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Principles of Cyberbullying
Research

In 2010, the International Cyberbullying Think Tank was held in order to discuss
questions of definition, measurement, and methodologies related to cyberbullying
research. The attendees’™ goal was to develop a set of guidelines that current and
future researchers could use to improve the quality of their research and advance
our understanding of cyberbullying and related issues. This book is the product
of their meetings, and is the first volume to provide researchers with a clear set
of principles to inform their work on cyberbullying. The contributing authors. all
participants in the Think Tank, review the existing research and theoretical frame-
works of cyberbullying before exploring topics such as questions of methodology,
sampling issues, methods employed so far, psychometric issues that must be con-
sidered, ethical considerations, and implications for prevention and intervention
efforts. Researchers as well as practitioners seeking information to inform their
prevention and intervention programs will find this to be a timely and essential
resource.

Sheri Bauman, PhD, is a Professor and Director of the School Counseling mas-
ter's degree program at the University of Arizona, USA.

Donna Cross, EAD, is the Foundation Professor of Child and Adolescent Health
in the School of Exercise and Health Sciences, Edith Cowan University in Western

Australia.

Jenny Walker, PhD, is President of Cyberbullying Consulting Ltd.
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Preface

Research in the social sciences serves three purposes: acquiring knowledge, trans-
lating the findings so they can be applied in practice, and informing policy. Each
of these is critical to the field of cyberbullying research. As a new focus of inquiry,
the knowledge base on cyberbullying is limited, and the need for solid information
is great. Because cyberbullying is a worldwide problem affecting young people,
new knowledge has important applications to the development of prevention and
intervention programs that are sorely needed. Basing such programs on scientific
knowledge increases the possibility that such programs will be effective. Finally,
legislation and educational policies are important endeavors that also should be
predicated on a dependable empirical knowledge base. As social scientists work
toward accumulating knowledge, it is critical that we do so using the most rigor-
ous approaches. This volume is the first to provide guidelines for cyberbullying
researchers in order to ensure that high quality practices lead to solid knowledge.

This book is the product of an International Cyberbullying Think Tank held in
September 2010 in Tucson, Arizona, and funded by the National Science Founda-
tion. The 20 attendees (who are contributing authors of this volume) came from
three continents, eight countries; six states in the United States; and a variety of
academic disciplines including psychology, public health, social work, counsel-
ing, communications, and education.

The impetus for the meeting was the developing line of inquiry focused on
the phenomenon cailed cyberbullying. As technology became more affordable
and available, instances of abuse perpetrated via technology came onto the radar
screen of the public, and of researchers. Many scholars, eager to understand this
“new” behavior, conducted initial studies using their own definitions of the term,
devising measures, and using methods that had been applied to traditional bully-
ing, primarily surveys. Scholars (e.g., Tokunaga, 2010; and Menesini, 2009) rec-
ognized that without a standard definition and psychometrically sound measures,
the findings of research did not meet the accepted standards of scientific rigor.
The goal of the Think Tank was to deliberate upon questions of definition, mea-
surement, and methodologies related to cyberbullying, with the goal of reaching
consensus and disseminating the outcomes so that current and future researchers
would have guidelines that would improve the quality of research and advance our
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understanding of cyberbullying and related issues. In addition. the group gener-
ated research questions that they hoped would be addressed going forward. We
present these in the hope that researchers planning new studies will consider how
they might address these questions.

This volume represents the expanded and detailed products that emerged from
the meeting. We begin with an introduction that chronicles the extant research
and articulates the questions we address in the rest of the book. The next section
focuses on the thorny question of the definition of “cyberbullying.” Readers will
note that there is still some dissent on this issue: researchers need to consider
potential alternative conceptualizations and terms. and be clear in their own work
about exactly what it is they are studying. We move then to theoretical frame-
works, and examine whether theories used to explain traditional bullying are suf-
ficient to explain cyberbullying, or whether a new formulation is called for. One
such formulation is presented in this section.

We next address the question of methodology. We open with a discussion of the
importance of methodology, and follow with a review of sampling issues as they
relate to this field. We present a review of the methods that have been employed
so far in cyberbullying research in order to set the stage for our guiding principles,
specific recommendations, and then we present a more detailed description of
an innovative approach that is particularly suitable for this topic. Finally, given
the unique nature of research about technology—and methods that employ that
technology, we conclude this section with an overview of ethical issues peculiar
to this line of inquiry.

In order to conduct sound research, reliable and valid measures are essential.
This section begins with an exposition of the critical importance of measurement.
This is followed by a review of psychometric issues that must be considered when
conducting cyberbullying research. Then, since researchers around the world are
working on this problem, we present the essential processes that are involved in
translating measures and determining measurement invariance for different popu-
lations. Qualitative studies have much to offer this field, and we include a discus-
sion of those practices next. Finally, we review the content of needed measures,
that is, what to measure.

We conclude with two important sections. The Implications section looks at
the implications of the topics discussed above for prevention and intervention ef-
forts. How can our principles be translated into practice? What can practitioners
take away from this volume? Finally, we consider the way forward. What are the
most understudied and needed questions for cyberbullying researchers to address?
What areas most need attention?

