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ABSTRACT:

In this article, we investigate the power of prevailing definitions within the research field of
cyberbullying. We address how these definitions, mostly deriving from developmental psychology,
have had a problematic influence on the way researchers, policymakers, practitioners working
with interventions, and children and young people themselves approach the challenge of
understanding and preventing cyberbullying and its consequences. We analyse how the definition
of cyberbullying stemming from developmental psychology is inadequate in addressing the
complexities of technologically mediated exclusionary processes in educational- and peer-group
settings. The dominant research paradigm has suppressed such complexity by deeming irrelevant
the extensive experience with cyberbullying of many children and young people. Thus, we argue
that it is necessary for the research field to refine definitional work. Research on cyberbullying
needs to draw on a broad spectrum of empirical data and incorporate multiple and diverse
theoretical perspectives.

Keywords Bullying, children, cyberbullying, definitions, education, ethical engagement, Internet,
risk, victim, youth

Introduction

When children’s and young people’s experiences do not fit the definitions of cyberbullying often
used by researchers, what kind of responsibility does the research community carry?

In this article, we investigate the power of prevailing definitions within the research field of
cyberbullying. We address how these definitions, mostly deriving from developmental psychology,
have had a problematic influence on the way researchers, policymakers, practitioners working
with interventions, and children and young people themselves approach the challenge of
understanding and preventing cyberbullying and its consequences. We analyse how the definition
of cyberbullying is inadequate in addressing the complexities of technologically mediated
exclusionary processes in educational- and peer-group settings. The dominant research paradigm
has suppressed such complexity by deeming irrelevant the extensive experience with
cyberbullying of many children and young people. Thus, we argue that it is necessary for the
research field to open the definitions beyond the constraints of the developmental psychological
definition coined by Dan Olweus. One way of opening the research paradigm is to listen to
children and young people carefully and to refine definitional work. Research on cyberbullying

Side 1 av 14


mailto:elisabeth.staksrud@media.uio.no
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Bullying
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Children
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Cyberbullying
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Definitions
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Education
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Ethical+Engagement
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Internet
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Risk
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Victim
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Youth

needs to draw on a broad spectrum of empirical data and incorporate multiple and diverse
theoretical perspectives.

We begin by addressing the dominant (Olweus-informed) definition of bullying. We then contrast
this theoretical perspective with three observations originating from our own fieldwork. In line
with other researchers (see, for instance, Canty et al., 2016; Ringrose and Rawlings, 2015), we
identify how complexities of cyberbullying situations have been overlooked and how this is
entangled with the prevailing research paradigm of bullying research. Furthermore, we highlight
how some research on bullying seemingly forgets to genuinely listen to the children and young
people it purports to protect. We pinpoint how listening can be a key driver in noticing how
children and young people answer both questionnaires and fieldworkers differently than the
definitions lead us to believe, and that their answers move beyond the boundaries of the research
paradigm. By disregarding these voices, (too) much is left out, thus we argue that researchers
bear a critical responsibility to adjust terminologies and definitions.

Background and definitions

Traditional definitions of bullying have centred on core traits such as repeated exposure,
intentionality and asymmetric power relationships, perhaps best summarised by Dan Olweus
(1994):

I define bullying or victimization in the following general way: A student is being bullied
or victimized when he or she is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on
the part of one or more other students. It is a negative action when someone intentionally
inflicts, or attempts to inflict, injury or discomfort upon another — basically what is
implied in the definition of aggressive behavior (Olweus, 1973b).

Negative actions can be carried out by physical contact, by words, or in other ways, such as
making faces or obscene gestures, and intentional exclusion from a group. In order to use the
term bullying, there should also be an imbalance in strength (an asymmetric power relationship):
the student who is exposed to the negative actions has difficulty in defending him/herself and is
somewhat helpless against the student or students who harass. (p. 1173)

Schott points out how aggression and bullying have been entangled in definitional work. She
explains this entanglement in terms of how ‘the purpose of a definition is to place a specific
phenomenon into a subset under a general category or concept’ (Schott, 2013: 24). When Olweus
places bullying as a subset of aggression, Schott (2013) argues, bullying will always be understood
as a form of aggression (p. 24), thus confining the core of the problem to individual traits and
behaviour. However, this subset approach can misguide us: ‘... the assumptions made about the
general category become definitive for the specific phenomenon. For example, if bullying is a
subset of aggressive behaviour, then bullies are aggressors’ (Schott, 2013: 25). The argument in
this article takes off from this vantage point.

