are ashamed to tell anyone, or they may have been threatened with severe consequences (even death) if they expose what is happening to them. Second, most people think that each bullying situation is unique and unpredictable. They don’t realize that all adult bullies have the same basic personalities and the same predictable patterns of behavior, whether they’re a family bully, a workplace bully, an online bully, or a bully leader.




Who Are Adult Bullies?

Adult bullies have high-conflict personalities. People with high-conflict personalities have four key patterns of behavior: (1) They are preoccupied with blaming other people without taking responsibility for themselves; (2) they think in all-or-nothing terms (winners and losers, friends and enemies, and heroes and villains); (3) they regularly express extreme emotions; and (4) they often engage in extremely harmful behaviors that most people would never do.

Yet bullies are the most high-conflict people. In addition to the listed behavior patterns, they have a deep-seated drive to dominate or destroy other people. They don’t just want to win; they want other people to lose, to suffer. They compulsively turn win-win situations into win-lose relationships. In the process, they deliberately target innocent people, blaming them for anything and everything for no good reason. I call these their targets of blame. They all use the same set of hidden powers to accomplish this domination or destruction—powers that can be easily recognized once you know what to look for.

Bullies exist in all levels of society: in families, workplaces, communities, business, government, and organizations of all types and sizes. Yet all bullies act in similar ways, regardless of their demographics and context. In families, bullies are common perpetrators of domestic violence, child abuse, parental alienation, and false allegations in family courts. In the workplace, they are bully bosses, bully employees, sexual harassers, and sometimes CEOs or even company owners. In communities, they often wreak havoc on school boards, in homeowners’ associations, and in religious congregations. Too often they are becoming the heads of states and nations, bullying their own citizens and sometimes neighboring countries.

Bullies have narrow patterns of behavior, which make them more predictable than the average person. Most people are unaware of these common patterns. Recognizing them is the first step to stopping bullies in their tracks.




Not Talking About Children as Bullies

In this book, I’m not discussing playground bully boys or high school mean girls, because the vast majority of them outgrow their bullying behaviors by adulthood. Most children are bullies and also victims of bullies as they navigate all kinds of relationships growing up and suffer the consequences of their actions until they learn how to engage successfully with their peers and others. It’s normal for children to test their powers and learn their limits from experience. We’re born with the ability to engage in aggressive behaviors, but childhood and adolescence are when we learn what succeeds and what fails based on our family, friends, and community cultures. Many books have been written on childhood bullies.

I’m talking about adults who are compulsive bullies—alleged grown-ups who regularly act like angry, domineering children. I estimate that they make up 5 to 10 percent of adults, for reasons I explain in Chapter 3. Most of them were also bullies as children, but for one reason or another they entered adulthood with their bullying behavior intact and refined.





Changing Cultures and an Increase in Bullying

COVID-19 accelerated a variety of cultural changes that favored bullies. During the early days of the pandemic, from 2020 to 2021, domestic violence increased 25 percent to 33 percent around the globe with the isolation of victims at home with their perpetrators.1 The percentage of employees directly experiencing bullying rose to 30 percent, with 43 percent for those doing remote work, which removes the normal restraints of in-person contacts.2 A 2021 survey by the Workplace Bullying Institute reported that 58 percent of respondents agreed that “the display of bullying, disrespect, and intolerance of the opinions of others by politicians and public figures affected workplaces,” because they “encouraged aggression” and “granted permission to ignore rules.”3

On the international stage, a 2021 Atlantic article by Anne Applebaum titled “The Bad Guys Are Winning: How a New League of Autocrats Is Outsmarting the West,” noted that bully leaders around the world have taken over democracies and are expected to become ever more aggressive toward their neighbors. Since Applebaum’s article was published, this is precisely what has happened with Putin in Russia and Xi in China. Then, in 2023, a New York Times article titled “America’s Foes Are Joining Forces” pointed out that Cuba and Iran are helping Russia and China in a new “axis of authoritarians.”4

By identifying that the same personality patterns of behavior are operating in personal life and public culture, you will be more aware of how to spot and protect yourself from adult bullies who hope to create a widespread culture of fear and blame, which covers up their own drive for dominance and destruction at every level of society.

In many ways adult bullying has been building for years. It isn’t one person’s fault or one group’s fault. It’s the collision of humanity and our own technological progress. We need to understand the big picture in order to understand what is happening, what to do, and what not to do. The following chart compares what most of us value in our relationships—and what we want children to learn growing up—with the way that bullies of all ages are learning to think and act in today’s world.


