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ABSTRACT
Technology is an integral component of Australian youths’ daily life and learning
experiences. As social networking sites (SNSs) increase in popularity, they provide both
opportunities and challenges for youth, in particular, cyberbullying. While existing
literature on cyberbullying provides evidence generally about Australian youth, little is
known about how Australian youth from culturally diverse backgrounds experience the
phenomenon of cyberbullying when using SNSs. This research investigated how
culturally diverse Australian young people make sense of their lived experiences of
cyberbullying when using SNSs, with a specific focus on how they define and respond
to cyberbullying.
A social constructivist Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach
underpinned the research. Young people were recruited using purposive sampling.
This resulted in three groups of participants from both urban, Victoria and regional
New South Wales, Australia respectively. The groups were: Anglo-Saxon, Aboriginal,
and culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) youth. All participants were active users
of SNSs and had lived experience of cyberbullying on SNSs. The data collection
methods used were in-depth, semi structured interviews and digital diaries to explore
the meanings participants attach to both their positive and negative experiences of
using SNSs.
Used responsibly, SNSs were found to have many beneficial effects. These
include supporting young people’s social development, well-being and enhancing their
education and social cohesion by connecting them to peers with similar interests at
home and across the globe. Negative experiences such as cyberbullying, were found to
be embedded in youth culture and a prevalent part of their SNS experiences. A critical
insight for the cyberbullying debate was the finding that youth do not uniformly view
cyberbullying as a single monolithic phenomenon, thus making it difficult to find an allinclusive definition. Indeed, youth from diverse social and cultural backgrounds
experienced cyberbullying differently. Adding complexity, the conceptualisation of
xi

context was found to be critical to understanding cyberbullying in youths’ lives.
Parents and teachers have an important role to play. However, in order to do
this effectively, an understanding of both the positive and negative ways youth engage
with SNSs is required. Importantly, this study reveals that by recognising young people
as experts of their own lived SNS experiences, adults may better understand youth SNS
practices and be provided opportunities to foster intergenerational intersubjective
meaning-making of cyberbullying.
If education and policy institutions are to affect behavioural change in order to
reduce cyberbullying, this study suggests the inclusion of youth voice is inadequate
and is vulnerable to being tokenistic. Rather, youth agency is required and needs to be
viewed by schools and policy makers as an interrelated set of processes that include
ownership, voice and leadership in equal measures to ensure future anti-cyberbullying
programs, not only address the phenomenon of cyberbullying more accurately, as
experienced by youth, but also celebrate and leverage the many benefits afforded by
SNSs. This research can be used to redirect current approaches to consider an
integrated model of delivery that combines cybersafety education in both school and
the social settings where young people engage, such as SNSs.
The complex environment surrounding interpersonal conflict on SNSs which
this study shines a light on, directly contributes to understanding the ways Australian
youth make sense of their personal and social cyber-configured world and provides
critical insights for future cyberbullying policy and programs. This study offers a
broader approach to the experiences surrounding cyberbullying through the inclusion
of youth perspectives using an IPA approach, whilst importantly remaining open to
novel findings.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
This study explores culturally diverse youths’ lived experiences of cyberbullying
on social networking sites (SNSs) from a social constructivist Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) perspective. By engaging with current literature on
approaches to the social phenomenon of cyberbullying, the study presents an
alternative youth-centred approach for conceptualising cyberbullying and the impact
of SNSs on this phenomenon.
Previous research investigating cyberbullying has predominately been
quantitative in nature and most existing research has explored cyberbullying in the
context of schooling, as it appears to be most prevalent among student populations
(Aboujaoude, Savage, Starcevic & Salame, 2015). Despite youth predominately being
the topic of cyberbullying research, few studies have included youth perspectives
(Dennehy, Cronin & Arensman, 2018; Dennehy, Meaney, Walsh, Sinnott, Cronin &
Arensman 2020; Vandebosch & van Cleemput, 2008), and qualitative research on
cyberbullying is relatively scarce (Smith, 2019). Moreover, little is known about how
Australian youth from ethnic minorities such as Aboriginal and culturally and
linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds experience cyberbullying when using SNSs.
This dearth in qualitative research capturing the perspectives of culturally diverse
Australian youth, points to the pressing need for the inclusion of their perspectives in
the cyberbullying research debate.
This chapter outlines the purpose of the study by situating it in the context of
culturally diverse youth perspectives on how members of this group identify and
respond to cyberbullying when using SNSs. It introduces the investigation from a
viewpoint that locates the topic of lived experiences of cyberbullying on SNSs from a
range of Aboriginal, CALD and Anglo-Saxon youth located in urban Victoria and regional
New South Wales, Australia. First, a brief background to the study highlights the need
for research on cyberbullying that deliberately sets out to include diverse youth
perspectives. It also situates the impetus for the study, describing my motivation to
undertake this thesis and the influence that my professional and personal background
brought to bear on the direction of the research. Second, the aim and questions
1

informing this research are outlined. Third, definitions of terms used throughout this
thesis are explained. Finally, the content of each chapter is detailed in a description of
the thesis structure.

1.1

Background information
Bella 1 is sitting facing the camera. She is one of this study’s participants and is

about to host the live launch, across Australia, of the Rewrite Your Story (RYS) program
on Facebook. She is just eighteen, composed and enthusiastic. Sitting with Bella is a
panel of young people ready to recount their lived experiences of overcoming
cyberbullying and answer any questions coming in on the live Facebook© stream.
Based on suggestions made by the youth in this study, RYS is a combined school based
SNS cyberbullying program, which I co-designed and developed with five of the
participants.
Central to this program are eight short films, which depict instances of
cyberbullying based on experiences described by participants. Multiple narratives and
representation of cultural diversity within the stories were included to ensure the films
relate to as many young people as possible. The storylines aim to acknowledge the
powerlessness young people feel to undo past actions or to change the actions or
words of others in cyberbullying incidents. However, the films also concurrently
highlight young people’s ability to control future choices about how and who they
engage with online. In other words, how to ‘rewrite their story’ when experiencing
cyberbullying. Supporting resources on a dedicated website emphasise building social
and emotional competencies, resilience and strengths-based solutions, which in
addition to focusing on cyberbullying, recognise the social and educational benefits of
technology, including SNSs.
Groups of young people in the audience are chatting excitedly to one another
as teachers, parents and myself look on. Mia 2, another participant who was
significantly involved in the RYS program, is buzzing around the room interviewing the
actors, bloggers and other young contributors to the program and then posting on the
RYS Instagram© site.

1
2

Bella is a pseudonym
Mia is a pseudonym

2

With a sense of anticipation, the launch goes live, and the online chat begins.
Led by Bella, the group discuss the questions coming in on the Facebook feed from
classrooms across Australia, emerging from some of the films and the panel’s personal
online experiences. It is here where social and cultural barriers are diminished, as
young people speak with one another about cyberbullying; a phenomenon that is
embedded in youth culture and a prevalent part of their SNS experiences.
When beginning this study, I was working in the rapidly evolving area of
cybersafety education policy and program development in the Australian federal
government. I had recently launched the Indigenous cybersafety program, Be Deadly
Online3 and was asked to design and develop a youth focused cyberbullying reporting
program. Generally, my work role required me to design, develop and implement both
face-to-face and digital cybersafety learning programs in a range of settings with
diverse groups: from sitting under a tree to ‘yarn up’ about apps and SNSs with elders
and their youth in remote, regional and urban Aboriginal communities, working in a
community run homework program with CALD families in Melbourne, to more
formalised learning environments in school settings with youth from a range of diverse
backgrounds.
The learning environments were different, but what remained similar were the
questions and concerns raised by adults about the negative impact of technology on
youth and fear of the risks associated with SNSs, specifically, cyberbullying. In some
cases, these fears were valid. However, some of the interpretations of cyberbullying
were outwardly triggered by adult perceptions about what constitutes online risk,
which at times seemed to markedly differ from youth interpretations. What was also
missing in these conversations with adults was discussion about the many positives
that technologies, such as SNSs, play in young people’s lives. Indeed, against these
adult concerns, I was witnessing youth enthusiastically embrace SNSs, moving
seamlessly between their offline and online world, communicating everyday
experiences and enjoying the opportunities SNSs afford them. However, concurrently, I
3 https://www.esafety.gov.au/educators/classroom-resources/be-deadly-online/student-community- home
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was also witnessing severe forms of interpersonal conflict occurring within youth peer
networks.
This disconnect between adults and youth ignited my curiosity and desire to
explore in more detail how young people recognise, perceive and classify aggressive
online conflict as cyberbullying, and ask: is this at odds with adult definitions?
Importantly, by assuming we, as adults, already know what cyberbullying looks like,
are we at risk of incorrectly including behaviours that young people themselves don’t
consider a problem, while alternatively (and critically important) overlooking forms of
interpersonal conflict that might have significant negative impacts on their peer
settings? This is an important consideration, especially since we, as adults, have never
personally experienced cyberbullying as youth. Because of this lack of lived experience,
by examining cyberbullying through the lens of an adult, it seemed to me that the
cyberbullying program potentially risked not addressing the complexities surrounding
cyberbullying as a social construct if youth voices were absent.
Moreover, the potential for SNSs to become a learning environment for youth
about online risks, such as cyberbullying, was something I believed needed to be
explored and considered as part of the youth focused cyberbullying program I had
been tasked to develop. This was especially pertinent, given the popularity and range
of new and emerging SNSs platforms with the youth demographic. Moreover, I
understood from my previous work experience with the Be Deadly Online project that
for an online safety program about cyberbullying to be successful and genuinely
engage youth, it needed to be developed with, not for, youth. To be productive for,
and inclusive of, all youth, I considered it critical that the cyberbullying program
incorporate the values and experiences that youth, from culturally diverse
backgrounds and situations, bring to cybersafety education. As such, whilst still
working in the cybersafety field, and at the time of undertaking this thesis, the RYS
program was born.

1.2

Statement of the research problem
Over the last decade, SNSs have gradually become omnipresent in young

peoples’ lives and have pervaded daily practices, crossing barriers between online and
offline worlds (Fox & Moreland, 2015). Recent research has identified Australian youth
4

are spending up to 18 hours per week online, with 91% aged 15 to 19 years reporting
use of SNSs (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016). The literature forthcoming relating
to the opportunities and challenges youth face when using SNSs, is complex. On the
one hand, it reports social and educational benefits associated with SNS use. However,
on the other hand, the well-publicised associated risks of exposure to the online world,
such as cyberbullying, cannot be ignored. As young people’ s new and complex
interactions occur via SNSs, a growing interest has also developed in relation in
cyberbullying as it occurs within this new context. Indeed, cyberbullying is one of the
most heavily researched areas in the field of adolescent SNS use and peer relations
(Nesi, Choukas-Bradley & Prinstein, 2018). Indeed, Spears and colleagues (2011),
suggest that SNSs “allow both positive and negative use: to support relationships or to
denigrate them” (p. 8). It is this double-edged sword that, to date, has not been
explored from a youth perspective and warranted further study.
Despite being relatively new, cyberbullying is now well recognized as a serious
public health problem affecting children and adolescents (Aboujaoude et al., 2015).
Notwithstanding the growing body of research about cyberbullying, there is ongoing
debate around what actually constitutes cyberbullying (Kowalski, Giumetti, Schroeder,
& Lattanner, 2014; Olweus & Limber, 2018; Vandebosch & van Cleemput, 2008) and
there remains no universally agreed upon definition. Against this background, the term
cyberbullying is not clearly or universally defined or understood from the perspectives
taken from those ‘lived experiences of cyberbullying’, as will be shown in the literature
forthcoming. Whilst there is some agreement about the prevalence and characterising
features of cyberbullying, a definition of the construct neglects a distinctive and more
subjective understanding of the phenomenon from the ‘insiders’, namely youth.
As a result, in order to improve clarity of definition, and to complement the
progress made in the research literature, this thesis examines how young people
recognise and classify aggressive online conflict as cyberbullying, as distinct from the
meaning given to it by adults. This is necessary to develop a more accurate
understanding of cyberbullying. To address a gap in the literature, youth’s experiences
and understanding of cyberbullying within both place-based and broader youth culture
contexts is featured.
Additionally, while existing literature on cyberbullying has provided empirical
5

research with a cyberbullying focus generally on youth populations, little is known
about how Australian youth from ethnic minorities such as Aboriginal and CALD
backgrounds experience the phenomenon of cyberbullying when using SNSs. Whilst
current findings provide us with insights into the issues and challenges young people
face when using SNSs, only a relatively limited number of variables have been
considered in relation to cyberbullying. In doing so, the research to date has largely
overlooked non-majority populations, including ethnic, cultural, disabled, sexual,
gender and religious minorities. The current literature also does not seem to recognise
that the use of communication technologies, such as SNSs is a deeply cultural practice
that, inevitably, distinct social and cultural groups will engage with quite differently
(Carlson & Frazer, 2018; Kowalski et al., 2014).
Moreover, digital inclusion also brings exposure and risk that can make
particular vulnerabilities (like cultural background) more visible. In fact, research has
found many vulnerable young people encounter severe forms of aggression that can
limit and impede their access to, and experience of, online SNSs spaces (Aboujaoude et
al., 2015; Caluya, Bororica & Yue, 2018; Tallon, Choi, Keeley, Elliott & Maher, 2012). By
not reflecting social and cultural differences, important patterns may be overlooked.
Taken together, this work has illuminated the need for more research that considers
the cultural and social factors that make cyberbullying on SNSs different for diverse
groups of young people. Furthermore, an understanding of this diversity is essential for
cybersafety interventions to support all youth to become competent and effective
online participants in ways that are responsive to their cultural and linguistic
background.
Finally, some of the interpretations of results in the literature appear to be
triggered by adult’s perceptions about what constitutes online risk, which has been
found to at times, markedly differ from youth interpretations (Spears & Koeford,
2013). Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying is not part of adults’ former
experiences as it is for young people in the contemporary milieu; and so, in a
fundamental way, adults have never experienced it as young people do. Paradoxically,
the literature highlights the need for the inclusion of youth perspectives in debates
and research that concerns them (Groundwater-Smith, Dockett & Bottrell, 2015). For
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these reasons, it is suggested that a qualitative enquiry that incorporates youth voice
into this field, would be timely. It would not only extend the voice to the individuals
who live the experience but also provide important insights into the ways they define
and respond to the construct of cyberbullying.

1.3

Research aim and questions
The aim of the research is to examine the experiences and perceptions of

culturally diverse Australian youth of cyberbullying when using SNSs and to explore
how they define and respond to the construct of cyberbullying. The aim will be
achieved by addressing the following research question and sub-questions:
What is the lived experience of Australian youth from culturally diverse
backgrounds of cyberbullying when using SNSs?
•

How do youth from diverse cultural backgrounds identify and respond to
cyberbullying?

•

In what ways, if any, do youth share with adults their experiences of
cyberbullying when using SNS and what do they expect in response?

•

In what ways do youth think SNSs can be positively used to educate youth and
raise awareness of cyberbullying?

1.4

Significance of the research
It is intended that findings about youth’s positive and negative SNS experiences

and their suggested responses to cyberbullying will provide adults with
reconceptualised insights into how best to support young people to navigate their
social relationships online and offline. A further intention of the study is to consider
SNSs as a learning environment that can be used to educate and raise awareness of
cyberbullying with youth and provide a nuanced cultural context to cyberbullying
intervention and education programs.
IPA was considered to be an appropriate qualitative approach for this study as
it provided opportunity for investigating and understanding personal experience and
how individuals make meaning of these experiences (Eatough & Smith, 2008). Semistructured interviewing is the most common form of data gathering in IPA as the
researcher is able to facilitate the exploration of lived experiences, while allowing the
7

participant to simply ‘tell their story’. The interviews in the present study did follow a
framework of general topics however, and these were: SNS participation and practice;
cyberbullying experiences; perceptions of adult understandings of cyberbullying;
current experiences of cybersafety education; and the role of SNSs as a site of learning
in future cyberbullying interventions4.
The focus of this study is timely, given current concerns in Australia and
globally about the negative effects of cyberbullying on young people’s wellbeing and
the complex challenges cyberbullying presents for parents, teachers, and policymakers (Betts & Spenser, 2017; Cassidy, Faucher & Jackson, 2013; Deschamps &
McNutt, 2016; Livingstone, Haddon, Görzig & Ólafsson, 2011; Sigal, Tali & Dorit, 2013;
Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). Moreover, the number of young people experiencing these
effects remains prevalent as SNSs continue to be an ever-increasing integral
component of youth culture, making confronting it an urgent matter.

1.5

Definition of terms
It is acknowledged that each of the following terms are often contested in the

social, political and educational media and, as such, can be used differently in different
forms, contexts and variations. To avoid confusion caused by differences in language,
terms frequently used in this thesis are defined below.
Aboriginal
The data to be analysed by this thesis that involves Aboriginal participants was
collected in Victoria and NSW, Australia. Aboriginal people are referred to differently
depending on the State they live in and their respective community protocols and
language groups. The pilot study was conducted in Victoria, and in this State,
Aboriginal peoples are referred to as ‘Koorie’, which is also true for Southern NSW
Aboriginal peoples. The data collected with the Aboriginal participants for the thesis
4More detailed questions included: why do you use SNSs so prolifically; what do you love about them?
What does cyberbullying look like for you when using SNSs? How widespread is the problem and what do
you do when you encounter it? Can SNSs be used as an educational platform about cyberbullying and if so,
how does it need to be used to be effective for youth audiences? How can adults ensure all young people
feel included in the cyberbullying debate and can relate to the messaging? What do adults need to do
differently to ensure youth voices are legitimately included in a debate that directly affects them? How can
we empower young people to be change agents and knowledge brokers about cyberbullying?
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was completed with communities from NSW and Victoria, however, some of the
participants who live in these regions were not on Country. Subsequently, the term
Aboriginal was used throughout the thesis. It was also established that none of the
participants identified as Torres Strait Islander and as such the term Indigenous was
not used. Note, this approach was supported by the respected Elder from the pilot
study.
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD)
The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, 2016)
distinguishes the following groups of people:
A migrant is someone who voluntarily chooses to leave his or her own country
and make a new life in another country. A refugee is a person who has fled his or her
own country and cannot return due to fear of persecution, and has been given refugee
status. An asylum seeker is a person who has fled from his or her own country due to
fear of persecution and has applied for (legal and physical) protection in another
country but has not yet had their claim for protection assessed.
The youth participants who form part of the CALD groups came from
immigrant, refugee and asylum seekers groups in urban Victoria and regional NSW,
Australia. It is acknowledged that each of the terms above are distinctive in their own
right. However, for the purposes of the research project, the term culturally and
linguistically diverse (CALD) will be used.
Youth
This thesis classifies young people who are between the ages of 14 to 24 years as
‘youth’. This aligns with the standard definition stated by the United Nations General
Assembly (2014) and the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2016).
Culturally Diverse Youth
This thesis includes Aboriginal, Anglo-Saxon and CALD youth when using the
term ‘culturally diverse youth.’ The participants were selected as representing these
culturally diverse groups.
Lived experiences of cyberbullying
Lived experiences of cyberbullying for the purpose of this thesis includes
culturally diverse youth who have personally experienced, witnessed, and/or been a
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perpetrator of cyberbullying when using SNSs. In some cases, the participant may have
experience of a combination of the three.
Social Networking Sites (SNSs)
Ellison & boyd5 (2013), in their summative history of the rise of SNSs and
identification of the key features of SNSs propose a comprehensive definition that will
be adopted in this study. They define SNSs as:
“a networked communication platform in which participants (1) have
uniquely identifiable profiles that consist of user-supplied content, content
provided by other users, and/or system-provided data; construct a public or
semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) can publicly articulate
connections that can be viewed and traversed by others, and (3) can
consume, produce, and/or interact with streams of user-generated content
provided by their connections on the site” (p.158).
SNSs are characterised by online activities such as the establishment of personal
profiles, the visibility of social relations and the option of meeting, maintaining,
changing or dismantling social relations.

1.6

Outline of chapters
This thesis is comprised of eight chapters. The individual chapters are

introduced below specifying how each addresses a particular aspect of the overall
thesis.
Chapter 2 presents a summary of literature in three key areas related to this
study: young people’s SNS participation and practice, inclusive of personal and
educational benefits; cyberbullying among mainstream populations, including AngloSaxon of which most recent research has been conducted; and cyberbullying and
minority groups, with a specific focus on Aboriginal and CALD youth populations. This
survey of the literature identifies opportunities for conducting further research to

5 This researcher chooses not to use capitals in her title
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explore culturally diverse Australian youth perspectives and personal experiences on
SNSs. This includes cyberbullying and the role of SNSs as a platform to educate and
raise awareness of cyberbullying.
Chapter 3 outlines the methodology of this study. Specifically, discussion of the
epistemological framework, qualitative approach and the relevance of the
methodology used to inform the research questions and study design are described.
This includes identifying the potential benefits and limitations of qualitative research,
in particular Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), and semi-structured
interviewing.
An overview of the design and conduct of the study is included in Chapter 4. It
first outlines the design phases of the study, including a description of the pilot study.
The chapter then provides profiles of the participant group, describes how these
participants were recruited, and outlines how the research was undertaken. Finally,
ethical considerations, and validity and reliability of the thesis are discussed.
The three subsequent chapters (Chapters 5, 6 and 7) present an analysis of
selected extracts of participants’ lived experiences of using SNSs. The participants
discussed a multitude of experiences with regards to SNSs, however three principal
themes emerged: ‘Growing up online’, ‘Lifting the veil of silence: lived experiences of
cyberbullying’ and ‘SNSs in educational settings’. The three themes are presented as
standalone chapters with sub-themes integrated throughout each chapter, which
examine the findings in more detail.
Finally, Chapter 8 discusses the research findings and presents the conclusions.
The two key findings examine the contextual factors (social, cultural and socio-cultural)
which impact on how culturally diverse youth identify and respond to cyberbullying and
the impact of SNSs on youth’s experiences of cyberbullying. Following this, implications
for research, policy and practice are delineated. Finally, this chapter outlines the
limitations of the study and incorporates implications for future research.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1

Introduction
This review critically considers current literature, both internationally and

within Australia, critically regarding young peoples’ experiences of cyberbullying when
using SNSs. Studies published in the last ten years have been attended to, with deeper
consideration given to those that are more recent. The review has been organised into
three sections. The first section reviews the literature reporting current
understandings of young people’s SNS participation and practice, inclusive of personal
and educational benefits. This section also provides the foundations for considering
the misuse of SNSs through cyberbullying. The second section will look specifically at
cyberbullying and review the literature studying cyberbullying among mainstream
populations, including Anglo-Saxon; this demographic from the main cohort on which
most recent research has been conducted. This section begins by examining some of
the definitional debates and tensions around what constitutes cyberbullying
behaviours and provides an overview of the three main areas of academic research
around cyberbullying, including (a) prevalence of victimisation and perpetration of
cyberbullying, (b) effects of cyberbullying on both victims and perpetrators, and (c)
possible responses to cyberbullying. The third section looks more specifically at
cyberbullying and minority groups, with a specific focus on Aboriginal and culturally
and linguistically diverse (CALD) youth populations.
The survey of the literature will identify opportunities to conduct further
research to explore culturally diverse Australian youth perspectives and personal
experiences of SNSs. This includes their lived experience of cyberbullying and the role
of SNSs as a platform to educate and raise awareness of cyberbullying.

2.2

SNS use: young people’s participation and practice
Over the last decade, SNSs have gradually become omnipresent in young

peoples’ lives and have pervaded daily practices, crossing barriers between online and
offline worlds (Fox & Moreland, 2015). According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics
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(2016), Australian youth are spending up to 18 hours per week online, with 91% aged
15 to 19 years reporting use of SNSs. Furthermore, recent studies (see for example,
Martin, Wang, Petty, Wang and Wilkins, 2018) have shown the uptake of SNSs is
rapidly increasing amongst young people 14 years and below. According to the
Australian Child Health Poll (2017), 67% of primary school-aged children own their own
mobile screen-based device and access SNSs. Broadly, these figures indicate the
increasing prevalence of SNSs and provide the grounds for studying the impact of its
use.
By international standards, Australian young people are one of the leading
global adopters of SNSs with uptake comparable to other Western countries. For
instance, a survey conducted by the Pew Research Centre (2018), of 743 ‘teens’ from
the United States (young people aged 13 to 17 years), found SNS use is ubiquitous with
97% using at least one major SNS platform; these include Youtube©, Facebook©,
Instagram© and Snapchat©. This study also found that YouTube, Instagram and
Snapchat have surpassed Facebook as the most popular SNS platforms representing a
shift in US teen SNS engagement from an earlier Pew Research Center survey (2014 –
2015), which found Facebook to be the most popular SNS. A similar survey recently
conducted by the Australian eSafety Commissioner (2018), found that YouTube has
surpassed Facebook in popularity, with Instagram and Snapchat closely following
behind. Together these survey reports exemplify how the technology landscape for
young people has evolved and shifts regularly (Anderson & Jiang, 2018).
Devices used by young people to access SNSs are also changing and developing
rapidly as technological advances occur. The US 2018 Pew Center survey found that
95% of teens owned or had access to a smartphone, and that this device formed a
pervasive element of their daily activity. The survey also found 45% of teens are
nearly-constantly online. Smartphone use in Australia is also high, with a 2016 Roy
Morgan survey finding 9 in 10 young people aged 14–17 years own a smartphone.
Anderson and Jiang (2018), suggest that the rise in general internet availability has led
to mobile connectivity that is consequently driving the increase of online activity,
specifically SNS use among young people.
A growing body of research has also found minority populations such as
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and CALD young people engage with digital
13

technologies and use SNSs at rates equal to or even greater than mainstream
populations. For instance, studies (see for example Rennie, Hogan and Holcombe James, 2016) show Australian Indigenous peoples are significantly more predisposed to
using SNSs than the general population. A pilot study conducted by Caluya and
colleagues (2018), explored how CALD youth (16 to 25 years old) in Victoria, Australia
use SNSs and found high levels of digital access, participation and skills. Comparable to
youth in general, high access, participation and skillful use was evident across both
survey participants (n=203) and newly arrived youth focus groups (n=20). The study
also showed the majority of CALD young peoples’ online activity was the use of SNSs
via their mobile phones (p. 17). These results mirror the general population of young
people in Australia, suggesting that for Australian youth, digital technologies are everpresent in modern life across race and ethnicity, for both Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander and CALD young people.
The rapidly evolving functionality of SNSs as a communication tool has been
found to transform users from passive consumers of content to more empowered
creators of information (Drotner, 2007; Henriksen, Mishra, & Fisser, 2016; Martin et al.,
2018). A result of this is the creation of a virtual community where youth can project
stronger online presences and more active social participation among larger groups
(boyd, 2014; Gleason & Von Gillern, 2018; Henriksen et al., 2016). Several studies
surveying youth and technology use have found they have not merely adopted online
technologies such as SNSs but have embodied them as a primary means of
communicating, often rendering face-to-face interaction unnecessary (boyd, 2014;
Livingston, Görzig & Ólafsson, 2011; Vandbosch & van Cleemput, 2008). Described as
“networked publics” by boyd (2014), SNSs operate as “spaces constructed through
networked technologies and imagined communities that emerge as a result of the
intersection of people, technology and practice” (p.7) and “provide opportunities for
youth to explore and make sense of their own identities, status and cultures in similar
ways to offline public spaces” (p. 7). These “networked publics” have also been found
to create linguistic, material and relational forums for diverse groups of people from
ranges of demographics and ideologies to interact ‘publicly’ around a range of social,
cultural, political and personal purposes (Marwick & boyd, 2012).
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2.2.1 Benefits of SNSs
Studies have shown several significant benefits associated with the use of SNSs;
these benefits are broadly classified into social and educational. First, reported social
benefits of SNS use include: facilitating supportive relationships, promoting a sense of
belonging, increasing confidence, building self-esteem (boyd, 2014; Caluya et al., 2018;
Collin, Rahilly, Richardson & Third, 2011) and providing a space for exploration of the
effects of self-presentation with others (Herring & Kapidzic, 2015). The AUKids Online
study found that SNSs have become particularly important as a mechanism for
connection and self-expression. For instance, almost half of the young people surveyed
found it easier to be themselves online, and one in five 11–16 year old’s talked about
things online that they would not talk about face to face (Green, Brady, Olafsson,
Hartley & Lumby, 2011).
Moreover, SNSs have been identified as critical to a sense of acceptance and
belonging for young people who experience exclusion or discrimination due to, for
instance, physical or mental ill-health, sexuality or homelessness (Hammond, Cooper &
Jordan, 2018; Humphry, 2015; Lucero, 2017; Robinson et al., 2014b). The affordances of
SNSs and the interpersonal networks they enable have also been found to become
more important as children grow older to the formation of meaningful relationships
that help them to navigate the complex physical, emotional and social changes that
accompany adolescence (Third & Richardson, 2009).
As suggested by boyd (2014), SNSs are social constructs that create “networked
publics” that enable young people to diversify their social engagement and connection
with friends and family. SNSs have also been found to extend the connections young
people make with others as they meet online through their existing networks or
communities of interest (Gleason & von Gillern, 2018). Building on these findings, an
emerging field of research in the literature has begun to explore how SNSs support
new forms of citizenship that are increasingly participatory, driven by expressions of
identity and linked to changing conceptions of literacy. For instance, Martin and
colleagues (2018), found in their study of American young people, that SNSs provide
new opportunities for them to connect with others. They also found ways youth thrive
on creating and being part of online communities that foster creativity, knowledge and
civic participation. Other studies have found by virtue of connecting with larger and
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more diverse audiences on SNSs, young people have begun to understand the
importance of varied perspectives and garner respect more easily for others’ values
(boyd, 2014; Herring & Kapidzic, 2015).
Second, SNSs have been found to be effective educational learning
environments, in both formal school-based and informal out-of-school settings. Within
formal school-based learning environments, SNSs have been used by teachers as an
effective tool to make classroom-based learning more engaging, relevant and culturally
diverse (Sharples, Graber, Harrison & Logan, 2009). Research conducted by Meloni
(2011), found SNSs used in formal school-based learning environments can encourage
greater communication, assist teachers to manage course content and increase
collaboration between students. Students have also been found to use SNSs to help in
their academic studies for peer group and team-based work (Park, Cha, Lim & Jung,
2013).
Using and harnessing SNSs and smartphones has been found to promote
engagement in school-based learning environments (Dooley, Ellison, Welch, Allen &
Bauer, 2016; Martin et al., 2018). Ng and Wong (2013), in their study with at risk youth
in Hong Kong, found the creation of a learning community through Facebook provided
an invaluable avenue for marginalised students to ask questions, encourage each other
and maintain friendships. The positive interaction was found to not only increase and
maintain school retention but was also linked to motivation to engage in classroom
learning.
More recently a small body of research has identified the intertwined ways in
which young people’s SNS practices include engaging with multiple types of digital
media and using SNSs as sites of learning. For instance, SNSs have been found to
facilitate the creation and sharing of various multimodal methods of communication,
including blogs, vlogs, video, text and photos, thus increasing users’ digital
proficiencies (Dooley et al., 2016; Drotner, 2007; Drotner & Schroder, 2010). In
addition to technical proficiencies, young people’s digital practices in out-of-school
contexts have been found to promote learning as a social practice. For instance,
Gleason and von Gillern (2018), explored how SNS use in formal and informal learning
spaces can support the development of digital citizenship for US secondary school
students. They found, SNSs are being used as sites of informal learning in innovative
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ways as, “young people learn to be participants in civic and democratic processes,
communicate their values and influence the attitudes and behaviours of their peers”
(p. 210). (see also Rahim, Pawanteh and Salman, 2011).
Importantly, because SNSs demand interaction and dialogue, young users have
also been found to be collaboratively developing their abilities in personal expression
and dialogue, in handling disagreement and questioning decisions (Drotner, 2007;
Martin et al., 2018). Tynes’ work (2007), highlights the psychosocial benefits of SNSs as
informal learning environments, which includes the facilitation of identity exploration,
provision of social cognitive skills such as perspective taking, and to fulfil the need for
social support, intimacy and autonomy. She argues the “social spaces” created by SNSs
can enable a more personalized experience for learning in an online environment.
The potential to use SNSs as an educational tool in both formal school-based
settings and leverage the skills being developed and honed through young people’s
use of SNSs is suggested by the research to provide opportunities for both learners and
educators. Against this suggestion of positive potential for SNSs to promote learning,
the well-publicised associated risks of exposure to the online world cannot be ignored.
To date, nothing in the literature specifically investigates how SNSs can be leveraged as
a learning environment to educate and raise awareness about online risks such as
cyberbullying. This is an important consideration for this thesis.

2.2.2 Benefits of SNSs for minority groups
While recent research on the benefits of SNSs has yielded valuable insights into
young people’s participation and practice with digital technologies such as SNSs, this
work has predominantly focused on white populations with little attention in the
literature on ethnic, disabled, sexual and religious minorities. However, a small but
growing body of research demonstrates several benefits of SNS use for these minority
groups. For instance, recent research by Hammond and colleagues (2018), reveals the
benefits of using SNSs for people with a disability can include helping young people
living in state care maintain healthy and appropriate birth family relationships and
friendships, make new friendship connections with peers and ease transitions between
work placements and into an adult independent life. Lucero (2017), examined whether
digital spaces, such as Facebook, provide safe spaces for minoritized LGBTQ youth to
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express and explore issues of sexuality and gender. Analyses suggested that SNSs have
become a safe space for these youth to explore issues of sexuality and gender.
A limited number of studies have identified benefits associated with SNS use
for cultural minority peoples. For instance, research shows that SNSs have bought
many benefits to Australian Indigenous peoples, especially in facilitating important links
to family and community, strengthening kinship bonds, fulfilling cultural protocol such
as Sorry Business, and engaging in political activism (Carlson & Frazer, 2015; Carlson &
Frazer, 2018; Christie & Verran, 2006; Kral, 2011). It has also been suggested that a
sense of community and belonging perpetuated by SNSs has the potential to promote
the resilience of Indigenous youth, giving them the ability to successfully adapt to
change and stressful events (Oliver, Collin, Burns & Nicholas, 2006).
Small scale studies have also found that SNS use can reinforce parts of CALD
youth’s identity, such as ethnicity or cultural background. According to Harris and
Roose (2014), digital participation of Muslim young people in Australia facilitates
expression of social and political concerns in a public forum. As they wrote, these
youth were found to voice their opinions as entitled participants in an alternative
space for meaningful exchanges with others, including like-minded peers. Similarly,
SNSs have been found to facilitate important ways for CALD young people to
experience belonging by participating in both local communities and the wider society
(Caluya et al., 2018; Jakubowicz, Collins, Reid & Chafic, 2014). Like that of the
mainstream population, SNSs have also been found to facilitate engagement with
friends and family for CALD young people (Caluya et al., 2018). However, nuances of
difference were apparent. For instance, SNSs were found to provide a robust space for
online social engagement with family and friends both overseas (72%) and within
Australia (48%). The study found these intercontinental contacts provide important
support for settlement, particularly when facing discrimination. The authors also
highlight that, “transnational friendships and contact with their homeland provides
much needed social and emotional support to make settling into Australia easier” (p.
20).
Despite this more limited research, uptake of SNSs has been rising rapidly
among minority populations such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait and CALD youth who
are avidly utilising it in ways that suit their identity, culture and interactions with the
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wider world. This social change in online communication practices has resulted in
scholars beginning to consider the place of SNSs and their potential to be a positive
influence in the way people interact with one another (Caluya et al., 2018; Carlson &
Frazer, 2018). Such findings from research investigating social issues from multiple
cultural perspectives are significant, as they provide substantiated reasons, based on
evidence, for not generalising about SNS use across different demographics. For
instance, when examining the diversity of everyday experiences of Australian
Indigenous SNS users aged between 18–60 years, Carlson and Frazer (2018), found the
“political, social and personal implications of being Indigenous online were
considerable” and that “these experiences differed greatly compared to mainstream
populations” (p.1). Despite participants in this study representing a broad social and
geographical cross-section that included cities, regional areas and remote
communities, Indigenous youth under 18 years of age were not included in this study.
It is proposed that these young people, and other cultural minority groups such as
CALD young people, also engage with SNSs in different ways and have unique lived
experiences online – a social phenomenon that warrants greater attention.
Conversely, digital inclusion also brings exposure and risk that can make
particular vulnerabilities (like gender identities and cultural backgrounds) more visible.
In fact, many vulnerable young people encounter severe forms of aggression that can
limit and impede their access to, and experience of, SNS spaces. The next main section
will focus on research pertaining to online risks, specifically cyberbullying and review
the literature reporting cyberbullying among mainstream populations, on which most
research has been conducted. It begins by examining some of the definitional debates
and tensions around what constitutes cyberbullying behaviours. Next it provides an
overview of the three main areas of academic research around cyberbullying including
(a) the prevalence of victimisation and perpetration of cyberbullying, (b) the effects of
cyberbullying on both victims and perpetrators, and (c) possible responses to cyberbullying.

2.3

Cyberbullying
Over the past decade awareness of cyberbullying, followed by research activity

and literature describing cyberbullying, has increased rapidly (Campbell & Bauman,
2018; Cowie & Jennifer, 2008; Demaray, Malecki, Jenkins, & Westermann, 2012;
Kowalski, Morgan & Limber, 2012b; Limber, & Agatston, 2012a; Menesini & Nocentini,
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2009; Smith & Slonje, 2010; Willard, 2007; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). As young people’s
new and complex interactions occur via SNSs, a growing interest has also developed in
relation in cyberbullying as it occurs within this new context. In fact, cyberbullying has
been one of the most heavily researched areas in the field of adolescent SNS use and
peer relations (Nesi et al., 2018). Despite this, there is ongoing debate around what
constitutes cyberbullying (Kowalski et al., 2014; Olweus & Limber, 2018; Vandebosch &
van Cleemput, 2008) and there remains no universally agreed upon definition. Thus,
researchers have drawn on a range of definitions in theorising cyberbullying as it
relates to online peer aggression, when collecting data, conducting analyses and
disseminating and publishing research findings. This issue has resulted in much
variability, and some discrepancies in the way cyberbullying is understood and
contextualised.

2.3.1 Understanding cyberbullying: exploring definitional issues
The term ‘cyberbullying’ has been associated with multiple descriptions, with
different studies variously defining cyberbullying. This distinct lack of consensus has
been considered as “the most pervasive methodological drawback in cyberbullying
research” (Tokunaga, 2010, p. 283). McGrath (2009), notes that the multiplicity of
“personal, disciplinary, cultural and linguistic factors” involved in investigating and
describing cyberbullying (p. 21–22), render it potentially difficult for an all-inclusive
definition to be developed and deployed in research and government reports. This
factor is especially true within an Australian context given the cultural diversity of the
population about which there are currently few research findings to draw from. This
issue is significant for this thesis.
The definition of cyberbullying in the research literature often consists of an
extension or derivation of a more traditional view of bullying, or a “mirroring effect”
(Nesi et al., 2018) which suggests cyberbullying is a type of bullying that occurs via
digital technologies such as SNSs. The most common definitions of cyberbullying also
include the three basic components of traditional bullying, namely: repetition, a power
imbalance and deliberate intent to harm (Olweus, 1993; Olweus & Limber, 2018).
Whilst globally, there is no generic agreed-on definition of bullying, there is consensus
that the elements of deliberate intent to harm, power differential, and repetition over
time, must be present for any act to be deemed to be an act of bullying. It is the
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inclusion of these three criteria that have differentiated bullying as distinct from a single
act of aggression or conflict. From this perspective, bullying is not accidental, but is a
proactive form of aggression, one that is deliberate, concerned with the misuse and
abuse of power and is ongoing over time.
To further this definitional work, Tokunga (2010), defines cyberbullying as “any
behaviour performed through electronic or digital media by individuals or groups that
repeatedly communicates hostile or aggressive messages intended to inflict harm or
discomfort on others” (p.278). Spears and colleagues (2011), define it as, “repeated
and harmful interactions that are purposefully hurtful, humiliating, threatening, and
power-assertive, using electronic equipment, such as mobile phones or the Internet”
(p.7). Likewise, Smith (2012), defines it as an aggressive act or behaviour by online
electronic means against a certain group or an individual repeatedly and over time.
Taking these definitions into account, most difference lies in the level of explicitness
that the bullying criteria of repetition, power imbalance and deliberate intent to harm
are applied (if included at all); the extent to which the definition does or does not
include the technology being used and the connection to other related concepts, such
as intent or levels of aggression (Jackson, Cassidy & Brown, 2009; Srivastava, Gamble &
Boey, 2013).
While there is some disagreement around the exact definition, Kowalski and
colleagues (2014), write that scholars generally agree that cyberbullying has four main
components:
(a) ‘intentional aggressive behaviour that
(b) is carried out repeatedly,
(c) occurs between a perpetrator and victim who are unequal in power, and
(d) occurs through electronic technologies’ (p. 1109) (see also Hemill et al.,
2012).
This generic definition leaves the scope open enough to classify the wide and
continually evolving range of aggressive behaviours mediated via digital technologies
as cyberbullying. The most commonly cited examples are provided in Table 2.1 below,
outlining the nature and characteristics of cyberbullying.
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Table 2.1: The categories and characteristics of cyberbullying
Categories

Characteristics

Flaming

Posting a hostile argument online

Outing

Revealing personal information about
someone without their consent

Identity theft/impersonation

Creating fake accounts about others or
hacking into real accounts without
permission and misrepresenting the victim

Invasion of privacy

Posting confidential photos or other
information

Harassment or stalking

Sending repeated unwanted
communications or fixating on a person

Incitement of self-harm

Encouraging suicide or self-destruction

Threats

Threatening to harm or kill a person

Revenge porn

Distributing private nude photos/videos of
someone without their consent

Reputational damage

Publicly and unfairly criticising
someone/spreading lies or rumours

(adapted from Campbell Cross, Slee & Spears, 2010; Kowalski et al., 2014; Office of the
eSafety Commissioner, 2018; Willard, 2007).
Each of these acts of cyberbullying behaviour can take place on a range of
digital platforms including email, instant messaging, SNSs, chat rooms and online
games (Kowalski et al., 2014). To add complexity, as new technologies emerge, and
devices and platforms converge, the ways youth communicate changes and the
prevalence of cyberbullying on these digital platforms shifts often and rapidly (Cassidy,
Faucher & Jackson, 2013). Therefore, while earlier research focused on cyberbullying
occurring through text messages, emails and online chat rooms, more recent work has
documented the rise of mobile technologies (ie. smartphones) and SNSs through a
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range of applications (e.g. Facebook, Instagram and Twitter©) as being the primary
platforms for cyberbullying in the current milieu (Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Kowalski et
al., 2014).
The proliferation of smartphones and the rise of SNSs has been described as
“transforming where, when and how bullying takes place” (Anderson & Jiang, 2018, p.
2); this alone has real world implications for definitions and how, where and why SNSs
are used. Spears and colleagues (2015), make the important distinction that as new
technologies emerge, any definition will have to be continually revised, thus making it
potentially difficult to cross-reference across the decades. Consequently, it has been
argued there remains a need for an enduring definition that will not require continual
revision as new technologies emerge (Spears, Slee, Owens & Johnson, 2009), and for
the inclusion of youth as co-researchers (Spears & Zeederberg, 2013).
One approach to improve definitional clarity used in the traditional bullying
literature has been to consider the views of young people who are potential victims
and perpetrators. This approach has been found to be essential because research has
found that in practice, there are often differences in the definitions provided to
research participants in questionnaires (Guerin & Hennessy, 2002). This is also the case
in cyberbullying research (Tokunaga, 2010), which is particularly relevant to the extent
to which cyberbullying occurs where individuals connect with others with whom they
may share a connection, often a friendship (boyd, 2007; Nilan, Burgess, Hobbs,
Threadgold & Alexander, 2015). For instance, Ging and O’Higgins Norman (2017), in
their empirical, mixed method study of teenage girls in an Irish, single-sex secondary
school, explored the role that both gender and SNSs play in online friendships, conflict,
bullying and conflict resolution among girls. SNSs use amongst friendship groups were
found to facilitate a tendency to downplay aggression and reluctance to report (see
also Brandes & Levin, 2014; Wade & Beran, 2011).
A more recent field of research examining the complexity surrounding youth
perceptions of cyberbullying on SNSs and the wider social and cultural contexts in
which young people operate in when online has emerged. For instance, the term
‘drama’ is a youth-driven construct that has recently entered the research literature
(Allen, 2012; Marwick & boyd, 2011, 2014; Veinot, Campbell, Kruger, Grodzinski &
Franzen, 2011) and has been defined as “an emergent concept describing
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performative, interpersonal conflict that takes place in front of an active, engaged
audience, often on social media” (Marwick & boyd, 2011, p. 1187). Drama shares
elements with other descriptions of youth aggression and conflict, such as relational
and indirect aggression, bullying, cyberbullying, and gossip, but appears distinct (Allen,
2012).
Studies have also found negative SNS behaviours such as drama as upsetting
and psychologically frustrating (Marwick & boyd, 2011, 2014; Yust, 2017). This
suggests that despite not falling into the cyberbullying classification, drama also has
negative consequences for youth. For instance, a more recent survey by the Pew
Institute found the online environment for young people can be “hostile and dramafilled – even if these incidents may fall short of more severe forms of cyberbullying.”
(Anderson & Jiang, 2018, p.1). Specifically, in this study 45% of young people reported
feeling overwhelmed by all the drama on SNSs, with 13% of this group saying they felt
this way “a lot.” Moreover, 44% of participants said they often or sometimes unfriend
or unfollow others on SNSs. When asked why they have digitally disconnected from
others, 78% of this group reported doing so because people created too much drama,
while 52% also cited cybervictimisation or witnessing others being cyberbullied.
Studies examining the concept of drama are specific to American youth, however, and
it is not known if Australian youth interpret these modes of interpersonal conflict the
same way.
Personal definitions of cyberbullying by young people may also vary from
research literature definitions. Indeed, Baas, Jong and Drossaert (2013), argue that the
cyberbullying research literature “lacks a more in-depth research approach honoring
adolescents’ perspectives on the problem” (p. 248). This raises an important
consideration for this current study. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying is not
part of adults’ former experiences as it is for young people in the contemporary milieu,
and so in a fundamental way many adults have never experienced it as young people
do. Studies have also shown an intergenerational ‘digital disconnect’ between young
people’s views and renderings of the term cyberbullying, and that used in much of the
research. Interestingly, young people highlight this as an adult and media-driven term
(ACBPS, 2009).
Finally, cyberbullying as a social construct is also fundamentally a cultural
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phenomenon, and as such, we cannot assume that any singular notion of it will fit
neatly into how it is seen by other peoples, communities and cultures. Rather,
cyberbullying, “is not necessarily experienced everywhere in the same way” (VaarzonMorel, 2014 p. 252). Studies have found for instance that in many languages other
than English, there is no equivalent word for the term cyberbullying. This finding may
affect reported prevalence rates (Kowalski et al., 2014; Menesini et al., 2013). An
example of this emerged in an Australian study examining Indigenous youth
perspectives of bullying. Coffin, Larson and Cross (2010), found in their study of
Western Australian Indigenous peoples in the Gascoyne region that the term ‘yarncarting’ is used, rather than bullying. By not recognising the cultural specificity of
cyberbullying, research has tended to privilege, albeit implicitly, Western ideas of
bullying. In order to improve clarity of definition, and to complement the progress
made in the research literature, it is suggested that examining how culturally diverse
young people recognise and classify aggressive online conflict as cyberbullying is
required in order to develop a more accurate understanding of cyberbullying within an
Australian context.

2.3.2 Differentiating between cyberbullying and bullying
One of the most frequented debates in the literature in this field discusses
whether cyberbullying is simply another form of traditional bullying or whether it has
unique properties or conditions. Some have suggested that cyberbullying “simply
extends the reach of bullying beyond the school gate” and that it is merely a different
tool for harming victims who are already bullied in the more traditional ways (Wolke,
Lee & Guy, 2017 p.899). However, other researchers argue that due to the unique
structure and functional aspects of technology, cyberbullying is a distinct form of
aggression that warrants study in its own right (Patchin & Hinduji, 2011; Spears et al.,
2011). In addition to being digitally mediated, five main factors that make
cyberbullying qualitatively different from more traditional forms of bullying have been
identified (Campbell et al., 2010; Cassidy et al., 2013; Dennehy, Meaney, Walsh,
Sinnott, Cronin & Arensman, 2020).
First, because cyberbullying occurs through digital mediums, including smart
phones, tablets and computers, there is less opportunity to escape victimisation
(Campbell et al., 2010; Kowalski et al., 2014). These technologies are ubiquitous and
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highly mobile, so victims and perpetrators no longer need to share the same physical
space (Srivastava et al., 2013). Rather, a person can be bullied at any time and in any
place making it less possible to avoid bullying and rendering it inescapable, even in
traditionally ‘safe’ spaces such as the home. For instance, Smith and colleagues
(2008a), found in their study of secondary students in the United States (n. 1453) that
occurrences of cyberbullying are not limited by time or place, although most reported
cyberbullying was enacted, and so experienced, outside of school hours. Research has
also found that many victims find the inescapability of cyberbullying to be one of its
more traumatic characteristics (Campbell et al., 2012). Moreover, posting potentially
permanent cyberbullying content has been found to result in victims reliving
denigrating experiences sometimes months or even years later (Srivastava et al.,
2013). Thus, such residual properties have the potential to have longer-lasting effects
for and on victims.
Second, cyberbullying has the potential for a wider audience than ‘traditional’
bullying (Campbell et al., 2012; Srivastava et al., 2013). Whilst bullying is generally
confined through physical encounters between the perpetrator and victim and any
present onlookers, cyberbullying has the potential to reach a much larger audience.
Audience participation impacts on distribution of content, increasing both speed and
breadth. For instance, a single post of a defaming photo, film, message or personal
information may be uploaded on SNSs, shared widely and evoke multiple responses
from others, many of whom the victim may not know.
Third, the wide range of SNS functionality ensures that cyberbullying can be
conducted in a multimodal format, with text, visual or video paths of attack available
to the perpetrator. Multimodal content such as images, video and text have been
found to have a different and more impactful interpersonal and emotional power than
verbal and physical aggressions alone (Cross et al., 2010). Consequently, the expansion
and utility of multimodal forms and mediums to a cyberbully have changed the range
of affective, emotional and psychological impacts that peer aggression can have on
victims. For instance, receiving intimidating videos (rather than being verbally
threatened) can significantly amplify the impact of a threat. Indeed, there is some
evidence to suggest that cyberbullying involving video, is more psychologically
traumatic than any other form (McLoughlin, Meyricke & Burgess, 2009; Slonje & Smith,
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2008). Research has also found in addition to text-based abuse there has been
signiﬁcant growth in using image and video content to cyberbully (Seiler & Navarro,
2014a; Shariff, 2014).
Fourth, cyberbullying can be executed anonymously (Kowalski et al., 2014;
Srivastava et al., 2013). Perpetrators often believe that they have anonymity because
they can use pseudonymous screen names, email addresses, and accounts. By
protecting their identity, research has found individuals can disengage from
traditionally restraining societal pressures, ethical and conscientious behaviour
(Hinduja & Patchin, 2008). Anonymity can also enable rationalisations of harmful
behaviours by the perpetrator due to the decreased likelihood of being detected and
punished (Willard, 2007). As Campbell and colleagues (2010), point out, anonymity also
means that “some students could be emboldened to cyberbully when they would not
bully face-to-face” (p.2). Furthermore, the ability to hide behind fake screen names or
to steal someone else’s identity and communicate as that person provides individuals
with the opportunity to communicate opinions, they would otherwise be reluctant to
express (Cross et al., 2010). The physical size of persons also tends to matter less
online, since the access to and mastery of many commonly used digital technologies
does not require advanced technological skills (Kowalski et al., 2014; McGrath, 2009).
The ethereal nature of cyberbullying then has been suggested to promote disinhibited
and magnified aggressive acts online (Aboujaoude et al., 2015). This condition has the
potential to see the emergence of more individuals harassing and cyberbullying since
there is possibly much less effort involved.
Conversely, in some cases the communications between the persons involved
in the practice of cyberbullying are not always anonymous. In at least one study, it was
found that students did not associate cyberbullying with anonymity at all (Huang,
Chang, Chen, Wei & Chou, 2016).
Finally, there are apparent differences in the rewards for perpetrators
(Kowalski et al., 2014). As been shown the impact of cyberbullying is not always
immediate, and gratification of perpetration can be delayed. Campbell and colleagues
(2012), suggest that this absence of immediate feedback can exacerbate the harshness
of cyberbullying. What results is a “lack of emotional reactivity” (Kowalski et al., 2014,
p. 1074), meaning perpetrators don’t necessarily see the impact of their behaviour on
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victims, thereby impeding the possibility of empathetic responses. For this reason,
researchers have recognised the affective disconnect by theorising a distinct negative
relationship between empathy and cyberbullying. For instance, in their quantitative
survey study of 151 German students aged between 11 and 16 years, examining
bystander responses to bullying and cyberbullying, Machackova and Pfetsch (2016),
found the lack of affective empathy forms an uncaring behaviour associated with
cyberbullying. Additionally, Ciucci and Baroncelli (2014), explored emotion-related
personality traits including callousness and uncaring behaviour along with perceived
popularity and cyberbullying in 529 preadolescents from an Italian middle school.
Binary logistic regressions were conducted on these variables while controlling for
cyber victimisation and grade effects. An uncaring disposition was found to be
associated with cyberbullying behaviours.
Despite debate about whether cyberbullying should be considered a new form
of bullying or whether it is better understood simply as an extension of more
traditional forms of bullying (see Olweus, 2013; Olweus & Limber, 2018), it is clear
there are differences between the two forms. Given the five factors outlined, some
scholars have argued that cyberbullying is “more pervasive and more insidious”
(Srivastava et al., 2013, p.27) than traditional forms of bullying. The following section
will examine the prevalence of cyberbullying, exposing it as a widespread global
phenomenon.

