
asked students to come forward if they experience cyberbullying that
would have an impact on the school community.

—Principal from Florida

As a final point concerning the role of educators, an increasing
amount of information is available across the Internet about cyberbully-
ing. On our Web site, www.cyberbullying.us, we provide a large number
of downloadable resources that you can distribute in electronic or hard-
copy format to fellow administrators, staff, teachers, counselors, parents,
and youth as needed. There are no restrictions on their dissemination, and
we are frequently creating and uploading new resources as we continue
to study the problem and work with those affected. For quick reference,
some are included in Resource B of this book; however, they are cleanly
formatted and suitable for distribution as PDF files on our Web site. In
addition, we provide a multitude of Web links related to online aggres-
sion so that you can learn more from other professionals who are doing
great work in this area.

THE PARENT’S ROLE IN
PREVENTING CYBERBULLYING

It was an argument with my two best friends. I had fallen out with both
of them for many reasons. Since we had been best mates, I put up with lots
of rubbish. I was sick of it and wanted to get out of the pain and trouble
I had been through. So once I had got out of it I thought I would be free. But
no. They continued to harass me. Via e-mail, MSN, text messages. Made
me feel very lonely and depressed. It was just before the summer holidays,
so during them I was pretty much on my own all the time. Parents at
work all day and since they were my best mates who I used to do every-
thing with, I didn’t really have anyone to see. They had turned everyone
against me you see. So I got into depression and it was absolutely horrid.
My parents were extremely supportive and helpful, I can’t thank them
enough. But no matter how great they can be, there is always the fact that
you’re on your own in the rest of the world—that is saddening.

—15-year-old girl from the United Kingdom

The anecdote above underscores the fact that parents cannot protect their
children from everything wrong, bad, or evil in this world. However, there
is much that they can do. They can engage their kids in a dialogue about
the relevant issues, venture into cyberspace with them, and informally or
formally monitor their electronic activities. Cumulatively, these efforts
should demonstrate to youth that the adults in their life actively care about
their online safety.

145Preventing Cyberbullying

06-Hinduja-45681:06-Hinduja-45681 7/15/2008 12:01 PM Page 145

Copyright © 2009 by Corwin. All rights reserved. Reprinted from Bullying Beyond the Schoolyard: Preventing and Responding to Cyberbullying  

by Sameer Hinduja and Justin W. Patchin. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, www.corwin.com. Not for sale, reproduction, storage, or distribution. 



Communication Is Key

First and foremost, it is important for parents to develop an open dia-
logue with their children so they feel comfortable approaching them if
confronted with an unpleasant online experience. It’s often difficult to talk
about these issues at first, but it is essential. As discussed earlier, our
research suggests that only a minority of teens who experience cyberbul-
lying tell their parents (or other adults). Much of this lack of openness
relates to the youth’s perception that they will be blamed or will lose their
computer, cell phone, or Internet privileges. Conveying to them that you
will patiently listen to their problem or situation and respond in a non-
judgmental and responsible manner is essential in cultivating and pre-
serving an open line of communication.

Bullying boils down to communication. Teach your kids to communicate
with you about the small stuff and they’ll tell you about the big stuff too.

—Mother from Minnesota

If parents are unsure of how to bring up these issues with those under
their care, we have provided some sample “scripts” to help get the con-
versation started (Resource C). These examples can demonstrate the ease
with which the topic of cyberbullying can be discussed and the most pro-
ductive, noncritical ways of doing so. Research has consistently identified
the utility of ongoing discussions by parents, caregivers, or teachers with
children about their online interactions and activities (Berson et al., 2002;
Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). Says Suzanne Stanford, CEO of My Internet
Safety Coach (as cited in Writer, 2006),

Often, kids are afraid to tell their parents for fear that their com-
puter will be taken away or that their parents will make the situa-
tion worse. What they don’t realize is that unless the bullying
stops immediately, it can escalate and leave permanent psycho-
logical scars. (¶ 9)

