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Summary

Modern technology has added another dimension to traditional school bullying; what is
now termed cyber bullying. Cyber bullying can be understood as the “by-product of the
union of adolescent aggression and electronic communication” (Hinduja and Patchin, 2008,
p.131). The Internet is rapidly becoming an integral part of modern daily life, changing the
nature of interpersonal relationships. Children born in the mid-to-late 1980's and 1990's
have been labelled the “Internet Generation”; the first generation to grow up in a world
where the Internet has always been present (Dutton, 2004 cited in Herring, 2008, p.71).
The existence of the Internet is all that these adolescents have ever known and is simply
part of their lives. Social networking websites and instant messaging are increasingly
popular ways for young people to communicate. This is particularly true in today’s society
where they can struggle to find suitable physical spaces to “hang out” together and
socialise. The Internet has been shown to facilitate adolescents’ identity formation,
providing opportunities for self-definition and self-reflection. Unfortunately, the many
benefits associated with adolescent Internet activities cannot be fully experienced when the

online environment is aggressive.

In this thesis, the author investigates the nature of cyber bullying among Irish adolescents
and seeks to understand the role the Internet plays in facilitating their personal and social
development. Erik Erikson’s life-stage theory is adopted as a theoretical framework for
understanding adolescence; identity formation; and young peoples’ transition into
adulthood. A qualitative approach was considered particularly appropriate for this study as
this form of research strives for depth of understanding. The author sought to gain
adolescents’ unique perspectives on cyber bullying, the Internet and social networking. As
Hazler, Miller, Carney & Green (2001) stress; “emphases of empirical studies have focused
on characteristics and behaviours of both school bullies and their victims. There is a need to
place these traits and actions into the context of the situation in which they occur, in order
to expand the research and allow for the development of more sophisticated and
comprehensive educational, prevention and intervention programmes”. It is hoped that the
conclusions offered will present a fuller understanding of this phenomenon and inform anti
cyber bullying policy decisions and future approaches to tackling and preventing cyber

bullying.



The author feels this research study has brought a new perspective to the discussion on the
prevention and management of cyber bullying in Irish schools. Much of the published
research to date has focused on quantifying the clearly negative effects and prevalence of
cyber bullying. Through an extensive literature review and interviews with adolescents, the
author was able to clarify the important role that the Internet, in particular social
networking sites, play in assisting with their social and personal development. Furthermore,
this study identified some harmful aspects of cyber bullying that had not been indicated in
previous research. These included; the unique sense of isolation felt by victims of cyber
bullying, the subtle nature of cyber bullying which can make it hard to identify, the
reluctance of social networking sites to act on less obvious bullying, the inability to be
certain about a commenter's intention because one can’t see their facial expressions, and the
lack of realisation among some that behaviour they perceive as “cool” could be classified as
bullying. The research also identified that cyber bullying can be even more damaging
where it is accompanied by the threat of a perceived over-reaction from parents or teachers
to remove access to the sites themselves from the victim; thus increasing their fear of social
isolation. In conclusion, the author calls for policymakers to move away from banning
social networking sites as the solution to cyber bullying, and suggests an inclusive approach
which sees greater openness and discussion amongst school managers, care workers,

teachers, parents and students about how to behave and protect oneself online.
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Introduction

For countless generations children have been teasing, harassing and bullying one another,
sometimes in fun, sometimes in deadly earnest, to the amusement, horror or indifference of
others, whether they be parents, teachers or other children (Rigby, 1996). The home,
school and community are all recognised as important social and physical contexts within
which adolescents develop. However, bullying has historically affected children and
teenagers only while at school, while traveling to or from school, or in public places such
as playgrounds and bus stops (Patchin and Hinduja, 2006, p.148). Modern technology, has
added another dimension to traditional school bullying. The rapid growth of new media
technologies has enabled bullies to extend the reach of their aggression and threats beyond
this physical setting through what can be termed cyber bullying, where tech-savvy students
are able to harass others day and night using technological devices such as computers and

mobile phones (Patchin and Hinduja, 2006).

Computers occupy a significant proportion of the homes in which children reside and are
frequently used to fulfill social, entertainment, academic, and productivity needs (National
Telecommunications and Information Administration [NTIA], 2002, cited in Patchin and
Hinduja, 2006). The Internet is rapidly becoming an integral part of modern daily life,
changing the nature of interpersonal relationships and transforming individuals’ lives. It
provides a new window to the world for many children and youth. Not only does it open up
sources of knowledge to people but technology also affords adolescents and adults an easy
means of establishing and maintaining social contacts. Holloway and Valentine (2003)
define this “virtual” space as a zone that is not just set apart from everyday life, but also
one that offers the possibility to transcend everyday life. It is a “zone of freedom, fluidity
and experimentation that is insulated from the mundane realities of the material world”
(Springer, 1991; Laurel 1990 cited in Holloway & Valentine, 2003, p.10). Just as the
telephone revolutionised interpersonal interaction in the twentieth century by enhancing
our ability to “reach out and touch” others, information technology has dramatically altered
and expanded the way in which individuals communicate (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009, p.7).
In today’s world, blogs, social networking websites and instant messaging are competing
with face-to-face and telephone communication as the dominant means and methods

through which personal interaction takes place. When asked about their experiences with



the Internet and related technologies most children and adolescents rate their experiences
positively (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008). Unfortunately, cyber bullying is the
“by-product of the union of adolescent aggression and electronic communication” (Hinduja
and Patchin, 2008, p.131), and its growth is giving cause for concern as children around
the world gain more access to relatively low-cost communication tools such as the Internet

and mobile phones.

The benefits associated with Internet use cannot be effectively internalised if the
environment is unwelcoming or inhospitable to those who venture online. Cyber bullying
“is occurring with increasing frequency, and the psychological effects may prove to be as
devastating, if not more so, than traditional bullying” (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston,
2008, p.15). Unfortunately, Internet-based interactions support anti-social behaviour for
those with malicious intent to cause harm to others. So valued has this space become for
young people that even those who are victims of cyber bullying are reluctant to report it for
fear that the technology (mobile phones or computers) will be withdrawn (Shariff, 2009).
In contrast to adults, adolescents use computers, mobile phones and the Internet as
“seamless, complementing extensions of their real-world behaviours, while adults have
largely been induced to adopt them into their lives as supplements to their normal
activities” (Prensky, 2001 cited in Hinduja & Patchin, 2009, p.8). Many young people are
“embedded in an online culture that is largely inseparable and indistinct from their offline
world, and most adults have difficulty comprehending this lifestyle practice” (Hinduja &
Patchin, 2009, p.8). This differentiation with adult online-behaviour is important to
remember when trying to grasp the importance of digital media for today's youth. Any
comprehensive study in this field including the impact of cyber bullying on young people
needs to examine new media from the unique perspective of today’s adolescents. As
Brendan Byrne writing in the Irish Examiner newspaper pointed out; “one of the best ways
to get an insight into bullying is to talk to young people about it” (Irish Examiner, 20th
October 2008 p.6).

In this thesis, the author will examine the prevalence and nature of cyber bullying among
adolescents. An in-depth review of adolescents’ adoption of new media is undertaken with
a view to understanding the specific impact cyber bullying can have on young people who
have adopted new media, in particular social networking sites as a means to communicate

and socialise with their peers. The qualitative research undertaken by this author with Irish
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adolescents seeks to gain their perspective on cyber bullying and new media and
additionally, to clarify if previous international research findings in this area can be applied
to Irish youths. It is hoped that the conclusions offered in this thesis will present a fuller
understanding of this phenomenon and inform anti cyber bullying policy decisions and

future approaches to tackling and preventing cyber bullying.

In Chapter One the author firstly examines the range of existing published research in
order to articulate current understanding of traditional bullying; how it is defined, who the
victims and perpetrators are, and the effect it has on both parties. The second part of
Chapter One explores the world of cyber bullying, focusing on the extent and nature of
cyber bullying and what distinguishes it from traditional face-to-face bullying. The
relationship that exists between cyber bullying and school bullying is examined in order to
highlight the role educators have in combating this new form of bullying. In Chapter Two,
the author explores why young people find value in expressing themselves online. In
particular, the author will focus on how adolescents are engaging with social networking
sites, how youth socialisation practices are changing and how this in turn affects youth
identity formation. Erik Erikson’s life-stage theory is explored as a theoretical model for
examining adolescence and the journey of self-learning and reflection young people
undertake during what Erikson termed a “psychosocial moratorium” (Erikson, 1971). The
author will then examine the ways in which personal sites (social networking sites and
blogs) provide young people with opportunities for learning about themselves and about
self-presentation. In addressing these practices, the author intends to move towards a fuller

understanding of the impact of cyber bullying on this “Digital Generation”.

In Chapter Three, the author will outline how the research with adolescents was conducted
and why particular methods, instruments and techniques were employed. This chapter will
also outline ethical considerations within the research; the development of the interview
schedule; sample selection; participant recruitment; the pilot study; and limitations of the
research. Finally, the approach to analysing and interpreting the data gathered is addressed.
In Chapter Four, the author will present the interview data and summarise the findings
according to themes identified during the analysis of the interview transcripts. In Chapter
Five the author will analyse the research findings within the context of the literature review

and consider how her findings fit with existing theory and research.



Chapter One: The Internet Age Brings a New Form of Harassment

1.1 Introduction

A thorough, in-depth study of cyber bullying must begin with an understanding of why
some children engage in bullying and some do not. Chapter One offers a clear
understanding of traditional bullying; how it is defined, who the victims and perpetrators
are, and the effects of traditional bullying on those involved. This chapter also offers an
overview of the causes of this destructive behaviour and the factors that predispose one to
engage in bullying or be at risk of being bullied. It also examines the long-term effects of
the behaviour on both victims and perpetrators. The second part of chapter one explores
the world of cyber bullying. This section focuses on the extent and nature of cyber bullying
and what distinguishes it from traditional face-to-face bullying. The author examines the
most recent published research which illustrates the prevalence and dramatic rise of cyber
bullying among post-primary students. It is this author’s belief that cyber bullying affords a
unique method of asserting dominance that conventional bullying disallows and the
reasons for this are explored. Finally, the direct relationship that exists between cyber
bullying and school bullying is examined to highlight the role educators have in combating

this new form of bullying.

1.2 Towards an Understanding of School Bullying

1.2.1 Defining Bullying Behaviour

Bullying behaviour can have detrimental effects on victims. Marr and Field (2001)
estimate that sixteen children a year in the United Kingdom take their own lives, as a result
of literally having been “bullied to death” (O’Moore and Minton, 2004, p.3). Indeed, it is
likely that bullying has gone on in schools for as long as schools have existed. In recent
years, “‘systematic investigation has confirmed that it is a pervasive phenomenon” (Smith
and Sharp, 1994, p.i). Initially, research was limited to pioneering studies emanating from
the Nordic countries (Pikas, 1975; Olweus 1978; Roland; 1988 cited in Elliott, 2002). Peter
Paul Heinemann, a Swedish physician, first drew attention to the problem after observing

bullying in the playground on his routine visits to schools (Heinemann, 1973). His work



aroused public interest and prepared the ground for the pioneering research of the
Norwegian Dan Olweus (Besag, 1989, p.7). Over the last twenty years, a large base of
research literature on bullying has been amassed, drawing from studies conducted in many
countries (Rigby, 2002a, 2002b; Smith et al., 1999 cited in McGrath and Noble, 1996, p.3).
Importantly, what has emerged from these studies is that “schools can do a great deal to

stop bullying” (Smith and Sharp, 1994, p.1).

Any investigation into bullying and its prevention necessitates a concise understanding of
what is classified as bullying behaviour. Farrington (1993), a British criminologist, has
defined bullying as “repeated oppression, psychological or physical, of a less powerful
person by a more powerful person” (McGrath and Noble, 1996, p.5). In a Scandinavian
context, Erling Roland contends that “bullying is long-standing violence, physical or
psychological, conducted by an individual or a group, and directed against an individual
who is not able to defend himself in the actual situation. The physical bullying could
include kicking, pushing, or beating the victim, while the most common means of
psychological bullying are teasing and exclusion” (Roland, 1989, p.21-32 cited in Byrne,
1994, p.13). The definition proposed by Pete Stephenson and Dave Smith focuses on the
distress the victim experiences, the abuse of power by the bully, and the intentionality of

the act. They describe bullying as:

A form of social interaction in which a more dominant individual exhibits aggressive
behaviour which is intended to and does, in fact, cause distress to a less dominant
individual. The aggressive behaviour may take the form of a direct physical and/or verbal
attack or may be indirect as when the bully hides a possession that belongs to the victim or
spreads false information about the victim (Stephenson and Smith, 1988, p. 45-57 cited in
Byrne, 1994, p.13).

According to psychologists and teachers Helen McGrath and Toni Noble (1996), the most
influential formulation of what constitutes bullying has been proposed by Olweus (1993),
whereby bullying is conceived largely in behavioural terms; a person is being bullied when
he or she is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or
more other persons (McGrath and Noble, 1996). Negative actions can be carried out
verbally; by teasing, taunting and threatening. According to Olweus (1993), it is also a
negative action when somebody hits, pushes, kicks or restrains another by physical contact.
He contends it is also possible to carry out negative actions without use of words or

physical contact, such as by making faces or rude gestures, intentionally excluding



someone from a group, or refusing to comply with another person’s wishes. It is however
important to note and clarify the relationship between bullying and teasing. In everyday
social interactions among peers in school, there occurs a good deal of teasing of a playful
and relatively friendly nature which in most cases cannot be considered bullying. On the
other hand, “when the repeated teasing is of a degrading and offensive character, and, in
particular, is continued in spite of clear signs of distress or opposition on the part of the
target, it certainly qualifies as bullying” (Olweus, 1997, p.171). In addition, according to
McGrath and Noble it is not unreasonable to call an action “bullying” even if it occurs on
just one occasion; “children have been known to be traumatised as a result of a single

experience of intense bullying” (McGrath and Noble, 1996, p.4).

In Ireland, the Department of Education and Science’s definition of bullying is most often
used. They define bullying as “repeated aggression, verbal, psychological or physical,
conducted by an individual or group against others” (O’Moore and Minton, 2004, p.7). To
these definitions, one may also add that bullying, especially in schools, typically involves a
plurality of perpetrators, rather than a single perpetrator (McGrath and Noble, 1996).
Bullying is also carried out in many different ways. Usually bullying occurs with a single
victim being the target but when it occurs in groups, it has been referred to as “mobbing”
(Pikas, 1975, cited in Pearce, 2002). According to Olweus (1993), bullying can be either
direct or indirect. Direct bullying consists of physical aggression, hurtful words or
unpleasant faces and gestures. Boys engage in direct bullying about four times more
frequently than girls. Indirect bullying involves ignoring or denying wishes and is used

more frequently by girls (Olweus, 1993, cited in Pearce, 2002, p.76).

1.2.2 What Characterises the Typical Victims and Bullies?

In order to fully understand the phenomenon of bullying behaviour, it is important to
examine the characteristics of students who are victims and bullies. Fortunately, a clear
picture of both the typical victims and the typical bullies has emerged from extensive
research (Bjorkqvist, Ekman & Lagerspetz, 1982; Boulton & Smith, 1994; Farrington,
1993; Olweus, 1973a, 1978, 1981a, 1984; Perry et al., 1988 cited in Olweus, 1997).

