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FOREWORD

October 7, 2003, will always be the day that divides my life. Before that day, my son Ryan was alive. A sweet, gentle, and lanky 13-year-old fumbling his way through early adolescence and trying to establish his place in the often confusing and difficult social world of middle school. After that day, my son would be gone forever. A death by suicide. Some would call it bullycide or even cyberbullycide. I just call it a huge hole in my heart that will never heal.

Ryan’s young teen life included swimming, camping, skateboarding, biking, snowboarding, playing computer games and instant messaging. A typical array of “healthy” and “normal” teen activities … or so it seemed. My son loved being online, staying connected with his friends after the school day and throughout the summer. But, during the summer of 2003, significantly more time was spent online, mainly instant messaging. I was concerned and felt compelled to remind him of our internet safety rules.

No IMing/chatting with strangers

No giving any personal information (name/address/phone) to strangers

No sending pictures to strangers

No secret passwords

Our last rule was a safety one. I told my two older children that they had to use the password I gave them for any accounts they signed up. I promised I would not read personal messages or spy on them but, “God forbid you don’t follow the first few rules and you just disappear one day. I will want instant access to all of your activities online.” Never in a million years did I imagine this rule would someday end up becoming the key to unlocking the mystery of why my son took his own life.

A few days after his funeral, I logged on to his AOL IM account because that was the one place he spent most of his time during the last few months. I logged on to see if there were any clues to his final action. It was in that safe world of being somewhat anonymous that several of his classmates told me of the bullying and cyberbullying that took place during the months leading up to his suicide. One boy had bullied Ryan since 5th grade, and briefly befriended him after Ryan stood up to him in an after school brawl. My son the comedian shared an embarrassing and humorous moment with his new friend. The “friend” twisted this information into a rumor that Ryan had something done to him and, therefore, Ryan must be gay. The rumor and taunting continued beyond that school day … well into the night and throughout the summer of 2003. My son approached a pretty, “popular” girl from his school online and worked on establishing a relationship with her, I’m sure as a surefire way to squash the “gay” rumor.

When the 8th grade school year started up again, Ryan approached his new girlfriend in person. I’m sure he was never prepared to handle what happened next. In front of her friends, she told him he was just a loser and that she did not want anything to do with him. She said she had been only joking online. He found out that she and her friends thought it would be funny to make him think she liked him and to get him to say a lot of personal, embarrassing things. She copied and pasted their private IM exchanges into ones with her friends. They all had a good laugh at Ryan’s expense.

Now certainly my son was not the first boy in history to be bullied and have his heart crushed by a pretty girl’s rejection. But when I discovered a folder filled with IM exchanges and further interviewed his classmates, I realized that technology was being utilized as a weapon far more effective and far reaching than the simple tools we had as kids.

It’s one thing to be bullied and humiliated in front of a few kids. It’s one thing to feel rejection and have your heart crushed by a girl. But it must be a totally different experience, compared to a generation ago, to have these hurts and humiliation witnessed by a far larger, online adolescent audience. I believe my son would have survived these incidents of bullying and humiliation if they had taken place before the advent of computers and the internet. But I believe there are few of us who would have had the resiliency and stamina to sustain such a nuclear level attack on our feelings and reputation as a young teen in the midst of rapid physical and emotional changes and raging hormones. I believe bullying through technology has the effect of accelerating and amplifying the hurt to levels that will probably result in a rise in teen suicide rates. Recent statistics indicate that, indeed, teen suicide is on the rise again after many years of declining rates.

My son was an early casualty and his death an early warning to our society that we’d better pay close attention to how our children use technology. We need to study this new societal problem with a sense of urgency and great diligence. We must also be swift and deliberate in our law-making and social policy development when it comes to protecting our youth from the misuse of technology against them and amongst them.

This book will prove to be an invaluable resource. It will level set the reader about what bullying is and its harmful effects. Then it will explore the increasing ways technology is utilized to extend bullying behavior well into cyberspace. It brings us up to speed on the latest research findings and maps out very concrete preventative and responsive actions for both parents and educators.


John Halligan, Ryan’s Dad


www.RyanPatrickHalligan.org






PREFACE

We originally decided to write about cyberbullying after working together on various bullying prevention efforts and collaborating on research on cyberbullying. One day we came face to face with an extreme example of cyberbullying that occurred in a suburban school district. Patti Agatston can still remember calling Sue Limber and saying, “You need to look at this Web site targeting a student. The mother has asked me to help her find out who did it and get it removed, and I cannot believe what I am seeing!” From that initial conversation, we began carving out the steps necessary to intervene in an actual severe cyberbullying episode, with much help from the Center for Safe and Responsible Internet Use’s online documents authored by Nancy Willard. After that trial-by-fire experience, we met and discussed how useful it would be to personally interview students and parents, via focus groups and individual interviews, to better understand their experiences and perspectives. We noted that the paper and pencil surveys were insufficient to capture the emotional impact of this new form of bullying on parents and children. A broader idea emerged: writing a book describing our findings that would include actual interviews from students and parents. The first edition of this book appeared in 2008. In just the few years since that time, the percentage of teens involved with technology has continued to increase, and the venues by which children (and adults) can engage in cyberbullying have also expanded. For example, sexting has become a mode of cyberbullying others that carries with it a host of legal complications for those involved.

One purpose of this book is to educate parents, educators, and community organizations about the growing problem of cyberbullying. But another is to empower the adults in the community to prevent this new form of bullying from becoming a regular experience for youth navigating the internet and other technological tools. Many adults and educators have found themselves in our position, learning about cyberbullying at the moment when intervention is necessary. We hope that this book will help adults gain the knowledge and tools necessary to be true resources to young people in preventing and addressing cyberbullying episodes, rather than being viewed as hindrances, which unfortunately is frequently a perception of young people, as we will discuss.

Robin Kowalski and Sue Limber, psychologists and faculty members at Clemson University in South Carolina, have been researching cyberbullying through a variety of methods for several years, and some of their innovative research is published in this book, including new research focusing on cyberbullying among children with ADHD and/or Asperger Syndrome. In addition, Patti Agatston, a psychologist and counselor, collaborated with Robin and Sue to develop individual and group questionnaires to use while interviewing parents and students regarding cyberbullying. Patti teamed up with her colleague Michael Carpenter to conduct focus groups during the spring and fall of 2006. Michael Carpenter was one of the first nationally certified trainers for the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program and one of the founders of the Prevention/Intervention Center, the Cobb County Georgia School District’s nationally recognized student assistance program, where Patti Agatston also works. Patti conducted the female focus groups on cyberbullying, while Michael led the male focus groups. In addition, Patti conducted a variety of individual interviews with parents and students from various middle and high schools in the district who were willing to be interviewed regarding their experiences with cyberbullying. The reader will have an opportunity to hear first hand from some of the parents and students who were interviewed for this book.

We will share some suggestions and recommendations as a result of the research and interviews that we and others have conducted. We hope that the reader will find it more meaningful to know that these recommendations are being made based on research that has involved parents and youth in actual dialogue, in addition to survey methods. We also realize that new technologies with new potentials for bullying will emerge that require continued dialogue with parents and youth to understand the experiences they are having. The challenge is to incorporate these new technologies in a way that enhances rather than detracts from our daily life.

There are many people who contributed to the writing of this book, and the conducting of the research, to whom we offer our heartfelt gratitude. First, we want to thank a number of principals of the Cobb County School District who made it possible to conduct focus groups and individual interviews, including Linda Clark, William D. Griggers, Susan Gunderman, Denise Magee, Janet Peeler, Geraldine Ray, Ivia Redmond, Grant Rivera, and James Snell. Special thanks are given to the following school counselors for going above and beyond the call of duty to facilitate our work: Yvonne Young, Colleen Brown, and Susan Strickland, as well as health teacher Eric Homansky. Thanks also go to the staff of the Prevention/Intervention Center – Jeff Inman, Jeff Dess, Luisa Resendiz, Joyce Hutchings, Janice Mosher, and Michael Carpenter – who provided encouragement, support, and a place to lock up sensitive data. Weijun Wang and Natura Agani at Clemson University provided invaluable assistance with research on cyberbullying policies. Many students at Clemson University invested considerable time and energy collecting, inputting, and analyzing data: Lindsey Sporrer, Erin Hunter, Richard Reams, Karissa Chorbajian, Kristy Kelso, Natalie Irby, Angela Gorney, Amy Scheck, Ryan Cook, Melissa Redfearn, Jessica Allen, Kelly Simpson, Ann-Mac Calloway, Melinda Keith, Stephanie Kerr, Laura Singer, Jana Spearman, Lance Tripp, Jessica Farris, Kelly Finnegan, Laura Vernon, Rebecca Fulmer, Alison Richman, Liz Johnson, Stephanie Freeman, Sarah Louderback, Micah Lattanner, and Gary Giumetti. We are grateful for their help.

We would also like to thank Nicole Benevenia at Wiley-Blackwell for her support of this project and for her encouragement throughout the process. We are indebted to her and the staff at Wiley-Blackwell for their support.

Thanks to the many work colleagues, friends, and relatives who supported us by offering encouragement, suggestions, and by reading and responding to our work, including Andrew Agatston, Robert Agatston, Teresa Hubbard, Rachel Galli, Frank and Kathy Walton, and Randolph and Frances Kowalski.

Finally, we thank our children, Austin, Jack, Mary, Noah, and Jordan, who inspire us to believe that all children have the right to feel safe from bullying, in both the real and the virtual worlds.





1

INTRODUCTION


What makes cyber bullying so dangerous … is that anyone can practice it without having to confront the victim. You don’t have to be strong or fast, simply equipped with a cell phone or computer and a willingness to terrorize.


(King, 2006)

Bullying creates memories that often last a lifetime. Simply hearing the name of a person who bullied them, even years or decades after the bullying occurred, may be enough to send chills up the backs of many people. When most adults think of bullying, they conjure up the image of a big thug who terrorized kids on the playground at school. Usually a male, he was someone to be feared. As horrible as encounters with this bully1 may have been, though, the end of the school day often brought a reprieve as the victim left school and went home.

Cyberbullying, however, is a bit different. In spite of recent media attention devoted to the topic, many people are still not familiar with the term. But, for those who are and who have experienced it, the memories, like those of traditional bullying, may also last a lifetime. Cyberbullying, also known as electronic bullying or online social cruelty, is defined as bullying through e-mail, instant messaging (IM), in a chat room, on a Web site, on an online gaming site, or through digital messages or images sent to a cellular phone. Although sharing certain features in common with traditional bullying (see Chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion of this), cyberbullying represents a somewhat unique phenomenon that has been receiving increasing attention in recent years in both the popular press and in academic circles. Cyberbullying not only looks and feels a bit different than traditional bullying, but, as will be discussed later in this book, it presents some unique challenges in dealing with it, especially for parents, educators, and other adults who interact with children. In discussing the relationship between traditional bullying and cyberbullying, a reporter for MSNBC stated: “Kids can be cruel. And kids with technology can be cruel on a world-wide scale” (Sullivan, 2006). As is clear from its definition, cyberbullying is a method of bullying made possible because of technological advances over the past 15–20 years. Two of the most notable of these advances are the Internet and the cellular phone.

One of the interesting questions that is often raised in connection with the Internet is: To what degree has it changed the lives of the adolescents who are using it? We believe that this is really the wrong question. Although the Internet may have changed the lives of the parents of these adolescents, for the adolescents themselves the existence of the Internet is all they have ever known. It simply is part of their life. The fact that parents of many of these children did not grow up with cellular phones and in-room computers, whereas these technologies are prevalent in the lives of the adolescents, accounts, in part, for the gap between parents and children in understanding both the uses and risks of the Internet (Kowalski & Fedina, 2011).

Parents, at least initially, tend to view the Internet as a helpful tool to aid their children with homework. Similarly, in parents’ eyes, cellular phones are a means for kids to call home in emergencies. Children and youth, on the other hand, perceive the Internet, cellular phones, and related technologies as critical tools for their social life. For most parents, this technology is relatively new and somewhat foreign and, therefore, something about which their children need to be cautious. For children and youth, on the other hand, these communication technologies have always existed, so they have a comfort level with technology that is foreign to many of their parents. Many parents candidly admit that their children are the ones who have taught them most of what they know about the Internet and related technologies. For example, in a focus group interview about cyberbullying, one teenager stated that she had taught her father how to access her brother’s computer search history. In another study (Kowalski & Fedina, 2011), just over 27% of the parents perceived that their technology skills were equal to or worse than those of their children.

Importantly, though, what children are doing today isn’t all that different from what their parents did when they were growing up – it is just that the vehicle through which they are doing it differs. For example, Lindsay Notwell referred to text messaging as “the note-passing of the new millennium … the Game Boy of wireless communications, for people who think with their thumbs” (Carpenter, 2003). Researchers with the Media Awareness Network (Wing, 2005), in discussing the extent to which the Internet affords adolescents the opportunity to try on new roles and identities, pointed out that kids have been playing “dress up” for centuries. The technological mediums used today, however, present some unique challenges that didn’t confront children two or three decades ago. Traditionally, notes were passed between two individuals, often in class, and hidden from the view of the teacher and most other students in the class. Today, “notes” are passed via instant messaging and e-mail for a much wider audience to see. Hand-held electronic devices, such as Game Boys, that might, only a few years ago, have been played while a child watched television in the living room have been replaced by X-Box Live that is played with multiple other people on a computer that most likely resides in the child’s room.

For better or for worse, technology is here to stay, and it is a staple in the lives of adolescents today. Time magazine’s 2006 selection of “You” as the person of the year attests to this (Grossman, 2006). In trying to select a person who helped to shape the course of history, writers at Time realized that the story of 2006 was “a story about community and collaboration … It’s about the cosmic compendium of knowledge Wikipedia and the million-channel people’s network YouTube and the online metropolis MySpace” (Grossman, 2006). In focus groups conducted with Canadian children in grades 4 through 11, researchers found that children and adolescents view the Internet as “an opportunity to explore the adult world without supervision” (Wing, 2005). This preference is in keeping with their need to test their wings outside the family. A majority of children (57%) also use the Net to explore topics that interest them on an average school day, and a significant proportion use it to express themselves on their own Web sites (28%) or in online diaries and Web logs (15%; Wing, 2005).


