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What is cyberbullying? According to the authors of this recent paper in The
Lancet Child and Adolescent Health, cyberbullying refers to:

“…repeated, intentional aggression that takes place in an electronic context
(e.g. e-mail, blogs, instant messages, text messages) and is targeted at a
person who cannot easily defend himself or herself.”

Whatever it is and however we define it, cyberbullying is one of the most
common concerns that I hear from parents and teachers. A frequently voiced
fear is about the use of social media and in particular the extent to which
children and young people are vulnerable to bullying on social media. After
all, ‘everyone knows’ that cyberbullying is a major problem for young people,
don’t they?

Parents and teachers often express concerns about cyberbullying, but are
these fears justified?

Methods

It’s pretty rare to have the opportunity to ask 110,000 young people about
their experiences. We should do it more often. This study packs a punch
because it is both simple and huge. Around one in 5 of all 15 year olds in
England completed this impressive survey. They answered questions about
their experiences of bullying and their well-being on well established
questionnaire measures. Different types of bullying were explored:

Traditional bullying included being called names, or made fun of by
others, being hit or kicked, and being excluded from activities
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Cyberbullying included mean instant messages, texts, emails, and having
inappropriate pictures or messages posted on social media.

Results

This study addressed two key questions:

1. First, how common are different types of bullying, including
cyberbullying?

2. Second, what is the association between different types of bullying and
well-being?

Of concern is the finding that almost a third (30%) of 15 year olds reported
that they were regularly bullied. Girls were more likely than boys to report all
types of bullying except physical bullying. Of interest, cyberbullying was not
common; under 4% of young people reported any form of regular
cyberbullying. In addition, almost everyone who reported cyberbullying also
reported being bullied in traditional ways; fewer than 1% of young people
reported being cyberbullied with no experience of other forms of bullying.
This suggests that cyberbullying simply adds another method to the bully’s
arsenal and that the same children are likely to be bullied, regardless of the
method used.

However, even if it is rare, cyber-bullying might be especially damaging to
young people; unlike other types of bullying it is harder to avoid, can be
anonymous, and can happen anywhere and at any time. The authors
examined the association between different types of bullying and well-being.
After controlling for the effects of gender, material deprivation and ethnicity,
bullying accounted for 5% of the variance in well-being; the relationship
between cyber-bullying and well-being was weaker and accounted for only 0-
1% of well-being. Therefore the assumption that cyberbullying is especially
damaging or pernicious was not supported by these data.
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Almost a third (30%) of 15 year olds reported that they were regularly bullied,
but only 4% reported any form of regular cyberbullying.

Discussion

Naturally though this study has limitations:

As it is a survey, conducted at a single time point, it is not possible to use
these data to make any claims about the causes of bullying or to say if
bullying (or cyberbullying) is increasing.
The association between bullying and poorer well-being supports
observations in the research and those made informally by parents and
teachers. However, these results do not allow us to state if bullying leads
to reduced well-being, if young people who have poorer well-being are
more likely to be bullied by others, or if bullying and well-being are both
influenced by another independent variable (for example belonging to a
stigmatised group).
This study was not able to address many possible confounders or
independent variables that might increase bullying and reduce well-
being, for example having a visible disability, having communication
problems, or a long term health condition.

These caveats however, do not undermine the headline results. Many
adolescents experience regular bullying, and those that do tend to have
poorer well-being. Cyberbullying is comparatively rare and most young
people who report cyberbullying are also bullied in other ways. The data
suggest that worry specifically about the impact of cyberbullying on young
people is probably misplaced. As bullying in general is so common and is
related to impaired well-being it may be more useful to develop and deliver
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interventions to reduce all types of bullying. If we can prevent bullying and
reduce the incidence of bullying, this is likely to have a more direct effect on
well-being than focusing specifically on the perils of cyberbullying.

Cyberbullying is comparatively rare and most young people who report
cyberbullying are also bullied in other ways.
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