Recognising Cyberbullying

Introduction

Cyberbullying, a pervasive and insidious form of harassment, has become an
unfortunate reality in the digital age. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can
occur 24/7, reach a wide audience instantly, and often leaves no physical scars, making
it difficult to detect. This comprehensive guide aims to empower individuals, parents,
and educators to understand what cyberbullying is, recognize its diverse forms and
subtle signs, and implement effective strategies to support victims and prevent its
occurrence. By shedding light on this critical issue, we can collectively foster safer
online environments for everyone.

What is Cyberbullying?

Cyberbullying is defined as bullying that takes place using digital technologies. This
can include mobile phones, computers, and tablets through communication tools
such as social media sites, messaging apps, gaming platforms, and text messages. It is
characterized by repeated behavior, aimed at scaring, angering, or shaming those who
are targeted [5].

Key Characteristics of Cyberbullying:
e Anonymity: Bullies can often hide behind fake profiles or anonymous accounts,
making it difficult to identify them and hold them accountable.

e Pervasiveness: Cyberbullying can happen anywhere, anytime, extending beyond
the schoolyard into the victim’s home and personal space.

¢ Permanence: Content shared online can be difficult to remove and can resurface
even after being deleted, leading to long-lasting emotional distress.

e Wider Audience: Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can be shared with a
vast audience quickly, amplifying the humiliation and impact on the victim.



Types and Forms of Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying manifests in various forms, each with its unique characteristics and
potential for harm. Understanding these different types is crucial for effective
recognition and intervention [6].

Common Forms of Cyberbullying:

e Harassment: This involves sending repeated, offensive, and malicious messages.
It can be relentless and designed to cause distress over time.
o Example: A group of students constantly sending hateful messages to a
classmate in a group chat, calling them names and making fun of their
appearance.

e Denigration: Spreading false, hurtful, or humiliating rumors or gossip about
someone online. This aims to damage the victim’s reputation and social
standing.

o Example: Creating a fake social media profile to post embarrassing photos
or fabricated stories about a peer.

e Impersonation (Masquerading): Pretending to be someone else online to post
negative or inappropriate content, thereby damaging the victim’s reputation or
causing them trouble. This can also involve hacking into someone’s account.

o Example: A bully gains access to a classmate’s social media account and
posts offensive comments, making it appear as if the victim wrote them.

e Outing: Sharing someone’s secrets or embarrassing private information or
images online without their consent. This is a severe breach of trust and privacy.
o Example: A former friend shares private messages or photos of another
student with a wider group after an argument.

e Exclusion: Intentionally leaving someone out of an online group, game, or
conversation, often accompanied by derogatory comments or messages.
o Example: A group of friends creates a new group chat for a project but
deliberately excludes one member, then posts screenshots of their
conversations in another chat where the excluded person is present.

e Cyberstalking: Repeatedly sending messages that include threats of harm or are
highly intimidating, or engaging in other online activities that make a person fear



for their safety. This often escalates over time.
o Example: A person continuously sends threatening messages to another,
tracks their online activity, and makes comments that suggest they know

the victim’s real-world movements.

e Flaming or Roasting: Engaging in intense, angry, and often vulgar online
arguments or debates, typically in public forums or comment sections. While
sometimes seen as playful, it can quickly turn malicious.

o Example: Two individuals engage in a heated exchange in a gaming forum,
using aggressive language and personal insults.

¢ Trolling: Intentionally provoking or upsetting someone online through
inflammatory comments, often to elicit an emotional response or disrupt a

discussion.
o Example: Posting controversial or offensive comments in a fan group for a
celebrity, knowing it will provoke angry reactions from other members.

Recognizing the Signs of Cyberbullying

Detecting cyberbullying can be challenging as victims often suffer in silence due to
shame, fear, or a belief that reporting won’t help. Parents and educators must be
vigilant and look for both overt and subtle changes in a child’s behavior and emotional
state [7].

Behavioral and Emotional Indicators:

e Emotional Distress After Online Activity: A child appears visibly upset, angry,
anxious, or depressed after using their phone, computer, or tablet, or after being
online [7].

e Sudden Avoidance of Devices: A noticeable reluctance or refusal to use devices,

go online, or engage in social media, especially if they were previously
enthusiastic about it [7].

e Secrecy About Online Life: Becoming unusually secretive about their online
activities, hiding their screen, or quickly closing applications when others are
nearby [7].

e Changes in Social Behavior: Withdrawing from friends and family, avoiding
social gatherings, or showing a sudden loss of interest in activities they once



enjoyed [7].
e Academic Decline: A sudden and unexplained drop in grades, difficulty

concentrating in school, or increased absenteeism [7].

e Physical Symptoms: Experiencing frequent headaches, stomach aches, changes
in eating habits, or difficulty sleeping, which can be manifestations of stress and
anxiety [7].

e Low Self-Esteem: Expressing feelings of worthlessness, helplessness, or
hopelessness; showing signs of depression or anxiety [7].

e Aggression or Anger: Uncharacteristic outbursts of anger or aggression, often
directed at family members or peers [7].

e Suicidal Ideation: In severe cases, cyberbullying can lead to thoughts of self-
harm or suicide. Any mention of these should be taken extremely seriously and
addressed immediately [7].

