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Parent-Focused Interventions for the Prevention of Bullying:
Accommodating Children with Difficulties Regulating Emotions
Parents are an important, but underutilized resource in bullying prevention. The purpose of this
chapter is to discuss the potential benefits of tailoring parent-focused interventions for the
prevention of bullying to individual differences in children’s temperament and brain function. To
illustrate this issue, we discuss the case of accommodating parenting to children who struggle with
regulating emotions.
Bullying and Its Consequences
Bullying is a major concern for parents in light of its adverse effect on the family and school
lives of the substantial number of children involved, and is defined as a relationship problem
characterized by an imbalance of power whereby a more powerful individual repeatedly causes
harm to a weaker individual (Craig & Pepler 2003). This harm is caused by the repeated, systematic,
coercive and intentional use (and abuse) of power in peer relationships (Marini, Dane, Bosacki, &
YLC-CURA, 2006a; Olweus, 2001; Smith, Pepler, & Rigby, 2004).
Bullying is increasingly recognized as a significant risk to the development of many children
(Spivak & Prothrow-Stith, 2001). Bullying may influence the physical, mental, and/or social
(Olweus, 1992; Smith, 1997) development of children and adolescents. The number of children who
report bullying other children or being bullied themselves lies between 10-60% (Borg, 1999; Craig,
1998; Forero, McLellan, Rissel, & Bauman, 1999; Marini, McWhinnie, & Lacharite, 2004; Nansel
et al., 2001; Olweus, 1989; Salmivalli, Lappalainen, & Lagerspetz, 1998). The universality of the
problem is illustrated by the wide variety of countries and cultures in which bullying is found (for a
partial list, see Borg, 1999). Of the approximately 2.2 billion children in the world (United Nations
Population Fund, 1999), it is estimated that up to 1.3 billion children may be directly affected by
bullying worldwide!
In childhood and adolescence, engagement in bullying is associated with a range of
psychosocial problems including peer rejection, psychiatric difficulties such as conduct and anxiety
disorders, and poor academic performance (Coie, Dodge, & Kupersmidt, 1990; Haynie, Nansel,
Eitel, Crump, Saylor, Yu, et al., 2001; Loeber, Green, Lahey, & Kalb, 2000; Nansel et al., 2001;
Olweus, 2001). Furthermore, several aspects of maladjustment in adulthood have been linked to
childhood and adolescent aggression or bullying, including criminal convictions, unemployment,
smoking and substance use, partner abuse, depression and anxiety, lower levels of education, high
school drop out, and lower status occupation (Farrington, 1993; Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & Milne,
2002; Pepler, Jiang, Craig, & Connolly, 2008; Rigby, 2001). Students who are victimized often
report an array of internalizing difficulties related to anxiety, depression and self-esteem, as well as
a heightened risk of suicide (Craig, 1998; Grills & Ollendick, 2002; Rigby, 2001).
At particular risk are those individuals who both bully others and are victimized , known as
dually involved children (Marini et al. 2006a). Research suggests that these children are not only at
risk for the problems associated with bullying and victimization respectively, but that they are more
likely to suffer those problems than children who only bully, or who are only victimized (Volk,
Craig, Boyce, & King, 2006). This may be especially significant given recent results suggesting that
as many as 33% of the students who reported high levels of experience with either bullying or
victimization were dually involved in both (Marini et al., 2006a).
Bullying Subtypes and Individual Differences: Current Research
Although several programs have been created to address the issue of bullying in schools,
research has shown that these interventions have had mixed results (Smith, Pepler, & Rigby, 2004;
Smith, Stewart, & Cousins, 2004). There are a number of reasons that may account for this. One
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possibility is that bullying intervention programs tend to employ a one-size-fits-all model, whereby
all children who bully are assumed to be more or less the same. However, a growing body of
research suggests that children who bully may follow different pathways en route to bullying their
peers. For example, children with different temperaments may engage in bullying behaviours for
different reasons (Marini & Dane, 2008). Investigators are starting to draw a distinction between
children who are temperamentally less able to regulate their emotions (emotionally dysregulated
temperament) and youngsters who engage in inappropriate behaviour such as bullying through
callousness and a lack of empathy (callous-unempathic temperament). (Frick & Morris, 2004; Nigg,
2006). Because of their implications for understanding bullying and designing maximally effective
interventions for its prevention, the first aim of this chapter is to describe the characteristics of
children with the cluster of attributes comprising an emotionally-dysregulated temperament. The
second aim of this chapter is to discuss the how research on children with an
emotionally-dysregulated temperament can be applied to parents involved in bullying interventions,
with particular emphasis on how such interventions may be tailored to help parents meet the special
needs of these children.