As identified by Olweus (1973), typical victims are more anxious and insecure than

students in general. Further, they are often cautious, sensitive and quiet. When attacked by
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other students, they commonly react by crying and withdrawal. Victims tend to suffer from
low self-esteem and have a negative view of themselves and their situation. They often
look upon themselves as failures and feel stupid, ashamed and unattractive. They are not
aggressive or teasing in their behaviour and they usually have a negative attitude toward
violence and its use. If these children are boys, they tend to be physically weaker than
other boys. Olweus labelled this type of victim the passive or submissive victim (Olweus,
1973a, cited in Olweus, 1997). In summary, “it seems that the behaviour and attitude of
the passive/submissive victims signal to others that they are insecure and worthless
individuals who will not retaliate if they are attacked or insulted” (Olweus, 1997, p.176).
There is also another clearly smaller group of victims, the provocative victims, who are
characterised by a combination of both anxious and aggressive reaction patterns. These
students often have problems with concentration, and behave in ways that may cause

irritation and tension around them (Olweus, 1997).

A distinctive characteristic of typical bullies is their aggression toward peers and often
adults as well, both teachers and parents. Compared to other students, bullies tend to have a
more positive attitude toward violence and its use. Further, they are often characterised by
“impulsivity and a strong need to dominate others” and they have little empathy with the
victims of bullying (Olweus, 1993 p.8). Several studies have found bullies to be of
average or slightly below average popularity (Bjorkvist et al., 1982; Lagerspetz, et al.,
1982; Olweus 1973a, 1978). Bullies are often surrounded by a small group of two to three
peers who support them and who seem to like them. The popularity of the bully decreases
however, as they get older and is considerably less than average around age sixteen. In
summary, “typical bullies can be described as having an aggressive reaction pattern
combined (in the case of boys) with physical strength” (Olweus, 1997, p.177). Educational
psychologist Valerie Besag (1989) also refers to a group of “anxious” bullies. These
children appear to have other difficulties, such as problems at home or educational failure.

These bullies are less confident and popular than other bullies (Byrne, 1994).

1.2.3 Causes of Bullying

According to Besag (1989), “in searching for an explanation for bullying behaviour it is
necessary to sift through a bewildering and often conflicting array of research findings

from biological, sociological, anthropological, psychological and other sources” (Besag,
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1989, p.xi). Many children involved in a bullying situation, both victims and bullies, have
some characteristics which predispose them to risk. The main causative factors can be
grouped under three headings; those that arise within the child, those in the family and
those that come from society and the outside world (Besag, 1989). As addressed earlier,
much research has covered the personality traits of both victims and bullies. McGrath and
Noble (1996), note that children who repeatedly bully others tend to be generally
aggressive (Olweus, 1993), Machiavellian (Sutton and Keogh, 2000) and show low levels
of empathy (Slee and Rigby, 1993). Children who have been repeatedly victimised by
peers have been characterised as relatively introverted (Slee and Rigby, 1993); having low
self-esteem (Egan and Perry, 1998) and lacking in assertiveness (Sharp and Cowie, 1998).
The educational psychologist, Dr L.F. Lowenstein (1978), also found “bullied children had
distinct physical characteristics and personality traits which distinguished them from the
non-bullied child” (O’Moore, 1989, p.12). Lowenstein’s findings in respect of the victims
were very similar to the Scandinavian and Finnish results, where the victim is classified as
insecure in social relations and physically weak (O’Moore, 1988 cited in O’Moore, 1989).
Olweus (1980, 1991) describes bullying children as having impulsive and aggressive
temperaments, and children who are bullied as having shy or weak temperaments (Smith
and Sharp, 1994, p.8). According to psychologists Peter Smith and Sonia Sharp (1994),
being different in some way, or being vulnerable, are risk factors for being bullied. In
addition, “children with special educational needs, often with a physical disability or
mild/moderate learning difficulties, are especially at risk of being bullied” (Smith and

Sharp, 1994, p.8).

However, “it is generally conceded that explanations based upon personality differences
provide only one part of the story” (McGrath and Noble, 1996, p.9). Socio-cultural
explanations for bullying provide further reasons why some children may be bullied in
schools (McGrath and Noble, 1996). These include such factors as gender, race or
ethnicity, social class and religious affiliation. In research compiled by Dr Mona O’Moore
(1989), “examination of the children’s social background revealed that seventy-seven
percent of all the bullies studied were regarded as having a social or environmental
background which contributed to their bullying behaviour” (O’Moore, 1989, p.14).
Indeed, extensive research on bullying would indicate that “family factors are of
considerable significance in the development of the personality of the child who bullies

others and the child at risk of being bullied” (Besag, 1989, p.59). Stephenson and Smith
8



(1988) found that one third of those involved in bullying, both victims and bullies, had
difficult family backgrounds (Besag, 1989). A review of the research on aggressive and
anti-social behaviour in children by Wolff (1985) concluded that the following family
factors were associated with childhood aggression: absence of the father, loss of parent
through separation, a depressed mother, an irritable parent, marital discord, socio-

economic disadvantage and large family size.

Olweus (1984) too has suggested that there are particular family factors that predispose
children to become bullies; in particular the “style of relationships and attitudes to
aggression” (Pearce, 2002, p.81). As Byrne (1994) argues, “neither bullies nor victims tend
to come from homes where there is a balanced attitude to child-rearing” (Byrne, 1994,
p-41). Olweus (1997) identified the following four child-rearing factors as particularly
important: firstly, the basic emotional attitude of the primary carer toward the child during
early years. A “negative emotional attitude, characterised by lack of warmth and
involvement, increases the risk that the child will later become aggressive and hostile
towards others”. The second factor is when the child is allowed to behave aggressively. If
the primary carer is generally permissive and “tolerant” without setting clear limits to
aggressive behaviour towards peers, siblings, and adults, the child’s aggression level is
likely to increase. Thirdly, the “use of power-assertive child-rearing methods such as
physical punishment and violent emotional outbursts” are a contributing factor. Living
with parents who abuse them teaches children that aggression and violence are appropriate
and effective means of dominating others and getting your own way. A bully’s parents are
likely to use physically harsh forms of punishment or resort to threatening emotional
outbursts. Even if the youngster is not abused personally, he or she may see one parent
abuse the other or another member of the family. “Aggressive behaviour is transmitted
from parent to child, thus perpetrating the cycle” (Tattum, 1997, p.231). Olweus (1997)
identifies the temperament of the child which is in part inherited as the fourth contributing

factor (Olweus, 1997, p.178).

However, keeping the aforementioned factors in mind, the school ethos has also been
identified as a contributing factor to the level of bullying experienced by children in
schools. It has been reported by Rigby (1996) that bullying in one school may be four
times higher than bullying in another school, even when the schools are located in similar

socioeconomic areas with the same ethnic mix. Several studies show that “bullying and
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aggression occurs more frequently in schools with low staff morale, high teacher turnover,
unclear standards of behaviour, inconsistent methods of discipline, poor organisation,
inadequate supervision and lack of awareness of children as individuals” (Pearce, 2002,
p-81). In contrast, when schools have been able to achieve a very positive classroom
climate wherein children work constructively and enjoy their studies, bullying has been
found to be relatively low (Roland and Galloway, 2004 cited in McGrath and Noble,
1996). Therefore what happens in the home and at school must always be taken into
account when trying to work out why a child is aggressive (Pearce, 2002, p.81). Indeed,
unless there is a very good understanding of the underlying issues contributing to bullying

behaviour it will be difficult to manage the aggression successfully.

However in the schools defence, Randall and Donohoe (1993) referred to the fact that
“schools do not usually create bullies, instead they may import them from the community
and then may be unable to stop them from flourishing (Randall and Donohue, 1993 cited in
Byrne, 1997, p.258). Byrne (1994) believes the school as an institution does not turn
people into bullies and victims. While it may be the case in some schools that the
atmosphere is conducive to bullying behaviour, it is more likely that the “social and family
background, in conjunction with certain physical, personality, psychological and
behavioural characteristics are of paramount importance in the appearance and
continuation of such behaviour” (Byrne, 1994, p.95). There is also a good deal of evidence
to indicate that the behaviour patterns involved in bully/victim problems are fairly stable
over time. Unfortunately, Olweus (1977, 1978) stresses that this would indicate that “being
a bully or a victim is something that is likely to continue for substantial periods of time,
unless systematic efforts (from adults) are made to change the situation” (Olweus, 1977,

1978 cited in Olweus, 1997, p.174).

1.2.4 Longitudinal Aspect of Bullying Behaviour

As previously highlighted; “whether a person is a bully or a victim is the result of the
complicated interaction of a number of factors” (Byrne, 1994, p.40). Long-term studies are
beginning to indicate that “children with social problems in schools are at high risk of
taking those problems with them into adult life and even passing them on to their own
children” (Besag, 1989, p.xii). In many cultures there is a traditional expectation that

children will learn to look after themselves, that they will learn to cope with hurdles and, in
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so doing, be better prepared for life (Besag, 1989). But for others “the erosion of self-
confidence and self-esteem is such that even in adulthood their social interactions remain

affected” (Cowen et al., 1973 cited in Besag, 1989 p.5).

Results from cross-sectional surveys suggest that being victimised by peers is related to
comparatively low levels of psychological wellbeing and social adjustment and to high
levels of psychological distress and adverse physical health symptoms (McGrath and
Noble, 1996, p.7). According to Rutter (1987) the social isolation and anxiety of victims is
bound to have an adverse effect on the development of self-image and self-esteem which
have been shown to be so important in protecting children from negative life experiences
(Rutter, 1987 cited in Pearce, 2002, p.77). Research has also suggested that there can be
persistent negative effects of being bullied on mental health into adult years (Olweus,
1992; Smith, Singer, Hoel and Cooper, 2003 cited in McGrath and Noble, 1996, p.8).
Children who are bullied at school risk continuing misery and loss of self-esteem, with
possible long-term effects (Smith and Sharp, 1994, p.7). Olweus (1993) has shown that
“boys who were victims at school between thirteen and sixteen years were, at age twenty-
three, more likely to show depressive tendencies and continued to have poor self-esteem”
(Olweus, 1993 cited in Smith and Sharp, 1994, p.7). Sharp’s (1992) investigation into how
children respond to and cope with bullying behaviour found that twenty percent of pupils
said they would truant to avoid being bullied; twenty-nine percent found it difficult to
concentrate on their school work; twenty-two percent felt physically ill after being bullied
and twenty percent had experienced sleeping difficulties as a result of the bullying (Smith
and Sharp, 1994, p.7). There are several cases each year in the UK where “‘severe bullying
has contributed to or precipitated suicide, even if it is not necessarily the sole cause”
(Smith and Sharp, 1994, p.7). In a study of Australian children, Ken Rigby found that those
who were frequently bullied (i.e., at least once a week) were twice as likely as other
children to wish they were dead or to admit to having recurring thoughts of suicide (Rigby,
1996). What is of particular interest and what will be addressed later within the context of
cyber bullying is that the links between bully victimisation and depression (and also
between bully victimisation and suicidal thoughts) are stronger for indirect as opposed to
direct forms of bullying (Van der Wal, de Wit, & Hirasing, 2003 cited in Kowalski,
Limber and Agatston, 2008 ). In other words, “there may be more reason to worry about
the psychological states of children who are ostracised by peers than children who are

physically bullied. Because children have such a strong need to belong and to be accepted
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by their peer group, many find it much more distressing to be excluded by peers than to be

battered by them” (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008, p.26).

Children not only experience psychological problems as a result of being bullied, but they
may also experience physical ailments. In a 2004 Dutch study children who were bullied
were three times more likely to experience headaches, feel listless, and wet their beds.
They were about twice as likely to have trouble sleeping, have stomach pain, feel tense, be
tired, and have a poor appetite (Fekkes et al., 2004, cited in Kowalski, Limber and
Agatston, 2008). Bullying may also affect the academic achievement of victims. Children
who are bullied are more likely than their non-bullied peers to want to avoid going to
school (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996, cited in Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008) and
actually have higher absenteeism rates (Rigby, 1996; Smith, Talamelli, Cowie, Naylor, &
Chauhan, 2004, cited in Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008). These children are also
more likely to say that they dislike school, and their teachers perceive that they are less
happy than their non-bullied peers. It has also been documented that they receive lower
grades than peers who are not bullied (Arsenault et al., 2006; Eisenberg, Neumark-

Sztainer, & Perry, 2003, cited in Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008).

Bullies do not escape the negative consequences of their own behaviour (Hinduja and
Patchin, 2008). Longitudinal research by Olweus (1991) has found that boys who
persistently bullied others in adolescence were three to four times more likely to be
involved in repeated anti-social behaviour and physical violence by their early twenties.
Olweus (1993) found in a study he conducted that approximately sixty percent of boys who
were characterised as bullies in grades six to nine had been convicted of at least one
officially registered crime by the age of twenty-four. Even more dramatically, as much as
fourty percent of the former bullies had three or more convictions by this age, while this
was true of only ten percent of the control boys (those who were neither bullies nor victims
in grades six to nine). Thus, Olweus (1993) concludes “as young adults, the former school
bullies had a fourfold increase in the level of relatively serious recidivist criminality as
documented in official crime records” (Olweus, 1993a cited in Olweus, 1997, p.178).
Similar findings are reported in the UK by Lane (1989) while Farrington (1993) has
reported links between generations, with fathers who were aggressive and bullying at
school being more likely to have sons who were also bullying at school (Smith and Sharp,

1994, p.8). A thirty-year follow-up study by sociologist Lee Robins (1978) found that
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children with aggressive and antisocial behaviour were likely to continue to behave in this
way, with more than one in four still showing significant aggression control problems.
David Lane argues that acting to stop bullying behaviour can reduce the incidence of later
violent criminality as a number of studies have shown that problems in childhood are
reflected in the adult criminal statistics (Lane, 1989, p.95 cited in Byrne, 1994). M.
Lefkowitz et al. found that aggression at age eight was the best predictor of aggression at
age nineteen, irrespective of IQ, social class or parental models (Byrne, 1994). Randall
also contends that bullying is the forerunner of adult violence and has its roots in
unchecked infant aggression (Randall, 1971, p.50-51 cited in Byrne, 1994, p.27). All the
major findings were consistent with the hypothesis that “aggression may be learned by a
child from his interactions with his environment” (Byrne, 1994, p.32). It was also
concluded that “phenotypic behaviour (greater male aggressiveness) is not necessarily
immutable. Just as some females can learn to be aggressive, males can learn not to be
aggressive.” Thus, seen in light of the social learning theory of aggressive behaviour,
propounded by these researchers, the prognosis is that bullying need not be for life. Like
most other behaviours it can be unlearned (Eron, Walder and Lefkowitz, 1971 cited in

Byrne, 1994, p.33).