Relationship Skills Versus Bullying Skills

	DESIRED SOCIAL SKILLS

	TYPICAL BULLYING SKILLS




	Provide empathy for one another.

	Be tough; show empathy for no one.




	Treat other people as equals.

	Show off as a superior person; repeatedly show disdain for others.




	Take turns being the center of attention.

	Always try to be the center of attention.




	Find common ground for mutually respectful conversations.

	Dominate others; tell people what to think and how to behave.




	Learn to listen well.

	Don’t listen. Tell others what to do. Insult others in order to look strong and tough.




	Impress people with sensitivity, intelligence, and problem-solving skills.

	Impress people with strong fighter skills. Dominate others.




	Be cooperative in dealing with others.

	Demonstrate power through domineering and vindictive behavior.




	Show vulnerability from time to time.

	Never show vulnerability, only strength.




	Learn whom to trust and whom not to trust.

	Prize self-reliance.




	Use respectful and realistic language; avoid using dramatic and exaggerated terms.

	Speak in dramatic, exaggerated, superior terms.




	Do what is possible to calm crises, conflicts, chaos, and fear in order to maintain relationships.

	Stir up crises, conflicts, chaos, and fear. Then present themselves as a hero, to protect others from what they created.




	Speak modestly; appreciate others’ accomplishments as well as your own.

	Speak arrogantly and exaggerate (or make up) accomplishments.




	Be a team player. Work to accomplish many tasks with teammates.

	Show off as an individual. Accomplish many tasks single-handedly—or claim to do so.
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How Technology Promotes Bullies

In recent decades, our world has steadily changed in ways that value these bullying skills and give bullies an ever-increasing advantage. Technology has weakened our social relationships without us even noticing. Instantaneous communication and easy travel have made mobility and individualism a way of life. Family and community connectedness, as well as responsibility and restraint, have diminished, creating a vacuum that bullies have been happy to fill.

Throughout human existence, communities have formed around shared tasks, beliefs, and enemies. With most shared tasks taken over by technology (and more to come with artificial intelligence), shared beliefs and shared enemies become more important. And bullies are skilled at exploiting opportunities to build communities around their enemies—their targets of blame. The emotional intensity that this can create is almost irresistible. Meanwhile, the Internet and social media have made it possible for anyone to bully anybody anywhere in the world—long-distance, anonymously, without a conscience, and usually without consequences.


The Impact of Technology on Our World Culture

	TECHNOLOGY AT HOME AND AT WORK

	HIGH-EMOTION, HIGH-TECH MEDIA




	Weakens family and community ties.

	Strengthens bullies and their powers.




	Weakens restraints on bullying behavior.

	Strengthens images of bullying behavior.




	Weakens respect for others.

	Strengthens disrespect and disdain.




	Weakens our shared sense of responsibility.

	Strengthens selfishness.




	Weakens compassion for people we know—and for other people like us.

	Strengthens arrogance.




	Weakens compassion for strangers and people not like us.

	Strengthens judgmentalism.




	Weakens consequences for bad behavior.

	Strengthens bad behavior by giving it more and more attention.




	Weakens unity of purpose.

	Strengthens division.




	Weakens tolerance for benign differences.

	Strengthens fear, anger, and the exaggeration of differences, even small ones.




	Weakens understanding of real problems.

	Strengthens belief in fantasy crises.




	Weakens our reliance on real people.

	Strengthens belief in fantasy heroes.




	Weakens our use of skilled leaders.

	Strengthens opportunities for bully leaders.
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If we take a close look at our shifting cultural trends and technology, we can see how our tech-driven lives are creating this new world of adult bullies—why they are gaining and the rest of us are losing. That is the bad news.




Turning the Tables on Bullies

Now for the good news: Although this may be our current predicament, it is not our destiny. And being bullied does not have to be your destiny. We have the knowledge and the tools to turn this around. The following chapters provide you with information, inspiration, and practical guidance.

Many people scratch their heads about why adult bullies succeed repeatedly, but they are looking in the wrong places for answers. Most people who become adult bullies’ targets of blame wonder what they did to cause bullies to attack them. They often feel isolated and ashamed. They look for issues and causes and root problems. They don’t understand that all these are completely beside the point. They don’t recognize that adult bullies have distinctly different personalities from most people. They think, feel, and act differently. They are driven to dominate others, regardless of the situation or the people involved. With bullies, there often is no issue or cause or problem other than that the bully feels driven to overpower everyone else at all times.

