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Cyberbullying

The New Adolescent Aggression

Being bullied besides over the Internet is worse. It’s torment and hurts.
They say sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never
hurt me. That quote is a lie and I don’t believe in it. Sticks and stones
may cause nasty cuts but those cuts and scars will heal. Insultive
words hurt and sometimes take forever to heal.

—14-year-old girl from New Jersey

VADA’S STORY

Vada was a 14-year-old girl with strawberry-blonde hair and bright blue eyes. She
was both beautiful and intelligent but kept largely to herself. She had a best friend
named Ali, with whom she discussed schoolwork, popular culture, and boys. At
the beginning of the seventh grade, a new boy named Jim arrived in their first-
period class. Jim had just enrolled in the school and immediately caught the eye of
both Vada and Ali due to his charming good looks. It turned out that Jim had two
classes with both of the girls and thereby got to know each of them through group
projects and afterschool study sessions. Both girls developed crushes on Jim, but
Ali was more forthcoming about her feelings, while Vada—who was much more
introverted—kept silent and just allowed Ali to gush about how cute, funny, and
cool Jim was.
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2 Bullying Beyond the Schoolyard

This went on for several weeks, and Ali began to get excited about the upcom-
ing Homecoming Dance, confident that Jim was going to ask her to go with him.
For three hours one night, Ali discussed with Vada her plans for the dance: what
she would wear, how she would do her hair, what they would talk about, and how
she would respond if he tried to kiss her. Vada was graciously able to feign enthu-
siasm and joy for Ali, even though deep down her heart was breaking because she
wanted to go to the dance as well—with Jim.

Two weeks before the grand event, Ali and Jim went out for ice cream. While
sharing a banana split, Ali subtly attempted to determine Jim’s interest in going
to the dance. Very cautiously, Jim demonstrated a desire to go but didn’t reveal
whom he might ask, even as Ali made very clear about how much she would like
to go if only “some guy” would ask her. Their evening ended in awkward silence,
leaving Ali crushed in spirit and hope. After she was dropped off at home, she
rushed to her room, turned on her computer, and instant messaged Vada to share
of her disappointment and pain. Vada felt awful for her friend, and tried to con-
sole and comfort Ali with encouraging words. Unfortunately, they did not help
much because Ali had fallen hard for Jim.

After about an hour of instant messaging, it was time to call it a night. Before
shutting down her computer, Vada reminded Ali that she was her best friend and
would always be available if she wanted to talk some more. All of a sudden, Vada’s
doorbell rang. Wondering who it could be at this late hour of the night, Vada heard
her Dad call out that “someone is here to see you.” So she rushed out of her room
and down the stairs and was shocked to see Jim with a rose in his hand, waiting for
her in the foyer. After Vada’s dad left the two of them alone, Jim said hello with a
nervous smile and gave the rose to Vada. “What’s this for?” she asked. “Well, it’s
for you . . .” stammered Jim, doing all he could to avoid eye contact with the girl in
front of him. “I wanted to see if you might want to come to the Homecoming Dance
with me.”

“But I thought you were going to ask Ali?” said Vada, thoroughly confused
and taken aback.

“I don’t want to go with her . . . I want to go with you.”
Before she knew what was happening, Vada said yes to Jim’s request and

hugged him goodnight. She rushed upstairs and jumped onto her bed and began
staring at the ceiling, clueless as to how she was going to explain all of this to Ali.

At school the next day, Vada pulled Ali aside and told her that after they talked
online last night, Jim had come over to ask her to go to the dance with him. And
that she had said yes. Ali burst into tears and began to accuse Vada of going
behind her back and stealing Jim away from her. Vada tried to calm her down and
explain logically how that wasn’t the case at all, but Ali simply wasn’t willing to
listen. Not only did the friendship abruptly crumble at that moment, but within
a few hours, Vada noticed that other girls in their classes were treating her
differently—staring at her, being standoffish, and even refusing to acknowledge
her presence in the room. Apparently, Ali had told everyone what she believed had
happened, and now everyone was talking about it. Already quite timid and unsure
of herself, Vada was devastated because of the whispers and rumors that were now
flying around. She couldn’t concentrate for the rest of the day in her classes, even
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though she had exams to deal with and really needed to do well on them. She just
wanted to get out of there. She just wanted to avoid Ali and Jim and everyone else
and go home.