Essentially, there must exist a crystal-clear understanding about what
is appropriate and what is not with respect to online activities. Toward that
end, we have created an “Internet Use Contract,” which can be used as is
or as a template to create your own custom contract (Resource D). Its pur-
pose is to promote a trusting relationship between parents and children
when it comes to the latter’s use of computers and the Internet. Both par-
ties agree to abide by certain mutually acceptable rules of engagement and
indicate their acceptance and understanding of those rules with their sig-
natures at the bottom of the form. To remind the child of this pledged com-
mitment, we recommend that this contract be posted in a highly visible
place (e.g., next to the computer). Just as in the “Rules for Classroom
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Computer Use” detailed above, a parent should also specify which Web
sites and software applications are prohibited.
In addition to implementing and enforcing rules for computer use,

parents should consider corresponding rules for cell phones. Resource E
provides a sample “Family Cell Phone Use Contract” that parents can
adapt and utilize. The point to emphasize is that having a cell phone is a
privilege (like computers) that can be revoked for misbehavior. That said,
it is also important for parents to realize that they need to give their kids
some space with respect to their communications with others. Parents
should resist constantly hovering over their child when that child is text
messaging friends and should not go through the phone’s text message
logs when it is unattended (unless there is a serious cause for concern).
Instead, they should focus on developing a trusting relationship with their
children and only invade privacy as a last resort.

Go Online

It is imperative that parents go online with their children. Many adults
are intimidated by electronic devices and/or the Internet, which is com-
pletely understandable given that we have not grown up with computers
like adolescents today have. Nonetheless, this should not prevent parents
from exploring the mediums and venues through which youth communi-
cate and interact in cyberspace. In fact, unfamiliar parents can enlist the
assistance of their children in getting acclimated with Internet-based activ-
ities. Parents should ask their children to show them where they go online
and why they like certain Web environments. Some youth will be imme-
diately open to this, while others may resist. Parents should be patient and
slowly work their way into the online lives of their children. It may take
time, but it will pay dividends down the road.
Once online with their kids, parents can casually inquire further about

the technologies and Web sites: Why are they so popular? What do you and
your friends do on these sites or with this software? Can everyone see the
messages you send or post? Do you really “know” everyone with whom
you are communicating? Who are “BBallDude19” and “foxyFLgal”? What
sort of pictures or video have you posted online? Parents must remember to
keep an open mind and resist knee-jerk reactions of a condemning or criti-
cizing nature. Once parents have a trusting relationship with their children,
they will be able to influence their Internet behaviors accordingly.
Box 6.8 provides several additional questions to help get the proverbial

ball rolling. Expressing interest in their cyberspace experiences without
criticizing or condemning their activities online paves the way for a long-
term positive relationship with the adolescents in your life. Responses to
these questions should serve to bring about deeper discussion about issues
related to cyberbullying and online harassment, and will open the door for
parents to the online worlds in which their kids are living.
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Box 6.8 Questions to AskYouth About Cyberbullying

1. What Web sites do you usually go onto?

2. What sites are your friends into these days?

3. What is your favorite Web site?

4. What do you do on these sites?

5. Do you ever go online at your friend’s house?

6. Have you ever been contacted by someone online that you didn’t know?
a. What did they want?
b. What did you do?
c. How did you respond?

7. Do you know what cyberbullying is?

8. How do you keep yourself safe online?

9. Have you ever received a text message from someone that made you upset?
a. Do you know who it was?
b. How did you respond?

10. Has anyone at school ever talked with you about using the computer responsibly?

At some point, further probing may be warranted. For example,
parents might seek to determine the tendency of their child to rationalize
cyberbullying given a specific circumstance or situation. Then, they can
point out the faulty reasoning in those decision-making processes so that
the youth’s behavioral choices are not swayed by emotion or opportunity.
To be sure, it is impossible for parents to protect and watch over their
children at all hours of the day and night. Still, it is possible through a com-
bination of these efforts to instill in them safe Internet practices that will
guide their online (and consequently even offline) activities.