Emotionally Dysregulated Temperament
Temperament has been defined as individual differences in emotional, motor, and
attentional reactivity and self-regulation that are relatively consistent across childhood (Rothbart &
Bates, 2006; for similar definitions see Kagan, 1998; Nigg, 2006; Putnam, Ellis, & Rothbart, 2002).
Although a precise definition of temperament has been difficult to agree upon, there is a growing
consensus that temperament characteristics are biologically based, most readily observed in social
interactions, first surface in early infancy, constitute the core of personality, are somewhat stable
across time and situations, and are an open system affected by both internal developmental
processes and external social contexts (Goldsmith et al., 1987; Nigg, 2006; Rothbart & Bates,
2006).
Although researchers have used a wide variety of terms to label temperament characteristics,
a general consensus has been emerging recently about three or four basic dimensions (Nigg, 2006;
Putnam et al., 2002; Rothbart, Ahadi, & Evans, 2000). The first is related to surgency, extraversion,
and positive affect, and individuals high in this dimension are particularly likely to approach and
explore objects or situations that are perceived as novel or potentially rewarding. The second major
characteristic involves negative affectivity, including fear, irritability, anger, and withdrawal.
Although both fearful distress and irritable distress are considered to be components of negative
emotionality, researchers are beginning to make a distinction between the two in infancy,
toddlerhood, childhood, and adolescence (Nigg, 2006; Putnam et al., 2002). Effortful control is a
third characteristic that features in most measures of temperament, which includes the regulation of
attention; the inhibition of actions that provide immediate gratification but would lead to long-term
negative consequences; as well as the activation of behaviours that may require effort and are not
immediately rewarding (Putnam et al., 2002). A fourth dimension, affiliativeness, includes warmth,
agreeableness, friendliness and sociability, but this dimension does not appear in the literature as
consistently as the other three (Putnam et al., 2002).
Recently, researchers have suggested that it may be beneficial to consider combinations
rather than individual temperament characteristics to better understand how temperament plays a
role in child development (Nigg, 2006).One such constellation, referred to as an emotionally
dysregulated temperament, is characterized primarily by: (a) high negative emotionality, including
high fearfulness, anxiety, anger, frustration, and irritability, (b) high approach, surgency, sensation
seeking or extraversion; and (c) low effortful control or self-control.
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Neural Models of Temperament
Various authors have posited neural models of the major dimensions of temperament (see
Rothbart & Posner, 2006). Individual differences in systems underlying fear and affiliativeness may
contribute to an emotionally dysregulated temperament. In neural models of fear, the amygdala is
regarded as the central structure, an important function of which is to evaluate sensory information
for its emotional meaning (LeDoux, 1996, 2003). In the case of fear, the key consideration is
whether a given object or situation is perceived as threatening, dangerous, or having the potential to
result in punishment. When an object or situation is evaluated as being threatening or dangerous, the
amygdala stimulates a variety of fear responses, such as the fight or flight adrenaline response. Thus,
individuals with a highly sensitive fight or flight system may be vulnerable to evaluating stressful
situations as threatening, and the consequent fear response from the brain may provoke an
unwarranted, or excessive, fight or flight response that results in defensive (reactive) aggression
when escape is not possible. In other words, when some children perceive that they are backed into
a corner, they appear to be neurally wired to engage in stronger fight or flight responses than average
children.