Children and the Internet


So many kids use the Internet and its many communication venues that it has been referred to as the “digital communication backbone of teens’ daily lives” (Lenhart, Madden, & Hitlin, 2005, p. iii). Want to punish a teenager? Simply threaten to take their computer or cell phone away. To a teenager, that may seem to be a punishment worse than death (or, at least, a punishment that is the equivalent of a social death).

Several large-scale surveys have given us a picture of the prevalence of the use of technology among teenagers today and some of the potential dangers faced by teens. According to The 2010 Digital Future Report (Center for the Digital Future, 2010), released annually over the last decade, Internet use among Americans has continued to increase, as has overall time spent online. In 2005, 79% of Americans spent time online, averaging 13.3 hours a week, a significant increase over the previous four years. In 2009, 82% of Americans spent time online, averaging 19 hours a week. In the 2005 report, among all Americans e-mail was the most frequent online activity, with instant messaging appearing ninth in the list. In 2009, instant messaging was the most common method of communicating online. Social networking sites are increasing as a communication tool of choice with 58% of individuals using social network sites at least once a week, an increase of 14% from the previous year. Notably, 100% of individuals surveyed under the age of 24 spend time online. This high rate of Internet activity among children and young adults has led people such as Bill Belsey, President of Bullying.org Canada, to refer to teenagers today as the “always on generation.”

The 2010 Pew Internet & American Life Project report indicated that 93% of the 800 teens between the ages of 12 and 17 surveyed spend time online. Over half of these teens (63%) reported that they spent time each day online (Lenhart, 2010). Thirty-six percent of these go online several times a day. Three fourths (75%) of the adolescents had their own cell phones, compared to 45% in 2005 and 18% in 2004; notably, 58% of 12-year-olds had a cell phone. Just under three-fourths of all teens send text messages, translating to 88% of all teens with cell phones (Lenhart, 2010). The average teen sends/receives 50 text messages a day, although one-third send/receive approximately 100 texts a day or 3,000 a month (Lenhart, 2010). Given these statistics, it is hardly surprising that texting has now surpassed instant messaging as the most common mode of communication among teens. Eight percent of the teens in this survey visited virtual worlds, such as Second Life. The use of virtual worlds was more popular among younger teens than older teens, and more popular among teens than adults. Highlighting the “wired” nature of today’s youth, the survey found that the average youth has 3.5 gadgets out of 5 surveyed: cell phones, MP3 players, computers, game consoles, and portable gaming devices (Lenhart, 2010).

The biggest leap in online activity occurs between the 6th and 7th grades, according to the Pew report (Lenhart, 2010). Whereas 83% of 6th graders indicated that they used the Internet, 92% of 7th graders reported online activity. In a demonstration of technology trends, the 2005 Pew report noted that boys (particularly 6th grade boys) were much less active in their use of the Internet than girls. Whereas only 44% of the 6th grade boys reported going online, 79% of 6th grade girls reported using the Internet. Girls also were more likely than boys to use instant messaging. Seventy-eight percent of girls and 71% of boys said that they had tried instant messaging. Girls also tried instant messaging at an earlier age than boys. In the 2010 report, however, Lenhart found that boys and girls were equally likely to go online. Seventy-three percent of teens between the ages of 12 and 17 use social network sites, an increase of 18% since 2006 (Lenhart, 2010). Girls and boys were equally likely to use social networking sites. Only 8% of teens 12–17 reported using Twitter. Older teens were more likely than younger teens to use this social networking service, and, among older teens, girls reported being more likely to tweet than boys (Lenhart, 2010).

In 2000 and again in 2003, the Media Awareness Network (Wing, 2005) launched a series of research studies examining the online behavior of Canadian children and adolescents. In 2003, the organization conducted a series of focus groups with both parents and adolescents. Two years later, they administered a survey to 5,272 children in grades 4 to 11 to examine their online activities. Among other things, the study found that 23% of the children and youth had their own cellular phone. Twenty-two percent of school-aged children had Web cams. By the time they reached 11th grade, 31% had personal Web cams. Internet use tends to decline slightly once kids reach high school in part because most are driving or have friends who drive. Once they have the ability to see one another in person, they rely less on technology to keep in touch with one another. In addition, they are connecting with their friends differently, using cell phones more than computers at home. Eighty-nine percent of the respondents in grade 4 reported playing games online. As the ages of the children increased, the percentage that played games decreased and the percentage who used instant messaging increased. Across all age groups, instant messaging was ranked as the first choice of online activity by 62% of the girls and 43% of the boys. Of concern, only 16% of the respondents reported talking about their online activities with their parents.

The Canadian survey revealed some disturbing information about the kinds of sites that adolescents like to visit. Of the 50 favorite Web sites listed, nearly one-third included violent or sexual information. In Quebec, the most popular site among girls in grades 8 to 11 is Doyoulookgood.com. “On this Montreal-based site, users post photos, videos and information about themselves so others can vote on their looks. Members can search for people by age, starting as young as 13” (Wing, 2005).

The use of social networking sites, such as Facebook, MySpace, Xanga, LiveJournal, Formspring, and Nexopia has increased markedly in the last few years. Facebook is currently the most popular social networking site worldwide, with over 800 million active users. An active user is defined as someone who has logged into their Facebook account at least once within the previous month. Half of these active users log into their accounts daily. Across all users, people spend in excess of 700 billion minutes a month on Facebook (Facebook statistics, 2011)! Nexopia, the Canadian equivalent of Facebook and the largest social network site for youth in Canada, has a user base of approximately 1.2 million. Bebo (Blog early, blog often), similar to MySpace except affiliated more with schools and universities, and more likely to be used by teens, has seen similar rates of growth. Within its first year, Bebo acquired 25 million users (“Focus: Brave new world,” 2006). Currently, Bebo is the largest social networking site in the United Kingdom (“What is Bebo,” 2010). Formspring, which launched in November, 2009, uses a question and answer style format for users to network with one another. Askers can choose to remain anonymous as they ask questions that are then responded to by the user to whom they are directed. The questions and answers are then posted on the user’s profile. Users’ profiles can be linked to other social networking sites, such as Facebook and Twitter. Ernie Allen, President of the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, said, in reference to adolescents posting personal information on social networking sites: “What they’re doing [when they post information about themselves online] is opening a window to people who may not have the best intentions” (Olsen, 2006b).

A survey conducted by the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC) and Cox Communications oriented toward online and wireless safety examined the online experiences of 655 children between the ages of 13 and 17. The survey responses showed that 72% of 13–17-year-old children have a personal profile on a social network site (“Teen online,” 2006, 2009). Sixty-two percent had posted photos of themselves on a blog or their social networking profile. Ninety-one percent listed a personal e-mail address, and 60% had a screen name that they used for instant messaging. Nineteen percent had engaged in sexting. Nine percent had sent a sext, 17% had received a sext, and 3% had forwarded a sext. One in ten of the individuals who had sent sexts had sent them to someone that they didn’t know. A similar survey conducted two years earlier with 1070 teens in the same age range found that 8% had had a face-to-face interaction with someone they had met over the Internet (a decrease from 14% in 2006). Sixteen percent said they were considering a face-to-face meeting with someone they had met online, a decrease from 30% in 2006. Sixty-nine percent had received a personal message from someone they didn’t know (“Cox Communications,” 2007; “Take charge,” 2006).

In a desire to examine the online presence of even younger children, the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children and Cox Communication’s Take Charge program subsequently administered a similar survey to 1,015 tweens ages 12–15, all of whom had access to the Internet. The findings reinforced the wired culture in which our youth live. The presence of children online more than doubled between the 8–10 and 11–12 age ranges. Girls showed more of an online presence than boys. Fifty percent of tweens ages 11–12 reported having a cell phone and 34% of tweens in the same age range had a profile on a social network site. Twenty-eight percent reported that they had been contacted via the Internet by someone that they did not know. Almost 20% did not tell anyone about messages that they had received from strangers (“Tweens and Internet,” 2011).

Not surprisingly, given that children and adolescents communicate with all sorts of people on the Internet, some of whom are friends and others of whom are strangers, experiences with the Internet and related technologies may be positive or negative. Profiles of children and youth on the Internet, and data on the types of information to which they are exposed while surfing the Internet, change rapidly. For example, in comparing data from the first Youth Internet Survey (YISS-1; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004), and the second Youth Internet Safety Survey (YISS-2; Wolak, Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2006), which were conducted approximately five years apart, researchers reported that the percentage of children and youth who reported receiving online sexual solicitations had decreased from YISS-1 to YISS-2, but the proportion who reported online harassment and unsolicited exposure to sexual images had increased. A disturbing note to this reported increase in the number of children experiencing online exposure to sexual material is the fact that an increased number of parents (55%) in YISS-2 reported the use of computer blockers, filters, and keystroke software programs, compared to YISS-1 (33%). So, despite these increased parental controls, the number of children and youth who reported unwanted exposure to sexual material continued to increase. Also disturbing, according to YISS-2 (Wolak et al., 2006) an increasing number of perpetrators of online harassment are friends or acquaintances of the victim: 46% in the YISS-2 survey compared to 28% in YISS-1. Furthermore, the proportion of respondents in YISS-2 (14%) who said that the individuals making online sexual solicitations were offline friends or acquaintances increased from YISS-1, by 3%.


Effects of Internet Use on Children and Youth


There is debate regarding the extent to which high levels of Internet use interfere with psychological functioning, particularly among children and adolescents. On the one hand, Internet use allows for the possible development of new relationships, and for the easy maintenance of existing friendships and relationships. Russell and his colleagues (2003) found that frequent Internet use broadened people’s social networks, particularly for people who were shy and socially anxious (see also, Gross, Juvonen, & Gable, 2002; Mazalin & Klein, 2008; McKenna & Bargh, 2000). Related research by Roberts, Smith, and Pollock (2000) found that socially anxious individuals were more confident communicating electronically than face-to-face. With time, however, this confidence carried over into face-to-face interactions. Socially anxious individuals are also more likely than nonsocially anxious people to communicate electronically with strangers or acquaintances (Gross et al., 2002). Using Thibaut and Kelley’s (1959) analogy, Bargh and his colleagues (2002) compared the Internet to talking to “strangers on a train”: people often freely disclose to strangers sitting next to them on a train aspects of themselves that they would not reveal to others. The Internet affords people the opportunity to disclose aspects of their “true self” that they would not reveal in face-to-face interactions.

Thus, the Internet has the potential to increase students’ social interaction and enhance collaborative learning experiences (Beran & Li, 2005). At the same time, however, Robert Mahaffey, a criminal investigator for the Mississippi Attorney General’s cyber crime unit, stated that: “The Internet is the wild, wild West of the 21st century, and it should be viewed that way” (“FBI: Blogging can be dangerous,” 2005). Just like the wild, wild West, the Internet is full of excitement and adventure, but it is also full of danger and often unknown “bandits.” Using a similar analogy, Franek (2005/2006) stated that “we need to be vigilant sheriffs in this new Wild West – a cyberworld buzzing with kids just a few keystrokes away from harming other people, often for no other reason than that the sheriffs are sleeping. As anyone who has ever been the victim of bullying and harassment will tell you, the bullets may not be real, but they can hurt” (p. 40).

On the positive side, the anonymity afforded by the Internet allows people to try on multiple roles and experiment with different “selves” without fear of negative evaluation or social sanctions that might follow such experimentation in face-to-face encounters. Significant numbers of adolescents (24%) in the 2005 Pew Internet & American Life survey admitted to pretending to be different people online (Lenhart et al., 2005). Fifty-six percent had more than one e-mail address or screen name. Users can pretend to be older or younger, male or female, African American or Caucasian, liberal or conservative, homosexual or heterosexual. The list of possible roles they can play and identities they can assume is endless. On the one hand, this can be beneficial to a teenager who is searching to discover who he or she is.

On the other hand, pretending to be someone they are not may lead children and adolescents to “meet” people online and, perhaps, subsequently in the real world, who also are not who they say they are. Indeed, 39% of the respondents in the 2001 Pew report (Lenhart, Rainie, & Lewis, 2001) admitted to playing a trick on someone or pretending to be somebody different when using instant messaging. Sixty percent of the teens reported that they had received e-mails or IMs from a stranger and 50% exchanged e-mails or IMs with a stranger. Seventeen percent of respondents in the Young Canadians in a Wired World Survey (Wing, 2005) reported that they “had pretended to be someone else so ‘I can act mean to people and not get into trouble’.” In addition, 59% of the respondents admitted to pretending to be someone that they weren’t online. Of these, 52% pretended to be a different age, 26% assumed different personality characteristics, 24% pretended to have abilities they didn’t have, and 23% claimed an appearance that was different from their actual appearance. Eighteen percent of the respondents to the NCMEC/COX Communications Survey (“Teen Online,” 2009) indicated that they had posted a fake age on a public blog or a social networking site. Over 60% of the respondents to the NCMEC/COX Communications Survey (“Take charge,” 2006) indicated that they had friends who had lied about their age over the Internet; another third stated that they had friends who had discovered that the person with whom they were communicating online was a different gender or age than they had originally claimed.

Opportunities for self-affirmation and self-expression provided by the Internet can quickly become vehicles for denigration and cyberbullying. For example, as noted earlier one site, doyoulookgood.com, allows users to set up personal accounts whereby they post pictures of and personal information about themselves. Site visitors can then pull up a person’s profile and vote on the individual’s attractiveness as well as send messages to the person. Ironically, although billed as a “social dating community” for individuals age 18 to 34 on its Web site, doyoulookgood.com was rated as the most popular site among Canadian girls in grades 8 to 11 (Wing, 2005), At the time of writing, 115,205 new photos had been posted this week and just under two million messages had been sent today. Of the almost 1,000 members currently online, 60% were men and 40% were women. Although the individual who receives positive ratings has the potential to have his or her self-esteem raised, the opposite scenario is probably more likely – negative ratings or negative comments that serve to denigrate the individual whose photo is posted on the Web site. Such negative postings represent only the tip of the iceberg of cyberbullying.

Perhaps not surprisingly, some evidence suggests that increased Internet use is associated with adverse psychological effects. In one of the first large-scale studies examining the psychological effects of Internet use, Kraut et al. (1998) found higher levels of Internet use to be associated with higher levels of depression and loneliness (see also Moody, 2001; Sum, Matthews, Hughes, & Campbell, 2008). Indeed, some experts are increasingly talking about the need for youth to “disconnect” or take digital sabbaticals. They are encouraging parents to look at helping the “always on” generation find opportunities to disconnect, reflect, and meditate. Other researchers suggest, however, that the Internet increases social and communication skills and can actually decrease loneliness by providing quality online relationships (Ong, Chang, & Wang, 2011).