The Earlier the Better

Developing safe Internet practices very early on in the lives of children
is essential to ensure that they internalize those habits as their computer
and Internet proficiency grows. Kids these days become technologically
adept at a very early age (see the tech-savvy youngster in Figure 6.1), and
parental guidance is of the utmost importance in teaching them to use elec-
tronic devices in responsible ways. Moreover, it will be much easier for
parents to insist upon going online with their children at 8 or 9 years of age
than when they are 15 or 16. Positive habits instilled at an early age will
pay dividends in their decision-making processes later in life. To be sure,
developing appropriate belief systems and behavioral choices is a much
more valuable and enduring approach than simply threatening them with
punishments for particular rule violations.
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Monitor Their Activities

We also feel that it is key for parents to monitor their children closely
when they are on the computer. Most parents and guardians realize this;
recent data show that 73 percent keep the home computer in an open
family area—either purposefully or inadvertently providing at least casual
surveillance of the online activities of youth at home (Lenhart, Madden, &
Hitlin, 2005). Relatedly, we believe it is a bad idea to put an Internet-
enabled computer in the privacy of your child’s bedroom (though a com-
puter unconnected to the Internet is not expected to be a problem).

I would never bully online because it hurts. Also, if the kids had half a
brain they would consider that a parent is monitoring it like mine do.

—13-year-old girl from Massachusetts

Another solution to be considered is the installation and use of moni-
toring software programs. Since parents cannot watch over their child’s
online activities all of the time, they may want to consider employing spe-
cialized software to do the job. A number of commercial software pro-
grams are on the market that can help in this regard. Some allow adults to
block access to certain Web sites, while others only allow the computer
user to access specified sites (as discussed above). Still others track all the
places computer users go when connected to the Internet.
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Figure 6.1 Educate Youth From an Early Age

SOURCE: Photo courtesy of Christine Sellers.
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We certainly support using these programs as a part of a comprehen-
sive approach to online safety and responsibility, but it is naive to think
that these software programs alone will keep kids safe or prevent them
from bullying others or accessing inappropriate content. Indeed, some
research has shown that filtering software and the specification of Internet
usage rules is not significantly related to a decreased chance of Internet
harassment victimization (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004).
Other research has determined that 54 percent of parents use some

type of Internet filter, 62 percent check up on the Web sites their children
visit, and 64 percent have specified rules for the time their children spend
online (Lenhart et al., 2005). Even with filters, proactive inquiries, and rule
setting, motivated youth can easily find a way to visit objectionable Web
sites or participate in inappropriate online behavior. They may go to a
friend’s house, the library, or a local coffeehouse with free wireless Internet
access. They may even learn to subvert the hardware and software filters
that responsible adults have implemented, as previously discussed. This is
why software alone is often insufficient.

Many parents use parental controls at home, which is a great first step.
But relying solely on parental controls can provide a false sense of secu-
rity since many children access the Internet from various locations. It
is crucial that children, parents and educators are informed and well-
versed as to potential risks our children may face online.

—Jace Galloway, Internet
Safety Coordinator from Illinois

Use Discretion When Spying

If parents choose to use filters and tracking software, we encourage
them to tell their children about it. Not only will this act as a deterrent, but
parents can then explain why they have chosen to incorporate such con-
trols on the computer. It is important for parents to communicate to their
children that there are people in cyberspace intent on causing harm and
that the software will help to keep them protected.
Some parents with whom we speak are adamant that it is perfectly

acceptable—if not demanded—that they covertly and surreptitiously spy
on their children’s Internet activities. Of course, parents ultimately decide
what they think is appropriate in monitoring the online behaviors of the
youth in their household. However, if parents do this without informing
their children, there is a significant risk of damaging any positive relation-
ship that exists between them. At that point, children may no longer trust
their parents at all, which means they will not confide in them about prob-
lems they are having—online or offline. We strongly believe that parents
should be honest and upfront with their children at all times.
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