That evening, unbeknownst to Vada, Ali set up a Hotmail e-mail account in
Vada’s name and sent messages to all of their friends with insults, derogatory com-
ments, and demands in an attempt to get the entire seventh-grade class to hate her.
When Vada checked her e-mail before calling it a night, she was surprised to find
horribly mean e-mail messages from a number of boys and girls in her class who
were upset over what she had apparently e-mailed them. Not only was she inun-
dated with cruel and hurtful words, she also was shocked when opening three
“anonymous” e-mails that all said the same thing: “vada, if you go the homecom-
ing dance with jim, you’re gonna regret it!!!!!!!!!” Completely exhausted, she
crawled into bed, buried her face in her pillow, and cried herself to sleep.

The next day at school, Vada walked into her homeroom before the bell rang to
find ten or so girls gathered around the computer workstations, staring and point-
ing and laughing at the computer screens in front of them. As soon as they saw
her, though, they immediately quieted down and scurried away from the comput-
ers. When Vada got to the computers, she found herself staring at a Web page cre-
ated with pictures of herself that she knew that Ali had taken. But parts of these
pictures were clearly different: They had apparently been doctored to make it look
like Vada was smoking marijuana and drinking beer. Another picture on the site
had Vada’s head attached to the naked body of an extremely overweight woman.
And scattered around the page were horrible words in huge font sizes: “F***
Vada!” . . .”Vada is a bitch!” . . .”Vada is a whore!”

Immediately, she burst into tears as she thought how everyone in the world
could get on the Internet and see this Web page. She then left homeroom and ran
through the crowds of students getting ready for class in the hallway straight
toward the front office, so she could call her mom to pick her up from school and
take her home. But then out of the corner of her eye, Vada caught a glimpse of the
same horrible Web page on . . . a locker? And there it was, on another locker, and
another locker. The Web page had been printed out and photocopied and then taped
to locker, after locker, after locker, up and down the halls of the school.

And then the first bell rang, signaling the beginning of classes, but no one
vacated the hallways. There was complete commotion all around as everyone was
staring at the printouts and talking loudly about them, laughing about them,
passing them around. Some teachers had noticed them as well and were yanking
them off of lockers and out of students’ hands, barking orders at everyone to help
tear them down and throw them away. “GET TO CLASS!” could be heard from
several teachers in the hallway. But no one was listening—they had completely
lost themselves in the contents of the Web page: talking loudly, and staring, and
pointing, and laughing. It was absolute chaos in the school hallway. With tears
streaming down her face, Vada ran past a couple of teachers who tried to grab her
and slow her down and finally got to the front office, where she called her mom to
come rescue her from this middle school nightmare.
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Vada’s story raises a number of important questions. Why didn’t Ali
just bully Vada in traditional ways, spreading rumors through word of
mouth? Why did she use her computer and the Internet? And what is it
about this bullying instance that makes it so serious, resulting in such
painful and disruptive consequences? How could this incident be pre-
vented? Can or should the school respond? If so, how? What factors bring
the situation within the jurisdiction of the school’s disciplinary reach, even
though Ali orchestrated the e-mail exchanges and created the disparaging
Web site at home?

Although the students in Vada’s story are fictitious, the story is very
real and aptly illustrates the psychological and emotional harm that can
result from cyberbullying (see Box 1.1 for other terms used to describe this
phenomenon). You may think it is somewhat far-fetched, but as noted in
the Preface, every story in this book is either real or based on real events.
They help to reinforce important principles and guide us in the direction
of appropriate prevention and response strategies.

Box 1.1 Cyberbullying Synonyms

4 Bullying Beyond the Schoolyard

• cyber-bullying
• cyber bullying
• electronic bullying
• e-bullying
• cyber harassment
• text bullying

• SMS bullying
• mobile bullying
• digital bullying
• Internet bullying
• online social cruelty

The primary goal of this book is to illuminate the best ways to interpret
and deal with these complexities, equipping you with the tools necessary
to confront instances of cyberbullying. If you have previously faced some
of these issues, you know how difficult it is to navigate this largely
uncharted terrain. If you haven’t encountered any instances of online
aggression among the youth you serve, sooner or later you will.
Regardless, we hope this book becomes your favorite resource when deal-
ing with cyberbullying.