Emotionally dysregulated children may also be susceptible to angry, frustrated or irritable
aggression due to the hypersensitivity of brain circuits called the Behaviour Activation System
(BAS) or the Behaviour Facilitation System (Depue & Collins, 1999), in which dopamine is the
major neurotransmitter. These dopaminergic circuits originate in the ventral tegmental area of the
midbrain and project to the amygdala, hippocampus, nucleus accumbens, and the prefrontal cortex.
Activity in these dopamine circuits is thought to give rise to excitement and eagerness that would
motivate a person to approach and explore a potentially rewarding or novel object or situation
(Panskepp, 1986). At first blush, it seems somewhat paradoxical to suggest a connection between
over-activity in the Behaviour Activation System and reactive aggression, since children with a
hypersensitive BAS would be more inclined to experience positive affect in the face of rewarding
stimuli. However, it has been suggested that individuals who are particularly excited by rewarding
or novel stimuli are also by extension predisposed to angry, frustrated or irritable aggression when
access to a potentially rewarding object or situation is blocked (Depue & Iacono, 1989; Rothbart &
Posner, 2006).
The lack of emotional control characteristic of children who are temperamentally
emotionally dysregulated also reflects difficulties exerting cognitive control over the fear and anger
that these children are susceptible to under stressful or frustrating circumstances. From the
standpoint of temperament, this deficit reflects a low level of effortful control. Neural models of
temperament suggest that the ability to exert effortful control depends upon the prefrontal cortex
suppressing emotional arousal generated in the limbic system (Panskepp, 1998; Posner & Rothbart,
2000), including the fear responses of the fight or flight system or feelings of frustration connected
to neural activity in the dopaminergic pathways of the Behavior Activation System. Individual
differences in children’s ability to regulate their emotions may be due in part to variations in the
structure and function of the prefrontal cortex, which may be due to genetic or biological factors,
age-related developmental changes, or unique social-emotional experiences (Luna et al. 2001;
Nelson, 2001).
Emotional Dysregulation and Bullying Subtypes
One obstacle to understanding and preventing bullying and victimization is that bullying is a
more complex concept than was originally believed (Little, Brauner, Jones, Nock, & Hawley, 2003;
Toblin, Schwartz, Hopmeyer-Gorman, & Abou-ezzeddine, 2005). For instance, there appear to be
several subtypes or dimensions of bullying characterized by differences in forms, functions and
types of involvement. Since we have outlined the Multidimensional Bullying Identification Model
elsewhere (see Marini & Dane, 2008; Marini, Koruna & Dane, 2006b), we only briefly present three
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parts of the model to reinforce the issue of complexity and diversity in bullying behaviour.
Specifically, we will address direct or indirect forms, proactive or reactive functions, and different
types of involvement, including bullies,victims and bully-victims.
The first distinction (see Vaillancourt, Brendgen, Boivin, & Tremblay, 2003) is whether the
bullying behaviour is direct, (e.g., hitting and name calling), or indirect (e.g., social exclusion or
rumour spreading). Research has shown that while negative consequences are equally associated
with both forms, the specific consequences can differ for victims of the two types of bullying (see
Volk et al., 2006). The second consideration is whether the function of bullying is reactive, entailing
provoked, emotional, defensive, impulsive aggression providing instantaneous emotional release, or
proactive, involving planned, goal-directed, reward-driven and predatory, aggression (Camodeca,
Goossens, Meerum-Terwogt, & Schuengel, 2002; Little et al., 2003; Dodge & Coie, 1987; Poulin &
Boivin, 2000; Pulkkinen, 1996; Crick & Dodge, 1996; Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 1999). The
third distinction pertains to nature of the person’s involvement in bullying, for example, whether it
is pure bullying or dual involvement in both bullying and victimization.