In a nationwide survey of more than 63,000 children in 5th through 8th grade conducted by i-SAFE America, 30% said they had said mean or hurtful things to another person online, with 3% saying they did so often. Conversely, from a pool of approximately 20,700 students, 37% of the respondents said that someone had said mean hurtful things to them online. Four percent reported that it happened quite often. Nine percent had felt worried or threatened in the past year because someone was bothering or harassing them online (i-SAFE, 2006–2007). Thirty-four percent of the respondents in the Young Canadians in a Wired World survey reported having been bullied, with 74% of these being bullied at school and 27% being bullied over the Internet (Wing, 2005). Another 12% reported having been sexually harassed, with 70% of these being sexually harassed over the Internet.

How prevalent has cyberbullying become? Pretty prevalent. It used to be that kids could go off to summer camp to make new friends, gain some independence, learn new skills, and quite simply have an enjoyable way to spend part of their summer.2 Long before the days of cellular phones, palm pilots, and laptops, campers might take a camera with them so that they could remember some of the cool things they saw at camp and so that they could have pictures of their new friends. Now, however, summer camp is a bit of a different experience. Kids might walk around camp listening to their iPod or talking on their Droid or Blackberry. Back at the lodge, they might be found tied to a computer, IMing their friends or posting information on their own or another person’s Facebook site – until recently, anyway. Cyberbullying has become so worrisome for some adults that some summer camps have decided to ban digital cameras from the camp premises (Belluck, 2006). The fear? That not-so-well-meaning campers will take inappropriate pictures of other campers or doctor “normal” pictures and then post these images on the Web, such as on social networking sites, like Facebook or MySpace (Belluck, 2006). In some instances, camps are trademarking their names and logos so that they have legal recourse if such images are posted (Belluck, 2006).


Prototypes of Cyberbullying


In recent years, countless examples of cyberbullying have been reported in the media, a few of which will be briefly recounted here as prototypes of cyberbullying. As will become apparent, cyberbullying includes a range of experiences, some legal, some illegal. Many of these examples highlight some of the worst examples of cyberbullying. Yet, they help illustrate how issues such as the speed of distribution, anonymity, 24/7 accessibility, and permanence come into play with cyberbullying, issues that we will return to later in the book.

In perhaps one of the first and best-known illustrations of cyberbullying, Ghyslain Raza created a video of himself on November 4, 2002, acting out a scene from the movie Star Wars, using a golf-ball retriever as his light saber. Unfortunately, classmates then posted the video online without his permission or knowledge, where it was seen by millions. Eventually, in 2004, a Web site was created that contained original and modified clips from the video, along with special effects, and music from the Star Wars movie. The site received over 76 million hits (Lampert, 2006). In addition, other Web sites contained clips from the video spliced into action movies. Some speculated that Ghyslain’s image was the most downloaded image of 2004. Labeled the “Star Wars Kid,” Ghyslain was forced to change schools and received psychiatric help. On April 7, 2006, Raza’s parents, who had filed a lawsuit against the classmates who had placed the video on the Internet, settled out of court with the families of these students. Ghyslain is currently a law student at McGill University and the President of a nonprofit organization designed to preserve the cultural heritage of town called Trois-Rivères (Axon, 2010).

A young man, angry over the fact that his girlfriend broke up with him, used photo-editing tools to paste her head onto a pornographic picture and sent it to everyone in his e-mail address book (Paulson, 2003).

In March, 2011, a group of high school students in Westchester, New York created a list known as the SMUT List. About 100 girls were rank-ordered on the list based on their sexual activity. The list first circulated via text messaging, but was later posted on a Facebook group page. Within 24 hours, over 7000 people had “liked” the page (Stamoulis, 2011).

Taylor Wynn and McKenzie Baker, 15- and 16-year-old teenagers in Florida, created a fake profile of a classmate. On the profile, they superimposed her head on the nude body of someone else. Additionally, they juxtaposed a doctored photo of the classmate with her mouth agape next to an erect penis. After being forced to remove the first profile, the girls created a second. After being arrested and charged with aggravated cyberstalking, the girls expressed no remorse, saying that it was “all in good fun” and that “no one liked” the classmate (Kenny, 2011; Mandell, 2011).

15-year-old Jodi Plumb discovered a Web site devoted entirely to insulting her. Included on the Web site were comments about her weight as well as a date for her death. She discovered the Web site when a classmate used a digital camera to take a picture of Jodi for the Web site. Jodi said “I was really hurt because I did not know who’d done it” (“Cyber bullies target girl,” 2006).

Phoebe Pluckrose-Oliver, 10 years old, received abusive text messages and phone calls from girls at her school. According to Phoebe, “They started phoning me and saying that I was in the cow club and that I should phone the loser line and stuff” (“Girl tormented by phone bullies,” 2001).

Kylie Kenney was a victim of cyberbullying though multiple modalities. First, a Web site was created calling for her to die, the “Kill Kylie Incorporated” Web site. This was accompanied by countless harassing e-mails and phone calls. Furthermore, rumors spread that Kylie was a lesbian, and messages were sent ostensibly from her own instant messaging account asking other girls out on a date. In a news conference on cyberbullying, Kylie described how she was forced to change schools twice and how she had to be home-schooled for one semester because the cyberbullying was so bad. In the news conference, Kylie said “I was scared, hurt, and confused. I didn’t know why it was happening to me. I had nowhere to turn except to my Mom” (Gehrke, 2006).

A 15-year-old female from Rhode Island was charged with cyberstalking for creating a fake profile of a 9th grade student. Included on the profile, in addition to the freshman’s name and birth date, was a picture of a “severed bloody foot,” an attempt to poke fun at the fact that the student had been born missing part of one of her feet. The title of the facebook profile: Halfafoot (Mulvaney, 2011).

A 14-year-old girl who had survived cancer and the loss of a limb when she was 10 years old was cyberbullied via text messaging for several months. Although the perpetrator’s identity remained unknown for some time, it turned out to be the victim’s best friend. The perpetrator would talk to the target on Skype while she was sending cyberbullying text messages so that she could witness the target’s reactions to the bullying (Kennedy, 2011).

Two Toledo, Ohio, teenagers, aged 16 and 17, were arrested for posting death threats on MySpace against a 15-year-old classmate. They threatened to slit her throat, bash her head in, and discussed going to jail together if they were caught (“Ohio girls sentenced for MySpace threats,” 2006).

A young boy posted sexually explicit pictures of himself online when he was 12 or 13 years old. A few years later, a young man named Matthew Bean became aware of the photos and forwarded them to the victim’s school (Dale, 2011). Although Bean posed as a concerned parent, the school discovered his identity and pressed charges against him. An online group including Bean indicated that they wanted to drive the victim to kill himself (Dale, 2011). Bean was convicted and sentenced to time in prison.

An 8th grader in Pennsylvania was charged for posting a depiction of “his algebra teacher’s severed head dripping with blood, an animation of her face morphing into Adolph Hitler and a solicitation for $20 contributions ‘to help pay for the hitman’ ” (Poulsen, 2006).

A Facebook page called the “Stonewall Hoes” was created by a 16-year-old girl at Stonewall Jackson High School in Manasssas, Virginia, to highlight who she perceived to be the “hoes” in her class. Included on the page were photos of the girls along with degrading comments about the girls. The teen has been charged with cyberbullying and faces up to 1 year in prison (Thompson, 2011).

In February 2006, five students at Kirkwood High School posted a “hot or not” list of junior girls on Facebook. Once the site was discovered, each of the five boys was given a 10-day suspension from school (Beder, 2006).

A male student at Oak Park River Forest High School in Chicago created a list of the “Top 50” female students at his school, including his commentary of these women (e.g., racial slurs and notes about their anatomy). In addition to posting the list on Facebook, he distributed copies by hand throughout the school (Sobotka, 2011). The student has been suspended, and faces possible expulsion and criminal charges.

16-year-old Jade Prest became a prisoner in her own home and even contemplated suicide in reaction to the relentless cyberbullying she experienced by peers at school. Beginning as a disagreement over a boy at school, the cyberbullying included “midnight prank phone calls, an internet chatroom whispering campaign, abusive text messages, threats, intimidation and the silent treatment” (Crisp, 2006).

A Facebook page was created with threatening posts directed at an 11-year-old girl from Orlando, Florida, who had appeared in a music video. In spite of multiple attempts to have the page removed, it remained for sometime under the premise that, by appearing in a music video, the girl was now a public figure and, according to Facebook’s terms of use, public figures can be criticized on the social networking site. It was only when a New York Times reporter contacted Facebook that the site was removed (Helft, 2010).

In New Zealand, a 14-year-old girl’s name and cell phone number were posted on Bebo along with offers of sex with no strings attached. The girl was unaware that the message and personal information about her had been posted (“Schools face new cyber bullying menace,” 2006).

In the fall of 2005, two students at Oregon City High School were suspended for comments they posted on MySpace about 32 other girls at the school. Included among the comments was the following about one of the students: “Every time you speak all I can think about is where is the closest body of water, so I can tie a brick to your ankle and throw you in. Which would be good exercise because it’s hard to pick up fat people” (Pardington, 2005).

Mary Ellen Handy’s ordeal started because another student, named Gretchen, liked the same boy as Mary Ellen Handy. Gretchen verbally abused Mary Ellen, and then sent her harassing e-mails. Taking it a step further, she then communicated using IM as if she were Mary Ellen, sending embarrassing and threatening communications to which, not surprisingly, she received insulting responses back. The result for Mary Ellen – she developed an ulcer from the stress. At least two of her friends who were harassed because of their relationship with Mary Ellen switched schools (Levine, 2006).

Ryan Patrick Halligan died by suicide at the age of 13 as a result of being persistently bullied and humiliated by peers at school. The bullying began at school and continued online. Toward the end of 7th grade, it was rumored at school and in IM conversations that he was gay. His father discovered after Ryan’s death IMs saved on his computer demonstrating he was cyberbullied in regard to this rumor. His father also discovered that Ryan approached one of the pretty popular girls in his class online during the summer in between 7th and 8th grade, supposedly as a way of combating the gay rumor. Ryan learned on the first day of the school year that the girl only pretended to like him and that she had forwarded their private conversations to others to humiliate him. Two weeks before his death and only four weeks into the school year, Ryan wrote in an IM to a friend: “Tonight’s the night, I think I’m going to do it. You’ll read about it in the paper tomorrow.” The “friend” replied, “It’s about f*.* time!” (J. Halligan, personal communication, January 17, 2007)

A female respondent in one of our focus groups described the following: “An ex-boyfriend got kind of crazy once. He started e-mailing me and saying that he was gonna come to my house and kill me and stuff like he was watching [my] sister. I knew he wouldn’t do anything but I went ahead and told my mom because he was like a freak. So, it was getting kind of scary. Yeah, he would say stuff to my friends online too so I kind of freaked out.”


Overview of the Book


It would be difficult to discuss and understand cyberbullying without a clear understanding of traditional or school-yard bullying. Chapter 2 will provide an overview of traditional bullying – how it is defined, who the victims and perpetrators are, and the effects of traditional bullying on both sources and targets. Chapter 3 will delve into the world of cyberbullying. After defining cyberbullying, we will examine the methods by which people cyberbully, who perpetrates cyberbullying and who is victimized by cyberbullying, and how cyberbullying is similar to and different from traditional bullying. The chapter will include a discussion of one of the key variables distinguishing electronic and traditional bullying – anonymity and the disinhibition that often results.

Although research on cyberbullying is still in its early developmental stages, Chapter 4 will provide an overview of what extant research says about the topic, including assessments of the prevalence of cyberbullying, methods for studying cyberbullying, and a discussion of gender differences observed with cyberbullying. In particular, we will draw from our own research on cyberbullying with over 3700 middle school children throughout the country, and from focus groups that we held with middle school students. An examination of the psychological effects of cyberbullying will close out the chapter. Chapters 5 and 6 take an applied look at what parents (Chapter 5) and educators and other adults who work with youth (Chapter 6) can do to deal with cyberbullying. Strategies for dealing with cyberbullying once it has already occurred, as well as prevention methods to deter incidents of electronic violence from beginning at all, are discussed. In Chapter 7 legal and public policy concerns related to cyberbullying will be discussed. In the United States, policy-makers and school personnel have been somewhat slower than those in Canada or the United Kingdom to address cyberbullying in statutes and in school policies (Osmond, 2006). In Chapter 8 we will draw some conclusions and provide some suggestions for future research and policy decisions.

A danger in writing a book on cyberbullying is that we will leave the reader with the impression that technological advances are bad and that children and youth would be better off if they did not have access to the Internet, cellular phones, etc. This is not the message we intend to convey. Indeed, technology is a good thing. The Internet provides a window to the world for many children and youth. Not only does it open up sources of knowledge to people (adolescents in particular) that might otherwise be too difficult to access, but technology also affords adolescents and adults an easy means of establishing and maintaining social contacts. For some socially anxious individuals, this may be their social saving grace. And, most children and youth when asked about their experiences with the Internet and related technologies rate their experiences positively. One of our former students getting ready to attend graduate school told us how she had already become friends with two or three individuals who would be in her program. Knowing that she could not have met these people in person, we asked her how she had already become friends with them. Her answer: Facebook (A. Scheck, personal communication, August 2, 2006). We couldn’t help but think at that moment what a “leg up” these students would all have in moving to a new location and starting a new program simply because they had used a social network site to get acquainted with one another beforehand.

The Internet also provides a venue for youth to engage in creative enterprises, such as creating content (e.g., blogging, creating and sharing music), and to mobilize for social change on various political and environmental causes.

Nevertheless, cyberbullying is real, it is occurring with increasing frequency, and the psychological effects may prove to be as devastating, if not more so, than traditional bullying. We also want to emphasize that adults will never be able to completely shelter youth online. So, the solution cannot be just increasing adult supervision. Digital citizenship becomes increasingly important because there are fewer adults present. Taking time to focus on digital rights and responsibilities with youth is critical. We need to rely on partnerships (e.g., between parents and children, parents and educators, schools and community leaders) and empowerment of youth to take appropriate action.