For the past two decades, Olweus’ definition of bullying has been used as the basis for much
research and literature on cyberbullyingl and has gained prominence not only within the field of
bullying but also in cyberbullying research. Today, the most cited and popular models of
cyberbullying stem from these psychological frameworks and definitions of traditional bullying
(such as, but not limited to, Calvete et al., 2010; Hinduja and Patchin, 2012; Kowalski et al.,
2014; Laftman et al., 2013; Olweus, 2012; Perren and Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 2012; Ybarra et
al., 2012). This leads us to conclude that, even though this paradigm has been challenged in
recent years, it stills holds a strong position. And, as argued by Canty et al. (2016),
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... consistent a priori application of this definition has created an aura of authority and
temporal stability that obscures its origin and development, its disciplinary paradigm and
assumption, and evidence that the term ‘bullying’ has multiple meanings and uses (Canty
et al 2016: 48)

The tenet of the traditional definition, we argue, is the victim—perpetrator binary. Thus, this has
become the core of much cyberbullying research.

To illustrate, we have examined a recent meta-analysis of cyberbullying research (Kowalski et al.,
2014). Here, the general aggression model is highlighted as a useful theoretical framework from
which to understand cyberbullying. The 131 studies included in Kowalski et al. have, to a large
degree, the offline bullying definition(s) as a premise. We have combined the research foci and
perspectives summarised in the meta-analysis into one figure, showing how they are interlinked.
The terminology presented in the figure is harvested from the meta-analysis itself. As the figure
shows, cyberbullying research has four main research foci — the bully, the victim, the bystander
and the cyber-context. The bully-focus is typically found in research conducted from three angles:
the nature and frequency of repeated aggression; a power imbalance perspective, where an
imbalance with regard to technological skills and the concept of anonymity are at the core; and
finally, outcomes for the bully. As for studies focusing on the victim, these predominantly focus on
the victim’s experience (or not) with traditional offline bullying, and on the short- and long-term
outcomes for the victim. Short-term outcomes include psychological difficulties and dropping out
of school while long-term consequences generally seem to focus on murder and suicide prevalence.
As for bystanders, sometimes also referred to as audience, they are/it is in the cyberbullying
context seen or defined as (potentially) infinite. Once again, the main research focus is on the
outcome. For the bystander, this is typically linked to feelings of fear, and/or in-group belonging
and enhancement. Finally, there is a group of studies where the cyber (or ‘electric’) context is
studied, either in the form of how communication services are used (good or bad) or of the effects
of different services on the individual.

The foci of the meta-analysis, represented in Figure 1, constitutes the backdrop for the following
discussion of how cases from conducting surveys, doing fieldwork in schools and participating in
policy work point at what is left out of cyberbullying research.
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Figure 1. (Crude) overview of cyberbullying research focus and terminology (based on Kowalski
et. al. 2014).

Cases from cyberbullying research and policy fieldwork

In a previous study, Ringrose and Rawlings (2015) demonstrate how cyberbullying practices
should be considered in context with respect to ‘the institutional and experiential realities of the
young people at school where exclusion, violence and great distress can manifest in a variety of
forms of ‘ill-health’ (p. 2). In the following, we present three cases drawn from such contexts. Our
narratives of studying cyberbullying among children and young people, in Denmark and Norway,
respectively, illustrate how their experiences with exclusionary practices mediated by technology
cannot be fully grasped by the terminology of cyberbullying, and particularly not the core binary
of bully and victim. Such experiences overspill, so to speak, the dominant terminology research
and norms within cyberbullying research. Taken together, these narratives create a space for
illustrating the dangers of an axiomatic use of the (Olweus-inspired) definition in cyberbullying
research (Canty et al., 2016: 48) and the promises in listening to children and young people, as
well as how such an enterprise of listening requires explicit ethics and methodologies.