Emotionally dysregulated children appear to be particularly prone to bullying of a reactive
nature, and to being dually involved in bullying and victimization. Research shows that children
who bully reactively are characterized by impulsivity, emotional reactivity, a tendency to make
hostile attributions, and a proneness to frustration and hostility, all of which may predispose them to
emotional or explosive aggressive reactions to perceived provocation (e.g., Dodge et al., 1997;
Vitaro et al., 2002; Raine et al., 2006; Little et al., 2003). Furthermore, children involved in both
bullying and being victimized have been found to possess a number of temperamental
characteristics that fall into the domain of emotional dysregulation, including irritability, low
frustration tolerance, and negative emotionality (Hess & Atkins, 1998; Marini et al., 2006a;
Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000). Schwartz and his colleagues (see Schwartz et al., 2001) have suggested
that the common risk factor predisposing bully-victims to both bullying and victimization is
difficulty with the regulation of emotions. Since they are prone to emotional reactivity, they are
likely to over-react to provocation such as peer teasing with an explosive outburst. Their
predisposition to frustration and anger may render them more susceptible to being aggressive,
whereas their emotional volatility may alienate peers and set them up as targets of bullying (Marini
et al., 2006b; Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, Voeten, & Sinesammal, 2004).
Emotionally Dysregulated Temperament, Parenting and Bullying
The challenge for parents is to match their strategies for improving the behaviour of their
child to the child’s temperament. Recently, several studies have shown that children of different
temperaments respond differentially to various behavioural control strategies used by parents, and
are influenced dissimilarly by the parent-child relationship (Collins, Maccoby, Steinberg,
Hetherington, & Bornstein, 2000; Cumming, Davies, & Campbell, 2000). This research implies that
parents need to be mindful of how emotionally dysregulated children may respond differently to
intervention strategies aimed at reducing bullying. Additionally, parents themselves may react
differently to emotionally dysregulated children.
One of the major patterns evident in the research on parent-temperament interactions is that children
with emotionally dysregulated temperaments appear to react more adversely than other children to
harsh forms of parental control and to negative parent-child relationships. With respect to parental
control, harsh and inconsistent discipline was associated with aggression or conduct problems for
children high in impulsivity (i.e., low effortful control) or fearfulness (Colder et al., 1997; Lengua et
al., 2000; Leve et al., 2005), although the interaction between harsh discipline and impulsivity in the
study by Leve and colleagues was significant only for girls. Problems in the parent-child
relationship also seem to have a larger impact on emotionally dysregulated children. In particular,
children and adolescents who are uninhibited, low in effortful control, prone to anger, high in
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negative emotionality, or have a difficult temperament (defined as low inhibitory control, high
frustration, high activity level and low soothability) are more apt to experience behavioural
problems if the parent-child relationship is characterized by avoidant, dismissive, hostile,
unsupportive, insensitive, and/or intrusive parenting (Belsky et al., 1998; Burgess et al., 2003; Carlo,
Roesch, & Melby, 1998; Morris et al., 2002; van Aken et al., 2007).
In several studies, the likelihood of a temperament characteristic predisposing a child to
behavioural problems was altered by the kind of parenting experienced by the child. For example,
three studies showed that children with aspects of an emotionally dysregulated temperament,
including low effortful control, high emotion dysregulation (i.e., approach, anger proneness) and
negative emotionality, were more likely to evidence aggression or externalizing behaviour when
they experienced negative features of parental control or of the parent-child relationship, such as
maternal dominance and negativity, and high parental physical punishment (Paterson & Sanson,
1999; Rubin, Hastings, Chen, Stewart, & McNichol, 1998; Rubin et al., 2003).
In addition, research suggests that a child’s temperament can influence parenting. In
accordance with the concept of evocative gene-environment correlations, whereby children with
maladaptive temperaments are more likely than other children to evoke negative parenting (e.g.,
Collins et al., 2000; Rutter, 1997), several studies indicated that children with emotionally
dysregulated temperament features, such as high irritability and low self-regulation, appeared more
likely to evoke negative forms of parental control including inconsistent discipline and punitive
reactions, which in turn were uniquely associated with child behaviour problems (Eisenberg et al.,
1999; Lengua & Kovacs, 2005; Watson, Fischer, Andreas, & Smith, 2004).