Because of this, when many people find themselves dealing with a bully, they often overreact or underreact. Thus, they make things worse for themselves and others without even realizing it. Meanwhile, other people around bullies tend to minimize the bullies’ behavior. They urge bullies’ targets of blame not to get so upset or worry so much. But if you’ve ever been bullied, you know that this advice only makes things worse. It empowers the bully.

Most people don’t expect bullies to enter their lives. This catches them off guard. That’s why there is surprise domestic violence by a newlywed, surprise sexual assault by an employer such as Harvey Weinstein, a surprise invasion of Ukraine by Vladimir Putin’s Russia in 2022, and new surprises personally and publicly in the news every year.

The truth is that all adult bullies—from the abusive spouse to the toxic boss to the online troll to the murderous dictator—share some very predictable personality patterns of behavior and use the same ten hidden powers—over and over.

SIX STRATEGIES TO OVERCOME BULLIES’ POWERS


Each chapter in this book explains a primitive emotional power, and at the end of each chapter, I provide six strategies for overcoming that power. These are generally the same for all bullying situations although I have given examples to show the differences in some contexts. Most of the examples of these strategies include success stories in which individuals or groups strengthened themselves and stopped or slowed a bully. Combined, these methods help individuals gain confidence and allies in spotting and stopping bullying behavior.

Here are the six strategies:


	Open your eyes to the patterns of bullies.

	Pull the plug on bullies.

	Set limits on bullies with credible threats.

	Impose serious consequences on bullies.

	Communicate effectively about bullies to others.

	Stand strong against bullies with other people.



Since we are all part of this new world culture, we can all play a role in decreasing bullying, in ways small and large. Overall, the more awareness there is for everyone, the more effective our whole culture will be in discouraging adult bullying behavior. As you’ll see, it’s not that complicated. We have the knowledge. This book will give you hope and skills.
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CHAPTER 3 The Power of Unrestrained Personalities



I’m smart. I’m loving. My love will cure. This is going to work out.

—Victim of domestic violence



BULLYING IS MORE THAN ONE isolated action. It’s a predictable pattern of behavior. The American Psychological Association defines it this way: “Bullying is a form of aggressive behavior in which someone intentionally and repeatedly causes another person injury or discomfort. Bullying can take the form of physical contact, words, or more subtle actions.”1 It usually takes place where there is a power imbalance or perceived power imbalance. It can lead to health problems for the victims or targets of bullying. (I use the terms victims and targets interchangeably throughout this book.) Most people think that bullies have the ability to come to their senses, realize how much harm they’re doing, and stop themselves. Years ago I used to think this also.

But that’s a fantasy. Adult bullies don’t—and can’t—come to their senses and catch themselves. After four decades of working with bullies and their victims, this is one of the most important lessons I have learned: Many adult bullies are born that way. Others learn to be bullies in early childhood through abuse or indulgence (or both). Bullying is not just something they do; it defines who they are. Bullying by adults doesn’t stop on its own because it is part of a bully’s personality. Fundamental to this personality is deliberately targeting others for abuse and domination. Adult bullies have a personality-based pattern of unrestrained, aggressive behavior.

Remember this. It may save your life.

Yet most people don’t believe that people like this actually exist in large numbers. In a civilized society, we count on everyone to stop themselves, to be reasonable and self-restrained, and to stay in their lanes. Bullies do none of these things.

We are hardwired to trust people, especially strangers in need. This gives bullies incredible powers to manipulate us. You might be thinking, Of course bullies can stop themselves. They just don’t want to. Or They know they’re acting badly. I just have to point it out to them. Or I can get them to stop. They’ll listen to me. Or They’ll calm down and stop bothering me soon enough. I just have to wait it out. Or I think he’s learned his lesson now. Or I believe there’s good in everyone. She’ll come to her senses. You’ll see. Sadly, they don’t suddenly change into reasonable people—although we may keep waiting for that to happen. Bullies can pretend for a while, but they are fundamentally different in how they act in relationships. Their personalities lack empathy, remorse, and self-control.


Win-Lose, Dominant Relationships

Bullies desire—and create—win-lose relationships. They don’t just want to be on top, just to be superior, just to be in charge. They also want you to lose. Bullies want to get into your head and manipulate you, to make you doubt yourself and believe in them. Some may enjoy hurting you. They mostly want to have power and control over you. Their goal is to overpower—and if they can’t, then they may try to ruin or destroy.