Notes


1. Where possible in this book, we have tried to avoid referring to a child as a “bully” or a “victim.” We believe that it is critical not to label children as “bullies” or as “victims” or in any way to imply that bullying others or being bullied are indelible traits (which in turn can be quite damaging to children). Instead, we try to refer to “a child who bullies” or “a child who is bullied” and to focus on the bullying behavior of children rather than their status. Where this language becomes unwieldy, we have on occasion used the terms “bully” and “victim.” We hope that in these instances, the reader will understand our intent.

2. We do not mean to imply that children have never been bullied while at summer camp. Certainly there are many children who can tell traumatic stories about times when they were mercilessly bullied while away at camp.
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CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES WITH TRADITIONAL FORMS OF BULLYING

with Weijun Wang


“Unless you’ve been bullied, you really can’t understand what it’s like and how hard it is to forget. It really leaves a scar that even time can’t heal.”


(15-year-old focus group participant)

Although the advent of cyber technologies has provided new arenas in which children and youth can bully each other, the phenomenon of bullying is hardly new. In order to better understand cyberbullying, it is important to be familiar with the various dynamics at work in traditional forms of bullying as well as what “best practices” are available for preventing and intervening with traditional bullying.


What Is Bullying?


Bullying is aggressive behavior that is intentional and that involves an imbalance of power or strength (Nansel, Overpeck, Pilla, Ruan, Simmons-Morton, & Schmidt, 2001; Olweus, 1993a, 2010; Olweus & Limber, 2010a). Sometimes this imbalance involves differences in physical strength between children, but often it is characterized by differences in social power or status. Because of this imbalance of power or strength, a child who is being bullied has a difficult time defending himself or herself. Typically, bullying does not occur just once or twice, but is repeated over time. Admittedly, sometimes it is quite difficult for adults to know whether behavior between children has occurred repeatedly, as children are often good at hiding bullying and reluctant to report bullying that they experience or witness. However, it is important to understand whether a behavior is a one-time occurrence or whether it is part of a pattern of ongoing behavior. Although adults should intervene whenever they observe inappropriate aggressive behavior (even if it appears to be an isolated occurrence), how adults respond to bullying as opposed to other aggressive behavior may be different.


What Does Bullying Look Like?


Jack was small and somewhat immature for his age. For the past 2 years (since 2nd grade), Jack had been the target of jokes about his size. Most of the boys in his class called him “shrimp.” He usually tried to laugh off the name-calling, but lately it seemed to be getting even worse. During the past week, several boys had been getting physically rough with him – tripping him on the school bus, and shoving him on the playground when the teachers weren’t looking. When he mentioned to his parents that he was being picked on, his father lectured him about ways he could “stick up for himself,” so he hadn’t brought it up again.

Tara had been attending Grove Street Middle school for only 1 month, but she was having trouble fitting in with her fellow 7th graders. Her family was new in town, and Tara didn’t know a single student when she walked in the front door on the first day of school. Although the kids at school weren’t exactly friendly for the first couple of days, the bullying didn’t start until the second week, during English class. After Tara answered a question from the teacher, a popular girl called her a nasty name under her breath, and all the students sitting near them laughed. Before long, several popular boys had started taunting her in the hallways. Each day, when she tried to find a seat in the cafeteria, her fellow classmates made animal noises or blocked open seats with their books. Tara had never experienced bullying at her other middle school, and she was at a loss to know what to do. She missed a lot of school, complaining of stomach aches and nausea. When her parents insisted on a trip to the doctor, Tara finally broke down and told them what she’d been experiencing. “I hate this school! Please don’t make me go back – I’d rather die!”

As these stories (composites of real-life children) suggest, traditional forms of bullying include direct behavior, such as hitting, kicking, having money or other things taken or damaged, taunting, malicious teasing or name-calling. However, they also involve indirect (and often less obvious) behavior, such as rumor-spreading, social exclusion or shunning, and manipulation of friendships (“If you’re her friend, you can’t be our friend”). Other types of bullying involve sexual comments and gestures, threats, and taunts based on race or ethnicity. Researchers also use other terms to describe bullying, such as relational and social bullying. Relational and social bullying behavior is intended to damage a child’s reputation or social standing with peers, or use the threat of loss of the relationship to manipulate others. Most common forms of bullying (for both boys and girls) involve the use of words, such as name-calling, malicious teasing, or verbal taunts about one’s looks or speech (Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus & Limber, 2010c).


How Common Is Bullying?


Although bullying is an age-old phenomenon, it has only been in the past 30 years that researchers have tried to measure bullying systematically. The earliest studies of bullying were conducted by Dan Olweus with children in Norway and Sweden in the 1980s (Olweus, 1993a). In an anonymous survey with over 150,000 children and youth, Olweus found that approximately 15% of the students in elementary and lower secondary schools (roughly corresponding to ages 8–16) had been involved in problems with bullying with some regularity (Olweus, 1993a). Nine percent had been bullied by peers, 7% had bullied others, and 2% had been bullied and had bullied others.

Studies of children and youth in the United States were not conducted until a decade after Olweus’ early studies and typically found significantly higher rates of bullying (Limber, Nation, Tracy, Melton, & Flerx, 2004; Melton, Limber, Cunningham, Osgood, Chambers, Flerx, Henggeler, & Nation, 1998; Nansel et al., 2001). The first study of bullying in the US to use a nationally representative sample was conducted with more than 15,000 students in grades 6 through 10 and published in 2001 (Nansel et al., 2001). Using an anonymous self-report questionnaire, Nansel and her fellow researchers found that, within a single school term, 17% of children and youth said they had been bullied “sometimes” or more often, 19% had bullied others “sometimes” or more frequently, and 6% said they had been bullied and had bullied others “sometimes” or more often. Students were asked about the frequency with which they had experienced five specific types of bullying – being “belittled about religion or race,” being “belittled about looks or speech,” being “hit, slapped, or pushed,” being “subjects of rumors,” and being “subjects of sexual comments or gestures” – and found that being belittled about one’s looks or speech was the most common.

More recently, in the 2007 School Crime Supplement to the National Crime Victimization Survey, Robers, Zhang, Truman, and Snyder (2010) reported that 32% of students (ages 12–18) reported having been bullied at school during the school year. More specifically, 21% of students said that they had experienced bullying that consisted of being made fun of; 18% reported having been the subject of rumors; 11% reported having been pushed, shoved, tripped, or spit on; 6% reported having been threatened with harm; 5% said they had been excluded from activities on purpose; and 4% of students reported others had tried to make them do things they did not want to do or that their property had been destroyed on purpose. Of those students who had been bullied, 63% reported that it had happened once or twice during the year, 21% said that it happened once or twice a month, 10% said it had happened once or twice a week, and almost 7% reported that they had been bullied daily. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2010), using the 2009 national school-based Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) data, reported that nationwide, 20% of students had been bullied on school property one or more times during the past 12 months.

Olweus and Limber (2010c) collected data from 524,054 students from 1,593 schools (94% public) in 45 states plus the District of Columbia and the US Virgin Islands who had completed the anonymous Olweus Bullying Questionnaire. They found that 17% of students from grades 3–12 had been bullied by their peers two to three times per month or more often and 10% had bullied others two to three times per month or more often. To get an estimate of the total volume of bullying problems experienced by students, Olweus and Limber (2010c) separated students according to their bullying status. In total, 25% of boys and 20% of girls had been involved in bullying two to three times per month or more often – as a “bully only” (8% of boys and 4% of girls), as a “victim only” (13% of boys and 14% of girls), or as both (4% of boys and 3% of girls). Considering that there are approximately 50 million public school students in the United States, Olweus and Limber estimated that approximately 11 million students are involved in bullying on a regular basis.

Craig and her fellow researchers (Craig, Harel-Fisch, Fogel-Grinvald, Dastaler, Hetland, Simons-Morten, et al., 2009) compared the prevalence of bullying and victimization among boys and girls from nationally representative samples of 11-, 13-, and 15-year-old school children in 40 countries. The researchers found, in their sub-sample of 3,775 American school children, that 22% of boys and 17% of girls had been involved in bullying either as a bully, a victim, or as both a bully and a victim at school in the past 2 months according to student self-report surveys.

How do rates of bullying vary among children in different countries? The most comprehensive cross-national study of bullying and other health behaviors was the Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children (HBSC) study, which was conducted among 11-, 13-, and 15-year-olds in 40 countries (Craig et al., 2009; Currie et al., 2004; see also Žaborskis, Cirtautienè, & Žemaitienè, 2005). Craig and colleagues (2009) reported that exposure to bullying two or more times a month varied across countries, with estimates ranging from 9% (in Sweden) to 45% (in Lithuania) among boys, and from 5% (in Sweden) to 36% (in Lithuania) among girls. Adolescents in Baltic countries reported higher rates of bullying and victimization, whereas northern European countries reported the lowest prevalence (Craig et al., 2009). Many other studies have also documented the prevalence of bullying behavior a wide variety of countries and cultures (see, e.g., Morita, Soeda, Soeda, & Taki’s 1999 study of Japanese elementary school children; Hokoda, Lu, & Angeles’ 2006 study of junior high school students in Taiwan; Cheng, Newman, Qu, Chai, Chen, & Shell’s 2010 study of middle school students in China; Rigby and Slee’s 1999 study of elementary school students in Australia; Cluver, Bowes, and Gardner’s 2010 research with 10–19-year-olds in South Africa). Differences in prevalence rates across countries likely reflect social and cultural differences in bullying itself (or the interpretation of the term) and in the implementation of policies and programs to address bullying (Craig et al., 2009; Olweus & Limber, 2010a).


Has the Amount of Bullying Increased in Recent Years?


There is no denying that there is much more awareness about bullying today (on the part of media, educators, researchers, and policy-makers) than in years past. The massacre at Columbine High School in 1999 seems to have been a pivotal event in focusing attention on bullying in the United States. Although the specific motivations for this (or other school shootings) may never be fully understood, retrospective accounts in the popular press and in the research literature pointed to bullying as a contributing factor in many of these crimes (Dinkes, Kemp, & Baum, 2009; Fein, Vossekuil, Pollack, Borum, Modzeleski, & Reddy, 2002; Limber, 2006b). The suicide in January 2010 of a 15-year-old girl (Phoebe Prince) in Massachusetts brought additional international attention to the problem of bullying in US schools.

To see just how much attention to school bullying has changed in recent years in the United States, we conducted a combined search of the Lexis/Nexis database, using the search terms “bullying” and “school” (see Figure 2.1). In 1998, the year prior to the Columbine shootings, school bullying was in the headlines of major US Newspapers & Wires 86 times. The number of news stories on school bullying doubled in 2000, and, in 2001, shot to more than 630. In 2010, there were 1,930 headlines on school bullying.




Figure 2.1
 The number of Lexis/Nexis citations in which “bullying” and “school” appeared in the headlines of U.S. newspapers and wires.
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Not only has attention to bullying increased remarkably in the popular press since the late 1990s, but there also has been a significant increase in attention to bullying among researchers since that time. To gauge just how much the research focus has changed in recent years, we conducted a search of the PsycINFO database (an online social science database of journal articles, books, and other academic publications owned by the American Psychological Association) using “bully” or “bullying” or “bullied” as search terms. As Figure 2.2 illustrates, we found only five publications in 1990. By 2000 (one year post-Columbine) the number increased to 104, and in 2004 there were 268 such publications. There were 472 publications in 2010. Presumably this trend will continue.




Figure 2.2
 The number of PsycINFO citations located that use “bully” or “bullying” or “bullied.”
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Does the recent attention reflect a dramatic increase in bullying in recent years? According to the supplement to the National Crime Victimization Survey (DeVoe, Peter, Noonan, Snyder, & Baum, 2005), which asked students if they had been bullied (e.g., picked on or made to do things they didn’t want to do) in the previous six months, there was a slight increase in rates of bullying between 1999 and 2001 (by about three percentage points) among American school children, but no change between 2001 and 2003. Finkelhor and his fellow researchers (Finkelhor, Turner, Ormrod, & Hamby, 2010) assessed trends in children’s exposure to abuse, violence, and crime victimization based on a comparison of two cross-sectional national telephone surveys conducted in 2003 and 2008. Significant declines in physical bullying (from 22% to 15%) and emotional bullying (from 25% to 22%) were reported between these years.

Molcho and colleagues (Molcho, Craig, Due, Pickett, Harel-Fisch, Overpeck, & the HBSC Bullying Writing Group, 2009), using data from the Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children (HBSC) study collected in 21 countries in 1993/94 and in 27 countries in 1997/98, 2001/02 and 2005/06, examined the trends in the occurrence of bullying and associated victimization among adolescents (11–15 years old) in North American and European countries. They observed overall decreases in reported rates of bullying and victimization in the majority of the 27 participating countries. However, it is difficult to find a clear pattern in this regard. For example, with regard to the prevalence of chronic bullying (bullying others two or more times this term), the largest decrease was reported in Denmark, with a 75% decrease for boys and an 83% decrease for girls between 1993/1994 and 2005/2006. But obvious increases in the prevalence of bullying were reported in other countries, such as Greece, which saw a 99% relative increase in bullying among boys and a 121% increase among girls between 1997/1998 and 2005/06. The United States saw a 16% decrease among boys (from 48% to 40%) and a 4% decrease among girls (from 32% to 30%) from 1997/98 to 2005/06. Although these data are promising for the US, at best they represent modest reductions for boys only. Therefore, much of the recent attention in the US likely reflects increased interest in (or concern about) the topic of bullying (particularly post-Columbine), rather than a radical change in the likelihood that children are bullied.