I would like my story to be anonymous. I am a 14-year-old girl who
has been called fat online for many years. One day I was talking to my
friend [and told her] that I was pregnant. She sent the conversation to
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everyone and soon enough everyone called me pregnant. I got kicked out
of school and I started to cut myself. I was admitted to a hospital and
spent 5 months in intensive care until my baby was born. Cyberbullying
ruined my life.1

—Submitted anonymously

WHAT EXACTLY IS CYBERBULLYING?

In general, we define cyberbullying as “willful and repeated harm
inflicted through the use of computers, cell phones, and other electronic
devices.”2 (See Box 1.2.) We developed this definition because it is
simple, concise, and reasonably comprehensive and it captures the most
important elements. These elements include the following:

• Willful: The behavior has to be deliberate, not accidental.
• Repeated: Bullying reflects a pattern of behavior, not just one isolated

incident.
• Harm: The target must perceive that harm was inflicted.
• Computers, cell phones, and other electronic devices: This, of course, is

what differentiates cyberbullying from traditional bullying.

In the chapters that follow (particularly Chapter 2), we will further
clarify this definition and provide numerous examples to help you under-
stand the behavior and its potential consequences.

Perhaps you are familiar
with some of the more com-
monly cited examples of
cyberbullying reported in the
media in recent years (see Box
1.3). Such stories have cap-
tured the attention of teachers,
counselors, school adminis-
trators, law enforcement offi-
cers, parents, and other adults as they seek to understand this emergent
form of youth violence. Moreover, the stories speak to the real, harmful
nature of some forms of Internet-based communication and serve as a
warning to adults who fail to prevent or respond to inappropriate Internet-
based behaviors.

Box 1.2What Is Cyberbullying?

Cyberbullying is willful and repeated harm
inflicted through the use of computers, cell
phones, and other electronic devices.

5Cyberbullying: The New Adolescent Aggression
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Box 1.3 Recent High-Profile Examples of Cyberbullying

In 2002, 17-year-old David Knight, a Canadian high school senior, became aware of
a defamatoryWeb site that had been online for months. It accused him of being a
pedophile and labeled him gay, dirty, immature, and strongly disliked by everyone.He
became isolated and withdrawn and could not return to school due to the humili-
ation and embarrassment he experienced (Leishman, 2005).

In 2003, 13-year-old Ryan Halligan committed suicide after months of torment
from classmates. Ryan’s father John is clear about the causes of his son’s untimely
death:“We have no doubt that bullying and cyber bullying were significant environ-
mental factors that triggered Ryan’s depression” (Halligan, 2006, ¶ 22).

In 2004, a hate-filled Web site was created by students naming an Allendale,
New Jersey, school’s “top five biggest homosexuals” and the “top 20 gayest guys and
gayest girls” (Cooper, 2004, ¶ 4).

In 2005, 15-year-old Jeff Johnston committed suicide after “relentless bullying that
followed him home from the classroom and onto his computer” (Apollo, 2007, ¶ 6).
As Jeff ’s mom, Debra Johnston, pointed out before the Florida senate committee,
“Young children are killing themselves because taking their own lives is preferable
to the pain of continuing” (Carson, 2007, ¶ 13).

In 2006, a 12-year-old seventh grader and her older sisters received hateful and
threatening e-mails referencing their race and the KKK and threatening physical vio-
lence against them.One line from an e-mail stated,“All I got to say is that you better
watch every move you make N***** and you can tell all of your older sister(s) the
KKK will be after them (too) B****” (D.Williams, 2006, ¶ 4).According to the family,
the youngest daughter has been in counseling, dislikes school, has suffered from a
great deal of emotional stress, and wishes she could just disappear (D.Williams).

In 2007, national and international news covered the story of Megan Meier.The
13-year-old eighth grader from a small town in Missouri committed suicide in 2006
after being harassed on MySpace by someone she thought was a 16-year-old boy
named Josh Evans (Jones, 2008).

In 2008, six teenaged girls were arrested for kidnapping and assault after video-
taping themselves beating a female classmate.They intended to upload the video to
the Internet.Allegedly, the victim had made comments about the girls on MySpace
(“Teens Arrested,” 2008).