Case 1: Escaping the binary — experiences from qualitative research

When first entering the field of cyberbullying research, I (researcher 1) read the conventional
canon of literature on bullying. This taught me that bullying involves a victim, a perpetrator and
a number of passive bystanders. I then visited schools to interview and observe children and
young people engaged in what they themselves and/or their teachers recognised as cases of
cyberbullying. When interviewing the first child, identified by her teachers as a victim of
cyberbullying, her story seemingly followed a storyline which the research literature had led me
to expect: she was the victim of cyberbullying by others. When interviewing the next child, who
was allegedly involved in the same case of cyberbullying and identified by her teachers as ‘the
bully’, however, her account did not fit the overall narrative. She did not present herself as the
perpetrator; instead, she recounted being bullied herself. She included others who were not
mentioned in the first interview as key figures, pointing out how other actors, other platforms and
apps, other relationships, other temporalities and other spaces were involved. When interviewing
the third, fourth, fifth and sixth students, further confusion arose, complexity prevailed and
messiness reigned. Very little of the situation I encountered in school seemed to fit the pattern
and definition of one bully and one perpetrator with an asymmetric power relationship. The
children burst such dichotomies and I found myself asking, Did I not investigate a case of
cyberbullying? Did the children involved misinterpret what cyberbullying was about? My doubts
and hesitations led to a new question: Did cyberbullying perhaps come in other forms and shapes
than the notion of a bully—victim dynamic?

Case 2: Definitional overlearning in children — experiences from conducting

surveys

When researching the prevalence and nature of both traditional bullying and cyberbullying
among children in Norway, I (researcher 2) have several times been confronted with what we will
call ‘definitional overlearning’ in children who are asked to contribute.
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Norway has, for decades, institutionalised efforts to prevent bullying, both in the educational
system, legal frameworks and educational practices. The importance of preventing bullying is
broadly acknowledged, culminating in the 2015 government report ‘To Belong’ (NOU, 2015). The
Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training gives financial support to schools wanting to
implement anti-bullying programmes, such as the Olweus Bullying Programme (run by the
Regional Centre for Child and Youth Mental Health and Child Welfare, Norway), PALS
(developed by the Norwegian Centre for Child Behavioural Development), Zero and Respekt
(developed by Erling Roland and the Centre for Learning Environment, University of Stavanger,
Norway). All these programmes have been exported internationally and some of them
commercialised. Anti-bullying is furthermore an integral part of the national curriculum for all
Norwegian students from the first grade onwards. Similarly, school authorities and teachers are
provided with and use checklists derived from academic definitions when considering whether or
not a child has experienced bullying, something that would trigger legal obligations for the school
to take action.

The emphasis on preventing bullying through intervention programmes intertwined with specific
research parameters seems to have produced some puzzling side effects. I have repeatedly
experienced how collecting data about cyberbullying via questionnaires when conducting research
on other transgressive behaviour and topics has provoked an unexpected response from children
and young people which I have never seen. Questionnaires on psychosocial aspects of the school
environment, intended to map out children and young people’s experiences with bullying and
attempting to both establish its prevalence and tease out the complexities, are returned with
scribbled messages from the 9- to 13-year-olds telling the researchers: ‘You are defining it wrong’,
‘this 1s not how you are supposed to ask about bullying’ and ‘it has to be repetitive; bullying
means repetitive’, underlining key words and core understandings as to what defines
cyberbullying, well-known from theoretical discussions. Children thus correct the questionnaires
and express apparent confusion when asked questions outside the realm of what they have been
trained to recognise as ‘proper’ bullying. For instance, an 8-year-old girl explicitly expressed her
expectations towards the research focus and the researchers and described the confusion and
bafflement she felt when she was not asked the ‘standard’ questions about bullying, but rather
questions about friendship and positive experiences: ‘At first I thought it was going to be about
bullying and stuff, but it was only about friendship’ (as quoted in Hordvei, 2014: 85).

Such corrective responses from students are encapsulated by one student fiercely disputing that
he and his friends had cyberbullied a fellow student, not by claiming their innocence of any
wrongdoing, but by citing Olweus’ definition of bullying. He argued vehemently that they were
not in violation of school regulations or national legislation as they, as he phrased it, ‘... always
torment different people, so, by definition, we are no bullies’. Overlearning of definitions thus
became not only a correction of researchers but hinted at how the power of definitions operate
well beyond academic circles.