However, several studies demonstrated that the reverse was also possible, in other words,
that parenting could exacerbate or reduce temperament qualities such as emotion dysregulation,
which in turn may increase or decrease the risk of aggressive behaviour. For instance, negative
aspects of parental control and the parent-child relationship, such as inconsistent discipline, parental
distress to child behaviour, negative family functioning, authoritarian parenting, psychological
control and parental maltreatment, were found to increase maladaptive temperament features such
as fearfulness, irritability, emotional lability/negativity, poor self-regulation, uninhibited behaviour
and low self-control (Eisenberg et al., 1999; Finkenauer et al., 2005; Lengua & Kovacs, 2005;
Shields & Cicchetti, 1998; Watson et al., 2004; Zhou et al., 2004). These temperament
characteristics were in turn uniquely associated with behavioural problems. On the other side of the
coin, positive dimensions of parenting such as high acceptance-involvement and authoritative
parenting were positively associated with self-control and effortful control, which in turn were
linked with a reduced likelihood of negative social functioning (aggression and poor peer relations)
and aggression (Finkenauer et al., 2005; Zhou et al., 2004). Notably, these studies provide evidence
that parenting may shape facets of an emotionally dysregulated temperament, such as effortful
control, proneness to irritability/frustration or fearfulness.
These findings are consistent with the contention of researchers that temperament is an open
system subject to change (e.g., Rothbart & Bates, 2006), rather than being fixed or predetermined.
This also coincides with our knowledge of the plasticity of the developing child’s brain, such that
temperament is not just an obstacle for parents to overcome, but also an aspect of the child that
parents may help to shape. Despite there being much theoretical agreement that temperament is
malleable, the prospect of parenting exacerbating or reinforcing temperament characteristics is
seldom studied (Lengua & Kovacs, 2005), and hence these results are quite notable.
Implications for Enhancing the Role of Parents in Bullying Interventions
In summary, parents of children with emotionally dysregulated temperaments are faced with
several inter-locking challenges. Given that it may be particularly difficult and frustrating for
parents to manage the behaviour of children who struggle with emotion regulation, there is an
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increased risk that parents will respond to these children with harsher and more punitive forms of
discipline, thereby straining the parent-child relationship. Unfortunately, these responses could set a
cycle in motion that feeds on itself, as parental harshness triggers the child’s emotionally
dysregulated temperament causing them to behave even worse, causing even harsher parental
behavior, which triggers the worst aspect of a child’s tempereament. This challenge needs to be
explicitly articulated in parent-focused interventions for the prevention of bullying, and existing
programs may need to be tailored to address the special needs of these children, so that parents of
emotionally dysregulated children can either avoid or break out of this cycle.
Parent-Focused Interventions for the Prevention of Bullying: The major parent-focused
method that has been used to reduce and prevent aggression or bullying is often called parent
management training. The primary purpose of parent management training is to improve parents’
effectiveness by teaching them to establish clear rules, find opportunities for positive parent-child
interaction, consistently reward appropriate behaviour, effectively discipline inappropriate
behaviour using procedures such as time out or privilege removal rather than harsh punishment, and
to ignore minor misbehaviour to avoid unnecessary disciplinary battles and reinforcing
attention-seeking behaviour (planned ignoring) (Kazdin, 2005). Parents are also taught to give
effective instructions and establish clear age-appropriate rules. Role play, discussion and homework
exercises are used to teach these skills. Parent-management training programs have been integrated
into comprehensive school-based violence prevention programs (Conduct Problems Prevention
Research Group, 1999) and have also been used with children referred to clinical settings (Kazdin,
2005). Meta-analyses of parent-management-training programs have reported large effect sizes for
the reduction of aggression in children up to the age of 10 (Serketich and Dumas, 1996), whereas
effect sizes for conduct problems and delinquency in adolescent populations were in the small to
moderate range (Woolfendon, Williams, & Peat, 2002; Farrington & Welsh, 2003).