In very recent years, school bullying has moved to a new sphere, whereby “tech-savvy
students are turning to cyberspace to harass their peers” (Patchin and Hinduja, 2006,
p.148). Though new technologies are intended to positively contribute to society, negative
aspects invariably surface as byproducts of these developments. Unfortunately, when
experienced among members of a highly impressionable and often volatile adolescent
population, this can result in violence, injury, and even death (Meadows et al., 2005;
Vossekuil, Fein, Reddy, Borum, & Modzeleski, 2002, cited in Patchin and Hinduja, 2006).
In the second part of chapter one, the author will examine the transition of bullying to the

electronic world and its’ negative repercussions.
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1.3  Bullying in the Interactive Playground

1.3.1 Bullying has Gone Digital

Although sharing certain features in common with traditional bullying, “cyber bullying
represents a somewhat unique phenomenon that has only recently begun to receive
attention” (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008, p.1). As highlighted earlier, bullying has
been a familiar feature of school life; but what is different now are the new forms of media
used to torment victims. Children and adolescents have taken schoolyard bullying to an
entirely new level by utilising the electronic medium to bully. Cyber bullying involves the
use of information and communication technologies such as e-mail, mobile phone and text
messages, instant messaging, defamatory personal web sites, and defamatory online
personal polling web sites, to support deliberate, repeated, and hostile behaviour by an
individual or group, that is intended to harm others (Belsey cited in Li, 2007, p.436). As
with traditional bullying, cyber bullying also exists on a continuum of severity. On the less
extreme end of this continuum, cyber bullying may be difficult to identify. However, at the
other end of the scale, Kowalski et al. (2008) argue that “cyber bullying has led to murder
and suicide” (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008, p.46). One of the unique
characteristics of cyber bullying is the large variety of methods used by people to carry out
attacks and the types of behaviours that represent it. Consequently, educators, parents,
policy makers and legal scholars are scrambling for resolutions to this modern and
pervasive problem (Belsey, 2006; Gillis, 2006 cited in Brown, Jackson and Cassidy, 2006,
p.1). The following section explores the increasing ways technology is utilised to extend
bullying behaviour into cyberspace. Behaviours classified as cyber bullying regardless of
the means by which they are carried out will be addressed, followed by an exploration of

the most common methods used to cyber bully others.

1.3.2 Classification of Cyber Bullying Behaviour

One of the first authors to address the topic, Nancy Willard (2004), outlined a number of
behaviours that she argues constitute cyber bullying. She calls the first category “Flaming”,
where perpetrators send angry, rude, vulgar messages about a person to an online group or
to that person via e-mail or text message (Li, 2007). Flaming usually occurs in “public”

settings, such as chat rooms or discussion groups, rather than private e-mail exchanges
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(Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008). Willard labels the second category ‘“Online
Harassment”, where bullies repeatedly send offensive messages via electronic means to
another individual (Willard, 2004 cited in Li, 2007). Harassment normally occurs through
personal communication channels, such as e-mail, but harassing messages can also be
communicated through public forums, such as chat rooms and discussion groups
(Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008). Willard’s third category “Cyber Stalking”,
involves online harassment that includes threats of harm or behaviour that is excessively
intimidating. “Denigration” is the fourth category and incorporates sending harmful,
untrue, or cruel statements about a person to other people or posting such material online
(Willard, 2004 cited in Li, 2007). These statements may be posted on a web page or may
be spread to others via e-mail or instant messaging. Included within this category of cyber
bullying is “posting or sending digitally altered photos of someone particularly in a way
that portrays them in a sexualised or harmful manner” (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston,
2008, p.48). Online “slam books”, which are created to make fun of students also represent
a form of denigration. Students create a Web site where class mates’ names are listed and
students write mean and nasty comments about targeted students (Kowalski, Limber and
Agatston, 2008, p.48). Willard labels the fifth category ‘“Masquerade”, where bullies
pretend to be someone else and send or post material that makes another person look bad
(Willard, 2004 cited in Li, 2007. The sixth category is called “Outing”, and involves
sending or posting material about a person that contains sensitive, private, or embarrassing
information, including forwarding private messages or images. The final category Willard
identifies is, “Exclusion” where perpetrators cruelly exclude someone from an online

group (Willard, 2004, cited in Li, 2007).

According to Kowalski et al. (2008) social psychologists have determined that people have
a basic human need to be included by other people arguing that much of our social
behaviour is guided by our attempts to be included by others and to avoid being excluded;
referred to by some as “social death” (Sudnow, 1967; Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 2000
cited in Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008). It is not surprising therefore that exclusion
in the online world, can have a serious emotional impact on adolescents. Dr Larrry Koeing
(2006), a former family therapist and a leader in the development of programs for parents
and children summed it up well when he said “with cyber bullying you can absolutely

destroy a child emotionally” (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008, p.49).
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Since Willard identified her seven behaviours, a new category termed “Happy Slapping”
has emerged whereby people, usually adolescents, walk up and slap someone while
another individual captures the violence using a camera phone. A variant of happy
slapping, known as “Hopping”, that typically involves direct assaults, is showing up with
increasing frequency in the United States and elsewhere. Unfortunately, with both happy
slapping and hopping, the video that is taken of the incident is then uploaded onto the web

for any number of people to view (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008).

1.3.3 Cyber Bullies’ Methods of Communication

As there are numerous behaviours that constitute cyber bullying, there are also numerous
communication technologies that can be used to cyber bully others. The most commonly
used methods outlined below include instant messaging, e-mail, text messaging, social
networking sites, blogs and websites. Instant messaging is one of the most common ways

in which adolescents cyber bully (Kowalski, Limber and Agatson, 2008).

Instant messaging or “IMing”, refers to real-time communication via the Internet with
individuals on one’s contact list. Electronic mail, or e-mail, is another one of the most
frequently and widely used means of digital communication and unfortunately a frequent
method of cyber bullying others. Kowalski, Limber and Agatson (2008) outline two
primary reasons for this. Firstly, someone wishing to harass or humiliate another individual
can send an e-mail containing pictures or objectionable information about another person
to hundreds or thousands of people at one time. Secondly, although e-mails are generally
easy to trace, there is no guarantee that the person from whose e-mail account the e-mail
originated was actually the individual who sent the e-mail (Kowalski, Limber and
Agatston, 2008, p.52). In addition to this Kowalski, Limber and Agatson (2008) stress that
the accessibility of free e-mail services, such as Hotmail and Yahoo, allows cyber bullies
to communicate with victims using multiple identities and multiple e-mail addresses.
Another method used to cyber bully is text messaging. Text messaging is a cheap, quick
and popular form of communication among adolescents and although not a method of real-
time communication, text messaging is widely recognised as an important mode of

communication among teenagers (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008).
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Social network sites have also been identified as a tool used by cyber bullies. The most
popular social network sites are Facebook, MySpace, LiveJournal, Friendster, Nexopia,
Xuga, Xanga, Imbee and Bebo (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008). As defined by the
Federal Bureau of Investigation (2006), social networking sites are “websites that
encourage people to post profiles of themselves complete with pictures, interests, and even
journals” (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008, p.53). Swinford (2006) believes, social
network sites provide a “window on youth culture” as they allow one to see who is doing
what, where, and with whom (Swinford, 2006 cited in Kowalski, Limber and Agatston,
2008, p.53). Blogs are another extremely popular tool among adolescents. Blogs, or web
logs, refer to online journals. Although blogs can be used for a number of positive
functions, they can also be used to cyber bully others. According to Anderson and Sturm
(2007), a cyber bully can use a blog to write derogatory thoughts about a victim referred to
as a “bashboard”. If the victim has a blog, a bully can read the entries as an anonymous
guest and post mean comments about the victim’s personal thoughts, or take the victim’s
blog comments out of context, quoting the victim’s personal thoughts in the bully’s own
blog (Anderson and Sturm, 2007, p.25). Web sites can also be used as a tool for cyber
bullies. Many people have their own personal websites to promote businesses, to post
personal information, or to sell products. Unfortunately in some instances, web pages are
created for the sole purpose of posting offensive information and/or pictures about another
individual. Additionally, web pages can also be created to run Internet polls which are then

used by bullies to humiliate their targets (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008).

1.3.4 The Nature and Extent of Cyber Bullying: An International Perspective

In the last five years, a growing number of studies have been conducted in the area of
cyber bullying and much of the research focuses on the extent and nature of cyber bullying
behaviour among adolescents. For the purpose of this study key findings will be

highlighted to illustrate the widespread nature of this growing and pervasive phenomenon.

In 2005, the UK Anti-Bullying Alliance reported on the extent of cyber bullying among
school pupils in the London area. They found twenty-two percent of pupils surveyed had
been victims of cyber bullying at least once and almost seven percent had experienced
being cyber bullied more frequently. Phone calls, text messages and e-mail were the most

common forms of cyber bullying both inside and outside of school, while chat room
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bullying was the least common (Smith, Mahdavi, Carvalho and Tippett, 2006). Almost
fifteen percent of pupils surveyed had been bullied through text messages and phone calls
at least once, while three percent were victimised in these ways or by e-mail bullying more
than once or twice (Smith et al., 2006). Bullying by phone calls proved to be the most
frequent form of cyber bullying experienced; fourteen percent suffered from this at school
at least once, and three percent frequently; but this rose to twenty-five percent outside
school, at least once, and eleven percent frequently (Smith et al., 2006). According to a
2005 UK survey by the National Children’s Home charity of seven hundred and seventy
youths between the ages of eleven and nineteen, twenty percent of respondents revealed
that they had been bullied via electronic means. Almost three-quarters (seventy-three
percent) stated that they knew the bully, whereas twenty-six percent stated that the
offender was a stranger. Another interesting finding was that ten percent indicated that
another person had taken a picture of them via a mobile phone camera, consequently
making them feel uncomfortable, embarrassed, or threatened (Hinduja and Patchin, 2008,

p.133).

In October 2005, the Flemish Institute for Science and Technology Assessment
commissioned a large-scale survey into cyber bullying among youngsters in Flanders.
When measuring the number of youngsters who have come into contact with at least one
form of potentially offensive behaviour over the Internet or mobile phone, they found: just
over sixty percent of the youngsters have been victims, fifty-two percent have been
perpetrators, and seventy-five percent have been bystanders. The most common forms of
potentially offensive Internet and mobile phone activities reported include insults or threats
via the Internet or mobile phone, deception via the Internet or mobile phone, spreading
gossip via the Internet or mobile phone and breaking into someone’s computer and
changing the password. In this Flemish study, about one out of ten youngsters have been
involved in frequent cyber bullying: three percent exclusively as a victim, five percent
exclusively as a perpetrator, and almost three percent as both a victim and a perpetrator.
Thirty-three percent received threats or insults by e-mail or mobile phone. The majority of

youngsters surveyed believed cyber bullying was a “big problem” (Deboelpaep, 2005).

A very recent and comprehensive study of cyber bullying in Ireland undertaken by the
Trinity College Anti-Bullying Centre (2008) highlighted the significant growth in online

and mobile phone intimidation among Irish secondary school pupils. Of almost three
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thousand pupils surveyed, fourteen percent said they had been targeted by cyber bullies in
the couple of months preceding the study, and twenty-two percent reported receiving
“nasty, aggressive or threatening” phone calls (Hogan, 2008, p.4). Incidence rates were
higher for the sample as a whole in some sub-categories of cyber-abuse. Around one in six
reported receiving abusive text messages out of school (sixteen percent) and eighteen
percent had a threatening or embarrassing photograph or video clip taken via mobile phone
camera (O’Moore and Minton, 2008). Twenty-two percent reported having received an
aggressive or threatening telephone call from a user of a mobile phone and twenty-five
percent of students reported having taken part in bullying of others at school in the past
couple of months. The study also confirmed the “continued existence of significant
bully/victim problems in Irish schools, with some thirty percent of students reporting that
they had been bullied at school in the past couple of months” (O’Moore and Minton, 2008,
p-37).

As mentioned, sixteen percent of students reported having received an abusive text outside
of school in the past couple of months, and eleven percent having sent such a message.
According to O’Moore and Minton (2007), school restrictions on the use of mobile phones
within the school grounds would seem to be having a positive effect, where incidences of
text message bullying were significantly lower (nine percent reported having received an
abusive text message and five percent having sent one). The use of mobile phones in the
taking or sending of embarrassing or otherwise nasty pictures or video clips also raised
concerns for O'Moore and Minton (2008). Eighteen percent reported that they had had
embarrassing or nasty pictures or video clips taken of them; sixteen percent reported
having taken such pictures or clips of others, although rather fewer (seven percent)
reported that they had sent such images on. Receiving threatening telephone calls from
mobile phone users was an issue for twenty two percent of the sample while eleven percent
reported having perpetrated this activity over the past couple of months. People who had
been cyber bullied rarely (about six percent) reported it to adults at school; they were over
twice as likely to do nothing at all, five times more likely to send an angry message back,
and five times more likely to talk to a friend. “Around one-quarter of those who had been

cyber bullied reported either angry or upset feeling” (O’Moore and Minton, 2008, p.37).
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Similar to traditional bullying, preliminary research by Willard (2006) also suggests cyber
bullying may produce consequences ranging from low self-esteem, anxiety, anger,
depression, school absenteeism, poor grades, an increased tendency to violate against
others, to youth suicide (Willard, 2006 cited in Brown, Jackson and Cassidy, 2006, p.12).
As highlighted earlier in this chapter, face-to-face bullying can result in long-term
psychological harm to victims. This harm is reflected in low self-esteem, depression,
anxiety, anger, school failure, school avoidance, school violence and suicide. Willard
(2004) argues it is very possible that the psychological harm inflicted by cyber bullying
may be even greater than traditional school bullying. She argues there is no escape for the
young person who is being cyber bullied. There is a wider scope of dissemination of
hurtful material and sometimes the bullies are anonymous. Many students as indicated to in
the Irish study also appear reticent to tell parents about cyber bullying for fear that parents
will not understand or will over-react. Students may also fear that if it is found that they
have told, “they will be ostracised or bullied even more” (Willard, 2004, p.3). The unique
features associated with cyber bullying that set it apart from traditional face-to-face

bullying will now be addressed in greater detail.

1.4 Offline Consequences of Online Victimisation

1.4.1 What Makes Cyber bullying so Harmful?

In their studies, Ybarra and Mitchell (2004) note that a significant difference between
Internet harassment and conventional bullying involves the ability to withhold one’s
identity in cyberspace, which affords a “unique method of asserting dominance online that
conventional bullying disallows” (Ybarra and Mitchell, 2004 p.1313 cited in Brown,
Jackson and Cassidy, 2005). In fact, in their study, only thirty-one percent of victims knew
their harasser in person (Ybarra and Mitchell 2004, cited in Patchin and Hinduja, 2006,
p.152). Brown, Jackson and Cassidy (2005) argue that the unique sense of power and
control achieved by witholding one's identify is central to cyber bullying. According to
Willard (2003), “the potential to remain anonymous in online settings may be one of
several key factors as to why online harassment is expanding so rapidly” (Willard, 2003
cited in Brown, Jackson and Cassidy, 2005, p.6). In such instances, the victim does not

know if the bully is a friend or stranger, or if there is more than one perpetrator involved;
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the victims are left confused and distrustful of everyone. Anderson and Sturm (2007) argue
too that “the faceless threat is often more frightening than the identified one” (Anderson

and Sturm, 2007, p.26).

According to Hinduja and Patchin (2008), “the elements of perceived anonymity on-line,
and the safety and security of being behind a computer screen, aid in freeing individuals
from traditionally constraining pressures of society, conscience, morality, and ethics to
behave in a normative manner” (Hinduja and Patchin, 2008, p.134). Indeed, when people
use the Internet they are often quite willing to do or say things that they would be much
less likely to do or say in the "real world." This phenomenon has been termed
"disinhibition" (Brown, Jackson and Cassidy, 2005). Willard (2003) identifies five factors
that facilitate disinhibition. Firstly, as mentioned earlier, technology facilitates the illusion
of “invisibility”. Since those who abuse online can be cloaked under the umbrella of
anonymity or fake identities, they believe that officials will be unable to identify them. As
noted earlier, the perception, or illusion, of invisibility can also influence behavioral
choices (Joinsen, 1998 cited in Brown, Jackson and Cassidy, 2005, p.8). In a Turkish study
conducted by Arick et al. (2008), almost sixty percent of students reported saying things
online that they would not say face to face and thirty-five percent reported introducing
themselves as someone else on the Internet (Arick et al., 2008, p.256). Secondly, according
to Willard (2004), there is no corporeal visual or aural feedback from online abuse or
harassment and students therefore may lack empathy for the victim. Empathic recognition
is widely recognised as a vehicle by which external or society-based values become
internalised (Hoffman, 1984, 1991 cited in Willard, 2004, p.3). When a young person
engages in action that harms another and recognises that his or her action has caused harm,
this generally will result in empathic recognition. Franek (2005) argues “technology...has
all but erased the reflection time that once existed between planning a silly prank (or a
serious act) and actually committing the deed (Franek, 2005/2006 cited in Kowalski,
Limber and Agatston, 2008, p.41).

