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E#® RM. Kowalski and S.P. Limber (2007) Electronic Bullying Among Middle School Students, Journal of Adolescent Health, 41, 6, suppl., $22-S30 (—H#BR%)

Bullying is commonly defined as repeated aggressive behavior in which there is an imbalance of power between the parties. Traditionally bullying has
included overt physical acts (e.g., hitting, shoving) and verbal abuse (e.g., taunting, name-calling) as well as more subtle or indirect actions such as
social exclusion and rumor-spreading. More recently, the proliferation of electronic communications technologies has afforded children and youth a new
means of bullying. Electronic bullying includes bullying through e-mail, instant messaging, in a chat room, on a website, or through digital messages or
images sent to a cell phone.

Although electronic bullying has received extensive attention in the popular press, few studies have assessed the nature and extent of electronic
bullying among students. What research has been conducted has focused primarily on the frequency of children’s use of the Internet (e.g., instant
messaging, e-mail, social network sites) and their experiences with Internet harassment (e.g., repetitive messages sent to a target that cause emotional
distress to that target).

Such studies attest to the “wired” culture within which contemporary teenagers operate. One study found that 97% of adolescents 12-18 years of age
use the Internet. More than half of those teens surveyed for the Pew Internet & American Life Project indicated that they spent time each day online.
Almost half (45%) had their own cell phone and one third communicated via text messaging.

There is debate as to whether high levels of Internet use interfere with psychological functioning. On the positive side, Internet use opens up the
possibility for the development of new relationships and the easy maintenance of existing friendships. On the negative side, Kraut et al. found higher
levels of Internet use to be associated with higher levels of depression and loneliness. Furthermore, one of the most compelling and arguably most
dangerous aspects of the Internet is that it allows people to maintain their anonymity when communicating with others. Unfortunately people are more
likely to communicate messages on the Internet that they would not say to another person’s face.

The potential threat of anonymity provided by the Internet is compounded by the fact that people cannot see the target’s emotional reactions. Thus,
reactions such as crying, which might lead people to realize that their comments have been carried too far or misinterpreted, are no longer visible.

This is not to imply that all Internet use is bad, any more than school attendance is bad just because there is the potential for bullying at school.
Indeed most people report positive experiences with the Internet. However the Internet simply provides another forum by which people can aggress
against one another.

Only a handful of studies have focused on electronic bullying. Perhaps the earliest study was an unpublished survey conducted by the National
Children’s Home in Great Britain. Researchers defined electronic bullying as being bullied via mobile phone or personal computer. They surveyed 856
children and youth 11-19 years of age and found that 16% had been bullied via mobile phone text messaging, 7% via Internet chat rooms, and 4%
through e-mail. Ybarra and Mitchell interviewed 1,501 regular Internet users 10-17 years of age to compare characteristics of aggressors, targets, and
aggressor/targets. They were interested in the degree to which respondents had been victims of or had perpetrated online harassment or rude and
threatening online comments. They found that 19% of the sample was involved in online aggression, 4% as online victims only, 12% as online
aggressors only, and 3% as aggressor/targets only.

Although comparisons with traditional bullying seem logical, there are unique and particularly troubling aspects of electronic bullying. Unlike
traditional bullying, electronic bullying can occur at any time, which may heighten children’s perceptions of vulnerability. Electronic bullying messages

and images also can be distributed quickly to a wide audience. The interactions that occur in virtual reality can affect the everyday reality that
students experience elsewhere.
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