Tailoring Parent-Focused Interventions for the Prevention of Bullying: As stated above,
one of the major strategies for improving children’s conduct and reducing behavioural problems is
for parents to create opportunities for positive interaction and to praise and reward appropriate
behaviour whenever possible. By “catching a child doing something good,” parents can positively
reinforce appropriate behaviour, thereby increasing the probability of its recurrence. This approach
may reduce parents’ reliance on harsh discipline strategies, allowing parents to avoid the negative
cycles discussed earlier. Thus parents of emotionally dysregulated children should try to maximize
their use of positive reinforcement in place of harsh punishment. However, to do this effectively,
parents may benefit from being forewarned about the challenges they may face, as research suggests
that emotionally dysregulated youth are more likely to evoke negative or punitive reactions from
parents (Carlo et al., 1998).
Parents of dysregulated children can be taught to anticipate that it will be particularly
challenging for them to maintain a light-hearted, positive relationship with their child and that it will
be necessary to overcome this obstacle. Consequently, it may be helpful to modify traditional parent
management training approaches for the benefit of these parents, including additional units that
provide strategies to assist them in maintaining self-control when engaged in stressful interactions
with their dysregulated child. Additional material might include teaching relaxation techniques (e.g.,
deep breathing, muscle relaxation), taking a break from the situation to let their emotions cool down,
and employing cognitive restructuring techniques that reframe the impulsive, explosive behaviour
of their emotionally dysregulated child as being partly rooted in a biological vulnerability, as
opposed to simply being deliberate hostile and oppositional behaviour on the part of the child. These
parental self-control techniques would mirror those used to enhance the self-control of aggressive
children in child-focused programs (Lochman & Wells, 2004). In giving parents tools that enable
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them to overcome negative emotional reactions to difficult child behaviour, they should be better
able to have positive, rewarding parent-child interactions wherein positive, appropriate behaviour
may be reinforced and encouraged. Another crucial benefit of the employment of parental
self-control strategies in parent-focused bullying prevention interventions may be that at the same
time as they are building a more positive parent-child relationship, parents are also modeling
appropriate self-controlling behaviors for their child. Parents’ modeling of good self-control over
their emotions, using the techniques discussed above may enhance their child’s self-regulation
abilities, given research showing a link between parental expression of distress to child behaviour
and decreased self-regulation abilities in children over time (Eisenberg et al., 1999).Interventions
making use of parental self-control strategies may also facilitate parents’ ability to shift from harsh
discipline strategies to the use of the more appropriate strategies that are milder and less
punitive-such as time outs or privilege removal (e.g., reducing time for watching TV or playing
video games), that are stressed in parent management training programs. Moreover, moderate
behaviour management strategies, such as privilege removal or providing consequences for
inappropriate behaviour that emphasize setting right what was done wrong are less likely to
overwhelm children who are prone to emotional reactivity. As noted earlier, harsh and inconsistent
discipline was associated with aggression or conduct problems for children high in impulsivity (i.e.,
low effortful control) or fearfulness (Colder et al., 1997; Lengua et al., 2000; Leve et al., 2005).
Because emotionally dysregulated children are temperamentally more fearful than their peers,
milder forms of behaviour management should be sufficient to elicit an optimal level of anxiety in
the child, which in turn should prompt attention to the moral message delivered by the parents, and
provide ample motivation for behavioural change (Kochanska, 1995). Consequently, higher
intensity, more threatening forms of discipline would be unnecessary and likely counter productive.
Putting such a practice into effect may be challenging, however, since research shows that irritable
and unregulated children tend to evoke more punitive and inconsistent forms of discipline from
parents (Eisenberg et al., 1999; Lengua & Kovacs, 2005), perhaps because their behaviour can be
unpredictable, disconcerting and frustrating. Thus, using techniques that enable parents to maintain
self-control in the face of difficult child behaviour, as discussed above, may be a critical step in
enabling parents to break the cycle that maintains and worsens emotional reactivity in these
temperamentally vulnerable children.
An additional benefit of parents modeling good self-control of their emotions is that they
may be less likely to be drawn into the self-escalating cycles of negative or excessively punitive
reactions, followed by negative, aggressive responses from their emotionally dysregulated child.