2.3.3 Prevalence of cyberbullying
One strand of literature has sought to explore the prevalence of cyberbullying
perpetration and victimisation and how these occurrences might differ across a range
of demographic factors. It is not known if rates of cyberbullying are increasing,
decreasing or stabilising; neither is it known how these patterns might vary across
various social groups (Katz, Keelel, Spears, Taddeo, Swirski & Bates, 2014) or
geographies. What also contributes to the difficulty in determining prevalence, and
any change over time, also relates to the swift technological changes which have
occurred in the last decade. These factors give rise to the question: are we measuring
the same behaviours now, and therefore their prevalence, as when cyberbullying first
emerged?
The prevalence of cyberbullying globally is difficult to estimate, and studies
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have yielded largely divergent, and even contested, results. While most studies have
reported between 10 and 40 percent of school children experiencing cyberbullying
victimisation (see Aboujaoude et al., 2015; Katz et al., 2014), there have been
estimated victimisation rates of between 4 and 75 percent of children at different
stages of their education (see Kowalski et al., 2014).
Researchers have identified several potential reasons for this variability. First,
there is the problem of a lack of an accepted, more standardised definition (Tokunga,
2010; Vandebosch & van Cleemput, 2008), with researchers still working towards
determining a common understanding of what constitutes cyberbullying behaviours.
To add complexity to the definitional debate, as noted previously, few studies have
included youth perspectives (Vandebosch & van Cleemput, 2008). How young people
recognise, perceive and classify aggressive online conflict as cyberbullying may be at
odds with adult definitions, this in turn, may affect prevalence rates. Second, there is
great variability in the sampling and methodological strategies employed, although
self-reporting survey tools and/or teacher observations, are common. In surveys,
researchers directly or indirectly measure the respondent’s experience (as a bully,
victim, or bystander) which have been found to have different rates of accuracy
(Campbell et al., 2010; Tokunaga, 2010). Third, there has been a lack of consistency in
study samples (Aboujaoude et al., 2015). For example, one study may survey whether
students have experienced cyberbullying in the previous month, another in a previous
year or in some cases their lifetime. These time-based differences make meaningful
comparisons difficult. Finally, cyberbullying is believed to be greatly under reported
(Aboujaoude et al., 2015; Katz et al., 2014).
Despite these complexities, research has identified two common ways to
measure cyberbullying prevalence rates:
(a) via a global measurement - asks about cyberbullying and cybervictimisation experiences within a given timeframe; participants are
expected to have a prior understanding of the construct of cyberbullying in
this instance; and
(b) via a behaviour – refers to a specific measurement, examining
respondent’s experience with a range of activities cyber, and are assumed
to represent forms of cyberbullying.
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Both measurement techniques have been found to have limitations. Global measures
have been shown to underestimate prevalence rates (Dooley, Cross, Hearne &
Treyvaud, 2009; Gradinger, Strohmeier & Spiel, 2010), and although behavioural
measures appear to be more accurate, the group of behaviours that constitute
cyberbullying are constantly shifting due to the rapidly changing nature of technology
(Dooley et al., 2009; Smith & Slonje, 2010; Smith et al., 2013). Specific cultural nuances
also need to be considered when developing behavioural measures, which to date
have not been addressed in the research. However, studies have found those who
respond to surveyed behaviours, reveal higher levels of victimisation than those who
have participated in a global question survey (see Shaw, Dooley, Cross, Zubrick &
Waters, 2013; Ybarra et al., 2012). The above-mentioned problems further highlight
the need for the development of a clear definition of cyberbullying, which is congruent
with the perceptions of the research participants, specifically young people.
Despite the aforementioned complexities, Katz and colleagues (2014), in a
report to the Australian Government, reviewed eight major studies which had
collectively surveyed over 50,000 young people in Australia between the years 20072013, about their experiences of cyberbullying. They acknowledged the difficulty in
synthesising an accurate picture of the prevalence of cyberbullying because of the
different ways each study collected and organised its data, and how the definition of
cyberbullying was operationalised for measurement. A conservative estimate,
extrapolated from all frequencies, timeframes, methodological approaches and
definitions was that approximately 20% of Australian young people had experienced
cyberbullying over the course of a year.

2.3.4 Demographic differences
Researchers have found that rates and kinds of cyberbullying can vary across
demographic categories. By far, the most commonly analysed demographic factors are
gender and the age of victims and perpetrators.
Studies that factor gender differences have revealed varying patterns. For
instance, findings from international and national studies report inconsistencies in
regard to gender and its relationship to cyberbullying behaviour; some studies show
more male cyberbullies and others indicate more female cyberbullies (Barlett & Coyne,
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2014). Interestingly, a systematic narrative review conducted by Tokunaga (2010),
shows that most of the studies did not find gender differences in cyber-victimization
rates.
A person’s gender has been associated with the type of cyberbullying
behaviour. A narrative review conducted by Farrington and Baldry (2010), found direct
perpetration was more common in boys, and indirect perpetration seemed to be more
common among girls. For instance, boys tended to be more likely to post sexually or
racially discriminatory offensive material on SNS pages, send abusive emails and
indulge in coercive sexting. Girls, on the other hand, were more likely to exclude
people from SNS groups and to spread false rumours about others, behaviours that
reflect preferences for relational, social and indirect forms of bullying. In Australianbased cyberbullying studies, girls were reported to more generally be victims,
reflecting the nature of their peer relationships (Spears et al., 2011). Nilan and
colleagues (2015), in their small-scale qualitative study (n=10) of Australian youth’s
experiences of cyberbullying on SNSs found gender differences in cyberbullying in the
form of practice (see also Kofoed & Ringrose, 2012).
Patterns across age differences have been more rigorously documented (Katz
et al., 2014). It has been suggested that age is an identifiable factor, with those aged
11–18 years of age being most vulnerable or ‘at risk’ of becoming a victim of
cyberbullying (Bauman, 2013). Within this age range there is some variation. A large
body of work suggests cyberbullying is most prevalent in the last years of primary
school and first years of high school (see Katz et al., 2014; Price & Dalgleish, 2010),
with rates escalating before and trailing off after these years. This inverse U pattern
suggests, “fewer incidents occurring for children under 10, the prevalence rapidly
increasing after this age, and then decreasing slowly for youth over 15 years” (Katz et
al., 2014 p. 2). Importantly, this trend seems consistent across Australian studies
(Campbell et al., 2010), with many aligning with international research that indicates
cyberbullying is most prominent among middle-school children and youth (10–15
years) (Kowalski et al., 2014; Smith, 2014).
Several explanations have been proposed for this pattern. Firstly, young
people’s daily lives are enmeshed in technologies, such as SNSs, connecting them to a
greater number of people. The consequence of large networks that extend beyond
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immediate friendship groups has been found to increase the risk of cybervictimisation
(Aboujaoude et al., 2015). For example, Lee, Kwon, Yang and Kim (2017), conducted a
comparative face-to-face survey of adolescents (12–15 year-olds) in Korea (n =520)
and Australia (n =401) examining connections to friendship networks in both online
and offline settings, and the relatedness between this interrelational connectivity and
their experiences as victims, perpetrators, and bystanders of cyberbullying. Notably, it
was found the size of SNS friendship networks was significantly correlated with
cyberbullying experiences among adolescents.
Secondly, the inverse U pattern has been considered to be an extension of
pubertal timing, in which bullying forms part of middle adolescence that declines over
time. Jormanainen and colleagues (2014), conducted a survey of 2070 Finnish
adolescents aged 15–17 as part of the Adolescent Mental Health Cohort Study. A key
finding in this study was that even though the timing of puberty did influence being
involved in bullying among boys at the age of 15, the association disappeared when the
adolescents reached the age of 17. The effect of pubertal timing on bullying was
considered transient and did not persist in later adolescence. The reasons for this may
be varied. Jormanainen and colleagues (2014), for example, suggested a range from
acquiring better social skills to becoming less anxious about one's own development,
noting personal insecurity has been identified as a potential reason for bullying others.
Finally, Kowalski and colleagues (2014), argue that bullying likely peaks in middle school
“as youth work to establish their place in the social hierarchy” (p.1112).
While rates of perpetration and victimisation are difficult to estimate, it is clear
that cyberbullying is a widespread phenomenon in Australia and internationally
(Campbell, 2010; Cassidy & Jackson, 2013; Katz et al., 2014; Kowalski et al., 2014), and
while it occurs in the online environment, its impact extends to affecting the mental
wellbeing, schooling, family and peer-relationships of many youth (Cassidy et al., 2013;
Cassidy, Jackson & Brown, 2009; Patchin & Hinhuja, 2006). The next section reviews
literature in more detail, exploring the potential impacts that cyberbullying can have
on both victims and perpetrators.

2.3.5 The impacts of cyberbullying
A second major strand of research has sought to identify and measure the
effects that cyberbullying has on those persons involved. Youth suicide is the most
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extreme and most emotive aspect of cyberbullying. Yet, despite widespread media
reporting on suicides following cyberbullying (O’Brien, 2018; Rosenblatt, 2017),
research has found it difficult to document exactly what effects cyberbullying has on
victims, perpetrators and bystanders. This can be partly attributed to the recent
emergence of cyberbullying as a global phenomenon, and the aforementioned
methodological and definitional issues surrounding cyberbullying. It has also been
cited as difficult to find accurate ways to measure emotional and psychological
impacts, which are often imprecise and measure ‘mood’ for example, rather than more
established psychiatric diagnoses (Aboujaoude et al., 2015).
However, it is clear from the existing research base that cyberbullying
experiences are more than just ‘hurtful name calling’ rather its incidence can have
significant and long-term effects on the emotional and psychological well-being of
both victims and perpetrators. Indeed, a small body of work has suggested that often
due to the inescapable, even indelible, nature of cyberbullying and its potential to
reach a wider audience, the longer-term impacts may be more seriously felt than
‘traditional’ bullying (Campbell et al., 2010; Cross et al., 2009). As Campbell and
colleagues (2012), note however, “the consequences for victims of bullying is not
homogenous” (p. 398). Resultantly, in this section, the emotional, physical and
psychological consequences of cyberbullying on both victims and perpetrators will be
reviewed.
Effects on victims
Research by psychologists and social scientists has identified a range of
associated psychological and social problems associated with being a victim of
cyberbullying. For instance, victims of cyberbullying have been found to have lower
self-esteem, higher levels of depression and experience significant life challenges
(Price & Dalgleish, 2010; Ybarra et al., 2006). In addition, cyberbullying victimisation has
been tied to a host of other negative psychosocial and behavioural outcomes such as
social isolation, truancy, loss of trust, aggression and fighting, and carrying a weapon
to school (Campbell et al., 2012; Hinduja & Patchin, 2010; Spears et al., 2009; Ybarra et
al., 2012; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). Other studies have made links to tobacco, alcohol
and drug use, poor physical health (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004), and more extreme
violent and criminal behaviours (Kowalski et al., 2014; Olweus, 2012).
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Cyberbullying has also been shown to have greater impacts than traditional bullying on
the mental health of victims generally. A large Australian study (Campbell et al., 2012)
found that ‘cyber-victims’ reported significantly more social difficulties, higher anxiety
levels and depression than victims of face-to-face bullying. The Australian e-Safety
Commissioner’s State of Play: Youth, Kids and Digital Dangers report (2018, p.23) found
63% of young people reported a negative impact overall when experiencing a negative
online experience. Figure 2.1 shows the full range of negative impacts surveyed young
people experienced in the 12 months to June 2017.
Figure 2.2: Impacts of negative online experiences on young peoples

Base=Young people who had a negative online experience
Source: Office of the eSafety Commissioner Report (2018)

Disturbingly, there is an increasingly established link between cyberbullying and
suicidal ideation6 and actualisation (Aboujaoude et al., 2015). Hinduja and Patchin
(2010), coined the term ‘cyberbullicide’ to refer to suicide indirectly or directly
influenced by experiences of online aggression (p. 207). Price and Dalgleish (2010)
found that youth in Australia impacted by cyberbullying may be more likely to
experience suicidal ideation than those who experience traditional bullying. This is
supported internationally by van Geel and colleagues (2014), in their European metaanalysis of peer victimisation, cyberbullying and suicide in adolescents and youth. They
found that cyberbullying is even more strongly related to suicidal ideation than
traditional bullying. This finding may be even more pertinent for vulnerable groups
such as Indigenous communities with studies showing depression, anxiety and suicide
affect Indigenous youth at a significantly higher rate than non-Indigenous youth
(NATSISS, 2008).
34

Effects on perpetrators
The negative impacts of cyberbullying are not limited to victims. A growing
body of research demonstrates clear links between cyberbullying and a range of
serious negative health and social outcomes for perpetrators. Australian studies have
shown youth who cyberbully are likely to engage in rule breaking and have problems
with aggression (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2007), suffer depression (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004),
anxiety (Campbell, 2013; Cross et al., 2009) and a sense of loneliness and isolation at
school (Cross et al., 2009). Studies have also found that perpetration is associated with
negative emotions such as sadness, anger, frustration, embarrassment, or fear
(Hinduja & Patchin 2007; Patchin & Hinduja 2011; Ybarra & Mitchell 2007); these
emotions have been correlated with delinquency and interpersonal violence among
youth and young adults (Mazerolle, Burton, Cullen, Evans & Payne, 2000). As with
those experiencing victimisation, perpetrators have been found to display elevated
suicidal ideation (Hinduja & Patchin, 2010).
This research demonstrates clear negative outcomes for both victims and
perpetrators of cyberbullying. These impacts are complex however, as yet, little is
known about how these might vary across different social and cultural groups, and
much is yet to be understood about how the prevalence and impacts of cyberbullying
can be mitigated. To this end, the next section examines the literature on possible
preventions and interventions for cyberbullying among young people.

2.3.6 Responses to cyberbullying
A third major strand of research has sought to examine the effectiveness of
various responses and interventions that have been implemented to reduce
prevalence and impacts of cyberbullying. Although this area is comparatively le ss well
researched than cyberbullying prevalence or impacts, the available studies have
yielded positive results in preventing and responding to cyberbullying. Additionally,
many interventions are yet to be empirically evaluated and as such, their effectiveness
has not been measured. This section will focus on individual and school interventions
studied to date.
Individual interventions
A number of studies have documented the extant preventative and reactive
strategies that victims of cyberbullying have deployed. Firstly, technological strategies
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have been found, including: avoiding and removing technologies, blocking specific
users, restricting privacy settings on SNSs, implementing parental controls and filtering,
changing phone numbers, email and SNS accounts (Campbell et al., 2010; Katz et al.,
2014; Price & Dalgleish, 2010). In addition to these strategies, more recently Topcu &
Tanrikulu (2018), found removing the content, reporting, and using online resources
and safety centres were frequently used technological solutions to cyberbullying.
The Australian eSafety Commissioner’s Office report (2018), found that 68% of
young people who use SNSs in Australia manage and curate their SNS profiles in a
range of ways. For example, 46% increased privacy settings and blocked or unfriended
someone; 43% ensured location details were not automatically set and 36% and 22%
respectively removed comments they, or others, had made (p.5). The report also
indicated that young people from minority groups such as those with a disability and
those from CALD backgrounds are more active in their management of SNSs than the
general population of young people. Around 72% of people identifying in both of these
groups had actively managed their SNS presence compared to around 67% for other
SNS users (p.12). Despite highlighting commonly used strategies, this report did not
provide evidence about the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of any of the technological
solutions employed. Moreover, studies examining technological solutions to
cyberbullying have shown these strategies to be mostly preventative in nature and do
not resolve the issue of victimisation (Marzano, 2020; Topcu & Tanrikulu, 2018;
Tanrikulu, 2017).
Secondly, ‘relational strategies’ have been found to be effective responses to
cyberbullying (Campbell & Bauman, 2018). These include seeking support from friends
or trusted adults such as parents or teachers, calling a helpline, or attempting to
discuss the issue with the perpetrator (Campbell & Bauman, 2018; Campbell et al.,
2010; Katz et al., 2014). For instance, individual victim coping responses have been
found to be more successful when there is support from families and friends
(Anderson & Jiang, 2018; McGuckin et al., 2013). Some studies have found however,
that although many young people recommend asking parents for help, there was an
associated fear of parents removing the privilege of having a mobile phone or internet
access or of not understanding the situation (Kowalski et al., 2014; Paul, Smith &
Blumberg, 2012). Extending upon this, in their mixed-method study of 61 senior
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secondary students, Gao and colleagues (2016), found the majority of young people
are unwilling to report cyberbullying experiences to adults due to reasons including
lack of awareness or underestimating the negative effect of cyberbullying, fear of
adults’ overreaction, and the desire to deal with the problem by themselves.
The 2018 Pew Research Centre report on teens experiences of cyberbullying
found the vast majority of teens (90% in this case) believe online harassment is a
problem that affects people their age, and 63% say this is a major problem. Despite
this, the study found young people believed that telling an adult would not only be
ineffective but could also exacerbate the situation. The majority of young people
believed key groups, such as teachers, social media companies and politicians are
failing at tackling this issue. By contrast, and in contradiction to other studies (see
Spears et al., 2012; Third, 2010), the Pew study found teens have a more positive
assessment of the way parents are addressing cyberbullying.
Seeking peer support has been found to be a more common response (Katz et
al., 2014). Michelmore and Hindley (2012), in their systematic review of help-seeking
for suicidal thoughts and self-harm in youth studies, found that youth are most likely
to seek help from their peers, and following that are more likely to seek help from
their parents than from professionals like teachers or counsellors. This issue of nondisclosure to adults limits the extent to which relational strategies can be effective.
Moreover, and importantly, individual responses tend to be reactive rather
than preventative – meaning the underlying issue of the problem is left unresolved.
Additionally, all these strategies place the responsibility on the individual, which is a
significant cognitive, emotional and social task if the victim feels helpless, vulnerable
and unable to respond. What is also lacking in the literature is whether or not a
young person’s cultural background factors into how they respond to the construct
of cyberbullying. This is pertinent in terms of the actions which are taken once
cyberbullying has happened and the coping mechanisms employed. Understanding
these factors may contribute significantly to the development of relevant, culturally
nuanced and inclusive services provided for people experiencing cyberbullying.
School-based and parental interventions
Schools have been found to provide the most coordinated interventions by
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offering both preventative and responsive strategies. Australian schools have
increasingly sought to respond to cyberbullying through preventative programs, with
most already including education about cyberbullying as part of the curriculum
(Campbell & Bauman, 2018; Katz et al., 2014). A recent narrative review of
cyberbullying school-based interventions found programs generally seek to raise
awareness of cyberbullying and focus on the impacts on the victim and consequences
for perpetrators (Field, 2018).
Furthermore, for more than a decade, Australian online safety programs and
interventions have focused on generic strategies that encourage all young people to
adhere to rules which include blocking and reporting. However, there is a growing
body of research suggesting a more nuanced approach is required. For instance,
studies have found that culturally relevant cybersafety programs can effectively reduce
the prevalence and negative impacts of cyberbullying among Indigenous students
(Broll, Dunlop & Crooks 2018; Brownlee et al., 2014; Carlyle & Steinman 2007). In
Australia, for example, Radoll (2014), suggests that the Indigenous cybersafety
program Be Deadly Online “goes a long way into addressing these issues and
specifically targets Indigenous youth” (p. 13). Thompson (2019), in her study of girls
and SNSs found being a girl aged 12 to 14 is a risk factor for cyberbullying and sexting,
however gender and age-specific protocols are not being explicitly promoted in online
safety programs or anti-bullying campaigns. She argues, “online safety protocols
should be redesigned so they complement both the realities of girls’ friendship
practice and the nature of adult censorship” (p. 1).
In their systematic review of school-based interventions that focused on 17
randomised controlled trials between 2000 and 2013, Hudson and colleagues (2018),
identified two important components of successful school-based cyberbullying
interventions. First, successful school-based interventions included education
programs that incorporated coping skills, empathy training, and communication and
social skills. This was supported by Mobin and colleagues (2017), who suggest
combining awareness raising with social skills training to build confidence, resilience
and effectiveness in social interactions with peers is an effective strategy to mitigate
cyberbullying. These kinds of often commercially available antibullying programs have
become increasingly popular in schools (Campbell et al., 2010), and many show
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promising results – particularly those of longer duration and intensity. However, the
vast majority of these programs remain formally unevaluated (Hudson, Kelly &
Militello, 2018).
Second, interventions that focus on a more holistic response to cyberbullying
were found to be more effective. A meta-study by Farrington and Ttofi (2009), found
holistic interventions which include the individuals, parents and schools demonstrated a
significant reduction in the perpetration of cyberbullying. Studies in support of this
have also shown that it is critical to involve students, teachers, school staff and families
in the prevention of cyberbullying (see Van Cleemput, DeSmet & Vanderbosch, 2014).
Cantone and colleagues (2015), conducted a systematic review that assessed the
effectiveness of school interventions on bullying and cyberbullying. They found that
whole school interventions (school, classroom, home and individual) were more
effective than classroom or social skills training in reducing cyberbullying. This finding
supports Spear and colleagues (2011), who also suggested that such an approach is
capable of reaching potential victims, perpetrators and bystanders concurrently.
Despite positive indications that interventions can reduce cyberbullying, barriers to
successfully implementing these interventions have been identified in the literature.
First, there is evidence that programs aimed at reducing cyberbullying can be effective
in the short term but, (i) their long-term effectiveness has not been established, and
(ii) there are important differences in the results based on a number of factors such as
gender, age and the socio-economic status of participants. Importantly, it is suggested
these factors are “emerging as important mediators in the analysis of intervention
effectiveness and should be considered in a more systematic way to produce an
operational definition of the phenomenon (cyberbullying), and plan more timely
interventions” (Cantone et al., 2015, p. 76).
Third, studies have identified an intergenerational disconnect between adults’
and young people’s understandings of online risks such as cyberbullying which has
been found to impede the effectiveness of interventions. For instance, Ging and
O’Higgins (2016), conducted focus group interviews with teachers when examining the
relationships between gender, friendship and conflict on Facebook in Ireland. They
found there was a lack of understanding by the teachers of how students use SNSs and
identify online conflict. This discrepancy between students and teachers’
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understanding of what constitutes cyberbullying behaviours found experiences of
online conflict remained largely overlooked and little understood within the school
culture. Third and colleagues (2010), in their Australian parental and youth attitudinal
study on technology use, found an intergenerational ‘digital disconnect’ between
adults and young people’s perceptions of the positive uses of SNSs. This was found to
impede the capacity of cyberbullying interventions to leverage these technologies to
support the mental health and wellbeing of youth. Importantly, this was found to be
most pronounced in relation to the SNS practices of vulnerable youth, such as minority
groups.
Moreover, adult perceptions of youth’s technology practices have also been
found to be strongly informed by popular mainstream media coverage about
cyberbullying. Valkenburg & Piotrowski (2017), found indications of “moral panic”
framed by popular newspapers with most articles reporting cases of cyberbullying
showing severe negative impact on the victim, including suicide and suicide ideation
(see also, Stern & Burke-Odland, 2017). Studies have also found despite not all
aggressive behaviours young people experience online fitting into the frame of
‘cyberbullying,’ this concept is predominantly used when discussing online conflict
(Burgess-Proctor, Patchin & Hinduja, 2009; Livingstone et al., 2011; Marwick & boyd,
2014, Third et al., 2011). Finally, in a participatory study conducted in Australia where
young people and parents were brought together to discuss digital practices and
safety, young people stressed that “adults often misunderstood why young people go
online, they downplay benefits and overstress risks while neglecting young people’s
capacities to deploy strategies for staying safe online” (Third & Collins, 2016, p. 54).
Against this context, it remains a challenge for important adults such as
teachers and parents to promote young people’s online safety in easily relatable ways
(Third et al., 2010). It is suggested the development of a shared understanding of the
negative and positive aspects of SNSs can potentially work towards breaking down the
intergenerational ‘digital disconnect’ that currently exists between adults and youth.
This might move understandings towards more inclusive and sustained efficacy of
interventions. The following section will examine the literature on cyberbullying, its
prevalence, impacts and methodological approaches for Indigenous and CALD minority
groups.
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2.4

Cyberbullying: Indigenous and CALD peoples
While recent research on cyberbullying has made positive strides into increased

understanding of the prevalence, impacts and potential responses to cyberbullying,
this work has mainly drawn upon samples of young people from largely white, middle
class populations and differentiated predominately by age and gender (Broll et al.,
2018; Brownlee et al., 2014; Carlson & Frazer, 2018; Espinoza, 2015; Espinoza &
Wright, 2018; Kowalski et al., 2014; Mobin et al., 2017). In doing so, the research has
largely overlooked non-majority populations, including ethnic, cultural, disabled, sexual,
gender and religious minorities. Likewise, demographic variables that consider
sociocultural (family), socioeconomic and geographical (urban, rural and remote)
factors have also tended to be overlooked or ignored. The current literature also does
not recognise that the use of communication technologies, such as SNSs is a deeply
cultural practice that, inevitably, distinct social and cultural groups will engage with
quite differently (Carlson & Frazer, 2018; Kowalski et al., 2014). By not taking into
consideration social and cultural differences, important patterns may be overlooked.
Importantly for this thesis, this gap in the literature examining culturally diverse youth
perspectives on cyberbullying matters for several reasons, which will be outlined
below.

2.4.1 Prevalence rates
Some studies have shown that youth from minority groups experience higher
rates of cyberbullying victimisation (see Aboujaoude et al., 2015; Llorent, Ortega-Ruiz &
Zych, 2016). Kowalski and Toth (2018), for instance, found that “the highest rates [of
victimisation were] reported among individuals with disabilities” (see also Nicolai et al.,
2018), while Abreu and Kenny (2018), in a systematic literature review reported that up
to 71% of LGBTQ adolescents had experienced cyberbullying victimisation.
A number of studies have found ethnic minority groups suffer higher rates of
victimisation (Strohmeier et al., 2011; Wolke et al., 2001), and that victimization of
these groups is greater in the case of racist victimization (e.g., racist insults and hate
speech) (Cayule et al., 2018; Cooc & Gee, 2014; Office of the eSafety Commissioner,
2019; Rodríguez-Hidalgo et al., 2014). For instance, Caravita (2016), found that migrant
and refugee children in Italian schools were more likely to be cyberbullied than their
peers, many because their schoolmates already held prejudices against them. In their
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Canadian study, Mobin and colleagues (2017) found Aboriginal students are at a higher
risk of being cyberbullied compared to non-Aboriginal Canadian students (see also
Bronn et al., 2018; Brownlee et al., 2014). Although research is scarce in this area,
researchers have also found bullying and cyberbullying to often be motivated by racial,
ethnic and cultural differences, something which has been described more generally as
‘ethnic bullying’ (Broll et al., 2018). Political considerations such as racial prejudice thus
need to be considered when researching prevalence rates of victimisation and
perpetrator motivations to cyberbully.
Within an Australian context, the New Voices/New Laws report (Tallon et al.,
2012) found an increased vulnerability to cyberbullying for minority groups. The study
engaged directly with over 1,000 young people through school-based consultations in
2012. Most participants were in their mid-teens and based in metropolitan areas—
10.6% were 12-13 years old, 42.4% were 14-15 years old and 39.6% were 16-17 years
old. 55.7% were female, 32.6% were male and 4 per cent identified as transgender
(with 7.7% reporting that they would rather not say). 11.6% were Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander. 11.4% said that they or their parents were from a non-English speaking
background, and 5% had disabilities (p 7). The vast majority (96.4%) of respondents
came from NSW, though a handful of online respondents (n=28) were from other
states and territories.
This report highlighted an increased vulnerability to cyberbullying for minority
groups. For example, people from non-English speaking backgrounds were more likely
than those from English speaking backgrounds to have been the victim of most forms
of cyberbullying. The report showed victims of cyberbullying being 3–5% more
prevalent among people from a non-English speaking background where the act of
cyberbullying involved being bothered through a mobile phone; being the subject of a
hateful or offensive online post; or having an online account logged into without the
owner’s permission (pp. 30–31). However, the highest prevalence for cyberbullying
relative to the total number of respondents was found in the Indigenous group, which
reported greater prevalence across all areas of cyberbullying surveyed. In this case it
should be noted that while cyberbullying was more prevalent among Indigenous youth
across a greater number of areas of cyberbullying, the increase in prevalence was
much smaller than was found among the non-English speaking background and
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disability groups. It should also be noted that the survey used by New Voices/New Laws
asked respondents about their total experiences with cyberbullying. The survey also
increased the likelihood of positive responses by formatting questions and answers to
include people that the respondents knew. Indigenous young people were also urban
based in this study and as such did not include regional and remote Indigenous
perspectives. However, Kral (2014), when conducting research with remote Indigenous
communities in Australia about cyberbullying, notes that “accounts across remote
Australia of so-called ‘cyberbullying’ are on the rise” (p. 181).
Conversely, Edwards, Kontostathis and Fishefound (2016), in their review of the
literature pertaining to cyberbullying, race/ethnicity and mental health outcomes,
found that ethnic youth appear to be less likely to experience cyberbullying than white
youth but they experience suicidal ideation and attempts at about the same rates
when they do experience cyberbullying. However, a key limitation of this study was the
small number of studies reviewed (k=15), thus making it difficult to draw firm
conclusions.

2.4.2 Impacts of cyberbullying
Research has also found that for a range of social, political and cultural reasons
cyberbullying affects different social groups differently (Goebert et al., 2011). For
instance, Hinduja and Patchin (2010), reported that “white respondents scored
significantly lower on our suicidal ideation scale than non-whites” (p. 214). Duarte et
al., (2018), found that sexual minorities experienced greater mental health symptoms
when compared to non-sexual minorities, while research by Broll and colleagues
(2018), revealed Aboriginal adolescents in Canada who are cyberbullied report higher
levels of anxiety and stress, over and above the impact of school bullying.
Research has also found similarities between social groups of young people. For
instance, Edwards and colleagues (2016), conducted a narrative review of recent
cyberbullying research (k=15) that focused on Hispanic, Asian and African American
adolescents. Despite the limited number of published articles, they found young
people experience suicidal ideation and attempts at around the same rates as
mainstream populations of youth.
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2.4.3 Methodological limitations
Finally, by only taking into account the demographic variables of age and
gender, researchers have relied on relatively conservative approaches to studying
cyberbullying. Carlson and Frazer (2018), state, “psychological and sociological studies
that draw on survey instruments tend to individualise and homogenise participants,
and in doing so erase the social, cultural, political and economic contexts in which
cyberbullying occurs” (p. 13). As Coffin, Larson and Cross (2010), have posited,
“without context, understandings can only be superficial” (p. 85).
To address this, several studies have sought to draw on more dynamic
methodological frameworks. Espinoza and Wright (2018), for instance, have argued
that the field would benefit from an ‘intersectional approach’, that allows more social,
cultural and political factors to be considered in understanding the phenomenon of
cyberbullying. In their research, Mobin, Feng and Neudorf (2017), drew on ‘ecological
systems theory’ to look beyond the individual and explore more of the social, cultural
and political factors that play out in cyberbullying. The ecological systems theory, they
explain, “contends that a community’s contextual environment influences an
individual’s risk for involvement in deviant or aggressive behaviours” (p. 475). LópezCastro and Priegue (2019), conducted an exhaustive meta-analysis of cyberbullying
among young people, including a critical review on family variables and their evident
repercussion on cyberbullying perpetration and victimization. The most consistent
variables were found to be family communication and the quality of the family
relationship. They also argued that family variables play a decisive role in the
prevention of cyberbullying (see also Elsaesser, Russell, McCauley Ohannessian &
Pattond, 2017).
Taken together, this work has drawn attention to the need for more qualitative
research that takes into consideration the cultural and social factors that make
cyberbullying different for diverse groups of young people. Thus, given our growing
understanding of the ways in which youth are impacted by cyberbullying and given
that this may be further complicated by the challenges youth members of marginalized
groups face, it is important for future work to identify and evaluate interventions that
encompass the diversity of Australian youth.
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2.5

Conclusion
Considering the broader fields of enquiry, as well as more specific findings, the

literature relating to the opportunities and challenges youth face when using SNSs is a
complex one. It is one that has reported risks as well as positive opportunities for
today’s youth. It appears to date, current studies investigating risks on SNSs such as
cyberbullying, have predominately been quantitative and focused on mainstream
populations. Whilst these findings provide us with insights into the issues and
challenges young people face when using SNSs, only a relatively limited number of
variables have been considered in relation to cyberbullying; these fail to elicit a
broader and deeper insight into the lived experiences of cyberbullying from a culturally
diverse youth perspective. The rapid adoption of SNSs by Australian young people also
raises some important questions. Why do they use these sites so prolifically? What do
they see as the opportunities and threats posed when using SNSs? How do they define
online threats such as cyberbullying and respond to it when they use SNSs?
Additionally, while existing literature on cyberbullying has provided empirical
research with a cyberbullying focus on the general Australian population, little is
known about how Australian youth from ethnic minorities such as Aboriginal and CALD
backgrounds experience the phenomenon of cyberbullying when using SNSs. This too
raises an important question: are there cultural differences in the way youth
experience the opportunities and threats posed when using SNSs?
These questions are seemingly difficult to answer with quantitative research
alone. This dearth in research that captures the diversity of Australian youth ‘voice’
points to the pressing need for qualitative research that includes culturally diverse
youth perspectives in the cyberbullying research debate. An understanding of this
diversity is essential for cybersafety interventions to support all youth to become
competent and effective online participants in ways that are responsive to their
cultural and linguistic background.
In addition, some of the interpretations of results in the literature appear to be
triggered by adults’ perceptions about what constitutes online risk, which has been
found to at times markedly differ from youth interpretations of what constitutes risk,
such as cyberbullying. Paradoxically, the literature highlights the need for the inclusion
of youth perspectives in debates and research that concerns them. For these reasons,
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it is suggested that a qualitative enquiry that incorporates youth voice into this field,
would be timely. It would not only extend the voice to the individuals who live the
experience but also provide important insights into the ways they define and respond
to the construct of cyberbullying. They would in fact become knowledge brokers
forming a bridge between what they know and understand, and what researchers
need to know and understand to properly inform policy and practice about
cyberbullying. This approach would contribute significantly to social, political and
educational media by offering a broader approach to the experiences surrounding
cyberbullying, and importantly remain open to novel findings. The following chapter
will outline the epistemological position and methodology used to inform this thesis
questions and study design.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
3.1

The study
This study explored the experiences and perceptions of Australian culturally

diverse youth of cyberbullying when using SNSs and considered a youth-centred
approach to respond to this social phenomenon. It was intended that findings about
youth’s positive and negative SNS experiences and their suggested responses would
provide adults with reconceptualised insights into how best to support young people
navigate their social relationships online and offline. A further intention was to
establish that the research findings could highlight how SNSs can be used to educate
and raise awareness of cyberbullying with youth and provide a more appropriately
nuanced cultural context to cyberbullying intervention and education programs. These
objectives gave rise to the following research question:
What is the lived experience of Australian youth from culturally diverse
backgrounds of cyberbullying when using SNSs?
To address this main question the following sub-ordinate research questions were
asked:
i.

How do youth from diverse cultural backgrounds identify and respond to
cyberbullying?

ii. In what ways, if any, do youth share with adults their experiences of
cyberbullying when using SNS and what do they expect in response?
iii. In what ways do youth think SNSs can be positively used to educate youth and
raise awareness of cyberbullying?
The epistemological position and subsequent methodology used to inform
these questions and study design are described in this chapter. Specifically, discussion
of the qualitative approach, epistemological framework and the relevance of the
methodology to the present study are outlined.

3.2

Qualitative research approach
Much of the research undertaken in the field of cyberbullying is quantitative.
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Quantitative research, by its emphasis, only collects specific responses to questions
asked (Yardley, 2008). In the case of cyberbullying research, in many instances
quantitative research has assumed or even taken-for-granted understandings and
meanings attached to cyberbullying. As the literature review in the previous chapter
revealed, the inability to find, or agree on, a universal shared understanding of
cyberbullying is a distinctive limitation. Furthermore, the predilection for quantitative
research fails to elicit the broader and deeper insights into the actual lived experiences
of cyberbullying from a culturally diverse youth perspective.
Conversely, qualitative research aims to explore, describe and understand the
personal and social experiences of individuals and to capture the meanings they hold
in relation to particular phenomena (Smith & Dunworth, 2003); in the case of this
thesis, cyberbullying and culturally diverse youth practices when using SNSs. A
qualitative paradigm involves interpreting and reporting participants’ perceptions and
understandings of particular phenomena and representing the meanings individuals
make of their personal and socially configured world (Smith, 2003). The qualitative
paradigm has characteristics that are relevant to the present study. Firstly, it is
particularly useful when little is known about a research area, or for the investigation
of complex topics, such as cyberbullying and SNS use, where understanding interactive
processes is the concern (Smith & Dunworth, 2003). Secondly, Yardley (2008) outlines
that qualitative research is sensitive to culture and context and that there is potential
for practical implications. This includes an increased understanding of the
phenomenon under investigation and offers scope for potential changes in the way we
think about people. This aligns with the intent of this study; that is, to reconceptualise
understandings of cyberbullying as it is understood and experienced by culturally
diverse youth. Results also have potential to influence attitudes and practices of adult
interactions with young people’s use of SNSs and may shift understandings of
cyberbullying within both a youth and cultural context.
A third characteristic of qualitative research, relevant for this study, is that the
dialogue between researcher and participant allows for the co-construction of
meaning (Smith & Dunworth, 2003). The voices of the young people represented in
this study may bring about a deeper understanding of their lived experiences when
using SNSs, on the part of the researcher and the participants. Given many adults have
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never personally experienced the phenomenon of cyberbullying in their youth, it is
essential that young people find ways of describing their lived experiences of
cyberbullying in ways that enable adults to access an expression of their experiences,
whilst also acknowledging and respecting both their different social and cultural
contexts. Thus, providing an opportunity for intergenerational intersubjective meaning
making. Moreover, qualitative research can be used to explore less known or less
understood topics or phenomenon to help bring to the forefront unexpected
knowledge.
Furthermore, a qualitative approach is suitable when a detailed in-depth view
of a phenomenon is needed to explore a complex human problem and to illuminate
the multifaceted nature of the human experience (Creswell, 2013). This thesis
examined the complex nature of interpersonal conflict for young people when using
SNSs. Conversely, youth perceptions of how SNSs can be used positively both
personally and within educational settings was also explored. As noted above,
technology has taken bullying beyond the realms of most adults’ experiences, uniquely
positioning young people as experts in this area. A research design that positions
young people as the ‘experts’ provides them with the opportunity to direct adult
learning and decision making in more youth-centred ways. It was necessary therefore,
that the participants in the study were provided with the opportunity to become
brokers of this new knowledge. Their voice has the potential to provide a bridge
between what they know and understand, and what adults need to know to both
effectively support young people and develop culturally inclusive, relevant and
impactful interventions.
My position as the researcher (derived from my professional and workplace
experience at the time of the study) is naturally aligned with a qualitative research
design that sought to elucidate the lived experience of the participants, while
accounting for their context and diversity of cultural backgrounds. The theoretical
approach for the research project was strongly influenced by the characteristics of the
participants. For the purposes of this study, the young people came from a variety of
communities bringing with them diverse socio-cultural backgrounds, locale, life
experiences, values and perceptions. This position emerges from an identified need to
develop an awareness of differing interpretations of young people’s experiences of
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cyberbullying. Including diverse cultural ‘voices’ has also been established as an
increasingly essential part of online safety policy and educational practice in Australia,
with its increasingly diversified population (Spears et al., 2011).

3.3

Epistemological position: Social constructionism
Social constructionism is the epistemological framework of this research

project. This section will provide a description of how social constructionism informed
the research design with a particular focus on the co-construction of knowledge and
meaning in the interview process. This is particularly relevant to conducting research
with marginalised groups. From the perspective of social constructionism, knowledge
is the product of individuals assigning meaning to their own and others’ actions while
simultaneously being influenced by their ethnicity, history, socialisation, culture and
beliefs. Freeman and Mathison (2009) argue that in taking a social constructionist
position in research, one acknowledges there is no objective reality and that, “all
knowledge and beliefs about the world are active human constructions and, as such,
are mediated by the social, historical, institutional, and economic conditions within
which these constructions occur” (p.1).
Social constructionism also recognises that the research participants are active
in the co‐construction of meaning and understanding. Without knowing what the
meaning is, one will not be able to comprehend the phenomenon or act at hand.
Therefore, meaning and understanding must come hand in hand. This is what Weber
(Elwell, 1996), calls “subjective understanding” or verstehen. Greene, Jensen and
Harper (1996), argue when working with people from ethnically diverse backgrounds,
the use of the reflective self is an important element. They argue that a person’s
definition of self is socially constructed and embedded within it, is the individual’s
ethnicity.
A social constructivist paradigm attempts to describe meanings, understand
participants' definitions of the situation, and examine how realities are produced
(Creswell, 2009; Crotty, 1998). Such research seeks to explore or explain a
phenomenon and deconstruct issues of power and the roles of adults and youth in
research. The key to hearing and understanding the experience of the youthparticipant is to create an opportunity to share in the meaning that he or she has
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constructed (Schwandt, 1994). In this study of young people’s lived experience of SNS
use and cyberbullying, the methodological focus is one that elicits participants’ socially
constructed reality. How they attach meaning to the phenomenon of cyberbullying,
interpret their experiences of using SNSs and express that experience in their own
words is explored. To do this means including an interpretation of their interactions
and descriptions of the setting where it occurs, namely SNSs. Broadly, this research is a
study of human consciousness and its place within a social and cultural context. In line
with hermeneutic inquiry (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009), the focus is not on human
subjectivity but what the narratives imply about individuals’ every day experiences
using SNSs, including cyberbullying, and how they place meanings on it. Moreover,
meaning in this context is deemed as something fluid that is continuously open to new
insight, revision, interpretation, and reinterpretation (Henriksson, Friesen & Saevi,
2012; Smith et al., 2009).
Trust in the process, and in myself as the researcher, is critical for research
drawing from a social constructionist perspective. Aligned with this, and important for
the conduct of this study, my prior professional experiences have required developing
trusting relationships with a number of culturally diverse communities in Australia and
youth from diverse backgrounds. This coupled with my expertise in digital learning
resources, has provided me with an in-depth insight into young people’s online
engagement practices. Combined, this experience has raised my awareness of the
complexities and sensitivities of cross-cultural research on a participants’ online
‘lifeworld’ 3 and provides further insight into why the research project was embodied
within a social constructionist epistemology.

3.4

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
The qualitative analytic method considered to be most appropriate for this

study is IPA, as it provides an opportunity for understanding personal experience. Its
emphasis on merging and variance of experiences, as well as its aim is to examine
detailed and nuanced analysis of the lived experience of small numbers of participants

3

The world of lived experience inhabited by us as conscious beings, and incorporating the way in which
phenomena (events, objects, emotions) appear to us in our conscious experience or everyday life
(Husserl,1859–1938). https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-28/august-2015/learning-lifeworld
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(Smith et al., 2009; Tuffour, 2017), is particularly appealing to many researchers. IPA is
an integrative hermeneutic phenomenology (Finlay, 2011) founded by Jonathan Smith
(Smith, 1996). IPA came into prominence in the mid – 1990s as a qualitative research
approach within health psychology (Smith, 1996). Whilst its roots are in psychology, it
is increasingly being drawn upon by scholars in the human, social and health sciences
(Charlick, Pincombe, McKellar & Fielder, 2016; Wagstaff, Jeong, Nolan, Wilson,
Tweedlie, Phillips, Senu & Holland, 2014).
The research questions for the present study emphasise a desire to explore
participants’ understandings of their participation and practices when using SNSs,
inclusive of their lived experiences of cyberbullying. IPA is committed to the systematic
exploration of personal experience (Tomkins, 2017). Its objective is to understand lived
experiences and explore how individuals make sense of their personal and social
worlds; the meanings participants attach to particular experiences are considered the
primary value of IPA research (Smith & Osborn, 2003). Through the two complimentary
commitments of IPA – ‘giving voice’ and ‘making sense’, researchers seek to attain an
‘insider perspective’ of lived experiences (Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2006; Noon, 2018).
There are five central characteristics of IPA: phenomenology, interpretation,
ideography, cognition and the individual case (Brocki & Wearden, 2006; Reid et al.,
2005). Each of these characteristics will be explained in turn. Phenomenology attempts
to gain an understanding of the experience as understood from the individual’s
subjective perspective, frame of reference or point of view (Crotty, 1996). Smith
(2009), notes that two particularly important theoretical touchstones that locate IPA as
a qualitative methodology are phenomenology and symbolic interactionalism. IPA is
phenomenological in attempting to get as close as possible to the personal experience
of the participant by ‘giving voice’ to the participants. In the case of this study, this
includes participants’ positive and negative experiences of SNSs, with a specific focus
on the identification of and responses to cyberbullying.
Symbolic interactionism is a belief that the meanings individuals ascribe to
events should be of central importance to the researcher and that these are only
obtained through a process of interpretation (Brocki & Wearden, 2006). These
concepts stem from the belief that human beings are not bystanders in an objective
reality but are beings which formulate their own biographical stories by interpreting
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and understanding the world around them in ways that makes sense to them (Brocki &
Wearden, 2006; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). IPA is also hermeneutic in that it recognises
that this inevitably becomes an interpretive endeavour for both participant and
researcher allowing the researcher to ‘make-sense’ of these experiences in relation to
wider social, cultural and theoretical contexts (Larkin et al., 2006).
The interpretative aspect of IPA is paramount throughout the research process.
The researcher’s aim is to attempt to understand content and complexity through the
participants’ individual accounts (Smith & Osborn, 2008). It is a dynamic process of
analytical interpretation by the researcher trying to make sense of the participants’
accounts that are grounded in the participants’ own sense making of their personal
world (Smith et al., 2009). The hermeneutic commitment of IPA is captured in its use of
this “double hermeneutic” process to examine cognitive processes (Smith & Osborn
2003, p.51). As stated by Smith and colleagues (2009), “Without phenomenology there
would be nothing to interpret, without hermeneutics, the phenomenon would not be
seen” (p.37). The final analysis as such is not a categorisation of data, but a detailed
interpretative analysis of themes that has come about through careful interviewing
that deliberately focuses on investigating the participants’ experiences,
understandings, perceptions and views (Brocki & Wearden, 2006).
The idiographic dimension of IPA enables an in-depth focus on the particularity
of the phenomenon, and a commitment to detailed analysis (Smith, 2004). It assumes
a worldview in which the individual is not a passive recipient but an active interpreter
of his or her subjective world. In such a world, there is no objective reality or objective
truth (Lyons & Coyle, 2007), and the researcher plays an integral yet dynamic part in
the generation and interpretation of data (Smith & Eatough, 2006). IPA’s strongly
idiographic approach is concerned with detailed analysis of the case either as an end in
itself or as a priori movement to similarly detailed analyses of other cases. IPA typically
deals with small sample sizes (Reid et al., 2005; Smith & Osborn, 2008). Using larger
data sets can sometimes lead to the loss of subtle inflections of meaning (Smith, 2004),
and it is important that cases are analysed to find patterns across these whilst still
preserving the distinctive feature of the individual cases. According to IPA researchers,
the skill of this method is to provide insight into the generic themes across
participants’ accounts, whilst upholding the individual voices of participants who have
53

shared their stories (Smith & Osborn, 2008).
A connection between the participants’ stories and underlying cognition is
central to IPA, and there is an emphasis on the beliefs, attitudes, and thought
processes associated with experiences rather than just the factors of the experience
itself (Smith & Osborn, 2008). Cognition is interpreted differently within the
boundaries of IPA; rather than functioning separately, it is seen as an aspect that
contributes to an individual’s view of the world, and what participants disclose gives
insight into their cognitions and emotions (Eatough & Smith, 2008). The participant
and the researcher both attempt to make sense of these experiences rather than the
participant simply providing a descriptive account.
A further intention was that this study would provide an opportunity for the
participants to be provided a ‘legitimate’ voice in a debate that directly affects them.
IPA allows participants to speak and be heard in a positive manner that places high
regard on their strengths and it is considered readily translatable into effective
practices (Reid, Flowers & Larkin, 2005). Indeed, the participant is identified as the
“experiential expert” (Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 57). This approach may result in the
findings of the present study being translated into supportive interventions for the
identification of cyberbullying and reporting avenues that elicit prosocial youthcentred responses.
IPA’s distinctiveness as a methodology is in the importance given to the
individual case (Smith, 2004). Full attention is given to an individual case before
moving on to the next case or attempting to analyse across cases. Eatough and Smith
(2008), outline two advantages of this approach. First, it allows the researcher to learn
much more about that particular individual and their lived experiences, which in turn
gives more insight into universal or general themes. Second, the focus on the
individual case enables the researcher to give more attention to understanding the
connections between emotions, cognitions, and behaviour, and this provides a more
holistic picture of the participant’s ‘lifeworld’ (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003).
IPA is characterised by a ‘bottom up’ approach (inductive) and does not set out
to prove a hypothesis but rather attempts to provide detailed insight into the
subjective world of the participant through the reflective personal experience of the
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subject (Reid et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2009). As such, IPA is cautious of claiming the
transferability of results to wider populations (Smith & Osborn, 2003). In this sense, a
theoretical rather than empirical generalisability is produced allowing readers to make
links between the findings, their connections to and between personal and
professional experiences and the extant literature (Smith & Osborn, 2003). Readers are
encouraged to reflect on the personal applicability of IPA research findings as if studies
are insightful enough; they capture “what it is to be human at its most essential”
(Smith et al., 2009, p. 38).