Age Differences and Bullying


At what ages are children most likely to be involved in traditional forms of bullying? The answer to this question depends upon whether one is asking about children’s experiences of bullying others or being bullied. Children also may be involved in different forms of traditional bullying behavior at different developmental stages depending on their verbal and cognitive development (Dodge, Coie, & Lynam, 2006; Rubin, Cheah, & Menzer, 2010). Most studies find that children are most likely to be bullied by others during elementary grades. They are somewhat less likely to be bullied in middle school, and less likely still to be bullied in high school. For example, in their study of children and youth aged 2–17, Finkelhor and colleagues (Finkelhor, Ormrod, Turner, & Hamby, 2005) found that children aged 6–12 experienced the highest rates of physical bullying. Preschoolers experienced the second-highest rates of physical bullying, and teenagers (13–17-year-olds) experienced the least physical bullying. Children aged 6–12 also experienced the most teasing or emotional bullying of all three groups. Similar results were found by Nansel and her colleagues in their national study of 6th through 10th graders in the US (Nansel et al., 2001). Although 24% of 6th graders said that they had been bullied sometimes or more often, only 16% of 8th graders and 9% of 10th graders reported that they had been bullied. Dinkes, Kemp, and Baum’s (2009) national data on school crime and student safety in US schools during the 2007–08 school year showed that a higher percentage of middle schools than high schools reported daily or weekly occurrences of student victimization from bullying. Rigby (2002) also found decreases in rates of victimization among Australian children in grades 4 through 12, with an important exception. There was a temporary increase in rates of victimization during the year that students first entered secondary school.

Olweus and Limber’s survey of 524,054 students in the United States (Olweus & Limber, 2010c) showed a steady decrease in being bullied (two to three times per month or more) for girls from grades 3 through 12. For example, 25% of 3rd graders, 18% of 6th graders, and 8% of 12th graders reported that they had been bullied. There was also a steady decrease for boys from grades 3 to 11. For example, 24% of the 3rd graders, 20% of 6th graders, and 12% of 11th and 12th graders reported that they had been bullied by their peers.

The picture looks quite different, however, when focusing on children’s rates of bullying others. Most researchers have found that children are most likely to bully each other (according to anonymous, self-report measures of traditional forms of bullying) during early to mid-adolescence (Eisenberg & Aalsma, 2005; Espelage & Swearer, 2004; Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus & Limber, 2010c). For example, in their study of 6th through 10th graders, Nansel and her colleagues (2001) found the highest rates of bullying others in 8th grade (24%, compared with 19% in 6th grade and 16% in 10th grade). Olweus and Limber’s (2010c) findings revealed somewhat different age trends for boys and girls with respect to children’s rates of bullying others. For girls, bullying behavior peaked in 8th grade (where 10% admitted bullying others) and then decreased through 12th grade. For boys, bullying behavior appeared to level off around 8th grade and remained high through high school. What accounts for the difference in age trends for bullying others versus being bullied? One likely explanation is that children and youth typically bully peers their same age or they bully younger children and youth.


Gender Similarities and Differences in Traditional Forms of Bullying


Although both boys and girls are frequently involved in bullying, there has been debate among researchers about which gender is more likely to engage in and experience bullying. Studies that have used anonymous, self-report measures typically have found that boys are more likely than girls to bully (Cook, Williams, Guerra, Kim, & Sadek, 2010; Craig et al., 2009; Currie et al., 2004; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2010; Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus, 1993a, 2010; Olweus & Limber, 2010c), and a recent meta-analysis of 153 studies since 1970 concluded that boys were more likely than girls to be “bullies” and “bully victims” (Cook et al., 2010). However, findings are less consistent when looking at gender differences in experiences of being bullied. Some studies have found that boys report higher rates of victimization than girls, whereas others have found no gender differences or only slight differences between boys and girls (see Olweus, 2010). In their meta-analysis, Cook and colleagues (2010) found that boys were more likely than girls to be bullied, although the effect size was weak.

Probably more important than comparisons in rates of bullying between boys and girls are comparisons between the types of bullying in which boys and girls engage. Research has shown that boys are more likely to be physically bullied by their peers (Finkelhor et al., 2005; Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus, 1993a; Olweus & Limber, 2010c; Rigby, 2002) and girls are more likely to be bullied through rumor-spreading or through sexual comments or gestures (Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus & Limber, 2010c). Olweus and Limber (2010c) also found that boys are more likely to be bullied than girls by having money or other things taken or damaged, being threatened or forced to do things, and being bullied about their race or color. It also is important to note that, although boys are typically bullied by other boys (and rarely girls), girls are bullied by both boys and girls (Finkelhor et al., 2005; Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus, 1993a; Olweus & Limber, 2010c).


Racial and Ethnic Issues in Traditional Forms of Bullying


Although race and ethnicity clearly play a role in some instances of bullying, there has been relatively little focus on this topic by bullying researchers (Larochette, Murphy, & Craig, 2010; Peskin, Tortolero, & Markham, 2006; Spriggs, Iannotti, Nansel, & Haynie, 2007). Nansel and her colleagues (2001) found that, among 6th through 10th graders who had been bullied, one-quarter said that they had been belittled about their race or religion at least once during the current school semester, and 8% had experienced such bullying once a week or more often. Olweus and Limber (2010c) found, in a sample of 524,054 students from 3rd through 12th grades, that 9% of boys and 6% of girls reported having been bullied with mean names or comments about their race or color.

Some studies have examined similarities and differences in rates of bullying among children of different races in the United States. For example, Spriggs and colleagues (2007) found that, in a nationally-representative sample of 11,033 adolescents in grades 6 to 10 in the 2001 Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children (HBSC) survey, African American adolescents (6%) were less likely to be bullied than white (9%) and Hispanic students (9%). White adolescents (9%) were less likely to bully their peers than Hispanic students (11%) and African American students (10%). However, there were no differences in terms of bully-victims (3%) across race/ethnicity.

A more recent analysis of the HBSC data involving 7,182 US students in grades 6–10 (Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009) found that African American adolescents were more involved in bullying perpetration (physical, verbal, and cyber), but less involved in victimization (verbal and relational). Hispanic American adolescents were more likely to be physical bullies or cyberbully-victims than white adolescents. Adolescents in “other” race/ethnicity category (e.g., Asian Americans) were less likely to be relational bullies or verbal bully-victims, but more likely to be the targets of cyberbullying than white adolescents. Socioeconomic status has been found to influence bullying involvement in racial minority youth. For example, Peskin et al. (2006) found that African American students of low socioeconomic status were at a higher risk of involvement in bullying and victimization than were Hispanic American students.

What has research found in other countries in terms of racial bullying? Fandrem and colleagues (Fandrem, Strohmeier, & Roland, 2009) compared bullying experiences among 2,938 native Norwegians and 189 immigrant adolescents (13–15 years old). Immigrant adolescents (especially boys) were at higher risk of bullying others. In the Netherlands, Vervoort and Scholte (2010) found that, among 2,386 adolescents, ethnic minority adolescents were less likely to be bullied than the ethnic majority group members. There was no difference between the groups in rates of bullying others. They found that victimization was more prevalent in ethnically diverse classes in the Netherlands. In a study using the 2001/2002 Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children Survey (HBSC) (involving 3,684 students from 116 schools across Canada), Larochette et al. (2010) found that racial bullying and racial victimization were strongly related to individual factors such as race and gender. Being African-Canadians and being boys were associated with increased racial bullying of others. They found that students who engaged in racial bullying behaviors tended to engage in general bullying behaviors.

In summary, although a number of studies have examined similarities and differences in rates of bullying among children of different races, much still has to be learned, such as: (1) To what extent do rates of bullying vary depending on whether children are in the racial majority/minority? And if so, how? (2) Is bullying related to the status hierarchy (e.g., the economic and social mobility) of children of different racial and ethnic groups? (3) How do cultural views of and experiences with aggression (e.g., parenting, neighborhood and community characteristics) influence rates of bullying among peers?


Bullying in Urban, Suburban, and Rural Communities


Although bullying has often been seen as a problem primarily for urban schools, there appears to be no support for this view. In fact, bullying has been documented in diverse communities across the US (and around the world). In one of the few studies to examine urban, suburban, and rural differences in rates of bullying, Tonya Nansel and her colleagues (2001) found that students in grades 6 through 10 were just as likely to be bullied in urban, suburban, town, and rural areas. They found only very small differences in students’ reports of bullying others, with suburban youth being slightly less likely than others to say that they bullied their peers “sometimes” or more often and rural youth being slightly more likely than others to have ever bullied their peers.


Children Involved in Bullying


Researchers and practitioners have focused much attention on understanding the characteristics and experiences of children involved in bullying – including those who are bullied, those who bully, those who bully and are bullied (bully/victims), and the majority who are witnesses or bystanders to the bullying.


Children who are bullied


Children who are bullied typically fall into one of two general categories – those who are passive or submissive, and a smaller number who are considered “provocative victims” or “bully/victims.” The characteristics and experiences of passive victims will be discussed in this section; those of bully/victims will be discussed later. It is important to note that, although children are frequently referred to in the research and intervention literature as “passive,” “submissive,” or “provocative,” these terms are not intended to be pejorative labels. Nor should they be used in any way to blame children for the bullying that they experience.


Characteristics of bullied children


Although there is no single profile of passive victims of bullying, research suggests that they are likely to share some common traits and experiences (Cook, et al., 2010). Olweus (1993a) noted that children who are bullied are likely to have one or more of the following characteristics:


	They are typically quiet, cautious, sensitive children who may be easily moved to tears.

	They may be insecure, have little confidence, and suffer from low self-esteem.

	They often have few friends and are socially isolated.

	They may be afraid of being hurt.

	They may be anxious or depressed.

	They tend to be physically weaker than their peers (especially in the case of boys).

	They may find it easier to spend time with adults (parents, teachers, coaches) than same-age peers.



As will be discussed later, low self-esteem, anxiety, and depression may be common consequences of bullying, but they also may be precursors to bullying, in some children. Research indicates that children with these characteristics are actually more likely to become victims of bullying (Cluver, Bowes, & Gardner, 2010; Fekkes, Pijpers, Fredriks, Vogels, & Verloove-Van Horick, 2006; Swearer, Grills, Haye, & Cary, 2004). It is likely that anxiety, depression, and poor self-esteem “signal” to peers that children may be easy targets for bullying.

In their meta-analysis of studies on bullying, Cook and colleagues (2010) concluded that a typical victim of bullying is one who has internalizing problems (e.g., is withdrawn, depressed, anxious), shows some externalizing behavior (e.g., defiance, disruptive behaviour), lacks good social skills, has negative beliefs about himself or herself (e.g., self-respect, self-esteem, self-efficacy), and has difficulty solving social problems.

Family variables may also contribute, to some degree, to a child becoming bullied (Cook et al., 2010). A child is more likely to be bullied if his or her family tends to be overprotective and sheltering because they think that child is anxious and insecure (Smokowski & Kopasz, 2005). A family’s tendency to shelter a child may serve as both a cause and a consequence of bullying (Olweus, 1993a). Other family factors such as child maltreatment and domestic violence may also link a child with a high risk of being bullied by their peers (Ahmed, & Braithwaite, 2004; Baldry, 2003; Bowes, Arseneault, Maughan, Taylor, Caspi, & Moffitt, 2009; Cluver et al., 2010; Holt, Kantor, & Finkelhor, 2009).


Groups of children at high risk of being bullied


Although any child may be bullied by peers (and while it is not always evident why particular children are targeted), recent research has begun to focus attention on groups of children who may be at particularly high risk of being bullied. Relatively little research has been conducted on the relation between learning disabilities and bullying, but the existing findings suggest that children with learning disabilities are at greater risk of being teased and physically bullied (Martlew & Hodson, 1991; Mepham, 2010; Mishna, 2003; Nabuzoka & Smith, 1993; Thompson, Whitney, & Smith, 1994).

Children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) also are more likely than other children to be bullied (and they also are somewhat more likely than others to bully their peers) (Kowalski & Fedina, 2011; Twyman, Saylor, Saia, Macias, Taylor, & Spratt, 2010; Unnever & Cornell, 2003a; Wiener & Mak, 2009). For example, in a study involving 1,315 middle school students in the US (Unnever & Cornell, 2003a), 14% of students reported that they had been taking medication for ADHD, of which approximately 34% had been bullied at least two or three times a month and 12% had bullied others at least two or three times a month. In contrast, only 22% of the students not taking medication for ADHD reported having been bullied and 8% had bullied others. Children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) also appear to be at increased risk of being bullied and ostracized by peers (Kowalski & Fedina, 2011; Twyman et al., 2010). Twyman and colleagues found that children (aged 8–18) with ASD were three times more likely to report being bullied and ostracized than children with no special health care needs.

Children with special health care needs or chronic diseases may be frequent targets of bullying. For example, researchers have found higher rates of victimization among children with conditions that affect their appearance (e.g., cerebral palsy, muscular dystrophy, spina bifida, partial paralysis, acne, psoriasis and atopic eczema), and children with diabetes (Dawkins, 1996; Magin, Adams, Heading, Pond, & Smith, 2008; Storch, Lewin, Silverstein, Heidgerken, Strawser, Baumeister, & Geffken, 2004a, 2004b; Yude, Goodman, & McConachie, 1998), and epilepsy (Hamiwka, Yu, Hamiwka, Sherman, Anderson, & Wirrell, 2009).

Obesity may also place children at higher risk of being bullied (Falkner, Neumark-Sztainer, Story, Jeffery, Beuhring, & Resnick, 2001; Fox & Farrow, 2009; Gray, Kahhan, & Janicke, 2009; Griffiths, Wolke, Page, & Horwood, 2005; Janssen, et al., 2004; Pearce, Boergers, & Prinstein, 2002). In a study of more than 5,700 Canadian children aged 11–16, researchers found that overweight and obese girls (aged 11–16) and boys (aged 11–12) were more likely than normal-weight peers to be teased or made fun of and to experience relational bullying (e.g., to be socially excluded) (Janssen et al., 2004). Fox and Farrow (2009) found that, in a sample of 11–14-year- olds, overweight or obese children reported having experienced significantly more verbal and physical (but not social) bullying than their non-overweight peers. Some studies have examined gender differences in the relationship between bullying and obesity (Janssen et al., 2004; Pearce et al., 2002), but findings have been inconsistent. Underweight children may also become bullying targets. Wang, Iannotti, and Luk (2010) found that, among U.S. boys and girls in grades 6 through 10 in the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 2005–2006 U.S. survey, underweight boys and girls were more likely to be victims of physical and relational bullying and underweight girls were more likely to experience relational bullying.