Contemporary social norms that foster online misbehaviour have been identified by
Willard as the third factor that facilitates disinhibition; “because other students are doing it,
it is alright to act in the same manner” (Willard, 2006, p. 4). Fourthly, many students adopt
“avatars”, which are individualised online personas that users can create for online

interactions. If students are bullying through their “avatars”, they may be prohibited from
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feeling personally responsible for online bullying since blame can be placed on the user’s
“fantasy” avatar (Willard, 2006). Finally, Willard emphasises that because students may
feel more comfortable communicating online, especially victims of schoolyard bullying,
they may retaliate through the online medium taking revenge and cyber bullying to new
heights. According to Willard (2004), it is imperative for educators to understand, although
they must try to stop cyber bullies, they must also be very careful not to further victimise a
cyber bully who is retaliating online because he/she is a victim from conventional face-to-
face bullying; “sitting behind a computer working the keyboard gives students a sense of
power and control that they do not have in a face-to-face situation” (Beckerman and

Nocero, 2002, p.2 cited in Willard, 2004, p.5).

Nancy Willard isn’t alone in highlighting the dangers of cyber bullying. According to Dr
Keith Holmes (2008), child and adolescent psychiatrist at the Lucena Clinic, Dublin, the
distance the technology provides desensitises the bully from the victim’s suffering. With
cyber bullying, the link between perpetrator and victim is much less clear-cut and whereas
in the past the perpetrator may have backed off, this doesn’t happen anymore, the bullying
continues indefinitely. Holmes also notes how cyber bullying can go beyond schools into
the student’s home and the timeframe in which bullying occurs is lengthened from just
being during the school day to happening late at night. Before computers, children could
generally feel safe from other bullies in their own bedrooms, but now cyber bullies can
enter that sanctuary (Arick et al., 2008). While there usually is a specific period of time
during which traditional bullies have access to their victims, children who cyber bully can
wreak havoc twenty-four hours a day. As Hinduja and Patchin (2008) state; cyber
bullying, “greatly expands the reach and augments the intensity of interpersonal harm that
occurs among this (adolescent) population” (Hinduja and Patchin, 2008, p.136). Willard
(2006) similarly claims; “online abuse can be especially vicious and for victims there is no
escape. The abuse is ongoing, all the time. Hurtful web posts are broadcast worldwide and
are often irretrievable” (Willard, 2006, p. 55, cited in Brown, Jackson and Cassidy, 2006,
p.11). While children can temporarily get rid of cyber bullies by changing screen names,
going offline, or turning off the computer, it is unfair to ask victims never to use a
computer again. As will be discussed further in chapter two, adolescents especially may
feel alienated from their peers if they have to refrain from IMing, e-mailing and text
messaging due to a fear of bullying (Anderson and Sturm, 2007). Unfortunately, “the fact

that cyber bullying happens most often away from school as opposed to at school also
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limits the role that schools can play in intervening in cyber bullying situations” (Kowalski,

Limber and Agatston, 2008, p.63).

Dr Marie Lawlor (2008), child and adolescent psychiatrist with the Irish Health Service
Executive contends that the recording of acts of bullying to send to others is also extremely
harmful; instead of a once-off incident you have multiple replays of what has happened
which, from the point of view of the victim, is serial-traumatisation and serial-bullying. As
Campbell (2005), a professor at Queensland University of Technology in Australia
explains, “conventional bullying may be severe at the time of the incident, but over time
memory fades and words and taunts become vague” (Campbell, 2005, p.71 cited in
Willard, 2006). However as Patchin and Hinduja (2006) note, “cyber bullying
repercussions have permanence because e-mails can be saved, instant messages and chat
conversations can be logged, and web pages can be archived for an offender, victim, or
third party to read over in the future and thereby relive the experience” (Patchin and
Hinduja, 2006, p.164). Lawlor (2008) also believes cyber bullying is even more disturbing
if students know they have been recorded and it has been broadcast; the humiliation is
greater, they are going to have greater feelings of being exposed and it is going to be
harder for them to go back to school. Serial-traumatisation may cause a prolonged sense of
victimisation which may lead to depression and other physical and mental disorders

(Campbell, 2005 cited in Willard, 2006).

Part of the problem with cyber bullying has also been attributed to the difference in how
parents and children understand and use technology. From the parent’s perspective,
computers are functional tools to be used for practical or business purposes, while students
view this technology as a “lifeline to their peer group” (Snider, 2004, p.2 cited in Brown,
Jackson and Cassidy, 2006, p.21). As Belsey succinctly states; “cyber bullying is
practically subterranean because it lives in the world of young people and kids know there
is a gap in understanding of technology between themselves and their parents, and their
fear is not only that the parents’ response may make the bullying worse, but that the adults
will take the technology away” (as cited in Snider, 2004, p. 2, cited in Brown, Jackson and
Cassidy, 2006, p.23). Anderson and Sturn (2007) believe parents and school officials are
often ineffective against cyber bullying as in many cases children know more about new

technologies than the adults.
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Another important aspect of a study into cyber bullying is the exploration of adult
involvement. When variables related to adult involvements are considered, a typical trend
is identified in the results: over half of the cyber victims did not inform any adults about
the incidents. Less than thirty-five percent of all students report that they would inform
adults when they knew about someone being cyber bullied. This replicates the pattern
identified in research of traditional bullying where the majority of the bystanders and the
victims keep quiet (Hoover and Olsen, 2001, cited in Li, 2007). One possible explanation
for this comes from the result of a study by Li (2007): only six out of ten students believe
adults in schools would try to stop cyber bullying when notified. Because many students
think that adults would not even try to stop cyber bullying when informed, they would,
therefore, keep quiet. Another possible explanation afforded by Li (2007) is that the
victims and bystanders may have feared getting into trouble if they told adults (Li, 2007).
It is worth noting too, that although fears of retribution accompany cyber bullying, the fear
of having computer and phone privileges revoked is even greater for many victims of cyber
bullying. For many parents who hear that their child is a victim of electronic violence, this
can be the most logical first step. However, given that the computer and mobile phone are
key elements of the adolescent’s social life, “to revoke technology privileges is to punish

the victim (again!)” (Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008, p.63).

1.4.2 The Relationship between Cyber Bullying and School Bullying

One of the most important results identified by Qing Li (2007) in her study of Canadian
and Chinese schools is that engagement in the traditional form of bullying is a very strong
predictor for both cyber bullying and cyber victimisation. She argues that victims of
traditional bullying are more likely to be cyber bullied. Likewise, bullies are more likely to
cyber harass others than those who are not involved in traditional bullying. According to
Hinduja and Patchin (2008), off-line bullies are more than five times as likely to bully on-
line as those who do not bully off-line. For example, youth who reported bullying others in
real life in the previous six months were more than twice as likely to report bullying others
on-line. Similarly, youths who were victims of traditional bullying in the previous six
months were more than twice as likely to be victims of cyber bullying (Hinduja and
Patchin, 2008, p.144). Ybarra and Mitchell (2004) too found that many of their
respondents who were cyber bullies or victims were also targets of conventional bullying.

Fifty-six percent of bullies/victims of online aggression also reported being the target of
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off-line bullying. As Ybarra and Micthell (2004) note; for some youth who are bullied, the
Internet may simply be an extension of the schoolyard, with victimisation continuing after
the bell and on into the night. Additionally, for others who have been victims of
conventional bullying, the Internet may provide them with a means to retaliate and get
back at the schoolyard bullies (Ybarra and Mitchell, 2004 cited in Kowalski, Limber and
Agatston, 2008).

According to Li, this finding, though not surprising, has significant implications. “It
suggests that bullying and cyber bullying are closely related. It is possible that bullying
started in the real world but extended to the cyberspace” (Li, 2007, p.448). It is also
possible that the harassment began in the virtual space, but the perpetrators took it to the

real world as face-to-face bullying. As suggested by Beran and Li (2005);

As a result of not receiving consequences for engaging in cyber harassment, students may
then continue the harassment when in close contact with a student at school. In addition,
cyber harassment may alter bullying at school. For example, if “electronic bullies” remain
undetected, their bullying behaviors at school may become more severe and directly, rather
than indirectly, exerted against a victim (Beran and Li, 2005, p. 271).

Moreover, Hinduja and Patchin (2008) believe targets may be “turning the table” on bullies
because of the equalising characteristics of the Internet and its ability to preempt the
relevance of physical intimidation. That is, victims of traditional bullying may seek
retribution through technological means by contacting those aggressors who have harassed
them. Some might also contend that bullying in the traditional sense requires certain
personal or physical traits and qualities that an individual either has or does not have (such
as physical prowess or social competence); “cyber bullying requires no such personal traits
and can be manifested simply through the outward expression of hate” (Hinduja and
Patchin, 2008, p.148). This close link between bullying and cyber bullying highlights a
significant issue to be considered when dealing with instances of cyber bullying and
working on prevention programs. As Li (2007) stresses; “it calls for a holistic design of
prevention programs that consider bullies, cyber bullies, as well as their victims as an
integrated whole” (Li, 2007, p.448). Indeed, another implication of this result is that the

effective strategies for combating bullying may also be effective in fighting cyber bullying.
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Regarding the impact of cyber bullying on victims, Beran and Li (2007) argue that students
who were bullied either in cyberspace or at school were likely to report difficulties at
school. They were less likely to attend school, could not concentrate on their school work
and gained lower marks than students who were not bullied. These results are consistent
with research showing a negative effect on students who are bullied at school (Juvonen et
al., 2000; Kochenderfer and Ladd, 1996 cited in Beran and Li, 2007). Thus, regardless of
the form of bullying students are likely to be harmed. Perhaps sadness and feelings of hurt
about the attack distract students from their work and reduce their motivation to attend
school, both resulting in low grades. The converse is also possible. Difficulty with
schoolwork may mean that students are ostracised by their peers, making them targets for
teasing, ridicule and bullying. Furthermore, children who engage in cyber bullying may be
preoccupied with thoughts of targeting their peers, reducing concentration on schoolwork.
These results underscore the significance of cyber bullying within the school environment

(Beran and Li, 2007).

One might argue that a victim of cyber bullying can quickly escape from the harassment by
deleting the e-mail, closing the instant message, and shutting off the mobile phone and is
largely protected from overt acts of violence by the offender through geographic and
spatial distance. Although such an argument holds much truth, the fact remains that if
social acceptance is crucially important to a youth’s identity and self-esteem, cyber
bullying can perhaps more permanently wreak psychological, emotional, and social havoc.
“It is not a stretch to say that physical harm—such as being beaten up—might even be
preferred by some victims to the excruciating pain they experience from non-physical harm
because the former can heal quicker” (Patchin and Hinduja, 2006, p.155). Chapter Two
explores youth identity in the Internet age where life in cyberspace is often intertwined
with life in the real world. Many adolescents spend days with their friends in school and
nights with those same friends online through instant messaging and chat rooms. Events
that occur during the day at school are often discussed online at night, and that which
occurs online at night is often discussed during the day at school. “There is no clean
separation between the two realms, and so specific instances of cyber bullying —
disrespect, name calling, threats, rumors, gossip — against a person make their way around
the interested social circles like wildfire” (Patchin and Hinduja, 2006, p.155). However,
while cyber bullying has in common with traditional bullying key characteristics as

identified earlier in chapter one: repeated aggressive behaviour and power imbalance
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between the victim and the perpetrator. It must be remembered as Minton (2008) stresses
“...the seriousness of cyber bullying can not and should not be underestimated...
[whereas] there are points of similarity with traditional forms of bullying, cyber bullying

presents fresh challenges” (O’Moore and Minton, 2008 p,1).
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Chapter Two: Erikson’s Life-Stage Theory: A Framework for
Understanding Adolescents’ Rapid Embrace of Social Networking Sites

2.1 Introduction

Children born in the mid-to-late 1980's and 1990's have been labelled the “Internet
Generation”; the first generation to grow up in a world where the Internet has always been
present (Dutton, 2004 cited in Herring, 2008, p.71). Surveys show that this generation
(sometimes also called the “Net Generation,” the “Net-Gen,” “Generation L,” the “Digital
Generation,” or the “Millennials”) socialises more online, downloads more entertainment
media and consults the web for a wider range of purposes than do present adults or young
people of the previous generation (Kolodinsky, Cranwell & Rowe, 2002 cited in Herring,
2008, p.71). When reflecting upon adolescent online behaviour, one must remember that
because “Net-Gen” children are born with technology, “they assimilate it...they soak it up
along with everything else”. Indeed, for many adolescents, “using new technology is as
natural as breathing” (Tapscott, 19998, p.40 cited in Holloway & Valentine, 2008, p.73).
The existence of the Internet is all adolescents have ever known and is simply part of their
lives. The Internet has even been referred to as the “digital communication backbone of
teens' daily lives” (Lenhart, Madden, & Hitlin, 2005, p.iii). Young people perceive the
Internet, cellular phones, and related technologies as “critical tools for their social life”

(Kowalski, Limber & Agatston, 2008, p.2).

The high rate of Internet activity among children and adolescents has led people such as
Bill Belsey, President of Bullying.org Canada, to refer to teenagers today as the “always-
on generation” (Hinduja & Patchin 2009, p.4). In the United States, ninety-one percent of
fifty-eight million children (under eighteen) are computer users, and fifty-nine percent are
Internet users. In addition, twenty-three percent of preschool children under five were
reported to be Internet users (Arick et al., 2008, p.254). The Pew Internet & American Life
Project report indicated that twenty one million American adolescents between the ages of
twelve and seventeen spend time online (Lenhart et al., 2005 cited in Hinduja & Patchin,
2009, p.4). From an Irish perspective, ten percent of nine to sixteen year-olds use instant
messaging every day and most children start using the Internet at eight years of age

(NCTE, 2006 cited in AMAS, 2006).
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In this chapter, the author will explore the rapid adoption of social networking by
adolescents and in turn, why they find value in expressing themselves online. Public
attention is disproportionately paid to what teens disclose and produce online such as
words, text, images and sounds. Little consideration is typically given to understanding
why young people express themselves in these ways or how their online experiences are
meaningful to them. It is this author’s intention to move beyond the statistical depictions of
teen Internet use and understand the cultural logic behind their mediated practices and

therefore gain a better understanding of the potential effects of cyber bullying on victims.

Erik Erikson’s life-stage theory offers a psychosocial account of the human life cycle. This
author views Erikson’s ideas as beneficial in understanding adolescent identity formation
and the journey towards a greater sense of self. Erikson’s theory also supports the author’s
belief that in today’s society, Internet technologies play a pivotal role in facilitating the
passage from adolescence into adulthood. Following a review of Erikson’s theory of the
life span, the author will examine the ways in which personal sites (social networking sites
and blogs) provide young people with opportunities for learning about themselves and
about self-presentation. In particular, the author will focus on how adolescents are
engaging with social networking sites, how youth socialisation practices are changing and
how this in turn effects youth identity development. In addressing these practices, the
author intends to move towards a fuller understanding of the influence new media has on
adolescent well-being and the potential impact of cyber bullying on the “Digital

Generation”.