Case 3: ‘The inconsistent understanding of youth’ — experiences from policy work

Our third case illustrates how the discrepancy between strong definitions of (cyber)bullying in
research and (some) understandings of the phenomenon among children and young people is
addressed in a recent policy document. In 2015, the ENABLE project, supported by the European
Commission’s Daphne programme and led by European Schoolnet, published its report on
research on bullying in schools. In this report, their emphasis and summary of the field directly
addresses the observed discrepancy between understandings of bullying among young people and
definitions within research on the topic. However, surprisingly, the key to solving this dilemma,
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according to the report, is not for researchers to listen more carefully to children, but rather to
teach the children the ‘proper’ definitions:

Research suggests that children and adolescents hold an inconsistent understanding of
bullying, different from that of researchers. Investigating the sources of their beliefs and
attitudes is crucial in altering them. ... Students who were given a definition of bullying
reported being victimised less than students not provided with a definition. (ENABLE,
2015: 6)

The ENABLE report finds that there is a discrepancy between what takes place in schools and
what existing definitions can capture. Yet, the recommendation is to fold the students’
experiences into existing academic understandings by altering them. This will lower the reported
prevalence of victimisation.

Across the three cases

Our experiences are puzzling. We see how key policy publications in policy and intervention work
propose to teach children the ‘right’ definitions of victimisation. We also see how when conducting
research with children and young people, they can resist definitions, pointing out how they do not
fully grasp their experiences. And we see how everyday experiences with technologies, school life
and peer groups overspills the basic tenets in the meta-analysis (see Figure 1).

We argue that traditional bullying definitions and the strong focus on prevalence of incidents of
cyberbullying fail to grasp the subtleties and complexities in technologically mediated processes
of inclusion and exclusion in schools and in peer groups. The three cases highlight what is not
grasped by the hegemonic definition of cyberbullying and how research results can be used to
manoeuvre apparently ‘incorrect’ responses. The messiness in cases of cyberbullying is omitted
from much of the conceptual work and a substantial part of children’s experiences with a vast
range of exclusionary practices is thereby left out of the dominant research paradigm and, as a
result, from operational and preventive work. Thus, the three cases beg the question, When
children’s experiences do not fit the definitions often used by researchers, what responsibility
does the research community have?

We recognise how, for the past two decades, a substantial amount of survey research has provided
further insights into the phenomenon of cyberbullying. Particularly, it has indicated the number
of children who are involved in cyberbullying as perpetrators and victims, and how these numbers
develop over time. Many of the surveys within the field are comparable to a certain degree
(despite their methodological differences), with such comparisons providing additional valuable
insights into the phenomenon. These are valuable insights. But what we experienced in the three
cases is not touched upon. We recognise the conventional body of studies on bullying and
cyberbullying (such as, but not limited to Hinduja and Patchin, 2010, 2012; Kowalski et al., 2014;
Olweus, 1992; Smith, 2009; Smith and Steffgen, 2013), as well as the growing body of literature
questioning psychological school bullying typologies, and particularly the binaries they produce
(Canty et al., 2016; Ellwood and Davies, 2010; Horton, 2011; Kofoed and Ringrose, 2012; Kofoed
and Stenner, 2017; Marwick and Boyd, 2014; Meyer, 2008; Patterson et al., 2015; Ringrose, 2008;
Ringrose and Rawlings, 2015; Ringrose and Renold, 2010) which help us realise how
‘overlearning’ and ‘overspilling’ of experiential knowledge is not listened thoroughly to.