3.4.1 Critique of IPA
Tuffour (2017), outlines some conceptual and practical limitations of IPA. First,
the language and words participants use to communicate an experience construct a
version of the experience rather than an ‘accurate’ representation. That is to say, an
interview transcript tells us more about the way a participant articulates an experience
than about the experience itself. The present study is concerned with the perceptions
of culturally diverse young people’s lived experiences of cyberbullying when using
SNSs. It was therefore considered necessary when conducting the interviews in English
that all participants had a certain level of fluency to ensure all questions were
understood. As the researcher, I was also very conscious that there was a certain level
of intersubjective meaning making required between myself and the participants.
Participant accounts were supported using a range of detailed sources of information
to provide a more complete depiction of their experiences, rather than opinions of it
(for example: during the interviews participants shared memes and information on
their SNSs).
Another potential limitation associated with IPA is that some participants may
be unable to articulate their experiences adequately or coherently, limiting the scope
of this methodology in these instances. However, Tuffour (2017), contends this
criticism could be construed as elitist, suggesting only those who are highly fluent have
the right to describe their experiences. Instead he suggests that extra care is taken by
the researcher to collect rich and exhaustive data from participants, particularly those
less fluent with the dominant language of the researcher. Willig (2001), also argues
that access to the personal world of the participant can be complicated by the
researcher’s own preconceptions. Smith and Dunworth (2003), concur, but also state
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that these conceptions are also what the researcher draws on to interpret and make
sense of the participants’ personal worlds. Thus, caution must be applied to the
gathering and analysing all information participants share.

3.4.2 Advantages of the semi-structured interview
To gain an understanding of the meanings attributed to particular experiences
in a real-world context, qualitative researchers, particularly those using IPA, employ
data collection methods conducive to collecting verbal accounts elicited through an
interview. This is consistent with a phenomenological approach where the emphasis is
on attempting to understand the psychological conceptions of participants (Smith,
1996).
Semi-structured interviewing is the most common form of data gathering in
IPA; “real-time interaction” (Eatough & Smith, 2008, p.187) with participants allows the
researcher to more easily facilitate the exploration of lived experiences. Semistructured interviews use open-ended questions and language that participants will be
familiar with to elicit more detailed responses. An advantage of using semi-structured
interviews is that it enables the participant to provide a full, rich account while allowing
the researcher the flexibility to probe interesting area that emerge (Smith & Osborn,
2008). Eatough and Smith (2008), propose that the skill of being able to move away
from the interview script to follow the participant into the unfolding of their personal
experiences is “at the heart of doing IPA well” (p.189). However, Smith and Osborn
(2008), also note that this may reduce the control the researcher has over the
interview itself. Consequently, the interviews often take longer to carry out than more
structured interviews and they may be more difficult to analyse. This was found to be
the case in this study, with most interviews taking over one hour to complete.
A further key advantage of semi-structured interviews is their emphasis on
rapport and the relationship between interviewer and interviewee, deemed crucial to
the collection of excellent and reliable data (Smith & Osbourne, 2008). In cross-cultural
research this is particularly important, with researchers needing to develop a trusting
relationship with their research participants and establish a good rapport whilst
maintaining cultural sensitivity (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). I acknowledged the need to not
only ensure the questions asked were culturally sensitive but also to ask questions in a
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culturally relevant and explicit manner. To enable clear understandings, taking into
consideration the different standpoints between myself and participants, a particular
focus in the research project requires that the co-construction of knowledge and
meaning throughout the interview process is paramount. This process will be discussed
in more detail in the following chapter.

3.4.3 IPA’s suitability as an educational research methodology
The IPA method was considered appropriate for the current study as it shares
many similarities with educationalist concerns such as reflexivity, engagement and
empathy (Creswell, 2007). Reflexivity is defined by Archer (2012), as, “the regular
exercise of the mental ability, shared by all normal people, to consider themselves in
relation to their (social) contexts and vice versa” (p. 4). She argues that a researcher’s
‘internal conversation’ is deemed an important part of the process as it forms the basis
upon which a person’s future course of action is determined. In relation to the
research study, IPA was felt to provide me with the opportunity to continuously have
this ‘internal conversation’.
I am committed to be a reflexive researcher, and in this study attempted to
reduce, as much as possible, my impact on the data. However, it was also necessary to
adopt a humble position; this was taken by an acknowledgment of my ‘humanness’
and the surrounding literature to move beyond the data, in the hope to make further
sense of the participants’ accounts. This was particularly pertinent given the age and
cultural differences between myself and participants, whilst taking into account my
substantive knowledge in the field of cybersafety education. This approach is also
consistent with IPA where the researcher’s beliefs are not seen as biases to be
eliminated but rather, as being necessary for making sense of the experiences of other
individuals (Smith et al., 2009).
A further appeal of IPA is that experience is a major subject matter within
educational research, as is the subjectivity of educational experience (Noon, 2018). IPA
explicitly recognises the utility of subjective experience as scientific data (Bush, Harris &
Parker, 2016), and is particularly suitable for investigations which seek to explore the
novelty or “uniqueness of a person's experiences, how experiences are made
meaningful and how these meanings manifest themselves within the context of the
person both as an individual and in their many cultural roles” (Shaw, 2001, p. 48)
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This complex interplay and interweaving of the phenomenological account of
the participant through the interpretative role of the researcher in giving ‘voice’ to
specific experiences is absent from quantitative research and not sufficiently
emphasised in many qualitative approaches. As such, it is suggested a strength of IPA is
the creation of a richly interpreted, phenomenological account of participant data,
arising from the meticulous and close engagement between the researcher and a small
number of participants.
A further reason for the use of IPA in this study has been the successful use of it
in research with diverse cultural groups; for example, in Maori communities in New
Zealand (Jones, Ingham, Cram, Dean & Davies, 2011). Struthers and Peden-McAlpine
(2005) suggest IPA has the potential to elicit implicit meanings of Indigenous culture and
assist with recording the essence of experiences of Indigenous societies.
Interrogation of the methodology pointed to its capacity to enable young
people from diverse cultural backgrounds to include interpretations of family,
community and values. This confirmed my impression that IPA would elicit responses,
enable interpretation of the data and appropriately represent young people’s
experiences when using SNSs within their particular socio-cultural context.
Finally, IPA serves as an effective data gathering framework for researchers
because it is an attempt to get as close as possible to the personal experience of an
individual by allowing them to turn their thought processes back to the detailed events
of a unique, lived experience (Smith et al., 2009). From this process, subsequent
examination and analysis of that experience can take place by the researcher. In
choosing IPA for the research project I was committed to exploring, describing,
interpreting and situating the participant’s engagement with SNSs. The focus of the
research project was on personal meaning and sense making in a particular context, for
culturally diverse Australian young people who have lived experiences of cyberbullying
when using SNSs.

3.5

Conclusion
This study adopted a qualitative approach so that the personal and social

experiences of the culturally diverse young people who took part in the study could be
explored. This chapter established the theoretical framework for the thesis by defining
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and positioning it within a social constructionist and IPA perspective. Social
constructionism informed the research design with a particular focus on the coconstruction of knowledge and meaning making in the interview process. IPA was the
methodology adopted for this study, which involved the researcher attempting to gain
an ‘inside perspective’ of individuals’ lived experiences and how they make meaning of
these. This involved semi-structured interviews with ten specifically selected
participants and three small focus groups which focused on broad topics related to
their use of SNSs and personal experiences of cyberbullying. The details of the study
design, including how this research was conducted and ethical considerations are
addressed in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 4: STUDY DESIGN
4.1

Introduction
This chapter presents the design and conduct of the study. It first outlines the

design phases of the study, including a description of the pilot study. The chapter then
describes the process of conducting the study and how ethical approval for the
research was sought. Participant criteria and demographics are presented. The
construction of the semi-structured interview is outlined, along with how participants
were recruited. In view of the sensitive nature of the study, reference is made to the
measures taken to ensure the welfare of the participants was protected at all times.
Moore and colleagues (2015), advocate that incorporating the voices of young people
is an important consideration and as such, inclusive approaches were central to this
study. The six values of reciprocity, respect, equality, responsibility, survival and
protection, and spirit and integrity that lie at the heart of the Australian National
Health and Medical Research Council’s guidelines for ethical conduct in Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Health Research underpinned all aspects of this thesis (National
Health and Medical Research Council, 2018). These principles to research, undertaken
in partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians, have also been
advocated for in the conduct of research with other minority communities, such as
CALD and refugee groups (Braunack-Mayer & Gibson, 2017), and as such were deemed
suitable for all participants.

4.2

The study design

4.2.1 Pilot study
Prior to the study being undertaken, a pilot study was conducted with Victorian
Aboriginal (Koorie) youth (ethics protocol number 2015/017, Appendix 10) in July 2015
to evaluate the effectiveness and cultural appropriateness of the proposed interview
schedule in accessing the lived experience of the participants, and to develop the skills
of myself as a qualitative research interviewer. It was also conducted to test whether
the role of having a youth co-researcher present in the interviews was crucial or
whether the researcher was able to do this independently in the thesis. This initial
protocol focus was co-developed with an 18 year old Aboriginal youth leader and a
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well-respected elder in the Victorian community who offered preliminary support in
the establishment of the pilot.
Participants
Two female Aboriginal youth aged 14 and 17 years old individually participated
in a semi structured interview. These purposively selected participants were known to
me, through my work at the time. After the preliminary interview each interviewee
was asked to participate in a short feedback session where they had the opportunity to
critique my interview technique and to provide their insights into the applicability of
the research design. Critical conversations (Moore, Saunders & McArthur, 2011;
Moore et al., 2015) were conducted about the interview schedule to ensure the
interview questions for the research project and associated prompts were culturally
relevant and relatable to them as youth participants. During this process I was guided
by their views and experiences as experts regarding the research focus.
Data collection
Both participants were interviewed separately in early July 2015. Each
interview lasted between 60 – 75 minutes. After the completion of the interviews, the
participants were asked for detailed feedback on their experience of participating in
the interview, the questions, and experience of myself as the researcher. Specifically,
participants were asked about the ways I built rapport with them; helped them
understand their rights in the research process; allowed them choice in how they
participated, and the nature of the questions asked. Specific focus was on the way the
interview process made the participant feel, their willingness to answer, if they felt
they were able to fully represent their point of view and felt listened to (Dockett &
Perry, 2011; Moore et al., 2015).
Summary of feedback and outcomes
Both interviews were deemed to be successfully conducted with the
participants in that they elicited rich descriptions of the participants’ subjective lived
experience of SNSs and cyberbullying. Both participants stated that the interview was
an interesting and relevant experience that it was not emotionally disturbing. I
provided the participants with a broad definition of ethical responsibility and ask them
to identify ‘hazard zones’. The purpose of this activity was to enable me to gain insight
into the potential ‘trouble spots’ including misunderstandings or sources of tension
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that might need to be considered or reconsidered from planning through to
implementation (Merriam, 2009). This enabled me to adjust and be responsive as I
sought to understand, plan for or negotiate throughout the research process; this was
necessary given the age and cultural differences between myself and the participants
(Merriam, 2009). The participants provided feedback about what approach they felt
might be most sensitive to Aboriginal youth and youth more generally and provided
me with strategies for managing any ethical challenges that may arise during the
research project. Specifically, the participants stressed the need to give youth a lot of
choice in how and whether to participate, and to provide multiple opportunities for
the participants to express any discomfort and cease their participation if they chose.
These preliminary recommendations were accounted for in the design of the thesis
and considered carefully within the context of my ethical responsibilities.

4.2.2 Thesis study design
A phenomenology approach reinforced by social constructionism underpinned
the research. Young people were recruited using purposive sampling. This resulted in
three groups of participants from both metropolitan and regional areas. The groups
were: Aboriginal, Anglo-Saxon and CALD youth. All participants were active users of SNS
and had lived experience of cyberbullying. Lived experiences of cyberbullying, for the
purpose of this research project, included youth who had personally experienced,
witnessed, and/or been a perpetrator of cyberbullying when using SNSs. Data methods
included in-depth, semi structured interviews and digital diaries to explore the
meanings participants attached to both their positive and negative experiences of
using SNS. Data was analysed using IPA.
The study was conducted in two stages. Stage One involved young people who
were recommended by a number of relevant educational and community
organisations, Aboriginal elders in Victoria and school principals to take part in a series
of small group activities. From these activities, participants were recruited to take part
in the second stage of the study. Stage Two of the study involved 10 individual and 3
focus groups taking part in an in-depth semi-structured interview. Group interviews
were considered a single case for the purpose of analysis.
The following table outlines a chronological description of the timing, aims,
location and outcome of each stage of the study.
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Table 4.1: Chronological outline of the stages of the study
Aim

Outcome

Location

Stage

Time

Stage one

July-

Recruit participants to Of the 30

Melbourne

September

take part in Stage Two youth who

and NSW

2017

of the study and gauge took part, 22
if participation in the

went into

second stage of the

Stage Two.

research could be

No identified

detrimental to their

issues by

health and safety

youth.

given the subject
matter.
Stage two

July-

Conduct semi-

22 interviews

Melbourne

September

structured in

conducted.

and NSW

2017

interviews and collect One digital
digital diaries

diary
collected.

Follow up
interviews

Nov 2017

Re—interview

5 interviews Melbourne

participants who took

conducted.

part in the RYS Project.

4.3

Participant recruitment and selection
The key aim in participant recruitment and selection for this research project

was consonant with phenomenological research: to deliberately and purposively
recruit persons who have lived experience related to the focus of the study, who are
willing to talk about their experience, and who are culturally diverse enough from one
another to enhance possibilities of rich and unique stories of the particular experience
(Polkinghorne, 1983; van Manen, 1997). This approach also reflects intensity sampling
which, “deliberately seeks excellent or rich examples of the issue being investigated”
(Patton, 1990, p.169). Potential participants for the study were required to meet the
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inclusion criteria outlined in Box 4.1 below.
Box 4.1: Purposive sampling criteria
•
•
•
•
•
•

Aged between 14 to 18 years
An active user of SNSs
Have personally experienced, witnessed and/or been a perpetrator of
cyberbullying, when using SNSs
Reside in Melbourne or regional NSW
Identify as either Aboriginal, Anglo-Saxon or CALD in accordance with the
definitions used for the purpose of this study
Have a certain level of fluency in English to be able to take part in a semistructured interview

4.3.1 Participant recruitment
Young people were recruited using purposive sampling. Relevant educational
and community organisations, Aboriginal elders in Victoria and school principals were
personally approached via phone during February 2016 to organise an opportunity to
discuss the project. It is important to note that these groups were known to me as part
of my employment at the time. After initial informal interest in participation had been
gained by the organisation members, elders and principals, I sent a formal letter
(Appendix 1) asking for recommendations of potential participants that fit the
purposive sampling criteria and who would be willing to take part in the research
project. As part of this process the parent information sheet (Appendix 2) and consent
form (Appendix 3), support person information sheet (Appendix 4) and participants
information sheet (Appendix 5) and consent form (Appendix 6) were included. This
process was conducted in both Victoria and NSW, Australia.
Aboriginal groups
With regard to the recruitment of the Aboriginal young people, I sought advice
from the pilot study and respective Aboriginal elders to ensure inclusivity. I am also
well known in the Victorian Aboriginal community, and through my previous work in
developing online safety programs with Aboriginal and Torres Strait communities
nationally, I had several Victorian family groups who were willing to participate in the
research project. Informal contact via phone and a face-to-face meeting with parents
of potential participants were conducted to ascertain if their children would be
interested in participating. Worowa Aboriginal College also agreed to participate in the
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research project and provided recommendations for participant selection through
their principal. Recruitment for the group in NSW was conducted through the Tirkandi
Inaburra Cultural Development Centre, Coleambally; this organisation was known by
one of my doctoral supervisors. Tirkandi Inaburra is a residential facility of young
Indigenous males at risk of entering the juvenile justice system; it was established as
an intervention program aimed to support selected participants develop cultural
awareness, social resilience and academic success.
Anglo Saxon groups
The Melbourne based group was recruited through recommendations made by
various organisations I was involved with as part of my employment including, the
Office of the eSafety Commissioner and the Australian Communications and Media
Authority (ACMA). Recruitment for the group in NSW was conducted through a coeducational Catholic secondary school in a regional city in south east NSW; this school
was known by one of my doctoral supervisors. Research activities were held on school
property but not in school time.
CALD groups
Through my previous work with CALD groups and as chairperson of Spectrum,
Northern Migrant Resource Centre in Melbourne, I had a number of contacts with
various cultural groups within the non-government sector. I worked closely with the
Springvale Community Aid and Advice Bureau (SCAAB) and Point Cook Western
Suburbs community centre in Melbourne, and these organisations were targeted to
identify participants through their after-school homework programs. Recruitment for
the group in NSW was made in a regional city in south east NSW through contacting
the regional Multicultural Council and the same co-educational Catholic secondary
school recruited for the regional Anglo-Saxon participants.

4.3.2 Participant selection
Based on the recommendations of the various organisations, elders and
principals, a number of young people took part in Stage One of the study. Prior to
starting the activity, I collected the participant and parent consent forms. I also read the
participant information sheet to ensure all youth were comfortable and understood
the aim of the study. Stage One included three groups of participants from both
metropolitan and regional areas respectively. The groups were: Aboriginal, Anglo65

Saxon and CALD youth. The group activity involved brainstorming and recording (on
butcher’s paper) positive and negative things that the participants experienced when
they used SNSs. This information was not kept; however, I took field notes and
observed participant engagement and preparedness to contribute. A total of 30
participants took part in the activity. The intent of Stage One was two-fold. First, to
identify which participants would be able to provide rich accounts of their lived
experiences of cyberbullying and SNS use and therefore be most eligible to take part in
Stage Two. Second, was to gauge if participation in the second stage of the research
could be detrimental to their health and safety given the subject matter.
However, all the young people provided rich accounts and appeared confident
and comfortable discussing their lived experiences of cyberbullying when using SNSs. I
also explicitly asked if anyone found the content confrontational and distressing in any
way. All participants responded positively to the small group activity and were very
enthusiastic to share their lived experiences further with me. Each group was then
asked if they would like to be involved in the second stage of the research project.
Stage One of the study also aimed to provide a sense of trust and familiarity between
the research participants and myself, as the researcher so that movement into Stage
Two would be more seamless.
Stage Two of the study involved participants taking part in a recorded in-depth
semi-structured interview and providing a digital diary (this involved recording one
week of activities or observations when using SNSs). The digital diary was to be started
immediately post interview. From the total number of 30 participants who took part in
Stage One, 10 participants took part in the semi-structured interview individually.
These participants were from metropolitan and regional centres, and represented a
range of cultures, age and a mix of genders. Additionally, three of the six focus groups
opted to take part in the recorded semi-structured interview as a focus group. These
were the regional (inclusive of Anglo-Saxon and CALD), regional Aboriginal and the
metropolitan CALD focus groups. One participant from the regional focus group also
took part in the follow up individual interview, forming one of the 10 individual
interviews. All participants agreed to prepare a digital diary for one week.
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4.4

Sample demographics
Data collection began in July 2017 and continued until September 2017. A total

of 22 from the original 30 young people who took part in Stage One agreed to
participate in Stage Two of the study; this was the formal data collection phase of the
research project. Table 4.2 outlines some demographic characteristics of the individual
interview participants. Table 4.3 outlines some demographic characteristics of the
focus groups.
Table 4.2: Demographic details of individual research participants
Participant

Age (at the

(pseudonyms)

time of the

Ethnicity

Gender

Location

interview)
Bella

18

Anglo-Saxon

F

Melbourne

Tom

15

Anglo-Saxon

M

Melbourne

Mia

16

Anglo-Saxon

F

Melbourne

Rose

17

Aboriginal

F

Melbourne

Roger

17

Aboriginal

M

Melbourne

Eve

14

Aboriginal

F

Melbourne

Jilenka

14

Aboriginal

F

NSW

Leah

17

Anglo-Saxon

F

Melbourne

Veronica

14

Aboriginal

F

NSW

Jenna

14

Anglo Saxon

F

NSW

Table 4.3: Demographic details of focus group research participants
Participants

Age (at the

(pseudonyms)

time of the

Ethnicity

interview)
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Gender

Location

Jess, Mick, Toby,

14 – 17

Aboriginal

M NSW

18 and 16

CALD

M and F

Melbourne

Anglo-Saxon

M and F

NSW

Peter and Sam
Harry and Sasha

respectively
Patrick, Ellie,

14 – 15

John, Jenna,

(X3)

Matt and Sally

CALD(x3)

4.4.1 Introducing the participants
IPA seeks to understand in fine detail how an individual experiences a
phenomenon from a perspective within a particular context. It is specifically concerned
with ways people make sense of their experiences and attach meanings to their life
events (Smith et al., 2009). Given this, I believe that supplementary information about
the participants is required to offer further insight for the reader and help to position
the participants within their local context.
Bella
I met with Bella in her aunt’s house. Bella is an Anglo-Saxon female who lives in
Melbourne. She had turned 18 one week before the interview. Bella was a very
vivacious and passionate young person who was very willing to talk about her use of
SNSs. Initially Bella identified personally as only experiencing cyberbullying in a
bystander role. However, as the interview progressed, she reflected heavily on past
incidents and then reidentified experiencing cyberbullying inclusive of perpetrator and
victim roles. I met with Bella on numerous occasions post interview due to her intense
involvement in the RYS education project, (that I led as part of my employment). This
project included writing a series of Aunt Abby style blogs, hosting the launch of the
campaign on Facebook and leading youth focus group consultation sessions regarding
the multimodal content produced.
Mia
I met with Mia in her home. Mia is an Anglo-Saxon female who lives in
Melbourne. At the time of the interview Mia was 16 years old. Mia was an easy-going
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person who was very willing to talk about her positive use of SNSs and witnessing
cyberbullying as a bystander. Like Bella, Mia was initially reticent to acknowledge being
a victim of cyberbullying. However, as the interview progressed, she became more
willing to discuss at length her personal experiences of cyberbullying on SNSs in both
victim and bystander roles. Specifically, she was very open about the negative impact
cyberbullying had had on her life psychologically, how she had responded and the
strategies she used to overcome the adversity she felt. Mia was unique to the study
because she also runs a business selling her art on Instagram and Facebook. Mia could
be classified as a social media influencer due to her 250,000 plus followers on
Instagram. Mia also chose to be involved in the RYS project and provided some of her
artwork (that was also posted online) as part of the campaign.
Tom
I met with Tom in his home. Tom is an Anglo-Saxon male who had recently
moved to Melbourne from Queensland. At the time of the interview Tom was 15 years
old. Tom openly classified himself as a popular person at school and initially discussed
his experiences of cyberbullying as a bystander. However, as the interview progressed
Tom admitted to also being a cyberbully when he was 13 and 14 years old. I met with
Tom post interview at the launch of the cyberbullying campaign where upon invitation
he provided detailed feedback on the website layout and design for the RYS project.
Leah
I met with Leah at her friend Rose’s house. Leah is an Anglo-Saxon female who
had recently moved to Melbourne from regional NSW. Leah and Rose go to the same
school and are best friends. Leah at the time of the interview was 17 years old. Leah
was quite shy and was initially reticent to discuss her negative online experience s.
However, as the interview progressed, she opened up about a personal cyberbullying
experience she had been involved in prior to moving to Melbourne and the impact she
still felt months later. Leah also identified as witnessing cyberbullying.
Jilenka
I met with Jilenka at her school. Jilenka is an Aboriginal female who had moved
to Melbourne from Western Australia for school. Jilenka at the time of the interview
was 14 years old. Jilenka was very shy during the interview but as the interview
progressed was open about her lived experience of cyberbullying as a bystander.
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Eve
I met with Eve at her school. Eve is an Aboriginal female who had recently
moved to Melbourne from Queensland. At the time of the interview Eve had recently
turned 14 years old. Eve was very confident and forthright in her interview and talked
extensively about how she uses SNSs positively. Eve was also comfortable talking
openly about personally experiencing cyberbullying as both a victim and bystander
very early on in the interview.
Rose
I met with Rose at her home. Rose is an Aboriginal female who lives in
Melbourne. At the time of the interview Rose was 16 years old. Rose was a confident
participant who was very willing to talk extensively about her lived experiences when
using SNSs as a bystander. Rose identified as an active bystander. Rose also
participated in the pilot research project that helped to inform the study design and
ethical issues. Rose also took part in the RYS project.
Roger
I met with Roger at his cousin Rose’s house. Roger is an Aboriginal male who
lives in Melbourne. At the time of the interview Roger was 17 years old. Roger was
initially indifferent to discussing his lived experiences of cyberbullying when using
SNSs. However, as the interview progressed Roger opened up and became more
comfortable discussing both his positive and negative SNS experiences.
Jenna
I met with Jenna at her school. Jenna is an Anglo-Saxon female who lives in
regional NSW. At the time of the interview Jenna was 14 years old. Jenna took part in
the regional focus group interview and then approached me post interview requesting
an individual interview. Jenna was very open, vocal and relaxed in the regional focus
group interview, however she wanted to discuss privately a recent cyberbullying
incident where she had been a victim. Jenna was initially anxious about discussing the
incident, but it was evident that she still wanted to disclose the event to me. Post
interview Jenna thanked me and told me how relieved she felt about being able to
confide in an adult.
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Melbourne CALD focus group
I met with Harry and Sasha on two occasions. The initial introduction meeting
was held at the after-school homework program they both attended in Melbourne; it
was here where they agreed to participate in the study but wanted to be interviewed
together. I then met them at the local library near their respective homes. At the time
of the study Sasha and Harry were 16 and 18 years old respectively. Sasha has resided
in Australia since she was 8 years old and identifies as Karen8. Her parents fled to
Thailand as refugees from Burma and then immigrated to Australia when she was 8
years old. Harry came to Australia from Sudan 18 months ago with his mother and
brother. Both Sasha and Harry are avid users of SNSs and were very open about both
their positive and negative experiences on SNSs. Both have experienced cyberbullying
in both victim and bystander roles. Sasha attended the launch of the cyberbullying
educational project and took part in the Facebook live event. Sasha and Harry also
contributed to elements of the RYS resources, specifically advising on the visual
elements for web and SNSs.
Regional Aboriginal focus group
I met with the group at the Tirkandi Inaburra Culture and Development Centre
in regional NSW. The focus group was made up of five males aged between 14 – 17
years who were all from the region. The focus group was very animated and open to
talking about their experiences when using SNSs. All of the participants use multiple
SNSs with Snapchat being the most popular at the time of the interview. All
participants had witnessed various types of cyberbullying. Two of the participants had
been victims of cyberbullying. The group also talked extensively about the impact of a
closed hate page on Facebook that had been set up to post negative content about
Aboriginal family groups in their region.
Regional focus group
I met with the group at their local school in regional NSW. The focus group
consisted of six participants from both Anglo-Saxon and CALD backgrounds who all
resided in south-west regional NSW. At the time of the interview the participants were
between 14 – 15 years old. The group did not want to be separated into more
homogenous groups or opt to be interviewed separately except for Jenna, described
above. The group was very talkative with all individuals actively participating. Sally a
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CALD female was slightly shyer in her responses initially but as the interview
progressed became more confident to answer questions and talk about her lived
experiences of using SNSs and cyberbullying. All participants had witnessed
cyberbullying and discussed at length the impact of cyberbullying on themselves and
the community more broadly. Three of the participants disclosed being victims of
cyberbullying, two of whom talked in the group about their experience. As noted,
Jenna chose to discuss her experience privately in a follow up interview.

4.5

Data gathering
As discussed previously, prior to the collection of research data, small informal

group meetings were held with all participants. The aim of these initial informal
meetings was to introduce myself as the researcher, begin to develop a trusting
relationship between parties and identify potential participants for Stage Two of the
study. The meeting also allowed me to assess the effect the proposed project would
bear on the participants and consider any ethical issues which may arise during the life
of the research project. This was deemed to be important for two reasons. The first
being the research topic can be quite confronting and implications of experiencing
cyberbullying (as a bystander, victim or perpetrator) shouldn’t be taken lightly.
Secondly, the recommendations from the pilot study included building an informal
relationship between researcher and participant prior to data collection. Participants
were initially informed about the research and the parameters of participation when
meeting myself for the interviews and provided information and consent forms. All
persons had the opportunity to ask questions and raise issues pertaining to the
conduct of the research. Stage Two involved two data collection methods: recorded indepth semi-structured interviews and digital diaries to explore the meanings
participants attached to both their positive and negative experiences of using SNSs.

4.5.1 Semi-structured interviews
The purpose of the semi-structured interviews was to elicit in-depth
information in relation to young people’s use of SNS and how they identify and
respond to cyberbullying when using SNSs. Despite all participants agreeing to provide
a digital diary, very few participants submitted. Reasons for this are explored below.
Therefore, the interviews became the primary data source. The interviews with the
selected participants were arranged by phone and text, and each participant was
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asked to nominate a suitable date, time, and location to meet. Apart from the four
participants who chose to meet at their home, six of the ten individuals who took
part decided to meet with me in various locations at their respective places of
study and one at a local cafe. Arranging the individual interviews was a relatively
simple process, and there may be several reasons for this. First, I had already met
participants in the initial focus group meetings, so rapport and trust building had
begun to be established. The young people also had a very clear understanding
about the aims of the study and felt they could contribute to adult understanding
of their use of SNS and how they define and respond to cyberbullying.
Interim contact was made with the participants using phone calls, text message
and email. These modes were deliberately chosen as socially relevant and appropriate
methods of communication with persons this age and appeared to put these young
people more at ease and increase their enthusiasm to be part of the study. My
flexibility with where and when the interviews took place meant that these individuals
were able to make themselves more available, as there was less intrusion on their
schedules. Another reason may be that the participants were constantly reminded that
the option to withdraw from the study at any time was available to them.
The two regional focus groups that chose to take part in the in-depth interview
were conducted at their school site. So not to disrupt their school timetables, these
were held during the school lunch break in a meeting room arranged by the principal.
The metropolitan CALD focus group chose to meet at the local youth centre they
attended after school. Each of the groups stated they were more comfortable talking
with one another throughout the interview and did not seem to need privacy in order
to discuss their lived experiences of cyberbullying. Again, my flexibility and capacity to
conduct longer, more in-depth interviews and respect for their choice on how they
were interviewed may have contributed to the participant’s willingness to engage in
the study. A female in the regional focus group approached me post the focus group
interview, requesting an individual interview. We arranged to conduct this interview
immediately after the focus group meeting.
Semi-structured interviews allowed myself and the participant to engage in
extended dialogue in real time. Interviewing also provided opportunities for original
and unexpected issues to arise, which I was able to investigate in more detail with
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further questions. For example, originally, I did not have an explicit question connected
to the constructed self and SNSs. This issue was raised in the first two interviews
strongly and it became apparent that this was a potential theme that needed further
explicit probing. Due to the nature of the topic, semi-structured interviews also
enabled me to probe more deeply and seek clarification on content to ensure I
understood the answers provided. For example, several phrases or the meaning
attached to emojis was lost on me as an adult entering the young people’s online
world. The participants were generous in explaining the meanings they placed upon
these communication tools and helped me to understand the context in which they
were placed.
An interview guide was prepared in advance and used as a prompt when I was
interviewing (Appendix 7). It was designed to guide conversation rather than provide a
strict schedule (Smith & Osborn, 2008). It was also anticipated that additional
questions may be asked during the interviews depending on the information each
participant might disclose.
Prior to the interview starting, I went through each point of the participant
consent form (Appendix 6) again with the participants to ensure that the consent given
was fully informed before collecting. As noted above, the research topic had the
potential to be quite confronting and implications of being a victim, perpetrator or
witnessing cyberbullying were not underestimated. Support for the participants was
available if they did become distressed however, this not was not required for any
interview. I provided the details of an appropriate counselling service for participants
to contact, if required. Regarding the Aboriginal and CALD groups, appropriate cultural
protocols were followed by obtaining advice from the Elders involved in the rese arch
project prior to the interviews about which service is most appropriate for the group.
For example, I used Aboriginal counselling services offered by the respective local
community-controlled organisation. Advice was also sought by the CALD NGO’s about
which service for the CALD participants would be most appropriate and then offered
accordingly. All Aboriginal and CALD participants were provided the option of bringing a
support person to the interview. No participant decided this was necessary.
Prior to the interview starting, I asked the participants if they were comfortable
and reminded that they could let me know at any time know if they wanted to
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terminate or take a break from the interview. I also allowed space at the end of the
interview for the participant to ask any further questions or raise any issues they
thought were important that I may not have been captured in the interview guide.

4.5.2 Conducting the semi-structured interview
With the permission of the participant, the digital recorder was switched on
and I re-stated the aims of the interview, informing the participant that it is their
personal experience that is important and that my questions were just a guide. I also
stated that if their thoughts led them away from the question that was fine and
stressed how important it was to follow their line of thought. This was intended to
position each participant as the expert on this experience (Reid et al., 2005), and to
ensure this remained an inductive process. The interviews were estimated to range
from one to one and half hours. However, the timeframe was flexible to enable the
interviews to be conducted in a culturally sensitive and respectful manner. Given the
cultural diversity of the respondents I was very aware of the need to build time
allowances into this process and to adhere to the words of Tuhiwai Smith (2000), “to
listen, to be humble, to be cautious, to avoid flaunting knowledge, and to avoid
trampling over the mama of people” (p. 242).
The interviews enabled the participant to provide a full, rich account and
allowed me the flexibility to probe any interesting areas that emerged. A key
advantage of interviews in the research project is their emphasis on rapport building
between the interviewer and the interviewee (Reid et al., 2005). Trust building was
deemed crucial to the collection of excellent and reliable data in this study because of
the intergenerational disconnect the participants admitted having with adults about
their use of SNSs. Participants expressed, for example, their pleasant surprise that I
knew what certain SNSs such as Snapchat were and understood that different SNSs
had different functionalities. Through my work and being the mother of two teenagers
at the time of the study, I had some baseline knowledge about current popular SNSs
trending for young people.
To enable clear understandings about what the responders were saying, a
particular deliberate focus was on the co-construction of knowledge and joint
meaning-making throughout the interview process. For example, probing questions
and requests for examples or further information from respondents occurred
75

periodically throughout the interviews to ensure I had a clear understanding of the
experiences being described and recounted. Important to note, my broad existing
baseline knowledge of SNS engagement was important for the conduct of the
interviews with this demographic as it allowed focused probing and prompting to elicit
more nuanced examples and explanations.
It was expected that there might be further information that participants
wished to share, in hindsight, post interview. Therefore, participants were also asked
to provide a digital diary post interview and email them to me one week later. For this
reason, participants were encouraged to maintain email contact with the researcher to
send the digital diary but also so that information could be added, clarified, adjusted, or
deleted as necessary at a later date. Only one participant added to the information she
had provided in her interview and only three participants sent a digital diary back to
the researcher. No other participant made any further amendments after reviewing
their interview transcripts.
After completing thirteen interviews it was evident that proceeding with the
selection and interviewing of further participants would be unlikely to ‘add’ to the data
already collected. In their review of IPA studies, Brocki and Wearden (2006), refer to
this as “data saturation”, where no new themes were emerging through continued
data collection. Smith, Jarman and Osborn (1999), caution against the idea of
“saturation”, stating that the iterative nature of analysis could technically continue
without end and it could well be the next interview that produces valuable data.
However, I was confident that the data collected in the form of the ten individual and
three focus groups to this point had achieved the broad goals of the research and that
the stories told by participants were rich enough to ensure sufficient and complete
analysis. Moreover, to ensure rigor within the study, the identification of theme
recurrence was supported with data from over half of the participants. Smith (2011),
when evaluating IPA identified this as a key characteristic of good IPA (p.18).

4.5.3 Digital diaries
Digital methodologies are becoming increasingly central in youth-centred
research projects (McDermott & Roen, 2012; Taylor, Falconer & Snowdon, 2014). There
has been growing criticism of mainstream qualitative methods that rely on verbal or
written competence, on the grounds that these provide limited access to the
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emotional and symbolic aspects of young peoples’ experiences and media-related
modes of expression. In response, researchers in recent years have developed a range
of additional techniques (Barker & Weller, 2003). These aim to shift the balance away
from the written or spoken word to visual or multi-sensory methods, which potentially
allow a wider range of children to participate (Davis, Watson & Cunningham-Burley,
2000; Thomson, 2008). For the purposes of this thesis, the online tool to access young
people’s ‘virtual world’ were digital diaries posted on to a SNS. Studies have also found
diary records help provide access to people’s interpretations of their worlds
(Alaszewski, 2006), create a complete record of actions and words (Willig 2001), develop
realistic pictures and provide sensitive descriptions of an individual’s daily life (Polit &
Beck, 2006).
As noted previously, the participants were asked to keep digital diaries of their
activities during the course of a week. I envisaged that a closed group on Facebook
would be used with the participants posting their daily entries directly to the group via
Facebook’s Messenger application. Facebook was chosen because of the privacy and
confidentiality the Messenger application affords, the popularity of this SNS with
young people, its acceptability as a SNS that adults frequent and the multimedia
functionality it provides. However, the participants were not willing to share their
personal diaries on Facebook, instead opting to email me. This reticence, in addition to
me requesting additional information post interview, may have contributed to the low
engagement with this method of data collection.
Despite these limitations, this method of data collection for the participants
who chose to provide a digital diary gave them an opportunity to provide further
examples of the multimodality of SNSs as well as insight into their SNS lived
experiences. The data gathered from the digital diaries provided further insight into
youths socially configured virtual world and complemented the data gathered from
the interviews.

4.5.4 Post Interviews
In the months following their interview, five participants: Bella, Mia, Sasha,
Rose and Tom, engaged actively with me on the RYS program. Together, we codesigned this program based on suggestions made in the original interviews. Bella,
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Mia, Sasha and Rose agreed to take part in another interview that explored their
perceptions of being involved in this project. I conducted these interviews across one
week in November 2017.

4.6

Data Analysis
Each interview undertaken for this study was transcribed verbatim by me as

soon as was practicable after the interview had taken place. This research activity was
extremely valuable as an initial first pass through the data; it allowed me to reflect on
not only what had been said, but also consider any unspoken messages. These were
conveyed in the pauses, laughter, tone of voice, and in the way participants presented
in the interview; for example, whether an individual appeared nervous or relaxed,
anxious or easy going, indifferent or enthusiastic. The dynamics of the focus group
interviews were also considered during this initial first pass through the data, as the
interplay between the participants was revealed. This process provided valuable
insights when an individual provided an answer or added to or even countered each
other’s ideas as they participated in the group discussion. As mentioned earlier, none
of the interviewees made any amendments to their transcripts upon review, although
one added extra information that provided additional explanation and clarification of a
point she had made in the interview.
A key advantage of IPA is that there are detailed procedural guides for the
analysis of data (Brocki & Wearden, 2006; Smith, 2004). Whilst the body of an IPA study
does not recommend one specific method of analysis, distinctive steps are outlined.
The first step is to read the transcript and make notes in the margin. The notes should
include anything significant or of interest, and these could be about statements the
participants have made, the type of language used, body language, and any other
observations the researcher has made (Smith & Osborn, 2008) (points recorded in field
notes). During this post transcription stage, the researcher listens to the interview
whilst reading the transcript and then reread the transcript once more, noting any
additional observations or comments from field notes. The significance of immersing
oneself in the data is repeatedly highlighted in the IPA literature (see Langdridge,
2007; Smith et al., 2009; Willig, 2001). Eatough and Smith (2008), state that each
reading helps the researcher to become more responsive to what is being said. This
was particularly the case for the more complex and lengthier transcripts (especially the
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focus groups where multiple speakers are present) where several readings were
required.
The second stage includes noting down emerging themes in the right-hand
margin of the transcript (Appendix 8). Concise phrases that capture a higher level of
abstraction are used, with a focus on the descriptive, linguistic and conceptual aspects
of the text (Smith et al., 2009). Throughout this process the researcher should be
constantly checking that the interpretation is consistent with what has actually been
expressed by the participant (Smith & Osborn, 2008).
Broadly speaking IPA analysis is a fluid process which continually moves from
detailed description of the text to interpretation, and from looking at the particular
lived experience, to the shared. Smith (2007), describes this process as an iterative and
inductive cycle. As noted earlier, IPA uses individual cases and then moves to multiple
cases to obtain a more comprehensive picture about the phenomenon. Smith and
Osborn (2003), suggest that the researcher analyses one case completely before
moving on to the next. For subsequent analyses, the themes from the first case can be
used as a guide or the researcher can start again, establishing new themes. For the
reported study, it was decided that the themes established by the first interview would
be used as a guide and, as each subsequent case was analysed, more emerging themes
were added. Earlier transcripts were then reviewed considering any new themes,
consistent with the iterative component of IPA (Appendix 8).
To assist with further explication of the data, the computer software NVivo was
used. Once all transcripts were coded by hand, they were loaded into NVivo. Each
transcript was re- coded using the preliminary coding as a guide. Once each transcript
was re-coded in NVivo, emergent themes were clustered and then examined in
relation to each other. The resulting clusters of themes were then labelled according
to topic. Once the transcripts were loaded into NVivo and re-coded it became easier to
see the relationships and similarities and resultant patterns that arose from the cases
and groups in the present study. Table 4.4 below outlines the emerging cluster themes
from the study.
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Table 4.4: Emerging cluster themes
Initial Analysis of Themes

Prioritising Themes

Time spent online

Growing up online

Access to SNS

Complexity of SNS use

Youth practices on SNS

Context

Adoption of SNS
Multiple use of SNS
Moving to and from SNS
Idealised version

Presentation of self on SNS

Under pressure
Self in selfies
Audience
Protecting yourself online
Peers

Multiple audiences: peers, family and

Augmentation of peer to peer

like-minded groups

interactions

The dichotomy between us and them

Modulation of peer to peer interactions
Family
Intergenerational privacy
Cultural factors
Maintaining privacy whilst being public
Like-minded groups
Positive use of SNS
Support
Acceptance
Cyberbullying definitional issues

Cyberbullying general
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Continuum of online conflict:
cyberbullying, drama and attention
seeking
Cyberbullying and SNS
Multimodality of cyberbullying on SNS
Age and gender variables

Identification of cyberbullying

Cultural variables
Inter-relationships of cyberbullying roles
Reluctance to self-identify
Hate speech

Types of cyberbullying

Public shaming
Harassment
Taking Action

Responses to cyberbullying

Not taking action
Justifications for not taking action
Influence of peers
Intergenerational disconnect
Interpreting and experiencing adult

Consequences of cyberbullying

responses
Personal consequences
Unintended consequences
SNS use in formal and informal settings

The role of SNSs as a learning

To self-educate and be the educator

environment

Disconnection

Current experiences of cyberbullying

Adult driven

education programs

Lack of youth agency
Lack of trust
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Future cyberbullying programs

Youth agency – ownership, leadership,
voice
Learning environment
Pedagogy
The role of the educator
Content.

From the cluster themes outlined in Table 4.4, a set of superordinate themes
that shed light on the phenomenon under investigation were identified. During this
stage of analysis, themes which were less evident were discarded; this process
continued until a list of final themes representative of the data were made. Table 4.5
below outlines the final themes from the study.
Table 4.5: Final themes
Growing up Online

Lifting the veil of silence:

SNSs in educational

lived experiences of

settings

cyberbullying
SNS: participation and

Cyberbullying and SNSs

The role of SNSs as a

practice

Cyberbullying: definitional

learning environment

Presentation of self

issues

Current experiences of

Multiple interactions:

Types of cyberbullying

cyberbullying education

friendships, family and

Responses to

Youth perspectives for

like-minded groups

cyberbullying

future interventions

Consequences of

A case study: co-designing

cyberbullying

and developing a
cyberbullying educational
program with young
people
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4.7

Ethics
Ethical approval for this study to take place was sought in 2017. A submission

was made to Charles Sturt University Human Rights Ethics Committee (HREC) in April
2017. In June 2017 full approval for the study to commence was received (Appendix 9).

4.7.1 Cross cultural research
A cross-cultural research relationship inherently involves a dynamic of power
(Loff & Black, 2000). As members of dominant colonial cultures, researchers have
traditionally held power in forms of money, knowledge, and "expertise" over their
human subject (Marshall & Batten, 2004). Cascading from this foundation of power, the
research relationship spawns other ethical issues of informed consent, control, research
design, and data ownership. A targeted research which incorporates an ongoing process
of communication and consent, offers an ethical solution that is mutually beneficial to
both the researcher and participants (Piquemal, 2001). Conducting a pilot study and
inviting the youth participants to participate in the RYS educational program, helped me
to ensure the participants’ needs and recommendations were not ignored. This also
enabled a broader approach to the experience whilst remaining open to novel findings.
The study provided opportunities for the participants to engage in a youthcentred research approach which has important ethical considerations. I, like most
adults, never personally experienced the phenomenon of cyberbullying as a young
person, making it essential that youth find ways of describing their experiences of
cyberbullying and how SNS can also be a positive influence in their lives. Based on the
favourable reaction, the approach undertaken in the pilot study was replicated in the
larger research project.
The second ethical consideration is that I am a white female Anglo-Saxon adult
and the participants in the research project were of mixed gender and have diverse
cultural perspectives. Subsequently, it was imperative that the benefits associated with
the research were clearly stated to the participants, their families and wider
community and the results shared with the participants and their extended
communities in a culturally appropriate and meaningful way.
Ensuring the research project was conducted in a culturally appropriate and
non-exploitative way was a key ethical concern. Given the cultural diversity of the
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participants, and specifically the inclusion of Aboriginal and CALD youth, their family
and community, I adhered to the Guidelines. A further imperative for myself as
researcher, was that the Guidelines also encapsulate ethical issues that require
consideration in relation to undertaking research with youth, who are invited to
actively participate and express their views and opinions as part of the research
project.
Researchers conducting research with children and youth emphasise the
ongoing nature of ethical considerations and that ethical issues need to be considered
throughout the entire research process (Alderson & Morrow, 2011; Dockett,
Einsarsdottir & Perry, 2009; Dockett & Perry, 2011). This approach was adhered to

throughout the study. Underpinning the position of myself as researcher, this thesis
viewed youth as competent social actors. This was reflected throughout the thesis
which emphasised the importance of listening to youth’s views and acknowledging
their right to express their opinions in matters that affect them (Dockett & Perry,
2011), specifically their perspectives on cyberbullying and SNS use. Consequently, the
values and beliefs associated with this paradigm impacted on the research practice of
research with, rather than on, youth participants.

4.7.2 Ethical considerations
While IPA’s primary purpose is concerned with understanding experience, it is
inevitably “always already” immersed with language and culture (Smith et al., 2009).
IPA is, in part, an inquiry into the cultural position of the person, and to understand the
experiential claims being made by the participant, the researcher also needs a level of
cultural competence in order to properly understand the participant’s terms of
reference (Smith & Osborn, 2003; 2008). Therefore, I accepted responsibility for
ensuring the research project was ethical at every point in accordance with the NHMRC
Values and Ethics: Guidelines for ethical conduct in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Health research (the Guidelines).
Ethical researchers cannot begin to plan a research project without considering
the consequences of their own conduct and the impact of the research process on the
lives of the participants (Ali & Kelly, 2004; Gallagher, 2009). The need for these
increases when a relationship occurs across cultures, where conceptions of ethics can
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differ greatly (Singer, 1993). The intensely personal nature of the experiences often
explored in IPA studies can create dilemmas for researchers seeking ethical approval
for research proposals and it is vital that ethical considerations are carefully considered
(Tweedlie, 2013). I acknowledge the ethical conduct of researchers who have worked
across cultures worldwide has a lengthy history of being criticised (Loff & Black, 2000;
Shalala, 2000). Issues such as exploitation, community damage, and inaccurate findings
have been identified as major concerns with ethnic and minority participants
(Ponterotto & Casas, 1993). As such, conducting research across any cultural context
requires intense attention to ethics.
Informed consent and confidentiality
All the young people approached agreed to participate further in the study and
were asked to sign the informed consent forms (Attachment 4). Participants under the
age of 18 years also arranged for their parent/carer to give consent (Attachment 3). As
part of the informed consent process, permission was sought from the participants to
use audio recordings during the interviews. This was done using a small audio
recorder. The audio recordings were retained for the purpose of transcription and
analysis. The recordings were kept on my computer and saved in a password protected
file. Following transcription and analysis, the audio recordings were erased. The
participants were also informed that to ensure confidentiality their interviews would
be de-identified in the transcripts and they would be given a pseudonym.
Reciprocity
In the research context, reciprocity encapsulates the recognition of partners’
contributions and implies inclusion. I am well known in the Victorian Aboriginal
community and have worked with a number of Aboriginal community groups
nationally over a 14 year period. The participatory approach that was taken with all
educational programs enabled me to work closely in an inclusive manner with the
community groups. I was also known to the CALD communities through my
professional and volunteering work capacity. I strove to ensure the research outcomes
included equitable benefits of value to both the participants and the participants’
communities.
Benefits for the participants and their communities
What became clear as the research transpired, was that the opportunity for
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participants to share their stories with an interested other was a valuable experience
for them. Following the interviews, many participants thanked me for inviting them to
be involved and stated that it had allowed them to take the time to reflect on their use
of SNSs. Many expressed relief that they could talk about their use of SNSs with an
adult in a safe and supportive environment. Another participant urged me to continue
with the work I was doing, so that other young people facing the challenges that she
had faced would be encouraged to persevere through the adversity of being a victim of
cyberbullying.
Benefits for the participants communities was also found, with the information
used in the RYS educational program that included culturally diverse youth
perspectives. As part of the program, parent resources were also developed that were
culturally inclusive.
Respect
Throughout the study, I acknowledged that whilst the participants’ primary
concern was their identification and response to cyberbullying and positive uses of
SNS, rather than their cultural background, all participants’ status, background and
beliefs were respected in the conduct of the research. The study also acknowledged
and affirmed the rights of the participants to have different values, norms and
aspirations. This diversity provided a richness to the data and provided invaluable
insights into diverse young people’s perceptions of their positive and negative
experiences when using SNS. Specifically, for the Aboriginal and CALD participants and
their communities, it was important prior to the interview to acknowledge their
diversity and that the cultural nuances that are directly relevant to their experiences as
Indigenous and CALD peoples is not necessarily representative of their communities
generally. This also respects their values-based expectations and identity and protects
and promotes the cultural distinctiveness of the Aboriginal and CALD participants. This
inclusive and respectful approach was extended to all participants and their
communities in the research project.
Equality
The study acknowledged the equal value of everyone, which is not taken as
sameness. To demonstrate equality, I considered the ways that the participants,
parents/carers and their communities were included in the research project process.
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Specific cultural considerations included how the thesis information and consent forms
needed to be presented within each group to ensure everyone understood the
proposed research and its potential benefits, and how any potential harm would be
minimised. Advice from the pilot study, Aboriginal elders and CALD NGO centres was
sought to ensure inclusivity.
Spirit and integrity
I acknowledged that in each group and within each group of participants
there was diversity; they were not homogenous and there were cultural nuances
that were directly relevant to their experiences which is not necessarily
representative of their culture generally. This was particularly pertinent for the
Aboriginal and CALD
participants. The study respected the participants’ values-based expectations and
identity and protected and promoted the cultural distinctiveness of all participants.
The research design and empathetic interview approach adopted by myself
demonstrates a commitment to working within the spirit and integrity of the
participants.