2.2 Social Networking Sites

2.2.1 Introduction

Communities of Internet users have sprung into existence and multiplied, as people around
the world seek to share and receive information, ideas, thoughts and obtain entertainment
and diversion from the “real world” (Flaherty, Pearce, & Rubin, 1998 cited in Hinduja &
Patchin, 2009, p.75). In this section, the author will outline the key features of social
networking web sites. This will be followed by an analysis of how young people have
adopted this form of communication as a pivotal tool in their social lives. The final part of
this section will address the perceived positive and negative consequences of social

networking for adolescents. Surprisingly, although friend networking sites have become
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tremendously popular among adolescents, there is no empirical research that specifically

focuses on the uses and consequences of such sites (Kowalski, Limber & Agatston, 2008).

2.2.2 Exploring Social Networks

To understand social networking sites fully, it is essential to first comprehend a “social
network”™ in the traditional sense and then consider how it has evolved into a cyberspace-
based cultural phenomenon. Some scholars define a social network as a set of persons with
whom specific types of support are exchanged (Wellman, 1981), as the set of relationships
that is somehow important to a person (Kahn & Antonucci, 1981), or “interlocking
structures in which supportive and non-supportive interactions both occur” (van Tilburg,
1995, p.83 cited in Hinduja & Patchin, 2009, p.76). Others define a social network as a
“collection of individuals known by a target person” and consider the network in terms of
the “interdependencies that link partners to their kin, friends and other associates” (Surra &
Milardon, 1991, p.2 cited in Hinduja & Patchin, 2009, p.76). Quite simply, a social
network is a socialisation framework that links individuals through some common purpose,
interest, or characteristic. Individuals can connect within a social network because they go
to school together, live in a particular city, or share an interest in a hobby. Regardless of
the reasons for the connections, individuals are drawn to others with whom they can relate

(Hinduja & Patchin, 2009).

Raacke & Bonds-Raacke (2008) define social networking web sites as “virtual places that
cater to a specific population in which people of similar interest gather to communicate,
share, and discuss ideas” (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008, p.169). They have a number of
characteristics including; use of a common language and ease of communication; public
space; similar interests, values and goals; persistence of common meaning; use of
information technology for interaction, not physical space; overcoming time and space
barriers; and using digitised identities as a substitute for physical being (Wang & Chen,
2004, p.4 cited in Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). At a basic level, these social networking sites
enable one to quickly and easily create a web page or “profile” that serves as a digital
representation of one's personal style, interests, affiliations, likes, and dislikes - and then
connect with “friends” who have done the same (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009, p.77). These
sites also enable people to represent themselves online in a creative way using varied
interactive features including messaging, commenting, blogging, posting video content and

documenting events and ideas.
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As of March 2008, MySpace was the third-most popular Web site in the United States, the
fifth-most popular English-language Web site in the world and the most popular of
approximately two hundred social networking sites (Alexa.com, 2008 cited in Hinduja &
Patchin, 2009, p.82). Facebook is the second-most popular social networking website, with
over two hundred million active users. Half of those users, one hundred million, log on
every single day (Long, 2009). In Ireland, Facebook has more than quadrupled in size in
the last eighteen months, going from just under two hundred thousand users in January
2008 to over nine hundred thousand users in July 2009. Sixty-seven percent of those users
are under the age of twenty five (Mulley, 2009). Another popular social networking site,
Bebo, boasts more than forty million users. It has significant market share in the United
Kingdom and has also garnered growing usage in Ireland, Canada, and Australia (“Jangl,”
2007, cited in Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). It appears to be frequented primarily by the
thirteen to twenty-four year-old age group (Smithers, 2008 cited in Hinduja & Patchin,
2009, p.84). In Ireland, Bebo is currently the fifth most popular website (Alexa.com, 2009
& Google.com/AdPlanner, 2009).

2.2.3 The “Net-Gen's”” Embrace of Social Networking Sites

Social networking sites are the first form of social media that the majority of adolescents
have adopted to engage with peers in a semi-public way (Boyd 2008). While blogs enable
similar dynamics, only twenty-eight percent of online teens have ever created one (Lenhart
et al. 2007 cited in Boyd 2008) hence the focus in this study will be on social networking
sites. Adolescents’ online profile pages have been equated to the highly decorated school
lockers or bedrooms of youth (Boyd, 2007 cited in Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). Boyd
(2006) writes that stepping into a teenager's bedroom usually provides a significant amount
of visual and auditory stimulation that gives the visitor more than a glimpse into current
youth life and culture. On social networking sites, users create a public space that
personally reflects who they are, or who they want to be (Boyd, 2006). Teenagers' blogs
are largely like handwritten diaries, but they are no longer secure in a locked drawer or
hidden under the bed. Instead, they are often left out and open for all who visit to read

(Boyd, 2006).

Although social networking sites allow for large-scale interactions they are being adopted

primarily by adolescents to enhance pre-existing networks. Youth authors are not engaging
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with social network sites as a separate or distinct world but as an extension of everyday life
(Boyd, 2008b). As noted earlier, what youth do on social networking sites appears different
from what adults do. According to Boyd (2008a), teens appear to spend more time there,
hanging out and socialising with people they know, changing their profiles and leaving
comments. Adults, on the other hand, are more likely to “network,” using these
technologies to reconnect with old acquaintances, find business connections or date. They
are less likely to write comments regularly, update their profiles or add photographs.
Indeed, the “differences in behaviour do not stem from the technology but are most likely
driven by how these tools fit into different groups’ everyday practices” (Boyd, 2008a,
p-117). Although both adolescents and adults may adopt many of the same technologies, it
is important to examine how teens engage with social media separately from how adults
use these tools because adolescents’ participation is not simply an extension of adult
practices. Adolescents have developed interaction models with social networking sites that
are quite distinct from adults. Similarly, the ways in which these tools shape their lives are
different and teens come to these sites with different expectations and presuppositions than
adults (Boyd, 2008b). Boyd (2008b) found that teen participation in social network sites is
driven by their desire to socialise with peers. Their participation online is rarely divorced
from offline peer culture; they craft digital self-expressions for known audiences and they

socialise almost exclusively with people they know.

It is estimated that at least one-quarter of the approximately two hundred and thirty million
MySpace accounts created are registered to those under the age of eighteen (Granneman,
2006; Hinduja & Patchin, 2008b, cited in Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). Moreover, even
though the youth represent only a relatively small proportion of overall MySpace users,
they are among the most active. They often visit the site multiple times each day, and much
of their socialising occurs through MySpace (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). The Pew Internet
and American Life Project (2006) found that ninety-one percent of the teens interviewed
that use social networking sites do so to stay in touch with friends they see every day
(Lenhart & Madden 2007a cited in Boyd, 2008a, p.105). Additionally, using survey data
collected throughout 2007, Forrester Research found that eighty percent of online teens
aged twelve to seventeen visited social networking sites and half of online teens visited at
least weekly (Li 2008, cited in Boyd 2008b). Irish adolescents have also wholeheartedly
embraced social networking technologies with eighty-two percent of ten to twenty year-

olds surveyed in 2007 stating they had used social networking sites at least once
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(“Anchor”, 2007). Sixty-nine percent of young people surveyed were accessing social
networking websites more than three times a week with over a third doing this on a daily
basis. Almost three quarters of the teenagers said that Bebo was the social networking
website they used most frequently. Fifty-seven percent of young Irish people are primarily
using the communications capabilities of these sites to stay in touch with friends that they
see often (“Anchor”, 2007). In a more recent Irish survey conducted by O'Moore (2008)
almost seventy-seven percent of participants had used Bebo in the past couple of months,

over twelve percent had used MySpace and six and a half percent had used Facebook.

2.3 Erik Erikson: Understanding Adolescent Identity Formation in a New Age

2.3.1 Introduction

Adolescence is often regarded as a time when individuals are confronted with the task of
defining their identity (Sterruger, 1989, p.2 cited in Stern, 2008). Weber & Mitchell (2008)
argue that for many young people, digital media facilitates the answers they are seeking to
identity questions. As Powell (2008) contends; “this medium serves as a unique platform
for the expression of the self, changing the way in which we define, create, and present our
identities and engage our virtual selves in interpersonal behaviour online (Powell, 2008,
p-1). In this section, the author will firstly define adolescence and identity within the
context of this study. This will be followed by an analysis of identity as a developmental
process, through the work of psychologist Erik Erikson. As expressed earlier, the author
believes Erikson’s life-stage theory is an appropriate theoretical model to explore
adolescence and assist the author in understanding the key role social networking sites can
play in young peoples’ lives. Following an analysis of Erikson’s theory, the author will
examine how adolescents are engaging with social networking sites, how the unique
features of this medium facilitate identity formation, social and personal development and

self-learning, during the period Erikson coined the “adolescent moratorium”.

2.3.2 Adolescent Development and Identity

Simply defined, “adolescence is the transition between childhood and adulthood; the
period during which children have achieved sexual maturity but have not yet taken on the

roles and responsibilities that accompany full adult status” (LeFrancois, 1995, p.501).
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Stern (2008) notes that identity generally refers to how one subjectively views oneself over
time and across situations and it evolves throughout the life cycle as one's inner self
changes. Identity is thus commonly viewed as a “process of qualitative stage
reorganisation rather than a mere unfolding of static personality characteristics” (Kroger,
1989 cited in Stern, 2008, p.95). According to Waterman (1984) identity means; “having a
clearly delineated self-definition [comprising] those goals, values, and beliefs to which the
person is unequivocally committed. These commitments evolve over time and are made
because the chosen goals, values and beliefs are judged worthy of giving a direction,
purpose, and meaning to life” (LeFrancois, 1995, p.331). During adolescence in particular,
individuals typically begin to question and deconstruct how they think of their selves. This
self-inquiry is not conducted in isolation, but rather in the context of, and through feedback
from, meaningful others. As Erikson puts it “the process of identity formation depends on
the interplay of what young persons at the end of childhood have come to mean to
themselves and what they now appear to mean to those who become significant to them”
(Erikson, 1977, p.106 cited in Stern, 2008, p.97). Cognitively, young people move through
adolescence with an increasing preoccupation with how they appear to others. Trying to
understand themselves and their role in a greater society, adolescents frequently look to
their social world for cues about what principles and traits to internalise (Harter, 1991 cited

in Stern, 2008, p.98).

2.3.3 Erik Erikson’s Theory of the Life Cycle

A classic psychological account of adolescence can be found in the work of Erik Erikson,
most notably in his book Identity: Youth and Crisis, first published in 1968. According to
LeFrancois (1995), Erikson’s stage based theory is probably the best example of a
theoretical position devoted to clarifying the importance of self or identity. Erikson's
theory provides “a very general framework for describing and interpreting some of the
major changes that occur in the human life span” (LeFrancois, 1995, p.56). One of the
main elements of his work is the individual’s development of “ego identity”. By ego
identity, Erikson is referring to the conscious sense of self that one develops through social
interaction with others. According to his theory, an individual’s ego identity is constantly
changing as a result of new experience and information an individual acquires in daily
interactions with other people. Erikson regards identity as “psychosocial”, stating: “We

deal with a process “located” in the core of the individual and yet also in the core of his
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communal culture” (Erikson, 1980, p.63). Erikson also believed the study of identity is “as
strategic in our time as the study of sexuality in Freud’s time” (Erikson, 1950, p.256 cited
in Stevens, 2000, p.60). Indeed, Erikson’s writings on identity development do stand the
test of time and have “provided an important stimulus for subsequent thinking and research
on adult development” (Stevens, 1983, p.41). This author believes an examination of his
life stage theory is beneficial in formulating a clear understanding of adolescent
development. Within the context of this study, a review of Erikson’s theory highlights the
key developmental tasks facing adolescents and supports the author’s belief that Internet

technologies can facilitate the journey from adolescence into adulthood.

In his concept of the life cycle, Erikson marks out ego development from early childhood
to old age in eight clear stages. During each stage, Erikson explores the ego qualities which
emerge and which he deems crucial to that stage (Stevens, 1983). Each phase in the life
cycle is unique and leads to the acquisition of new skills and capabilities. The stages are
also ordered in a specific sequence, where mastering one stage provides an individual with
the resources and ability to move on to the next stage. In his theory, Erikson refers to the
emotional struggle or challenge which individuals must deal with in each stage as a
“crisis”. Each stage involves a different crisis of two opposing emotional forces. Erikson
used the words “syntonic” for the 'positive’ disposition in each crisis (e.g., basic trust) and
“dystonic” for the “negative” disposition (e.g., mistrust). Successfully passing through
each crisis involves “achieving” a healthy ratio or balance between the two opposing
dispositions that represent each crisis. Erikson called these successful balanced outcomes
“virtues” or “strengths” (Chapman, 2009). The scheme is dialectical in character for stages
are conceived as a set of polarities or oppositional tendencies. Erikson is not suggesting a
form of achievement scale, where the positive pole of the pair is the attainment to be
desired. It is desirable to establish a ‘dynamic balance’ or ‘favourable ratio’ of the positive
to the negative pole. Essentially as a dialectic conception, they are to be seen as dynamic
counterparts, each tendency playing a part in fostering the development of ego strength

(Stevens, 1983, p.56).

The stages are not sharply defined. Elements from each tend to overlap and mingle from
one stage to the next. Although individuals experience these stages in a fixed sequence, the
timings vary according to people and personal circumstances. Hence the stages are

represented primarily by the names of the crises or emotional conflicts themselves (e.g.,
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basic trust versus mistrust) rather than strict age or life stage definitions. The early
development stages in Erikson’s stage theory relate to the psychosocial issues of basic
“trust versus mistrust”, “autonomy versus shame and doubt”, and “initiative versus guilt”.
Although the first three phases are linked to those of Freudian theory, the emphasis is not
so much on sexual modes and their consequences as on the ego qualities which emerge
from each stage (Stevens, 2008). The fourth stage termed “industry versus inferiority” is
the psychosocial crisis coinciding with a child’s early schooling. This is followed by
“identity versus role confusion” which is associated with the period of adolescence.
Erikson then segments adult life into three broad phases (Stevens, 2008). Young adults in
their early twenties must resolve the issue of “intimacy versus isolation”. In later adulthood

individuals’ must deal with the subject of “generativity versus stagnation”, and in their

final years, the matter of ego “integrity versus despair’.

2.3.4 Adolescence: Identity versus Role Confusion

For the purpose of this study, the focus will be on Erikson’s fifth developmental stage
corresponding to the period of adolescence. Adolescence is widely acknowledged as a time
of physical and social change where developing a sense of identity becomes the focal
issue. Young people are confronted with the need to make decisions as to what they are
and will be. Who are they? How should they dress, behave, react? (Stevens, 1983). During
this period, young people are exploring their independence and developing a sense of self.
Erikson argues that one of the major social functions of adolescence is that it serves as a
period during which adolescents can experiment with different roles in their quest for

identity (Erikson, 1971).

Erikson views adolescence as:

the period in the lifecycle when each youth must forge for himself some central perspective
and direction, some working unity, out of the effective remnants of his childhood and the
hopes of his anticipated adulthood; he must detect some meaningful resemblance between
what he has come to see in himself and what his sharpened awareness tells him others
judge and expect him to be (Erikson, 1959b, p.12 cited in Stevens, 2008, p.64).