Most people—maybe 80 to 90 percent of us—assume that we live in a world where conflicts are problems to solve in a civilized manner, in a win-win way. Sports and business have rules and incentives so that, in the end, people don’t kill one another or overrun others’ lives. They just win or lose an event and move on.

But winning is never enough for bullies. For an adult bully, somebody else has to lose, and lose big, in order for the bully to feel okay. Sometimes this even includes violence. Bullies keep going until they get what they want, or until they are stopped by someone or something else. It’s programmed into them by the time they are adults. When most people debate or argue, they think they are trying to solve a problem or come to a resolution. That is not the case for bullies. The surface issue is irrelevant to them. While the goal for most people is to resolve conflicts and get along, for bullies’ the goal is to achieve power and control.

If you don’t realize this, you will be continually caught off guard by bullies’ behavior. It won’t make sense. Why does he do that? Doesn’t he realize…? Nope! He doesn’t. It’s not who he is. Bullies repeatedly get away with their unrestrained aggressive behavior because people don’t believe anyone they know could be that extreme.

Let’s look at what happens if you don’t realize that bullies have this aggressive drive and will stop at nothing to get what they want—even if it’s just to have power over someone else.




The Handsome Surgeon

When Gail Katz met Robert Bierenbaum in the early 1980s in New York City, he seemed like an ideal husband-to-be. Soon he became a successful doctor. But over time some red flags appeared. Once, at dinner with Gail’s sister, Alayne, after Gail and Robert married, Robert forcibly shoved food into Gail’s mouth, and then into Alayne’s as well. Another time, Robert tried to drown Gail’s cat in the toilet of their Upper East Side apartment. Things soon got worse. One day, when Robert, who disliked smoking, caught Gail enjoying a smoke on the balcony of their apartment, he choked her to unconsciousness, a clear sign that his pattern of power and control was escalating. She reported this to the local police station, but nothing was done. (It was 1983.)

You and I can see a pattern of unrestrained aggressive behavior emerging. But Katz couldn’t. Victims of domestic violence often can’t see the warning signs because they have become acclimated to this coercive control. Instead, she naively told her sister, “I’m smart. I’m loving. My love will cure. This is going to work out.”2

In 1985 Katz disappeared. She was never seen or heard from again. Bierenbaum went on to marry again and lived a pleasant new life with his new wife. But she too eventually became concerned about him—and separated from him.

It wasn’t until fifteen years later that Bierenbaum was convicted of Gail Katz’s murder. And it wasn’t until 2020, at a parole board hearing, while serving a twenty-year-to-life sentence, that Bierenbaum finally admitted that he had killed her, and how. He explained to the board that he strangled her and threw her body out of a small plane he was piloting over the ocean. When asked why, he stated, “I wanted her to stop yelling at me, and I attacked her.” He further admitted that he killed her because he was “immature” and “didn’t understand how to deal with his anger.”3

In short, Bierenbaum couldn’t stop himself.

This is important to remember. Bullies are often driven to act in ways that even they don’t understand. This is why it is so essential for all of us to stop bullies: because they often cannot stop themselves.

When the truth finally came out, Katz’s sister, Alayne, said he was exactly the same man she had known thirty-five years earlier. “He is incapable of a shred of remorse.”4

Was this man a bully? It sure sounds like it.




Why Do Bullies Lack Self-Restraint?

Every day, there are people born or raised with high-conflict personalities. As I mentioned in the first chapter, they have a behavior pattern of blaming others, all-or-nothing thinking, unmanaged emotions, and extreme behavior. Bullies, as the most high-conflict people, are driven to dominate others and potentially ruin their families and their businesses. We need to understand their personalities and how to restrain them, since they don’t—and can’t—restrain themselves.

Many of them also have what are called personality disorders, as defined in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition, Text Revision (commonly referred to as the DSM-5-TR). This is the manual that mental health professionals use to diagnose mental disorders. A personality disorder means that the person is stuck in “an enduring pattern of behavior” that can lead to “social impairment.”5 In short, they can’t stop themselves. Personality disorders have been closely studied and have been detailed in the manual for over forty years.

Of course, most people with personality disorders are not killers like Robert Bierenbaum. Mostly, they lead frustrated lives, not understanding how they are stuck in whatever pattern of behavior they have. They lack self-awareness and, therefore, most also lack the ability to change, although a few do find ways to get unstuck and improve their lives. It is very important to understand that not all people with personality disorders are high-conflict people and most are not bullies.