Despite these recent high-profile incidents, some still view cyberbully-
ing among teens as inconsequential. They likely haven’t experienced it on
a personal level. And they likely haven’t spoken to John Halligan, Debra
Johnston, Mark Neblett, or Tina Meier, who each lost a child to suicide
after the child was cyberbullied. Some other stories from youth who have
contacted us emphasize similar devastating implications:

I get bullied every day and I just want to hang myself. . . . I’m think-
ing about it but I doubt I will. . . .

—Submitted anonymously
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My friends don’t want me around and I have invaded their privacy by
Bebo and found out that they hate me but feel sorry for me and bitch
about me. Everything I say to them goes around my school. They have
taken over my Bebo account more than once and sent messages around
saying that I had a sex change when I went on holidays. They are the
only people in my class that I hang around with and I don’t want to
lose them but I have become depressed and suicidal and am afraid that
if I’m pushed over the edge then it will be too late.

—Submitted anonymously

One of the reasons why cyberbullying is not taken seriously is that there
remain a number of adults who continue to perceive traditional bullying as
simply “a rite of passage among adolescents,” as “boys being boys,” or
even as an inevitable and instructive element of growing up. If you experi-
enced bullying during your formative years, perhaps you share those
beliefs. However, we believe that if emotional, psychological, and poten-
tially even physical harm stemming from online aggression can be reduced
or prevented, it is definitely worth the effort. Our conversations with bul-
lied youth around the world corroborate that sentiment. This book repre-
sents our effort to educate school personnel about cyberbullying so that
they are better equipped to address, prevent, and respond to electronic
harassment in meaningful and productive ways. Before delving deeper into
how to identify, prevent, and respond to cyberbullying, it is important to
understand its component parts: teens, technology, and bullying.

TEENS AND TECHNOLOGY

Just as the telephone revolutionized interpersonal interaction in the 20th
century by enhancing our ability to “reach out and touch” others, and as the
automobile provided us the means to transcend space and time constraints
previously insurmountable, information technology has dramatically
altered and expanded the way in which individuals communicate.
According to market research, 1.26 billion people accessed the Internet
in November 2007, accounting for just over 19 percent of the world’s popu-
lation and a growth of 249.6 percent since 2000. Approximately 335 million
of those are in North America (where Internet access has penetrated over 70
percent of the population, Miniwatts Marketing Group, 2008). These
numbers will continue to grow as computer systems and telecommunications
capabilities reach farther and deeper into the countries of the world.

As a result of this rapid expansion of technology, kids are now being
raised in an Internet-enabled world where blogs (Web logs), social net-
working Web sites, and instant messaging are competing with face-to-face
and telephone communication as the dominant means and methods
through which personal interaction takes place. Teenagers today have

7Cyberbullying: The New Adolescent Aggression
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truly embraced Internet technology and online communication, and more
youth are going online than ever.

According to the Pew Internet & American Life Project’s Teens and
Technology report, 93 percent of youth aged 12 to 17 used the Internet as of
November 2006, with 61 percent going online daily (Lenhart, Madden,
Rankin-Macgill, & Smith, 2007). Internet-enabled computers allow youth
to conduct research for schoolwork, communicate with friends from afar,
play games, and engage in a myriad of other positive, prosocial activities.
In many ways, computer proficiency has become critical for personal and
professional success, and it is largely demanded that adolescents in the
current generation have an adequate level of computer proficiency before
they enter the workforce.

Interestingly, most teenagers do not struggle with being computer pro-
ficient. It is the adult population that has had some difficulty keeping up
with the profound transformations that technological advances have intro-
duced into our culture. The terms digital natives and digital immigrants have
been used to describe how youth have grown up with computers, cell
phones, and the Internet and use them as seamless, complementing exten-
sions of their real-world behaviors, while adults have largely been induced
to adopt them into their lives as supplements to their normal activities
(Prensky, 2001). Most adolescents these days have not known a time when
they were not able to search the Internet or communicate with others elec-
tronically. Being raised in the Information Age has given adolescents a nat-
ural ability to understand how electronic devices can and must be used for
a vast number of purposes.

Research by the Pew Internet and American Life Foundation (Lenhart
et al., 2007) from November 2006 found that teenagers between ages 12
and 17 are involved in various Internet-based activities (see Table 1.1).
Most teens regularly explore the Internet for information about movies,
TV shows, music groups, sports stars, or other news. Many teens also fre-
quently use the Internet to communicate and interact with others.