Resolving the conflict or psychosocial crisis in this fifth stage involves finding a more or
less settled role in life, the most common of which is the selection of an identity that
conforms to social norms. Those who receive proper encouragement and reinforcement

through personal exploration will emerge from this stage with a strong sense of self and a
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feeling of independence and control. Those who remain unsure of their beliefs and desires
will feel insecure and confused about themselves and the future. Continuing “confusion”
about one's identity is a mark of incomplete development and may result in deviant or

antisocial behaviour (Buckingham, 2008).

A prominent scholar examining identity and technology is Sherry Turkle. Turkle (1995)
argues that the notion of a “moratorium” was a central aspect of Erikson's theories about
adolescent identity development. However, she believes that although the term implies a
time-out, what Erikson had in mind was not withdrawal. On the contrary, the adolescent
moratorium is a time of intense interaction with people and ideas. During the adolescent
years, young people are generally given permission to try new things. There is a tacit
understanding that they will experiment. The moratorium “facilitates the development of a
core self, a personal sense of what gives life meaning” (Turkle, 1995, p.203). It also
provides space to allow experimentation with the different possibilities a person may
become (Stevens, 2008). Adolescence is a critical period of identity formation, in which
individuals overcome uncertainty, become more self-aware of their strengths and
weaknesses, and become more confident in their own unique qualities (Buckingham,
2008). Through this process of self-reflection and self-definition, adolescents arrive at an
integrated, coherent sense of self (Buckingham, 2008). Erikson (1980) describes the
optimal sense of identity which may emerge from this crisis as “a sense of psychological
well-being”. He contends that “its most obvious concomitants are a feeling of being at
home in one’s body. A sense of “knowing where one is going” and an inner assuredness of

anticipated recognition from those who count” (Erikson, 1980, p.165).

Erikson’s theory conceives of identity as a process, rather than a fixed possession or label.
From this perspective, “identity is not something that can ever be achieved once and for
all: it is fluid and open to negotiation” (Weber & Mitchell, 2008, p.43). Indeed, as Turkle
(1995) argues; “once we can put aside the idea that Erikson's stages describe rigid
sequences, we can look at the stages as modes of experience that people work on
throughout their lives. In Erikson’s own view, identity is never finally “established” as an
“achievement” but is dynamic and evolves during the course of a person’s lifetime both
through direct experience of oneself and the world and through being aware of the way
others react to you (Stevens, 2008, p.62). Thus, “the adolescent moratorium is not

something people pass through but a mode of experience necessary throughout functional
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and creative adulthoods” (Turkle, 1995, p.204). Psychosocial accounts of adolescence do
provide useful concepts with which to interpret young people's relations with digital media.
Stevens (2008) defines this moratorium as a time “when social pressures are held off and
there is opportunity for exploration of roles, feelings and ideas, will be beneficial to the
fostering of an optimal sense of identity and is necessary if premature commitment is to be
avoided” (Stevens, 2008. P.69). Turkle argues that online communities can offer a safe
virtual space for people to try out and experiment with multiple identities, and through
these interactions “make meaning of the self and the world” (Turkle, 1995, p.180).
Erikson's notion of adolescence as a “psychosocial moratorium,” a period of “time out” in
which young people can experiment with different potential identities seems particularly
appropriate in this respect (Buckingham, 2008, p.3). From this perspective, adolescence is
also seen as a state of transition, a matter of “becoming” rather than “being” (Hall, 1904

cited in Buckingham, 2008, p.3).

2.3.5 Youth Online Authorship: Experimenting with Identity

During adolescence, many young people move beyond their stable and secure sense of
themselves as nurtured by their families and begin to develop their own more personalised
vision of themselves and their potential (Stern, 2008). Social networking sites can “provide
a point of stability in this time of change” and at the same time that they “facilitate the very
types of personal growth that constitute the identity formation process” (Stern, 2008,
p.111). Offline, the identities an individual is able to express and to claim are all, to some
extent, constrained by that person’s current roles and relationships (Stryker & Statham,
1985 cited in Stern, 2008). That is, others have certain expectations about the way one will
behave and the kinds of identities that one should express based on the roles they perceive
one to fill. On the Internet however, individuals and particularly adolescents can gain a
new peer group that is unrelated to those he or she knows in the non-Internet world. The
members of this new Internet peer group have no prior conceptions or expectations about
the kinds of identities or roles to which this person should adhere. The adolescent is free to
construct him or herself in any number of different ways thus facilitating their passage
through the “psychosocial moratorium”™ as coined by Erikson. As Turkle (1995) pointed
out, the Internet offers an alternative playground for testing out personality and identity
aspects with no fallout for the individual. This ability to carve out different identities or

roles may be particularly significant for those who feel that important aspects of their
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identity are constrained in the relationships they maintain offline. People have a need to
present their true or inner self to the outside world and to have others know them as they
know themselves (Gollwitzer, 1986; McKenna & Bargh, 1998; Swann, 1983 cited in
McKenna & Bargh 2000, p.63).

Numerous case studies demonstrate that individuals do indeed engage in a great deal of
role playing on the Internet (Rheingold, 1993; Turkle, 1995). In a recent Irish survey,
fifteen per-cent of adolescents surveyed said that they had more than one profile on their
favourite social networking website (““‘Anchor”, 2007). Research conducted by Holloway
& Valentine (2003) found that “school children engaged in various playful and often
spontaneous casual online exchanges in which they misrepresented their offline identities
in order to make themselves appear more interesting or attractive to other users”
(Holloway & Valentine, 2003, p.134). As Turkle (1995) eloquently put it; “when we step
through the screen into virtual communities, we reconstruct our identities on the other side
of the looking glass” (Turkle, 1995 p.177). Indeed, children have been playing “dress up”
for centuries but “the assurance of anonymity [online] gives adolescents far greater play in
identity construction than is conceivable in face-to-face encounters. One can, for instance,
change one’s gender, one’s way of relating to others, and literally everything about

oneself” (Mc Kenna & Bargh, 2000, p.62).

In a survey and in-depth interviews conducted by Mc Kenna (1998), participants described
how they try on different personalities and aspects of personality on the Internet that they
feel are closed to them in their non-Internet relationships and situations (McKenna, 1998,
cited in Mc Kenna & Bargh, 2000, p.63). Online, individuals who feel marginalised can
find others with whom they can relate. In doing so, these individuals are able to reap (for
the first time and in the only way possible to them) the considerable benefits of joining a
group of similar others (McKenna & Bargh, 1998). These benefits can include feeling less
isolated and different, disclosing a long-held secret part of one’s identity, and gaining
emotional and motivational support (Archer, 1987; Derlega, Metts, Petronio, & Margulis,

1993; Jones et al., 1984 cited in McKenna & Bargh, 1998, p.64).
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24 Online Presentation: Facilitating Personal and Social Development

2.4.1 Introduction

An adolescent’s transition to adulthood is facilitated through the educational system and
the everyday processes of socialisation that they undergo as part of family and wider civic
life (Holloway & Valentine, 2003). Buckingham (2008) argues that social networking sites
provide opportunities for social interaction and affiliation which are crucial developmental
tasks for this age group. During adolescence, young people turn from their parents to their
peers as their primary influencers. The intimacy of their friendships also increases, with
adolescents sharing thoughts and feelings, rather than simply engaging in activities
together (Gottman & Mettetal, 1987 cited in LeFrancois, 1995). In this transition,
“adolescents have an urgent need to belong” (Drummond, 1991, p.283 cited in LeFrancois,
1995, p.556) and they are also concerned with resolving how they perceive themselves
with how they are perceived by others (Boyd, 2006). In this section the author will
explore how online identity experimentation by adolescents can facilitate personal and

social development and the transition to adulthood.

2.4.2 Online Expression: Self-Reflection and Presentation

A key way in which online expression through blogs and social networking sites
contributes to the construction of identities and the transition to adulthood is through the
facilitation of reflexivity. Firstly, adolescents’ own media production (both through its
processes and its outcomes) forces them to look at themselves, sometimes through new
eyes, providing feedback for further modification of their self-representations. Secondly,
through audience response, media production invites other people's feedback which
according to Webber & Mitchell (2008) “sparks a dialectic that is inherent to mediating
and reshaping how we see ourselves and how we think others see us” (Webber & Mitchell,
2008, p.41). It is new media’s ability to provoke this self-awareness that makes it so
helpful to identity formation and development. Susannah Stern (2008) also supports this
argument. She suggests that young people's online authorship of blogs and home pages
“provide important opportunities for self-reflection and self-realisation, and for expressing
some of the conflicts and crises that characterise this period” (Stern, 2008 cited in

Buckingham, 2008, p.3).
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Stern (2008) believes personal sites (social networking sites and blogs) are “particularly
meaningful during adolescence, when young people consciously search for a sense of who
they are and how they fit in within their social worlds” (Stern, 2008, p.101). In her research
with young people, self-reflection is the most commonly cited reward of maintaining a
personal site. This practice of self-inquiry is a valuable exercise for adolescents. As Blood
(2003) contends; “the blogger, by virtue of simply writing down whatever is on his mind,
will be confronted with his own thoughts and opinions”. This process helps young authors
“to distinguish between their real and ideal selves and to begin the process of resolving
discrepancies between multiple aspects of themselves” (Blood, 2003 cited in Stern, 2008,
p-102). Expressing themselves online becomes a way for adolescents to explore their
beliefs, values, and self-perceptions, and thereby to help them grapple with their sense of

identity (Blood, 2003 cited in Stern, 2008).

However as noted in the introduction, adolescents are not just concerned with how they
perceive and present themselves but, how they are perceived by others (Boyd, 2006). This
is the essence of what the sociologist Erving Goffman (1959) calls “impression
management” and ‘“self-presentation”.  According to Boyd (2008b), “impression
management” requires adolescents to negotiate, express, and adjust the signals that they
explicitly and implicitly give off. However, ideas about self-presentation take on new
meaning within the context of the Internet because communicators must consciously re-
present themselves online. To exist online, “adolescents must engage in explicit acts to
write themselves into being. On social networking sites, this means creating a profile and
fleshing out the fields as an act of self-presentation” (Boyd, 2008b, p.120). Additionally, in
the absence of audible or visual cues, these authors often feel less inhibited, which is
heightened by the experience of writing in front of a computer screen, in the privacy of
one's own room or other personal space. Moreover, the possibilities for self-presentation
are expanded online. This is aided by the author’s increased control over the impressions
they give; “they can control what to reveal, omit, embellish, or underplay” (Stern, 2008,
p-104). In Stern’s (2008) research, the audience is never far from young authors’ minds,
they demonstrate considerable awareness of how they project their “real”, internal sense of
themselves into their online self-representations. Generally, they view their public selves
not as fabrications, but as “touched-up” versions of themselves. The online “touching-up”

that youth authors reference may thus function as an “as-if”” exercise — a way of trying out
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new ways of being and attempting to incorporate their ideal selves into their actual selves

(Harter, 1999 cited in Stern, 2008, p.106).

The desire to create and present the best or “right” impression with site visitors is central to
any online self-presentation. A relatively unique ability that online genres can offer young
authors is the chance to present the kind of identity or self-image that they feel they cannot
present in other spaces for fear of social or parental reprisals. Consequently, they are
grateful that the Internet provides at least one non-private space to explore these personal
issues. These types of self-presentational practices might be described as ‘“‘identity
experimentations” in the sense that young people use their personal sites to test out
different versions of their current and possible identities (Stern, 2008). In her research with
young authors, Stern (2008) discovered that they use their personal sites to “broadcast
aspects of themselves in order to see what kind of reception they receive” (Stern, 2008,
p-105). They can use their personal sites to explore ways to present public versions of
themselves that they may be inhibited from doing so in other settings. According to Stern
(2008) online genres provide relatively safe opportunities for youth authors to present what
feels like an authentic self-presentation, even when it conflicts with or departs from their
“everyday” self. Indeed, it seems that “personal sites provide youth authors with somewhat
protected spaces for reconfiguring actual, possible, and ideal selves in various

arrangements, all of which are central to their self-image” (Stern, 2008, p.106).

Youth authors take considerable comfort in the knowledge that their sites and blogs are not
static entities. They appreciate their ability to update, revise, delete, or otherwise alter their
sites for any reason at almost any time (Stern, 2008). Perhaps Chandler and Roberts-Young
(1998) put it best when they explained; “homepages are unlikely to be updated as often as
we “update” our internal conception of ourselves...but they have the potential to be closer
to the fluid self than any other textual form whilst also being very public” (Chandler &
Roberts-Young, 1998 cited in Stern, 2008, p.108). The opportunity for adolescents to
revise their site as they revise their self-concept is appealing. Indeed, “the unfixed,
malleable, and evolving nature of personal sites is not unlike identity itself: an enduring

process, rather than a fixed state” (Stern, 2008. p.110).
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2.4.3 Identifying the “True Self’ Online

The concept of the “self” is crucially important to a study of adolescence. In one sense, the
“self” is the essence of a person; that which makes the person unique. One of the
important tasks of adolescence is to develop a strong sense of identity, that is, of “self” (Le
Francois, 1995). The idea that people possess multiple senses of “self”, or personas, is not
a new one in psychology and sociology. Drawing on Freud's psychoanalytic theory, both
Jung (1953) and Goffman (1959) recognised that individuals have a “public self” (persona)
and a private, “inner self” where one's individuality resides. Carl Rogers (1951) called this
inner self our “true self,” which is kept distinct from the “actual self” that we openly
present in public (Powell, 2008, p.1). Higgins (1987) distinguished between ideal, ought,
and actual self-concepts; the “ideal self” contains those qualities one strives someday to
possess, the “ought self” those qualities one feels obligated to possess, and the “actual self”
those one actually expresses to others at present (Bargh, Mc Kenna & Fitzsimmons, 2002,
p-34). Other than the “actual self”, these variations on the theme of the self-concept are all

concerned with future, potential versions of self that to not yet exist in present time.

Turkle (1995) noted how the Internet, with its relative anonymity and multiple venues for
social interaction, affords individuals a kind of virtual laboratory for exploring and
experimenting with different versions of “self”. The ability to be relatively anonymous in
one's interactions enables one to express oneself and behave in ways not available in one's
usual social circles. Secondly, as Pennebaker (1990) and Derlega, Metts, Petronio, and
Margulis (1993) have noted, in traditional face-to-face interactions, there are real costs to
disclosing negative or taboo aspects of oneself, even (or perhaps especially) to close
friends and family (Bargh, Mc Kenna & Fitzsimmons, 2002). However, Turkle's (1995)
vision stressed the Internet’s potential for the exploration of currently possessed,
alternative inner conceptions of “self” (Bargh, Mc Kenna & Fitzsimmons, 2002). This is
similar to Carl Rogers’ (1951) “true self”. For Rogers, an important feature of the process
of therapy was the work towards discovery of the “true self”, so that the person could
express it more freely in his or her interactions with others. The “true self” is distinct from
both the “ideal self” on the one hand and the “actual self” on the other. Rogers (1951)
viewed the “true self” of his clients as actually existing psychologically (i.e., a present, not
a future version of self). But at the same time, this “true self” is not fully expressed socially

to others (i.e., not the “actual self”) (Bargh, Mc Kenna & Fitzsimmons, 2002). If, as
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Turkle (1995) argued, the Internet constitutes a unique opportunity for self-expression,
then one would expect a person to use it first and foremost to express those aspects of
“self” that he or she has the strongest need to express; namely the “true-self”; “those
identity-important and phenomenally real aspects of self not often or easily expressed to

others” (Bargh, Mc Kenna & Fitzsimmons, 2002, p.34).