Finally, adolescents who identify themselves as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT), those students who may be questioning their sexuality, and those who may be perceived as “too feminine” (boys) or “too masculine” (girls), can face unrelenting teasing and bullying by their peers (Eisenberg et al., 2005; Garofalo, Wolf, Kessel, Palfrey, & DuRant, 1998; Harris Interactive & GLSEN, 2005; Kosciw, Diaz, & Greytak, 2008; Williams, Connolly, Pepler, & Craig, 2003). Surveys of middle and high school students show that a great deal of verbal and physical bullying in schools is directed at students who are, or are perceived to be lesbian, gay or sexual minority youth. For example, the national School Climate Survey, conducted in 2007 by the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network (GLSEN), concluded that nearly three-quarters of high school students surveyed heard derogatory and homophobic remarks “frequently” or “often” at school within the past year. Almost 90% of LGBT youth had been bullied verbally, and almost half had experienced physical attacks and threats. Bullying around issues of sexual orientation and gender expressions resulted in two-thirds of LGBT students feeling “unsafe” in school. Their rates of school avoidance were five times higher than a national sample of high school students (Kosciw et al., 2008).


Possible effects of bullying


Children who are bullied may experience problems associated with their health, well-being, and academic work. Research over the past decade confirms that many victims of bullying experience physical and mental health problems (Anthony, Wessler, & Sebian, 2010; Arseneault, Bowes, & Shakoor, 2010; Gini & Pozzoli, 2009). In their study of 2,766 Dutch school children aged 9–12, Fekkes, Pijpers, & Verloove-Van Horick (2004) compared health problems of bullied and nonbullied children and found that bullied children were approximately three times as likely to experience headaches, feel listless, and wet their beds. They were about twice as likely to have trouble sleeping, have stomach pain, feel tense, be tired, and have a poor appetite (Fekkes et al., 2004).

As these data would suggest, children who are bullied are more likely than nonbullied children to be anxious (Craig, 1998; Fekkes et al., 2004; Juvonen, Graham, & Schuster, 2003; Olweus, 1978) and to suffer from low self-esteem (Eagan & Perry, 1998; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Hodges & Perry, 1996; Olweus, 1978; Rigby & Slee, 1993). Hawker and Boulton’s (2000) analysis of peer victimization and psychosocial maladjustment suggested that victimization was very strongly related to depression (see also Craig, 1998; Fekkes et al., 2004, 2006; Hodges & Perry, 1996; Juvonen et al., 2003; Kumpulainen, Raasnen, & Puura, 2001; Olweus, 1978; Rigby & Slee, 1993). In a large sample of Norwegian adolescents aged 11–15 years, Undheim and Sund (2010) examined the relationships between being bullied, aggressive behaviors, and self-reported mental health problems. They found that the bullied youth reported more psychopathology and lower self worth than students not involved in bullying.

Bullied children also are more likely than other children to think about harming themselves or attempt to take their own lives. In a study of Australian children, Rigby (1996) found that those who were frequently bullied (i.e., at least once a week) were twice as likely as other children to wish they were dead or to admit to having recurring thoughts of suicide. In the United States, Klomek and colleagues (Klomek, Marrocco, Kleinman, Schonfeld, & Gould, 2008) found, in a self-report survey involving 2,342 high school students, that frequent exposure to five or six types of peer bullying (e.g., belittled about religion or race; belittled about looks or speech; physical victimization; subject of rumors or mean lies; subject of sexual jokes, comments, or gestures; cyber victimization) was related to a high risk of depression, suicidal ideation, and suicidal attempts among adolescents. They found that the more types of victimization to which students were exposed, the higher the risk for them to feel depressed, experience suicidal ideation, and make suicide attempts. Interestingly, the links between bully victimization and depression (and also between bully victimization and suicidal thoughts) are stronger for indirect as opposed to direct forms of bullying (Van der Wal, de Wit, & Hirasing, 2003). In other words, there may be more reason to worry about the psychological states of children who are ostracized by peers (“They pretend they don’t see me”) than children who are physically bullied (“They hit me”). Because children have such a strong need to belong and to be accepted by their peer group, many find it much more distressing to be excluded by peers than to be battered by them.

Bullying also may affect the academic work of bullied children. Research has documented that bullied children are more likely than nonbullied peers to want to avoid school (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996; Rigby, 1996; Smith, Talamelli, Cowie, Naylor, & Chauhan, 2004). They also have lower academic achievement than non-bullied peers, on average (Arseneault, Walsh, Trzesniewski, Newcombe, Caspi, & Moffitt, 2006; Eisenberg, Neumark-Sztainer, & Perry, 2003; Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010). Although these findings indicate that there is a relationship between bullying and some academic problems, they do not necessarily imply that bullying causes these academic problems. Most studies linking bullying and poor academic adjustment are correlational; therefore, findings from these studies must be interpreted carefully, because correlational studies do not prove a causal relationship between bullying and academic functioning (see, e.g., Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010). In a longitudinal study conducted on this issue, Buhs and colleagues followed nearly 400 children in the US from kindergarten through 5th grade (Buhs, Ladd, & Herald, 2006, Buhs, Ladd, & Herald-Brown, 2010). They observed that those children who were rejected by their peers in kindergarten (i.e., their kindergarten classmates said that they did not want to “hang out” with them) were more likely than others to be excluded and picked on by peers throughout elementary school. Children who were excluded by peers were, in turn, less likely to participate in class and ultimately performed more poorly on a test of student achievement. Students who were picked on were less likely to attend school. Although more research is needed to better understand the effects of bullying on children’s attitudes toward school, their attendance, and their educational outcomes, there is reason for concern that the stress and distractions caused by bullying put children at academic risk. Similarly, in a longitudinal study of middle school students, Juvonen and colleagues (Juvonen, Wang, & Espinoza, 2011) found that middle school students’ grade point averages and academic engagement (as rated by their teachers) were predicted by their perceptions that they had been bullied and also by their peers’ perceptions that they had been bullied. The authors concluded that “the effect of peer victimization can account for up to an average of 1.5 letter grade decrease in one academic subject (e.g., math) across the 3 years of middle school” (p. 167).

The consequences of bullying can last long into the future. For some children, the devastating effects of bullying may be felt years after the bullying has ended. For example, in a study of young adults, Olweus found that boys who were bullied in junior high school were likely to suffer from low self-esteem and depression a decade after the bullying had ended (Olweus, 1993b). Other researchers have found that individuals who experienced frequent teasing in childhood were more likely to suffer from depression and anxiety in adulthood (Roth, Coles, & Heimberg, 2002). Roth et al. speculate that “children who are repeatedly teased may develop beliefs that the world is a dangerous place and that they have little control over outcomes in their lives” (p. 161). Fosse (2006) also provided some perspective on the possible magnitude of the problem. Fosse discovered that, among 160 young adults who had sought psychiatric treatment for the first time, 50% had been bullied during their school years, and the more severe bullying that they had experienced, the greater their psychiatric symptoms as adults.


Do children tell adults if they have been bullied?


Despite the high prevalence of bullying and the harm that it may cause, many children do not report their victimization to adults at school or at home. Research suggests that anywhere from 50% to 75% of students who are bullied do not tell a teacher or another adult at school about their experiences (Boulton & Underwood, 1992; Fonzi, Genta, Menesini, Bacchini, Bonino, & Costabile, 1999; Harachi, Catalano, & Hawkins, 1999; Melton et al., 1998; Olweus & Limber, 2010c; Whitney & Smith, 1993). Older children and boys seem to be particularly reluctant to report being bullied (Melton et al., 1998; Olweus & Limber, 2010c; Rivers & Smith, 1994; Whitney & Smith, 1993). Children are somewhat more likely to talk with parents or other adults in their home about being bullied (Boulton & Underwood, 1992; Olweus, 1993a; Olweus & Limber, 2010c; see, however, Ortega & Mora-Merchan, 1999). They may be most comfortable reporting bullying experiences to their friends (Olweus & Limber, 2010c; Rigby, 2002; Rigby & Slee, 1999). Unfortunately, a worrisome number of children apparently do not tell anyone about their victimization (Harris, Petrie, & Willoughby, 2002; Naylor, Cowie, & del Rey, 2001; Olweus & Limber, 2010c). For example, Olweus and Limber (2010c) asked bullied children if they had told anyone about the bullying, and, if they had, whom they had told. Of particular concern were the percentages of students who had told no one that they had been bullied. More than one-fifth of girls and one-third of boys had not told anyone about the bullying.

Why are children reluctant to report bullying? For some (particularly older children), negative messages about “tattling” or “snitching” may cause them to think twice about reporting victimization. Boys may feel additional pressures to try to deal with bullying on their own and not to appear “weak” by seeking help from an adult. For other children, their reluctance to report bullying to school staff may reflect a lack of confidence in teachers’ and other school authorities’ handling of bullying incidents. For example, in a survey of high school students in the US, two-thirds of those who had been bullied felt that school personnel responded poorly to bullying incidents at school; only 6% believed that school staff handled these problems very well (Hoover, Oliver, & Hazler, 1992). As a boy remarked during a focus group convened by the developers of the National Bullying Prevention Campaign (Smith, January 3, 2003, personal communication), “Adults either way under-react to bullying or way over-react to it. They hardly ever get it right.” With age, children are less and less likely to perceive that adults will be helpful in stopping bullying (Fonzi et al., 1999; Olweus & Limber, 2010c). For example, when students were asked how often teachers or other adults at school “try to put a stop to it when a student is being bullied at school”, Olweus and Limber (2010c) found that, while about 50% of girls and boys in elementary grades believed that teachers tried to stop bullying “often” or “almost always”, the percentage decreased with age. Approximately 45% of students in grades 6–8 and 40% those in grades 9–12 said that their teachers had tried to stop bullying “often” or “almost always.”

In fairness to school staff, it can be extremely difficult for adults to identify bullying, particularly when the bullying is subtle, unreported, or denied by students. Students also may be unaware of efforts of staff to try to address bullying incidents sensitively and confidentially. Nevertheless, adults should take children’s concerns to heart if we hope to increase the numbers who will report their victimization experiences.


Warning signs of bullying


Because children often do not report being bullied to adults, it is important for parents, educators, and other adults who work with children to be vigilant for possible signs of bullying. A child may have experienced bullying (or be a victim of ongoing bullying) if he or she:


	comes home with torn, damaged, or missing pieces of clothing, books, or other belongings;

	has unexplained cuts, bruises, and scratches;

	has few, if any, friends;

	seems afraid of going to school, walking to and from school, riding the school bus, or taking part in organized activities with peers (such as clubs);

	takes a long, “illogical” route when walking to or from school;

	has lost interest in school work or suddenly begins to do poorly in school;

	appears sad, moody, teary, or depressed when he or she comes home;

	complains frequently of headaches, stomach aches, or other physical ailments;

	has trouble sleeping or has frequent bad dreams;

	has little appetite;

	appears anxious, has low self-esteem (Olweus, Limber, & Mihalic, 1999).



If a child shows one or more of these characteristics, it is important to talk with the child (and his or her parents, teachers, other appropriate adults, and probably also his or her friends or peers) to determine whether the child may be bullied by peers and to help address whatever problems he or she may be experiencing (whether or not they are ultimately related to bullying).


Children who bully


Just as bullied children do not share all of the same traits or characteristics, there is no single “profile” of children who bully. Nevertheless, research suggests that children and youth who bully often have some common characteristics (Cook et al., 2010). Olweus noted that children who bully display one or more of the following characteristics (Olweus, 1993a):


	They have dominant personalities and like to assert themselves using force.

	They have a temper, are impulsive and are easily frustrated.

	They have more positive attitudes towards violence than other children.

	They have difficulty following rules.

	They appear to be tough and show little empathy or compassion for those who are bullied.

	They often relate to adults in aggressive ways.

	They are good at talking themselves out of difficult situations.

	They engage in both proactive aggression (i.e., deliberate aggression to achieve a goal) and reactive aggression (i.e., defensive reactions to being provoked; Camodeca & Goossens, 2005).

	They exhibit gradual decreases in interest in school.



Children who bully are sometimes stereotyped as “loners” who lack social skills, but this usually is not the case (Cairns, Cairns, Neckerman, Gest, & Gariépy, 1988; Faris & Felmlee, 2011; Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus, 1978; Juvonen et al., 2003). Some studies indicate that children who bully are less depressed, socially anxious, and lonely than their peers (Juvonen et al., 2003). Their classmates tend to rate them high in terms of social status, and their teachers confirm that children who bully often are the most popular students in the class (Juvonen et al., 2003; Langdon & Preble, 2008; Rodkin & Hodges, 2003). Faris and Felmlee (2011) found that children who picked on or were mean to other students enjoyed a relatively high status among their peers. Children at the very bottom of the status hierarchy among their peers were unlikely to be aggressive toward their peers because they lacked the capacity for it; those at the very top of the status hierarchy were unlikely to be aggressive toward peers because they had little cause to use it.

Although not all children who bully are popular, most have at least a small group of friends who support their bullying (Olweus, 1978, 1993a). For example, Olweus and Limber (2010c) found that only 7% of “bullies” (compared to 15% of “victims” and 21% of “bullying/victims”) said that they had no friends or only one friend in their class. Some studies suggest that children who bully are also good at reading the mental states and emotions of other children and in manipulating them (e.g., Sutton, Smith, & Swettenham, 1999a, 1999b).


Why do children bully?


There is no simple answer to this question, as children may bully for a variety of personal motivations, because of family dynamics, and even because of school, community, and societal factors. Researchers who have examined personal motivations for bullying have focused primarily on boys. There appear to be at least three primary motivations for boys’ bullying (Olweus, 1993a; Olweus et al., 2007):

1. They have a need for dominance and power.

2. They find satisfaction in causing suffering or injury to others.

3. They are rewarded for their behavior. These rewards may be material (e.g., money, cigarettes, other possessions taken from their victims) or they may be psychological (e.g., prestige or perceived high social status).

Individual motivations for bullying behavior do not exist in isolation from other risk factors. Factors associated with the interpersonal relations of children and young people – with their family, friends and peers – can also strongly affect aggressive, violent, and bullying behavior and shape personality traits that, in turn, can contribute to bullying behavior. For example, a lack of parental warmth and involvement, inconsistent discipline/physical punishment by parents, and a lack of parental supervision contribute to children’s bullying behavior (Cook et al., 2010; Duncan, 2004; Olweus, 1993a; Olweus et al., 1999; Rigby, 1993, 1994). Children who bully are more likely than their peers to be exposed to domestic violence (Baldry, 2003; Bowes et al., 2009; Holt, Kaufman Kantor, & Finkelhor, 2009) and be a victim of child maltreatment (Shields & Cicchetti, 2001). They also are more likely than other children to bully their own siblings (Bowes et al., 2009; Duncan, 1999; Holt et al., 2009).