In addition to computers and the Internet, many teens religiously carry
a cell phone with which they communicate both verbally and textually. As
of November 2006, 63 percent of teens have cell phones, 35 percent of teens
use their phones to talk to friends every day, and 27 percent send text mes-
sages every day (Lenhart et al., 2007). Many have become extremely com-
fortable (if not obsessed with) communicating with their friends by way of
short text messages sent and received via cell phone. Chart 1.1 on page 10
shows the various online activities of middle schoolers.

As you can see, many youth are embedded in an online culture that
is largely inseparable and indistinct from their offline world, and most
adults cannot comprehend this lifestyle practice. Adults generally use
computers and cell phones to accomplish a specific task (e.g., purposed
communication, checking on news or stocks, or making travel arrange-
ments), while these devices have become an integral part of almost all of
the day-to-day activities of many youth. Young people often log onto

8 Bullying Beyond the Schoolyard
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Do you ever . . . Percent

Go to Web sites about movies, TV shows, music groups,
or sports stars 81

Get information about news and current events 77

Send or receive instant messages (IMs) 68

Watch video sharing sites 57

Use an online social networking site like
MySpace or Facebook 55

Get information about a college or university you are
thinking of attending 55

Play computer or console games online 49

Buy things online, such as books, clothes, and music 38

Look for health, dieting, or physical fitness information 28

Download a podcast 19

Visit chat rooms 18

Table 1.1 Teen Internet Activities (Online Teens; N = 886)

SOURCE: Pew Internet & American Life Project Survey of Parents and Teens, October–November
2006. Margin of error for teens is ±4%.

the Internet immediately after returning home from school to check
messages or comments left on their social networking profile page(s)
(further discussed in Chapter 4) and use their cell phones to send text
messages to friends at all hours of the day (including, in some cases,
while at school).

Apart from the obvious benefits of information at one’s fingertips,
entertainment value, and speed of correspondence, online interaction can
be very useful to teach youth various social and emotional skills that are
essential to handling life. For example, cyberspace provides a venue to
learn and refine one’s ability to exercise self-control, to relate to others’
viewpoints with tolerance and respect, to express sentiments in a healthy
and normative manner, and to engage in critical thinking and decision
making (I. R. Berson, Berson, & Ferron, 2002; M. J. Berson, 2000). In addi-
tion, adolescents are at a stage where they are negotiating beliefs, bound-
aries, roles, and goals as they discover, develop, and refine their
self-identity (Calvert, 2002; Erikson, 1950; Turkle, 1995), and online social-
ization and interaction can assist tremendously in that regard.
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These benefits, however, cannot be effectively internalized if the learn-
ing environment is unwelcoming or inhospitable to those who venture
online. Indeed, if adolescents are uncomfortable using or unwilling to
explore the Internet and take advantage of its positive attributes, they will
be sorely lacking in certain developmental qualities that others who do
embrace cyberspace will naturally obtain. Youth hesitate in social situa-
tions in part because they fear mistreatment, harassment, aggression, and
rejection. The possibility of facing these challenges is seemingly aug-
mented when considering Internet-based interactions, as cell phones, com-
puters, and the Internet have created an environment conducive for those
with malicious intent to cause harm to others.

While computer-based communication has been studied extensively in
a variety of fields, victimization through cyberbullying is a relatively new
area of research that has only recently been explored. Butterfield and
Broad (2001) state that

social change always provides opportunities for the predatory
behavior that is characteristic of a small number of people. With
the new technologies which support the Internet, those who cannot
adjust rapidly, and that is almost all of us, are at risk from those
who can and will deploy technology as a criminal weapon. (p. 5)

Thanks to the increased prevalence of these electronic devices, would-
be bullies are afforded technology that provides additional mediums over

10 Bullying Beyond the Schoolyard
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which they can inflict harm. As instances of bullying are no longer
restricted to real-world settings, the problem has become more complex
and harder to address. Before delving deeper into these complexities, how-
ever, it is essential to provide some foundational information about tradi-
tional bullying as a point of reference and comparison.

TRADITIONAL BULLYING

If you let a bully come in your front yard, he’ll be on your porch the
next day and the day after that he’ll rape your wife in your own bed.

