
Studies from U.S. and U.K. reveal 
association between childhood 
victims of bullying and subsequent 
adult mental health problems  

Reinisch
WilsonWeier

LAW OFFICES
PC

© 2015 Reinish Wilson Weier PC. All rights reserved.

PORTLAND: 10260 SW Greenburg Rd., Suite 1250, Portland, OR 97223 l T 503-245-1846 / F 503-452-8066  
SEATTLE: 159 South Jackson Street, Suite 300, Seattle, WA 98104 l T 206-622-7940 / F 206-622-5902
www.rwwcomplaw.com

By Michael H. Weier n July 28, 2015

He was eight years old and only slightly above average weight when 
classmates began calling him “warthog” and “pudge.” Johnny1 initially cried 
at the taunts of his “friends,” then became the class clown in self-mocking 
defense. By the cruel code of the playground he was grossly ginormous, 
though never obese by the technicalities of medical standards.   

Twenty years later, John (he never did like Johnny) worked in a warehouse 
and injured his low back. His doctor diagnosed degenerative disc disease 
and prescribed rest and anti-inflammatory medications. John missed a 
couple of weeks of work, became listless and gained weight. He experienced 
overwhelming feelings of sadness and avoided social contacts. John suffered 
from Major Depression. Why? What caused John’s mental health disorder?  

Psychological research is replete with data, studies and diagnostic criteria 
that address the effects of abuse during childhood upon subsequent mental 
health problems in adulthood.2 Over the past 25 years, excuse and exculpatory 
defenses in criminal proceedings increasingly allege histories of childhood 
maltreatment to avoid or mitigate adult criminal culpability.3 In 1993, the 
Menendez brothers claimed childhood abuse led them to kill their parents,4 
and in February 2015, John Mahoney5 alleged battered child syndrome effectively 
forced him to shoot and kill his police officer father.6

Psychiatrists and psychologists routinely ask questions during mental health 
examinations to elicit information regarding childhood circumstances and 
events. Typically, the questions are directed to elicit any histories of childhood 
physical, sexual, or emotional abuse from parents, relatives, or other adults. 
Rarely do mental health examination reports reference responses to questions 
regarding possible childhood abuse from other children, colloquially referred 
to as bullying.7

Results of two separate cohort studies indicate childhood bullying and 
maltreatment have significant impact upon mental health in adulthood.8 One 
study, conducted in Great Britain,9 began in 1991 with nearly 4000 participants; 
the other study, performed in the United States,10 commenced in 1993 with 
over 1400 participants.   

Both studies focused upon the long-term effects of bullying by children and 
consequences of maltreatment by adults. Both studies revealed childhood 
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victims of repeated bullying experience anxiety, depression, suicidal thoughts 
and acts of self-harm in adulthood. And both studies showed maltreatment 
by adults also lead to serious mental health problems in adulthood. Arguably, 
however, the most important results of both double-decade investigations 
revealed children harassed and persecuted by peers – but not abused by 
“grown-ups” - had more significant and more enduring mental health problems 
in adulthood.  

The research implies thorough review of childhood history is necessary for 
assessment of causation of an adult’s mental health disorder. Toward that 
end, workers’ compensation claims examiners should ensure mental health 
experts inquire whether an injured worker who alleges a work-related mental 
health disability was the victim of childhood bullying. The inquiry may be critical 
to determine compensability. The competitive labor market undoubtedly has 
many otherwise silent Johnnys among its ranks.  n
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