4.8

Validity and reliability
Smith and colleagues (2009), argue IPA studies can meet the criteria for

assessing validity by incorporating Lucy Yardley’s (2000), three broad principles:
•

sensitivity to context

•

commitment and rigour, and

•

impact and importance.

Sensitivity to context
The choice of IPA and the rationale for its adoption was centred on my
perceived need to be sensitive to each participant’s local context. This was achieved
through close engagement with the idiographic and the particular; noting each
participant has an important story to tell and their stories about the topic are unique
and valid. I was appreciative that the participants came from a variety of communities
and brought different socio-cultural backgrounds, locale, life experiences, values and
perceptions. Interactive data collection approaches were chosen to address this
diversity. Sensitivity to context continued through the analysis process. Understanding
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how the participant made sense of their experience required me to immerse myself
and be attentive to the data presented and what could be garnered from it. This is
resonant with Smith and colleagues’ (2009), suggestion that “the strongest context
which a good piece of IPA research will be sensitive to is the data” (p. 180).
To ensure youth ‘voice’ was included in the project, a number of verbatim
extracts from the participants were included to support the results. This will also
provide readers with the opportunity to evaluate their reliability and plausibility (Elliot,
Fischer & Rennie, 1999). Accordingly, themes presented in the thesis are grounded in
direct quotations drawn from interview transcripts. Additionally, the interpretations
are presented as possible readings and general claims offered cautiously (Smith et al.,
2009). Sensitivity to context is also demonstrated through an awareness of existing
substantive literature. This has been used to orientate the research project and the
findings relate back to relevant literature in the analytic and discussion chapters.
Commitment and rigour
With IPA research, commitment and rigour is demonstrated though the
attentiveness to the participant during data collection and the care and completeness
to which the analysis is undertaken (Smith et al., 2009). To enable a successful in-depth
interview, I acknowledged it requires certain skills and undertook a commitment to
realise those skills. By considering elements of the interview such as ensuring the
participant was comfortable, acknowledging and respecting cultural considerations
and by attending closely to what the participant was saying, I protected the
commitment, rigour and sensitivity to context of the thesis, while also supporting the
participants in their role. To ensure the thesis’s commitment to understanding how an
experiential phenomenon is understood from the subjective perspective of the
participants in a particular context, each participant group was small and relatively
homogenous. This characteristic aided the potential for respondents, through the
process, to feel a high level of comfort that encouraged them to shed light on the
phenomenon of cyberbullying.
The participants were selected carefully to match the research questions, in

accordance with the principles of IPA research. To further address issues of rigour and
cultural appropriateness, member validation occurred (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Several
limitations of member validation have been identified in the literature. Emerson and
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Pollner (1988) have identified several difficulties with its use, including problems
associated with misunderstanding what has been said; members being close to the
researcher and feeling that they cannot criticise; difficulty in ascertaining whether
certain comments were indicative of assent or dissent; and fears among members
concerning the wider political or cultural implications of agreement or disagreement.
I acknowledge that a limitation of the process was in determining what was to
be validated by the participants themselves. Transcriptions of the interviews were
provided back to each of the participants for member validation. Although member
validation can be problematic as Lincoln and Guba (1985) note, it is felt that this
process was crucial for establishing the credibility of the research findings for the
research project and also served as a mechanism to alleviate concerns about my
capacity to comprehend the lifeworld of the participants.
The aim of the research project was to tell the reader what the participants
found important about their socially configured online world as well as something
important about the themes they share. Each theme was supported with quotes from
several participants as even-handedly as possible.
Impact and importance
Yardley’s final principle emphasises the important point that no matter how
well a piece of research is conducted, the test of its true validity is whether it tells the
reader something important, useful or interesting (Yardley, 2000). While existing
literature on cyberbullying provides evidence about the general Australian population,
little is known about how Australian young people from CALD backgrounds experience
the phenomenon of cyberbullying when using SNSs. Subsequently, the development of
cybersafety educational programs to date have not been inclusive of these groups’
‘voices.’ This gap in the literature led to the research question asked in this thesis.
‘How do Australian young people from culturally diverse backgrounds make sense of
their lived experiences of cyberbullying when using SNSs?’

4.9

Conclusion
This chapter has identified the design framing the study. This study examined

the lived experiences of ten individual and three small focus group’s positive and
negative uses of SNSs. A qualitative approach was adopted so that the personal and
social experiences of these young people could be explored. A review of IPA data
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gathering techniques and procedures followed with particular consideration to semistructured interviews and digital diaries. The processes of IPA analysis which
continually moves from detailed description of the text to interpretation, and from
looking at the lived experience, to the shared were described as approaches to
produce the analysis. Finally, ethical considerations were discussed along with the
validity and reliability of this research.
The following three chapters (chapters 5, 6 and 7) present an analysis of
selected extracts of participants’ lived experiences of their use of SNSs. The
participants discussed a multitude of experiences with regards to SNSs, however three
principal themes emerged, ‘Growing up online’, ‘Lifting the veil of silence: lived
experiences of cyberbullying’ and ‘SNSs in educational settings’. The three themes are
presented as standalone chapters with sub-themes integrated throughout each
chapter, which examine the findings in more detail as outlined above in Table 6, Final
Themes. The three analytic chapters are derived from IPA analysis that aims to provide
rich and illuminative insights into the complexity of the lived and embodied
experiences of the participants when using SNSs. What is presented in these findings is
my analysis of the participants’ interpretation of their own lived experience.
While these themes are discussed individually, it should be noted that these do
not exist discretely in the participants’ lives, but rather they have reciprocal influences
on each other. Extracts from interview data have been included in each chapter to
illustrate the emergent themes. There is considerable overlap between each theme,
and examples of these complex interactions are conveyed through participant
responses. As part of the ethical considerations surrounding confidentiality and
privacy, pseudonyms were used. The next chapter, the first of the analytic chapters,
establishes through IPA how the study’s cohort of culturally diverse young people are
growing up online by learning about their positive and negative SNS experiences and
gaining insight into how they are navigating their online social relationships.
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CHAPTER 5: GROWING UP ONLINE
5.1

Introduction
This chapter presents the first theme of this Interpretative Phenomenological

Analysis (IPA) study, ‘Growing up online.’ Findings of the analyses of theme one are
discussed in relation to the three sub-themes. The first sub-theme, ‘SNS: participation
and practice’ explores the complexities surrounding SNS use by participants and
reveals their online interactions included both positive and negative implications in
their lives. The second sub-theme, ‘presentation of self’ outlines how and why
participants embrace SNSs to explore and share aspects of their developing identity,
inclusive of a constructed and actual presentation of self. Finally, the third sub-theme,
‘multiple interactions: friendships, family and like-minded groups’ describes how
participants negotiate power, agency and solidarity as they navigate and conduct their
relationships in and around SNSs. Analysis of participants’ accounts highlighted the
impact of cultural nuances on interactions with others. The following narratives
represent participant stories that were recalled in the semi-structured interviews and
provides a broader context, highlighting the complexities of, and involvement with,
SNSs. The aim of this chapter is to raise awareness of participants involvement with
SNSs and contribute to an increased academic understanding of the important role
SNSs play in young peoples’ lives. This broader context is required to answer the
primary research question posed: ‘What is the lived experience of Australian young
people from culturally diverse backgrounds of cyberbullying when using SNSs.’

5.2

SNSs: participation and practice
I began this study by asking the participants if they could imagine their lives

without access to technology and SNSs. A shake of the head or a look of disbelief was a
common response. Matt said, “we grew up with this era, so like we, don't know
anything else.” Another participant Bella described her reliance on technology. She
stated:
I suppose I could survive but I don’t have a watch! I just wouldn’t know what the
time is without my phone. I was just talking to a friend about this the other night
and we were saying if you wake up after a night out and all your devices are dead
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it’s so disorientating! (Laughs) How would I talk to people; how do I know what’s
on, how do I do things, how do I go places? I use my phone for maps and um google.
It’s everyday things. Like the other day I was with Mum and we didn’t know the
answer to something but didn’t have access to the internet. I was getting so
frustrated that I couldn’t just look it up. (Laughs) It’s those daily annoyances that I
think would get to me if I didn’t have technology and in the long term you feel
really out of it. Like you’d be missing out on this HUGE part of what the world is
now, you know.

Bella’s description illustrates how technology is an everyday part of her life. The
internet enables her to communicate quickly and easily with people, find information
and helps her coordinate daily activities. Bella has become accustomed to the instant
gratification afforded by technology as demonstrated by her description of the
frustration she felt at not being able to “just look it up.” In reality Bella can live without
technology, however not having technology and the advantages it affords, is not part
of her lived experience; a finding that resonated with all the participants. Indeed,
technology was so ingrained in participants’ everyday experiences that to not have it
would mean, as Bella stated, “missing out” on how the world is working.
The participants reported using their SNSs frequently and did not seem to
distinguish between their online and offline world. Eve said, “they're one world to
me.” Eve’s experience aligns with Mia, who viewed her use of SNSs as a way to
supplement her offline interactions with peers rather than a substitution for it. She
explained, “it’s just like a part of everyday...all merged into one.”
Despite the diversity of the respondents, and the many SNSs available for them
to access, the SNS’s most frequently used were Facebook, Instagram, YouTube and
Snapchat. Overall, Snapchat 4 was found to be the most popular SNS amongst
participants, regardless of cultural background, gender or age. Several reasons were
cited.
First, Snapchat at the time of the study, was an extremely popular SNS used by
young people in Australia (ACMA, 2014). Indeed, the presence of friends and peer
groups was cited as the primary factor in deciding the popularity of this SNS. Overall,

Snapchat is a mobile app based SNS that lets the user send quickly disappearing messages, photos, and videos, either directly to
select friends or to everyone who follows their Snapchat account.

4
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the participants appeared focused on the need to adopt SNSs that their friends use
and in doing so, influenced friends and were influenced by those around them. Mia,
when explaining why she used Snapchat the most said, “because that’s where my
friends are.”
Second, the presence of adults on SNSs was seemingly an important factor in
the group’s choice of which SNS not to use. Snapchat for all the participants was seen
as an SNS to be themselves with close family (siblings and cousins) and friends with
minimal, if any, engagement with adults. The lack of an adult presence was cited by
many of the participants as one of the main reasons as to why Snapchat is so attractive
and popular for them.
Third, unlike other SNSs such as Facebook and Twitter, Snapchat’s focus is on
creating content rather than passively absorbing it. This seems to have transformed
the participants from consumers of content to more empowered creators of
information, building a virtual community where they can project stronger online
presences and more actively participate in social interaction. Tom explained why this
was appealing:
T: I think Snapchat is great because you really feel like sometimes you are actually
there.
I: Mm-Hmm
T: Like you are really feeling like what’s going on like you know and all that kind of
stuff. It’s so easy to click on the app and then there you go, you can film, take a
photo and post it straight away.

Snapchat provided Tom a rich array of multi-modal ways to create live content that
was able to be shared immediately (images, photography, video and text that can be
easily and interchangeably utilised). ‘Live’ content is created, which seems to
contribute to Tom feeling that “sometimes you are actually there,” engaging in realtime interactions with friends. The transient nature of Snapchat also seemed to
convince Tom that it’s permissible to share content that is only temporarily interesting,
with no sense that he’s creating things for posterity on this SNS. The result is content
that seems genuine.
Finally, Tom’s comments highlight the convenience and constant access to
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friends that app based SNSs, such as Snapchat, provide. His experience was typical in
the study. Despite having access to multiple devices such as laptops and smartphones,
the participants typically used smartphones to access their SNSs. This immediacy of
access may also help to explain why, like that of the accounts presented by other
participants in the study, Tom did not see these online practices as distinct from his
offline interactions. Rather, he believed engaging with SNSs was not part of a separate
digital world, it was simply part of his everyday communications with friends and
peers. The ease and convenience evolving technologies such as smartphones play in
this seems to be a contributing factor.
Aided by the convenience and constant access provided by smartphones, all
participants reported participating on SNSs daily and frequently. Mia said:
Like I'm always sort of on it, being online. It's like I wouldn't even know how many
hours a day I'm on social media because it's always just like one eye on the phone
and one eye ahead. (Laughs)

Mia’s smartphone enabled her to integrate her online and offline interactions and
engage with them concurrently as demonstrated in her statement “it's always just like
one eye on the phone and one eye ahead.” Mia went on to explain why she believed
young people are so engaged with SNSs and participate on them so frequently. She
said:
All teenagers want to be talking to their friends 24/7 and now that they're actually
been given the means to do that, it's hard to like take your head away from the
phone, you know. Like, it's really difficult. Um, but I hate saying that I am because I
hate the idea of people being addicted to technology, like it really disgusts me but
I'm totally like guilty of it. (Laughter) Like, uh, I like, I try and tell myself that I'm not
and you know, try and like be ignorant to the fact that I am, but I know that I am.
(Laughter)

The intense nature of young peoples’ friendships, coupled with mobile devices that
enable unlimited access to online interactions, is seemingly a key reason SNSs are so
popular for young people. Despite understanding the addictive nature of participating
heavily with technology, and Mia’s admission that she is personally guilty, she did not
seem deterred. Mia’s experience aligns with Tom’s above and was typical for many of
the participants in the study. Staying constantly connected with friends and involved in
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each other’s lives was seemingly paramount, and the combination of access to SNSs on
their mobile devices afforded the participants this opportunity. Both Tom and Mia’s
experiences also align with previous research that found people use SNSs to maintain
“full-time intimate communities” (Jenkins, Mizuko & boyd, 2016, p. 32). The
participants seemed to use SNSs to build and participate in easily accessible at-alltimes places inhabited by their peers and close friendship groups.
On the one hand, SNS participation was found to be a very positive experience
with all participants discussing how they use SNSs to connect with friends, share jokes,
seek and maintain love and find information. For many of the participants it had
become an invaluable tool in finding acceptance and exploring new ways of presenting
themselves. When asked if overall they had positive or negative experiences when
using SNSs, the majority of participants stated their online experiences were positive.
Eve’s comment was typical:
E: I think there are more positives to be honest
I: Why do you think that?
E: I surround myself with positive people so most of the stuff I share is positive and
so for me the positive would be around 75 compared to the negative would be
around 25.

Eve’s response highlights why she predominately had positive experiences when using
SNSs. Surrounding herself with like-minded “positive people” helped to ensure Eve
maintained a more prosocial online experience and reveals a potent and intentional
strategy for avoiding negative experiences.
Bella was very enthusiastic and passionate about her positive participation on
SNSs, describing content posted as a source of inspiration. She said, “It all sort of
inspires I guess”. This sentiment was echoed by many of the participants, who
articulated how they participate positively on multiple SNSs to fit their specific needs,
expectations and institutions. This finding also supports previous research findings that
found many young people have positive experiences of SNSs (Ging & O’Higgins, 2016;
Huang & Chou, 2010; Lenhart, 2015).
Conversely, all participants reported hostile, painful and disruptive experiences
on SNSs. Findings revealed their use of SNSs operates not in a neutral space but rather
within a complex multi-layered landscape of youth norms and practices with many
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different people, inclusive of interactions with hostile others and exposure to many
forms of often harmful materials. Participation in these negative experiences,
specifically cyberbullying, will be explored further in the following chapter.
Within this complex multi-layered landscape of youth norms, a diversity of SNS
practices emerged in the data set. As described above, many participants talked in
detail about using SNSs to be creative, connect, participate, organise themselves,
learn, play and socialise. Mia’s explanation was typical:
Just easily being able to plan things and always having something to do or someone
to talk to or being connected straight away and getting ideas and talking and
communicating.

Mia’s statement highlights staying constantly connected and involved with friends is an
important component of her SNS practice. SNS use also complemented other practices
for Mia, such as, planning or finding inspiration.
Roger discussed how he used SNSs for “entertainment, I play games on them a
lot” and homework “when I’m at school, the teacher usually lets us use Facebook to
talk about group projects”. The diversity of practices was also illuminated in Tom’s
earlier description of the way he uses Snapchat to not only socialise with friends but
also create content that he shares online.
As noted earlier, despite Snapchat being considered the most popular SNS at
the time of the study, participants utilised a multitude of SNSs. They concurrently used
Facebook, YouTube, Snapchat and Instagram, for example, to fulfil their needs of the
moment. In choosing which channel to use, the participants accounted for the social
situation, the technical affordances, the people they were trying to reach, and their
own preferences. Rose when recounting how she uses different SNSs, explained:
Facebook is just good to connect with people because you can, obviously, inbox
and stuff. Instagram is just fun. Snapchat's good to talk too because it's pretty
entertaining.

Rose’s decision to use multiple SNSs for different purposes was typical, with each SNS
performing a different function.
Bella also used several SNSs, in addition to Snapchat and Facebook. She
explained:
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I just really like using Tumblr because it’s pretty. Like (laughs) I go on there to look at
nice things and you get to have your own blog. You can design it however you want
so I can have my own space where I can message anyone I want to and make look
really nice, and have it as a nice reflection of myself without people really like having
to know me personally… YouTube is a BIG one, I’m always on YouTube! It’s a bit of
an addiction (laughs). Um, yeah and I like using it to keep up with all the
people that I watch. I follow bloggers almost; I feel like I’m kinda invested in their
lives. I have Tinder and Her, which is like the gay Tinder. Um, I think they’re the
only social media apps apart from Snapchat, I have a lot of games (laughs). Yea, I
dunno, I guess I have so many because they serve me different purposes for each
one of them, so I don’t really feel the need to kinda go outside of that.

Like (the experiences of) Rose, Bella sees each SNS as valuable in different situations
and dependent on the type of practice she was engaging in. The interchangeability
between SNSs was a regular practice by all participants, further reinforcing my
observation that the popularity of SNSs is a transient and fluid process influenced by
peer networks. Two prominent reasons why this occurs emerged. Firstly, a shift in
priorities as young people mature and secondly, discomfort with the nature of the
social environment manifesting on certain sites.
As the participants have grown older and matured, they explained priorities in
how and why they engage with certain SNSs had shifted with them. As this happened,
certain social rituals on SNSs that were considered sacrosanct a few years past had
become irrelevant and or childish. This was also seemingly related to their stage of
social and emotional development. For example, streaks on Snapchat 5 ensure high
levels of participation by the user and receiver. The popularity of this practice appears
age related. Streaks were very important to Tom at 14-years-old because they were a
representation of his online and offline popularity status due to the large number he
managed. However, he explained why recently he had decided to lose his streaks. He
said:
T: You know, I was at school and this chick I had a streak with came up to me and

5

A 'streak' is something you have with friendson snapchat. You send pictures to friends every day and see how long
you can keep the streak going. When you get a streak, a number will be next to the person’s name of how many
days your streak has been going.(https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Streak)
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told me “We have a timer you know, can you please fix that” (mimics a female
voice). I told her I’m losing my streaks and she freaked out
I: Why are you losing your streaks now?
T: It used to be so important, you know, but now I don’t give a shit. It takes too
much effort. No one in my group does it anymore, so who cares?

Tom’s rejection of a practice that, for him used to be incredibly important because it
was tied directly to his status, demonstrates how this trend was only popular for Tom
when his friendship groups were involved. This involvement was critical to the health
of his social standing at age 14 but has deteriorated in importance at 16. This change in
practice indicates how Tom’s developmental differences are reflected in his use of
SNSs. However, the importance of the number of followers hasn't diminished, he has
simply moved his attentions to other sites and decided to use Snapchat’s alternative
functions.
The second strong emerging factor which influenced a participant’s decision to
abandon SNSs, was discomfort with the nature of the social environment manifesting
on certain sites. This included witnessing negative interactions such as cyberbullying.
For Jilenka and Veronica, two Aboriginal female participants, 14 and 15 years from
Melbourne, it was the observation of harassment and cyberbullying on unrelated
separate occasions that drove them to leave AirG. 6 Jilenka explained:
I used to have it and then there was just too much drama and bullying on it and so I
got off. None of my friends are on it now… we all use Snapchat.

Veronica’s experiences aligned with Jilenka in why she left AirG. Jilenka and Veronica’s
negative experiences with AirG, and their responses in this data, indicates SNSs seem
to decline in status when negative behaviour spreads far enough that young people
are forced to navigate social situations with people they do not want to interact with.
Specifically, those they do not like, those who hold power over them, and those who
exhibit malicious behaviours, such as cyberbullying. Jilenka’s strategy to move her
social interactions with her peers onto Snapchat to avoid negative interactions online
was for her a successful one. Veronica alternatively decided to “take a rest” from SNSs
AirG at the time of the study was an SNS popular with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities
nationally (McNeer Report, 2016).

6
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and engage with her friends offline.
Moreover, sites seem to swing in and out of popularity based on their ability to
revitalise themselves and appeal anew to youth audiences. For contrasting examples
of a site being able to re-attract a consistent audience, consider the experiences of
Facebook and Myspace. Myspace, once the prime SNS on the internet, failed to retain
an audience due to its inability to remould itself to fit the needs and desires of a
maturing audience. Facebook, alternatively, has successfully updated itself through
measures such as the Messenger application and live streaming, to remain
consistently attractive to both a maturing and new youth-based audience. Bella
commented on her re-adoption of Facebook as her friends re-joined. She said:
I probably use FB (Facebook) the most now, well really the Messenger function just
because everybody’s on it.

Just as a site can regain popularity due to new and emerging functionality, like the
Facebook Messenger application, equally sites can lose users as young people shift
their focus. If a certain threshold of people leaves a site, this ‘ripples’, precipitating a
mass exodus from one site to another (boyd, 2014). The divergent experiences of Bella
to those of Veronica and Jilenka, also supports previous research findings that network
effects seem to drive SNS adoption because collective action is necessary for a genre
to gain traction. Conversely, it can equally unravel participation (boyd, 2014; Ito et al.,
2013; Jenkins et al., 2016). It is seemingly a lack of loyalty by the participants to the
SNSs, but not to their peers.
Despite SNSs being an integral and seamless part of their lives, access to
services impacted on SNS participation and practice. Generally, the Aboriginal and
CALD participants in both the urban and regional groups and the Anglo-Saxon regional
group experienced more limited access to the internet at home, which in turn
impacted on the amount of time spent participating on SNSs. This was seemingly
dependent on several factors. For example, some of the CALD and Aboriginal
participants in both urban and regional settings faced economic barriers, lacking access
to unlimited broadband packages from their ISP (internet service provider), and
utilising pay as you go plans on their phone rather than a contract. Harry was on a
data-less plan at the time of the interview and could not access SNSs at home. He
recounted missing online conversations outside of school in the early evening because
99

“I couldn’t access the internet at home” when SNS use is at its most popular. The
consequence of this was Harry feeling left out the next day at school with his peers
because he’d missed “the fun, the stories you know.”
For the regional participants, rather than economic limitations, the primary
barrier was a lack of information technology infrastructure, hindering their ability to
readily participate on SNSs at home. Jenna for example as a rural resident faced a
significant barrier to a seamless and constant integration of SNSs into her everyday
life due to infrastructure constraints. As Jenna stated, SNSs were a distinct
advantage in her social and academic life, “as long as you have the internet”.
Uniform across both demographics was a relative inability to use SNSs at
socially critical times: after school and between 7 and 10pm. However, the
consequences of limited access varied. As Harry explained, he missed key
conversations that occurred outside of school on SNSs between friends which he felt
limited his ability to participate easily in peer conversations at school the following day.
Jenna’s experience resulted in both minor and severe negative consequences. Firstly,
Jenna found not being able to reliably access her SNS at home resulted in frustrating
minor consequences: the constant and immediate social connection with her friends
was disrupted, and she was not able to participate in group homework tasks for
example. However, as the interview progressed, Jenna then recounted experiencing
more severe consequences due to limited access to SNSs, which included
cyberbullying. She recounted her experience:
J: I was in a group chat with a bunch of girls who I ride horses with. We’d been at a
party, drinking and I went home early. One of the girls took a picture of me walking
out of the party with another boy. Nothing happened, my Mum picked me up and I
went home. After I left, they added my boyfriend into the group chat, and they
started saying all this stuff about me cheating on him at the party that night and
posted the picture of me walking out with another boy. They didn’t bother taking a
picture of me getting into my Mum’s car!
I: So, what happened next?
J: The next day I saw all this stuff about me on the group chat. So that wrecked it
(Jenna and her boyfriend broke up). Then they (the girls) started texting me calling
me a ‘cheatin dog’ and posting on Snapchat and Instagram a picture of my face
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with a drawing of a dick on my mouth. But I like ignored it pretending not to be
upset, but I was really upset. It was hard because, like they were saying stuff like
that I cheated on him that I was a slut and everything like, just making stuff up…..
After that, I deactivated my accounts on Facebook and Instagram. I worked it out
with the girls at schools, you know spoke to them and told them they were being
childish but I still see the other girls at events…but like, I don’t want to sound stuck
up or anything, but at the end of the day I beat them in the horse things.

This extract highlights the consequences of Jenna being unable to engage in the group
chat because of lack of access to her SNSs. She went on to state:
I could have defended myself you know, got Mum involved. Maybe stopped it
getting so bad.

It was this inability to defend herself at on the onset of this group chat that Jenna
seemed to feel was the trigger for the rapid and escalating levels of online
interpersonal conflict against her that could be classified as cyberbullying. This extract
also illustrates that the scope of cyberbullying can be dependent not only upon the
involvement of the bullies, but also that of the victim. In this case, the initial online
group chat where Jenna was absent and unable to defend herself was based on
misinformation that may have been resolved if she had been part of the online
conversation that evening.

5.3

Presentation of self on SNSs
At no other time in history have young people enjoyed such opportunity to

make themselves visible to, and heard by, diverse audiences through technology
(Herring & Kapidzic, 2015). SNSs have been found to provide a new platform for usergenerated content and have served as important vehicles of self-representation
internationally (Liu, 2007). Both findings were supported in this study. Much of the
user-generated content composed by participants in the study included photographs,
videos, links and textual information that the participants post as part of their online
presentation of self. Findings revealed, how they engage with their online world is a
complex process that includes an actual and constructed presentation of self.
While some suggest that presentation of self on SNSs tends to involve fictional
characters unconnected from embodied reality (Turkle, 1995), this was not a seemingly
common practice in this study. Indeed, none indicated that they generated self101

representations that were completely disconnected from their everyday lived
experiences. More often, the participants were simply seeking to represent themselves
in the best possible light. For example, when describing her pseudonym page, Mia
explained even though it was important to generate a constructed self-persona, it was
not completely separated from her actual self. She said:
A lot of it is me and because like so many of my friends and family are following my
page as well. If they saw this whole different person on social media, it would just
be like whack and, you know, I wouldn't be supported as much because it wouldn't
make any sense and people would call me out for it. Like I feel very involved with my
pseudonym. I feel like I'm definitely very present with the page. You know what I
mean? Like it has a lot of me on it. Um, but if you went on it, it's not like I've made
some sort of different person or it's very much me but just like maybe my best bits
and my coolest and most party girl bits and amplify it a little bit, you know what I
mean? The razzle dazzle version. But yea, there’s still definitely a persona that goes
with the whole pseudonym thing that I do try and portray online.

Despite being “very present with the page”, Mia acknowledged that she chooses to
represent herself and her art in the best possible light, “the razzle dazzle version”. It
seems important for Mia to get the balance right between amplification of actual self
and the construction of a persona that is completely at odds with herself. Magnifying
her perceived most positive features as part of her self-presentation was done to
ensure popularity and followers, yet at the same time not be seen as inauthentic by
people who know her offline. Her final remark, “yea there’s still definitely a persona”
also signifies it is seemingly a fine balance to not skew towards the creation of a
constructed self-presentation that is disconnected from her everyday lived
experiences.
Like the example provided by Mia, at times, the participants did choose to
depict a constructed self or present a facet of their identity that they did not normally
show in public spaces. Several factors were identified that seemed to that influence
their decision to skew towards a more constructed presentation of self, rather than
present a more authentic/actual version of themselves when using SNSs. This
behaviour was found to have both positive and negative consequences. First,
participants often responded to what they perceived to be the norms of a particular
SNS. This in turn influenced the amount of pressure they felt to create and maintain a
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more constructed presentation of self rather than present their actual self. For
example, many accounts reflected an acute awareness of the pressures on them when
using Instagram to create and maintain a heavily constructed ‘picture-perfect’ online
profile. In contrast, Snapchat was considered much less pressurised, with participants
generally discussing how they can be more spontaneous in their content creation and
dissemination (as illustrated earlier with Tom’s description on page 93). This seemed
to result in participants presenting themselves online in a more authentic manner. Eve
explained the distinction:
E: On Instagram it’s a lot of selfies of me with my friends having a good time. But
on Snapchat I’m just this weird goofy girl who takes dumb pictures with my sister
and best friends.
I: How long does it take to find the right selfie to post on Instagram?
E: Sometimes a 100, sometimes only seven but never anything less than that. You
have to get it perfect.
I: How many shots on Snapchat?
E:(One image) You don’t filter, just post straight away…yea personally I would
choose Snapchat over Instagram….if I opened myself up, the way I am on Snapchat
with my sister, I’d probably get a lot of hate on Instagram.

Using Snapchat as a private, less visible account allowed Eve the opportunity to move
away from the carefully cultivated, public persona she presents on her Instagram
account and present herself more authentically to a smaller group of closer friends and
family. Importantly, Eve’s account highlights that expectations surrounding acceptable
and unacceptable behaviour when using SNSs and the pressure to conform to these
‘unspoken rules’ is regulated by the consequences, which can be severe. Eve would
never post the pictures she posts on Snapchat on Instagram not only because she
wouldn’t want everyone to see how “goofy” she can be but also because of the
potential negative consequences of being judged and cyberbullied as demonstrated
through her comment “getting a lot of hate”. This seemingly places pressure on Eve to
present a constructed presentation of self as a sign of conforming with the perceived
norms surrounding Instagram.
Eve’s fear of being judged for sharing things online that reflect a more
authentic portrayal of herself and the resultant pressures to conform was echoed by
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Tom. He said:
You have to think about it a lot because you have to remember on social media,
especially Insta, people judge you and they will, no matter what.

As noted above, Tom has a large following and on any given day, he explained how he
accesses his Instagram account around 10 to 30 times. This was a typical practice
where for many of the participants, it was not uncommon to have thousands of
Instagram followers (many of whom they didn’t know personally), thus the potential
for being judged negatively or receiving criticism on such accounts was vast.
Second, the affordances offered by SNSs to self-present were not lost on the
participants, who candidly offered dozens of examples of tactical choices they have
made about what to post online in an effort to manage others’ impressions and gain
social approval. The influence of SNSs and attendant audiences seemingly impacts on
how this is achieved. Tom described how his Instagram page was used to present a
curated and constructed presentation of self, focusing on his skill in photography and
ability to customise images that were easily identified as his. He explained how he
intentionally avoided what he perceived to be trivial or irrelevant information when
posting about his daily life. He said:
You have to put thought into it, you have to put time into it, editing all that kind of
stuff. And I think it’s good like that because it’s not just purely posting a photo
because you have a caption with it. You get to edit it to make it look good and your
feed in general…like a theme. You get to paint your picture.

Instagram’s image-based functionality enables Tom to craft an identity that is more
appealing for his followers to engage with than a text-based medium. It is these tools
which allows Tom to “paint his picture” to ensure his carefully cultivated public
persona is attractive for his followers, whom he likened to a form of currency. He
explained why he engaged in this practice:
Yeah and the followers is the money that you are gaining almost….and how do you
keep your audience happy? You give them what they want.

The social currency Tom gained through his large audience following is measured by
their level of active engagement. For example, the number of ‘likes’ posted or
flattering comments he receives. Tom also attached feelings of self-worth through the
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number of people that followed him and engaged in a number of strategies to ensure
he maintained high levels of online social currency. This seems to be a practice that
bolstered Tom’s self-esteem and seemingly contributed to his positive online
experiences with SNSs. Conversely, at the same time it also always created a
pressurised environment to present himself in the best possible light, rather than
allowing people to see a more authentic Tom, flaws and all.
Leah also identified ‘likes’ on Instagram as a form of social currency. However,
unlike Tom who saw this positively, Leah felt it held negative connotations. She
explained:
A lot of people say, “oh, if you don’t get this amount of likes, you’re not cool.”

Leah’s experience highlights the negative consequences of not posting acceptable
images, which garner high ‘like’ counts. This counterexample to Tom’s experience
demonstrates the number of likes to a post also has the capacity to publicly let
someone know they are “not cool” and, therefore, not popular. The consequence to
this is potential public ridicule - a practice that can result in low feelings of self-worth
and being socially ostracised.
Third, an omnipresent way to self-present in the online social lives of the
participants were selfies.7 Selfies were found to have cross-platform popularity and
were seen by participants as a powerful means for self-expression, encouraging its
maker to share the most intimate and private moments of their lives, as well as engage
in a form of creative self-fashioning. Selfies were also seen as a way of posting sharable
content that has the potential to edge into viral media and be widely shared. It was for
these reasons that selfies were identified as a way to seek social validation from their
audiences. For example, participants described posting selfies as a way to generate
positive feedback loops with their audiences. Bella explained:
I mean there’s always that part of it that mm yes people liking my selfies! (Laughs)
The ego boost of it all is great.

Simply because young people seek validation from their audiences does not guarantee
that they receive it. Lack of feedback was found to be especially disheartening to those

SNS forms of self-portraiture, commonly known as “selfies,” are ubiquitous on SNSs like Facebook,
Snapchat and Instagram.

7
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who disclosed what they considered to be highly intimate information, for example
those who put considerable effort into the appearance of the selfie. Bella explained:
I still care weird amounts about how many likes I get on selfies and it’s such an
awful fake thing – I hate it! But if I’ve posted a profile pic that didn’t get enough
likes then I’ll just delete it (Laughs).

Having self-identified giving the matter a great deal of consideration as a point where
she ought to have matured beyond, Bella acknowledged the experience still directly
influenced her feelings of both positive and negative self-worth, depending on
audience response. For example, Bella attached feelings of self-worth to the
publication, acceptance of, and response to her selfies and measured this by the
number of people who like and share the post. This has similarities to Tom’s
experience of gaining social currency. Harry also provided an example:
I got a photo of myself that wasn’t good looking, so I edited it to make it look good.
I only posted it when I thought ‘Yeah, my photo look good!

Harry did not even consider not editing a selfie prior to posting and was only happy to
do so to represent himself in the best possible light. This was a sentiment echoed by all
participants when talking about their use of selfies when presenting themselves online.
What became evident throughout the interviews is that selfies have become a key
consideration within youth culture regarding the construction of a presentable self.
These phenomena appear to have risen to prominence in a self-reinforcing paradigm,
with the value attached to selfies increasing with the amount of care taken with them,
and vice versa.
Skewing presentation of self in a completely inauthentic manner over a period
was identified as a serious negative consequence of the pressure the participants felt
when presenting themselves on SNSs. Tom, when reflecting on the consequences of
presenting a heavily constructed image on SNSs, said:
I think that’s the negative side of it (using Instagram) cause it changes people so
dramatically...people are going to be like, “You are ugly so, don’t be too much
yourself.” Think what to say, not to say. Um and so, and so yeah, I think sometime
people try and be something that they aren’t.

The pressure to create high levels of separation between the constructed online self
and the realities of their actual self for Tom meant that many people have become
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fabricated versions of themselves in order to gain social collateral and avoid potential
cyberbullying behaviours such as public shaming or harassment. Despite saying this,
Tom did not identify himself as constructing his presentation of self nor where his
actions deterred by this consequence. This was also the case for the participants who
were active users of Instagram, despite the afore-mentioned pressures.
Positive consequences of a constructed presentation of self were also revealed
by participants. For example, building alternative identities on sites in the form of
avatars or using a pseudonym was used by some participants as a way of creating
‘firewalls’ of visibility when presenting themselves. Generally, the participants used it
as a strategy to privately enjoy interests they felt others may judge them by or attack
them about. For example, Sasha identifies as gay to a select group of people both
online and offline. She had set up an ‘alternative’ identity on some SNSs to share her
interests and discuss issues she was facing. Using an alternative identity, Sasha stated
she felt “more free to be myself you know” without feeling that someone will
potentially mock or publicly judge her online.
Through the persona Mia uses as an artist, she explained how she has been
able to create an environment for herself where she has the freedom to voice her
opinions, discuss the challenges she faces as a young person and feel courageous to
post her art publicly. By Mia’s admission, she uses her pseudonym to ensure she is
shielded from personal criticism and negative attacks. She acknowledged, “It’s my
worst fear you know.” She described how people have attacked her, but nothing that
she felt “really upset about”. Mia explained why she thought this is the case:
Maybe the type of persona I have built makes it slightly more difficult for people to
cyberbully me than it might be to cyberbully your typical teenage girl who shows
more insecurities online…I think because I put out this tough arty vibe people will
sort of aren’t going to feel as inclined to try and like fuck with you as much because
they think, she’s sure of herself and she knows what’s going on.

It is this ‘firewall’ of visibility that Mia has created by placing a block between herself
and her art through her persona, which has seemingly protected her personally from a
deluge of cyberbullying and trolling attacks, as well as creating a safe space to express
herself publicly.
Mia’s negative experiences, unlike that of the other participants in the study,
107

are more magnified due to her large following. However, her explanation that
“showing more insecurities online” leaves you vulnerable to cyberbullying,
corresponds with Bella’s reflection of her cyberbullying experience when she was
younger. She stated:
I was a bit ridiculous when I was 14/15. I was really loud, and I was intense, and I’d
post a lot of crap. I also let people see me when I was down and feeling insecure.
People are going to get mean if you do that. That’s just how the world works – it’s
welcoming that kind of behaviour. So, I’d just say chill (laughs). Just keep it to
yourself a bit.

Bella’s point here is valuable to note, expressing why the participants may have felt
that the erection of such a buffer was necessary in the first place, and outlining the
consequences of a failure to do so.
Self-presentation on SNSs for the participants was not performed in a void.
Decisions about what content to display were situated in a context that was driven by
the space, social situation, and people. In mediated environments, technology helps
shape context, but technology alone does not define the context. For the participants,
their imagined audience was the most important factor in their decisions of how to
present themselves. Participants were concerned with who they thought should,
would, or could view their profiles. Importantly, the context in which they were
operating was shaped primarily by those they imagined to be their audience and how
they related to that group. These findings also reveal the challenges young people face
when using SNSs because of the need to incorporate youth focused community norms
into their lives whilst also trying to concurrently craft their personal identity.
The participants in this study typically target their profiles at their friends.
When asked to define their audience, the participants often focused in the interview
on who they thought should not be viewing their profile. By and large, the participants
emphasised that adults were not part of their intended audience. For example, when
asked whether she thought her parents should be using Snapchat, Jenna a 14-yearold from the regional focus group, responded emphatically, "No fucking way!" Other
participants were not as disparaging in their response, with most not commenting but
rather laughing or rolling their eyes indicating mock surprise that adults would be
engaged or interested in being on this site.
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Context collapse, a term coined by Marwick and boyd (2011), occurs when
people are forced to grapple simultaneously with otherwise unrelated social contexts
that are rooted in different norms and, seemingly, demand different social responses.
For example, now that Facebook has become multigenerational, the participants who
are friends with their parents on this site described how they regularly contend with
adults inadvertently being exposed to or involving themselves in their peer
engagement. For many this was an uncomfortable experience. The regional focus
group provided an example:
F: Like Mum and Dad and like aunties and uncles are on Facebook. So Yeah, I don’t
like going on Facebook much, so I don’t have to really talk to them there. Yeah
I: You don’t want them to see anything that you’re doing online?
Simultaneous response F: Kind of; M: Nah they just post weird stuff
I: What’s the type of weird stuff they post?
M: Um, it’s just embarrassing
F: Photos of you?
M: Yeah baby ones once
Collective Laughter
F: They like comment and stuff. Like if I post a photo with my friends, they would
comment on it.
M: And they use “lol” A LOT
F: Yeah, they try to be really funny or get it wrong
I: So do you reckon they’re just trying a bit too hard to be cool with you?
F: Yeah….and it’s not working
M: Trying too hard to be young again
Collective: Yeah (laughs)

This excerpt’s illustration is two-fold: the first highlights that on sites such as Facebook,
context collapse is seen as inevitable and accepted by the group, as demonstrated by
their continued, albeit limited, engagement with adults. The second is that context
collapse stops being acceptable and “just embarrassing” when adults incorrectly
engage. For example, engaging publicly by commenting or posting inappropriate
images that may conflict with the online image being conveyed, such as the baby
photos experience. The expectation by the group is that parents will incorrectly use
SNSs as demonstrated by their example of adults incorrectly using the abbreviation
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“lol”.
Despite this, it is seemingly acceptable for adults to be voyeuristic, if watching
from a distance, but not acceptable when attempts are made to publicly engage. What
this indicates is a desire for adults to be part of young people’s SNS use, however
engaging publicly is seemingly the trigger that makes context collapse untenable for
the participants. The fear of this response may also be contributing to a lack of trust
and unwillingness for adult engagement.
Despite a reticence for extensive context collapse on SNSs with important
adults in their lives, participants did discuss the need for adult audiences in some
cases. Despite Mia using a pseudonym for her popular SNS business as an artist, she
still experienced context collapse intensely with family and friends of her mother. She
explained:
M: Mum goes through my Instagram posts and looks through all of the comments,
so I have to be really careful what I post. If Mum wasn’t looking, I’d just be going all
out!
So, does this monitoring stop or embarrass you?
M: Mum’s always sussing me out, but you know she’s keeping me on track. All her
friends are following me as well, it’s really bad! (Laughs) I’m fine with that because
they don’t get involved in my life online, but I am pretty nervous that other adults
will get involved.
I: Does your mum or her friends comment publicly at all? You know like insert in a
conversation you’re having?
M: No not really. Mum will comment every now and then and say things like “clean
the bathroom” but they’re usually funny so I don’t mind. Yeah, mum’s a cool mum.

Mia’s attitude about what is acceptable and unacceptable behaviour when context
collapse occurs aligns with the regional group: don’t get involved publicly. However,
unlike the regional group, Mia could tangibly see the advantages of adult involvement,
as demonstrated by her acknowledgement that her mum helps stop her “going all out”
and “keeps her on track.” This illustrates how context collapse can be positive, if a
balance between allowing independent exploration and providing an appropriate level
of parental oversight can be struck. The power dynamics between Mia, her mother
and friends of her mother, are seemingly more equitable in nature due to this balance
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than the relationships alluded to in the regional group’s excerpt which also highlights
the challenges parents face. This finding supports Anderson’s (2016), notion that the
widespread adoption of various digital technologies by today’s young people has been
found to add “a modern wrinkle to the universal challenge of parenthood” (p.1).

5.4

Multiple interactions: friendships, family and like-minded groups
As illustrated in the sub-themes above, SNSs enable the participants to create

content and share experiences that are meaningful to them with a range of audiences.
It is these multiple groups that form part of the online communities the participants
felt they belonged to. These communities were found to inform their wellbeing and
sense of belonging. Paradoxically, these online communities were also found to be
sources of negative engagement and conflict, which will be discussed in more detail in
the following chapter.

5.4.1 Friendships
For the participants, using SNSs is a necessary part of social participation in
peer culture. While many of the participants may see their friends at school, in formal
or structured activities, or at each other's houses, SNSs seemed to support a much
more unstructured environment for them to engage with their peers. When explaining
their use of SNSs, a number of participants outlined the desire to engage primarily in
friendship-driven interactions, their motivations driven by social connection and a
sense of belonging. Bella’s response was typical:
Social connection would probably be the main reason I use social media. I mean
you get to meet so many people, through all of this, make new friends, you know
hang out with your peeps (friends)

Bella’s response aligns with Mia who said, “It’s so addictive, you can talk to your
friends a lot!”
SNSs were also used by some participants to positively expand their social
clique beyond their immediate physical surroundings. Rose explained the bene fits of
this:
You can come home from school, because obviously all my friends don't go to the
same school, you can come home and just talk to someone outside of school, like
say, you're sick of all your school friends, you come home and talk to other people
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or you can organize stuff, make a little group chat, organize to go out with your
friends or if you're feeling upset, can put up a status and then people will inbox
you, and you have someone to talk to. It's just stuff like that.

For Rose, connecting to friends on her SNSs after school, was an important way to
maintain close personal ties with friends she did not go to school with. It also allowed
her to maintain diverse friendship groups that are not determined by physical location
thus expanding her social cliques. Rose used her SNSs to negotiate and validate
identity, as demonstrated in her statement “if you're feeling upset, you can put up a
status and then people will inbox you, and you have someone to talk to.” She also uses
SNSs to engage in other friendship driven practice such as gossiping, supporting one
another when you’re “sick of all your school friends”. It also allows Rose to collaborate,
share information, joke, and engage in other healthy prosocial behaviour.
Rose’s experience provides an example of how young people use networked
publics to support peer socialisation (boyd, 2014; Ito et al., 2013). In doing so, they
recreate many of the complex social dynamics that play out wherever young people
gather. At the same time, technology introduces new structural forces that alter the
social dynamics. For example, Rose’s use of SNSs has altered her social dynamics
because of the way it has enabled her to extend her friendship groups in a meaningful
way.
The participants, in addition to making and maintaining friends offline, also use
SNSs to make online friends. Typical in the study was Tom who met online friends,
through friends, on his SNSs. He explained:
T: Yeah, it’s (SNS) great because it’s kind of immediate. To some extent we say
almost like you are having a bit of a hangout with someone straight away
I: So, you meet new people?
T: Yeah…it’s good too because you’re not just hanging out with friends from school
you know.

SNSs have extended Tom’s social circle past that of friends he engaged with offline, to
include online friends, a practice that is seemingly only sustainable on SNSs. Similar to
Rose’s experiences, Tom has extended his friendship group past his immediate circle of
peers. This also provides another example of the way the young people in the study
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didn’t seem to differentiate between online and offline friendship practices; they were
simply engaging in different spaces. When asked if he met any of his online friends
Tom said, “not really, unless there’s a party or something.” This aligns with Lenhart
and colleagues (2015), research that found relatively few digital friendships yield inperson friendships.
Conversely, online friendship practices were also found to have a less pleasant
side – one that includes conflict, disagreements and in some cases, cyberbullying. SNSs
play a role in these less happy elements of the participants’ friendships, both as a
source of and platform for, conflict. This will be expanded upon in the following
chapter.
While supporting many of the same practices, the structural differences
between online and offline ‘publics’ seemed to influence the social dynamics of peer
practices in unique ways. SNSs seemed to offer new ways of communicating that can
be both positive and negative, to support relationships, or to denigrate them. For
example, in terms of promoting prosocial behaviours, the cloak of semi-detachment
helps young people avoid the ‘awkwardness’ of a face to face social interaction
involving emotional vulnerability. Harry provided an example. He said:
I think it’s a good place that you can fix some problems quickly. When somebody
got a lot of problem, and they need help, they can just go and tag it and let you
know on Facebook. Then you can talk to them, tell them “just inbox me” and all
this. You don’t have to go and meet them tomorrow or whatever. It’s good that
way.

The immediacy of SNSs and the degree of separation, and in some cases, the
anonymity it affords communication was, for Harry, a primary reason why SNSs were
so integral in his life. This extract is only one example of the many he recounted in his
interview. SNSs allow Harry to be a friend in real time and play the role of supporter
and confidant virtually, something he identified with strongly when recounting this
story.
The inverse of this prosocial behaviour was the emergence of denigrating
cyberbullying behaviours also enabled by the separation and anonymity that SNSs
afford. The structural forces enabled using SNSs can alter peer social dynamics in a
negative way and manifest in cyberbullying experiences that can be both short lived
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and ongoing and, in some cases, re-appear years later. This will be discussed in more
detail in the following chapter.

5.4.2 Family
With parents now embracing SNSs, many of the participants explained how
they often feel they must defend the youth-centred communities they have created
for themselves against adult attempts at regulation or intrusion. The presence of their
parents and other adults in what were considered to be online youth-oriented zones
filled with their own values and norms, led to the participants attempting to segregate
their activities in the online sphere in the same way they do in the physical world. The
purpose of these attempts to secure intergenerational privacy can be found in the
previous section on the presentation of self: one presents oneself in a different fashion
to different audiences. Thus, a degree of separation allows the participants to present
one identity to their peers and another to those adults they engage with online. The
means by which the participants attempted to secure intergenerational privacy and
reduce context collapse varied widely and was dependent on a range of factors. In
some cases, these factors were principally influenced by cultural background and their
relationship with parents and other adult family members. Universal behaviours were
also identified with all participants seemingly united as young people against levels of
adult intergenerational intrusion in their search for autonomy.
CALD participants
Despite the strong family ties within the families of the CALD participants,
context collapse with parents did not appear to be very strongly apparent within these
communities. According to the participants, the principal factor behind this was their
parents’ low levels of digital literacy and lack of willingness to use SNSs. Sasha
recounted her experiences with her mother. She said:
I teach my Mum how to use Facebook because she always goes, “I know how to do
this.” In real life she’s “How do you do this? What is this? I want to like this. How do I
share this?” She’s only good with mouth, but not doing it.

Despite acceptance in playing the role of educator and an inadvertent
acknowledgment of Sasha as the ‘expert’ by her mother, Sasha expressed frustration
at her mother’s continued inability to increase her digital literacy. When asked how
this impacted on her willingness to let her mother engage with her online, Sasha
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revealed that not only did she not engage, but kept her use of SNSs a secret. She
explained:
S: My parents told me that I’m only allowed on Facebook, not any other social
media, but I have Snapchat, Instagram and Messenger. I have so many social media
sites!
I: How do you keep it a secret?
S: I told her I deleted my sites. She doesn’t know how to deactivate an account or
check.

Sasha’s reticence to disclose her online activities and keep them a secret aligned with
Harry’s experience with his mother. He stated:
Some adult don’t really know what their children are doing. Like my Mum, she
doesn’t know anything about all this. Our Mum doesn’t understand how to use
social media…sometimes we lie as well “We’re using this technology to study”. She
believes that, but that’s not what we’re actually doing.

Harry used his mother’s digital illiteracy to ensure context collapse did not occur.
Unlike Sasha, Harry did not attempt to educate his mother, rather choosing to take
advantage of this digital divide to ensure his online interactions stayed private.
However, when more technology literate relatives from their home countries
began to encroach upon their online sphere and engage with them on their SNSs, the
CALD participants explained that they were happy to engage openly with them on
certain SNSs. For example, Harry and Sasha talked extensively about how they used
Facebook to maintain ties with and, in some cases, develop social connections to their
home countries and family members they left behind. Harry recounted how Facebook
had enabled him to, not just verbally but also visually, connect with family by having
access to the Facetime and Messenger function on his smartphone. He explained:
I talk to family members overseas. It’s easier than going home and calling them on
the phone. This way is a bit easy. You can call them on Messenger and talk to them
and see them on Facetime…it’s quicker as well.

At the time of the interview, Harry was still learning English and acknowledged that he
was grappling with being in Australia, a country that is so different culturally from his
own. Being able to communicate in his language and see his relatives in real time
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helped Harry feel that he can maintain strong cultural ties. He also explained how he
liked using Facebook because of the immediacy of communication and the
convenience of being able to use his smartphone to talk with family rather than a
landline.
The benefits of Harry’s experience using SNSs to connect with family and his
culture abroad aligns with Sasha’s experiences, even though her motives to use SNSs
with family also include connecting with lost relatives. She said:
I have family members. I see them post some pictures of their families, because of
the war, a lot of family have to be splitting up and then going to different countries.
My dad’s side, they went to America, USA. My side, there’s people still in Thailand,
and from my mum’s side is mostly here.