But one category of personality disorders may help explain bullies. Of the ten identified personality disorders, those known as Cluster B personality disorders include narcissistic, borderline, antisocial, and histrionic personalities. These are interpersonal disorders, and research looking at 127 studies has shown that these Cluster B personalities have “significant associations with domineeringness, vindictiveness, and intrusiveness.”6

Sound familiar? Essentially, bullying behavior.

Of course, bullying and personality disorders can both vary widely in terms of degree. But this connection helps us understand many things about bullies—in particular, why they lack self-restraint and rarely change. Remember, personality disorders have an enduring pattern of behavior. The DSM-5-TR lists several factors that go with each Cluster B personality disorder. Three of these disorders stand out as having a significant factor that is associated with bullying and a lack of self-restraint:


	
Narcissistic personalities (NPD): “Lacks empathy: is unwilling to recognize or identify with the feelings and needs of others.”

	
Antisocial personalities (ASPD): “Lack of remorse, as indicated by being indifferent to or rationalizing having hurt, mistreated, or stolen from another.”

	
Borderline personalities (BPD): “Inappropriate, intense anger or difficulty controlling anger (e.g., frequent displays of temper, constant anger, recurrent physical fights).”7




In other words, these personalities lack the internal brakes that 90 percent or more of people have that help them get along with others. A subgroup of these Cluster B personalities would appear to be our bullies, who will go all the way to dominate or destroy their targets. This can at times include violence although most people with personality disorders are not violent.8




How Do These Personalities Develop?

About 4.5 percent of adults around the world may have a Cluster B personality disorder, according to the DSM-5-TR. But it’s important to note that not everyone with one or more of these personality disorders or traits is a bully. For example, some narcissists are self-absorbed and feel entitled—but they don’t have targets of blame the way that bullies do. Some people with borderline personality disorder are primarily hard on themselves and focus much of their anger inward. Some antisocials (also known as sociopaths) may steal or otherwise break financial laws, but they don’t target any human beings for domination or abuse. Indeed, many people with Cluster B personalities are also the targets and victims of bullies and may benefit from reading this book as well.

But a significant number of people with one or more of these three disorders are bullies. When they have a personality disorder, that means that they are very unlikely to change (it’s an enduring pattern per the DSM-5-TR), they lack self-awareness, and they have an “inability to care about the needs of others.”9 This surprises many people who believe that everyone wants to change and improve their own lives. However, this repetitive pattern of interpersonal dysfunctional behavior is at the core of a personality disorder. The reason that bullies have no interest in changing the way they are is that they can’t see their own part in their problems and truly believe that others are to blame for everything that goes wrong in their lives. It’s an unfortunate blind spot, and you can’t get them to see it because it’s part of their personality.

Perhaps these personalities evolved over time to cope with a much more dangerous interpersonal world. One leading team of cognitive therapists puts it like this from today’s perspective:


Strategies of predation, competition, and sociability that were useful in the more primitive surroundings do not always fit into the present niche of a highly individualized and technological society, with its own specialized cultural and social organization. A bad fit may be a factor in the development of behavior that we diagnose as a “personality disorder.”10



With this in mind, being domineering in primitive times makes sense. It’s better than being dominated. But in today’s world, being domineering and vindictive can get you into big trouble in families, at work, and in communities. While our culture and technology have changed dramatically, we still have the same human personalities and genetic tendencies we have had for thousands of years.





Don’t Label Anyone

What I’m about to say is vitally important: Don’t tell a bully you think they are a bully, have a high-conflict personality, or have a personality disorder. They can quickly become very defensive and perhaps even dangerous—possibly for months or years. You can easily become their next target. It’s easy to judge people with these disorders as jerks, as hateful, or as evil people. Please don’t. Instead, think of them more like you’d think of alcoholics and addicts who don’t have control over their substance use, and who may require outside intervention.

Therefore, as you read this book, please avoid judging or labeling people. Instead, try to understand their personalities. Think of how to restrain them or stop them—and to protect yourself and others from their bullying behavior. Labels aren’t helpful. Don’t think of how to change them. Think of how to change what you do in relation to them or how to steer clear of their primitive emotional powers in the first place. People constantly argue over whether a person is all good or all bad while missing the hidden patterns of behavior that are really the issue. As I said in the Introduction: Don’t be judgmental; be strategic. For example, don’t tell someone they are being a bully in a hostile conversation. Instead, tell them that if they continue talking that way, you are going to leave the conversation.