—Lyndon B. Johnson

The specific impact of bullying on young people has been studied at great
length in the disciplines of counseling, education, sociology, psychology,
psychiatry, and criminology. Most generally, the term bullying is equated to
the concept of harassment, which is a form of unprovoked aggression often
directed repeatedly toward another individual or group of individuals
(Manning, Heron, & Marshal, 1978). However, bullying tends to become
more insidious as it continues over time and may be better equated to
“violence” rather than “harassment.” Accordingly, Roland (1989) states that
bullying is “longstanding violence, physical or psychological, conducted by
an individual or a group directed against an individual who is not able to
defend himself in the actual situation” (p. 21). Johnson, Munn, and
Edwards (1991) refer to bullying as a willful, conscious wish to hurt,
frighten, or threaten someone. Finally, we like Nansel and colleagues’
(2001) comprehensive definition of bullying as aggressive behavior or inten-
tional “harm doing” by one person or a group, generally carried out repeat-
edly and over time and involving a power differential.

As is evident, different researchers interpret the meaning of bullying
in similar yet slightly different ways, though certain dominant themes
are pretty obvious. First, the behavior is intentional and purposed rather
than accidental or inadvertent. Accidents happen all of the time on the
playground, and some of these result in physical harm. Still, most people
recognize that accidental or unintentional behaviors do not constitute
bullying.

Second, bullying necessarily involves maliciousness on the part of the
aggressor, and that maliciousness is one type of violence. Researchers have
attempted to categorize various types of bullying violence in multiple
ways. Some have focused on differentiating between direct aggression and
indirect aggression (Besag, 1989; Ericson, 2001; Leckie, 1997; Limber &
Nation, 1998; Olweus, 1978; Tattum, 1989). Direct aggression involves
physical violence (hitting, kicking, taking items by force) and verbal vio-
lence (taunting, teasing, threatening; Hawker & Boulton, 2000). Indirect

11Cyberbullying: The New Adolescent Aggression
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12 Bullying Beyond the Schoolyard

aggression includes more subtle, manipulative acts such as ostracizing,
intimidating, or controlling another person (van der Wal, de Wit, &
Hirasing, 2003). Others have focused on distinguishing between overt and
relational forms of aggression. Overt aggression might involve name-
calling, pushing, or hitting, while relational aggression includes gossip,
rumor spreading, social sabotage, exclusion, and other behaviors destruc-
tive to interpersonal relationships (Prinstein, Boergers, & Vernberg, 2001;
Simmons, 2003; Wolke, Woods, Bloomfield, & Karstadt, 2000).

Third, one instance of aggression is not sufficient to qualify as bully-
ing; behavior must occur on a repetitive basis to be considered bullying.
This is one of the features that distinguishes bullying from other forms of
peer harassment. The repetitive nature of bullying creates a dynamic
where the victim continuously worries about what the bully will do next.
Indeed, the target often alters daily behavior patterns to avoid personal
contact with the bully, because it is assumed that something bad will hap-
pen if they interact. Do you personally remember choosing to go down
different hallways or to show up to class right when it began instead of
early to avoid spending unnecessary “quality time” with someone who
always harassed you? We vividly recall instances from our middle school
days that taught us the art of skillfully dodging any run-ins with the bul-
lies in our respective lives.

Fourth, inherent in any conception of bullying is the demonstration (or
interpretation) of power by the offender over the target. If both parties
were equal (socially, physically, or otherwise), one might think that neither
has the proverbial upper hand. With differential levels of power, though,
bullying as it is typically conceived can occur. Many characteristics can
give an offender perceived or actual power over a victim, including popu-
larity, physical strength or stature, social competence, quick wit, extrover-
sion, confidence, intelligence, age, sex, race, ethnicity, or socioeconomic
status (Olweus, 1978, 1993; Olweus, Limber, & Mihalic, 1999a; Rigby &
Slee, 1993; Roland, 1980; Slee & Rigby, 1993). To summarize, there appear
to be four distinct components of bullying, which are displayed in Box 1.4.

Box 1.4 Characteristics of Bullying

• Intentional behaviors
• Violence or aggression

• Repetition
• Power differential

While the harassment associated with bullying can occur anywhere, the
term bullying often concerns the behavior as it occurs between adolescent
peers in some proximity to school. This includes at or around school bus
stops, in school hallways and bathrooms, on the playground, or otherwise
close to or inside the school setting. Bullies can also follow their targets to
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other venues, such as shopping malls, restaurants, or neighborhood hang-
outs, to continue the mistreatment. Nevertheless, because of the promi-
nence of the school in the lives of youth, these behaviors and interactions
often reveal themselves at or near that environment. Of course, this means
that teachers, school counselors, and other school officials are on the front
lines when it comes to bullying prevention, identification, and response.
While many school districts have been relatively proactive in dealing with
bullying incidents at school, others are lagging behind.