Sasha’s description of how she used SNSs like that of Harry, includes family and her
wider cultural community. With their strong collectivistic norms, both Harry and Sasha
seem to rely on SNSs to establish tightly knit relationships and join family groups to
obtain a sense of belonging. Within this context, they are more active in and devoted
to finding family and interacting with them online compared with the Anglo-Saxon
participants who exhibited more individualistic norms. These participants were
seemingly more motivated, for example, to join and participate in SNSs to reconnect
with old friends and maintain a high degree of intimacy with their peer groups.
Aboriginal participants
In general, the Aboriginal participants were quite laissez-faire with regards to
context collapse. Their attempts to secure intergenerational privacy were thus muted
in comparison to the reaction of the other participants. For many of the Aboriginal
participants, family was an accepted and integrated component of many of the SNSs
they frequented, in particular Facebook. Rose’s explanation and sentiment was typical
for this group:
I’m friends with most of my family on Facebook. I use it a lot to stay in contact with
my aunties and cousins in South Australia. We also use it a lot to share stories you
know...it’s nice. Sometimes though we share too much and I find out things about
my cousins that I don’t want to know about! …..My Mum always knows what I’m
up to on Facebook anyways because my aunties dob me in (laughs)
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Like the experiences of Harry and Sasha, Rose did not seem overly concerned about
context collapse with family on Facebook. However, unlike the CALD participants,
despite Rose not being friends with her parents, she was friends with aunties and by
default, understood this meant her parents knew what she was doing on her SNSs. This
did not seem to concern Rose. This sentiment was in direct contrast to the CALD
participants’ active and purposeful lack of engagement with parents. Rather, the
inclusion of family on Rose’s feed seemed to reinforce her sense of belonging to her
immediate family and wider community as illustrated through her connections with a
range of family on her Facebook page. She was also comfortable to align her
presentation of self in a less constructed way as demonstrated in her inclusion of
family within her SNS community. This experience corresponds with all the Aboriginal
participants who spoke about how they use a variety of SNSs to connect with family
and did not generally feel the need to use different SNSs between groups. There was
one exception to this general sentiment which was their use of Snapchat.
Anglo-Saxon participants
The experiences of the Anglo-Saxon participants included family and parent
interactions with all explaining, that for them Facebook was the family SNS. However,
they were seemingly much more averse to and uncomfortable with context collapse
and worked hard to separate adults from their peer interactions. They were open
about the minimal direct engagement they have with older family members,
specifically parents. Many strategies were provided about how they maintained levels
of intergenerational privacy when context collapse occurred. For example, creating
multiple profiles on sites that they knew family and adults frequent such as Facebook,
coding their language and the use of emojis rather than writing to communicate were
common strategies on sites where context collapse occurred. A more detailed example
of this is provided in the following sub-section below.
Cross-cultural factors: maintaining privacy whilst being public
Despite differing levels of engagement with family between the groups, all
participants reported components of their online presence that included no
engagement with adults. For example, none of the participants were friends with their
parents or close adult relatives on Snapchat. If family members were on Snapchat, it
was always described by the participants as sharing stories and interacting with
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siblings or cousins. Eve recounted her experience:
I like when I'm texting my sister or my cousins because then we get to send stupid
snaps and stuff like that. It's nice. I can be myself.

Eve’s experience was not unique in the study. Snapchat for all of the participants was
seen as a youth centred SNS, a place to be themselves with close family (siblings and
cousins) and friends with no engagement with adults. This was cited as one of the main
reasons by many of the participants as to why this site was so attractive and popular
for them.
The importance of having a place they can call their own, away from parental
intrusion was a theme that was consistently raised and highlights the importance of
context. For example, Tom, when discussing why he loved Snapchat, said:
It’s more just like you know a youth thing, and so, and so you really know you're
getting your photos and what you’re in to out to the youth – people your age
basically.

Context mattered for Tom because he felt what he posts on these sites is genuinely
targeting his imagined audience: young people. His response indicates he found this
liberating. Not having to tailor his content due to context collapse with a perceived
adult audience, but rather, an audience that he feels understands where he’s coming
from and respect what he sees as unspoken social conventions, was important to him.
Without a shared sense of context, engaging online seemingly becomes burdensome
because content is having to be tailored to fit the imagined audience.
To ensure a level of intergenerational privacy when context collapse renders
this impossible, participants discussed a number of strategies used when adults try to
engage with them on the SNSs they deem to be private places. The participants’
engagement with SNSs operated not within a neutral space, but within a complex
multi-layered landscape of youth culture norms and practices. For example,
communication practices were revealed that included encoding content and using
memes, emojis and in-jokes in conversations that can be technically assessed but
whose meaning is rendered invisible to adults. This was cited as a way for the
participants to engage publicly on their SNSs whilst maintaining a sense of privacy.
The encoding is both universal and localised in nature and in many cases,
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transcended both the cultural background and gender of the participants. Many of the
participants shared knowledge about the universal language and meanings associated
with filters on Snapchat that have drifted across to Facebook and Instagram. For
example, if using the Snapchat dog filter in peer social interactions, its colloquial term is
the ‘hoe filter’ meaning you are identifying as a ‘hoe’ (whore) when you use it. When
asked if they believed adults understood the meaning of this filter, the participants
who talked about this negatively shook their heads. Eve’s response was typical:
E: It’s called the hoe filter
I: What is that?
E: There’s girls who their reputation on Instagram would have to be like a hoe
which most of the girls that use that filter like that.
I: Do you think adults know what that means?
A: Laughs. Noo
I: Why do you think that it’s a secret thing?
E: They do it to get boys, probably, yeah

Eve’s description and reasons for keeping it private from adults was common, with
most participants explaining they believed it was used by females to attract boys and
present themselves as sexually active or in some cases as a joke motivated by a desire
to gain attention. It was perceived to be a form of self-presentation that would be
misconstrued and regulated by adults if they understood the meaning associated with
the filter.
Several emojis were also described that were universally understood by the
participants but may seem contradictory to an adult. For example, Jenna explained, “If
you and be like racist, you can change the colour of the emojis” an act that was
deemed to signify racial vilification. Conversely, the Aboriginal participants used
different coloured emojis to promote their Aboriginality, an act that was deemed to be
acceptable behaviour. It seemed to be acceptable and understood by participants who
discussed it, for different races to use emojis to self-present their heritage but
unacceptable for other groups to use them and if they did, it was used negatively.
Encoding content to maintain privacy whilst being public was also found to
manifest in a localised context. Ellie, a 14-year-old Anglo-Saxon female in the regional
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group described a recent cyberbullying incident where a boy in the area was asking for
nudes from several girls concurrently across different schools in the area and then
sharing them with his friends, if a girl sent one. She recounted how some of the boys
created a meme of a snake encircling faces of the girls and the boy and sent it around
as a warning. She said:
So, everyone's like, like all this snake spray and, like snake repellent. And
everyone's like tagging everyone in it, and, on Facebook, and calling snake

Rather than confronting the offender directly to address the cyberbullying, the boys
addressed the problem and his inappropriate behaviour by visualising him as a snake
and publicly shaming him. In Ellie’s and the other participants in the regional focus
group opinion, the meme dealt with the issue and was encoded to ensure adult
intrusion was kept at bay and actively excluded. John a 15-year-old, CALD male in the
focus group, went on to explain:
Our parents and teachers didn’t understand what it all meant. It was done on
purpose that way.

The meme was visible enough to act as a warning to other girls and the wider
community about the malicious intent to cyberbully but vague enough to render the
negative interaction invisible or difficult to interpret for adults. Ellie and John’s account
is an example of how the power dynamics of a young person’s social world can change
dramatically in the online sphere. In the physical world, parents possess control,
authority and decision-making powers, while on SNSs, young people can redress this
power balance, and exert control over their social interaction. Ellie and John’s account
provides an example of how the participants have developed a set of covert strategies
to maintain control about how best to respond to a cyberbullying incident. By hiding
content in plain sight, the participants in this account engaged in a practice that boyd
(2010), coined “social steganography,” meaning hiding messages.

5.4.3 Like-minded groups
SNSs enable access to a broad range of topics, interests and different
perspectives. People can see and interact with others not only physically located in
their local communities but who are different to them. This means that young people
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can be exposed to new ideas and new people, not just in the abstract but through
direct intervention. For many of the participants, this function afforded by SNSs was an
enabler to connect with a larger community beyond their school and local community.
As noted previously, Rose and Tom provided examples of how SNSs can extend
friendship groups beyond school communities. The desire to find online like-minded
groups as an alternative channel for social connection and personal expression from
their offline local area, was also discussed by participants who self-identified as
different. For example, as noted previously, Sasha self-identified as gay. It was through
SNSs she found support networks that were wider than her localised community. She
said:
At school, I used to get bullied, being called names because I was dating a girl.
When I was like 13 as well. Started high school. I was like really fat, and then all
other boys were just calling me names and names. I would feel depressed and I
used to cut myself because of that… For gay people, especially Karan, it’s really
hard. They (Karan community) don’t believe in gay, and it’s not in their traditions.
It’s going to be half of those young people that is coming out to their parents. It’s
hard for them, especially Asian ones… Then my friends (on Minus1815) support me,
and there will always be there for me, and I feel the support.

Sasha’s description of how her cultural and religious background amplified her feelings
of isolation and difference with not only her peers at school but also her family and
culture, demonstrates the isolating impact that being different had on her offline
physical space. Using phrases such as, “I would feel depressed”, and her description of
resorting to cutting herself, evokes her feelings of sadness and helplessness
exacerbated by isolation, alienation and loss of dignity. SNSs allowed Sasha to find
wider support networks through Minus18 8, Australia's largest youth-led network
for gay, bi, lesbian and trans young people and find supportive networks when she was
being bullied, both offline and online. It is this virtual networked public that seemed to
be an integral support base for her, allowing her to find and interact with like-minded
people, and become part of a community.
Sasha’s engagement with this SNS also provided her with the chance to present
the kind of identity she felt could not be presented in other spaces. For example, she
8
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discussed how she felt confident to discuss personal topics, such as depression, self mutilation, and lesbian sexual desire. Sasha in the interview lamented her inability to
broach these kinds of issues in ofﬂine conversations with friends and family for fear of
social or parental reprisals. Given her age, it was also difficult to locate many physical
places where encounters with strangers regarding these topics would be possible or
safe. Consequently, she was grateful that SNSs provided a space to explore these
personal issues.

5.5

Conclusion
This chapter offers an IPA perspective on how young people are ‘Growing up

online’, illuminating their experiences, on their own terms and in their own words.
SNSs are an omnipresent component of youth culture and were found to be used by
the participants to partake and engage with their culture and to practice ways of being
within it. Participant accounts reveal how SNSs are incorporated into everyday life,
complicating some practices and reinforcing others. As they navigate SNSs, findings
reveal these online spaces are both stimulating and challenging because of the need to
incorporate youth focused community norms into their lives whilst concurrently trying
to craft a personal identity. Participants also concern themselves simultaneously with
how they appear to themselves and to their audiences. Through their interactions with
others and themselves, SNSs were also found to be sites to engage with communities
of choice. Despite the many positive opportunities outlined in this chapter, findings
revealed participants’ lived experiences included exposure to negative behaviours such
as cyberbullying. The following chapter will explore the second theme in the analyses
of this thesis, ‘Lifting the veil of silence: lived experiences of cyberbullying’ and its
associated sub-themes. This chapter will further probe the negative environment
around the participants’ SNS practices by examining their lived experiences and
perceptions of online risks pertaining to cyberbullying, inclusive of identification,
response and consequences.
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CHAPTER 6: LIFTING THE VEIL OF SILENCE: LIVED
EXPERIENCES OF CYBERBULLYNG

6.1

Introduction
This chapter examines participants’ perceptions of cyberbullying when using

SNSs and aims to provide context about the phenomenon of cyberbullying by giving
voice to the participants’ own experiences. Findings are presented from the
interpretative analysis of data related to the second theme, ‘Cyberbullying:
experiences and responses’ and associated sub-themes. The first sub-theme,
‘cyberbullying and SNSs’ describes how the networked publics that emerge out of SNSs
and the multimodality afforded by SNS functionality play a critical role in the way
cyberbullying is constructed in the participants’ lives. The second sub-theme,
‘cyberbullying: definitional issues’ showcases the complexity of participants’
perceptions of and attitudes towards cyberbullying on SNSs and addresses definitional
and identification issues surrounding the phenomenon of cyberbullying. The
interrelationship of cyberbullying roles is also examined. The third sub-theme, ‘types of
cyberbullying’ is examined in detail through an IPA lens. This involves examining
individual depictions of cyberbullying to develop a collective representation of the four
types of cyberbullying behaviours revealed in the study. The fourth sub-theme,
‘responses to cyberbullying’ outlines participant responses to this behaviour and is
organised into two broad categories: active and inactive. Participant justifications for
responses are also examined in this section. The final sub-theme of this chapter,
‘consequences of cyberbullying’ outlines participants’ personal experiences of the
consequences of cyberbullying and their perceptions of the inadvertent consequences
of adult responses to cyberbullying.

6.2

Cyberbullying and SNSs
Cyberbullying can, in theory, emerge without involving SNSs. However, it

became clear in the data that SNSs – and the networked publics that emerge out of
SNSs – play a critical role in how cyberbullying is constructed in the participants’ lives.
Cyberbullying plays out on and is enmeshed with the participants’ engagement with
123

SNSs. As such, it seems impossible to untangle cyberbullying from the networked
publics in which it operates. For example, the visibility and persistence of networked
publics on SNSs enable larger audiences to witness interpersonal conflict. In some
instances, this provided 'everyone' an unprecedented opportunity to attack and judge
without reflection. Leah provided an example:
This one girl, I think she had sex with two guys in the same weekend, and then one
guy found out and he posted her name and said all this bad stuff about her. There
were a fair few comments calling her names and people that agreed with the guy,
including her commenting…she was just saying it wasn’t true and just take down
that status and that kind of thing. I don’t think she was retaliating that much (in the
end)… A lot of people found out about it.

Leah’s account highlights how SNSs can be used as a public platform to air grievances
which can lead to cyberbullying behaviours due to responses from a wide audience.
Audience participation also seems to impact on distribution of content, increasing both
speed and breadth. In Leah’s example, this enabled a large cohort of others to attack
the female and amplify the levels of aggression aimed at her. The SNS platform also
enabled the female to retaliate within the group. However, heightened visibility of the
incident seemingly impacted her ability to defend herself, as implied by Leah’s
admission that the female stopped engaging in the online interactions. This account
also illustrates how the bullying criterion of repetition can be reconstructed on SNSs: a
single aggressive act can lead to an immense number of repetitions of the victimisation,
without continued contribution of the original perpetrator.
SNS functionality also ensures that cyberbullying can be conducted in
multimodal formats, with text, visual or video paths of attack available to perpetrators.
As noted in the previous chapter, participants used a range of formats, which enabled
encoding of content and obfuscation of meaning. This is seemingly done to maintain
privacy within friendship groups whilst being public, due to context collapse with
adults. However, using multimodal content was also found to be an effective vehicle to
intentionally cyberbully on SNSs without detection from adults. The primary reason for
this was to avoid intervention and punishment. Mia offered a youth perspective:
There’s a hundred ways you can hurt someone really, especially online because
you've got so many tools to deal with it. It's like you got this belt with all these
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different tools and you can just, you know, throw into the mix and start fucking
with someone!

The combination of multimodal formats to intentionally “hurt someone really” and
“start fucking with someone” is powerful and demonstrates how SNS platforms can be
used to amplify conflict and engage in cyberbullying behaviours. This finding aligns
with previous research that found in addition to text-based abuse there has been
signiﬁcant growth in using image and video content to cyberbully (Hinduja & Patchin,
2010; Seiler & Navarro, 2014a; Shariff, 2014).
Multimodal content in this thesis was found to be used with a more overtly
sinister and malicious intent to cause harm. Bella, when recounting an incident that
occurred when she was a 15-year-old, described how her peer group cyberbullied a
disabled classmate. Participating persons utilised and posted multimodal content to a
wide audience including photo-shopping an image of the disabled girl in her
wheelchair in outer space, text-based abuse and recording her speaking with the
intention to humiliate and attack. The specific details of this example will be discussed
in more detail further in the chapter.
In the previous chapter, Jenna also recounted her lived experience as a victim
of cyberbullying that included multimodal content on an SNS to attack her. In this
instance it was a combination of both written text and images. She said:
Well I’ve had rumours made up about me and jokes and things and it’s escalated on
the internet. People have tagged me in like really inappropriate things like there’d
be a picture of a dick and then a message like “Tag someone who would enjoy this.”

The multimodality of the post was considered by Jenna to be very effective in its
intended message: that Jenna was promiscuous. It was also shared to and by a wide
audience that extended past her networked publics to also include those of the
perpetrators. The messaging did not explicitly implicate Jenna as the intended victim,
however, the act of tagging her in the image implied this was who they were referring
to. It was these unspoken rules of youth engagement practices on SNSs that made it
difficult for outsiders to identify this as a direct cyberbullying attack against her. What
Bella and Jenna both described can fit into the definitional remit of cyberbullying due
to the intent to maliciously harm, and the obvious power imbalance it created. The
criterion of repetition was also met due to the viral nature of the content, as it was
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widely shared.
Moreover, to add complexity, text-based content on SNSs was also found to
contain layers of multimodality through the inclusion of symbols such as emojis, slang
and abbreviations. The regional focus group provided an example:
J: Like sometimes you can be having a normal conversation with someone, and
then they just say, “shut up”, and like they don’t mean it, but they don’t use emojis
and anything. So, people take it the wrong
way. M: Yeah (laughs)
J: And then it starts a fire…
F: Yeah
J: Emojis change everything

Symbols such as emojis were found to be able to rapidly shift the meaning of written
communication practices in negative ways. Certain emojis16 and abbreviations such as
LMFAO were found to have universal and mutually understood meanings.
Conversely, participants discussed how the meanings associated with written content
can also be localised, encoded specifically by region, school, classroom and friendship
settings, thus making them difficult for an outsider to decipher. This was further
illustrated by the regional focus groups’ description of the snake meme outlined in the
previous chapter on page 119 as being something only that group would understand.

6.3

Cyberbullying: definitional issues
Although scholars have examined different aspects of youth-related aggressive

behaviour over the past four decades, there is no universal definition of bullying.
Disagreement continues to exist, but many researchers and policymakers rely on the
early definition of bullying pioneered more than three decades ago by Swedish
psychologist Dan Olweus. He stated that bullying required unwanted aggressive
actions that are repeated over time and involve an imbalance of power between the
participants (1993). He argued that youth aggression was bullying when the situation
involved all three components: unwanted aggression, repetition and an imbalance of
power. However, the advent of technology has complicated how people view bullying
with many believing that technology simply offers a new site for bullying. As such,
16 The eggplant emoji is often used in online and text message conversations to represent male genitalia or

as a sexual innuendo.
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many definitions of cyberbullying incorporate the three components and include the
use of technology. One variant of this definition that effectively captures the present
zeitgeist defines cyberbullying as, “repeated and harmful interactions that are
purposefully hurtful, humiliating, threatening, and power-assertive, using electronic
equipment, such as mobile phones or the Internet” (Spears et al., 2011, p. 7). The use
of the term cyberbullying in this study reflects this definition.
The participants overall were found to have a generic understanding of the
commonly understood scholarly definition of cyberbullying. For example, when asked
to define cyberbullying, many of the participants generally identified cyberbullying as,
“bullying online.” Mia provided a more detailed explanation of how she defined
cyberbullying:
Because social media has become such a big part of my life and as I said, I don’t
even know how many hours I spend on it because I’m always on it. I think that
cyberbullying has almost become bullying because it is such a thing that is part of
me now. It’s like I talk online in the same way that I do in real life. I interact with
people online the same way I do in real life, just without the physical aspect. And
so, if somebody that was prone to bullying or someone people were going to bully,
it would be happening online, that would just be how it is. Do you know what I
mean? It’s just not really that different to me being online to how it is in real life. I
don’t even see it as a totally different aspect now, I just see it as bullying.

Mia’s explanation provides clear insight into how she viewed her online and offline
world as one, and as such, does not differentiate between cyberbullying and bullying.
Rather, online spaces are seen as simply another place for bullying behaviours to occur.
The blurring between online and offline experiences for young people is further
reinforced by Mia’s explanation that a propensity towards being a bully or
vulnerabilities to being bullied are an indicator towards a propensity to be a cyberbully
or being cyberbullied.
Within their description of an event most, but not all, also included the three
components outlined in Olweus’ definition of bullying: unwanted aggression, power
imbalance and repetition. The regional focus group provided an example:
J: Um, it’s just bullying online.
I: What do you mean?
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J: They just keep on doing it, and sometimes people don’t stop… they can make up
fake profiles and comment on your things.
I: Can you give me an example?
J: An example is if someone posts a picture and then they tag other people in it and
it’s always the same person just going on and commenting really mean stuff. And
yeah you obviously take it to heart because it’s like your profile and people can see
that and then they make fun of you
M: um like one person starts to cyberbully you and then like it keeps growing
J: Yeah, yeah
M: Then you end up having no friends and you’re just like ostracised and stuff like
that

This response by the regional focus group, although constructed collectively,
encapsulates the three criteria necessary for interpersonal conflict to be categorised as
cyberbullying. Malicious commenting and setting up fake profiles were viewed as acts
of unwanted aggression. Social isolation and an inability to stop the spread of
information provide an example of how, in their experience, SNSs can be used to
create asymmetrical relationships thus causing a power imbalance. Finally, repetition
was evident as demonstrated in J’s comment that they “just keep on doing it, and
sometimes people don’t stop….” This also indicates that repetition can come from a
number of sources due to the wide audiences SNSs enable.
Describing an incident or the feelings it evokes was a common way for the
participants to explain what they thought cyberbullying was without offering a precise
definition. Mia, expanding upon her above statement in the interview, stated:
M: Um, I guess being online and like being personally attacked, um or personally
attacking. I think it’s sort of the feeling of not being able to escape it. Obviously,
there are lots of different definitions for it actually. Me personally, I feel like when I
think about cyberbullying, it’s really sort of a trapping feeling and really like, um
claustrophobic.
I: Can you provide me with an example?
M: Like back in primary school or early high school when I was experiencing it a lot.
You know you go home from school and you’re at home and like you’re just there
and you’ve left school. You don’t need to deal with it until Monday or whatever and
you know maybe there’ll be some time in between this. And the people who have
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been bullying you may have calmed down. But then when the internet’s involved,
the people that have been bullying you have the foundation to be able to connect
with each other and bitch more and build up the anger more and more. So, it just
keeps going. They can also contact you, so you can’t ever really escape it.

Mia’s comments allude to the three dimensions of cyberbullying presented earlier:
unwanted aggressive acts, a power imbalance and repetition being necessary for
something to be labelled as cyberbullying. Mia’s description also provides a window of
insight into the social isolation and feelings of helplessness victims of cyberbullying can
face due to the unrelenting 24/7 capabilities that technology affords bullies.
Aligning with the regional groups’ above response, Mia also provided an
example of how SNSs impact on cyberbullying. Capabilities such as 24/7 access and the
wide audience afforded by SNSs can amplify the consequences of cyberbullying, as
demonstrated in her comment, “but then when the internet’s involved, the people
that have been bullying you have the foundation to be able to connect with each other
and bitch more and build up the anger more and more. So, it just keeps going.” Mia’s
explanation of how the perpetrator has a direct line of contact when SNSs are
involved, “they can also contact you, so you can’t ever really escape it” also highlights
how the inescapability of attack differentiates cyberbullying from bullying. It also
provides insight into how an imbalance of power can not only cause feelings of
powerlessness and vulnerability for the victim, but also makes it difficult to defend
oneself.
An added complexity in drawing a common understanding of the term
cyberbullying is that not all participants necessarily used the Olweus criteria of
repetition to evaluate whether something they witnessed or experienced was
cyberbullying. Repetition for instance, was not seen as an essential criterion if the
behaviours were deemed to be especially abhorrent. Bella provided an example when
discussing instances of hate speech18 she witnessed on SNSs:
100%! Any form of discrimination about people’s races is cyberbullying for me. It
doesn’t need to be prolonged racism, it can be just sitting there saying some real
racist, horrible stuff! Cause even that one thing can get to someone super hard
core.

From Bella’s perspective, discrimination concerning race that can offensively denigrate
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someone’s fundamental personal beliefs or identity, is cyberbullying. Her suggestion
that any form of discrimination can affect people immediately and therefore does not
have to be repeated, nor prolonged, indicates that for Bella the criteria of repetition
did not have to be present for an act of conflict to be categorised as cyberbullying.
Identifying this behaviour as cyberbullying, despite it being a one-off event, also
highlights how classifying an aggressive act as cyberbullying can be influenced by an
individual’s background, values and personal opinions. It was the severity of the
consequence that seemed to influence Bella’s classification of this incident as
cyberbullying, despite all three criteria not being present. It is influences such as,
“even that one thing” that seem to add complexity to finding a universal definition of
cyberbullying. In this case, it was unclear whether Bella understood that repetition in
the definition of cyberbullying does not have to include repeated behaviour from the
original perpetrator due to SNSs networked publics and their viral capabilities, or
whether she didn’t believe it was a necessary criterion for an incident to be classified
as cyberbullying.
Various cultural definitions and understandings of cyberbullying behaviour
were found in this study. Language barriers for example when attempting to elicit
participant understandings of how they define cyberbullying were identified. Harry had
problems translating the word cyberbullying when asked to define it, stating, “no,
never heard of it”. However, when provided with a definition and examples of
cyberbullying behaviours, Harry immediately provided personal examples of
experiencing cyberbullying that included all three criteria. Eve explained how she
preferred to use the term “yarn carting” rather than the word cyberbullying with
Aboriginal people. Eve explained how in her Aboriginal community she believed “yarn
carting” was more commonly understood by both young people and adults than the
word cyberbullying.

6.4

The continuum of online conflict
Examination of data described by participants’ experiences of online conflict

reveal differences. This gives rise to the further complicating factor that the
participants in this study did not uniformly view cyberbullying as a single monolithic
phenomenon. Further, they did not categorise all forms of conflict they experienced
when using SNSs as cyberbullying. Impacting on this complexity was participants’
130

perceptions that the word cyberbullying is often applied too broadly to capture the
nuances of youth online interpersonal conflict and peer aggression. Instead, the
participants felt the word cyberbullying is used as a blanket term by adults to label any
negative or aggressive act young people engage in, or experience, when using SNSs.
The regional focus group provided their perspective:
I: So how do you think adults define cyberbullying?
M: A lot differently to us
I: In what way?
M: They don’t understand the jokes. If you were to say something to your friend
they’re like “Oh that’s not very nice, that’s cyberbullying” but it’s not, it’s a joke
you know what I mean… plus they don’t understand because they didn’t have the
technology we have
F: Like I’ve told my Mum “Mum it’s gonna be inappropriate, but like you don’t
retaliate to it because it’s just silly, like, inside jokes and stuff”. That’s not
cyberbullying.
F: Yeah, like they take it all too serious.

This response by the group highlights the definitional disconnect the focus group felt
with adults. It is apparent that they believe adults have quite different perspectives
about interpersonal conflict, specifically cyberbullying, than they as young people do.
As discussed above, when participants described a situation involving
cyberbullying, they used the word more conservatively and in ways that are more
aligned with the scholarly definition. In addition, they described other types of
negative behaviours, which for them did not fit into the definitional scope of
cyberbullying. What was revealed was a series of complex behaviours of interpersonal
conflict experienced by participants when using SNSs.
Cyberbullying was found to be one element on a broad continuum of negative
online conflict behaviours, which also included less aggressive forms of interpersonal
conflict such as ‘attention seeking’ and ‘drama’. These are outlined in Figure 6.1 below.
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Figure 6.1: Continuum of online conflict

The continuum of online conflict was found to consist of a series of escalating
conflict driven behaviours that ranged from attention seeking on the lower end of the
spectrum, to cyberbullying on the other. Where each participant drew distinctions
between attention seeking, drama and cyberbullying varied. However, findings
revealed the most contentious distinction was the interplay between drama and
cyberbullying. Although most participants were able to articulate a standard definition
of cyberbullying, their understanding of online conflict was less clear. This was most
apparent when differentiating between drama and cyberbullying which was found in
many cases to be ambiguous with ill-defined borders, thus making it malleable, bidirectional and dependent on several underlying contextual factors, as outlined in
Figure 6.1.
Overarching this was the influence SNSs and their networked publics played in
how interpersonal conflict was categorised by the participants. It is important to
understand participant perceptions of the distinctions between these forms of online
conflict in order to be able to make a true distinction between cyberbullying and other
forms of interpersonal conflict. Participant explanations of what constitutes attention
seeking and drama behaviours, and the mitigating factors that seemingly blurred the
distinction between drama and cyberbullying, are thus explored in more detail.
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6.4.1 Attention seeking
The term attention seeking was used by the participants to describe negative
online behaviour that was propagated by one person in relation to themselves and was
not directed at any one person. Responses to attention seeking were found to be by
one or several people. For example, instances in the data described how someone will
post a picture of themselves or write ‘untrue’ posts, to garner attention or sympathy.
This ranged from boasting to comments about pretending to be engaged in selfdestructive behaviour. Tom provided an example of what he considered attention
seeking:
It's crazy what people put themselves through just for attention (cutting), people
want to be to liked, and have more people wanting to be around them, all that kind
of stuff…..but then being you know put down, but they didn’t really care because
they were like, “well chill it was all fake”…but then, then that was really bad,
because a lot of people who are actually going through depression, people who
saw their cuts are going to be like, “Oh you are just attention seeking”.

When describing attention seeking behaviour, Tom spoke dismissively about how
some of his peers would go to any length to attract sympathy and get attention.
The attention seeking behaviour, romanticising mental illness by pretending to cut
themselves, was in Tom’s mind, driven by a desire to increase status by
demonstrating their ‘edginess’. Tom went on to explain however when the truth was
revealed it was not positively received within his peer group. He said, “it backfired on
him because of the negative comments that he got.” Other inadvertent consequences
of this behaviour identified by Tom included, people’s inability to identify a genuine
cry for help, and the seriousness of incidents such as these being diluted.
Negative attention seeking behaviours such as the one described by Tom, were
also identified as a factor in an attention seeking incident shifting to drama along the
conflict continuum. Rose explained:
R: Some people just seek attention no matter how they get it.
I: Yeah and do you think they care if they get negative or positive attention?
R: Some of them probably want negative, they’re just bored or something. I’ve
seen a post; it would be like “I’m bored. I’m just looking for beef”. It’s so stupid.
I: Looking for beef? What does that mean, I’m looking for a fight or something?
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R: Yeah

This distinction between attention seeking behaviour and drama can be difficult for
outsiders to discern, but the principal difference that evolved in the data set is that
attention seeking behaviour is propagated by one person in relation to themselves,
and sometimes responded to by several. Drama is however, instigated by one person
against another, or several others, and involves active conflictual engagement
between equals.

6.4.2 Drama
Many participants did not use the word cyberbullying to describe numerous
types of conflictual behaviour they experience when using SNSs. For example, ‘bitchy’
comments, derogatory tagging, acts of exclusion, or deliberately enigmatic comments
overall were not classified as cyberbullying. These incidents were the most commonly
reported types of conflict experienced on SNSs and were labelled as drama by many of
the participants, rather than cyberbullying.
Overall, participants who described the phenomena of drama, did not consider
these behaviours warranted the label cyberbullying because of the perceived lack of
concerted malice involved. Rather it was viewed as an acceptable set of behaviours
regarding online conflict and was merely considered a part of young people’s life on
SNSs. Tom’s comment was typical:
Everyone, like everyone goes through a period where they just like drama, and
every teenager does that, they just love drama. They love getting into the fight, all
kinds of thing, and you always want to be noticed as well sometimes. A lot of
people do that because they are just like, “Hi, I'm here. Look at me. I'm in the fight
now.” Isn't that pretty cool, I'm a cool person.

Tom’s description frames drama as bidirectional, mutual and an acceptable form of
interpersonal conflict. It also highlights how young people can choose whether or not
to participate in drama, as opposed to cyberbullying, which is unidirectional and
involves a power imbalance. This forms an important distinction between
cyberbullying and drama; that is, for drama all involved parties are capable of
responding within the existing social framework, and it can be seen more as a conflict
between equals rather than as harassment from a stronger party to a more vulnerable
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one. Tom in his interview explained further:
It’s just how it goes. It’s basically like if you bring a gun to a gun fight, someone else
is going to bring one too.

Tom’s comment illuminates how drama relies on power equivocation. Unlike
cyberbullying, each party has the same tools that SNS use affords and the ability to
participate equally. The bullying criterion of power imbalance is missing. This could
suggest a reason why this type of interpersonal conflict is not classified as
cyberbullying. Tom’s first response also highlights how engaging in drama as a social
practice can be used to be popular and increase social status within peer groups as
demonstrated in his statement, “isn’t that pretty cool, I’m a cool person.”
Examples of drama provided by the participants in the data set ranged widely
and included other acts such as: posting what were referred to as “embarrassing”
videos and photos on their SNSs and the resulting fallout; conflicts that escalated into
public standoffs; relationship breakups and jealousies; jokes; and a vast array of
aggressive or passive–aggressive interactions between friends and enemies such as
revealing secrets or extending the online audience without permission. Many of these
online exchanges included interpersonal conflict between friends that was unpleasant
and aggressive, but they tended not to include the characteristics of cyberbullying such
as, unwanted aggression and a power imbalance. For instance, Mia provided an
example of her behaviour when she was in Grade 8 that she classified as drama. She
said:
M: We were more vacuous bitchy, sort of like simpering like, “oh you look nice” but
then we’d laugh about it online. You know what I mean? But no one would actually
say that we’d been cyberbullying them because we liked to play the all pious card
as well, we’re like angels. Um we weren’t evil or anything. We weren’t like proper
mean girls, but we were pretty shitty. We’d also start rumours, but it wasn’t really
cyberbullying I guess because it didn’t go on for that long, like it wasn’t a repetitive
thing.
I: So how did these things resolve themselves?
M: I dunno it just sort of died down. No one ever has to do anything really to
resolve it when it’s drama

Interpersonal conflict behaviours such as rumour spreading and “vacuous bitchy”
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behaviours conducted behind friend’s backs were typical examples provided by
participants. The outcome of Mia’s described incident just “dying down” and the
resultant need not to “do anything really to resolve it” seemed to influence Mia’s
decision to retrospectively label this incident as drama. This points to what she
understood to constitute a lack of serious consequences and intervention measures.
Interesting to note is the role of instigator Mia played in this example. Mia seemed
reluctant to label herself as a bully as demonstrated in her statement, “we weren’t
evil…we weren’t proper mean girls”, which also may have influenced her decision to
label the incident as drama rather than cyberbullying. Accepting the identity of
cyberbully potentially means Mia must label herself as a nasty person, which is not
compatible with the way she seemed to want to portray herself when interviewed.
The influence of role in determining what label to apply to an incident of interpersonal
conflict was a strong theme that emerged in the data set.
Multimodal content use was found in many types of interpersonal conflict that
were identified as drama by the participants. For instance, many explained how
pictures can be photo-shopped to create images aimed at ridiculing another or teasing.
The Aboriginal male regional focus group’s reasoning was typical when explaining why
they engaged in these types of practices, “it’s just done to have a laugh”. Moreover,
according to the general views of this group, this SNS practice was part of young
people’s SNS social norms and youth culture practices more generally. Examples such
as these did not seem to meet the scholarly definition of cyberbullying and were not
viewed by participants as such. Instead, they fitted within the participants’ definitional
remit of drama and again highlight the complexity of interpersonal conflict, specifically
discerning the blurred line between drama and cyberbullying. Interesting to note
again, like that of Mia’s example, the role of the participant in the episode seemed to
influence behaviour being classified as drama rather than cyberbullying. In both cases
these descriptions were provided from the lens of perpetrator and/or bystander,
rather than victim.

6.4.3 Blurred lines: cyberbullying and drama
Obfuscating identifying certain incidents of interpersonal conflict as
cyberbullying occurred even though most participants could articulate a standard
definition of cyberbullying. What this illustrated was that understandings of conflict
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were in reality less clear. For instance, although many participants described drama as
being a ‘normal’ part of their online life when using SNSs, deeper conversations
revealed many of these behaviours were hurtful and, in some instances, could be
classified as cyberbullying. Rather than using the scholarly definitional scope of
cyberbullying, participants were seemingly influenced by a range of contextual factors
that led to the incident being re-classified as drama. As Figure 6.1 shows, the
delineation was, for the most part, influenced by a combination of the participants’
perception of harmful behaviours and their social context, which for some resulted in
downplaying the severity of the conflict in the context of friendship groups. Gender,
age, shame and which side of the power imbalance they resided on (role) were also
found to be influencing underlying factors.
Firstly, the social context in which the conflict occurred was an important
factor. For instance, findings revealed a recurrent tendency to downplay the
seriousness of interpersonal conflict when using SNS in the context of friendship
groups. The most striking initial observation was participants’ perceived need to
classify negative incidents as drama rather than cyberbullying. Mia’s comment was
typical for many of the participants, “(cyberbullying) never happens in my social
group, it’s all just drama”.
Denial of cyberbullying was consistently found in the female participants’
accounts and less frequently found in male participants’ data sets. For example, nasty
or aggressive comments and derogatory tagging were generally downplayed by the
female participants as drama, rather than crossing into the realms of cyberbullying.
As the interviews progressed however, a consistent pattern of evidence
emerged to contradict participants’ claims that everybody in their friendship groups
got on well together. Most participants revealed that they had experienced varying
degrees of cyberbullying behaviours and were significantly more preoccupied with
peer inclusion and exclusion than they originally indicated. For instance, deeper
conversations revealed that many of these conflictual interactions between friends
had rapidly escalated from drama to cyberbullying and were incredibly hurtful. For
example, as the interview with Mia progressed, she opened up more about her
negative experiences with friends. She described when in year 8, she was jealous of
her best friend and spread rumour on SNSs about her giving a boy in the class a
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“hand-job” 9. The consequence was the destruction of their friendship and Mia being
ostracised from the group. When explaining why she thought this happened she said,
“they (other girls in the group) wanted to be top shit, um have attention and stuff, so
they started being really mean to me.” This account is an example of how aggressive
acts can be hidden behind the cloak of drama. In this case, Mia identified spreading
rumours as drama to escape the label of cyberbully. It also showcases how the
interchangeability of roles in a cyberbullying incident can shift rapidly. In this case Mia
could be classified as a bully-victim.
Bella also described how recently friends had left insulting remarks under one
of her Instagram selfies labelling her a slut and shared the content to a wider circle of
peers outside her school community. Provocative images posted when she was 15
years old were also re-circulated. She described the incident as “incredibly humiliating”
because of the perception she felt that males would think this was true.
The regional focus group also provided an example of how an incident of drama
can rapidly escalate to cyberbullying within friendship groups. They explained:
J(M): It’s like in general conversation, we’re not meaning to be mean…some people
wouldn’t call it nice, but like it’s the way we talk to one another. That goes on social
media and parents think it’s like a form of bullying, but it’s not.
I: Can you give me an example?
J(M): Like having a joke and stuff, you know joking around. But then sometimes one
thing leads to another and then like it actually starts becoming bullying.
I: What’s an example?
J(M): People always say “Ugh, you’re gay” It’s a joke but then some people take it
seriously.
J (F): Then they get called a sook, proper sook by everyone.
M: Yea, not many people in our school take it seriously so they don’t understand
how fucked up it can make you feel.

This example illustrates the complexity surrounding interpersonal conflict between
young people when using SNSs. As JM said “joking around” is a seemingly acceptable
A slang term to describe a sexual activity in which one person manually stimulates another's penis.
http://www.yourdictionary.com/hand-job

9
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form of conflict which to an outsider or to the victim may be misconstrued as a form of
serious aggression that warrants the title cyberbullying. The impact of the
communication being shared widely on SNSs also means that young people are
vulnerable to inadvertent attacks such as the one described by the regional group,
where the original intent of “joking around” shifts, albeit apparently unintentionally, to
one of malicious intent to harm by a wider audience within a networked public.
As a counter example, there was a tendency by some participants, not to
downplay the seriousness of cyberbullying within their friendship groups. In one such
incident, Eve’s close friend insulted her profile picture on Instagram with the comment
“so ugly”, which rapidly escalated into a series of nasty and ongoing comments from
other girls at her school. This behaviour also went across different SNSs (Snapchat and
Facebook) to a wider public audience with comments such as, "Go look at Eve's new
profile picture. How ugly is she?". Eve did not downplay the seriousness of the incident
and immediately identified her personal experience as cyberbullying, rather than
drama despite it initially happening within her close friendship group. It was unclear in
the data whether cultural factors or Eve’s role as victim were the primary reasons for
her choosing not to downplay the incident and label it as drama.
The age of the participant was a further factor influencing where on the
continuum of online conflict an incident was placed. The older participants viewed
cyberbullying as a middle-school issue associated with immaturity, childishness and
something they have outgrown. This seemed to influence their reluctance to label
their experiences of online conflict as cyberbullying. What became clear in the
interviews, however, is that hurtful behaviours and situations don’t disappear during
or after high school (Bella’s experience on pg. 138). Instead, the older participants
consistently reframed and labelled many of these situations as drama, and they used
words like “ridiculous,” “trivial” and “a normal part of life” to describe them. What was
unclear in the data was whether the participants chose to frame their experience of
online conflict as drama to avoid the more negative label of victim or bully. Accepting
these identities potentially means the participant must label themselves as being weak
or a nasty person, neither of which is compatible with the way young people may want
to identify themselves. Thus, framing a painful set of interactions as drama may be a
protective mechanism.
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Gender influencers were also identified. Generally, participants of both genders
displayed internalised commonly held beliefs about female environments on SNSs
being naturally “bitchy.” This, in turn, seemed to influence perceptions of whether
commonly identified types of indirect aggressive behaviours such as gossiping and
rumour spreading warranted the title drama or cyberbullying. Jenna’s comment in
relation to SNS “fights” she engages in or observed, “girls are just so bitchy, I hate it”,
seemed to indicate an acceptance that this type of behaviour was normal and brushed
off as being a female user experience. Similarly, many males defined indirect
aggression such as gossiping and spreading rumours as something that females do
frequently on SNSs. Comments such as, “Yea that’s a girl thing” by the regional
Aboriginal male focus group also indicates it is something males don’t engage in. This
group also labelled the behaviour as, “bitchy girl stuff” and did not define it as
cyberbullying. These findings align with research by Allen (2012), who found students
understood drama to be a social interaction that had a gendered component to it.
Despite this, indirect aggressive behaviours such as gossiping, and rumour
spreading were not found to be solely in the domain of the female participants. Many
of the males in extended conversations, admitted to engaging in this behaviour and
acknowledged it was a common form of interaction when using SNSs. However, the
male participants often chose to label this behaviour differently. For example, Tom
called this “pranking” or “having beef” rather than using the word “drama”.

6.5

Interrelationship of cyberbullying roles

Participants’ lived experience of cyberbullying included the roles of bully, victim
and bystander. Findings revealed the roles of bully, victim and bystander were not
discrete, permanent roles in cyberbullying, rather, a set of complex, interwoven
relationships that can shift and interchange rapidly. For instance, bully-victims are
those persons who bully others but are also bullied when using SNSs; instances of this
dualism were found in the study. For example, in the case of Mia’s Grade 8 experience
where she accused her friend of giving a boy a hand job and was then ostracised from
her friendship group, she moved from bully to victim in the one encounter. The
consequence was a loss of friendships and alienation from her peers. This
consequentially forced her to create her Instagram pseudonym and “stop hanging out
with losers.” Reflecting on this instance, Mia in her own reckoning believed the
140

encounter was a positive thing because it, “took the pressure off to want to portray
myself like the perfect doll and the prettiest one in the school and be more myself”.
However, at the time, she acknowledged it was a very painful experience that affected
her feelings of self-worth.
The role of bystander was also found to be highly related to the roles of victim
and perpetrator. For example, participants discussed how bystanders who forward illintentioned content on SNSs can be considered members of the bully group. Bella
outlined her experience of the interchangeability of roles in a cyberbullying incident,
where she moved from silent bystander to bully. She recounted her story:
I was involved by not saying anything and letting it happen. I was friends with these
complete gimps and they had nothing going on in their lives for them so they just
hated on everybody, I mean EVERYBODY! Everybody got made fun of, no one was
immune. And there was this one girl in a wheelchair who was super disabled, hands
flailing, weird voice etc. They just mercilessly made fun of her, not to her face but a
lot of imitations in the group and then a lot of photo shopping of her face on to like
wicked characters and like in outer space. Dumb shit. Someone recorded her giving
a speech about being blind at assembly and sent it to all of us in the group because
it was the worst poem ever and it wasn’t like… She was not a good person, that the
thing we justified it with. She’d said all these really bad transphobic and
homophobic things and so we’d be discriminating against you by not making fun of
you because we’d make fun of you if you weren’t disabled. But there was a lot of
sharing of videos and photos. She used to talk to me on Skype and I don’t even
know, like she’d talk to me and I wouldn’t really talk. She actually wasn’ t a bad
person, so I did feel really bad when I was talking to her but I dunno it was a really
peer pressured environment. It was like one of those looking back at it, moments
where oh my God I would never do that! It’s freaky impersonating a person in a
wheelchair who hasn’t any real friends, who has a really shitty life and you’re
sitting there making fun of them behind their back. So, if I hadn’t been friends with
those people, I don’t think I would have done what I did.

There were a number of influences that made it simple for Bella to interchange roles:
easy access and anonymity provided by technology. Peer group pressure was also
found to be a strong influencer. Technology enabled the group to publicly shame the
victim using multimodal content (photo-shopped images and written text-based
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abuse), recording events and utilising SNS networked publics by posting to a wide
audience. Bella’s account indicates this was done not only anonymously but also
without the girl’s knowledge, rather, “making fun of her behind her back.”
Bella’s story also showcases feelings of embarrassment and shame in her
behaviour both during and post event. However, regret did not manifest until she
interacted directly with the victim via Skype, thus forcing her to face the victim and
acknowledge that her actions were wrong. Lacking an alternative strategy, Bella felt
that she had no choice but to be involved and “go along with it.” Despite an
understanding of the negative impact it would have had on the victim if she had
known, fear of losing peer acceptance and status in the group motivated Bella to
purposefully ignore the severity of the event. This may help to explain why she initially
acted as a silent bystander then as the incident escalated, joined in and switched from
bystander to bully. She said:
It’s so crazy how skewed your perception is at that age and how easy it is for
someone to just grab you like a hunk of plasticine and push you into what they
want you to be. For you to subconsciously do that to yourself.

The peer pressure she described above and her desire to belong outweighed acting
and reporting the incident. In Bella’s words, it also resulted in her acting out of
character and being moulded “like a hunk of plasticine” to fit the norms of the group.
Bella also felt she reacted at the time because she was struggling with serious issues of
her own:
I felt isolated from everything, not just online stuff. You feel isolated from
everyone, isolated from yourself. I know I was anyway. I was just depressed and
weird and sad. I don’t think I knew I was depressed….so here was this group of
people that I felt were the only ones I could go to, so I really cut myself off from
everyone except for this friendship group.

Low feelings of self-worth contributed to Bella’s inability to intervene by helping the
girl who was bullied or to stay outside of the bullying situation. Curious to note that
this behaviour was also occurring within the friendship group. She said:
Even in the group we were mean. We used to call one of the girls in groups MW
which was short for moaning whale because she was so fat and annoying. Looking
back on it now I’d hate to think of the bullshit they were saying about me behind
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my back, because no doubt they were.

This comment points to a toxic environment where mistrust and power imbalances
resulted in conflict that included bullying. This environment, coupled with Bella’s
feelings of powerlessness and entrapment, may help to explain why her desire for peer
acceptance resulted in complicity in the incident despite feelings of regret and an
understanding that the behaviour was wrong.
Similarly, bystanders who receive or see ill-intentioned content circulating on
SNSs about their friends may consider themselves members of the victim group. It was
notable that all participants had, at various points of engagement with SNSs, played
the role of bystander in a cyberbullying episode. For many of the participants, they
chose to stay in their role by not responding and distancing themselves, or watching
the event play out from ‘afar’. For others, the interrelationship between the three
roles was complex and highly related to one another as demonstrated in Bella’s above
account.
Another striking finding regarding cyberbullying roles was an initial disjuncture
by many participants being reluctant to identify in any role other than bystander. It
was only as the interviews progressed that many of them began to reveal their own
first-hand experiences as victim or bully. Bella’s response was typical when deeper in
the conversation she identified as a victim. She said:
Yeah yeah there was all this shit said about me online. Shit I guess I was
cyberbullied

Feelings of embarrassment and shame about being labelled a victim and/or bully were
disclosed by Bella. This insight was also found to be a key consideration more broadly
by some participants whether to identify interpersonal conflict as drama or
cyberbullying. It may also help to explain the reticence to disclose the different roles
they had played in their lived experience of cyberbullying. This will be discussed
further in the response section of this chapter.
Conversely, findings revealed the female CALD and Aboriginal participants were
very willing to discuss their lived experiences of cyberbullying as both victim and
bystander immediately; they were seemingly unembarrassed to identify as a victim.
Eve’s comment was typical:
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I’ve been cyberbullied and a bystander. I’ve never attacked anyone though

Two participants, Bella and Tom self-identified as bullies. Initially they downplayed
their involvement and the seriousness of the online conflict. However, as the interview
progressed, they acknowledged the incident was cyberbullying and their experiences
included the role of bully. According to Tom, he used to cyberbully regularly in Grade 8
to accumulate social capital and maintain his status as the most popular male in his
year. His methods primarily included threats of physical violence if another male
challenged his authority, and the use of multimodal tools on SNSs, such as memes, to
belittle the challengers. Tom, retrospectively at 16 years, described this as
cyberbullying rather than drama because of the ongoing nature of the attacks and his
malicious intention to humiliate. Tom justified this behaviour by explaining he only
attacked “certain people like myself” and admitted that the behaviour was bidirectional, “it also happened to me, but you know not like really crazy type of thing.”
However, reflecting he believed he hid behind the cloak of drama rather than
acknowledging it was a form of cyberbullying at the time of the incident because of the
interpersonal nature of the attacks with the other males fighting back.
Bella identified herself as a bully in the incident with the disabled girl even
though she didn’t lead the attacks. She believed that by “going along with it” she
changed her role from bystander to bully. This was not a belief that was acknowledged
by the other participants when discussing their experiences as a bystander. Both Tom
and Bella, now older, expressed regret about their behaviour. Bella talked about what
she would do differently if she had her time again. She said:
I would have just tried to shut it down. I think I had said something at one time, but
they never would have listened, it was always the two of them against me. The sad
thing it just wasn’t just our group – it was the whole frikkin school. Like every group
did this except the goodie two shoes, boring ones. So, it was kinda hard as one
person who seems like the really lame weird kid sticking up for the really lame
disabled kid. When that many people are doing it, it gets weird and hard to stand
up. I don’t think I could have really done anything looking back. I would have
wanted to be the person who said something, but it just wouldn’t have happened.

Bella’s explanation contains contradictory statements. On the one hand she initially
stated that she “would have tried to shut it down”. However, this dissipates rapidly as
she reflected on the school environment, her feelings of inadequacy, low self -esteem
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at the time and the pressure she felt to fit in. This resulted in an acceptance that if she
had her time again, she couldn’t and wouldn’t have done anything differently, as
demonstrated by her statement, “I don’t think I could have really done anything
looking back.” Bella’s statement, “I would have wanted to be the person who said
something, but it just wouldn’t have happened” also highlights the navigational
complexity she faced at the time because as outlined in the previous chapter some of
the “work” of being an adolescent is to incorporate community norms into their lives
whilst concurrently trying to craft a personal identity (boyd, 2014). The community
norms here included acceptance of cyberbullying behaviours and the stigmatisation of
people who were different.

