
CYBERBULLYING:
WHAT EVERY PARENT SHOULD KNOW

Cyberbullying, the use of technology to harass, threaten, embarrass, or target another person, can be 
an unfortunate byproduct of digital communications. Although it’s usually easy to spot — a text         
message or social network post appears threatening or cruel, for example — sometimes it can also be 
less obvious. A bully might impersonate a victim online, for example, even opening a fake account for 
the purpose of posting hurtful or embarrassing information about another. 

Cyberbullying can also be the unintended consequence of the “faceless” nature of digital                   
communications. Sometimes it’s hard to detect the subtleties of a sender’s intent in a text message, a 
social network post, or email; so one person’s use of sarcasm might be interpreted by another as a    
hurtful insult. Nevertheless, a repeated  pattern of hurtful emails, text messages, online posts, and/or 
tweets is rarely accidental.

The good news is, according to research recently published in the European Journal of Developmental 
Psychology [1], reports of a cyberbullying explosion over the past few years because of increasing 
use of mobile devices have been greatly exaggerated. "It turns out that cyberbullying, when studied in 
proper context, is a low-prevalence phenomenon, which has not increased over time and has not     
created many 'new' victims and bullies," according to this study. Additional research on cyberbullying 
presented by the American Psychological Association also found less of a prevalence than many        
previously believed.

Nevertheless, one incidence of cyberbullying is one too many, so it is important to be knowledgable 
about this behavior and vigilant in teaching young people how to spot and report threatening or       
harassing digital communications.



What	 You	 Need	 To	 Know

One of the best places to turn for cyberbullying research and               

information is the Cyberbullying Research Center. According to their 

analysis of current research, a few broad generalizations can be made 

about cyberbullying:

Adolescent girls are just as likely, if not more likely than boys to    

experience cyberbullying (as a victim and offender) [2].

Cyberbullying is related to low self-esteem, suicidal ideation, anger, 

frustration, and a variety of other emotional and psychological        

problems [3].

Cyberbullying is related to other issues in the ‘real world‘ including school problems, anti-social            

behavior, substance use, and delinquency [4].

Traditional bullying is still more common than cyberbullying [5].

Traditional bullying and cyberbullying are closely related: those who are bullied at school are bullied 

online and those who bully at school bully online [6].

Other research shows that while many young people may observe cyberbullying, few know who to turn to, 

where to go, or what to do when they see it. That’s why it’s important for adults (parents and educators) to 

equip students with appropriate coping skills.

Signs	 To	 Look	 For

Some of these signs may indicate that a young person is a target of cyberbullying. He/She may:

Seem nervous when using digital devices, or stop using them completely.

Seem angry or depressed, especially immediately after engaging in social media.

Seem abnormally quiet or withdrawn. 

Act in ways that are inconsistent with his or her usual behavior. 
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What	 To	 Do

Here’s what parents and educators should know about cyberbullying and what to do to prevent and/or stop it: 

Cyberbullying is Different from “Digital Drama”: What adults might view as cyberbullying might actually be 

the more common practice of “digital drama.” This is “mean” online behavior that falls just short of being 

“harrassing or threatening.” It’s important for young people to understand that both cyberbullying and digital 

drama are hurtful to the target. 

Teach Young People to Be “Upstanders”: Coming to 

the aid of someone who is the target of cyberbullying 

or digital drama, known as being an “upstander,” can 

be an extremely empowering experience for a young 

person. Empathy is one of the most important skills 

we can teach our kids; it’s a core skill for what       

psychologists call “pro-social” behavior — the       

actions involved in building close relationships,   

maintaining friendships, and developing strong    

communities. Let young people know that you       

encourage them coming to the aid of someone who 

may be the target of cyberbullying.

Give Young People a Place To Turn. Help kids identify friends or trusted adults they can turn to when they   

encounter a challenging online situation, even if it’s not you. Additionally tell them that nearly every social 

networking site and website allows users to report bad behavior (see how on the following page).  

Ask Yourself If Your Child is the Bully. It is not uncommon for a young person who is cyberbullied to           

cyberbully someone else. Also, research indicates that young people who bully in real life are generally the 

ones who also bully online. 

Teach “Stop, Block, and Talk.” This is the strategy we teach young people in our Cyber Civics lessons. 

 Stop:  Step in as an “upstander” to put a stop to cyberbullying or digital drama. 

 Block: Block the “friend” or “follower” who is bullying, or simply stop using the site or device.

 Talk: Turn to a trusted adult or friend and talk about or report the cyberbullying situation.

http://www.cybercivics.com
http://www.cybercivics.com
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Where	 To	 Turn

Visit the CyberWise Cyberbullying Learning Hub for updated news and information on this topic.

Visit the this page on the Cyberbullying Research Center site to find out where to report bad behavior 

on nearly every social media site. 

Here are some other great resources on cyberbullying: 

ConnectSafely: View or print a free guide on cyberbullying.

Cyberbullying Research Center: Find up-to-date information about the nature, extent, causes, and            

consequences of cyberbullying.

Not in Our Town: Short videos and activities to help schools build safe, inclusive environments for all.

Stopbullying.gov: Information on how to prevent and report cyberbullying.

Teaching Tolerance: Lessons and activities for bullying prevention.
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