We also acknowledge that beyond the field of psychology, there are of course other disciplines
offering different perspectives for the study of cyberbullying. Before dwelling on what is left out,
let us shortly address how other disciplinary backgrounds have relevant perspectives to offer.
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Media studies, for example, is a source of research on the complexities of children’s and students’
online engagements, and generally refers to the online realm as a digital arena for digital
activities (see, for instance, Buckingham, 2007; Buckingham and Willett, 2006; Byron, 2008;
Drotner et al., 2008; Eastin and LaRose, 2000; Gasser et al., 2010; Hargittai, 2010; Hundley and
Shyles, 2010; Kuipers, 2006; Livingstone, 2003; Livingstone and Helsper, 2010; Palfrey and
Gasser, 2008; Staksrud, 2013; Tapscott, 1998). Here, cyberbullying is seen not only in relation to
the definitions of bullying and cyberbullying derived from psychology but also in relation to other
online risk experiences, as well as broader analytical frameworks that include several levels of
analysis: individual, social, technical, cultural, legal, national (see, for instance, Livingstone et al.,
2017). Within this line of thinking, cyberbullying is perceived differently. Such research provides
insights into other aspects of online risk. A large body of research on online risks shows how risks
and opportunities are interrelated (see, for instance, Livingstone, 2008; Livingstone and Haddon,
2009; Mascheroni et al., 2015), and how different types of online services and activities result in
different levels and types of online risk exposure and engagements, including cyberbullying (such
as Brandtzaeg et al., 2009; Gorzig and Frumkin, 2013; Gorzig and Machackova, 2015; Livingstone
et al., 2013; Staksrud et al., 2013). Jones et al. (2013) found that an increase in online harassment
among US youth, from 6% in 2000 to 11% in 2010, was likely attributable to changes in how
young people were using the Internet. A study based on the 2010 EU Kids online survey with
children (only 11- to 16-year-olds included, n =18,709) found a correlation between cyber-
victimisation and visits to suicide websites (sites where people discuss how to kill themselves).
Being a victim of cyberbullying increased the probability of visiting such sites by 134% (when
controlled for age, gender, time spent online and psychological state), while being a victim of
offline bullying showed no significant correlation (Staksrud and Olafsson, 2016). As such, the
definition of a power imbalance, where the victim has difficulties defending himself/herself, might
not apply in situations where both (or all) parties feel bullied by one another. Other studies using
the same dataset (a representative selection of 1000 children [9-16 years], and one of their
parents, in each of the 25 participating European countries; Livingstone and Kids Online
Research Network, 2011), found that, when confronted with online bullying or sexting, children
with higher self-efficacy employ more proactive coping strategies, such as talking to someone or
actively trying to solve the problem, finding that this helped the situation (D’Haenens et al.,
2013). The study also found that both so-called cyberbullies and cyber victims are
overrepresented in transgressive online activities, giving rise to new questions on the role of
particular online services and affordances, regulatory measures, the normative digital climate
and digital ecology. Moving into other disciplinary fields thus allow us to grasp other aspects of
the phenomenon of cyberbullying differently.

Previous research has also shown how students’ age influence their perceptions of what
constitutes bullying, and that these perceptions differ from those of adults, such as teachers and
parents (such as, but not limited to, Boulton et al., 2002; Craig et al., 2009; Eslea and Rees, 2001;
Naylor et al., 2006; Smith and Levan, 1995). Such studies have informed how the mediation of
communication influences bullying processes and experiences in ways not necessarily captured by
the core premise of repeated, intentional aggression from someone in power against someone who
is not. Insights from media studies and other research fields can thus inform and adjust the
definitional work of cyberbullying originating from psychology.

The point is not that cyberbullying characterised by repetition and power imbalance does not
exist, the point is that there is obviously ‘more’ to technologically mediated school and peer life
than what can be captured in the traditional definition. We argue that resistance to what Canty
et al. (2016) have called ‘the axiomatic use of the definition in bullying research’ (p. 48) needs to
be taken into consideration. The resistance points to the overarching research regime’s
limitations, questioning its validity both implicitly and explicitly.
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Drawing on the three cases and the findings mentioned above from media studies, could it be, for
instance, that both (or all) parties might experience victimisation, when involved in a digital
turmoil of communication they cannot escape or resolve? Could it be that both (or all) parties,
independent of the level of aggression, share vulnerabilities? Could it be that conflict escalation
and resolutions vary with the distribution of vulnerabilities and victimisation that does not
necessarily link with specific subjects? Could it be that the culture of the school is important in
how cyberbullying is played out? Such questions merit further enquiry, but this is only possible if
we accept that cyberbullying encompasses aspects that cannot be captured only by Olweus’
definition of bullying.