Lance Armstrong

Let’s look at another bully who caught everyone by surprise—except for the people close to him. This sort of example can happen in any social or recreational group. From 1999 to 2005, Lance Armstrong was the most world-famous, highly regarded athlete; he had won seven Tour de France cycling races—the world’s most respected and difficult cycling event. All this success came after he recovered from near-fatal testicular cancer. Put together, these accomplishments made him into a wildly popular American hero.

Except that Armstrong repeatedly took illegal performance-enhancing drugs to give him an advantage in races. For years he denied having done so, but eventually those around him could no longer keep it a secret. He would eventually admit to this use in a television interview with Oprah Winfrey in 2013.

As news began to surface that Armstrong may have been doping, he sharply attacked his critics. In one widely covered press conference in 2009 when he was pressed on this question, he said to Irish sports journalist and former pro cyclist Paul Kimmage, “You’re not worth the chair you’re sitting on, with a statement like that.”11 And later, in a 2019 interview regarding his book, Positively False, Armstrong’s teammate Floyd Landis said:


A lot of times he would push people out of the way. He was a bully…. It’s his way of doing it. It worked for him, but he didn’t have a lot of friends…. For Lance it was basically a war, and sometimes it wasn’t even a war to win, it was a war to inflict suffering…. He got satisfaction out of making people lose. He likes to see people lose.12



To be fair, Lance Armstrong has also done some good work for people with cancer. Not every bully is 100 percent bad, 100 percent of the time—though a few may be (Hitler comes to mind). But Armstrong followed the standard adult bully pattern of bullying others until he got himself into trouble and others had to restrain him. He eventually destroyed his own stellar reputation as a prize-winning cyclist by being stripped of his seven Tour de France titles, thereby losing millions of dollars in bonuses and lucrative advertising contracts.13

HOW YOU CAN STOP THIS POWER


1. Open Your Eyes to the Pattern

Watch out for patterns of behavior that can pull you into a win-lose relationship with a bully. Most people want relatively equal win-win relationships, so this behavior usually stands out once you look for it. But you don’t need to be paranoid and constantly on guard—you just need to be observant. Practice looking for these patterns by thinking about who has these patterns in the news and in entertainment. Get used to noticing that a lot of people demonstrate the typical signs of bullying. (For a full list of 40 Predictable Behaviors of High-Conflict Personalities, see Appendix 1) Be careful about getting too close to such people. Remember that they have unrestrained aggressive behavior.

Once you see one or more warning signs of a bully or high-conflict personality (preoccupation with blaming others, all-or-nothing thinking, unmanaged emotions, and extreme behavior), you can predict some of the following:


	They won’t reflect on their own behavior.

	They won’t understand why they behave the way they do.

	They won’t change their behavior.

	They will claim their behavior is normal and necessary, given the circumstances.

	They lack empathy for others although they may say the right words.

	They may have a public persona that’s very good, but that covers (and hides) a private negative personality.

	They are preoccupied with blaming others, even for very small or nonexistent events.

	They will turn on family and good friends in an instant.

	They have targets of blame who are intimate others or people in positions of authority.

	They may assault their target(s) of blame financially, reputationally, legally, emotionally, or physically.14




Several years ago, I recognized what I call the 90 Percent Rule. Ninety percent of people will never do some of the things that bullies or high-conflict people do repeatedly. So, when you hear about someone acting this way, there is usually a pattern of similar behavior that has existed for a long time that you can spot.

2. Pull the Plug on the Bully

Bullies count on your cooperation with their terrible treatment of others—or of you.

For example, by 2021 there were concerns that Governor Andrew Cuomo of New York was sexually harassing women on his staff. Unknown to anyone else at first, he had several encounters with his Executive Assistant #1, which included unusually close hugs, unwanted kisses on the cheeks and (once) the lips, grabbing her butt while taking a selfie with her, and ultimately reaching under her blouse and touching her breast.

At first, the assistant kept this to herself, planning to take it “to the grave.” But when he stated at a press conference that he never “touched anyone inappropriately,” she couldn’t contain herself and told certain colleagues, who told senior staff.15 It was clear that he wasn’t going to stop himself.

After more women came forward about Cuomo’s treatment of them, he resigned in August 2021. They pulled the plug on his bullying behavior. If it wasn’t for Executive Assistant #1 refusing to keep Cuomo’s behavior a secret any longer, he might have continued for years. This is a good example of how people—individually and collectively—can pull the plug on a bully. It’s also a good example of the struggle individuals go through with themselves over whether to stop protecting a bully by keeping secrets. It helps to know that other people have chosen to pull the plug on bullies’ power. If you’re in a situation like this, you’re not alone. You too can pull the plug, especially if you get some help.