Michele Ybarra (2011) recently reported the findings from two studies that
help us put cyberbullying in context. Although her studies were done in the United
States, the findings will be of interest to readers around the globe because they
help dispel some conventional wisdom that may not be consistent with the data.
In addition, the results also foreshadow many of the issues that will be discussed
in this volume. I include her summary of these findings here:
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I have recently led two national youth survey efforts: Teen, Health, and
Technology, which examines the benefits and risks for lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual. questioning, and transgender youth online (LGBQT), and how this may
be similar or different for non-LGBQT youth: and Growing up with Media,
which is a longitudinal study of youth to better understand how media is af-
fecting youth behavior.

In Growing up with Media. we included measures of both cyberbullying
(i.e., bullying online that is repetitive, over time. and between two actors of
differential power) and harassment (e.g., rude and mean comments; threaten-
ing or aggressive comments). As we would expect, harassment appears to be
a more generalized type of youth victimization than bullying. Based upon
cohort data from 2007 and 2008, 24% of youth have been harassed. 13% have
been bullied and harassed, and only 1% have been bullied but not harassed
online in the past year: the remaining 62% report neither experience. Thus,
if youth are being bullied. they're likely being harassed, but the converse
does not necessarily follow. From a measurement perspective, this finding
suggests that it is important that we as researchers are very clear about what
we are measuring: Is it more general aggression that may happen once or
multiple times. between youth of equal strength or not: or is it specifically
bullying that occurs repeatedly, over time, between people of differential
strength? Both victimization experience types are associated with elevated
odds of psychosocial challenge and so both should continue to be measured,
but given our previous findings that frequency of victimization matters, clar-
ity in measurement is critical.

When we look at Internet harassment rates over time and across age, we
see a very clear trend for age: Rates increase steadily from age 10 to age 14,
and then plateau thereafter and may even decline a bit by age 17. Across time
(i.e.. between 2006-2008), rates are quite stable, suggesting that youth are
no more likely to be harassed online now than they were earlier. Findings
are similar for rates of cyberbullying when we look at data from Growing up
with Media data from 2007 and 2008, and Teen Health and Technology data
from 2010. Trends for text messaging harassment also suggest an increase by
age; across time, things are much less clear however. Text messaging-based
bullying rates provide a clearer picture, and suggest that there may have been
a slight increase in victimization rates from 2008 to 2010.

We also have reports of distress across time. Some may wonder whether
victimization is becoming more upsetting, even if overall rates are stable.
Data from our Growing up with Media cohort suggest that distress rates
for Internet harassment did not increase from 2006 to 2008. and this is true
among younger youth as well as older youth. Thus, harassment does not seem
to be getting nastier, more awful. or in some other way more psychologically
intense over time.

When comparing different environments, 38% of youth who were bullied
at school said they were very or extremely upset by the most serious time
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they were bullied at school, compared to 15% of youth bullied online. Indeed,
youth bullied by phone (33%) and on the way to and from school (39%) also
were twice as likely to report being very or extremely upset. It is true that we
need to pay attention to the 15% of distressed youth who are bullied online; it
also is true that we need to be aware that youth bullied in other environments
are even more likely to report distress. No matter where it occurs, bullying
can be a traumatic experience.

A concern raised by adolescent health professionals is whether the in-
fusion of technology has created a seemingly inescapable experience for
victims. Data from our general cohort of the Teen, Health, and Technology
survey suggest that 44% of youth are bullied through at least one mode each
year: 39% in-person, 10% by phone, 14% via text messaging, 17% online,
and 10% some other way. About half of bullied youth say that they are vic-
timized in one mode only, and the other half report being victimized in two
or more modes. Specifically: 11% of all youth are bullied in two modes, 6%
in three modes, 3% in four modes, and 3% in all five modes. Together, these
data suggest that even with the emergence of Internet and text messaging, in-
person is still by far the most common way youth experience bullying. Thus,
while it is important to understand how youth are experiencing technology.
this should not be done at the expense of attention to the in-person experi-
ence. Also. the majority of youth are not bullied; and among those who are,
half are bullied through only one mode. Thus, the inescapable experience is
not a stereotypical one. Nonetheless, a very concerning 6% of youth report
being bullied in 4 or all 5 of the modes that we surveyed. We need to do a bet-
ter job at identifying and supporting these youth, and ensuring that they are
referred into mental health services immediately, if warranted.

Other studies have also surveyed nationally representative samples (Cross,
et al., 2009; del Barrio, et al., 2012). In the del Barrio study, 3.000 secondary
students in Spain were surveyed, and a limited overlap between traditional bul-
lying and cyberbullying was found, with only 5.5% of traditional targets being
also targets of cyberbullying and 5.4% of perpetrators of traditional bullying also
engaging in cyberbullying. Only 1.1% of students who were not victimized by
traditional bullying were targeted electronically. In the total sample, general bul-
lying was reported by 89.5% of participants, whereas cyberbullying was reported
by 10.5%.

The differences in findings across studies, and the differences between the
public perception of the prevalence of this problem and the findings of careful
research is a reminder that researchers need to work together, establish common
language, definitions, methods, and measures so studies can be compared in a
meaningful way, and accurate data can be reported.

We use this book as a bully pulpit (pun intended) to encourage the produc-
tion of high-quality research on the phenomenon of cyberbullying. We write for
researchers, both current and future, to present a synthesis of principles that will
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contribute to more rigorous science. We also address practitioners, who seek guid-
ance from research findings to inform their prevention and intervention programs,
and those policy makers who make decisions about policy and legislation. We
intend the material contained here to help them select high-quality research that
meets the highest standards of the research endeavor.

Sheri Bauman
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