If children are exposed to friends/peers with positive attitudes toward violence and to models of bullying, they will be more likely to engage in bullying behavior (Cook et al., 2010). Research seems to show that the influence of families is usually the greatest in this respect during childhood, while during adolescence friends and peers have an increasingly important effect (Krug, 2002). Bullying is also more likely in certain school settings than others, for example where there are opportunities and rewards for engaging in bullying behavior, where indifferent or accepting attitudes toward bullying on the part of students or teachers are common (Olweus, 1993a), where insufficient adult supervision exists (Olweus, 1993a; Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000), and where students experience a lack of community or connectedness with schools.

The communities in which children and young people live are an important influence on their families, the nature of their peer groups, and the way they may be exposed to situations that lead to bullying and violence. In a community with social disorganization, overcrowded neighborhoods with high crime rates, and high rates of drug and alcohol use, there is high risk for bullying and violence (Krug, 2002). The presence of risk factors does not, of course, indicate that a particular child will engage in bullying or violent behavior. However, it does increase the possibility that an individual will participate in bullying, and multiple risk factors further increase that possibility (Hermann & Finn, 2002). Adults should take these factors into account if we hope to better understand why children bully.


Concern for children who bully


There is good reason to be concerned about bullying behavior – not only because of the effect that bullying can have on victims, but also because it can be a sign of other troublesome behavior on the part of children who bully. Children who bully are more likely than their peers to be involved in a host of other antisocial, violent, or worrisome behavior, including fighting, stealing, vandalism, weapon-carrying, school drop-out, school adjustment, and poor school achievement (Byrne, 1994; Gini & Pozzoli, 2009; Haynie, Nansel, Eitel, Crump, Saylor, Yu, & Simons-Morton, 2001; Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus, 1993a). Very high rates of children who bully report that they do not like school (Cook et al., 2010). For example, Olweus and Limber (2010c) found that among 3rd to 12th graders, 31% of children categorized as “bullies” said that they “dislike or dislike very much” school (compared to 23% of “victims”). Children who bully also are more likely than nonbullying peers to drink alcohol, smoke (Gini & Pozzoli, 2009; Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus, 1993a), and own a gun for risky reasons (i.e., to gain respect or frighten others; Cunningham, Henggeler, Limber, Melton, & Nation, 2000). Bullying also may be an early indicator that boys are at risk of later criminal behavior (Olweus, 1993a; Pellegrini, 2001). In a long-term study conducted by Olweus (1993a) in Norway, boys who were identified as bullies in middle school were four times as likely as their nonbullying peers to have three or more criminal convictions.


Children who are bully/victims


As mentioned earlier, some children are bullied with regularity but also bully other children. Olweus and Limber (2010c) found that only 3% of girls and 4% of boys were identified as “bully/victims,” compared to the other categories (“bullies only” – 4% of girls and 8% of boys; “victims only” – 14% of girls and 12% of boys; and “not involved”). These children, who are frequently referred to as “bully/victims,” “provocative victims,” or “aggressive victims,” are more likely than their peers to be hyperactive (Kumpulainen & Raasnen, 2000), restless, and have difficulty concentrating (Olweus, 1993b, 2001). As a group, they are more clumsy and immature than their peers, and they often have trouble reading the social cues of other children. Bully/victims tend to be quick-tempered and may try to fight back when they feel that they have been insulted or attacked (even when this isn’t the case; Olweus, 1993b, 2001). Not only do peers find it difficult to associate with these children, but teachers and other school personnel frequently report that these children are among the most difficult to work with in a school setting, even though this group of children make up the smallest proportion of students involved in bullying behavior.

Research confirms that there is particular reason to be concerned about bully/victims, as they have many of the social and emotional difficulties of “passive” victims of bullying and the behavior problems associated with children who bully (Cook et al., 2010). Compared with other children (children who are “passive victims,” those who bully, and those who are not involved in bullying), bully/victims fare more poorly in a variety of areas, including problem behaviors, self-control, social competence, deviant peer influences, school adjustment and bonding, and depression (Haynie et al., 2001), and social adjustment, isolation, and anxiety (Gini & Pozzoli, 2009). In a study of nearly 2,000 6th grade students, Juvonen and colleagues (2003) examined self-reports, peer reports, and teacher ratings of bully/victims compared with other students. The bully/victims were the group of children singled out by their peers as the most avoided students at school. Teachers rated them as being very unpopular, having many conduct problems and being disengaged from school. Olweus and Limber (2010c) found that 34% of “bully/victims” reported they “dislike or very much dislike” their school, compared to 31% of “bullies only,” 23% of “victims only,” and 15% of “not involved” students, respectively. Similarly, one in five “bully/victims” (21%) said that they had no friends or only one friend at school (compared with 7% of “bullies only”, 15% of “victims only”, and 6% of “not involved” students).

Disturbingly, bully/victims also are more likely than other children and youth to report suicidal or self-injurious behavior and suicidal thoughts (Kim, Koh, & Leventhal, 2005). Finally, the authors of two retrospective studies of violent acts at school (including, but not limited to, school shootings) have noted that many of the violent youth in their studies had also been bullied (Anderson et al., 2001; Fein et al., 2002). Anderson and his colleagues speculated that these children “may represent the ‘provocative’ or ‘aggressive’ victims … who often retaliate in an aggressive manner in response to being bullied” (p. 2702).


Children who witness bullying


Adults often view bullying as a problem between two children – a child who bullies and his or her victim. But bullying is more accurately understood as a group phenomenon in which children may play a variety of roles. Olweus (1993a; Olweus et al., 1999; Olweus et al., 2007) described eight such roles as part of a continuum that he referred to as the Bullying Circle:

1. the student who initiates the bullying;

2. followers or henchmen, who actively take part in the bullying but do not initiate it;

3. supporters, who openly support the bullying (e.g., they laugh or otherwise call attention to the bullying) but do not take an active role;

4. passive supporters, who enjoy the bullying but do not openly support it;

5. disengaged onlookers, who neither get involved nor feel responsible for stepping in to stop the bullying;

6. possible defenders, who dislike the bullying and think they should do something to help, but do not;

7. defenders, who dislike the bullying and try to help those who are bullied;

8. the student who is bullied.

It is important to note that these roles (particularly roles 3–7) are not static but rather may change from one situation to the next. In one situation, a child may be a passive supporter of bullying that involves a new student whom she doesn’t know; in another she may defend a friend who is being bullied. During physical education class, a child may be a victim of bullying. Later that day, the same child may pick on younger students on his school bus. Children’s roles depend on the particular social setting, and the interaction of students within that setting. The term “bystander” is often used to describe those who witness bullying and other acts of violence (e.g., roles 2–7 in the Olweus Bullying Circle) but do not themselves initiate the bullying or experience being bullied in a particular situation (Twemlow, Sacco, & Williams, 1996).

What is the percentage of children who witness bullying behaviors and what are their attitudes toward the bullying that they observe? In a recent study involving 9,397 4th–11th grade students in Canada, 68% of children and youth reported witnessing bullying in school at least “once or a few times” (Trach, Hymel, Waterhouse, & Neale, 2010). Most children have fairly negative reactions to bullying and positive or sympathetic feelings towards children who are bullied (Baldry, 2004; Olweus & Limber, 2010c; Rigby & Slee, 1993; Unnever & Cornell, 2003b). Unfortunately, sympathy often does not translate into action. Olweus and Limber (2010c) found that 91% of 3rd–5th graders reported that they felt sorry for a bullied student (compared to 82% of 6th–8th graders and 77% of 9th–12th graders). However, when asked what they would do if they see or learn that a student is being bullied, a minority said they would try to help (approximately 45% of 3rd–5th graders, one-third of the 6th–8th graders, and one-quarter of the 9th–12th graders).

How does the behavior of bystanders affect bullying? Joining in the bullying or giving even subtle positive feedback by verbal or nonverbal cues (e.g. smiling, laughing) is probably rewarding for those who initiate the bullying (O’Connell, Pepler, & Craig, 1999), whereas challenging their behavior or taking sides with the victim provides negative feedback for them. In their observational study, Hawkins and colleagues (Hawkins, Pepler, & Craig, 2001) found that when bystanders reacted on behalf of the child being bullied, they were often effective in putting an end to a bullying incident.

Researchers from Finland (Kärnä, Voeten, Poskiparta, and Salmivalli, 2010) recently examined whether the 3rd–5th grade bystanders’ behaviors in bullying situations influenced vulnerable students’ risk for victimization. They found that the likelihood of anxious or rejected children being victimized depended to a large extent on the social context in classrooms. “If classmates reinforced bullying, this exacerbated the risk for the vulnerable students, whereas the protective effect of defending was weaker” (p. 275). Others have found that children’s attitudes towards victims may be influenced by their observation of each others’ reactions. Gini, Pozzoli, Borghi, and Franzoni (2008) manipulated the bystanders’ reactions in hypothetical scenarios and found that, when middle-school children imagined witnessing a bullying incident where other bystanders intervened to help a bullied child, they reported liking the victim more than in the condition where bystanders assisted the bully.

The gender and age of children may significantly affect their bystander behavior. A study of Canadian students in grades 4–11 revealed that younger students and girls were more likely than older students and boys to report taking positive action to directly intervene to help the victim, tell the perpetrator to stop, or talk to an adult about the bullying (Trach et al., 2010). Boys and girls were equally likely to report that they ignored or avoided the person(s) who bullied. With increasing age, students were more likely to report that they did nothing to stop the bullying (see also Olweus & Limber, 2010c).

In a Finnish study, Salmivalli (1995) categorized bystander roles into five groups: defenders of the victim, “bystander”, assistant to the bully, reinforcer of the bullying, and outsider. Salmivalli found that boys were more closely associated with the role of bully, reinforcer, and assistant, and girls with the role of defender and outsider. Olweus and Limber (2010c) also found gender differences concerning students’ attitudes toward bullying. Ninety-one percent of girls reported that they felt sorry for a bullied student, compared to 76% of boys. Boys were more likely than girls to say that they could join in bullying a student whom they did not like (Olweus & Limber, 2010c).

If most children are disturbed by bullying, why don’t they try to put a stop to it? Many may be uncertain about how best to respond to the bullying or are afraid that they may make the situation worse for the victim. Others may feel that their actions would be fruitless unless other students supported them, and they doubt that they would find many supporters. Many likely are afraid that they will become targets themselves if they take action to stop bullying. The literature suggests that children and adolescents facing bullying problems as bystanders are trapped in a social dilemma (e.g., Salmivalli, 2010). On one hand, they understand that bullying is wrong and they would like to do something to stop it, but, on the other hand, they strive to secure their own status and safety in the peer group. It is not entirely clear why older children and youth appear to be less inclined to help a student who is bullied. It may be that with age, there is increasing stigma associated with helping bullied students or reporting bullying to adults, and their desires for status and safety in their peer group are greater. Older youth also may be less likely to believe that such actions will be helpful in stopping bullying (particularly seeking help from adults). Perhaps previous experience with non-existent or ineffective responses to bullying has jaded them or taught them that trying to help is futile and may put them at risk.

The reasons for children’s inaction illuminate some of the negative effects that bullying can have on bystanders. As witnesses to bullying, they may feel that they are in an unsafe environment. Effects may include feeling: fearful, powerless to act, guilty for not acting, and tempted to participate (Olweus, 1993a; Olweus & Limber, 2007). Over time, if they do not see adults or other children intervening to stop bullying, they may feel less empathy for children who are bullied. (“If they have been bullied all this time, maybe they deserve it!”) If unchecked in school (or in other environments where children gather), bullying can seriously affect the silent majority of students who are bystanders to bullying. In so doing, it can erode the social climate of the school, family, and community.


Conditions Surrounding Bullying


In order to prevent bullying, it is important to better understand typical conditions that surround bullying incidents, including common locations for bullying, and the number and identity of perpetrators.


Where does bullying take place?


Bullying tends to thrive anywhere in a school or a community where adults are not present or are not vigilant. Although “hot spots” for traditional forms of bullying may vary somewhat from school to school and from community to community, some consistent areas of concern emerge. On self-report surveys, children report that traditional forms of bullying are more common at school (in the school building or on school grounds) than on the way to and from school, such as on the school bus, at the bus stop, or elsewhere in the community (Craig & Pepler, 1997; Harris et al., 2002; Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus, 1993a; Olweus & Limber, 2010c; Rivers & Smith, 1994). Olweus and Limber (2010c) examined the most common locations for bullying, according to children who had been bullied once or more often within the previous couple of months. “Hotspots” for bullying at school included hallways and stairwells (cited by 31% of bullied children), the lunchroom (30%), playgrounds or athletic fields (during recess or break times, 29%), in the classroom when the teacher was not in the room (28%), and in the classroom with the teacher present (26%). Twenty percent indicated they had been bullied on the school bus and 6% had been bullied at a bus stop.


Number and identity of perpetrators of bullying


Children who are bullied typically indicate that they are bullied by one other child or by a very small group of peers (Melton et al., 1998; Olweus, 1993a; Olweus & Limber, 2010c). It is much less common for children to be bullied by large groups, although children who are bully/victims may be the exception to this rule. Bully/victims may, in some cases, be bullied by many peers – occasionally an entire class (Olweus, 1993a). Most often, children are bullied by same-age peers or older children. When bullied students were asked who it was who had bullied them, Olweus and Limber (2010c) found that more than 70% of students had mainly been bullied by one student or by a group of two to three students. Boys were more likely to be bullied by boys; bullied girls, on the other hand, were very likely to be bullied by both boys and girls.


Effective Bullying Prevention


In the past two decades, an increasing number of bullying prevention and intervention strategies have been designed and implemented to address bullying, including: (a) efforts to increase knowledge of and raise awareness about bullying (e.g., during school assemblies, staff in-services, PTA meetings); (b) efforts to report and track bullying incidents at school; (c) therapeutic interventions for children who bully and children who are bullied; (d) peer mediation and conflict resolution to address bullying; (e) curricula focused on bullying; and (f) comprehensive bullying prevention programs.


What are common misdirections in bullying prevention and intervention?


Unfortunately, a number of misguided intervention and prevention strategies have been developed in recent years by well-intentioned adults (Health Resources and Services Administration, 2006; Olweus & Limber, 2010a).