Based on the cases outlined above, as well as the analysis outlined in Figure 1, we suggest that
too many studies of cyberbullying are largely based on what Bronwyn Davies (2014) terms
‘listening-as-usual’: ‘We listen in order to fit what we hear into what we already know’ (p. 21).
What we already know within the research field of cyberbullying seems to be the dominant
definition mentioned earlier. In quantitative surveys, we often, and for good reason in terms of
data comparability, ask questions in a manner we are used to, within the framework and binaries
established in the Olweus-inspired research paradigm. However, in the cases presented above,
children and young people suggest that we are not capturing the complexities of the phenomenon,
something that creates new challenges when research findings translate into policy and
preventive strategies. Listening to voices that overspill or contradict the knowledge which is
taken to be hegemonic is an act of emergent listening (Davies, 2014: 21). Emergent listening is,
she argues,

... not a simple extension of usual practices of listening. It involves working, to some extent,
against oneself, and against those habitual practices through which one establishes ‘this is who I
am’ [...] Emergent listening might begin with what is known, but is open to creatively evolving
around something new. (Davies, 2014: 21)

Such acts and intensions of listening allow the three cases to surface as relevant and to include
the fighting back and not-fitting-in-comments from the children and young people as relevant
empirical information.

Research is at its core a quest for deeper insights into both new and known phenomena. We need
to listen carefully and emergently to address questions such as: How do we know that our
empirical data confirm that repetition and intentionality is at the core of cyberbullying? How do
we know that the binary of victim—perpetrator still holds? How do we know if cyberbullying is an
overrated phenomenon?

Through the scientific, ethical and legal regulation of responsibility, we as researchers are held
accountable. Bullying research has become a fundamental tool for development of policy,
regulation and preventive and protective measures, aiming to create ‘good consequences’ for
children in general and victims and bullies in particular. Thus, it is critical that (cyber)bullying
research allows for close scrutiny and continuous discussion of varied theoretical, methodological
and definitional perspectives.

Such a scrutiny of concepts and definitions of course implies striking a delicate balance between,
on one hand, knowing of the field, and on the other hand, enquiring into and hence accepting that
there are aspects of children’s lives of which we as scholars are (yet) unaware. If the aim is to
grasp the changing nature of cyberbullying experiences, we need to listen emergently to children
and not merely ask them questions we have asked before within frameworks and definitions
developed well before the advent of social media. Listening emergently involves curiosity,
allowing us to enquire into the unknown aspects of cyberbullying and entailing that we go beyond
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binaries, theories of positions and fixed academic disciplines. As such, emergent listening involves
an interest in the many different experiences of cyberbullying that children and young people
necessarily will have. Listening emergently entails an explicit obligation to ask children who have
experiences with perpetration and/or victimisation, but also those who avoid the labels ‘bully’ or
‘victim’. It entails asking the children who only know of or observe cyberbullying cases. This latter
group includes both those who have been a friend of someone who has sent hurtful messages or
pictures, shamed another student and those who acted as confidants of someone receiving
unwanted pictures or messages, or those who unwillingly provide the content of such pictures and
messages. Importantly, it also involves being curious about the positions, effects, experiences and
consequences which we are yet unaware of.

Hence, the kind of research we encourage at the core of a child-centred methodology when
investigating cyberbullying involves care and enquiry into something that one does not yet fully
know or understand, into the unknown.

Conclusion

So, when children’s and young people’s experiences do not fit the definitions of cyberbullying often
used by researchers, what kind of responsibility does the research community then carry?

Listening entails not just the act of emergent listening, during fieldwork and in actual
conversations with children and young people. Listening also entails carefully observing and
listening to our own research contributions and representations of young peoples’ affective
experiences, how they shape definitions, and how our analytical approach and the formats of
questionnaires affect findings. Such a framework allows us as researchers to also follow the
messiness and dramas of unorderly school life and peer interactions. We need to listen and to ask
the difficult questions about school cultures, gender, media, privilege and opportunities. In doing
so, 1t allows us to rethink cyberbullying, and to not forget that research definitions travel into
politics and interventions.
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Notes

1.

While there are examples of alternative linguistic framing in English, including electronic
bullying (Kowalski and Limber, 2007) and Internet bullying (Williams and Guerra, 2007),
cyberbullying is by far the dominant English term, influencing definitional work.
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