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Abstract

This study examined cyberbullying in three distinct phases to facilitate a 
multifaceted understanding of cyberbullying. The phases included (a) a 
quantitative survey, (b) a qualitative focus group, and (c) development of 
educational scenarios/simulations (within the Second Life virtual environ-
ment). Phase III was based on adolescent feedback about cyberbullying 
from Phases I and II of this study. In all three phases, adolescent reactions 
to cyberbullying were examined and reported to raise awareness and to 
educate others about cyberbullying. Results from scenario development 
indicate that simulations created in a virtual environment are engaging 
and have the potential to be powerful tools in helping schools address 
problems such as cyberbullying education and prevention. (Keywords: 
cyberbullying, virtual worlds, Second Life, teacher education, counselor 
education)

Introduction

Cyberbullying has gained attention and recognition in recent years 
(Beale & Hall, 2007; Carney, 2008; Casey-Canon, Hayward, 
& Gowen, 2001; Kowalski & Limber, 2007; Li, 2007; Shariff, 

2005). The increased interest and awareness of cyberbullying relates 
to such factors as the national media attention after several publicized 
cyberbullying tragedies (Maag, 2007; Stelter, 2008; Zifcak, 2006), the 
attenuation of communication boundaries (i.e., cell phones, the Internet, 
and computer network connections), and the exponential increases in 
technology use among youth. Nonetheless, with the escalation of technol-
ogy and the easy access and popularity of technological devices among 
youth, presently there remains a critical gap in the literature related to 
cyberbullying and its possible effects on school-aged children and ado-
lescents. Because cyberbullying has the potential to impact youth across 
systems (i.e., home, school, and the community), we believe that parents, 
“school professionals” (Li, 2007, p. 1778), and mental health providers 
must not only be made aware of cyberbullying and its consequences, but 
must also have access to ways to deal with this growing concern. 

Two years ago, cyberbullying was considered to be a “new territory” 
for exploration (Li, 2007, p. 1778) because there was limited information 
about bullying through “electronic means” (Li, p. 1780). In contrast, 
today studies on cyberbullying, including some descriptions of the worst 
cyberbullying incidences (Maag, 2007; Stelter, 2008; Zifcak, 2006), are 
becoming more prevalent (Beale & Hall, 2007; Carney, 2008; Kowalski 
& Limber, 2007; Li, 2007). At this time, there is a need to raise awareness 
about the effects of cyberbullying and to create educational opportuni-
ties to serve multiple audiences (i.e., teachers, teacher educators, school 
administrators, school counselors, mental health professionals, students, 
parents) in the quest to identify and hopefully prevent cyberbullying in 
the future. Consequently, to facilitate a multifaceted understanding of 

cyberbullying, this study sought to examine cyberbullying through three 
phases: (a) a quantitative survey, (b) a qualitative focus group, and (c) 
development of the educational scenarios/simulations (i.e., using virtual 
world avatars similar to those used in Linden Lab's (1993) Second Life 
(SL; http://secondlife.com) based on adolescent feedback from Phases 
I and II of this study. Adolescent reactions to cyberbullying in all three 
phases of this study were examined and reported with two aims in mind: 
(a) to raise awareness of cyberbullying, and (b) to educate others about 
cyberbullying.

Defining Cyberbullying
Cyberbullying has been described as a traumatic experience that can lead 
to physical, cognitive, emotional, and social consequences (Carney, 2008; 
Casey-Canon et al., 2001; Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). Cyberbullying 
has been defined as “bullying through the e-mail, instant messaging, in 
a chat room, on a website, or though digital messages or images sent to 
a cell phone” (Kowalski & Limber, 2007, p. 822). There are numerous 
methods to engage in cyberbullying, including e-mail, instant mes-
saging, online gaming, chat rooms, and text messaging (Beale & Hall, 
2007; Li, 2007). In addition, cyberbullying appears in different forms 
than traditional bullying. For example, Beale and Hall (2007), Mason 
(2007), and Willard (2008) found that at least seven different types of 
cyberbullying exist, including:

Flaming: sending angry, vulgar messages to a person or party•	
Harassment: sending messages to a person repeatedly•	
Denigration: sending/posting harmful, untrue information•	
Cyberstalking: using threats of harm and intimidation•	
Impersonation: pretending to be another person•	
Outing or trickery: tricking a person into sending embarrassing •	
information
Exclusion: excluding someone purposefully •	

Research suggests that cyberbullying has distinct gender and age dif-
ferences. According to the literature, girls are more likely to be online and 
to cyberbully (Beale & Hall, 2007; Kowalski & Limber, 2007; Li, 2006, 
2007). This finding is “opposite of what happens off-line,” where boys are 
more likely to bully than girls (Beale & Hall, p. 8). Age also appears to be 
a factor in cyberbullying. Cyberbullying increases in the elementary years, 
peaks during the middle school years, and declines in the high school 
years (Beale & Hall). Based on the literature, cyberbullying is a growing 
concern among middle school-aged children (Beale & Hall; Hinduja & 
Patchin, 2008; Kowalski & Limber, 2007; Li, 2007; Pellegrini & Bartini, 
2000; Smith, Mahdavi, Carvalho, & Tippett, 2006; Williams & Guerra, 
2007). Of the middle school grades, 6th grade students are usually the 
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E-mail Facebook MySpace Cell Phone Online Video Chat Rooms

Victim 35.3% 11.8% 52.9% 50% 14.7% 11.8% 35.3% 8.8%

Bully 17.6% 0% 70.6% 47.1% 11.8% 5.9% 23.5% 5.9%

Table 2: Percentage of Students Who Experienced Cyberbullying through Various Methods
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Data collected throughout each distinct phase of this study have helped 
us explore the how, why, and when cyberbullying occurs, further inform-
ing us about the type of scenarios that are needed to educate and to raise 
awareness of this issue––our study’s overarching aims. As our research 
continues, we will continue to seek a greater understanding of the many 
ways that cyberbullying episodes occur, as well as to discover how young 
people are responding to new forms of bullying. With this information, we 
will continue to design and construct more simulations/scenarios that can 
potentially assist school administrators, teachers, and school counselors 
in addressing the increasing problem of cyberbullying.
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