Zero tolerance policies


Some schools and school districts have adopted zero tolerance or “three strikes and you’re out” policies towards bullying, under which children who bully others are suspended or expelled. At first glance, and in light of tragic school shootings, these approaches may appear to make sense. However, these policies raise a number of concerns. First, they potentially affect a very large number of students. Approximately one in every 10 children has bullied other students with some regularity. Clearly, it would be bad policy to expel 10% of the students from our schools. Second, a goal of bullying prevention initiatives should be to encourage students to report known or suspected bullying among their peers. Threatening to severely punish students for bullying may have an unintended consequence of discouraging children and adults from reporting bullying. Finally, as noted earlier, children who bully their peers are at risk of engaging in other antisocial behaviors (such as truancy, fighting, theft, vandalism, and drug use). They need positive, prosocial role models, including peers and adults at their school. Suspension and expulsion of students may be necessary in a small number of cases to keep children and adults safe at school, but these practices are not recommended as a bullying prevention or intervention strategy (especially when effective bullying strategies are not in place in community).

The American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force (2008) reviewed the research on the effects of zero tolerance policies in school settings and concluded that 20 years of zero tolerance policies as implemented in schools “failed to achieve the goals (i.e., to preserve a safe climate, to encourage a positive and productive learning climate, to teach students the personal and interpersonal skills they will need to be successful in school and society, and to reduce the likelihood of future disruption) of an effective system of school discipline” (p. 860). The application of zero tolerance in suspension and expulsion has failed to improve student behaviour, but has created unintended consequences for students, families, and communities (e.g., accelerated negative mental outcomes for youth, increased reliance on the juvenile justice system and raised cost, disproportionate discipline of students of color and students with disabilities).


Group treatment for children who bully


Other, less drastic measures call for children who bully to be grouped together for therapeutic treatment, which might include anger management, empathy-building, or skill-building. Unfortunately, these groups are often ineffective, even with well-intentioned and skilled adult facilitators, and they may actually make bullying worse, as group members may reinforce each others’ bullying behaviors. Rather, children who bully need to be exposed to prosocial peers who can model positive behavior and help send a message that bullying is not acceptable behaviour (Limber, 2011b).


Conflict resolution/peer mediation


Because of the popularity of conflict resolution and peer mediation programs to address conflict among students, many schools use these techniques to address bullying problems as well. This practice generally is not recommended. Why? First, as we discussed earlier, bullying is a form of victimization or interpersonal abuse (the physical or psychological maltreatment of a less powerful person by a more powerful person or persons), not conflict. Second, mediation may further victimize a child who has been bullied. It can be extremely painful for a child who has been bullied to have to face his or her tormentor in mediation. Third, mediating a bullying incident may send inappropriate messages to the students who are involved. The message should not be, “You are both partly right and partly wrong, and we need to work out this conflict between you.” Rather, the appropriate message for the child who is bullied should be, “No one deserves to be bullied, and we are going to see that it ends.” The message for children who bully should be, “Your behavior is wrong, it against our school’s rules, and it must stop immediately” (Limber, 2011b).

As discussed in detail in Chapter 6, restorative justice practices (also referred to as accountability circles) may be helpful in prescribed circumstances, where well-prepared victims of bullying, remorseful perpetrators, and parents of involved students are all willing to meet with well-trained facilitators. In this carefully controlled process, children who are bullied are able to share the impact of the bullying on their lives, and children who bully have an opportunity to apologize for their actions and propose ways to repair the harm that they caused. Effective restorative justice practices require time, training, and careful preparation, and they bear little resemblance to most schools’ mediation programs, which often are led by students.


Simple, short-term solutions


With increasing pressures to address bullying at school, many educators are (understandably) searching for simple, short-term solutions. Bullying may be the topic of a school-wide assembly, addressed in a once-a-month curriculum, or the focus of a staff in-service. Although each of these efforts may represent important pieces of a comprehensive, long-term bullying prevention strategy, they probably will not significantly reduce bullying if implemented in a piecemeal way (Limber, 2011b).


What works in bullying prevention?


In its landmark National Bullying Prevention Campaign, the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA), identified 10 strategies that represent “best practices” in bullying prevention and intervention (2011).


1. Focus on the school environment

What is needed to reduce bullying in schools is nothing less than a change in the climate of the school and in the social norms. As the HRSA campaign notes, “It must become ‘uncool’ to bully, ‘cool’ to help out kids who are bullied and normative for staff and students to notice when a child is bullied or left out” (2011). Doing so requires the efforts of everyone in the school environment – teaching staff, administrators, nonteaching staff, parents, and, students (and presumably also community members).


2. Assess bullying at your school


Because adults often are not very good at estimating the nature and amount of bullying at their school, it is helpful to assess perceptions of bullying among the student body, staff, and parents. One effective way of doing this is by administering an anonymous survey. Findings from the assessment can help motivate adults to take action against bullying that they otherwise may have overlooked or downplayed. These data can also help staff to tailor a bullying prevention strategy to the particular needs of the school. Finally, these data are important in helping administrators measure progress in reducing bullying over time. Moreover, it is imperative to involve key stakeholders (e.g., school staff, students, parents) in the process of assessment, including assessment design, analysis, and report, because the assessment process may itself be a powerful practice to obtain knowledge of and raise awareness about bullying.


3. Garner staff and parent support for bullying prevention


Bullying prevention should not be the sole responsibility of any single administrator, counselor, teacher, or individual at a school. In order to be effective, bullying prevention efforts usually require support from the majority of the staff, from parents, and from the community.


4. Form a group to coordinate the school’s bullying prevention activities


Bullying prevention efforts appear to work best if they are coordinated by a representative group from the school. This coordinating group (which might include an administrator, a teacher from each grade, a member of the nonteaching staff, a school counselor or other school-based mental health professional, a school nurse, a school resource officer, and a parent) should meet regularly to review data from the school’s survey; plan bullying prevention policies, rules, and activities; motivate staff; get feedback from staff, students, and parents about what is working and what is not working; and ensure that the efforts continue over time. A student advisory group also can be formed whose purpose is to focus on bullying prevention and provide suggestions and feedback to educators.


5. Train school staff in bullying prevention


All administrators, faculty, and staff at a school should be trained in best practices in bullying prevention and intervention. Appropriate training can help staff to better understand the nature of bullying, its harmful effects, how to respond to bullying, and how to work with others at the school to help prevent bullying. Administrators should make an effort to train all adults in the school who interact with students, including teachers, counselors, nurses, media specialists, lunch room and recess aides, bus drivers, custodians, and cafeteria workers.


6. Establish and enforce school rules and policies related to bullying


Most school behavior codes implicitly forbid bullying, but some do not use the term “bullying” or make it clear how students are expected to behave with regard to bullying (as witnesses as well as participants). Developing simple, clear rules about bullying can help to ensure that students are aware of adults’ expectations that they refrain from bullying and help students who are bullied. School rules and policies should be familiar to staff, and posted and discussed with students and parents. Appropriate positive and negative consequences should be developed for following/not following the school’s rules against bullying.


7. Increase adult supervision in places where bullying occurs


Because bullying thrives in places where adults are not present (or are not vigilant), school personnel should look for creative ways to increase adults’ presence in “hot spots” that students identify for bullying.


8. Focus some class time on bullying prevention


Bullying prevention programs should include a classroom component. Classroom meetings, which focus on bullying and peer relations at school, can help teachers keep abreast of students’ concerns, build a sense of community, allow time for honest discussions about bullying and the harms that it can cause, and provide tools for students to address bullying and other social problems. Antibullying themes and messages can also be incorporated effectively throughout the school curriculum.


9. Intervene consistently and appropriately in bullying situations


All staff should be able to intervene on the spot to stop bullying. Designated staff (e.g., school counselors or administrators) should also hold sensitive follow-up meetings with children who are bullied and (separately) with children who bully. Parents of affected students should be involved whenever possible and appropriate. It may also be helpful to hold meetings with bystanders, because this group of students should be encouraged to report the bullying behavior they may witness among their peers, to influence their peers with positive and prosocial role models, and to understand adults’ commitment to prevent bullying behavior.


10. Continue these efforts over time


There should be no “end date” for bullying prevention efforts. Bullying prevention should be woven into the everyday fabric of the school and continue over time.


Comprehensive approaches to bullying prevention


Comprehensive bullying prevention programs that embrace principles of best practice hold the most promise for significantly reducing bullying behavior among school children (Limber, 2002, 2004; Mulvey & Cauffman, 2001). In recent years, a number of school-wide, comprehensive bullying prevention programs have been developed that include classroom-level interventions but also include interventions targeted at the broader school environment.1 Ttofi and Farrington (2009) conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis of 59 well-designed evaluations of 30 different school-based bullying prevention programs in schools. They found that school-based bullying prevention programs are effective in reducing bullying and victimization, which were reduced by 20–30% in experimental schools (compared with control schools). Ttofi and Farrington (2009) concluded that “[p]rograms inspired by the work of Dan Olweus worked best” (p. 22) and that the future efforts should be “grounded in the successful Olweus programme” (p. 23) (also see Ttofi, Farrington, & Baldry, 2008).


The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP)


The OBPP was developed and initially researched and evaluated in the early 1980s in Norway. More recently, this comprehensive, school-wide program and programs inspired by the OBPP has been implemented and evaluated in the United States, Canada, Great Britain, Germany, and several other countries.


The goals and principles of the OBPP


The OBPP was designed to reduce existing bullying problems among students at school, prevent the development of new bullying problems, and improve peer relations at school (Olweus, 1993a; Olweus et al., 2007; Olweus et al., 1999). To meet these goals, schools work to restructure their school environment to reduce opportunities and rewards for bullying and build a sense of community among students and adults in the school community (Olweus, 1993a; Olweus et al., 2007; Olweus & Limber, 2010a, 2010b; Limber, 2011a, 2011b). The OBPP is based on four principles. Adults at school should: (a) show warmth and interest in their students; (b) set firm limits to unacceptable behavior; (c) use consistent, nonphysical, nonhostile, negative consequences for violation of rules; and (d) act as authorities and positive role models (Olweus, 1993a; Olweus et al., 2007; Olweus & Limber, 2010a, 2010b; Limber, 2011a, 2011b).

The components of the OBPP

These principles, which have been derived from research on aggressive behavior (Baumrind, 1967; Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986; Olweus 1973, 1978, 1979, 1980), have been translated into specific program components at several levels: the school, classroom, individual, and (in some contexts) the community level (Olweus et al., 2007; Olweus & Limber, 2010a, 2010b; Limber, 2011a, 2011b). Table 2.1 provides a summary of the components of the OBPP at each of these four levels, as typically implemented in the US. Several of the program components have proven particularly important in the implementation of the OBPP. These components include: Bullying Prevention Coordinating Committee (BPCC), training and consultation, administration of the Olweus Bullying Questionnaire, staff discussion groups, school rules, classroom meetings, on-the-spot and follow-up interventions, community involvement, and parent involvement (for a detailed description of these program components, see Limber, 2011a).




Table 2.1
 Components of the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program.


Source: Olweus et al., 2007.




	
Levels

	
Components




	School-Level
	• Establish a Bullying Prevention Coordinating Committee



	

	• Conduct committee and staff training



	

	• Administrate the Olweus Bullying Questionnaire schoolwide



	

	• Hold staff discussion group meetings



	

	• Introduce the school rules against bullying



	

	• Review and refine the school’s supervisory system



	

	• Hold a school kick-off event to launch the program



	

	• Involve parents



	Classroom-Level
	• Post and enforce schoolwide rules against bullying



	

	• Hold regular class meetings



	

	• Hold meetings with students’ parents



	Individual-Level
	• Supervise students’ activities



	

	• Ensure that all staff intervene on the spot when bullying occurs



	

	• Conduct serious talks with students involved in bullying



	

	• Conduct serious talks with parents of involved students



	

	• Develop individual intervention plans for involved students



	Community-Level
	• Involve community members on the Bullying Prevention Coordinating Committee



	

	• Develop partnerships with community members to support a school’s program



	

	• Help to spread anti-bullying messages and principles of best practice in the community







The implementation and evaluation of the OBPP has been found to result in significant reductions in students’ reports of bullying and victimization (Bauer, Lozano, & Rivara, 2007; Black & Jackson, 2007; Olweus, 1993a, 2004a, 2004b, 2005; Limber, 2006a; Limber et al., 2004; Masiello et al., 2009; Melton et al., 1998; Pagliocca, Limber, & Hashima, 2007). It also has resulted in clear improvements in students’ perceptions of the social climate of the classroom, and in reductions in students’ reports of antisocial behavior (such as vandalism, fighting, truancy, and theft). For a detailed description of evaluations of the effectiveness of the OBPP in the diverse settings within the US, see Limber, 2011a, 2011b, Olweus and Kallestad, 2010, and Olweus and Limber, 2010a, 2010b.


Summary


Although the experiences of children like Jack and Tara are not new, it has only been in the past decade that the research community (with several notable exceptions) and members of the popular press have focused attention on their plight. Numerous studies conducted since the early 1990s have confirmed that bullying affects millions of school children each year – either directly or indirectly. Victims of bullying can suffer serious physical health, mental health, and academic consequences. Children who bully are at higher risk of being involved in a wide variety of antisocial, violent, or otherwise troubling behaviors. The effects of bullying also can “bleed” into the school environment as a whole, affecting bystanders and adults as well. As Limber (2006b) noted, “Although being bullied, harassed, and excluded are common experiences for many school children, we need not and should not accept that they are inevitable experiences” (p. 326). In fact, comprehensive school-based approaches have been shown to reduce bullying among students at school when they are implemented with fidelity. While more research is needed to better understand and address the many different risk and protective factors for bullying, including the broader societal or cultural influences on bullying, researchers have made important strides over the past decade in understanding this phenomenon.

We know less about the very new phenomenon of cyberbullying, however. Research into this new modality for bullying is clearly in its infancy. In Chapters 3 and 4, we will outline what currently is known about the nature and prevalence of cyberbullying, as well as ways in which it is similar to and different from more traditional forms of bullying.


Note


1. For a listing and description of comprehensive (as well as curricular) approaches to bullying prevention (and other aggressive behaviors), visit: http://www.findyouthinfo.gov/programsearch.aspx.
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