3. Set Limits with Credible Threats

Credible threats are threats that the bully knows will definitely be implemented if they violate the limit that has been set. While many bullies simply can’t stop themselves no matter what, many others may at least try to stop to avoid undesirable consequences. Letting a bully know in advance that there will be consequences, and that their power will be taken away, will sometimes slow them down.

One way of letting bullies—and everyone else—know in advance that there will be consequences for certain bullying behaviors is to post or announce a policy of expected behavior, especially in public. An example of this is the Respectful Meeting Policy, a method I designed for a tech company. In the firm, older consultants, all of them male, attended company meetings that needed their technical input. The meetings were often led by younger female managers—and the older men regularly bullied them. The men had specialized information that was needed for decision-making, but they did not take the young managers seriously. They interrupted, had side conversations, and made occasional sexist insults. I recommended the following procedure, which the company has used successfully ever since. Some homeowners’ association boards and other groups with open meetings have employed it also.


Respectful Meeting Policy:

At our Company, much of our work is accomplished at meetings. In order to ensure the smooth, respectful, and efficient management of meetings, the meeting chair shall manage the Agenda and the right of members to speak. On rare occasion, a meeting member may become disrespectful in communicating their information and opinions. In such a case, the meeting chair shall ask the meeting member to revise their manner of speech to be respectful. In the event that the meeting member does not thereafter speak respectfully, the chair may announce a short break or end the meeting, at the meeting chair’s discretion. Other meeting members shall support the chair in making such decisions.16



The benefit of this approach is that it gives the meeting chair the ability to end the meeting, if necessary, without feeling ashamed that they cannot restrain unrestrained (and perhaps unrestrainable) people. The older male consultants soon learned to respect this. In addition, the young women managers gained confidence that they could stop a meeting, if necessary, so that they would not be bullied. They no longer feared they would look bad or weak if they took this action. This Respectful Meeting Policy is designed to set limits rather than to cancel a meeting outright. Many bullies will adhere to this type of limit if they realize—but only if they realize—that the meeting chair will actually enforce it if they don’t behave. Many people don’t realize how effective a credible threat can be because they are used to seeing empty threats that are not enforced. That failure to enforce actually encourages more bullying behavior, not less. Some bullies can’t restrain themselves even a little bit, so imposing consequences on them, perhaps over and over, may become necessary in some situations.

A similar approach has become necessary for school board meetings, as acknowledged by the California School Board Association in developing procedures to handle increasing disruptions: “In 2021, we have seen a marked increase in political division at school board meetings, open hostility toward board members, mass protests, disruptions that forced the board to pause or abandon meetings, and physical abuse and death threats against trustees and their families.”17

By informing participants at public meetings that disruptions may cause the termination of the meeting, they are on notice to follow the rules, or they will not be heard. Some school boards have had to stop meetings because of these disruptions, and the abruptly ended meetings have been reported in the media, so setting such limits has a lot of credibility.

Is this an infringement of free speech? No. According to legal standards, it is not a violation of the First Amendment right to free speech for government officials to shut down certain public meetings, if necessary, because they are known as limited public forums; they can be subject to time, place, and manner restrictions to avoid disruptions, citing, “If speech is irrelevant, repetitious, lengthy, speaking out of turn, refusing to leave the podium, hateful obscene gestures, thoughts of harm, those are all considered disruption.”18 As one court of appeals decision, White v. City of Norwalk, explains about First Amendment rights at city council meetings:


A speaker may disrupt a Council meeting by speaking too long, by being unduly repetitious, or by extended discussion of irrelevancies. The meeting is disrupted because the Council is prevented from accomplishing its business in a reasonably efficient manner. Indeed, such conduct may interfere with the rights of other speakers.19



4. Impose Serious Consequences

Speaking of boards, many large businesses have boards of directors that have the potential to impose serious consequences on a bully—even a bully CEO. Whether and when they will impose serious consequences is the big question. It’s common for a start-up to have a high-powered innovator who is also a bully. Their bullying behavior may help them promote their ideas, product, or service, but it also may eventually destroy their efforts—and even their company. Will they crash their own business? Some innovator bullies do.

