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Bullying has been a part of kids’ lives forever, but what is newer is the range and ramifications of cyberbullying.  This form of bullying is defined as social aggression through use of the internet or other technologies such as cell phones. Kids, and even adults, engage in cyberbullying through e-mail, instant messaging, chat rooms, message boards, blogs, video blogs, text messaging, and online games. There appears to be no limit to how far a hurtful message can be carried when there is access to hundreds, thousands, and even millions of people. Think of it as the tabloids for any of us at any age.





Middle school has long been identified as a time when bullying is at its worst. During the middle school years, kids have the capacity to think like adults but lack the information and impulse-control that experience teaches. As a result, the bullying attacks at this age, are much more hurtful than sticks and stones on the playground. Also, peer relationships at this point begin emerging as one of the more important aspects of life. Therefore, vying for peer attention and climbing the social ladder can be critical for fulfilling social needs, and bullying is one of the time-tested ways for doing so. 





Traditional bullies do not fit one prototype. They may engage in bullying behavior because they are overly confident. Or they may be hyperactive and more aggressive than their peers. Some people only engage in bullying behavior if they are in a group that bullies. Other bullies learned their trade by being bullied themselves. 





Cyberbullies are most often social bullies. They engage in bullying behavior to make and keep friends and to increase their popularity. Administrators, teachers, and school counselors tend to overlook them because they may be well liked by their peers and tend to do well, or at least average, in school. Also, for the bully, the use of technology makes the consequences of bullying seem less real. They are one step removed from their victims. And, if they so choose, they can remain anonymous by creating a different screen name, an anonymous blog, or blocking their phone number. 





Unlike bullies, victims tend to fit a prototype. They are often more sensitive, anxious, and insecure than their peers. They may be quiet and appear withdrawn among peers. They also tend to lack the social skills necessary to defend themselves from bullying. Cyberbullies most frequently target the “wannabes” and “losers” as labeled by the in-crowd. Often, these victims don’t come forward and tell adults because they fear telling will make things worse or they feel ashamed and helpless. On a more practical level, they also may fear adults will take away their internet access, phone, or computer.





Prevention of cyberbullying is not easy. It starts with awareness. Then, it takes the strength of bystanders, often peers, to step in and say no to participating in or encouraging bullying behavior. Thirdly, it takes adults who are present in kids’ lives and ready to help when called upon. Victims of bullying are at risk for poor mental and physical health, substance abuse, impaired relationships, and even suicide. If you are an adult in a child’s life, watch for changes in his or her behavior, withdrawal from activities that were previously enjoyed, or withdrawal from peers. These changes can be the result of a variety of things in a young person’s life, but if you notice a change, make sure to ask about the cyber world. If you are concerned and unsure of what to do, call your EAP to speak with a counselor over the phone or in person. We’re here to help.
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