2.4.4 Online Authorship: Peer Acceptance and Social Validation

Despite the inwardly focused rewards that online authorship has for adolescents, it is
impossible to ignore the fact that personal sites are not exclusively self-orientated.
Knowing (and hoping) that others will encounter their online expression is the fundamental
appeal of publishing personal sties for young authors (Stern, 2008). One of the main
reasons young people concern themselves so much with authenticity in their self-
presentations on personal sites is because, ultimately, they seek social validation from their
audience. Thus if their self-presentations are inauthentic, feedback from site visitors is

irrelevant, if not meaningless (Stern, 2008).

The desire for meaningful feedback is particularly acute during adolescence, when
individuals increasingly crave social and self-acceptance. Social acceptance is desired as
adolescents frequently view and value themselves based on how they are viewed and
valued by others. As noted earlier, in this period they begin to focus more on peer group
acceptance and conformity. According to Stern (2008), peer approval becomes
increasingly predictive of adolescents' sense of self-worth. Acceptance and validation
relieve their fears about being any way different or abnormal. In this context, it is not
surprising that receiving audience feedback is very important for youth authors when
posting online. The drive for connection and validation is what impels many young
authors to share so much of themselves in online spaces (Stern, 2008, p.107). Visitor
comments and feedback can be powerful instigators for changing how youth authors think
of themselves and in some instances, how they behave in offline spaces. It seems ‘“a

common experience among youth authors to rework their self-image or self-presentation at

least in part due to reactions to their online presentations” (Stern, 2008, p.108).
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2.5 Social Networking Sites: Friend or Foe

Online interaction promotes self-discovery and identity formation among an age group
whose self-worth stems largely from peer perceptions, popularity dynamics and current
cultural trends (Boyd, 2006; Calvert, 2002; Erikson, 1950; Leary, Haupt, Strausser &
Chokel, 1998; Turkle, 1995 cited in Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). Hinduja and Patchin (2009)
argue that adolescents' socialisation needs can be met online as networked technologies are
allowing today’s youth to maintain “full-time intimate communities.” Boyd and Jenkins
(2006) contend that the socialisation that takes place in digital space is similar to that
which occurs in physical space. New media allows youth to connect to their peers
providing a powerful channel for communication and sharing. Social networking sites also
serve as a largely uncontrolled, unregulated, unconstrained public space in which
adolescents can “see and be seen” in ways that support youth socialisation and the

assimilation of cultural knowledge (Boyd, 2006 cited in Hinduja & Patchin, 2009).

The review of Erikson’s life-stage theory has highlighted the process of self-definition and
self-reflection that young people experience during adolescence. Erikson’s theory also
stressed the importance of this period for a young person to successfully arrive at an
integrated, coherent sense of self (Buckingham, 2008). During this stage, adolescents’
journey through what Erikson coined a ‘“psychosocial moratorium” where they have
opportunities to experiment with self and identity. This period of “time out” has
traditionally been experienced through unsupervised spaces where young people could
simply “hang out”. For generations, adolescents have sought out physical locations where
they can “hang out” without being constantly supervised by adults. Unfortunately, due to
cultural changes and safety concerns, these opportunities have gradually disappeared, and
public spaces have become largely unwelcoming to adolescents who just want to spend
time with friends outside of the home (Boyd, 2007 cited in Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). Most
of adolescents’ space is now controlled space. Adults with authority control the home, the
school and most activity spaces. By going "virtual", digital technologies allow youth to
(re)create private and public youth space while physically in controlled spaces (Boyd,

2006).

Adolescents view the Internet as “an opportunity to explore the adult world without

supervision” (Wing, 2005 cited in Kowalski, Limber & Agatston, 2008, p.2). When online,
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adolescents can build the environments that support youth socialisation. Young people are
not creating digital communities to scare parents; “they are doing so because they need
youth space, a place to gather and see and be seen by peers” (Boyd, 2006). Although
adults often perceive hanging out to be wasted time, it is how youth get socialised into peer
groups. Hanging out amongst friends allows teens to build relationships and stay
connected. Much of what is shared between youth is culture (fashion, music and media);
the rest is simply presence. This is important in the development of a social worldview. As
adolescents make the transition from childhood, they seek out public environments to
make sense of culture, social status and how they fit into the world (Boyd & Jenkins,
2006). The same is true on social networking sites only in a much more public way. These
sites are both the location of hanging out and the cultural glue itself (Boyd, 2006). Adults
often worry about the amount of time that young people spend online, arguing that the
digital does not replace the physical and most adolescents would agree. It is not the
technology that encourages youth to spend time online: it's the lack of mobility and access
to youth space where they can hang out uninterrupted (Boyd, 2006). Equally, what teens
are doing online is no better and no worse than what previous generations of teens did
when their parents weren't looking. The difference is that as these activities are being

digitised, they are also being brought into public view (Boyd & Jenkins, 2006).

However, as discussed in Chapter One, the technological mediums used today present
some unique challenges that didn't confront children two or three decades ago.
Traditionally, notes were passed between two individuals, often in class and hidden from
the view of most other students. Today, “notes” are passed via online tools often for a
much wider audience to see (Kowalski, Limber & Agatston, 2008, p.3). Additionally, due
to the popularity of “reality” television and our “celebrity” culture, young people receive
the message that it is perfectly appropriate to tell everything about themselves to anyone
who is willing to listen. This leaves young people who expose too much about themselves
on the Internet open to potential threats. Indeed, as highlighted in Chapter One, even if an
adolescent uses the Internet responsibly; someone else could still use the technology to
cause the young person harm. More broadly, there are concerns about what aspects of
their lives teens reveal through their online profiles. Adults are confronting images of
underage drinking, sex, discussions of drug use and signs of bullying and other abusive
behaviour. In some cases, teens do not fully understand the risks of making certain

personal information public (Boyd & Jenkins, 2006).
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology

3.1 Introduction

In the first part of this thesis, the author examined the phenomenon of cyber bullying and
the harmful effects it can have on adolescents’ well being. The author also illustrated the
role new media, in particular social networking sites, play in adolescents’ personal and
social development. The author will now seek to clarify if theories and concepts identified
in Chapter One and Chapter Two are applicable to Irish adolescents. In Chapter Three, the
author will outline how research with adolescents was conducted and why particular
methods, instruments and techniques were employed. This chapter will also outline ethical
considerations within the research; the development of the interview schedule; sample
selection; participant recruitment; the pilot study; and limitations of the research. Finally,

the approach to analysing and interpreting the data gathered will be addressed.

Before proceeding with the study, it was essential to define appropriate research questions
that would help guide the investigation. Questions were generated to offer clarity and focus
to the study and enable the researcher to know immediately whether or not the findings of
the study support current theory. On completion of the literature review the following six

research questions were compiled:

1. Do social networking sites fill a gap in facilitating adolescents’ social

development as access to social venues becomes even more limited?

2. Do social networking sites provide young people with opportunities for learning

about themselves?

3. Do the characteristics of cyber bullying make it an especially harmful form of
bullying?
4. Is cyber bullying a particularly damaging form of bullying considering

adolescents’ use and reliance on social networking sites?

5. Do adults understand cyber bullying and the impact it can have on adolescents?
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6. Is proactive school involvement in preventing and treating cyber bullying

effective in reducing its occurrence?

3.2 Methodology Employed

The purpose of this study was to gain valuable insight into why young people have adopted
the Internet as a central communication tool in their lives and how their on-line experiences
are meaningful to them. It is this author’s belief, that any comprehensive study of
adolescent cyber bullying must examine the use of information technology from their
unique perspectives. As has been highlighted, adults engage with new media in very
different ways to young people and considering adults are the driving force behind policy
creation, understanding the unique perspective of adolescents is critical when formulating
new programs to tackle cyber bullying. As Hazler, Miller, Carney & Green (2001) stress;
“emphases of empirical studies have focused on characteristics and behaviours of both
school bullies and their victims. There is a need to place these traits and actions into the
context of the situation in which they occur, in order to expand the research and allow for
the development of more sophisticated and comprehensive educational, prevention and
intervention programmes”. Therefore, it was particularly important for the author that
adolescents’ own perspectives and viewpoints were considered in this research. A
qualitative approach was considered particularly appropriate for this project as qualitative
research strives for depth of understanding. Holloway (1997) regards qualitative research
as “a form of social inquiry that focuses on the way people interpret and make sense of
their experiences and the world in which they live” (Holloway, 1997, p.1 cited in Greig,
Taylor, MacKay, 2007). In support of this belief, Fraenkel & Wallen (2006) argue that
“qualitative researchers want to know what the participants in a study are thinking and why

they think what they do” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p.381).

The semi-structured qualitative interview is the most commonly used qualitative self-report
method (Baker, Pistrang & Elliott, 2002). The advantage of self-report methods is that they
give the researcher the participant’s own perspective. It gives “access to phenomenological
data, i.e., respondents’ perceptions of themselves and their world, which are unobtainable
in any other way” (Baker, Pistrang & Elliott, 2002, p.95). This approach was therefore

chosen as a very appropriate tool to obtain the information sought. As outlined by Bargh,
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Mc Kenna and Fitzsimmons (2002): “interviews enable more free responding than do
preconfigured surveys and thereby provide information that surveys and the other data
collection methods might miss” (Bargh, Mc Kenna & Fitzsimmons, 2002, p.72). The main
advantage of interviews is the rapport and flexibility of the relationship between the
interviewer and the respondent, which can be used by the interviewer to: clarify the
respondent’s meaning; probe for material that the respondent does not mention

spontaneously and get beyond superficial responses (Baker, Pistrang & Elliott, 2002).

Qualitative approaches have also been identified as particularly suitable for doing research
with children (Greig, Taylor, MacKay, 2007). Indeed, the task of interviewing children and
adolescents presents researchers with unique opportunities and dilemmas. However, as
stressed by Gubrium and Holstein (2002), “one clear reason for interviewing youthful
respondents is to allow them to give voice to their own interpretations and thoughts rather
than rely solely on our adult interpretations of their lives” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2002,
p-181). This belief is supported by Greig, Taylor & MacKay (2007) who contend that
listening to the voices and views of children themselves is one of the most neglected
aspects of child developmental research. They believe that it has been too long assumed
that children have little to add to research that is valid and also that the whole business of
the child expressing a point of view or desires is too distressing for the child and therefore
is ethically unsound. Within the context of this study, it was firmly believed that listening
to the viewpoints of adolescents themselves was critical to understanding their unique
perspective on cyber bullying and the role of social networking sites as a tool for their
personal and social development. As Mc Kenna & Bargh (2000) argue, “in depth
interviews of Internet users about their experiences can provide valuable insight and rich

data about the given phenomenon” (Mc Kenna & Bargh, 2000, p.72).

However there are a number of potential problems associated with its use. The main
disadvantage from the researcher’s point of view is that it is more difficult to evaluate the
reliability and validity of verbal data. Participants are not always truthful and they may
deceive themselves or the researcher either consciously or sub-consciously through
exaggeration, fabrication or simply forgetting. Furthermore, research participants may not
be able to provide the level of detail, or use the concepts, that the researcher is interested

in. As will be addressed below, is also hard to ascertain the extent of such potential
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problems as interviewer bias and variability (Baker, Pistrang & Elliott, 2002).

3.3 Ethical Considerations

Ethical principles are concerned with protecting the rights, dignity, and welfare of research
participants (Baker, Pistrang & Elliott, 2002). As the participants in this study were
minors, it was felt essential that ethical considerations were given high priority. The key
areas for consideration within this study are anonymity, confidentiality, informed consent
and recording of data. Sapsford & Abbott (1996) define confidentiality as “a promise that
you will not be identified or presented in identifiable form” and anonymity as “a promise
that even the researcher will not be able to tell which responses came from which
respondent” (Sapsford & Abbott, 1996, p.319 cited in Bell, 2005). Furthermore, all data
must be treated as confidential, in the sense that only the researcher will have access to
them, and steps must be taken to ensure that no information will be published about

identifiable persons or organizations without their permission (Oppenheim, 1992).

As mentioned earlier, there are specific issues regarding child research. Baker, Pistrang
and Elliott (1994) state, that if a child is between seven and seventeen, then his or her
written assent is usually required in addition to parental permission. In this study, as
participants were under seventeen, both parental and participant informed consent was
required. Informed consent refers to disclosure by the researcher, before the study, of what
will happen during the study and of any other information that might affect the person’s
decision to participate. It also enables prospective participants to make a free and informed
decision about whether or not to enter the study (Baker, Pistrang & Elliott, 2002).
According to the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical Association, 2004), even though
a child may not be legally competent, to give consent researchers should have gained
informed assent. UNICEF (2002), in its guidance on child participation, also makes it clear
that parental consent is ‘not an adequate standard in light of the rights of the child’ (p.5).
The child as well as the parent must be aware of the implications of the research, and the
child if able should give assent in addition to the consent of the adult with parental
responsibility. This means ensuring that, “if they are capable of doing so, they know they
have a choice as to whether to participate in the research (in other words that they are true

volunteers), that they know they have the right to withdraw from the research at any time”
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(Greig, Taylor & MacKay, 2007, p.176).

In this study, the researcher gained participant and parental consent by means of
information sheets and informed consent forms distributed in advance of the interviews.
The interviewer felt it important to avoid any misinterpretation by putting details of the
study in writing, stating the general aim of the research and how the data would be
collected. It was deemed essential that participants were clear about what the interviewer
was proposing to do; that they knew exactly what their role in the research was, and that
they knew what would happen to the data generated from the research. The information
forwarded in advance included; a description of the study’s procedures; an offer by the
researcher to answer questions at any time; a statement that participants may withdraw
their consent at any time during the study without prejudice and a space at the end of the
form for the participant to sign in acknowledgement that they understood what the study
involved (See Appendix A - D). As Bell (2005) contends, the researcher has a
responsibility to explain to respondents as fully as possible what the research is about, why
you wish to interview them, what will be involved and what you will do with the

information you obtain (Bell, 2005, p.156).

Permission to audio record and transcribe the interviews was also requested in advance. It
was felt that recording the interviews would be particularly helpful for content analysis and
enable the researcher to accurately record and document information of particular interest

without having to try and write them down during the course of the interview.

3.4 Selecting a Sample for Interview

Sampling refers to the process of obtaining participants for the study. In this instance, it
involved identifying the target population, choosing the sampling procedure, and
determining the sample size. Purposive sampling was used as the researcher chose to select
participants fitting specific criteria (criteria that were important to the research questions).
As acknowledged by Fraenkel & Wallen (2006); “the researcher needs to use judgement to
select a sample which they believe, based on prior information, would provide the data
they need” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p.88). Due to time and financial constraints, a total
of eleven participants were interviewed. There was a mix of both male and female

interviewees; five male and six female. Participants ranged from thirteen to seventeen in
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age, offering the researcher a broad spectrum across adolescence. The young people
involved in the study were drawn from six post-primary schools across Dublin city. The
author used her contacts in these schools to enrol participants. Although generalisation to a
larger population isn’t possible with such a sample, it was hoped that the study would

prove beneficial as an exploratory study to probe this relatively new area.

3.5 The Interview Schedule

In preparation for the interviews, topics were selected, appropriate questions devised,

methods of analysis considered and a schedule prepared and piloted.