6.6

Types of cyberbullying

Despite ambiguity around different perceptions of online conflict being
identified as cyberbullying, there was consensus amongst all participants on
representative cases of cyberbullying. First, a commonly described behaviour
identified as cyberbullying was ‘social hacking.’20 Examples of this behaviour included
doctoring a victim’s profile, posting embarrassing statuses and attacking other people
while pretending to be the victim. Mia described a recent incident where someone had
made a fake account about her and posted naked photos of a similar looking girl to her
friends on Snapchat with the intent to coerce real nude images of Mia from them.
Before Mia realised this was going on and could tell everyone the account was fake,
some of her friends had forwarded naked images of Mia to the imposter, believing the
account was genuine. Mia outlined the consequences:
So, it was just embarrassing for everybody, really horrible. I still don’t know what
happened because you can’t report and have this stuff taken down on Snapchat.
So, this person was just like totally trying to ruin my reputation and my
relationships with people that I knew, and I couldn’t do anything about it.

The consequences for Mia included feelings of frustration and anger that her account
was used this way and helplessness that this SNS did not have adequate safeguards to
protect or assist her, leaving her vulnerable to attacks such as the one described.
Despite this, Mia was seemingly undeterred from continuing to use it because it
remained popular amongst her peers. This continued reliance on popular SNSs, despite
their limited ability to protect against attacks, places young people in a vulnerable
145

position with regard to cyberbullying.
In a similar vein, is the practice of creating a fake profile or page to
anonymously attack another person. The Aboriginal male focus group discussed a
recent hate page they had encountered, which they called a “gos page”21 that had
been set up specifically to anonymously spread derogatory rumours about particular
people and family groups in their local community. The consequence of the “gos
page” was an escalation of online abuse with people “always commenting stuff about
family and it just really upset them.” This torment also spread offline with people
“nearly getting bashed” over it. This is an example of how the lines between online
and offline can be blurred and can’t be simply delineated in some social interactions.
Second, racist or culturally bigoted comments that deliberately attack someone,
commonly known as hate speech, was identified as a type of cyberbullying. Interesting
to note, this was the type of cyberbullying that held the least amount of contention,
with all participants appearing noticeably clear about what constituted this type of
behaviour and stating their intolerance of it. Bella said:
There’s a lot of girls who are really racist for example they might post “I faked
tanned and now I’m black!” or like white girls saying, “Why can’t I say cracker!”
None of that stuff gets taken down and there’s a lot of racist black stuff on FB. It
only seems to get taken down if there’s big media coverage of it. Australia is super
rife with racism.

The Aboriginal male focus group also reported experiencing hate speech. One
participant described it as being, “bullied because of your colour”. The group discussed
at length the challenges some of them faced as light-skinned Aboriginal people and the
impact on their Aboriginal identity because of stereotyping. Jess explained:
A lot of people say, “Oh no, you’re not Aboriginal, you’re not black, you’re white”
and everything like that.

Jess’s experience of hate speech which challenged his authenticity as an Aboriginal
person because of his skin colour, was immediately deemed to be a form of
cyberbullying by the group. This experience aligned with Rose, who also experienced
similar attacks based on cultural background identity and a perceived inauthenticity
due to her pale skin and blonde hair. For Rose it was unacceptable behaviour and a
form of hate speech based on ignorance about Aboriginal culture. Rose defined her
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Aboriginality not by skin colour but by relationships. She said, “it’s about family,
something I’m proud of”.
Hate speech against other cultures was also found to be bi-directional. Roger
recounted an incident:
My cousin, she posted about picture of her brother saying “any girls want to get
with my brother? He’s single and no putrid whites’ comes” she said. Then a white
girl commented on her and said, “Oh what’s wrong with white girls?” Then she
said, “Oh yeah cause they’re putrid like even mutts” or something like that and
then she just ignored them.

Witnessing his Aboriginal cousins attacking the validity of interracial relationships with
Anglo-Saxon females warranted Roger to label this an example of hate speech.
Hate speech for some participants also included misogynistic commenting on
SNSs. Mia explained how she had personally encountered many examples of this on
her fabricated pseudonym Instagram account and about women more generally on her
SNSs. She said:
There’s lots of misogyny I guess and just hating women in general. Women are
always going to be attacked especially on social media because people want to see
them hurting and men want to see women on their knees, and you know getting
fucked up…it’s a dominating power trip thing. It’s like taking someone’s power
away and I think that’s one of the biggest motivators for men to be doing that.

From this excerpt, misogyny against women who ‘speak out’ and question the current
norms of behaviour about what constitutes unacceptable female behaviour, for Mia,
was a motivator for some men to cyberbully and troll22. By labelling herself as a
feminist and noting that some people “want to see her hurting” makes Mia more
vulnerable to attacks according to her comment and explanation.
The third agreed upon type of cyberbullying was public shaming Some
participants also labelled this type of cyberbullying as ‘outing’. Examples of this
phenomena included writing derogatory and aggressive comments on someone’s feed
that involved publicly criticising them and posting, sending or sharing pictures or videos
with the intent to embarrass. John from the regional focus group provided an
example:
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J: Two of my friends used to bully this girl posting personal comments all the time
on her feed. It wasn’t really serious, but she took it…yeah serious. And I didn’t get
in much trouble, but yeah.
I: What type of things were they doing?
J: Ah no…personal comments
I: Did she used to go out with one of them?
J: No, no. They were just on her because no one really liked her because…I dunno,
people just thought she was weird, so…..
I: Ah, so is that why they picked on her, cause she was different?
J: Yeah

In this account the perpetrators repeatedly posted publicly with the intent to
embarrass the girl, because from their perspective, she was “weird”. John’s statement,
“posting personal comments all the time,” implies the attacks were frequent and
occurred over a period. The obvious toll it took on the victim, as demonstrated in his
comment “but she took it serious” was also recognised, pointing to an inability to
defend herself. It is the inclusion of elements such as unwanted aggression, repetition
and a power imbalance that qualifies this incident of online conflict as a type of
cyberbullying. However, John’s interpretation that, “it wasn’t really serious” implies he
may have categorised the incident as drama. This demonstrates not only a lack of
awareness of the consequences prolonged and ongoing attacks can have on a victim,
but also limited empathy for the victim of the attacks.
Many incidents of public shaming identified in the data set were veiled behind
technology and youth terminology. The examples provided suggests the perpetrators,
in these cases hide either the full implications of their behaviour, or the entirety of
their behaviour. They did this by using more exclusive youth-centred SNSs such as
Snapchat where adults have minimal engagement, or multimodal formats (such as
encoding content by using image-based communication, such as the snake emojis from
the previous chapter). Mia offered a youth perspective on this phenomenon:
M: There's all these like online etiquette that like sort of is cyberbullying without
being directly bullying if that makes sense, like you can so easily really hurt
someone without doing something that an old person would see as being really
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hateful.
I: What's an example of that?
M: definitely like sneaky shit that you just say like ... It's like that sort of passive
aggressive online thing, you know what I mean? Like making comments about
certain things that aren't directed at someone, but you still know that it's there or
like sharing certain things that are going to hurt them in photos.

Mia’s account highlights the way public shaming can be conducted both indirectly or
covertly and directly or overtly. This point illustrates the damaging impact that indirect
vengeful comments about a person in the public domain can have because of the
element of anonymity it affords. It is also an example of the way multimodal practices
can amplify aggressive behaviours, such as degrading ways to point out the faults in
others. It also illustrates how the multimodality afforded via SNS can enable
cyberbullying to be hidden from outsiders such as adults.
Threatening physical and sexual harassment through online forums was also
described by participants as a type of cyberbullying. Examples included threatening to
physically hurt someone, outing someone through such practices as slut shaming, or
body shaming and unwanted sexting. Jileka described an everyday type of incident of
physical harassment:
J: There was some guys that are uploading photos of my little cousin and
threatening and saying that he is going to bash her and stuff and mainly swearing
on it.
I: How did you respond when you saw this happening?
J: I didn’t say anything… I just got mad.
I: How come?
J: Probably I would get in a fight when I go back (home)

The episode could warrant the label cyberbullying due to the repeated unwanted
aggressive attacks, the malicious intent to harm and an obvious power imbalance
against Jilenka’s younger cousin. Interesting to note, Jilenka’s response was to do
nothing rather than reporting to an adult or standing up to the attackers, because she
felt angry. Her strategy to not report the incident was because she felt she would
retaliate by “getting into a fight”. There was also seemingly a feeling of acceptance of
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this behaviour as indicated by Jilenka’s comment, “I didn’t say anything”.
Finally, sexual harassment including unwanted sexting or posting of other
sexual content was another form of malicious behaviour identified by all participants
as a type of cyberbullying. The regional focus group provided an example:
M: At my old school last year a girl sent nudes and people screen shot it and the
police found out.
I: What happened?
M: So yeah, she got her phone smashed and
stuff I: Yeah
M: Pretty epic
I: So, the boys receiving it, did they ask her for it, or did she send it to them?
M: Apparently, she got forced into it…but I don’t believe that
I: Do you think that was a form of cyberbullying when the boys took a…
M: Screenshot?
F: Harassment, Sexual harassment
M: It’s different with boys and girls. Say if a boy sent one, he’s a legend. If a girl
sends one, she’s a…
F: Slut
M: Yeah

Whilst sexting is not considered a cyberbullying act when it occurs between two
consenting individuals over the age of 16, when those images are shared with and by
others for the express purpose of harm without consent, it can be classified as
cyberbullying. Importantly, this behaviour enters a legal domain when images are used
to ruin another’s reputation. This interaction within the regional focus group highlights
the vulnerability of young people who can feel pressure to engage in this behaviour. It
also highlights issues of gender representation with behaviours and images. For
example, from the male’s perspective, a male is seen as a “legend” if they receive or
forward nudes, whilst a female warrants the title “slut” if they send nudes on SNSs.
Conversely, a female participant immediately identified this as a form of sexual
harassment. Despite a male participant in the focus group acknowledging that the
female was “forced into” sending the nudes, his response was to blame her rather
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than treat her as a victim. This was displayed in his apparent skepticism of her truth
telling, evident in the comment “but I don’t believe that”.

6.7

Responses to cyberbullying

In response to the second component of the sub-ordinate research question,
‘How do young people from different cultural backgrounds identify and respond to
cyberbullying?’ the study explored how the participants responded to cyberbullying
and their justifications. Close scrutiny of the data revealed two broad categories
related to responses to cyberbullying: taking action, and not reporting.

6.7.1 Taking action
Reported strategies for taking action when personally experiencing
cyberbullying either as the victim or as a bystander involved six main responses. These
behaviours included:
•

reporting the incident to the SNS

•

reporting the incident to an adult and/or their peers

•

deleting the feed on their site

•

leaving the group

•

if they knew the perpetrator, blocking them if they were the victim

While some participants discussed the merits of retaliation when both personally
experiencing and witnessing a cyberbullying incident, this was not a common
approach. More generally, siblings and peers but especially classmates who knew the
people involved and were familiar with the school context, were the people to whom
victims would most likely turn to for help and support. Examination of the data
revealed that the self-identified victims in this study were less likely to turn to an adult,
including parents and teachers. Importantly, they reported that they would go out of
their way to conceal the incident from adult intrusion. Instead they chose to involve
peers to find solutions or contact the SNS directly to block or report the offender.
Participants, when in the role of bystander, discussed several motivating
factors to taking action including when the person experiencing the cyberbullying
behaviours is their friend, and when they feel they have peer support to take action.
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Tom’s comment was typical:
Of course, if it’s my close friends I’ll do something

Rose also recounted feeling confident to take action when “my close friends and family
have been attacked” but also when a stranger was attacked on a topic she felt strongly
about, for example, “if it was racist”.
Knowing what to do and from whom they could trust to get help, also
motivated participants to take action. This was especially noted and looked upon
favorably by participants when the reporting act itself was likely to yield an
appropriate (or acceptable) response from adults that did not include judgement or
over-reaction. For example, Eve was directly targeted in a cyberbullying incident when
she was 13 years old. Eve included her mother and the principal of her school after her
own attempts to resolve the cyberbullying failed. Reporting the incident to adults was
a positive experience for her. She said:
E: I had just put a new profile picture up and then I was having stuff at school and a
girl commented, "So ugly,"
I: That's pretty nasty. You were saying it hurts you and that's understandable. How
else did it make you feel?
E: Angry.
I: Mm-hmm (affirmative).
E: Because I know that it's, personally for me, if you don't have anything good to
say, then don't say it at all. That's what I really think.
I: You were saying too that you blocked it. You responded by ignoring and then did
you block those people?
E: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Yeah.
I: Did you report it at all?
E: Not really, no.
I: Did you tell any adult about this stuff?
E: Yeah, my Mum.
I: Yeah, okay. What happened then? How did this all resolve itself?
E: She just said, "Don't worry about her. She's just jealous," and I said, "Yeah." She
said, "If you need to, take some time off it."
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I: Great. Was that your strategy? You just got off social media all together?
E: Yep.
I: Did you see that person in real life? Or was she in the same community?
E: She goes to my same school
I: How did you cope with that?
E: I ignored it… I just kept ignoring it and then I told my principal and we had a
meeting and it got resolved.
I: That's good. Do you think it was a good idea to get adults involved in that
environment? Do you reckon that helped you?
E: Mm-hmm (affirmative, nodding).

Eve’s experience is an example of how positive adult responses can build trust and be
beneficial for young people. In recounting her mother’s positive response, “If you need
to, take some time off it,” Eve revealed she felt included in the conversation about
how to deal with the cyberbullying and her voice was given legitimacy. She seemingly
felt empowered because her opinion mattered and was respected. The response of
the principal when this didn’t resolve the cyberbullying was also positively received
because she didn’t seemingly ignore nor dismiss Eve’s experience and was action
focused, by calling a meeting when the matter was brought to her attention. The
intervention strategies provided by the trusted adults in Eve’s life seemed to dictate
the positive outcome and resolve ongoing altercations against Eve.

6.7.2 Not Reporting and justifications
Despite examples of the participants talking about what would motivate them
to take action in the future, overwhelmingly, in their lived experience they were
reluctant to report cyberbullying. These findings align with previous research, which
found that young people are unwilling to report cyberbullying, especially to adults
(Gao et al., 2016; Huang & Chou, 2010; Li, 2007b). Drawing on participants’ accounts,
there were many justifications for this behaviour, many of which fall under the
classification of bystander entrapment (Salmivalli, 2010), and are explored below.
Firstly, a lack of awareness or an understanding of the negative effects of
cyberbullying seemed to influence participants’ decisions not to report an incident.
For instance, many of the participants reported feeling that when they were using
SNSs, cyberbullying and its effects posed minimal risk for them personally. Despite
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this, all participants had personally experienced cyberbullying when using SNSs,
albeit predominately in the role of bystander. The role they played seemed to
influence how they interpreted the severity or seriousness of an incident. For
example, when in the role of bystander many of the participants considered that the
cyberbullying “was no big deal” and therefore didn’t warrant reporting. Roger’s
comment was typical:
If it had nothing to do with me, I would probably ignore it. I would just look at it
and laugh.

Roger’s strategy of ignoring and laughing off the incident as a joke seems to
demonstrate his lack of understanding of the potential serious implications
cyberbullying may have for victims of attacks. Bella also provided an example. She said:
I’m in a group called Melbourne Gal Pals on FB which is a breeding ground for
ridiculousness! It’s a group of about 30,000 girls ranging from 11 through to 25 and
there’s a girl on there that posts a lot and she gets a lot of support, but she also
gets a large group kind of ganging up on her a bit. I’m sort of like…well you’re
asking for it a little bit. So, when I see that sort of stuff, I don’t really care about it
because you’re being a bit of a fuckwit!

Bella identified this incident as drama rather than cyberbullying. When pressed
further, Bella explained it was because the girl had broken the “unspoken rules”
surrounding SNS engagement. From Bella’s perspective, the negative attacks were
justified because the victim was, “asking for it a bit.” It seems high levels of
engagement can attract both positive and negative reactions. Bella’s response also
illustrates how the norms of SNSs seem to require social conformity and if broken, the
consequences can include negative attacks. Importantly, this seems to be an
acceptable form of punishment when drawing unwanted attention to yourself. Similar
to Roger’s experience, the role of bystander also seemed to provide Bella with a
degree of separation from the immediate and personal impact of the conflict. It was
this disconnection that seems to have influenced their lack of empathy toward the
victim and an unwillingness to understand the negative psychological consequences
some of these aggressive behaviours can cause.
Secondly, fear of getting into trouble and the uncertainty that accompanies it,
was found to be a strong barrier to taking action and reporting cyberbullying incidents.
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This fear manifested in connection to both peer and parent response. Fear of getting
into trouble with peers was identified as a distinct barrier to reporting and manifested
in a number of ways. For instance, the fear of online retribution by perpetrators and
becoming the next target, was a key influencer for not reporting when in bystander
and victim roles. John and Matt from the regional focus group explained:
J: If I try to stick up for my friends, the bully will start targeting me and then start
targeting my friends. It feels like no one has the guts anymore to stick up for their
friends.
M: And now like, when people get bullied, they’re too scared to tell someone,
because they think the bully is going to take it further.

Despite both John and Matt’s inference that cyberbullying is wrong and should be
stopped, the fear of becoming the next target, putting your friends at risk or
exacerbating the attacks outweighed reporting the incident. The severe personal and
social harm associated with being a target of cyberbullying has seemingly created an
environment where both bystanders and victims feel paralysed to take action for fear
of the possible consequences. It also points to the power that perpetrators hold over
both parties and highlights the indirect way bystanders can also feel cyberbullied. This
is seemingly in part due to the ease of access to a range of SNSs and the wide and
unintended audiences enabled by SNS networked publics. The functionality of SNSs,
pointed out earlier by Mia, can be used as a “toolkit” of weapons, making attacks both
unpredictable and overwhelming and therefore, not easily dealt with. Matt and John’s
experience aligned with Tom who said:
Sometimes you have to think for your safety as well, what can happen. Because I
think you know a lot of that kind of stuff can come back and bite you if you get
involved into someone else’s business...so 90% of the time if I see that kind of stuff
going on online, I just don’t really pay much attention to it. There’s not much you
can do anyway.

Tom’s belief that and this “kind of stuff can come back and bite you” if you “get
involved with someone else’s business” is a viewpoint supported by Matt and John. In
addition to feelings of fear about becoming the next target, Tom’s excerpt also
highlights the feelings of powerlessness and loss of agency bystanders can feel. When
he stated, “there’s really not much you can do” when witnessing cyberbullying, this
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points to feelings of helplessness about the influence bystanders can have. It also
points to an acceptance of cyberbullying on SNSs.
Ella’s justification for not getting involved when her close friend was
cyberbullied also highlights the insignificant value bystanders feel they can have. She
said:
Even if I do try to stand up for them it won’t make a difference anyway.

Ella also explained that by getting involved “you can fuel something that doesn’t need
to keep going on” and make matters worse.
Bella in her account when being part of the toxic friendship group that
cyberbullied a disabled girl, indicated acceptance of the inevitability of cyberbullying
behaviours when engaging with SNSs. This was her primary justification for not being
an active bystander in the incident. She said:
There is only so much that you can do, like it gets to this point that it’s going to
happen regardless. I think that’s how I was when I was younger.

Bella’s comment “it gets to the point it’s going to happen regardless” illustrates an
acceptance that, in her view, no matter what role she played, the incident still would
have unfolded and escalated to a type of cyberbullying. This reasoning was typically
reported by many of the study participants. Despite saying they would stand up for a
friend if witnessing cyberbullying, in practice, these findings indicate this may not
always be the case.
The fear of rejection from peers who may disapprove of bystander action was
also found to be a strong motivator for inaction. Bella explained when discussing being
involved in a friendship group that cyberbullied others:
I know this person is getting affected by the cyberbullying, or if they heard about it,
they would be, but it’s really fun to hang out with these friends and I don’t want to
be on their bad side. So, I don’t care.

The pressure to conform to peer group pressure seemed to outweigh taking a socially
proactive course of action for Bella. Indeed, many bystanders in this study were
seemingly ensnared in the ripple effects of cyberbullying as it manifested itself in
complex ways across SNS platforms and for long periods of time. The justifications
provided above also align with research findings by Campbell and colleagues (2017),
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that suggested bystanders to cyberbullying were most likely not to do anything or help
the person cyberbullied at the time.
The fear of adult responses was also found to be a strong barrier to taking
action and reporting cyberbullying incidents. Overwhelmingly, there was a reticence to
report cyberbullying to adults, specifically parents. Despite a small number of incidents
involving positive parental responses, for example Eve’s earlier account that involved
her mother and the school, most participants recounted negative adult responses to
cyberbullying. For instance, when I asked why they don’t report to parents, typical
comments included: “I don’t trust them” (Ella),” I don’t feel comfortable telling them”
(Sasha), “I don’t know how they’re going to respond” (Tom).
A key barrier to reporting was the assumption by participants that parental
response would automatically be punitive, regardless of the role the participant played
in the interpersonal conflict. A common example provided was removal of the device
by parents when they discovered a cyberbullying incident had occurred. Mia, when
recounting a cyberbullying incident in Grade 8 described the impact of her parent’s
response to remove her device. In Mia’s mind this response not only didn’t stop the
cyberbullying or protect her from further attacks, it also resulted in unintended
consequences due to the social isolation of not being able to access her SNS. She
explained:
If you don’t have the technology with you to check things it can build up in your
head even more. You don’t know what’s going on. There could be this whole land
of mystery that could be going on and unfolding, that you’re not aware of, and
then that builds up even more anxiety.

Mia felt isolating her from her online community resulted in escalating feelings of
paranoia and anxiety, and the consequences of this outweighed witnessing the attacks
against her. Mia attributed her parent’s punitive response to a number of factors
including: a lack of understanding about the nature of her social interactions, a
dismissive attitude to her opinion about how best to resolve an incident, and low
levels of digital literacy about SNSs. As the interview progressed Mia reflected on this
experience. She said:
Things you don’t know are scary and things that are hurting people that you love
and don’t understand are scary.
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Mia’s response reflects an understanding that her parent’s response may have been
borne out of ignorance and love for her, rather than her initial perception that it was
intentionally done to punish. She also said her parents, “would have been horrified you
know” had they known they had, albeit unwittingly, contributed to her experiences of
personal anxiety. However, despite recognition of the protective motivation displayed
towards her by her parents, the response did not appear to lessen the alienation Mia
felt, nor the feelings of frustration that her opinion was not considered legitimate. Like
Mia, the experience of reporting incidents of cyberbullying to parents, for many of the
participants included feelings of helplessness and frustration that their voice was
silenced. Bella said:
Adults have to realise that online and real life are pretty much the same thing now
and so you can’t think you have more power when you go online. You’re just going
to start more shit for your son or daughter!

The asymmetrical relationship between young people and adults, specifically parents,
is characterised by imbalances. The examples provided by Bella and Mia signify the
importance of decision-making power. It may also be a primary reason why
participants seemed reticent to report to adults when interpersonal conflict occurred
online.
Another factor that was identified as a barrier to reporting to adults was the
perception that parents had a low level of digital literacy and therefore would not
understand their lived experience of cyberbullying. When discussing adult attitudes to
technology Bella said:
Adults who don’t use technology a lot use the internet so differently to younger
people. So, I don’t think they have a strong idea about what kids are doing exactly
on the internet. They are just assuming they’re spending all their time getting hate
mail and stuff on an email (laughs).

Bella’s generalisation about the average adult’s aptitude and attitude to technology is
debatable. However, there was a widely held assumption by the participants that
adults don’t have “a strong idea” thus rendering them unable to comprehend the
nature of the issues faced by their children. This seemed to also signify the perception
that there was a lack of understanding by adults of the complexity of young people’s
social engagement with SNSs, thus reinforcing the idea that adult responses will be
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either inadequate or overblown.
Finally, the participants felt that even if their parents understood at some level
how their online sphere functioned, they failed to recognise the nuances of interpersonal conflict that occurred on SNSs. Rather than recognising the broad spectrum
of conflict that the participants engage in, the participants believed parents use the
word cyberbullying as a blanket term to label all conflict, and thus respond in an over
reactive and sometimes too aggressive manner. Harry’s comment was typical:
They don't understand the jokes, they don't know what it's about and that, they'll
think it's something real bad, and then they'll overreact about it.

For Harry, when he says, “they don’t know”, “they don’t understand”, “they think it’s
bad” his interpretation reveals the disconnect he feels about the matter of online
conflict with adults generally. These comments also suggest that according to Harry,
adults are unable to identify the nuances of interpersonal conflict situations and as a
result don’t know how to respond to them appropriately. This was further reinforced
by Bella who said:
They don’t understand that maybe their kid is getting a few bad messages a day but
hopefully you’ve educated them enough to know that it’s all good and the other 90%
of the time they’re playing games or on YouTube. They’re not just sitting there
getting a constant barrage of kill yourself! (Laughs)

Bella’s perception that adults pre-dominantly approach young people’s use of SNSs
from a default deficit position and view their experiences as being dangerous and
negative was typical in this study. For Bella, this has resulted in the perception that
adults are unable to see or embrace the positive things technology affords young
people. For some participants, the consequences of this generalisation about
interpersonal conflict led to a dilution of the seriousness of cyberbullying and
seemingly contributed to their reticence to report even serious and malicious
cyberbullying incidents to adults.
Despite a general feeling that adults are less than competent with technology,
there was still a desire expressed by participants to engage with adults and share their
online SNS practices. This was especially emphasised when discussing cyberbullying
and its effects. Caveats however were placed on this. For example, Mia in her account
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when talking about adults’ tendency to trivialise SNS use, stressed there is a place for
adults if they listen and respect. She said:
It’s hard to differentiate that as a teenager because when you’re a teenager
everything seems so important because you’re all stuck in your own little world you
know? The smallest thing, like if you miss out on a friend’s party for example it can
be the end of the frikkin world (laughs), like you’re ready to shoot up at school you
know what I mean (laughs). But I think there are definitely things parents need to
listen to their kids about when it comes to cyberbullying and they do need to take
seriously anything that could be detrimental to their kid’s social life or mental
health. You do need to listen and take it on board… there is a place for adults you
know, especially parents.

Despite the tendency to dramatize events and an acknowledgement of young people’s
self-absorption, Mia felt it was important for adults not to respond out of fear or to
dismiss or trivialise young people’s opinions when determining how to respond to
reported incidents of cyberbullying. Mia’s excerpt also illuminates that according to
many young people, adults are struggling to understand the complexity of
cyberbullying as a social phenomenon and, at the same time, underestimate the
importance of young people’s engagement with SNSs. Correspondingly, young people
do recognise there is a need for them to engage with adults online and that adults
have an important role to play when incidents of cyberbullying occur.
Finally, regardless of the role the participants played in the cyberbullying
experience, a common barrier to reporting were feelings of shame26. For example,
Tom identified feelings of shame about being identified as “weak” or “pathetic” and
the potential loss of status within his social group as a reason for not reporting.
Feelings of shame also manifested when directly involved in a cyberbullying
incident as the bystander or bully. When recounting her involvement in the
cyberbullying of the disabled girl in her class (p.141), Bella revealed the primary reason
why she didn’t report to her parents were feelings of shame. She said:
I definitely wouldn’t have wanted to tell them that I was doing that. I didn’t want to
be that person in their eyes… I was too close to it because I was involved and I
wouldn’t have wanted to tell Mum I was involved in that sort of shitty behaviour,
because I wasn’t shutting it down. It wasn’t how I was raised, that’s not what you
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do.

The desire to stay part of the group despite its toxicity, and by default engage
in antisocial peer pressured behaviours, outweighed doing “what was right” and
standing up to her friends by reporting the cyberbullying. Bella understood the latter
was something she had been raised to do by her parents, so to admit complicity and
involvement meant having to admit doing the wrong thing. By not reporting the
incident, Bella avoided disappointing her parents but also isolated herself from any
help and advice that her parents could have provided. Furthermore, the disjuncture
between Bella’s behaviour and her family’s expectations seemingly created conflict
between her actual and constructed self-presentation which may also help to explain
her behaviour at the time.
Language surrounding shame was also found to have cultural implications. The
concept of shame used by the Aboriginal participants was found to be broader than
the mainstream use of the word and extended to include embarrassment. Roger when
discussing cyberbullying on SNSs explained, why in his community, there is a reticence
to disclose being a victim of cyberbullying, specifically to family. He said:
Shamed. They've got friends who say not to tell anybody, or they’ll get bashed or
killed or something like that or they are just afraid like embarrassed to say they are
getting bullied.

Roger’s account highlights two things. Firstly, fear of physical retribution if you report
an incident is an experience that aligned with many of the male participants and is
seemingly interconnected with loss of status within male peer groups. Secondly,
shame for Roger also extended to embarrassment about the incident. Embarrassment
about family discovering they had been a victim of cyberbullying was only raised by the
Aboriginal male participants as a justification for not reporting. This finding aligns with
research by Leitner and Malcolm (2007), who also found the meaning of shame for
Aboriginal people extends to include embarrassment in certain situations and is
supported by research conducted by Vallance and Tchacos (2001), who found the
meaning of shame in an Aboriginal context is often due to attention or circumstances
rather than as the result of an action by oneself.
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6.8

Consequences of cyberbullying

The personal consequences of cyberbullying heralded many negative
psychological consequences for the participants. These included reported feelings of
anxiety, depression, low feelings of self-worth, social isolation and loneliness. To
illustrate this, Mia described the consequences of two cyberbullying incidents she
experienced at different points in time. The first excerpt follows the personal
consequences Mia experienced when attacked in Grade 8, as outlined on page 138.
She said:
When there's internet involved, the people that have been bullying you have a
foundation to be able to connect with each other on and bitch more and build up the
anger more and more. So, it just keeps going and it’s going to have heaps of things
on your post like kill yourself and that kind of stuff. It can start getting really
claustrophobic for that person, putting stress on them because you can't ever really
escape it and putting your phone down is not really an option either because then
you're just sitting there wondering what else is happening, you know.

Due to the 24/7 capabilities SNSs afford cyberbullying, Mia was unable to escape the
relentless attacks. This made her feel penned in and “claustrophobic” which seemed to
amplify her feeling anxious and stressed. Removing herself from the environment was
also not preferable, as outlined earlier. Either option from Mia’s perspective was not
positive and provides an example of how for young people it can be difficult to find a
feasible solution to cyberbullying attacks that don’t include serious personal
consequences.
Mia then recounted the personal consequences of the more recent
cyberbullying incident described earlier, which had resulted in her friends
inadvertently sharing her nudes with a stranger. She said:
It becomes even more crippling because you think like by now, my, you know, nudes
or whatever could have been spread throughout, you know, European pedophile
rings or whatever. Like you have no idea. It's just like all out of your hands. And
that's the thing because the internet is so vast. You never really know where
things are going, and you can't track things because it's like a huge tree with all
these different branches and they're just like going off everywhere.

The impact of this cyberbullying incident was not just restricted to Mia’s social
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interaction with her peers, as was the case in her earlier experience in Grade 8.
Instead, due to the networked publics on SNSs, this incident had extended to an
unintended audience and a loss of control of the distribution and use of her personal
images. Using the analogy of “a huge tree with all these different branches” to
describe the vastness of the internet, Mia’s account highlights how quickly and easily
images and personal content can be re-distributed and used without consent, thus
making the consequences of negative online experiences acute. Despite differences in
the social context for the two incidents, both have impacted negatively on Mia’s
mental well-being through the manifestation of anxiety and “crippling” thoughts that
she believed had negatively affected her self-esteem over time.
The impact of content being distributed to an unintended audience due to the
networked publics that are enabled by SNSs, was also explained within a regional
context. The Aboriginal regional focus group provided an example:
There was this girl in our school, like she got really embarrassed and moved town,
because one day she was at school and she really liked this guy and he wouldn’t go
out with her, or anything, and one day in the toilets, she grabbed a razor blade and
carved his initials into her arm. She put it online and then everyone teased her, and
that and then she moved.

This excerpt highlights how personal consequences, in addition to the psychological
impacts can result in physical ostracisation from community. Whilst recounting this
story the group laughed at the girl’s actions and her reason for posting this online was
considered ‘attention seeking’ behaviour. However, the negative reaction to this post,
ridiculing her actions by a wide audience, made it impossible for her to escape. It can
be argued that this incident included the three-criterion necessary for an incident to
be categorised as cyberbullying. Making a mistake and posting unwise images like this
on SNSs also highlights how the consequences can be severe and that young people
can be very dismissive, lacking empathy towards other people’s online behaviour. This
dismissive attitude aligns with Bella’s reaction to the Melbourne Gal Pals incident
described on page 154.
As described previously, many of the participants felt adults are struggling to
understand the complex social phenomenon of cyberbullying which they believed
impacts on how adults respond to incidents of online conflict. The damage that can be
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done, albeit unwittingly by adults, when they respond in a way that doesn’t consider
this complexity was found to result in unintended consequences such as social
isolation, depression and anxiety.
As outlined in Mia’s account, device removal was found to be problematic and
resulted in unintended consequences of anxiety and isolation. Unintended
consequences were also described when parents publicly responded on SNSs, for
example tagging and posting public comments on feeds. Mia provided an example:
I: Is that one of the worst things an adult can do, is start interacting online?
M: Oh Yea, growing up that was one of the cringiest things about having an online
fight between friends when you were younger in Year 7 and 8 a Mum would
comment like ‘Don’t talk to my daughter that way!” It must be so tempting for
parents to want to get involved because online is so foreign and they’re being
protective like ‘don’t hurt my baby!’ However, this is the STRICTEST no that I can
say!
I: Why?
M: Well you wouldn’t go up to your kid’s mates in the school and say ‘Don’t hurt
my baby’ so don’t do it online. Adults have to realise that online and real life are
pretty much the same thing now and so you can’t think you have more power
when you go online. You’re just going to start more shit for your son/daughter.

Mia’s account highlights how youth cultural norms consider online and offline rules of
engagement as indistinct from one another. Adults failure to adhere to these practices
can result in unintended negative consequences within peer circles and impact on
youth’s status.
Sam from the regional focus group also provided an example. He described
witnessing an incident where a group of males were giving “beef” (drama) to one of his
friends online. His friend’s parent publicly responded, posting a message chastising the
“attackers” and tagging his son which extended the audience to a larger, more public
group. From Sam’s perspective, the consequences of the public response by the parent
inflamed the “beef” (drama) and shifted it to an act of cyberbullying because,
“everyone started hanging shit on him then for being a mummy’s boy and it got pretty
bad.” The following day at school, a physical altercation occurred between Sam’s
friend and some of the online audience. Sam believed the response by the bullied boy’s
164

parent was the root cause of the physical attack that occurred the next day at school.
Both examples demonstrate how a person who does not understand the social
norms of SNSs can rapidly shift an incident of drama and influence its re-classification
to cyberbullying. Responding appropriately is seemingly the key. When I asked what
could have been done differently by the parent, the regional group suggested two
strategies. Firstly, rather than responding so quickly, the parent could have listened to
his son to understand the social context and if he still felt he had to respond, private
messaging would have been more effective. Secondly, talking offline with his son and
giving advice on how to address conflict was suggested. Mia also provided advice:
Just never do anything publicly, that’s a terrible idea.

Tom also stated public parental intervention on SNSs was “the worst thing a parent
could do” and likened the consequences to “social suicide”. When pressed further as
to what he meant by that he laughed, doing a prayer like gesture over his chest and
stated, “RIP (rest in peace), I wish you well”, implying that the person was dead
socially.
Conversely, despite many examples provided by the participants of adult
responses that resulted in negative consequences, examples were provided that
involved more positive consequences due to adult intervention. Eve’s experience as
outlined previously, where she involved her mother and the school when being
personally attacked online, highlights how the consequence of positive adult responses
can result in early detection and effective intervention to stop cyberbullying. A further
pro-social consequence of parent and teacher intervention in this example was to
mitigate its negative psychological impact on Eve’s self-esteem and resilience both on
and offline. Mia also felt there was a place for adult assistance. She said:
Contact by parents can be an ok thing I think depending on the age. I think
sometimes that can be a good thing to do because kids can get so swept up in
bullying and they don’t even realise they’re doing it but if you get the parent
involved it can be sort of a good thing.

These findings align with participants’ beliefs outlined on page 145 that there is an
opportunity for adults to help young people navigate the complicated interpersonal
dynamics and social challenges they face when using SNSs. This is particularly
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important within the context of early detection and intervention which potentially
provides an opportunity to mitigate the severity of interpersonal conflict and peer
aggression. The importance of, and need for, prosocial adult intervention was further
supported by Eve’s experience of friends who didn’t report. Eve explained why:
When it’s all secretive they start to get very depressed. They started carrying on
their feed as well…I think it’s very frustrating for a friend to see it.

Eve’s account, like that of Mia, highlights that for some participants, there was a strong
understanding of the severe psychological consequences cyberbullying can have. This
excerpt also alludes to an acceptance from Eve that she does not have the requisite
skill set to really assist a victim of cyberbullying. This suggests there is a role for adults
as the ‘expert’ on SNSs to provide guidance and assistance to support victims of
cyberbullying. However, it is the way this guidance and support is executed that is
seemingly the key.

6.9

Conclusion

This chapter aimed to provide context to important and evolving conversations
about cyberbullying by giving voice to the participants’ own experiences. This study
found that although the definition of cyberbullying incorporates the three criteria of
intent to harm, repetition and a power imbalance, for the participants, their
perception of what constituted cyberbullying behaviours was influenced by a number
of factors, the most predominant being social context. Despite ambiguity around
different perceptions of online conflict being identified as cyberbullying there was
consensus amongst all participants on representative cases of cyberbullying including,
hacking, hate speech, public shaming and physical and sexual harassment. Many of the
incidents contained more than one form of cyberbullying and few exemplified
precisely textbook definitions. However, a key finding that emerged consistently is that
cyberbullying is a phenomenon that is part of the participants SNS experiences and is a
complex social and interpersonal form of severe online conflict, involving other people
and relationships.
Impacting on this complexity is the participants’ perception that the word
cyberbullying is often applied too broadly to capture the nuances of youth online
interpersonal conflict and peer aggression. Instead, cyberbullying is one element on a
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complex spectrum of interpersonal conflict that also includes ‘attention seeking’ and
‘drama’.
Findings also reveal, that when adults reframe every interpersonal conflict as
cyberbullying and respond with severe intervention measures, they may lose a
valuable opportunity to help young people navigate the complicated interpersonal
dynamics and social challenges they face when using SNSs. This is particularly
important within the context of early detection and intervention which potentially
provides an opportunity to mitigate the severity of interpersonal conflict and peer
aggression.
The diversity of responses provided in the data indicates that a generalisation
about how best to respond is not sufficient in instances of cyberbullying. Rather an
individual approach is required, one which considers the levels of trust the young
person has with an adult, the complexity of the cyberbullying behaviours and the social
context in which it is placed. The participants’ extracts also highlight the sense of
morality, ethics and logic they are applying in their decision-making about how not to
act or report, and the dilemma they feel about their role in their experiences of
cyberbullying episodes. The final analytic chapter explores how SNSs can be used to
educate and raise awareness of cyberbullying with young people and provide cultural
context to cyberbullying education programs. The lived experience of five participants
who took part in the design and development of an online cyberbullying education
program with myself post interviews is also discussed.
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CHAPTER 7: CYBERBULLYING: SNSs EDUCATIONAL
IMPACT

7.1

Introduction
Thus far, this thesis has established a broad context in theme one, ‘Growing up

online’ outlining youth SNS participation and practice and highlighting the complexities
of their involvement with, and use of, SNSs. The involvedness of their online
interactions was found to have both positive and negative implications on their lives.
Cultural nuances were also found to impact on interactions or ways of relating with
others. The previous chapter explored theme two, ‘Lifting the veil of silence: lived
experiences of cyberbullying’ and described the way youth from culturally diverse
backgrounds identify and respond to the complex social phenomenon of cyberbullying.
It also illuminated the limited way youth share with adults their experiences of
cyberbullying. This chapter considers the final theme, ‘SNSs in educational settings’
and how SNSs can be used to educate and raise awareness of cyberbullying with young
people and provide cultural context to cyberbullying education programs.

7.2

The role of SNSs as a learning environment
SNSs have been found to be effective learning environments in both formal

school-based and informal out-of-school settings. Within formal school-based learning
environments, SNSs have been used by teachers as an effective tool to make
classroom-based learning more engaging, relevant and culturally diverse (Dooley et al.,
2016; Martin et al., 2018; Ng and Wong 2013). This was also evident in this study.
Examples provided by participants included virtual homework groups or the use of
SNSs to communicate with the teacher on coursework. For example, Roger discussed
how he used SNSs for homework, “when I’m at school, the teacher usually lets us use
Facebook to talk about group projects”.
This study also illuminates the intertwined ways in which young people’s SNS
practices include engaging with multiple types of digital media as a feature of their
informal learning. Bella provided an example:
I think it is amazing!! (social media) and I think it’s built me as a photographer, as a
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designer, as a writer being able to access all of those things so looking at pictures
on Instagram that are really nice or watching little movies on YouTube.

Bella uses SNSs to enhance her skill set in creative ventures such as photography,
designing and writing. When she uses the words, “it’s built me” she is alluding to how
she uses SNSs as a site of informal learning to not only inspire her creativity but also
teach her current ways to present this content that aligns with the norms of the SNSs
she uses. The diversity of practices was also illuminated in Tom’s earlier description in
chapter 5 of the way he uses Snapchat and Instagram to not only socialise with friends
but also create content that he shares online.
Importantly, because SNSs demand interaction and dialogue, findings revealed
the participants were also collaboratively developing their abilities in personal
expression and dialogue, in handling disagreement and critically questioning decisions.
Bella explained further in the interview how she uses SNSs to educate and self -present
on issues that were difficult to disclose in offline spaces. She said:
Instagram and Tumblr especially really educated me on things that I might not have
come across. So I was already a feminist before Tumblr but Tumblr really (and I
know it sounds really lame because there’s the whole stereotype of the Tumblr
SJW RADICAL FEMINIST) It does have so much good information on there and I did
really learn a lot through it and it made me a much better feminist and it made it
easier for me to decide which view I did and didn’t want to be a part of, you know
because there is that HUGE range of views there.

Using SNSs has allowed Bella to expand her awareness of the variety of ways to express
her feminist identity. In this instance, Bella saw her self- presentation as even more
representative of her ‘real’ or actual self than her offline presentation. Bella uses her
SNSs to explore ways to present public versions of herself that may be stiﬂed—for
various reasons—in other settings. Bella’s experience aligns with findings described in
Chapter 5, where SNSs were being used by participants as sites to learn innovative
ways of being participants in civic and democratic processes, communicating on a
simultaneous and ongoing basis with others, finding out about things and exploring
who they are.
SNSs were found to also be a place to educate others. Rose described herself as
a proud young Aboriginal woman who is often mistaken as white due to her light169

coloured skin and blonde hair. She explained how she uses SNSs to educate people
about Aboriginal culture. She said:
If someone says, "Abo," or Aboriginal people are "brown," or something, I usually
will just try and educate them, instead of attacking them or getting really upset
about it. I'll just tell them and usually they're like, "Oh, I didn't know that" stuff like
that.

Rose admitted she was very shy offline but felt confident to deal with inadvertent
racism by educating others about her culture when using SNSs. Rose’s approach to
educate rather than “attacking” or “getting really upset” she explained had also been
successful with the people she engaged with online. Especially during adolescence,
when the social ramiﬁcations for speech and symbolic behaviour can be severe in most
ofﬂine spaces, Rose’s experience provides an example of how online spaces can
provide relatively safe opportunities for young people to navigate and learn how to be
authentic in their self-presentation practices, even when it conﬂicts with or departs
from their ‘everyday’ self. Indeed, it seems that SNSs can provide young people with
somewhat protected spaces for reconﬁguring actual, possible, and ideal selves in
various arrangements, all of which are central to their self-image.
Both Bella and Rose’s experiences align with research by Stern (2008),
examining youth online authorship that found in later adolescence, young people
become preoccupied with their futures, their religious and political beliefs and their
standards for behaviour. She found, expressing oneself online becomes a way for
young people to explore their beliefs, values and self-perceptions, and thereby helps
them grapple with their sense of identity. As outlined in Chapter 5, young people are
expected to handle these complexities across a range of SNS settings and be able to
shape and refashion often complex aspects of identity within structural parameters
that are not up to individual selection.
As we have also seen in Chapters 5 and 6, SNSs and the networked publics that
emerge out of SNSs, also impact on youth practices by enabling severe negative
interactions such as cyberbullying to occur. Findings show these negative interactions
are a common component of youths’ lived experience of SNS, and that there is an
unwilling acceptance of these behaviours. It is evident from examples provided in
previous chapters, there are clear limits to participants’ ability to develop skills in
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identification, response, resilience and reflection about cyberbullying on their own.
This deficit in learning was identified by all participants, as was the desire for skill
acquisition. Mia provided an explanation:
There are definitely heaps of kids out there looking for help and some sort of, you
know, advice to help them out and how to deal with things when they don’t know
how to.

Mia’s observation was typical in this study, and the role of education and provision of
support networks in countering cyberbullying was seen as key. Bella’s suggestion of
how cyberbullying should be addressed aligns with Mia’s perspective that education is
required to build resilience and skills in tackling cyberbullying. She explained:
There’s always going to be bullies and bad stuff so the best think we can do is
create support networks that work and support people who are going through it.
You know people have been scrawling stuff on walls and now they’re doing it on
Facebook’s walls. So, basically there is a lot of mean stuff out there and it’s really
about learning how you choose to deal with it and navigate through it.

Bella’s account also touches on the acceptance young people seem to have that
bullying and cyberbullying is part of their lived experience. The definition of resilience
used in this study is based upon the concept of young people managing, rather than
eradicating the situation and involves cognitive, affective and behavioural processes
that become personal strategies of resilience. When focusing on how young people
“choose” to deal with cyberbullying and “navigate through it”, Bella implies building
resilience in young people is a vital component of cyberbullying programs.
Aggressive behaviour such cyberbullying is also not necessarily seen as a
completely unique phenomenon for the participants’ generation. Bella demonstrated
insight that historically, bullying is a human behaviour that cannot be completely
eradicated and these experiences may have simply moved to a new medium, as
demonstrated in her statement, “You know people have been scrawling stuff on walls
and now they’re doing it on Facebook’s walls”. This is an important consideration to
note because it signals some commonality between generations and that the
disconnect young people feel with adults, as outlined in previous chapters, may not be
as deep a chasm as indicated by participants.
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7.3

Current experiences of cyberbullying education programs
A further intention of this study was that the research would investigate how

SNSs can be used to educate and raise awareness of cyberbullying with young people
and provide cultural context to cyberbullying intervention and education programs.
Despite SNSs being viewed as a legitimate site for learning, and acknowledgement that
there is a need for cyberbullying education, no participant at the time of interview had
seen a cyberbullying education program on their SNSs.
The primary learning environment about cyberbullying for the participants in
this study was school based, with some participants describing websites as a secondary
learning environment. Participants’ experiences of cyberbullying education programs
were perceived to be effective in raising awareness of cyberbullying but ineffective in
reducing cyberbullying behaviours on SNSs. Participants provided examples of
prevention and intervention materials, including websites containing strategies and
classroom curriculum, which have been developed to help youth, parents, and
teachers address cyberbullying. For the most part, one-off prevention programs
conducted annually in school assemblies or through software programs to increase
students’ knowledge about cyberbullying and its effects on the victims, were
described. Generally, these school-based approaches to cyberbullying were considered
disconnected from the lived experiences of cyberbullying on SNSs for young people
and therefore not something they identified with. Bella’s account of her experience of
a cyberbullying education program at school was typical:
B: It needs to be addressed in a different way, like done in a slightly more real-life
appeal to the kids than done in the lame way that was done when I was in school.
I: What do you mean by lame?
B: We watched a few videos in the hall and it was really basic and more of a joke. It
kinda made cyberbullying more appealing to us. I remember watching four really
bad videos in assembly. No one wants to be in the assembly, and we’re forced to
watch this stupid video and the ground is hard and I’m really bored and I’m not
even listening to it. The popular kids would be laughing so I was thinking even if I
wanted to go and speak to someone about this, I’m definitely not going to now!

Bella’s experience highlights several factors, all of which seemingly impacted on her
motivation and ability to engage and learn. Bella was hindered by the learning
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environment, and the content and pedagogical approach did not resonate. She was
also influenced by other learners’ responses and her own social anxieties. The content
for Bella was also not seen as relevant and engaging for learners such as herself,
growing up in the digital age. When she used the words “really basic” and “really bad”
it points to a disconnection between Bella’s perceived sophisticated everyday learning
experiences when using technology and her perceived patronising and inauthentic
school-based learning experience surrounding cyberbullying education. This
disconnect in turn seemed to affect Bella’s ability to identify the purpose of learning
and motivation to engage.
Bella’s described negative experiences of the school-based approach also
resulted in students sabotaging the desired learning outcomes. This was a common
finding in the study. Bella’s experience of the “popular kids” laughing throughout the
cyberbullying presentation can be interpreted in a number of ways. Firstly, it indicates
some young peoples’ perceptions that current attempts to address cyberbullying via
education programs in formal learning environments is of little value. Secondly, it
suggests that to increase ones’ status among peers you need to join the “popular kids”
in their dismissiveness of such programs. The culmination of unrelatable content and
traditional pedagogical approaches provides influential youth an opportunity to create
a parallel informal learning environment which seems counter to the adult-led learning
intention of the formal school-based approach. In the example provided, the
seriousness of cyberbullying was diluted and in Bella’s words seen as “more of a joke”
thus “kinda ma(king) cyberbullying more appealing to us.” Failure to join the “popular
kids” can also seemingly result in reputational damage and peer exclusion from this
youth-led culture. Importantly, the culmination of ineffectual formal school-based
learning environments and influential youth can significantly impact student reporting
of cyberbullying.
These two learning environments are at odds with one another, with the adult
led learning environment seemingly having little, if no, influence. The presence of dual
learning environments was common in this study and reinforces the influence of
youth-based learning environments in determining norms around acceptable and
unacceptable online behaviours, rather than attempts made by adults. Bella’s account
also outlines the consequences of a failure to share ownership of the problem of
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cyberbullying via knowledge exchange and deliver cyberbullying content that is not
relevant to school contexts and culture. It also speaks to challenges of how to develop
and deliver cyberbullying educational resources that can influence youth online
behaviours in a positive and inclusive manner. A key missing component in the
education programs described in the study is youth agency.

7.4

Youth perspectives on future cyberbullying educational
approaches
Study participants overwhelmingly argued for the inclusion of youth agency in

the design, development and implementation of future cyberbullying resources and
strategies. Their primary reasoning was a belief that young people are the repository
of experience-based knowledge about cyberbullying, rather than adults. To further
support participants’ beliefs, as demonstrated in Bella’s above account, lack of youth
perspectives in current cyberbullying programs was cited as the primary reason they
were viewed as ineffective. The corpus of data on participant perspectives on future
cyberbullying educational approaches is categorised under three main themes: 1)
learning environment; 2) pedagogy and the role of the educator and 3) content. All
three components were deemed essential when considering future cyberbullying
educational programs to ensure they are relatable, relevant and engaging for a
culturally diverse, youth-based audience.
Findings in this study reveal the impact of the learning environment was a key
consideration in the success of future cyberbullying programs. A key aim of this study
was to explore whether SNSs can be positively used as a learning environment to
educate youth and raise awareness of cyberbullying. Participants in this study
generated mixed responses to this question. Some participants indicated that SNSs can
play an important role in raising awareness and educating young people about
cyberbullying. Leah’s response for this group was typical:
Yeah, that’s the best place to run it because we’re all online you know.