Though we exhaustively cover the various types of cyberbullying and
their causes and consequences later in this book, it is essential first to
briefly examine the problem of traditional bullying to provide some con-
text. This backdrop should help readers fully appreciate the harm that
often stems from bullying and appreciate how cyberbullying can do the
same. Perhaps you have a conception of bullying based on your personal
experiences, news headlines or stories, television and movie scenes, or
other sources. However, those are all largely anecdotal, high-profile, or iso-
lated examples that may not represent the majority of bullying experi-
ences. Over the last few decades, a number of scholars have actively
researched bullying to identify trends and patterns across the personal
experiences of thousands of youth. We now turn to three major themes
that can be extracted from this body of knowledge.

Prevalence of Bullying

A number of research endeavors in recent years have clarified the
proportion of youth who have experiences with bullying. To begin, a
nationally representative study of 15,686 students in Grades 6 through 10
identified that approximately 11 percent of respondents were victims of
bullying each year, while 13 percent were bullies and another 6 percent
were both victims and bullies (Nansel et al., 2001). Similarly, the U.S.
Department of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Statistics reported that of those
youth between the ages of 12 and 18, 8 percent had been victims of bully-
ing in the previous six months (Devoe et al., 2002). Other studies have sug-
gested that the prevalence of bullying in American elementary schools is
between 14 and 19 percent, while the secondary school rate is between
3 and 10 percent (Dake, Price, & Telljohann, 2003; Kaltiala-Heino, Rimpelä,
Rantanen, & Rimpelä, 2000). Overall, conservative estimates maintain that
at least 5 percent of those in primary and secondary schools (ages 7–16) are
victimized by bullies each day—but the percentage may well be much
higher (Bjorkqvist, Ekman, & Lagerspetz, 1982; Lagerspetz, Bjorkvqvist,
Bertz, & King, 1982; Olweus, 1978; Roland, 1980).

Emotional and Psychological Consequences of Bullying

Consequences of bullying victimization identified in previous research
include psychological and psychosomatic distress and problematic
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emotional and social responses (Borg, 1998; Cowie & Berdondini, 2002;
Ericson, 2001; Natvig, Albrektsen, & Quarnstrom, 2001; Rigby, 2003;
Roland, 2002; Seals & Young, 2003). For example, eating disorders and
chronic illnesses have affected many of those who have been tormented
by bullies, while other victims have run away from home (Borg; Kaltiala-
Heino, Rimpelä, Marttunen, Rimpelä, & Rantanen, 1999; Striegel-Moore,
Dohm, Pike, Wilfley, & Fairburn, 2002). According to an Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention fact sheet on juvenile bullying,
victims of bullying often felt lonely, humiliated, insecure, and fearful
going to school; experienced poor relationships and had difficulty making
friends; and struggled with emotional and social adjustments (Ericson).

Borg (1998) discovered that victims also regularly experience feelings of
vengefulness, anger, and self-pity. Indeed, depression has been a frequently
cited consequence of bullying and seems to continue into adulthood—
demonstrating the potentially long-term implications of peer mistreatment
during adolescence (Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Olweus, 1994b). Bullying
victims have generally demonstrated more depression and distress than
nonvictims (Hawker & Boulton; Kumpulainen & Rasanen, 2000; Mills,
Guerin, Lynch, Daly, & Fitzpatrick, 2004; van der Wal et al., 2003).

Finally, research based in the United States has found that being a
victim of traditional bullying frequently increases the likelihood of experi-
encing suicidal thoughts by 10 percent in boys and by more than 20 per-
cent in girls (van der Wal et al., 2003). Generally speaking, victims tend to
consider suicide and attempt suicide more often than nonvictims (Cleary,
2000; Eisenberg, Neumark-Sztainer, & Story, 2003; Mills et al., 2004).