Indeed, research indicates that children with emotionally dysregulated temperament features are
more likely to exhibit behavioural problems when parents themselves use heavy-handed tactics
fraught with negative emotions to control their children’s behaviour (Paterson & Sanson, 1999;
Rubin et al., 1998; 2003). Additional research by Bates et al. (1998) suggests that parents’ use of
firm, but calm, admonitions may reduce problematic behaviour effectively and prevent the negative
exchanges that unintentionally reinforce the notion that aggressive or bullying behaviour can pay
dividends.
Finally, in addition to the behaviour management principles that comprise the core elements
of behaviour management training, parent-focused interventions for the prevention of bullying may
be expanded to illustrate authoritative approaches to parenting. Among other things, authoritative
prarenting includes parental acceptance-involvement, and psychological autonomy granting, which
have been associated with increased levels of self-control over time ((Finkenauer et al., 2005; Zhou
et al., 2004). A key element of authoritative parenting is high acceptance of and involvement with
the child, which includes good communication and the use of inductive discipline, which uses
reasoning and explanation to illustrate how others are affected by the child’s inappropriate
behaviour (e.g., Gray & Steinberg, 1999). This may increase social empathy in the child that in turn
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improves their ability to interact with others. Parents who take such an approach to dealing with
behavioural infractions in the home may therefore give emotionally dysregulated children
opportunities to reflect on how their emotional and behavioural outbursts affect other members of
the family. In other words, parents may promote greater consideration of the negative consequences
of emotionally volatile and reactively aggressive behaviour in social situations, increasing the
child’s capacity to successfully interact with peers.
Another quality of authoritative parenting is psychological autonomy granting, meaning that
children are granted an appropriate level of autonomy to make their own decisions and to solve their
own problems, which in turn provides them with opportunities to learn how to regulate their own
behaviour rather than relying on the external regulation of adults (Gray & Steinberg, 1999). Parents
may facilitate such a process with emotionally dysregulated children, for example, by mediating
conflict resolution between two members of a family rather than dictating a solution, thereby
helping to build self-regulation skills. Or parents may help by engaging in games or activities that
require children to practice self-control (e.g., Simon Says in younger children or charades for older
children). To help emotionally dysregulated children to make good decisions independently,
parents may wish to participate with their children in formal problem solving-skills training
programs that have been shown to increase children’s abilities to regulate their behaviour by giving
forethought to its consequences (see Augimeri, Farrington, Koegl, & Day, 2007).

•

•

•

Conclusion
Children’s involvement in bullying remains a serious problem for parents, but recent
research, reviewed in the foregoing chapter, has suggested that its prevention and management may
be better understood through careful consideration of the different pathways toward bullying that
may be taken by children with emotionally dysregulated temperaments. Looking at the bigger
picture, we hope that this chapter illustrates how individual differences in brain function and
structure may affect children’s psychosocial and behavioural adjustment in the family setting, how
practitioners may capitalize on this knowledge to tailor parent-focused intervention programs and
how parents may modify their personal interactions with these children to best meet the particular
needs of each child. Specifically, we suggest that the following key messages be considered:
Because emotionally dysregulated children react more adversely than other children to harsh
forms of discipline (e.g., spanking, yelling, threatening), it is advisable for parents to use milder
forms of discipline such as time outs and privilege removal with these children, along with praise
and positive reinforcement of good behavours. This can avoid self-perpetuating cycles of negativity
between parents and their child.
Emotionally dysregulated children are more apt than their peers to experience behavioural
problems if they have a negative relationship with their parents, and it is therefore critical that
parents establish a positive relationship with these children, despite the challenges inherent in
interacting with them. Modifying parent-focused interventions to include self-control strategies for
parents may facilitate the building of a good relationship between parents and emotionally
dysregulated children.
Parent-focused interventions emphasizing the concepts of authoritative parenting, including
using moderate behavioural control, being accepting, warm and involved, and granting
developmentally appropriate autonomy, may help parents to enhance the self-control and social
skills of emotionally dysregulated children.
In summary, children with an emotionally dysregualted temperament may pose substantial
challenges to parents, but by responding with acceptance and with positive parenting strategies that
are tailored to the child’s temperament, parents can foster their children’s developing capacity to
enjoy healthy peer relationships.
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