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Media and cyberbullying 

Introduction  

Today’s society is quite different to that of many years ago before advances in technology shaped the way we live today. Despite improving many ways of working and communicating, the use of technology has brought about new problems. The development of these technologies has seen users engage in behaviours that can lead to various negative consequences for themselves and others. Such behaviours include the harassment of other users through words, pictures, videos, hacking, exclusion, and stalking. The aim of this presentation is to identify those problems associated with cyberbullying, namely the different forms and the psychological reasoning and impacts of the media and cyberbullying. 

Definition of cyberbullying/3 types of bullying 

To define the concept of bullying according to Ringrose (2008), it is ‘the intentional behaviour to harm another, repeatedly, where it is difficult for the victim to defend himself or herself’. It exists when there is an imbalance of power and where perpetrators display an aggressive act, or behaviour by electronic means against a certain group or an individual, repeatedly and over time online (Smith 2012). It is likely that the group characteristics are such that they are not associated with the ‘norm.’ (Nilan et al., 2015)

As the act of cyberbullying is not always clear, it means there are different definitions and labels, Tokunaga (2010) states that this lack of cohesion and consensus has been described as “the most pervasive methodological drawback in cyberbullying research”. The most common definitions of cyberbullying are not that different to the three basic components of traditional bullying, namely: repetition, power imbalance and deliberate intent to harm (Olweus, 1993). 

Acts of intent: The acts themselves are deliberate and are a ‘desire to hurt another’ hence the intent aspect (Tattum 1997). Guerin & Hennessy (2002) note the victim’s inability or difficulty in defending themself against an unfair power balance. The intent to harm can take many electronic formats, such as email, chat facilities via social media platforms, and text messaging services, although with the absence of non-verbal cues such as tone and body language, words can be easily misinterpreted, and the act of cyberbullying is not always easy to prove. (Wiederhold et al., 2016) (Dredge, 2014)


Victimisation: Due to the relative ease that people can connect online, the use of social media is becoming increasingly common as a platform for cyberbullying. Some interesting statistics gathered by Sampasa-Kanyinga, and Hamilton (2015) show that Canadian teens/young adults who used social media were 5.5 times more likely to experience cyberbullying as a victim as opposed to those who did not use social media. Further studies worldwide carried out on a sample of 180,919 adolescents in 42 countries found positive correlations between social media usage and levels of cyberbullying victimisation and perpetration. Similarly, Gahagan et al found that 19% of college students reported cyberbullying and victimisation via social media and 46% witnessed cyberbullying on these sites. Li’s (2006) research in Canada found that one in four junior high students had been cyberbullied. (Dredge, 2014)

The repetition element is easier to measure and attribute to intentional acts of harm. For example, when incidents of bullying are repeated, it is a direct act to cause harm and therefore as an image or statement can be viewed by several people at once online, it is easier to repeat this behaviour in front of many people. The behaviour of taking a compromising image which may have only occurred once and then uploading it onto the internet for others to see could be argued as repetition. (Wiederhold et al., 2016)

Impacts of cyberbullying

The reasons for someone to choose to cyberbully another is usually because the victim is seen as lacking in power due to a physical or psychological weakness or because of status in comparison to the popular status of the bully. In cyberbullying, it is argued that the power imbalance can be defined by other characteristics (Smith & Steffgan, 2013), although agreement among researchers on this topic has not been reached. 

Research conducted on the impact of cyberbullying on victims has either compared the perceived impact of cyberbullying relative to other forms of bullying or has provided emotional or behavioural correlations of cyberbullying victimisation. In their study on 11-16-year-old London students, Smith et al. (2008) asked participants to rate the perceived impact of cyberbullying compared to traditional bullying (i.e., less, the same, more). Results showed that picture/video clips and phone call bullying were perceived to have a greater impact on the victim compared to traditional bullying. (Dredge, 2014)

Concerns have been raised over the rising suicide rates that have come from both cyberbullying and traditional bullying. “Physical and psychological health-related and academic performance-related impacts have been cited as major correlations in both traditional and cyberbullying (Kowalski & Limber, 2013)”. (Abaido, 2019)

Almost a third of youths aged 11-19 surveyed in an American study by Low and Espelage (2013) reported being bullied online (10-33%) with 15% of youths identifying themselves as having conducted cyberbullying. As an estimate, this figure is likely to be higher as there may be a stigma attached to being the bully and many respondents were likely not to categorise themselves in this manner. (Nilan et al., 2015)

An Australian study (Hemphill & Heerde, 2014) found 5.1% of young people self-reported they cyberbullied, 5% reported being bullied online only, and 9.5% reported both cyberbullying perpetration and being bullied. (Nilan et al., 2015)

In the UK, Oliver and Candappa (2003) gathered research on bullying in students aged 12–13 years with 4% receiving nasty text messages, and 2% receiving nasty email messages. These figures will have increased significantly in correlation with the increased use of technology and social media in teenagers. (Smith et al., 2008)

Additional early research from Balding (2005) who produced a health-related questionnaire for 10-11 year olds identified a 1% response when asked if they had been bullied by mobile phone. Other research carried out by NCH (2005) surveyed 770 young people aged 11 to 19 yrs. In this age group, 20% reported having been cyberbullied (14% by text message, 5% through chat rooms, 4% by email) and a high proportion (28% of victims) told no one they had been bullied. (Smith et al., 2008)

Reasons why someone may choose to be a cyberbully

Dark personality traits have been attributed to cyberbullying behaviours. (Patchin & Hinduja, 2015), identified behaviours with particular association to psychopathy (Goodboy & Martin, 2015) and sadism (van Geel et al., 2017). Given that psychopaths tend to be more impulsive and have limited empathy for others (Douglas et al., 2012), individuals displaying these characteristics are less mindful of the impacts on victims due to their lack of empathy. Sadists however will engage in cyberbullying simply because they enjoy seeing their victims suffer (van Geel et al., 2017). With open communication channels easily accessible for these individuals, harmful online behaviours are easy to find. (Kircaburun et al., 2018)

Reasons for victims to stay quiet
The spiral of silence theory (1974) can help explain why individuals sometimes feel unable to speak up if they have been bullied. Without anywhere to escape, the bullying victims tend to become further isolated. In the modern world, Chaffee and Metzger (2001) suggest that the ‘spiral of silence’ in its original form may have little predictive power in the new media environment as this theory is weak in online communication contexts
In more recent research, Schulz and Roessler (2012) theorise that individuals can select the information they receive online, and so they are therefore surrounded by more like-minded people in the online world compared with real-world contexts. This helps to decrease the fear of isolation and individuals will be more likely to express their opinions online as they are surrounded by familiarity. This in turn minimises the spiral of silence effect on the internet. Anonymity and a lack of interpersonal presence can also boost confidence in projecting your voice online.
Conclusion
In conclusion, cyberbullying has been a rising problem since the causes and effects were first researched at the start of the millennium. Technological advances mean that there are always new digital platforms that encourage different harmful online behaviours towards victims who find themselves relatively powerless amongst an online audience. Along with the ease of communication and anonymity for the cyberbully, the intent, power and repetition characteristics are played out far easier in comparison with traditional bullying. Research on the impacts of these actions has been mainly focused on youths, however in definition cyberbullying can include acts against adults also. In consideration of this, there are other behaviours and impacts that could be included making the associated problems worse. Research carried out into the effects clearly show that online behaviours are far more harmful compared with traditional bullying. As technology continues to develop, the behaviours associated with cyberbullying are likely to rise in correlation, and it is expected that psychological health related issues will also.
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