Digital and Content-Related Indicators:
e Unusual Messages or Notifications: Receiving frequent or distressing messages,
comments, or notifications that cause visible discomfort [7].

e Deletion of Accounts: Suddenly deleting social media accounts, changing
usernames frequently, or creating new accounts without parental knowledge [7].

e Disturbing Content: Discovering upsetting, threatening, or inappropriate
content on their devices that they did not create [7].

e Unexplained Gifts or Money: Receiving gifts or money from unknown online
sources, which could indicate grooming behavior [4].

Supporting Victims Effectively

When cyberbullying is identified, a swift, empathetic, and strategic response is crucial
to mitigate harm and support the victim. The goal is to empower the child, stop the
bullying, and ensure their safety and well-being [5].



Actionable Steps for Support:

1.

Listen Without Judgment: Create a safe space where the child feels heard and
understood. Avoid blaming them or minimizing their feelings. Validate their
emotions and assure them that it’s not their fault [5].
o Example: “I hear you, and | understand this is really hard. Thank you for
telling me. We’ll figure this out together.”

. Encourage Reporting: Explain the importance of reporting cyberbullying to a

trusted adult (parent, teacher, school counselor, coach) or directly to the social
media platform. Emphasize that reporting is a brave step towards stopping the
behavior [5].
o Actionable Tip: Offer to help them report it or go with them to speak to a
school official. Many platforms have clear reporting mechanisms.

. Collect and Preserve Evidence: Advise the child to save all evidence of

cyberbullying, including screenshots of messages, posts, emails, and any other
relevant digital content. This evidence is crucial for reporting and potential
intervention [5].
o Important: Do not delete anything, even if it’s painful to look at. This
evidence can be vital.

. Do Not Engage with the Bully: Instruct the child not to respond to the

cyberbully. Engaging often escalates the situation and can provide the bully with
more ammunition. Blocking the bully is often a more effective first step [5].

. Seek Professional Help: If the child is experiencing severe emotional distress,

anxiety, depression, or suicidal thoughts, seek immediate professional help from
a mental health professional or a child helpline. Do not hesitate to involve school
counselors or therapists [5].
o Resource: Many countries have national helplines specifically for children
and young people experiencing bullying or mental health crises.

. Be an Ally and Advocate: If you witness cyberbullying, speak out against it and

offer support to the victim. Doing nothing can make the victim feel isolated and
that no one cares. Your intervention can make a significant difference [5].
o Example: If you see a hurtful comment online, report it to the platform and
privately reach out to the victim to offer support.



7. Review Privacy Settings: Help the child review and strengthen their privacy

settings on all social media and gaming platforms to limit who can contact them
or view their content [5].

Preventing Cyberbullying: A Collective Responsibility

Preventing cyberbullying requires a multi-faceted approach involving individuals,

families, schools, and technology companies. It’s about cultivating a culture of
respect, empathy, and digital responsibility [5].

Strategies for Prevention:

Promote Digital Citizenship Education: Schools and parents should actively
teach children about responsible online behavior, digital etiquette, and the
impact of their actions on others. This includes understanding the permanence
of their digital footprint [5].

Encourage Empathy and Kindness: Foster empathy by discussing how online
actions can affect real people. Encourage children to think before they post and
to consider how their words might make others feel [5].

Open Dialogue at Home: Maintain continuous, open conversations about online
safety, cyberbullying, and what to do if they encounter it. Regularly check in with
children about their online experiences [1].

School Policies and Programs: Schools should implement clear anti-bullying
policies that specifically address cyberbullying, provide educational programs for
students, and offer support systems for victims [5].

Hold Technology Companies Accountable: Advocate for social media platforms
and gaming companies to implement stronger safety features, more effective
reporting mechanisms, and quicker responses to reports of cyberbullying. Many
companies are increasing their efforts, but more is needed [5].

Parental Involvement: Parents should stay informed about the platforms their
children use, understand privacy settings, and model responsible online
behavior themselves [1].



Conclusion

Cyberbullying is a serious threat to the well-being of children and adolescents in the
digital age. By understanding its various forms, recognizing the warning signs, and
implementing comprehensive support and prevention strategies, we can create safer
online spaces. It is a shared responsibility to educate, protect, and empower the
younger generation to navigate the complexities of the internet with confidence and
resilience. Through collective effort, we can work towards a future where
cyberbullying is no longer a pervasive issue.
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