This almost happened to Uber, the ride-sharing company founded in 2009, primarily by Travis Kalanick, who became its CEO. Uber very quickly revolutionized the taxi business—but trouble was brewing with a series of privacy scandals, gross manipulations of Apple products with its Uber app,20 and complaints of discrimination and sexual harassment at the company. Kalanick was considered to be at the center of the bullying culture that permeated Uber. It all came to a head in 2017. He was caught by surprise when two representatives from one of Uber’s biggest shareholders showed up in the middle of a business trip. They gave him a letter signed by five of Uber’s biggest investors demanding that he resign “by the end of the day.” Kalanick called Arianna Huffington, a friendly board member, and she told him to take this letter seriously. Kalanick resigned from his job as CEO that same day.21

It was another two years before he resigned his own seat on the board of directors in 2019. By then, the company had received 6,000 complaints and multiple lawsuits by riders regarding sexual assault—but Uber had taken a bullying approach to the victims, challenging their credibility, and stonewalling disclosure.22 In 2020 a judge found that Uber had refused to comply with court disclosure requirements “without any legitimate legal or factual grounds” and recommended that their permits to operate be suspended if they didn’t pay a fine within thirty days. Uber ultimately paid a $9 million penalty for that.23 While this further forced the company to change its culture, in some ways it highlights the need for more serious and swift consequences for bullies before they do too much damage rather than afterward as punishment.

We all need to realize from the start that even a bully as successful as Kalanick often cannot stop their own bullying behavior. What is stunning about his case is that brilliant business leaders are overlooked as being truly bullying. How could he be a bully and be so successful? Remember, bullies can show up anywhere at any time. Unless you have a healthy skepticism and recognize these bully dynamics, you too may excuse their unrestrained bullying behavior rather than impose consequences and instead rely on wishful thinking that they will stop themselves. Hopefully, you are starting to get the idea that, even at the highest levels of the business world, it’s not the position. It’s the personality.

5. Communicate Effectively About Bullies to Others

Most people don’t know about these unrestrained personalities. Therefore, those who do understand can help communicate to others how a significant number of people indeed lack empathy, remorse, and self-control. This communication can be done in individual conversations, educational seminars, and books and other writings.

Throughout this book I mention people who are engaged in such communications and making a positive impact in many settings. For example, child abuse is an obvious and all-too-common form of bullying. This can take many forms: physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, and neglect. However, because this topic is already widely discussed and too vast to cover effectively here, I want to address one of the most hidden and misunderstood types of bullying behavior in families that is often experienced in families going through a separation or divorce. This is called parental alienation, also known as child alienation or simply alienation. This occurs when a child resists or refuses to see one of their parents after separation or divorce, even though they previously had a good relationship and there was no abuse.

To be clear, it’s not alienation if a parent has engaged in some form of abuse that is causing the child’s resistance. This is called estrangement instead because it’s that parent’s own abusive behavior that caused the resistance. Telling the difference between alienation and estrangement takes understanding primitive emotional power and its unconscious influence on children’s behavior that causes them to resist or refuse seeing a parent.

In cases of alienation, the child may reject one parent’s whole side of their family, including grandparents, aunts, uncles, and even pets. The cause is typically one of the parents intensely and emotionally telling the child terrible (and often false) things about the other parent. You can see how a bully parent can easily weaponize and optimize this power when alone with a vulnerable child after a separation or divorce, yet much of this is done unconsciously. Resisting or refusing contact has grown into a significant problem around the world for about 11 to 15 percent of all separated and divorced families. The number is almost twice as high for families that end up in court with custody disputes, as about 20 to 27 percent of those families have resistance or refusal issues.24

One of the people who is effectively educating parents and professionals about parental alienation is psychologist Richard Warshak. In 2001 (and updated in 2010), he published a book explaining this problem: Divorce Poison: How to Protect Your Family from Bad-Mouthing and Brainwashing. He recognized this poisonous power, which occurs mostly out of sight as does most bullying. The effect is to create a win-lose relationship between the child and the other parent (the “rejected parent”) that no one else can see. It goes on primarily in private and is absorbed mostly emotionally and not logically or even consciously by the child from the bullying parent’s behavior (the “favored parent”). These unrestrained alienating behaviors can be so poisonous that they will sever some parent-child relationships for years—or even a lifetime. Yet some parents really can’t stop themselves from engaging in alienating behaviors.

We will revisit this often-hidden pattern of unrestrained bullying behavior in families in later chapters, starting in Chapter 6. With education about the hidden dynamics of this problem, parents, professionals, and courts can learn to stop it early before parental alienation takes hold. Once again, it’s an issue of restraining bullying behavior that may be mostly unconscious for the parent engaging in it.

6. Stand Strong with Others Against Bullies

Given a bully’s unrestrained behavior, it often takes more than one person to stop them. The case of Elizabeth Smart is a perfect example.
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