Based on the hypotheses generated following the literature review, the researcher outlined
what information was required for the study and why it was needed. A framework for the
interviews was then established by selecting topics on which the interviews were to be
guided. Questions were grouped thematically, using a topic-centred approach covering
themes that the researcher wanted to address. These themes were put into categories that
loosely followed the hypotheses identified earlier. Respondents were allowed some degree
of latitude within the framework where they were given the freedom to talk about topics
and give their views in their own time. All participants were interviewed in a similar, semi-
structured manner. Prior to every interview, the respondent was familiarised with the
purpose of the research project and thanked in advance for his or her co-operation. An
advantage of semi-structured interviewing is that as a framework for the interview is
established beforehand, recording and analysis is greatly simplified. This is important for

any research, but particularly so for limited-time studies (Bell, 2005).

The wording and sequence of questions was also determined in advance. All interviewees
were asked the same basic questions in the same order. The interviewer opened each
interview in the same manner with the purpose of relaxing the participant and reminding
them of the guarantees set out in the information sheet distributed with the consent forms.
These included introducing the interviewer, the purpose of the research, the approximate
duration of the interview, the audio recording of the interview and the guarantees
surrounding anonymity and confidentiality. The majority of questions were worded in an
open-ended format. As Oppenheim (1992) contends, open-ended questions are important

in allowing the respondents to say what they think and to do so with greater richness and
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spontaneity. Most of the questions required some consideration, rather than nominal data
(i.e. yes or no) responses. A simple yes or no answer would not have elicited the thoughts

and understandings required of the respondents.

The advantages of open-ended questions are that they enable the researcher to study
complex experiences; respondents are able to qualify or explain their answers, and also
have the opportunity to express ambivalent or contradictory feelings. Respondents are free
to answer as they wish, using their own spontaneous language (Baker, Pistrang & Elliott,
2002). All respondents also answer the same series of questions, thus increasing
comparability of responses, facilitating the organisation and analysis of the data. Open-
ended questions can also reveal unanticipated responses, which may have a bearing on the
hypotheses under investigation. However, open-ended questions typically generate large
amounts of data referred to as the “data overload” (Miles & Huber man, 1994 cited in
Baker, Pistrang & Elliott, 2002, p.98). Open-ended questions also tend to produce a great
variability in the amount of data across respondents (Baker, Pistrang & Elliott, 2002). As
outlined earlier, the main disadvantage of open-ended questions, from the researcher’s
point of view, is that it is more difficult to evaluate the reliability and validity of verbal

data.

Filter questions were also used in the interviews to exclude some respondents from a
particular question sequence if those questions were irrelevant to them. The order of the
questions was also important in establishing a positive relationship with the interviewee. In
this instance, the researcher didn’t want to introduce the topic of cyber bullying until
participants were comfortable and a rapport between interviewer and interviewee had been
established. Mc Cormack and Hill (1997) describe good questions as those that are
relevant, answerable, impartial, unbiased, simple, short, unambiguous, specific, precise,
positive and inoffensive (Mc Cormack and Hill, 1997, p.76 cited in Greig, Taylor &
MacKay, 2007). Greig, Taylor & MacKay (2007) outline a model of good practice for
questioning children which entails: preparation and the use of clear, unambiguous
instructions; careful choice of context; attention to impression management in one-to-one
interviews; avoidance of leading questions; obtaining views of others for comparisons; and
making it fun (Greig, Taylor & MacKay, 2007, p.92). As surmised by Oppenheim (1992),
language must be understandable to the respondents. One also needs to be aware of loaded

words such as natural, free, healthy; to avoid double-barrelled questions; to avoid proverbs
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and popular sayings; to avoid double negatives; to use simple words, avoid abbreviations,

avoid ambiguous words and be aware of ‘leading’ questions.

Following an initial draft, there was subsequent editing of questions to remove any that
were not directly associated with the research. On completing this process, questions were
refined and wording checked keeping the age of the participants in mind and how the
questions would be analysed later. The researcher prepared an interview schedule and
summary sheet which were piloted to ensure the relevant information was being gathered
and to allow the interviewer practice asking questions and recording responses. A copy of

the final interview schedule can be found in Appendix E.

As minors were being used in the research, it was decided that the researcher should try
and keep the interviews to about twenty minutes so as not to lose the interest of the
participant. Therefore it was even more important that topics and questions were relevant
and appropriate to the study so as not to prolong the interview unnecessarily and lose the
attention of the participant before all critical questions were addressed. The researcher
found it important to demonstrate respect for the individual being interviewed and to be
natural. The researcher also needed to develop mechanisms to engage the respondents’
interest and keep their attention, to create and sustain ‘rapport’ at just the right level, and as
Oppenheim (1992) states; leave the respondent feeling that something pleasant, interesting
and worthwhile had been accomplished. While co-operation could not be taken for granted,
it was surprising how willing participants were to be interviewed when the interviewer
succeeded in building a positive relationship with them. A series of reminder cards were

taken into the interviews to ensure all topics and corresponding questions were addressed.

3.6 The Pilot Study

The pilot study is a necessary and important part of the interview framework development.
It provides useful information about the research instrument and its successful
employment. It operates as a checklist for; proposed question format; interview length;
appropriateness of vocabulary; flow of the interview; and sensitivity of items. When
conducting the pilot study, it is also important to allow substantial time for the
construction, revision and refinement of the interview schedule. In this study, this process

was continued until the author was certain that the schedule fulfilled the task for which it
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was being employed. It was also essential that the participants in the pilot study were as

similar as possible to those in the main enquiry.

Overall, the interview schedule was found to be effective. Question order, language and
topics proved successful. However, as a result of the pilot study, some irrelevant questions
were eliminated and ambiguous ones reworded. It was found that the interviews tended to
take longer than anticipated and the researcher felt participants’ interest and engagement
with the interview process declined the longer the interview took. Therefore it was decided
to review the questions and ask only those directly relevant to the study. Questions
removed concerned more detailed questioning on participants computer literacy and
mobile phone habits. During the course of the pilot study it was also observed that
participants, faced with the unknown, were slightly nervous on meeting the interviewer.
The importance of initially settling the interviewee and ensuring they felt at ease was
recognised and it was decided that a few minutes should be allowed at the beginning of

every interview for general conversation.

3.7 Limitations of Research

As Cook & Campbell (1979) argue, “an individual researcher with limited time and
resources can neither hope to become involved in complex sampling techniques nor to
interview hundreds of people” (Cook & Campbell, 1979 cited in Baker, Pistrang & Elliott,
2002, p.181). Considering the resource and time limitations of this study the researcher
was conscious not to generalise or overstate claims. Fraenkel & Wallen (2006) argue,
“qualitative investigators are less definitive, less certain about the conclusions they draw
from their research. They tend to view them as ideas to be shared, discussed, and

investigated further” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p.403).

A fundamental concern in qualitative research revolves around the degree of confidence
researchers can place in what they have seen or heard. Indeed, the quality of the
instruments used in research is very important as the conclusions drawn are based on the
information they obtain using these instruments. The validity of a study refers to the
appropriateness, meaningfulness and usefulness of the inferences researchers make based
on the data they collect while reliability refers to the consistency of these inferences over

time (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). Researchers want the information they obtain through the
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use of an instrument to serve their purposes, that is, enable them to draw correct
conclusions. In this study, to minimise the threats to internal validity the interviewer
standardised the conditions under which the interviews were conducted. All researchers
want instruments that permit them to draw warranted, or valid, conclusions about the
characteristics of the individuals they study (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). One of the
procedures adopted for checking or enhancing validity and reliability in this study was the

use of audio tapes and a structured interview schedule.

Although interview results may be genuine and rich, they can also be biased and
unreliable. Oppenheim (1992) identifies the main causes of bias as: poor maintenance of
rapport, rephrasing of questions, altering factual questions, careless prompting, biased
probes and biased recording of verbatim questions. There is a danger of bias creeping into
interviews, largely because, as Selltiz et al. (1962) point out, “interviewers are human
beings and not machines, and their manner may have an effect on respondents” (Selltiz et
al. 1962, p.162 cited in Bell, 2005, p.166). Additionally, probes have also been identified
as one of the main advantages which interviews have over questionnaires, but they are also
one of the most serious sources of interviewer bias (Oppenheim, 1992). Again the
researcher sought to limit bias by ensuring that questions were carefully formulated so that
the meaning is unambiguous; the interview schedule was followed closely; the same
interviewer conducting all the interviews; audio recording the interviews; and that
adequate time was spent in the early part of the interview to build a rapport with

interviewees.

3.8 Analysis and Interpretation of Data

In their search for understanding, “qualitative researchers do not usually attempt to reduce
their data to numerical symbols, but rather seek to portray what they have observed and
recorded in all of its richness” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p.381). In this type of study,
research questions are not usually answered by means of inferential statistical procedures.
Data analysis in qualitative research relies instead on description and even when certain
statistics are calculated, they tend to be used in a descriptive rather than an inferential sense

(Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006).

56



Having collected the data, the next stage of the research process consists of making sense
of the findings. Barker, Pistrang and Elliott (2002), break this down into three parts:
analysis, interpretation and dissemination. Analysis means establishing what the findings
are and how they answer the research questions. Interpretation means understanding the
findings in terms of their broader implications and dissemination means communicating
them to other people. Qualitative researchers are faced with finding ways of systematically
analysing these collections of words. This problem is compounded by the well-known
issue of “qualitative overload”; that qualitative investigations, even ones with a small
sample size, usually generate vast quantities of data. This abundance of data needs to be
analysed and represented to the reader clearly and accurately (Barker, Pistrang & Elliott,
2002). However, one of the enduring problems of qualitative analysis is the reduction of
large amounts of written data to manageable and comprehensible portions in a way that
attempts to respect the quality of the qualitative data. A common procedure for achieving
this is “content analysis”, a process by which the “many words of texts are classified into
much fewer categories” (Weber 1990, p.15 cited in Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007,
p-475). Put simply, content analysis involves; coding, categorising (creating meaningful
categories into which the units of analysis — words, phrases, sentences etc. — can be
placed), comparing (categories and making links between them) and concluding — drawing

theoretical conclusions from the text (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007).

The first step in qualitative analysis is to prepare the data. In interview studies using
recorded interactions, this involves transcribing the recordings. According to Riessman
(1993), transcription is in fact a form of analysis as decisions must be made about how to
break the speech or interaction into units and how to record nonverbal elements of speech
(Riessman, 1993 cited in Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007). Before beginning the
analysis, it is vital to check the transcripts for accuracy, and also to ensure that
participants’ anonymity is preserved by removing or disguising names and other
identifying information. In addition, prior to the formal analysis, it is important to immerse
oneself in the data, by listening to the tape recordings and by reading the transcripts several
times over. This gives one an overall feel for the data’s scope and meaning (Barker,

Pistrang & Elliott, 2002).

Defining the units of analysis can be at very many levels, for example, a word, phrase,

sentence or paragraph. Bogdan and Bilken (2007) state that “units of data (analysis) can be
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paragraphs in interview transcripts, sentences or sequence of paragraphs” (Bogdan &
Bilken, 2007, p.185). Codes can then be used to identity these units. Cohen, Manion and
Morrison (2007) define a code as a word or abbreviation sufficiently close to that which is
being described, for the researcher to see at a glance what it means. After generating a
series of codes the next step is to assign them to the units of data/analysis. In this study,
questions asked in the interviews were assigned codes; for example, the question; “Do you
use a computer at home?” was assigned the code “use computer at home”, which was then
abbreviated to C8. The units of data/analysis were the interviewees’ responses to these
questions. The author went through all interview transcripts and each unit of data/analysis

was assigned an appropriate code.

All forms of qualitative analysis engage in some form of category generation, in which the
researcher groups together important concepts or ideas; often referred to as ‘““categories” or
“themes”. Categories are not necessarily mutually exclusive; that is, a particular unit of
data may be assigned to a number of different categories. In this study the code C21 was
assigned to theme one (T1) and theme six (T6). Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) see this
as desirable as it maintains the richness of the data (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983 cited in
Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007). Once the codes and categories have been organised,
the analysis can be undertaken. Regardless of one’s general approach to qualitative
research, the data may be analysed either within or across cases. Cross-case analysis was
employed in this study, as it “looks across individuals in order to identify common themes
about the phenomenon being studied, aiming to see which aspects are shared across

participants” (Barker, Pistrang & Elliott, 2002, p.221).

In Chapter Four of this study, the data will be presented and data analysis techniques
described above employed to display the basic findings of the study. The author chose to
present coded data in Microsoft Excel which facilitated the filtering and sorting of data
according to participant, code or theme. Finally, the researcher will present summaries of
each theme. Chapter Five will be concerned with interpreting the results. The interpretation
of the research results will, as recommended by Barker, Pistrang & Elliott (2002), consist
of three related parts. The first part will strive to understand the meaning of the findings, in
terms of previous research and theory. This process will involve addressing the research
questions and discussing how the raw data may relate to each one. The second part will be

to assess the strengths and limitations of the study, to see whether the findings can really
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support the interpretations that the author brings. Finally, the third part (conclusion) will
question what the implications of the findings will be; in particular what they suggest about

future research.
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Chapter Four: Research Findings

4.1 Introduction

In Chapter Four, the author will present the interview data and summarise the findings
according to themes identified during the analysis of the transcripts. Grosof and Sardy
(1985) argue that “the arrangement of your presentation should reflect a strict separation
between data and their summary and analysis on one hand, and your interpretations,
conclusion, and comment on the other” (Grosof & Sardy, 1985, p.386 cited in Neuman,
2006, p.498). Hence, while Chapter Four will be concerned with the presentation of data
and summaries of research findings, Chapter Five will focus on the interpretation of the

data and addressing the research questions.

4.2 Data Classification

The author began the formal part of the analysis by reading through the transcripts and
trying to identify the ideas that were being expressed by respondents. However, before key
themes could be identified and summarised, the data needed to be understood and a coding

system devised.

4.2.1 Code Identification

The process of creating codes was facilitated by the semi-structured interview format
employed. As all participants were asked the same series of questions (e.g. “Where do you
and your friends hang out after school?”), these questions were abbreviated into short
descriptions (e.g. “Where do you socialise with friends?”’) and then assigned a code name
(e.g. “C02”). A total of sixty-nine codes were identified. The final coding system is

outlined in Appendix F

4.2.2 Theme Identification

After the coding system was devised, the next task was to organise the codes conceptually.
In this study, the codes (and corresponding data) were categorised into seven key themes
(TO1 to TO7). The themes themselves do not answer the research questions, rather they are

a way of organising the data in order to make it easier to analyse. According to Cohen,
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Manion and Morrison (2007), the categories or themes generated are “usually derived from
theoretical constructs or areas of interest devised in advance of the analysis” (Cohen,
Manion & Morrison, 2007, p.475). Indeed, this is the case here, where the themes loosely
correspond to the research hypotheses. A total of seven themes were identified and are

listed below:

TO1. Adolescents’ use of mobile phones and computers
T02. Adolescents’ socialising (offline and online)

T03. Adolescent online activity

T04. Adolescents’ use of social networking sites

TO05. Adolescents’ experience of cyber bullying

T06. Parents and cyber bullying

T07. Schools and cyber bullying

4.2.3 Participant Identification

As noted in Chapter Three, eleven participants took part in the study. To retain their
anonymity, each participant was assigned a unique id (e.g., PO1). A full list of participant
identification codes are noted in Appendix H. The gender and age of participants is

illustrated below;

Participants by Age:
4
3
3
2
p)
1
0
13 14 15 16 17

Figure 4.1. Particpants by Age
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