The popularity of SNSs points to them being a logical place to raise awareness of
cyberbullying and build skills to counter cyberbullying behaviours.
Online learning environments were also identified as having the potential to
provide a safe and private means to educate oneself about cyberbullying. Bella
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explained why she felt online learning environments and support services were
important in the context of cyberbullying. She stated:
You always want to feel like somebody’s kinda been through what you’ve been
through or has some advice that speaks to you directly. When you’re in that kind of
state, like when you’ve been cyberbullied, you feel like you’re really alone. But if
you can find someone online who is saying this does get better, here’s some help
for you, here’s the resources, here’s the place you can go to talk to people about it.
It makes things seem more manageable.

In the context of Bella’s description of someone experiencing cyberbullying as a victim,
the internet provides opportunities to self-select information about cyberbullying and
support services that they can relate to, feel safe engaging with, and learn from. This is
also an example of how young people’s evolving digital practices can increase youth
agency through self-selection of online resources. As Bella explains, when young
people are vulnerable and “feeling really alone”, the ability to find confidential support
services and a safe learning environment are important considerations.
Despite the positives outlined above, other participants expressed misgivings
about the effectiveness of an online cyberbullying education program piquing enough
interest to be noticed and engaged with. Mia provided an explanation:
Like I doubt kids are going to be really posting it, well guys, look at this educational
material. Like for example, it’s not going to do a thing when they just want to post
sexy pics of themselves.

Mia’s belief about SNSs limited capacity as an effective learning environment can be
interpreted in several ways. Firstly, it indicates some young peoples’ perceptions that
the role of SNSs does not extend to be a place of learning. Therefore, engaging with
educational resources on topics such as cyberbullying may not be a priority when using
SNSs. Secondly, it suggests that to maintain ones’ status among peers it may be
reputationally detrimental to publicly endorse a cyberbullying educational program.
This was further expanded upon by Tom. He explained:
T: That’s why people won’t share a lot of things even though a lot of people want
them to… they don’t want to because they don’t want to be painted like that.
I: What do you mean?
T: They don’t want to be seen as weak or being involved in something like
175

cyberbullying or knowing that kind of stuff.

Tom’s reticence that SNSs would be an effective place to run a cyberbullying
educational program centres on engagement and the norms associated with SNS self presentation practices. The associated negative stigma of being connected with
cyberbullying in Tom’s mind includes all roles: victim, perpetrator and bystander. His
comment that even “knowing that kind of stuff” has a negative connotation and
implies that stigmatisation also extends to more general understandings of
cyberbullying. Tom and Mia reinforce earlier findings that SNS self-presentation
practices are interconnected with social status, power and identity within youth-based
groups. In this case, cyberbullying has low status value. Therefore, to be associated
with cyberbullying is detrimental to young people’s standing within their peer groups
and as such, poses a reputational risk.
Despite identified problems in current cyberbullying educational approaches,
there was broad agreement among participants that formal school-based learning
environments are places in which systematic training and development in identifying
cyberbullying, and effective responses for all roles (victim, perpetrator, bystander)
could occur. Two main reasons emerged: firstly, school is compulsory; and secondly,
educational programs can be delivered to large cohorts of students with consistent
messaging in ways that online, informal learning cannot do. Leah’s comment was
typical:
I think school will be the main place to look at cyberbullying resources because it’s
compulsory.

School based learning environments also offer opportunities for face-to-face
engagement. This was considered an important consideration as Tom explained:
I still think it’s important that people talk face to face about all this. I think talks
sometimes get to people better because you know, social media is still social
media.

In his elaboration of the practices he believes are necessary for effective cybersafety
education, Tom highlights an understanding that face-to-face engagement between
teachers and students is required for intersubjective meaning making of cyberbullying
to occur. In this case, “talks”, in the form of conversations indicates participatory
176

interaction in the construction of knowledge about cyberbullying. Conversations imply
students will be actively encouraged to contribute and extend the knowledge base
with teachers in what could be portrayed as an equitable, shared, learning
environment. Tom’s comments, “because you know, social media is still social media”,
reinforces earlier comments by him and Mia about the limitations of using SNSs in
isolation as a learning environment about cyberbullying. This reaction also infers it may
be more productive to talk personally about serious issues such as cyberbullying than
be caught up in the probable distractions of SNSs.
Findings point to the assertion that the best way to counter cruel and negative
behaviours is by combining cyberbullying education in both school and the social
settings where young people engage, such as SNSs. Despite the identified barriers
outlined, most participants agreed that there was potential for SNSs to be an effective
learning environment to raise awareness and educate young people about
cyberbullying, if used in conjunction with a school-based education program. Mia’s
response was typical. She explained:
But there are still ways you can use social media to get your message out. Like in
schools they can really show it and then you know at home they’ll look at it (on
their SNS) and all that kind of thing. Yeah. I think school will be the main place to
look at the campaign because it’s compulsory.

Mia reinforces the logistical advantages of running cyberbullying education programs
in schools: reach and scale. Mia also provides further insight into how the use of SNSs
can enrich and enhance the ways young people disseminate cybersafety information
via these informal settings thus enabling young people opportunities to learn privately
without fear of retribution in a class-based learning environment. This alludes to SNSs
being seen as effective platforms to promote and raise awareness but not to publicly
engage on.
The duality of both formal and informal learning environments may also be
particularly important for less confident young people who do not participate as much
in formal school-based learning environments. For example, some participants
reported feeling not only self-conscious discussing their feelings and lived experiences
of cyberbullying at school, but also unsafe, fearful of the consequences of disclosing
information in a public setting. This was true even for the participants who had not
177

personally been a victim of cyberbullying. Findings also revealed that even if the
participant was confident when interviewed, they reported external factors such as
conflict on SNSs created anxiety, making it hard for them to engage in the schoolbased learning environment.
For school-based learning environments to be successful, it was apparent that
for participants, relationships and trust are pivotal in attempting to scaffold their
learning. In particular, their relationships with teachers and peers. During interviews,
the nature of those relationships was highlighted as participants discussed their
experiences of cyberbullying educational programs. What emerged from the
interviews is that many of the participants felt there were limited opportunities for
learning that enabled intersubjective meaning making of cyberbullying both between
peers and with adults, such as teachers. In this context, pedagogical approaches and
the role of the educator were discussed.
As noted above, the predominant experience of school-based programs were
one-off programs conducted in assemblies with large cohorts of students. For many
participants, these programs were conducted by an adult ‘outsider’ presenting, rather
than a teacher. These learning environments provided little opportunity to examine
the complexities surrounding cyberbullying and the localised nuances that exist from a
youth perspective.
Subsequent to Bella’s description of her personal negative experiences of
cyberbullying education at school, she provided suggestions of alternative approaches
that could be taken by schools to support a more conducive learning environment. She
stated:
I think smaller groups would be helpful and get them early – Grade 6 and 7.
Twelve-year-olds are really into social media these days crazily so. If you go and
speak to them like they’re an adult about real life stuff that happens, you’ll get cut
through.

Bella’s suggestion of how to engage students within a cyberbullying context, centres
on the importance of trust and relationship building, and a desire for a more equitable
relationship with teachers. Her suggestion of small group teaching has merit given
participants’ desire for learning opportunities that include discussion and
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conversations about cyberbullying with adults and peers. Bella’s suggestion of when
to engage with young people about cyberbullying also points to the potential benefits
of focused education efforts in the transition period between primary and secondary
school.
Pedagogical approaches such as small group teaching also align with
participants’ desire for schools to shift towards an emphasis on building social and
emotional competencies and strength-based solutions, which recognise the social and
educational benefits of technologies. Tom explained the benefits of this approach. He
stated:
If you show the positives with the negatives peoples are going to think twice with
the negatives…if you said oh these are positive things about the internet and social
media, look we’re on your side…but like really here are the negatives as well so
don’t forget these ones as well.

The strength-based approach represents a paradigm shift—a movement away from a
deficit-based mindset toward young people’s SNS practices. As Tom’s statement
implies, cultural insights into the way young people want to interact online is also
required to build a trusting learning environment that fosters resilience building.
Taking a more balanced approach, intersubjective meaning making of youth’s negative
uses of SNSs can be achieved to ensure students engage with cyberbullying programs
and build resilience rather than just use ‘survival’ strategies. This more balanced
approach, that incorporates both positive and negative youth experiences of SNSs, was
also advocated for in the context of effective cyberbullying content and will be
discussed in more detail below.
In addition to discussing pedagogic approaches that could be taken by teachers
in classroom settings and their role as facilitator, participants spoke extensively about
who else may be best positioned to deliver cyberbullying educational programs.
Several suggestions were made that centred on the desire to authentically incorporate
youth agency. For example, some participants argued cyberbullying programs would
be most effective if delivered by people their own age, thus centrally positioning young
people as the expert. Rose explained:
I: Do you think it would be better to have a younger person speak to you about
cyberbullying?
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R: Yeah definitely. The way we talk to one another, it would work better than just
having an adult yeah.

The belief that delivery would be more relatable and have credibility if delivered
by someone who has lived experiences of current SNS practices was also shared
by Jenna. She stated:
J: I feel like a lot of kids would feel a lot more comfortable like sharing their stories
and…it’s like their experiences, not adults.
I: Why?
J: Because we’re all gonna see it or do it, like we’re all on social media.

Both Rose and Jenna voice their preference for an educator who is immediately
relatable and someone they can identify with. This level of relatability implies that an
educator’s role in establishing rapport, building confidence and increasing
participation within the context of cyberbullying programs, would be more effective if
delivered by a young person. Additionally, when Rose and Jenna refer to “the way we
talk to one another” and “sharing their stories”, they are describing a learning
environment where students are provided authentic opportunities to contribute and
extend the knowledge base about cyberbullying through dialogue and discussion. As
noted earlier in the chapter, the lack of student agency in existing cyberbullying
programs affected participants’ perceptions of ownership, accessibility, and
engagement. It has also seemingly influenced perceptions of who is best placed to
deliver cyberbullying programs. Both Rose and Jenna’s perceptions about the benefits
of youth educators also highlights how difficult it is for adults, such as teachers, to be
seen as credible.
Similarly, Tom corroborated Rose and Jenna’s preference for youth educators
when he explained the benefits of older students, rather than an external person,
delivering cyberbullying resources to younger students. He explained:
If they’re telling their stories to you and stuff like that, then it’s different than
adults who don’t really get it…You need kids to be more involved…like if kids
started to come in and just sit and talked instead of adults… it would be more from
a kid’s point of view.

Tom’s statement correlates with Jenna’s point that young people are more relatable
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and will present content with a youth rather than an adult lens. His statement also
highlights the benefits of peer-based learning, and further supports Bella’s suggestion
for small group teaching. Peer-based learning also has the potential to reduce
stigmatisation of cyberbullying and encourage help-seeking behaviours. It may also
dilute the negative impact of influential groups that seek to trivialise and sabotage
cyberbullying intervention efforts. By positioning young people in the role of educator,
the participants’ argument for authentic youth voice and participatory pedagogic
spaces is strengthened.
Conversely, some participants did not believe that age was an important
consideration when determining who was best placed to deliver cyberbullying
programs. Understanding the issues, having current knowledge about the way young
people engage with SNSs and the approach taken by educators were cited as the
important factors in the delivery of programs. Bella’s reasoning was typical for this
cohort, she explained:
B: I think having a human talking to you is a good thing and I think if you got the
right people as well. The worst thing you can do is have a presenter who makes
references to things we don’t use anymore, like Mario Cart! Treat us more
respectfully, we’re not stupid. So, if you have people who really listen and you
really want to talk and listen to them that would be super, super effective.
I: Do you think the age of the presenter matters?
B: No, it doesn’t matter the age of the adult as long as they’re not patronising and
dismissive of us. I’d rather a cool 45 year old rather than a ‘Mario Cart/ 19 year old.
That’s what we had in senior school. He had spikey gelled hair and spoke weirdly. I
think the kids when you’re 14/15 think someone who is 18/19 always seems
weirdly out of touch because they’re the early 2000 kids and everything changes so
fast. I think if you have anyone older who is respecting you, that is the key, because
it makes you feel really good as well. Good stories and good personal appeal is
what makes someone a great speaker!

The key message in Bella’s account relates to the attitude of the educator and their
ability to build rapport with students. In this example, age wasn’t the key indicator of
success, rather people who work within the paradigm of listening to young people and
providing legitimacy to their voice. Bella’s dismissiveness of the age cohort can be
interpreted in two ways. Firstly, being relatively close in age, in this case 19 years old,
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may be related to young people of this age still feeling like they are part of the youth
culture when this does not seem to be the case. Secondly, Bella’s dismissiveness may
be related to the delivery approach, which she found patronising. Bella also attached
feelings of positive self-worth when an adult engages this way “because you feel really
good as well” if “anyone older is respecting you”. This indicates a desire to include
adults as part of the solution rather than viewing them as an ‘outsider.’
Participant perspectives on future cyberbullying educational approaches
included provision of content that was relatable, relevant and engaging for a culturally
diverse, youth-based audience. As noted earlier in the chapter, participants’
experiences of cyberbullying programs broadly included content that focused on
increasing students’ knowledge about cyberbullying and its effects on victims. Current
content methods were also deemed ineffective, with many participants describing
them as “basic”, “patronising,” “lame” and “daggy”. Overall, participants asked for
content that does not ignore the complexities surrounding cyberbullying. They
emphasised that working with young people to design content is vital in ensuring that
cyberbullying education is current and relevant. Participants suggested a range of
different content strategies that encapsulate the diverse needs of young people, thus
making future cyberbullying programs relevant and engaging. Content strategies were
synthesised under three broad themes: ‘real life’ stories; representation and
presentation.
A key theme that emerged was the desire for relatable content that
communicates the realities of cyberbullying to young people. The use of authentic ‘real
life’ cases that illustrate the consequences and social impacts of cyberbullying were
suggested. Leah’s explanation was typical:
I think it’s better with true stories and then the message at the end being explained
what can happen. It’s a lot more interesting when you can actually see someone’s
story.

Leah’s account highlights the power of storytelling to deliver content that young
people can identify with. Storytelling also enables multiple narratives to be included. In
Leah’s example, the narrative is directive. However, narratives also provide
opportunity for stories to include more unresolved endings thus providing discussion
opportunies. The regional reference group was also in agreement about the need for
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‘real life’ stories and suggested making the consequences and social impacts of
cyberbullying explicit to young people. They stated:
Female: I think you need to have stories that are real life so we can relate to it.
I: Do we need to show how cyberbullying affects people?
Collective: Yeah
Male: Like suicides even
Collective: cross talk
Female: depression, yeah
Male: Anxiety

The need to include serious personal consequences, such as suicide, aligned with
Roger’s comment, “Tell them [young people] what happens when someone gets
bullied like depression and shit” and Mia who advocated for stories that “call it out.”
Bella also provided an example of an effective school-based program addressing drink
driving and how its approach could be used in future cyberbullying programs. She
explained:
I dunno I think this sounds really lame but when people talk to you about real-life
situations where bad stuff has gone on it cuts through. So, there was an education
program that came to my school about drink driving and they told us real stories
about the kids who drink drive and all basically died and they were all our age, it
made me never want to drink drive ever! So, if you want to show a bunch of kids
about that kid who’s being an asshole and then you show the kid being bullied and
how it affected them, like they hurt themselves or even killed themselves because
of it. I think it will have cut through.

All these statements by participants demonstrate a lack of fear of being confronted
with the serious consequences cyberbullying victims can face, such as depression and
suicide. Combined, these findings advocate for ‘real life’ stories to be included in
content delivery to ensure future education programs are taken seriously. The benefits
of including bystander narratives in ‘real life’ cyberbullying stories was raised by Eve:
You can make one about the bad stuff, like what could happen, and you can also
make one about the good stuff as well. And even like, how you can get yourself out
of that situation.

Eve’s suggestion to focus bystander narratives on the choices-consequences paradigm
is strength-based on two fronts. Firstly, including multiple narratives for the negative
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story including proactive strategies, may influence how young people self -perceive
their role and ability to influence when witnessing cyberbullying. Earlier chapters,
which outlined participant accounts when in the role of bystander, reflected feelings of
helplessness and an acceptance that cyberbullying is unable to be stopped.
Additionally, some participants cited fear of becoming the next victim as a key reason
for remaining a silent bystander. Secondly, Eve advocating for ‘real life’ stories that
concurrently showcase young people’s positive uses of SNSs, correlates with Tom’s
earlier suggestion that trust can be established with adults by presenting youth SNS
practices in a more balanced way.
Participants in the study argued diverse and representative cyberbullying
content was critical in ensuring young people are educated and empowered to address
cyberbullying, as well as foster pro-social and cultural contributions on their SNSs.
Several participants discussed the need for storytelling content that incorporated both
culturally and geographically diverse perspectives across multi-modal forms of delivery.
Within this context, the regional focus group provided an example of how they would
like to see themselves represented in cyberbullying content such as films:
M: Maybe not just have like the same colour, maybe white and black actors
I: Ok
M: You can have different races as well
F: Yeah like actors from my country, the Philippines

Representing cultural diversity was also discussed by the Aboriginal regional focus
group who provided their perspective. They explained:
M: Make it so you can also make a section where it’s just all Aboriginal stuff
I: So, do you think this would make it more relatable for you?
Collective: Yeah
I: If we did videos would it work if kids were all mixed up with different races?
M: More towards Koori kids but yeah, I think having all different kids would work
as well.
M: We also need more local stories not just in the city. One that not everyone
knows.
M: Yeah, we’re all from different places
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Both groups advocate for cyberbullying content that is representative of everyday
Australians, inclusive of CALD and Aboriginal young people. It may also be argued, that
including information and stories that represent the diverse voices of young people is
an important part of building youth-based community cohesion and understanding on
SNSs about different interpretations of cyberbullying. This is especially important given
both the CALD and Aboriginal participants reported experiencing race-based hate
speech on their SNSs. They explained that in many cases this was aimed intentionally
at them but in some cases, it was conducted unknowingly by perpetrators, born out of
ignorance rather than malicious intent. As outlined earlier in the chapter, this
experience provided the CALD and Aboriginal participants opportunities to educate
others on SNSs.
The two groups also argue for content that reflects geographic diversity in
Australia, in this case regional perspectives. For example, when the Aboriginal focus
group state “we need more local stories”, it reinforces that cyberbullying has a strong
place-based context and is a key consideration when developing future cyberbullying
resources. Additionally, when they state “yeah we’re all from different places” it
illustrates the need for content that reflects the cultural diversity of young people and
further strengthens the importance of acknowledging them as a heterogeneous rather
than homogenous group when developing cyberbullying content.
The way current cyberbullying content was presented was identified as
disconnected from the actual lived experiences of young people’s engagement with
SNSs and therefore not something they related to. Suggestions were made to develop
content that more closely aligns with current SNS practices and experiences of young
people. For instance, many participants suggested looking at current SNS content and
replicating the quality and approach when developing future resources. Rose’s
reasoning was illustrative.
I: If you were to show films and put it on SNS do you think that would better?
R: Yeah because long boring talks, no one listens. They just sit there and zone out.
But they have to be good films you know, things we’re used to seeing and using on
our SNSs.

As Rose implies, current cyberbullying content does not reflect the creative digital
practices and advanced communicative skills developed by young people in informal
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learning environments, such as SNSs. These skills have been honed though vlogging
and blogging; the editing of visuals, graphics and sound; and the circulation of highquality images and film via SNSs. For example, SNS multi-modal short form content,
such as 60 second films on Instagram and Facebook, were described as a popular way
to present information.
The desire for a contemporary pedagogic space, rather than the instructional
approach of “long boring talks” described by Rose may also be a reason why
participants are strongly advocating for ‘real life’ stories presented in ways that more
closely align with their experiences of digital technologies. Very popular SNS practices
such as postcards and memes, were also suggested as ways to further promote schoolbased education programs on SNSs. Sasha for example suggested linking films to
postcards and using quotes from stories to reinforce school-based learning on SNSs.
As noted earlier, the focus on the victim in current programs was perceived as
inadequate and did not address the complexities surrounding the interrelationship of
roles in cyberbullying incidents. Suggestions were made for content to incorporate and
represent the roles of victim, perpetrator and bystander in more balanced ways.
Bella’s response was typical for this cohort. She stated:
I think you should look at both sides, the victim and the cyberbully. You should
never stop trying to get to the kids that do the cyberbullying. There always should
be people out there saying don’t cyberbully, stop.

Bella’s suggestion that “you should look at both sides” widens the scope of learning to
include content that examines effective prevention of these behaviours as well as
protection against them.

7.5

Case study: a youth led cyberbullying program
Based on suggestions made in the original interviews, the combined school

based and SNS cyberbullying program, RYS was co-designed and developed by myself
in my work capacity with five of the participants: Bella, Mia, Sasha, Rose and Tom. A
series of follow up interviews were conducted with these participants. The
participants’ involvement provided key insights and added a layer of additional and
alternative knowledge about cyberbullying education. The group also provided a raft of
suggested strategies to improve youth engagement. Importantly, the inclusion of their
voices was found to positively affect participant perceptions of ownership,
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accessibility, and engagement with cyberbullying education more broadly.
Youth involvement was embedded in several stages of the project including
design and development of multi-modal content, writing advice pieces, contributing to
teaching resources and providing recommendations for an effective SNS content and
moderation strategy. Specifically, key insights were embedded in the SNS strategy
relating to which SNSs would be targeted, the kind of content to be shared, ways to
access a youth-based audience and how SNSs could be used as a pathway to the webbased cyberbullying program.
The role of SNSs was two-fold. First, to launch an online campaign made up of a
series of short films, about cyberbullying told through the lens of victim, bystander and
in one instance perpetrator. Multiple narratives and representation of cultural diversity
within the stories were designed to ensure the films were relatable to as many young
people as possible. The storylines also aimed to acknowledge the powerlessness young
people feel to undo past actions or to change the actions or words of others in
cyberbullying incidents. However, the films also concurrently highlighted young
people’s ability to control future choices about how and who they engage with online.
An important feature was the unresolved endings in each story.
Based on feedback from the youth, this was designed to encourage online
engagement in the comment feeds. As part of the SNS strategy, one film was released
each month with the intent that this would help to amass followers. Second, the role of
the SNSs was to send end users to a youth-designed website that contained: detailed
strength- based content co-written by young people, experts such as psychologists and
the researcher; links to online counselling support services across Australia and the
school- based educational resources. The aim of the website was to also develop a
central depository of credible cyberbullying information, inclusive of preventative
strategies, and support services that could be used in both school-based learning
environments and as an informal learning environment for young people and parents
for both research and finding information. A proposed second phase of educational
materials was planned that focused on peer-led approaches such as older teaching
younger age cohorts. Before this could be officially released, I left my workplace. As
such, this component was not included in the thesis.
Despite contrasting views on the effectiveness of SNSs as a learning
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environment outlined earlier, participant perspectives became more unified through
this process, and all saw the value of SNSs as a learning environment about
cyberbullying. Within this context, Mia explained her change in perspective about the
value and effectiveness of using SNSs in a cyberbullying education program. She said
when asked why she believed it was effective:
M: Because it was real you know, and you had some many kids involved at really
important points to keep you on track, so it didn’t become cringy. It doesn’t look
cringy at all because it’s been written and sourced by young people who
understand what’s going on and like you who have spoken to people and
understand what’s going on. Like actually it was pretty legit. Like I think it seems
really good actually.
I: Do you think it helped that we admitted we didn’t know everything?
M: Yeah and you make fun that you have no idea, that’s good

The authenticity and appropriate application of content used on the two SNSs targeted
(Facebook and Instagram) provided enough gravitas for Mia to shift her perspective.
Her reasoning is two-fold. Firstly, sustained engagement with young people
throughout different stages of the project ensured youth voice was embedded.
Secondly, the reflexive approach taken by myself safeguarded adult frames of
reference from dominating the content. Understanding the nuanced type and quality
of content on each SNS was a key indicator of success for Mia. For example, based on
recommendations, high-quality photographs, images and postcards were used on the
Instagram account.
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Figure 7.1: Examples of visual means used in the RYS program

The Facebook page focused on sharing short films encouraging comments and
shares27.
The interviews also centred on discussions exploring participant perspectives of
being involved in a co-design process. Bella provided her perspective about her
experience of being involved and working with adults. She stated:
I: So why do you think it’s so great to have young people like yourself involved in
shaping and developing a cyberbullying campaign?
B: Because you don’t feel like being talked to by someone whose entire experience
with cyberbullying is with research findings. With this one you’re getting talked to
by someone who has just been through it or who has just dealt with it…um…advise
people who have actually and genuinely talked with young people about all this

27

An example of one of the 8 films: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hASrzR6Ky9w
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and understand this stuff. You get a feeling that you’re being listened to and
understood a little bit more, I’d like to hope.

Bella illuminates a desire to engage with people who have more than a theoretical
understanding of cyberbullying and the complexities it presents to youth SNS
practices. This naturally points to the importance of youth perspectives being included
in a cyberbullying program given their lived experience of cyberbullying when using
SNSs. However, despite having no direct experience of cyberbullying as young people,
this does not mean that adults are redundant. Bella explained further:
I: So, do you think there’s a place for adults in developing all of this?
B: Totally. Adults need to be involved, it’s not like you’ve never been a teenager and
you’ve never had to deal with stuff, you’re exactly the same as us, you just haven’t
been through exactly the same things as our particular generation is going though.
So as long as you’re informing yourself and talking to young people about it, you’re
probably good to go! Yea. Old dog can be taught new tricks mate! So,
what’s your favourite hashtag?
I: #DWTK
B: What’s that?
I: #Down with the kids
B: Save me (groans)
Both Laugh
I: Thanks for this, is there anything else you’d like to add?
B: The internet is a pretty cool place. That’s about it.

What emerges from Bella’s comments is that performance, authenticity, power and
authority are key issues that need to be considered for effective adult engagement
with young people about their SNS experiences. Performance relates to how adults
and young people act out their respective roles in relation to one another. In this case,
the role is related to identity. The playful interplay between Bella and myself as
researcher suggests roles between the two are somewhat reversed, with the adult
playing the role of student and Bella the expert educator; something she identifies
with strongly. Authenticity refers to young people’s interpretation of the legitimacy of
adult behaviour in this context. When using the words in her first statement,
“actually”, “genuinely”, “with”, “understand”, it can be interpreted that Bella felt her
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role and contributions are legitimately valued. It also points to the effectiveness of
adults engaging in active listening techniques and taking an empathetic approach.
Bella’s feelings also point to the more traditional adult/youth power and authority
dynamics shifting to one of colleagues, as these relationships are demonstratably more
equitable. This reinforces earlier findings that showed participants want opportunities
for intergenerational intersubjective meaning making of cyberbullying, in conjunction
with their positive SNS practices. However, they want engagement with adults to be a
social encounter where pre-existing power relationships between young people and
adults, including inequalities of status and position, do not exist.
Bella’s comments are also a timely reminder that adults were young people
once and the reported intergenerational disconnect may not be an impossible bridge
to cross. As Bella states, co-construction of knowledge is possible if adults have a
growth mindset to digital literacy, stay abreast of current technological trends and
speak with, not at, young people. It must also be remembered that the attitude of the
young person and willingness to share their experiences on SNSs is also paramount
here.
The benefits to the program through participants’ involvement were many.
Participants felt their involvement primarily ensured the content and use of SNSs was
authentic, and therefore relatable. Bella explained:
I think it’s different to other campaigns I’ve come across and I love the amount of
youth’s input into it because I think that’s what’s making it real, that’s the key
difference. There hasn’t really been anything done with this amount of content
created by younger people.

The high levels of value placed upon the authenticity of content was directly attributed
to youth voice being recognised and seen as legitimate. This view aligns with Rose who
also provided her perspective on the importance of youth involvement. She stated:
R: Having someone young or who’s personally experienced it, like help and be a
prominent part of making whatever you do was good.
I: Did it help having you all involved in the whole process?
R: Yeah. The whole process because when they’re writing it or telling their story or
something, we are going to be able to relate easier.
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The level of engagement is touched upon when Rose refers to young people
contributing a “prominent part” in the development and delivery of content and
further reinforces the finding that if content is co-designed with young people it will
lead to richer and more authentic online safety content that could then be transferred
to both SNS and school-based learning environments.
A further key theme identified was participants’ feelings of personal pride
about their involvement. Bella’s explanation was typical. She stated:
I dunno I feel like cyberbullying is always going to exist. There’s no one way to say
yep this is just the fix! But I feel like we did develop an amazing resource because
we are trying to help and fix people who are getting cyberbullied and try to talk to
the people doing the cyberbullying and watching it but I still don’t think there’s
ever going to be no cyberbullying.

Despite feeling a level of cynicism that interventions, even with youth involvement are
limited in their capacity to eradicate cyberbullying, Bella was proud of her
achievements. Like Rose, Sasha and Mia, Bella felt her involvement contributed to the
knowledge base about cyberbullying, specifically the complexities and nuances
surrounding it from a culturally diverse youth perspective. Importantly, these
participants also expressed pride in being able to use their negative SNS experiences in
a positive way to help other young people.

7.6

Conclusion
Used responsibly, SNSs have many beneficial effects including supporting young

people’s social development and enhancing their education, well-being and social
cohesion by connecting them to peers with similar interests at home and across the
globe. The known negative behaviours on SNSs, such as cyberbullying, are common, as
this study shows. However, findings point to the assertion that the best way to counter
cruel and negative behaviour is by combining cybersafety education in both school and
the social settings where young people engage, such as SNSs. Parents and teachers
need to play their part and understand how young people engage with SNSs. This
requires education systems to: provide students and parents with current, relevant
and engaging educational resources that promote prosocial behaviour; work with
young people and parents to find a common understanding of cyberbullying; and to
promote possible localised solutions in conjunction with, not at, their students. Study
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participants’ accounts reveal that effort needs to be made to use technology such as
SNSs to enhance school-based cyberbullying programs and that new pedagogic spaces
need to be created to ensure effective learning environments. Given the rapid shifts in
technological innovation, cybersafety policy and program interventions need to be
agile, and finally, and most importantly, programs need to be youth centred. The
following chapter discusses findings of the analyses in relation to rethinking
cyberbullying interventions and establishes the conclusion. Limitations of the study,
implications and methodological contributions, and suggestions further directions for
future research are also discussed.
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CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
8.1

Introduction
The previous analytic chapters explored these key themes: how culturally

diverse youth participate on SNSs, how they define and respond to cyberbullying when
using SNSs, and their perceptions of how SNSs can be utilised in future cyberbullying
education interventions. The current chapter discusses the research findings and
presents the conclusions. First, the chapter reviews the aim and questions which have
directed this research. Second, a summary of the analytic chapters is provided. Third,
the chapter discusses two key findings that build upon, and go beyond, existing
knowledge about the phenomenon of cyberbullying. The two key findings examine (i)
the contextual factors (social, cultural and socio-cultural) which impact on how youth
identify and respond to cyberbullying and (ii) the impact of SNSs on youth’s
experiences of cyberbullying.
This study contributes to the limited body of qualitative research on
cyberbullying. Specifically, it gives voice to culturally diverse youth perspectives of
cyberbullying on SNSs and how they respond. It also provides insights into the way
SNS’s can be leveraged as a learning environment for future interventions. These new
understandings are presented in this chapter. Implications of findings are presented
here as a point of preview; these are three-fold. First, the development of effective
interventions requires a thorough understanding of cyberbullying from the
perspectives of young people. Second, SNSs are a potent informal learning
environment and if used in ways that suit the intended audience (youth), provide an
opportunity to incorporate diverse youth voices in future cyberbullying interventions.
Third, this study reports the need for a re-examination of current adult driven
discourse, one that shifts to also denote the positive benefits of SNSs and uses of
cyberbullying as a blanket term to describe all forms of online interpersonal conflict.
This is required to ensure the development of relevant and appropriate interventions
to address the issue of cyberbullying. Finally, the chapter establishes the conclusion
and limitations of the study, identifies implications for policy and practice and the
methodological contributions of the study; it concludes with suggestions for directions
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for future research.

8.2

Research aims and questions
This research explored a gap in current knowledge about culturally diverse

Australian young peoples’ experiences and perceptions of cyberbullying when using
SNSs and used a youth-centred approach to respond to this social phenomenon. I
sought to make sense of youth’s socially configured online world by asking ‘What is
your lived experiences of SNSs and cyberbullying?’ and examining how the
phenomenon of cyberbullying on SNSs unfolds. Using a social constructivist IPA
approach to the issue of cyberbullying enabled culturally diverse young people’s
socially constructed reality of their positive and negative experiences on SNSs to be
elicited, conceptualised and studied. This work has been guided by the following
research question and sub-questions:
What is the lived experience of Australian youth from culturally diverse
backgrounds of cyberbullying when using SNSs?
•

How do youth from culturally diverse backgrounds identify and respond to
cyberbullying?

•

In what ways, if any, do youth share with adults their experiences of
cyberbullying when using SNSs?

•

In what ways do youth think SNSs can be positively used to educate youth and
raise awareness of cyberbullying?

8.3

Summary of the analytic chapters
The preceding three chapters examined culturally diverse youth’s SNS

experiences, inclusive of cyberbullying and considered how SNSs can be used as an
educational tool in cyberbullying interventions. The chapters provided a detailed
analysis of youth’s everyday use of SNSs and provided insight into both the positive
and negative SNS experiences that occur. The similarities and differences in how
culturally diverse youth view cyberbullying were considered. The nuance surrounding
interpretations of cyberbullying and how SNSs, as a social construct, impact on youth
interpersonal conflict was also explored.
Chapter 5: Growing up Online
Chapter 5 offered an IPA perspective on how young people are ‘Growing up
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online’; experiences in their own words were illuminated. This chapter established that
young people use SNSs frequently to build connections and participate in easily
accessible at-all-times spaces inhabited by their peers and close friendship groups.
Additionally, despite engagement predominately occurring within peer networks, SNS
participation and practice operates within a complex multi-layered landscape of global
and locale-specific youth norms, with many different groups of people. For instance,
Snapchat was predominately used within close peer circles; Instagram included, in
addition to peer groups, a wider global youth driven like-minded audience, and
Facebook was predominately used for engaging with family and adults. Adding further
complexity, engagement with SNSs is also impacted by wider underlying socio-cultural
influences (e.g. impact of racism) that impacts on how young people regard and
express themselves.
Findings presented in Chapter 5 established that young people negotiate
power, agency and solidarity as they navigate and conduct their relationships in and
around SNSs. Through their interactions with others and themselves, analysis
established that SNSs have many beneficial social and individual effects. For instance,
engaging with friends on SNSs supported participants’ social development, well-being
and social cohesion. SNSs were also used to connect to peers with similar interests,
both domestically and globally. However, despite the many positive opportunities, it
was also established that young peoples’ lived experiences on SNSs include
interactions with hostile others, inclusive of cyberbullying and exposure to many forms
of online conflict. For instance, all participants were able to discuss many types of
cyberbullying experienced whilst using SNSs.
A key insight in this chapter was the identified pressure youth feel as they
attempt to incorporate SNS youth cultural norms into their lives, whilst trying to
concurrently craft their personal identity. For example, Tom outlined feeling pressure
to “paint a picture” to ensure a socially acceptable self is always presented in order to
give your audience “what they want”, and Mia described presenting the “razzle dazzle”
version of herself when using Instagram. Indeed, the impacts of social presence and
self-presentation on SNSs were found to be key themes that influenced participants’
online behaviour. In line with Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective that contends that
individuals present and idealize their character rather than presenting an authentic
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version of themselves (1959), this study found youth presented a more constructed
than actual self on SNSs.
The analysis revealed decisions about what content and behaviour to display on
SNSs and how closely they aligned it with their actual or constructed selves were
situated in a context that was driven by the SNS platform, social situation and the
imagined audience. This complex social environment was found to herald positive and
negative consequences. Importantly, within a cyberbullying context, this chapter
established that the use of a constructed self on SNSs was motivated predominately by
a desire to gain social collateral (which in some cases included the role of cyberbully or
silent bystander) and avoid cybervictimisation. Paradoxically, the use of a constructed
self was also perceived as a protective mechanism that enabled youth to safely explore
identity without fear of reprisal within social groups, for example sexual identity
(p.120).
Finally, Chapter 5 established that the SNS context, made up of a range of
unique features and affordances, enabled all youth, regardless of gender, age, cultural
background or geographical location to participate in a universal SNS youth culture.
For example, common understandings around emojis and meanings associated with
features such as the dog face on Snapchat were revealed by all youth in the study.
Universal behaviours were also identified, with all participants seemingly united in a
search for autonomy as young people against levels of adult intergenerational
intrusion. However, SNS participation and practice for the youth in this study also
heralded culturally nuanced differences. For example, the means by which participants
attempted to secure intergenerational privacy and reduce context collapse varied
widely and was influenced by cultural background, specifically attitudes towards family
(pp. 114-117).
Chapter 6: Lifting the veil of silence: lived experiences of cyberbullying
Chapter 6 established cyberbullying as a social and cultural phenomenon that is
part of young peoples’ SNS experiences. Findings revealed that youth consider
cyberbullying to be a complex social and relational form of severe online conflict,
involving other people and compromising interpersonal relationships. Whilst the
participants’ primary concern was their identification and response to cyberbullying
and positive uses of SNS, rather than their cultural background, this study established
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that generalisations about cultural groups’ experiences of cyberbullying cannot be
made. Importantly, this study found youth do not uniformly view cyberbullying as a
single monolithic phenomenon. Further, they do not categorise all forms of conflict
they experience when using SNSs as cyberbullying. Indeed, Figure 6.1 (p.132) shows,
cyberbullying was found to be one element on a broad continuum of negative
behaviours, which also included less aggressive forms of interpersonal conflict such as
‘attention seeking’ and ‘drama’. Importantly, this study revealed ambiguity between
drama and cyberbullying and the mitigating factors influencing identification such as
the social and cultural context, age, role and gender.
Despite this ambiguity around different types of online conflict being identified
as cyberbullying, there was universal agreement by all participants on representative
cases of cyberbullying. These included hacking, hate speech, public shaming and
physical and sexual harassment. Many of the incidents outlined in Chapter 6 however,
contained more than one type of cyberbullying and few exemplified precise examples
of textbook definitions, further showcasing the complexity surrounding youth’s
experiences and interpretations of cyberbullying. It also showcases the multifaceted
nature of cyberbullying, adding further complexity to finding an acceptable universal
definition.
This study also found while many cyberbullying behaviours reflected regular or
typical bullying practices, the structural differences between offline peer networks and
SNS ‘networked publics’ influenced the social dynamics of peer practices in unique
ways. For example, SNS use was found to transform cyberbullying experiences and
manifest these experiences in ways that can be short lived and ongoing and, in some
cases, re-appear years later (for example, Bella’s experience outlined on p.138
describes how an incident re-appeared years post-event and that despite this, was
keenly felt). The influence of SNSs and their ‘networked publics’ was also found to
influence how interpersonal conflict was categorised by the participants. The
participants’ accounts, provided through extracts presented in Chapter 6, also highlight
the strong sense of morality, ethics and logic they are drawing on and applying in their
decision-making about how to respond to cyberbullying. This was specifically evident
in the decision to report to adults, or not.
Finally, this chapter explored the consequences of cyberbullying from a youth
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perspective. The personal consequences of cyberbullying heralded many negative
psychological impacts for the participants. These included, reported feelings of anxiety,
depression, low feelings of self-worth, social isolation and loneliness. For many
participants, the impact of inappropriate responses by adults exacerbated these
negative consequences. Paradoxically, examples were provided that involved more
positive consequences due to adult intervention. Eve’s experience (pp. 152-153), where
she reported being cyberbullied to her mother and the school, highlighted how the
consequence of positive adult responses can result in early detection and effective
intervention to stop cyberbullying. Importantly, this chapter established there is an
opportunity for adults to help young people navigate the complicated interpersonal
dynamics and social challenges they face when using SNSs if done appropriately. There
appeared to be no discernible differences between participants from the different
geographic locations.
Chapter 7: Cyberbullying: SNSs educational impact
Chapter 7 explored youth perspectives of how SNSs can be used to educate and
raise awareness of cyberbullying. Accounts by the study participants reveal ways they
considered current cyberbullying interventions to be effective at raising awareness but
ineffective in reducing cyberbullying behaviours on SNSs. Importantly, within a school
context, this chapter revealed how the lack of student agency in existing school-based
cyberbullying programs affected participants’ perceptions of ownership, accessibility,
and engagement.
This chapter also established how performance, authenticity, power and
authority are key issues that need to be considered for effective adult engagement
with young people about cyberbullying on SNSs. This chapter found young people
desire opportunities for intergenerational inter-subjective meaning-making of
cyberbullying however, this needs to be considered in conjunction with their positive
SNS practices. This research established co-construction of knowledge about
cyberbullying is possible if adults have a more open mindset to digital literacy, stay
abreast of current technological trends and speak with, not at, young people.
Importantly, Chapter 7 established that SNSs can be an effective learning environment
to address cyberbullying. However, for SNSs to be considered an effective online safety
learning environment, collaboration and co-design of resources with young people
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within a place-based context was deemed crucial to ensure that the content is
reflective of their diverse experiences, interests, values and norms as illustrated
through the case study, Rewrite your Story project.
This summary of the analytic focus of each data chapter presents an
explanation and explication of young people’s lived experiences of SNS engagement
inclusive of their positive and negative encounters. By studying a corpus of culturally
diverse youth interpretations of cyberbullying on SNSs, patterns of similarities and
differences associated with experiences and interpretations of SNS participation and
practice were identified (Chapter 5). Through single case analysis, collective
representation of the individual experience and interpretations of cyberbullying were
investigated (Chapter 6). Finally, it was established that the most effective way to
counter cyberbullying is to: include youth voice; empower young people to be change
agents; and combine cybersafety education in both school and the social settings
where young people engage, including SNSs (Chapter 7).
The following discussion of the analytic chapters situates the findings of this
research in the context of the contemporary literature about cyberbullying. By linking
to the important work of other scholars in the field, it explores the complexity of
finding an all-inclusive definition of cyberbullying and seeks to understand how SNSs as
a social construct negatively transforms youth peer relationships in relation to
cyberbullying. It presents an argument for cyberbullying to be studied with young
people; in particular, as it unfolds in real-time in the setting where it occurs, namely
SNSs.

8.4

Findings and discussion
This section examines two key themes that emerged from the analysis. First,

the contextual factors that influence how culturally diverse youth identify
cyberbullying on SNSs, and second, how SNSs as a social construct transform young
people’s experiences of cyberbullying. These themes support the finding that there
are differences in how culturally diverse youth interpret interpersonal conflict,
inclusive of cyberbullying on SNSs. The themes and subsequent findings address the
research questions guiding the thesis by discussing each in terms of the identified
factors that influence cyberbullying. Each finding is positioned and contextualised
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within existing literature, and this study’s contribution to a new way of approaching
the phenomenon of cyberbullying is explored.

8.4.1 Culturally diverse youth interpretations of cyberbullying
When asked to provide a description of cyberbullying, most participants
seemed to equate it with “bullying online” or they recounted specific experiences on
their SNSs they regarded as examples of cyberbullying. These examples reflected
personal or interpersonal experiences that in some instances could be considered
forms of cyberbullying, according to general definitions of it. Participants’ accounts
described how the term cyberbullying carries certain meanings of identifiable
behaviours and was found to be useful in categorising aggressive acts they believed
warranted the label.
Generally, how the youth in this study recognised, perceived and classified
cyberbullying correlates with more widely acknowledged adult definitions. These
incorporate Olweus’ (1993) three criteria of i) intent to harm, ii) repetition and iii) a
power imbalance. Despite this, there was a lack of consensus about what key criteria
are required for cyberbullying and differing interpretations of conflict, thus making it
difficult to find an all-inclusive definition. Importantly, youth in this study did not
uniformly view cyberbullying as a single monolithic phenomenon. Indeed, youth from
different social and cultural backgrounds experienced cyberbullying differently. This
finding provides an insight that is critical for the cyberbullying debate. As accorded by
participants, what is necessary is the attribution of contextual factors that they also
considered to be key determinants of youth interpretation of online conflict.
Participants in this study contended that the term cyberbullying was not broad
enough to encompass all forms of interpersonal conflict when using SNSs. Findings
demonstrate that there are various forms of conflict that take place via SNSs beyond
the scope and concept of the current rendering of the term and concept of
cyberbullying. Cyberbullying was considered by participants to be a complex social and
interpersonal form of severe online conflict, involving other people and compromising
interpersonal relationships. However, in addition to cyberbullying, ‘attention seeking’
and ‘drama’ were identified on a continuum of conflict (Figure 6.1, p.132). Where each
participant drew distinctions between these three categories of conflict varied,
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however findings revealed the most contentious distinction was the interplay between
drama and cyberbullying.
It is important to understand youth perceptions of the differences between
these forms of online conflict in order to be able to understand their interpretations of
cyberbullying. As noted above, several mitigating contextual factors were identified in
this study which may help to explain why a common definition of cyberbullying was
difficult to find.
Contextual factors influencing interpretations of cyberbullying
The conceptualization of context is critical to understanding cyberbullying in
youths’ lives, given that scholars across numerous disciplines have long recognized that
contextual factors are key determinants of adolescent behaviour (Smetana, Campione Barr & Metzger, 2006). For instance, despite youth in this study being generally able to
articulate a standard definition of cyberbullying, their understanding of online conflict
was found to be less clear. This was found to impact on behavioural responses. As
noted above, this was most apparent when distinguishing between drama and
cyberbullying on the continuum of online conflict.
Contemporary research has also identified differentiations of online conflict,
specifically the construct of drama (see for example Lenhart, 2015; Marwick & boyd,
2011, 2014; Yust, 2017) and also found it to be a common form of interpersonal conflict
on SNSs (Lenhart et al. 2015). This resonated with the behavioural distinctions drawn by
the youth participants in this study. In their study of 166 American youth’s
interpretations of drama and cyberbullying, Marwick and boyd (2014), found that none
of the participants conflated cyberbullying and drama. This study did not find such a
clear delineation. Despite some participants in the present study demonstrating a clear
understanding of the distinction, for others, the distinction was ambiguous. Indeed,
this study suggests the relationship between cyberbullying and drama is malleable, bidirectional and definitionally dependent on the context in which it is situated. For
example, participants frequently used the term drama to describe many types of
relational aggression such as gossiping, “bitchy” remarks and spreading rumours. This
reclassification of aggressive acts as drama is in direct contrast to some scholars who
argue these types of behaviours can, and perhaps should, be classified as a form of
relational cyberbullying (Cross et al., 2010; Spears et al., 2012).
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Generally, from a youth perspective, much of the relational aggression
reported in this study could be argued to be part of a developmental experimentation
process (and manipulation of) social identity and relationships in search of acceptance,
popularity and status. Many of the interpersonal conflicts that participants discussed in
this study have also been found in previous studies which suggested them as
experimental communications that seemingly teach young people how to manage
relationships (boyd, 2014; Jenkins et al. 2016; Yust, 2017). Furthermore, studies have
also found young people often characterise relational aggressive behaviour as drama
rather than cyberbullying in order to protect themselves from experiences that adults
may consider bullying (Lenhart, 2015; Marwick & boyd, 2014). This assertion was
reinforced in this study as demonstrated through participants’ accounts that included a
reluctance to report and downplaying their experiences of cyberbullying to adults,
specifically parents and teachers.
Extending current literature, participants in this study also identified drama as
something that youth can choose whether to participate in or not. This denotes an
important distinction between drama and cyberbullying; that is, because all parties
involved in drama can respond, it can be suggested drama relies on power
equivocation. Distinctively, unlike cyberbullying, the criterion of power imbalance is
not evident in the actual experience of drama. Given that many youth in this study
used the accepted scholarly definition when describing an incident as cyberbullying,
and all accounts oriented more directly to power imbalance, this missing criterion may
be a reason why these types of conflict in some instances were not classified as
cyberbullying.
The influence of the social context
In addition to differing personal interpretations and understandings of conflict,
the social context that SNSs and their networked publics create was found to strongly
influence how interpersonal conflict was categorised by youth in this study. Several
factors within this social context were found to influence categorisation of
interpersonal conflict, which in turn impacted on how cyberbullying was defined in the
study. These are discussed below.
SNS use amongst female friendship groups facilitated a tendency to downplay
aggressive acts, an occurrence that seemingly contributed to a greater reluctance to
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report. This finding is also supported in other studies (Brandes & Levin 2014; Ging &
O’Higgins, 2017; Thompson, 2019; Wade & Bern, 2011). However, this study also
found the role played in the episode between friends impacted on conflict being
classified as drama or cyberbullying; specifically, when considered from the lens of
perpetrator and/or bystander, rather than victim. For example, as noted above, many
youth in the study did not consider behaviours such as bitchy comments, derogatory
tagging, acts of exclusion, or deliberately enigmatic comments as warranting the label
cyberbullying because of the perceived lack of concerted malice involved. Rather, it
was viewed as an acceptable set of behaviours and was merely considered a part of
young people’s life on SNSs; a perception that had cross-cultural applicability.
However, when described from the perspective of victim, many did not re-classify an
incident as drama, rather citing it as a form of cyberbullying. Importantly, the impact of
the incident was found to be more keenly felt due to the consequences of loss of
friendships and status within groups.
This study also revealed how SNSs can rapidly escalate drama to cyberbullying
within friendship groups and peer networks more broadly. For instance, the shift from
an almost private interaction between friends to a wider audience on SNS channels
was a seemingly contributing factor to an incident being re-categorised from drama to
cyberbullying. This aligns with a study by Nocentini and colleagues (2010), who found
the criterion of repetition differentiates between a joke and an intentional attack and
characterises the severity of the action. In this study, SNSs and their networked publics
enabled overwhelming and rapid posting of comments and memes generated by a
wide audience, which seemingly contributed to the incidences escalating rapidly to
cyberbullying.
Within friendships groups, peer networks and youth culture more broadly, this
study revealed the negative stigma of being associated with cyberbullying. The fear of
this stigma was found to influence how conflict was categorised. For example, some
self-identified victims of cyberbullying in this study were motivated to re-frame their
negative experiences to avoid being identified as weak. Justifications for being a silent
bystander included wanting to avoid being targeted, while the two self-identified
perpetrators admitted to being unwilling to reveal they had purposefully hurt others.
These findings suggest labelling aggressive online conflict as drama in some cases
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allows youth to frame the social dynamics and emotional impacts as “trivial” or
“unimportant” and provides an alternative to feeling like a victim, bully or remaining a
silent bystander. In other words, those involved with drama in this study did not label
themselves as aggressive or weak – instead, they regarded themselves as part of
‘normal’ situations in which they had choices, and a level of personal control. Marwick
and boyd (2011a; 2014), also suggest the term drama is used by youth to assert a
greater sense of agency in their social lives. This has resonance with the present study
and illuminates an underlying social context which may help to explain why youth
identify certain types of aggressive acts as drama rather than cyberbullying. It may also
account for why moving between roles (as victim, bystander and perpetrator) as this
study demonstrated, is commonplace.
The influence of the cultural context
In support of previous research (Carlson & Frazer, 2018; Spears et al., 2011;
Vaarzon-Morel, 2014), cyberbullying as a social construct was found in this study to be
fundamentally a culturally determined phenomenon. Carlson and Frazer (2018),
suggest that, “since cyberbullying is, fundamentally, a cultural phenomenon, we
cannot assume that any singular notion of it will fit neatly into how it is seen by other
peoples, communities and cultures” (p.15). Similarly, McGrath (2009), notes that due
to the multiplicity of “personal, disciplinary, cultural and linguistic factors” involved in
investigating and describing cyberbullying (p. 21-22), it is potentially difficult for an allinclusive definition to be developed.
First, various cultural definitions and understandings of cyberbullying behaviour
were found in this study. For example, language barriers, when attempting to elicit
participant understandings of how they define cyberbullying, were identified. In the
case of Aboriginal respondents, despite understanding the term cyberbullying, in a
general way that provided alignment with the three publicly accepted criteria, the word
cyberbullying was not used in family and peer group settings. Instead describing
cyberbullying behaviours as “yarn carting”. This reflects culturally nuanced findings by
Coffin, Larson and Cross (2010), who also found the term ‘yarn-carting’, rather than
bullying, was used by participants in their study of Western Australian Aboriginal
peoples in the Gascoyne region.
For some CALD participants in this study the term ‘cyberbullying’ was a word
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not used at all, or a word that was not used without a description of the context
provided. A reasonable explanation could be that it was not understood at all because
there was no identifiable translation. Distinctions between CALD youth in the study
aligns with research by Huang and Chou (2010), who found translation of the English
word ‘cyberbullying’ was required in their study of junior high school students in
Taiwan. Similarly, Li (2008), in her study of Chinese and Canadian students
cyberbullying behaviours also found that various distinctions between intercultural
definitions and understandings of bullying behaviours exist. These findings have
implications for future cyberbullying interventions which will be discussed in the
following section.
Second, this study identified ‘cultures of conflict’, a term coined by Carlson and
Frazer (2018), in their study of adult Australian Indigenous SNS experiences. It
represents conflict experienced between the different groups of youth, which
subsequently impacted on interpretations of cyberbullying. For example, for the
Aboriginal male youth in this study, the movement from online conflict to offline
physical altercations was not always considered a form of bullying behaviour. This
correlates with a study that found that for many Australian Aboriginal peoples, conflict
is considered an important component of their interpersonal social relations and is not
necessarily understood as negative (Vaarzon-Morel, 2014). However, a separate yet
similar example provided by the CALD and Anglo-Saxon regional focus group involving
an online to offline physical altercation, was identified as cyberbullying. This is an
important finding.
Extending upon Carlson and Frazer’s (2018), notion of ‘cultures of conflict’, it is
proposed that this term can be extended to describe the intergenerational digital
disconnect that exists between adult and youth’s use of the term cyberbullying.
Importantly, youth perceptions in this study revealed a general belief that adults are
struggling to understand the complex social phenomenon of cyberbullying, the
nuances surrounding online interpersonal conflict and peer aggression more broadly,
and the factors that influence the interrelationship between different types of conflict.
Instead, there was a general belief that the word cyberbullying is often misused as a
blanket term by adults to label any negative or aggressive act young people
experience online.
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Studies have also found not all aggressive behaviours young people experience
online can be considered a form of cyberbullying, yet have been labelled as such by
adults (Burgess-Proctor, Patchin & Hinduja, 2010; Livingstone et al., 2011; Marwick &
boyd, 2014; Stern & Burke-Odland, 2017; Yust, 2017). Paradoxically, this study also
shows that in some instances, youth do not identify aggressive online experiences that
could be classified as cyberbullying, rather choosing to use the term drama. Reasons
for this however were mixed. As discussed above, it was in some cases related to a
number of contextual factors. In other instances, however, cyberbullying behaviours
(e.g. public shaming) were veiled behind technology and youth terminology (e.g.
multimodality and emojis) and done so to purposely avoid adult detection.
The intergenerational ‘culture of conflict’ found in this study also seemingly
impacted on how adults respond to incidents of online conflict. For example, the
damage that can be done by adults, albeit unwittingly, when they respond in a way
that doesn’t consider the complexity of online conflict was found in this study to result
in unintended consequences such as social isolation, depression and anxiety.
Importantly, this study found examples where adults who do not understand SNS
social norms can rapidly shift an incident of genuine online drama and influence its reclassification to cyberbullying. Third and colleagues (2009), found an intergenerational
‘digital disconnect’ between young people’s interpretations of the term cyberbullying
and adults’ perceptions. Studies have also shown young people highlight cyberbullying
as an adult and media-driven term (boyd, 2014; Stern & Burke-Odland, 2017).
Importantly, this study establishes that the continuation of this intergenerational
‘culture of conflict’ has implications; adults risk continuing to incorrectly include
behaviours that young people themselves don’t consider a problem, while
alternatively (and critically important) overlooking forms of interpersonal conflict that
might have significant negative impacts on youth peer settings. As such, the
intergenerational disconnect between adults and youth must be kept in mind,
particularly when debating the need for a standardised concept of cyberbullying.
Finally, evidence of the intergenerational ‘culture of conflict’ found in this study
extends current research by contending that by assuming cyberbullying behaviours are
homogenous and can always be interpreted the same in every community in the minds
of adults and those reporting it in the media, cultural specificities of conflict for
207