Behavioral Consequences of Bullying

As briefly mentioned in the preface, students who are bullied at school
may attempt to avoid that environment as much as possible—which may
lead to tardiness or truancy (“Girl Tormented,” 2001; Rigby & Slee, 1999).
While truancy on its face may not seem too alarming, the behavior has
been identified as often leading to delinquency, dropping out, and other
undesirable outcomes (Farrington, 1980; Garry, 1996; Gavin, 1997; T. R.
Nansel et al., 2001). Bullying victimization has also been linked to vandal-
ism, shoplifting, dropping out of school, drug use, and fighting (Ericson,
2001; Loeber & Disheon, 1984; Magnusson, Statten, & Duner, 1983; Olweus
et al., 1999a; Patchin, 2002; Rigby, 2003; Tattum, 1989).

As a final cautionary tale, consider the Columbine High School tragedy
in Littleton, Colorado, in 1999. The educational system was challenged to
address bullying because Eric Harris (age 18) and Dylan Klebold (age 17)—
the two teenagers who carried out the massacre of 12 students and a
teacher, while wounding 24 others, before committing suicide—were
reported to have been ostracized and bullied by their classmates.
Additional research of 37 school shooting incidents involving 41 attackers
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from 1974–2000 discovered that 71 percent of the attackers “felt bullied,
persecuted, or injured by others prior to the attack” (Vossekuil, Fein, Reddy,
Borum, & Modzeleski, 2002, p. 21). It was also determined that being bul-
lied played at least some role in their later violent outburst (Vossekuil et al.).

To review, consequences of bullying victimization identified in previ-
ous research are both subtle (emotional and psychological) as well as tan-
gible (physical and behavioral). We have felt it crucial to detail and group
together these findings, because traditional bullying has been studied for
many years while cyberbullying has only recently begun to be explored.
We believe the consequences are—or will prove to be—quite similar. Next
we point out the age of youth that we are targeting with this book.

TARGET POPULATION

It is important in this introductory chapter that we define the age range of
youth to which we are referring in this book. In short, we focus our dis-
cussion on adolescents. That said, we realize that the terms adolescent and
adolescence mean different things to different people. Most researchers
identify three distinct developmental periods: early adolescence (usually
between ages 10–13), middle adolescence (ages 14–17), and late ado-
lescence (18 through the early 20s; see Smetana, Campione-Barr, &
Metzger, 2006). We are most concerned with those under 18 and in their
early and middle developmental stages, so the majority of stories and data
in this book originate from this population—especially those of middle
school age (Grades 6 through 8).

While this is not to suggest that the cyberbullying experiences of older
adolescents and adults should be ignored, we have chosen to focus on an
age group that is most susceptible to cyberbullying and least likely (com-
paratively speaking) to have acquired the skills to cope positively with it.
In addition, we believe that it is easier to identify and intervene in experi-
ences of online aggression among this population, which is still under the
watch and care of parents and educators.

SUMMARY

By now, we have considered how teens have embraced new electronic
devices and communications platforms. We have also considered the inter-
personal conflicts that invariably exist during adolescence. Taken together,
they create a volatile combination that has left many educators and parents
shaking their heads, wondering how cyberbullying became so pernicious
and pervasive so quickly. This book will attempt to clear up many of these
issues. The next chapter will comprehensively cover the reasons why
cyberbullying has flourished and describe the mediums over which it
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occurs and the forms that hateful or humiliating content posted or sent
online can take. We will also explain exactly how intangible textual, aural,
or visual content sent through cyberspace from a computer, cell phone, or
other electronic device can significantly harm a person on an emotional,
psychological, social, and even physical level.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

1. How do we define cyberbullying? Is this definition comprehensive
enough?

2. Why do you think computers and cell phones have become such an
ingrained part of the lives of many adolescents? What problems
may result from this dependence?

3. What are some of the most popular Web sites among youth today?
What makes them so popular?

4. Why do we focus on adolescents in this book?

5. How does cyberbullying differ from traditional schoolyard bullying?
How are the two forms similar?

NOTES

1. Some of the quotes used in the book have been edited for spelling and dis-
tracting grammatical errors. The substance of the quotes, however, has not changed.

2. The astute reader will notice this definition is different from that in our
previous research, where we defined cyberbullying as “willful and repeated harm
inflicted through the medium of electronic text” (Burgess-Proctor, Patchin, &
Hinduja, in press; Hinduja & Patchin, 2007, 2008a; Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). Over
the years, cyberbullying has evolved to take additional forms, so we have accord-
ingly updated our definition.
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