minority groups and youth culture more broadly are overlooked and misunderstood.
This supports Carlson and Frazer’s (2018), suggestion that “by not recognising the
cultural specificity of cyberbullying, research has tended to privilege, albeit implicitly,
Western ideas of bullying” (p.1). This finding has serious implications for future
interventions which will be discussed in the following section.
The influence of socio-cultural factors
Finally, while cyberbullying definitional discourse addresses issues of violence,
using a critical sociocultural lens can - through its generic framing- occlude attention to
the racism, sexism, ableism and homophobia that can motivate or exacerbate the
problem (Benner & Kim, 2009; Mason & Czapski, 2017). As SNSs intersect with a larger
cultural system of prejudice against minority groups, the ways in which experiences of
cyberbullying may be different within the context of SNSs for youth is critically
important to consider. This thesis reported incidences of misogyny, homophobia and
racism-based cyberbullying. Racially motivated cyberbullying was the most common
type of cyberbullying behaviour identified by the Aboriginal and CALD youth in the
current study and will therefore be the prime focus of this next part of the discussion.
It must also be noted, racially motivated hate speech was also discussed by the AngloSaxon youth. However, rather than through the lens of cybervictimisation, it was found
to be primarily when in the role of bystander, witnessing frequent incidents of hate
speech on SNSs.
These findings are consistent with a general increase in online hate speech in
Australia. For example, Islamophobic and anti-Semitic attacks are becoming
increasingly common (Sydney Morning Herald, September 2019). This is also consistent
with global trends. International studies have found racial and ethnic minority groups
of young people experience racial discrimination on SNSs (Herborn, 2013; Tynes, Giang,
Williams & Thompson, 2008b), and that as a “form of semiotic structural violence,
racism is common in online spaces where users can voice racist beliefs often behind
the cloak of anonymity and ‘humour’” (Matamoros-Fernández, 2017 p. 935). Recent
studies have also found racist messages take on a particular character or life of their
own, sometimes directed against Indigenous Australians, who are among those most
impacted by online racism (Herborn, 2013). For instance, in this study, Aboriginal
accounts included being questioned over whether they were “really Aboriginal”, and
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experiencing stereotypical ideas of Aboriginality, particularly around skin colour. This
finding was also found in the Carlson and Frazer (2018), study of Indigenous adults.
This study extends current literature by its finding that this is also experienced by
Aboriginal youth. Moreover, supporting current research conducted with refugees
(Caluya et al., 2018; Jakubowicz et al., 2014; Matamoros-Fernández, 2017), the CALD
participants in this study also provided similar examples.
These findings have important implications for a culturally nuanced view of
cyberbullying. As the evidence grows, experiences of online racism communicated
through SNSs have very real and often harmful effects on the health and wellbeing of
users (Carlson & Frazer, 2018; Matamoros-Fernández, 2017). In a study among Asian
and Pacific Islander high school students, reports of cyberbullying increased the
likelihood of substance use and suicide attempts (Goebert et al., 2011). Studies also
show that online racial discrimination is associated with depressive symptoms, anxiety,
lower academic motivation and increased problem behaviour (Tynes et al., 2008b;
Tynes, Hiss, Rose, Umaña -Taylor, Mitchell & Williams, 2014; Tynes, Hiss, Ryan & Rose,
2015). Importantly, online racial discrimination has been found to contribute uniquely
to adjustment outcomes over and above offline experiences. Given the increasing
amount of time that young people spend online, this has serious implications. For
example, Broll and colleagues (2018), found Indigenous adolescents in Canada who are
cyberbullied report higher levels of anxiety and stress, over and above the impact of
school face-to-face bullying.
Combined, these findings suggest the construct of cyberbullying needs to be
understood in relation to institutional contexts and unjust social structures, of which
SNSs are part. It should further be acknowledged that cyberbullying sits on a
continuum of conflict experienced by young people when using SNSs. This study also
highlights the difficulty in finding an all-inclusive definition of cyberbullying that
encapsulates the cultural diversity of youth perspectives and understandings, whilst
taking into consideration varying social and situational contexts. Given that
cyberbullying is prevalent in youth’s SNS experiences, it is important that their
perspectives and insights are deemed paramount, and that future interventions reflect
the peculiarities and distinctiveness in understandings and definitions of it.
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8.4.2 The conceptualisation of SNS as a social construct
In support of previous research (Lenhart et al. 2015), youth in this study went
online daily, used several SNSs, and had access to a mobile device, which impacted on
accessibility to their SNSs. They also used SNSs predominately in their peer networks.
Indeed, SNSs in this study were found to be a critical and integrated part of the social
fabric that makes up youth’s everyday lives. Therefore, in order to fully understand
their lived experiences online, inclusive of cyberbullying, the central role of SNSs must
be examined.
Scholars have suggested that it is the SNS context, made up of a range of
unique features and affordances, that transforms youth’s peer experiences (boyd,
2014; Nesi et al. 2018), their self-presentation (Liu, 2009) and self-disclosure
(Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). Recent reviews have also characterised the risks
presented by SNSs (Livingstone & Smith, 2014), as well as their overall impact on
young people’s well-being (Best, Manktelow & Taylor, 2014) and psychosocial
development (Peter & Valkenburg, 2013; Spies, Shapiro & Margolin, 2013). Indeed,
boyd (2014), argues SNSs and the ‘networked publics’ created by them have
restructured the way in which youth engage with one another, and new behaviours
mediated by SNSs, have arisen amongst their peer groups, both positive and negative
in nature. This study supports this finding. The visibility and presence of ‘networked
publics’ on SNSs was found to create linguistic, material and relational forums for
youth from a range of demographics and ideologies to interact ‘publicly’ around a
range of social, cultural, political and personal purposes; heralding both positive and
negative consequences.
The positive impact of SNS context
Findings in this study support previous research that identified ways youth
thrive on creating and being part of online communities, which foster creativity,
curiosity, knowledge and civic participation (Carlson & Frazer, 2018; Martin et al.,
2018). SNS ‘networked publics’ have also been found to support peer socialisation
(boyd, 2014; Ito, 2008). The importance placed on these communities found in this
study correlates with research by Fildes and associates (2014), who found in a survey
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of 13,600 young Australians, four in 10 indicated that feeling part of your community
was of high importance and linked with positive levels of identity and belonging.
Supporting previous studies, SNSs and the ‘networked publics’ they facilitated
were found in this study to promote supportive relationships and a sense of belonging
(boyd, 2014; Caluya et al, 2018.; Collin, Rahilly, Richardson & Third, 2011), and provide
a space for exploration of self-presentation with others (Herring & Kapidzic, 2015).
Specifically, SNS use in this study was found to reinforce parts of CALD and Aboriginal
youth’s identity, such as ethnicity. Similarly, SNSs have been found to facilitate
important ways for CALD and Indigenous young people to experience belonging by
participating in both local communities and the wider society (Caluya et al., 2018;
Carlson & Frazer, 2015; Jakubowicz et al., 2014; Oliver et al., 2006). Extending the
knowledge base, SNSs in this thesis were also found to be used by both the Aboriginal
and CALD participants as informal learning environments to educate others about
culture, and challenge cultural and gender stereotypes.
Importantly, wider support groups of like-minded people on SNSs were
identified in this study as critical to a sense of acceptance and belonging for those who
reported experiencing exclusion or discrimination due to mental ill-health and/or their
sexuality. This finding is supported in previous research (Humphry, 2014; Lucero, 2017;
Robinson et al., 2014b). Additionally, in terms of promoting prosocial behaviours, the
cloak of semi-detachment afforded by SNSs was found in this study to assist
participants to connect with friends and take on the role of supporter in ways that
weren’t considered possible offline. This was especially apparent with the CALD
participants. This is a finding that resonates with a Pew Institute Report (Lenhart et al.
2015), which found that while youth of all races and ethnicities are equally likely to
feel more connected to information about what’s going on in their friends’ lives
through SNSs, black youth are more likely to say they feel “a lot” more connected with
friends’ feelings through SNSs than white youth.
The negative impact of SNS context: cyberbullying
This study also found the SNS context, specifically the transformative nature of
SNS features, and the transactions between those features, impacted on youth’s lived
experiences of cyberbullying. Indeed, cyberbullying in this study was found to play out
on, and is enmeshed with, youth engagement on SNSs. As such, it seems impossible to
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untangle cyberbullying from the ‘networked publics’ in which it operates. Importantly
differences and similarities of those experiences spanned across the cultural groups
involved in the study. Firstly, SNS ‘networked publics’ were found to enable wide
audiences to participate in negative incidents, which not only impacted on distribution
of content, increasing both speed and breadth, but also provided perpetrators
opportunities for anonymity. Studies have found such public attacks may feel acutely
harmful to youth, given the centrality of social status to their identity and sense of selfworth (Sticca & Perren, 2013). It also highlights the importance of bystander response
in that they can reinforce harassment by passing on content, or they can support the
victim by devaluing the negative behaviour or simply ignoring it (Smith et al., 2008).
Further complicating this, instances of using multi-modal formats to cyberbully across
networked publics, for example, digitally altering a photograph before distributing it,
can create false and permanent content that can be re-visited which has been found to
be harmful (White, Weinstein & Selman, 2018). Mia’s account (on page 162)
highlighted the way public shaming can be conducted both indirectly or covertly and
directly or overtly. This point illustrates the damaging impact that indirect vengeful
comments about a person in the public domain on SNSs can have because of the
element of anonymity it affords. It is also an example of the way multimodal practices
can amplify aggressive behaviours, such as degrading ways to point out other people’s
faults.
Secondly, SNSs were found to transform the experience of victimisation in
several ways. For example, the availability of SNSs meant that the participants who
reported cybervictimisation found the inescapable nature of the attacks caused
feelings of helplessness. Words such as, “claustrophobic” and “trapped” were used by
a number of participants in this study to describe the extreme 24/7 nature of
cyberbullying. This has also been found in other research which suggests that whereas
once young people may have perceived the home environment as a “sanctuary” from
bullying, the availability of SNSs means that is no longer the case (Slonje & Smith,
2008). Differences arose in the study regarding reported frequency of cyberbullying,
with the Aboriginal and CALD participants reporting higher incidents of victimisation
than their Anglo-Saxon counterparts. However, what was unclear in the data was
whether this was related to categorisation of negative incidents with more AngloSaxon youth using the term “drama” to categorise relational forms of aggression more
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frequently than their CALD and Aboriginal counterparts.
Third, as discussed previously, participants in the study often used the word
drama to describe a broad range of conflicts on SNSs. Although drama is possible
offline, Nesi and colleagues (2018), argue the affordances of SNSs have been found to
create new opportunities for this experience. Findings in this study revealed the
features of SNSs facilitated youth engagement in status-seeking behaviours which in
turn impacted on whether an incident was labelled as drama or cyberbullying. Indeed,
for many adults, youths’ obsession with status and popularity seem immature, but in
the context of young people’s lives, it makes sense. Lacking any significant economic or
political power, youth use status as an organizing structure. As Milner explains, youth
have “one crucial kind of power: the power to create an informal social world in which
they evaluate one another” (2015, p. 4). For example, this study found engaging in
drama online was motivated by a desire to increase visibility and status not just within
immediate peer circles but also more broadly in the peer environment, attracting a
participatory audience that would have been unlikely offline. Similarly, a longitudinal
study by Wegge and colleagues (2016), found that engagement in cyberbullying, but
not traditional bullying, resulted in increases in adolescents’ peer status over time. This
suggests SNSs play a unique role in contributing to status, and points to the possibility
that youth may be motivated to engage in both drama and cyberbullying as a means of
increasing their popularity.
Fourth, the constant real-time availability of the ‘networked publics’ on SNSs
provides unprecedented access to content about peer’s lives, as well as the ability to
communicate to a broad network of peers outside of school, anywhere and anytime
(Marwick & boyd, 2014). Relatedly young people can view this measurable peer
engagement on their peers’ posts and images, creating clear visibility of which
behaviours and attitudes are sanctioned within the peer network. In a simulation study
of Instagram, Sherman and colleagues (2016), found that when young people view
photographs with high likes, they were influenced to ‘like’ that photograph as well –
creating a like-at-all-costs perception. It is possible the desire to ‘like’ and be
recognised as engaging with the status originator of the content may be even greater,
given it is found that youths want to engage in behaviours that match the social norms
of valued or high-status individuals. The influence of high-status youth in determining
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the acceptability of aggressive online behaviours such as drama and cyberbullying, and
how they are labelled in this study was found to be potent. In some cases, it created a
shift in roles from bystander to perpetrator, escalated drama to cyberbullying and
linked cyberbullying behaviours with an increase in status. It was also found to impact
on bystanders’ reticence to report due to the consequences, which included fear of,
and in some cases actual, cybervictimisation.
Fifth, SNSs in this thesis were found to create a social context where identities
and status indicators are carefully managed and constructed. Participants reported
often responding to what they perceived to be the norms of both their ‘imagined
audience’ and the SNS used at the time. These SNS sanctioned norms were found to
influence the amount of pressure participants felt to create and maintain a more
constructed self-presentation persona. Within the literature on SNSs, researchers have
suggested that SNSs allow for the imagined audience, or the belief that peers are
scrutinising one’s behaviours, to come alive (boyd 2014; Underwood & Ethrenreich,
2017), as the public nature of many SNSs allows for an actual audience of youth peers
to observe their behaviours and interactions. In support of current studies, it was the
imagined audience which seemed to influence the identification of cyberbullying
behaviours and acceptance of them in this study. The nuance between cultural group
in this study of the importance of the imagined audience deepens understandings of
youth SNS use.
Sixth, SNSs have been found to create an opportunity for careful, deliberate
construction of posts (Madden, Lenhart, Cortesi, Gasser, Duggan & Smith, 2013). SNSs
have been found to provide a new platform for user-generated content and have
served as important vehicles of self-presentation internationally (Liu, 2007).
Furthermore, the possibilities for strategic self-presentation are expanded online.
Authors possess more control over the impressions they give than they do in offline
spaces, since they make all the decisions about what to reveal, omit and embellish. As
such, self-presentation is centrally involved in impression management and the
projection of an online identity (Goffman, 1959; Herring & Kapidzic, 2015; Stern &
Burke-Odland, 2017). This study found all young people, regardless of cultural
background, age or gender, often took steps to curate their SNS content in order to
present socially acceptable and attractive versions of themselves online. The primary
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motivation was reputation management - to ensure positive and avoid negative
feedback from peers. Similarly, in a national survey conducted in the United States,
40% of youth who use SNSs reported feeling pressure to post only content that “makes
them look good to others” and 39% reported feeling pressure to post content that will
“be popular and get lots of comments and likes” (Lenhart et al., 2015).
This study also established, whereas certain photographs or posts were found
to be used as a way to increase youths perceived attractiveness or status, deviations
from socially acceptable online behaviour were found to have negative effects on their
status, that included experiences of cyberbullying. This finding aligns with Liu (2007),
who found less desirable reactions to online self-presentation includes negative
commenting, cyberbullying, and harassment, which can have serious psychosocial
consequences. With such feedback publicly and permanently available on SNSs,
reputational consequences may be significant, thereby increasing youth’s desire to
carefully manage their online reputation by constructing a socially acceptable selfpresentation. The examples provided by participants suggest they care deeply about
the image they project online and feel empowered by the agency SNS use provides
them. Despite this perceived autonomy, SNS engagement was also found to be
influenced by the larger, at times, universal youth culture and socio-cultural factors
embedded on SNSs. Indeed, SNSs were found to operate not in a neutral space but
rather, within a complex multi-layered landscape of youth norms and practice with
many different people. The cultural norms surrounding peer networks on SNSs in many
cases were found to be positive. Conversely, problematic behaviours, such as
cyberbullying, were also found to be encoded into acceptable norms and amplified by
popular youth culture. This aligns with research conducted by boyd (2014), who
suggests it is these youth-centred norms that impact on how youth present online,
which can include cyberbullying behaviours.
As universal SNS norms develop and shift over time, it will continue to be
difficult for some young people to navigate beneficial as opposed to detrimental online
behaviours linked to peer status. For example, instances of this were found in this
study in relation to gender representations surrounding sexting as a type of
cyberbullying. Supporting this finding, Ringrose and Harvey (2015), found patterns in
the UK of young people’s notions of gender representation mediated through images
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and the behaviour of sexting. Reasons why youth engage in these types of behaviours
have been documented in previous studies. In one study, high school students who
engaged in online sexual self-presentation reported higher perceived peer norms for
these behaviours and stronger need for popularity, signifying that they viewed these
behaviours as a means of maintaining and/or increasing their status. However, when
participants evaluated mock SNS pages, they rated individuals of the same sex more
negatively but peers of the opposite sex more positively when they believed those
individuals had posted sexualised self-images (Baumgartner, Sumter, Peter &
Valkenburg, 2015).
Other studies suggest that individuals who post sexualised images receive more
negative feedback from peers in general (Koutamanis, Vossen & Valkenburg, 2015).
The impact of public and permanent visual displays afforded by SNSs seemingly
complicate the experience of online reputation management. For example, navigating
the status implications of exploring sexual identity and the accompanying vulnerability
to aggressive acts such as cyberbullying, if these behaviours are deemed unacceptable.
Responses by participants indicate there is a balance young people – females in
particular – must find between posting sexualised images that are viewed as attractive
and enviable verses being labelled as promiscuous; the latter contributing to a
vulnerability to cybervictimisation.
Finally, studies have also found SNS features such as anonymity and cue
absence can encourage aggressive behaviour and has been coined the “disinhibition
effect” (Suler, 2004). It has been argued that the features of SNSs create a context in
which individuals are likely to say or do things that they would not do in the offline
world. Specifically, perpetrators do not necessarily receive immediate feedback, and
cannot observe the facial or verbal cues of the victim (Nesi et al., 2018). A longitudinal
study conducted by Wright (2014), of US middle school students found face-to-face cue
absence features encouraged some youth who wouldn’t consider bullying to cyberbully
anonymously. Over a one-year period, increased engagement in anonymous
cyberbullying was predicted by youth’s beliefs that their digital content was not
permanent, they could remain anonymous and that they would not be caught. This
study found only two reported cases of youth perpetrators. However, for one of the
participants, motivations to do so included elements cited in the longitudinal study
216

conducted by Wright (2014). For example, cue absence on SNSs seemingly encouraged
Bella to cyberbully without revealing her identity and comfort the victim whilst in the
role of perpetrator. Conversely, the second reported perpetrator of cyberbullying,
Tom, did not consider anonymity as important. His reasoning was inferred by his
stated motivation to cyberbully – to accumulate social capital and maintain status,
both of which required knowledge within the peer network for these behaviours to be
effective.

8.5

Implications for theory, policy and practice
As a point of preview, the findings from this research have provoked the need

for reconceptualising SNSs as a social construct that have not only transformed
cyberbullying experiences for young people but which also, paradoxically, offer
opportunities to be leveraged as sites of learning to counter these behaviours. It has
also allowed for a reconceptualization of current cyberbullying policy and practice
approaches to consider the pivotal role of young people as knowledge brokers and
change agents. It enhances what is currently known about cyberbullying programs and
provides a ‘what more’ needs to be done to increase the effectiveness of cyberbullying
interventions. The important role teachers can play in creating conducive learning
environments that include the perspectives of their students is highlighted. Combined,
the findings can inform teachers’ and policy makers acknowledgement of, and
planning for, future cybersafety programs and policy across secondary settings.
A key implication is the need for schools and policy makers to shift towards an
emphasis on building social and emotional competencies and strength-based solutions
to addressing cyberbullying with youth, which recognise the social and educational
benefits of technologies, such as SNSs. Moreover, ongoing youth-centred research,
policy and program development is required to tackle cyberbullying – particularly as
new SNSs and emerging technologies are constantly changing the nature of this social
phenomenon. These dimensions are described in more detail in the subsequent
sections.

8.5.1 Implications for theory
Methodologically, the research makes a significant contribution to IPA. It has
treated the lived experiences of cyberbullying on SNSs for young people as significant.
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It is important that research does not exacerbate the common tendency to neglect
young people’s voices on matters that concern them (Groundwater-Smith et al., 2015).
To date, the predominant use of quantitative approaches conducted via surveys
developed by adults in cyberbullying research has often overlooked the perspective of
the people experiencing this phenomenon in real-time – namely youth. Qualitative
research conducted with youth from diverse cultural backgrounds, such as critical in
this study, is one means of including their voices and experiences in a research space
where they are currently absent. This is necessary to provide more relevant insight
into understanding the risks and opportunities that SNSs provide within specific
cultural contexts.
The insights from this thesis can also be used to inform research methodologies
that better promote the mental health and wellbeing of young people by engaging
young people as co-researchers in intervention development and implementation. This
is critical since, as shown in this study, young people’s proficiency with technology
means that new methodologies are also needed to engage their expertise and
experience. Positioning them as co-researchers, as in this study, is necessary in any
efforts to address the negative uses of SNSs and associated impacts of cyberbullying
among youth. Importantly, as the young people in this study showed, it is by the very
nature of their lived experience that they can contribute a unique perspective to the
research process that is otherwise not accessible to adult researchers (Dennehy,
Cronin & Arensman, 2018).
Finally, due to the continuing difficulty in finding a common definition of
cyberbullying qualitative methodologies such as IPA are crucial in enabling deeper
insights into young people’s lived experiences, which can then be used to inform the
development of quantitative surveys. Given the findings of this research, qualitative
approaches which enable intersubjective meaning-making between researchers and
young people when defining cyberbullying provide more assurance that youth
experiences of online conflict are situated in social, cultural and place-based contexts.

8.5.2 Implications for policy and practice
This thesis has significant implications for policy and practice. The Australian
Commonwealth Government, varying State governments and the education sector
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currently have a strong focus on anti-bullying measures – for example, through the eSafety Commissioner, a range of anti-bullying programs conducted in schools and the
Australian Student Wellbeing Framework (2018). However, this research found existing
anti-bullying interventions were perceived by young people to be effective in raising
awareness about cyberbullying but ineffective in reducing cyberbullying behaviours on
SNSs. A key implication of this study reveals that current policy and programs designed
and developed by adults without genuine youth involvement have been ineffective in
shifting behavioural change and as such unsuccessful in their key aim - to reduce the
prevalence of cyberbullying.
Results from this study can be used to reconsider assumptions made about
young people’s online participation, practice and digital literacy, which, importantly,
seemingly impacts on policy and program relevance. This research reveals it is
dangerous to assume that SNS access equates to deep and meaningful use of these
technologies. The assumption that proposes all young people are so-called digital
natives, enjoying rich and complex interactions with and through digital technologies is
a falsehood. Yet this assumption continues to underpin current policy development in
this area. For example, this thesis found young people need active support – more
than just factsheets or one-off interventions - on protective SNS strategies such as how
to block people and strengthen privacy settings indicating they are lacking basic
preventative skills to mitigate online risks. A further assumption requiring re consideration is that current generic cyberbullying interventions accurately reflect the
cyberbullying experiences of young people.
This thesis found a key implication of the reconceptualization of cyberbullying
occurring on SNSs is that educational institutions and policy makers must be held
accountable for clearer conceptions of cyberbullying that align with young people’s
experiences. Current interventions fail to capture the nuanced grey areas of aggressive
online acts that exist on the continuum of interpersonal conflict, and the impact of
contextual factors on cyberbullying identification. The complex environment
surrounding interpersonal conflict which this study shines a light on, provides critical
insights for future cyberbullying policy and programs.
Moreover, this study establishes that when adults frame every interpersonal
conflict as cyberbullying and respond with inappropriate interventions, they
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perpetuate the intergenerational digital disconnect and potentially lose a valuable
opportunity to help young people navigate the complicated interpersonal dynamics
and social challenges they face when using SNSs. This finding is particularly important
against the public contention that early detection and intervention provides
opportunities to mitigate the severity of cyberbullying and peer aggression.
Youth agency in the cyberbullying debate
The Australian Student Wellbeing Framework (2018), developed by the
Education Council of Australia has re-emphasised the importance of youth voice in
relation to online safety and considers it to be an important central aspect of
improving student wellbeing in schools more broadly. The key elements of the
Framework focus on five pillars: leadership, inclusion, student voice, partnerships and
support, all of which affirm children and young people’s rights to education, safety and
wellbeing under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (2014).
From a state perspective, drawing on the Victorian FISO Improvement Model
Continua of Practice (DET, 2018), there is an expectation that schools provide young
people opportunities to “develop a range of skills, including authentic communication
and decision-making opportunities to contribute their voices over matters that affect
them” (p.3). Both frameworks advocate for multiple approaches that recognise the
importance of empowering students. A key implication of this study’s
reconceptualization is that schools must therefore be held accountable for ensuring
they foster an inclusive and connected school culture that fosters prosocial digital
citizenship and ensures students are active participants in policy and practice decisions
related to cyberbullying. Indeed, emphasising the critical importance of listening to the
voices of young people and developing active citizenship in schools is not new (Tudball,
2018). For example, research shows when youth have a voice within contexts that
affect them, opportunities for positive youth development emerge (Edwards-Groves &
Murray, 2008; Perkins & Borden, 2006). However, within a cyberbullying context, youth
voice is not enough and is vulnerable to being tokenistic. Rather, youth agency is
required and needs to be viewed by schools and policy makers as an interrelated set of
processes that include ownership, voice and leadership (see Figure 8.1).
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Figure 8.1: Youth agency processes

Ownership

Voice

Leadership

This study suggests all three processes of youth agency must be treated as equal and
place students in the centre if education and policy institutions are to affect
behavioural change in order to reduce cyberbullying. This set of processes also
provides education and policy institutions opportunities for ensuring implementation
of student agency in a structured way that places the student in the centre.
A further important implication of this thesis is that ensuring authentic youth
agency in relation to online safety interventions requires more than listening by adults.
It necessitates co-construction of meaning between youth and adults about
cyberbullying to reach mutually beneficial outcomes and actions. For instance, in
traditional school settings such as the one-off assembly that relies on generic online
safety material devised and delivered by an adult, it would be easy to overlook the
complexities and the contextual social and cultural nuances that accompany
cyberbullying. As this thesis highlights, it is also a learning environment that fosters less
than optimal outcomes. Findings in this study suggest youth agency can be fostered
through 1) the development of a co-learning environment, 2) integration of learning
across subject domains, 3) engaging youth as change agents, and 4) adopting an
integrated model of learning.
Co-learning environment
This study can be used to redirect current school-based learning environments
towards a co-learning environment between teachers and students that is conducive
to intergenerational intersubjective meaning-making of cyberbullying. In other words,
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fostering an environment where teachers can make meaning about cyberbullying from
learning with their students. Given the speed and breadth of technological
advancement, pedagogic approaches that foster a more equitable relationship
between student and teacher, and also fosters youth agency is also essential in
sustaining any cyberbullying intervention. This is a new and ongoing challenge schools
must grapple with.
Technology has taken bullying beyond the realms of most adults’ experience,
which uniquely positions young people as experts in this area. Acknowledgement of
this expertise provides teachers opportunities to leverage their greatest classroom
resource – students. This thesis found youth are willing to engage in co-construction of
knowledge about online risks and build trusting relationships if adults have a growth
mindset to digital literacy, stay abreast of current technological trends and speak with,
not at, young people. Young people in this thesis suggested classroom-based group
work and advocated for a more equitable voice in the learning process. Building agency
within the school requires a culture of trust and respect and is more conducive in these
more personalised learning environments.
This more integrated constructivist approach (Tay, Lim, Nair & Lim, 2014)
provides genuine opportunities for both parties. Young people can share their
interpretations of online conflict, take responsibility for their learning and contribute
more deeply to the knowledge base about cyberbullying. Through this, they have
ownership of the issue within a local and global context; demonstrated respect from
teachers that they have something to contribute and a platform to do so. Importantly,
this environment redirects away from the traditional cyberbullying deficit approach
which focuses on an intervention that will ‘fix’ the person, towards a strength-based
approach that focuses on cyberbullying as the problem, not the person. Teachers and
school leadership are provided opportunities to contextualise student contributions,
adapt resources for more individualised learning and use the prior knowledge and
experience of individual students to benefit future groups.
A co-learning environment also has the potential to strengthen teachers’
capability to support students to manage their online safety. A key contribution of this
study was not only confirmation that adults have an important role to play in
countering cyberbullying but also that their presence and guidance is desired by young
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people. For example, the drama/cyberbullying interplay identified in Chapter 5 of this
thesis, found that understandings of personal involvement and roles is not clearly
articulated or understood by many young people. The prevalence of role
interchangeability occurring in cyberbullying incidents also suggests there is a need for
a more balanced approach to cyberbullying programs that at this moment focus
predominantly on cybervictimisation.
Leveraging the findings in this study, teachers can re-direct cyberbullying
interventions using the continuum of interpersonal conflict and widen the
conversation to encapsulate the nuanced interplay between attention seeking, drama
and cyberbullying; all of which have negative consequences and sit within a cultural
and local, place-based context. Programs also need to consider all roles and focus on
building empathy and understandings of differing ‘cultures of conflict’. Overarching
this, it is imperative that online aggression is discussed within broader socio-cultural
contexts (e.g. impact of racism), in order to help young people to identify more clearly
when aggressive acts on the continuum of interpersonal conflict become unacceptable
behaviour and should be classified as cyberbullying.
Integration across subject domains
Another key consideration for teachers is how to provide more than one-off
opportunities to educate about cyberbullying in an already busy curriculum, and to reconsider how they do this. As this study demonstrates, youths’ online experiences of
conflict are complex and require opportunities for in-depth learning. Embedding online
safety and digital citizenship more broadly across subject domains may provide
opportunities for in-depth learning within different contexts. For example, this study
found most narrative themes revolved around personal issues that are of key
importance to identity formation in adolescence such as loneliness, romance, and
appearance. Working on these themes in the RYS project gave the participants a chance
to not only express problems of personal relevance, but also to do so in a symbolic
form that could be communicated to others. Providing opportunities to integrate
themes connected to both positive and negative SNS experiences across existing
subject domains may be an effective way to:
i)

deepen youth’s knowledge about how to be prosocial digital citizens

ii)

build resilience and develop coping strategies to online risks
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iii)

contribute to a school culture that fosters respect and inclusiveness,
and

iv)

contribute to a more robust whole of school approach.

Importantly, this integrated approach also provides teachers with ongoing
opportunities to embed student agency so youth can make informed and thoughtful
prosocial decisions when using SNSs.
It is acknowledged that if we are asking teachers to do something differently,
they must be given time to learn it. Cyberbullying is complex and messy because it is
about people. It will therefore take time and sustained interaction to effect change in
schools. Importantly, part of the complexity of this change is that the learning must be
done in a specific context, given, as this study demonstrates, different groups of young
people experience cyberbullying differently; further strengthening the importance of
youth agency if we are to affect a reduction in cyberbullying.
Young people as change agents
This study illustrated the critical importance of understanding the nuanced
diversity of youth culture and the need for including youth as equal partners in any
change process. As a result, a further challenge for policy makers and schools is
empowering young people to become change agents in cyberbullying interventions.
The urgent need for a reconceptualization of youth involvement in the cyberbullying
debate cannot be underestimated. Worryingly, this research found overwhelmingly an
ingrained acceptance that cyberbullying could not be prevented in both school and
out-of-school environments, which seemingly perpetuated feelings of helplessness.
Moreover, a significant number of barriers were revealed in Chapter 6 that explained
the majority of youth in this study’s reticence to report incidents of cyberbullying.
These insights suggest that for youth to be empowered to become real change agents
in their school and more broadly, sustained effort and support is required by schools
and the wider community to overcome existing youth cultural norms and attitudes
towards cyberbullying and how best to respond to it. Despite these barriers, and given
the influence of youth communities, the importance of fostering a school culture
where all students feel safe and have agency is an important consideration.
This research can be used to redirect current thought to consider leadership
opportunities for young people in co-design and peer-to-peer education roles. As the
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respondents in this study made clear, this requires schools to go beyond generic anticyberbullying policies and programs and consider the wider social and cultural
contexts in which young people operate. Leadership opportunities also require the
agency processes of ownership and voice to be effective. Co-designing with young
people can make explicit their diverse cultural specificities and draw on their lived
experiences of cyberbullying, thus making future policy approaches and school-based
interventions more current and relevant. Indeed, this thesis contributes to the
understanding that for future interventions to be successful one cannot assume that
the emergence, effects and mitigation of cyberbullying can be equated across all
populations. Rather, the diversity of young people needs to be acknowledged through
the development of culturally relevant and appropriate programming that draws on
language and multimodal content that relates to them. This inclusive approach is
required to support all youth to become competent and effective online participants in
ways that are responsive to their cultural and linguistic background.
Leadership opportunities can also be provided by schools and policy makers by
positioning young people in the role of educator and mentor in both classroom
settings and more broadly in the policy debate. Within a policy context, as
demonstrated through the RYS project outlined in this thesis, when provided agency,
youth can be knowledge brokers about cyberbullying, an important consideration
given adults have no lived experience of this as youth.
Within a school context, this study revealed the lack of student agency in
existing school-based cyberbullying programs affected participants’ perceptions of
ownership, accessibility, and engagement. It also influenced perceptions of who is best
placed to deliver cyberbullying programs. Peer-to-peer learning in schools has the
potential to foster an innovative space and authentic opportunities for young people
to contribute and extend the knowledge base about cyberbullying and connect their
insights both locally and globally.
Leveraging the power of peer-to-peer learning in schools also has the potential
to reduce stigmatisation of cyberbullying and encourage help-seeking behaviours with
trusted peers and adults, that includes reporting. For example, this thesis found the
functionality of SNSs, such as group chats and private messaging play an important role
in helping young people feel less alone when experiencing cyberbullying and are also
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used by young people to support others. How this functionality can promote prosocial
behaviours within peer settings is an important learning opportunity that may be best
facilitated peer-to-peer.
Moreover, peer-to-peer and cross-age learning (specifically older to younger
cohorts) and youth-led mentoring may help to reduce the negative impact of
influential or ‘popular’ students who in some cases glamorise cyberbullying behaviours
and seek to trivialise and sabotage cyberbullying programs. For example, influential
groups were found in this study to create youth-led learning environments that
excused perpetrator behaviours and contributed to some young people remaining
silent, rather than active bystanders. There is potential, when in the role of educator,
for young people to foster a peer culture of respect, support and acceptance of
diversity. They can also be very influential in shifting perceptions that adults are unable
to help, by endorsing and encouraging help-seeking behaviours with teachers and
school support services.
An integrated model of learning
This research can be used to redirect current approaches to consider an
integrated model of delivery that combines cybersafety education in both school and
the social settings where young people engage, such as SNSs. When focused only on
the school setting this study found the learning environment does not take account of
the complex behavioural and social issues playing out online, and for some young
people this presented a barrier to engaging. Additionally, cyberbullying may be
occurring between peer groups within the classroom which all students have
knowledge of but are reticent to discuss in a public setting with an adult. This study also
found limitations exist if focused only on the SNS setting, restraining real-time
conversations, encouraging less visible engagement and in some cases, creating unique
opportunities for cybervictimisation. An integrated learning environment provides
opportunities for schools to ensure all young people find ways of educating themselves
and developing skills in identification, response, resilience and reflection about
cyberbullying in a way that best suits them.
However, for an integrated model of delivery to be successful, teachers,
parents and policy makers need to reconceptualise SNSs and begin to identify them as
a legitimate site of learning that can enhance classroom practices. Indeed, a
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reconsideration of youth’s negative online encounters is required. They are not
separate, but rather, different sides of the same coin as their positive learning
experiences on SNSs. Taking a more balanced and strength-based approach provides
teachers, researchers and policy makers opportunities to understand youth’s resilience
to online conflict, specifically how they identify and respond to it.
Using a more integrated approach also provides an opportunity for formal
learning settings to leverage how much young people are learning and building their
capabilities in creative digital practices, conflict resolution and advanced
communicative skills on SNSs; skills that have been honed though vlogging and
blogging, the editing of visuals, graphics and sound and through their positive and
negative online experiences with peers. Informal social environments impact on the
way youth are learning. Importantly:
i.

learning is occurring through participation not listening

ii.

knowledge transfer is peer-to-peer and

iii.

trust and loyalty are paramount.

Indeed, given the enormous expansion of these SNS practices by young people and
ways in which the multi-modality of SNS content promotes diverse youth voices, it
seems timely that their skill set and the open approach to learning on SNSs is
acknowledged and integrated in future cyberbullying resources.

8.6

Limitations and suggestions for future research
8.6.1 Limitations of the study
No research project is without limitations. This section acknowledges these

limitations as they are identified in the research in this thesis. Such recognition enables
future research to take steps to counteract their impact where and if possible. The
limitations identified for this study include the small scale of the study, the site
specificity, and the complexity of the definitional construct of cyberbullying, and more
specifically, as elucidated in this thesis, the need to include multiple perspectives. This
project did not find a common definition of cyberbullying. However, several
commonalities in interpretation regardless of age, cultural background or gender
suggested a common definition could be found with further research.
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A notable limitation of the study was its small-scale design. However, due to
the diversity of the participant groups and purposeful sampling technique employed,
the proposed sample across different demographics provided a rich quality of data
despite the limited size. The determination of myself as researcher to complete
rigorous and in-depth analysis of the transcripts meant that quality was not sacrificed
for the generation of more data. Smith et al. (2009), call for relatively homogenous
samples in IPA research. The sample groups for this study were relatively homogenous
in respect of shared culture, however within each group, participants were
heterogeneous in many ways. Firstly, the Aboriginal and CALD participants had
different cultural protocols and nuances that were not representative of larger
Aboriginal or CALD youth populations. Secondly, the groups were mixed gender and
age. Whilst the participants’ primary concern was their identification and response to
cyberbullying and positive uses of SNS, rather than their cultural background,
generalisations about cultural groups experiences of cyberbullying cannot be made.
This research is also limited in its focus regarding the selection and analysis of
interactions with one regional and one metropolitan site. Examination of lived
experiences of cyberbullying of select groups of young people across two settings
reduces the breadth of the study. While the findings here are not generalisable, they
do remain suggestive of the types of positive and negative SNS experiences by
culturally diverse young people. This study contributes depth, rather than scale to
understandings of how young people experience cyberbullying.

8.6.2 Directions for future research
Although this study contributes knowledge about cyberbullying and the
impacts of SNSs as a social construct on this phenomenon with culturally diverse young
people, in order to develop a richer, more complete picture, policy makers and
researchers would benefit from national-scale, qualitative research that specifically
addresses the issue of cyberbullying towards and among culturally diverse youth
populations. It is important to recognise that Aboriginal and CALD populations are not
homogeneous. Thus, future research could take a more intersectional approach by
exploring how Aboriginal and CALD youths’ experiences of cyberbullying intersect with
other social identities, including sexual and gender minorities, disability, socioeconomic status or geographic variables (including city, regional, rural and remote
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locations). Furthermore, there is little research into how other youth minorities, such
as those with a disability or LGBTI, experience cyberbullying on SNSs to provide further
insights into the similarities and differences of cyberbullying experiences and SNS use
between these groups.
The data gathered for this study was also collected at a static point in time, and
it may be that widening the scope to show young people’s longitudinal experiences of
SNSs, will provide insight into whether cyberbullying has lasting impacts as they
transition from adolescence into adulthood. This would reveal how young people
adapt to online aggression and could highlight the complexity of their resilience and
coping strategies and how they use these strategies and possible responses in different
online settings and interactions with others over time.
A next logical step in the research reported here would be to compare these
findings with youth lived experiences in other secondary settings by again analysing
how cyberbullying on SNSs is defined and responded to. Such comparable research
would only increase the validity of the findings of this study and would also contribute
to the findings of IPA, as a whole. If similar youth perspectives can be found, across
various settings, about how to define cyberbullying and the contextual factors that
influence how drama and cyberbullying are classified, then interventions informed by
accurate measurements can be formed. Moreover, further understanding of why
youth’s responses to cyberbullying predominantly do not include reporting to adults is
required to ensure future interventions are redesigned to address the barriers. If
similar findings can be found across various educational and broader community
settings, then the conclusions reached in this research can be viewed as valid for
school and policy approaches more generally.
Finally, this study raises a further question. What pedagogical changes can
educators embrace to ensure that digital integration in school-based settings supports
youth participatory practices? Examining the integration of SNS informal learning
settings in school-based learning environments for cyberbullying interventions
therefore warrants further attention.

8.7

Conclusion
The social phenomenon of cyberbullying remains a major area of interest
229

within the field of education. Whilst there is some agreement about the prevalence
and characterising features of cyberbullying, a definition of the construct neglects a
distinctive and more subjective understanding of the phenomenon from the ‘insiders’
– namely youth. In accessing the diversity of youth perspectives, this thesis aimed to
examine the meanings that culturally diverse youth attach to their positive and
negative SNS experiences. Specifically, youth’s experiences and understanding of
cyberbullying was captured within cultural contexts. This provided insights into the
meaning cyberbullying holds for them, as distinct from the meaning given to it by
adults.
A key insight this study illuminates is that by examining online risks such as
cyberbullying through the lens of an adult we fail to see the nuances that surround or
constitute this social construct. This effect may be perceived to devalue the
importance of context in understanding how an incident of online conflict is
categorised. Indeed, by we, as adults assuming we already know what cyberbullying
looks like, we risk incorrectly including behaviours that young people themselves don’t
consider a problem, while alternatively (and critically important) overlooking forms of
interpersonal conflict that might have significant negative impacts on their peer
settings. In order to achieve this, it is imperative that society (media, policy initiatives
and educational programs) does not conflate cyberbullying with all forms of
interpersonal conflict. This endeavour requires both focus and a clear perspective on
the issues raised in this study.
Finally, this thesis established that SNSs can be an effective learning
environment to address cyberbullying. However, for SNSs to be considered an effective
site of learning about cyberbullying, collaboration and co-designing with young people
is crucial to ensure that content is reflective of their diverse experiences, interests,
values and norms. Undertaking this thesis and co-designing and developing the RYS
program with youth has taught me that by recognising young people as experts of
their own lived SNS experiences, opportunities are generated for adults to form an
understanding and appreciation of the complexities surrounding youth SNS
participation and practice. This knowledge has had a cascading effect by enabling me
to foster intergenerational intersubjective meaning-making of cyberbullying with
young people and in turn leverage the positive uses of SNSs that youth experience to
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find solutions to address this phenomenon. This more balanced approach is required
to ensure future interventions, not only address the phenomenon of cyberbullying
more accurately, as experienced by youth, but also celebrate and leverage the many
benefits afforded by SNSs.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1: Introductory letter
Dear
My name is Sarah Hayton. I work in cybersafety education at the Office of the eSafety
Commissioner and am currently a PhD student in the School of Education at Charles Sturt
University. I am seeking recommendations from yourself for potential participants that fit the
study criteria and who would be willing to take part in the research project.
What is the purpose of this study?
Cyberbullying can be defined broadly as the bullying and harassment of others by means of
new electronic technologies, primarily mobile phones and the internet. Current research on
cyberbullying issues has not included the voice of Australian young people from diverse
cultural backgrounds. This study is being done to tell the story of what a group of young
people from diverse cultural backgrounds in both Melbourne and regional NSW think about
cyberbullying, and how they think social networking sites can be positively used to educate
and raise awareness about cyberbullying.
Criteria for who can participate in the research.
I am hoping to interview a range of young people between the ages of 14 – 18 years. I am
looking for a diverse range of young people from different cultural backgrounds including
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) and Anglo
Saxon. However, if a young person you’d like to recommend is not fluent in English he/she may
not meet the inclusion criteria as a component of participation involves the interview which will
be conducted in English only.
The young person must be an active user of social networking sites and have personally
experienced, seen it happening and/or been a perpetrator of cyberbullying, when using social
networking sites.
What the participants will be asked to do:
The participants will be asked to volunteer to take part in two main activities:
1. Participate in a group interview. This should take approximately 1 hour.
2. Members of the group interview will then be invited to participate in a more in-depth
individual interview with myself to talk in more detail about their personal experiences
of both the positive and negative things they experience when they use social
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networking sites. This should take approximately 1 hour. If the young person takes part
in the individual interview, they will also be asked to keep a digital diary and post daily
reflections of their private Facebook interactions over the course of a week. The digital
diary and daily reflections will be posted onto a private group in Facebook messenger
that only the research team will be able to see.
I will be audiotaping all of the individual interviews. Any information or personal details
gathered in the course of this research collected about the young person will be confidential
and neither their name nor any other identifying information will be used or published. When
the research is written up, I will use pseudonyms (made-up names) to protect the young
person’s identity.
The expected benefits of the research
Given the popularity and importance of technology in the lives of many young people across
Australia, greater insight into the way you see cyberbullying and use social networking as part
of their daily life is needed. Currently little is known about how Australian youth from a range of
culturally diverse backgrounds experience cyberbullying when using social networking sites.
The youth’s participation in this study will help us to understand a variety of young people’s
perspectives about both the benefits of using social networking sites and how they manage
online risks, such as cyberbullying.
It is also hoped that the findings might be useful for altering the way government develops
education programs to be more relevant to and inclusive of Australian young people from a
range of diverse cultural backgrounds. Importantly, the research findings aim to help adults in
the community understand the way their young people use technology as part of their daily life.
Risks:
There are risks associated with taking part in this study as the topic of cyberbullying can be quite
confronting and the implications of being cyberbullied are not to be taken lightly. As such, a
counselling service will be available for participants to contact, if required.
Participants can also volunteer to have a support person with them. I have attached the
support person information sheet and consent form which outlines in more detail their role
and responsibilities.
Parent and participant Consent:
I have also attached the information sheet and consent form for both parents and the young
people whom you think would like to take part in the study. These will need to be completed
and provided to myself at the group interview.
Timelines for the research:
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The study is part of a PhD project. Data collection is scheduled to start in July 2017. Once
collection is complete, I will be analysing and writing over 2017-18 and am planning on
submitting in 2019.
If you could indicate at you earliest convenience whether or not you have some young people
you’d like to recommend that would be greatly appreciated. If you have further questions
about the project, I would be more than happy to provide additional information or discuss
these with you.

With many thanks

Sarah Hayton
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Appendix 2: Parent Information Sheet

Research Project: Different sides of the same story?
Cyberbullying and the positive uses of social networking: examining
perspectives from culturally diverse youth.
INFORMATION SHEET PARENT/CARER
Who is conducting the research?

Sarah Hayton
PhD Candidate
School of Education
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(03) 8651 5722
Contact Email: sarah.hayton@acma.gov.au
Supervisors:
Dr. Christine Edward-Groves
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(02) 6933 2444
Contact email: cgroves@csu.edu.au and
Dr. Kiprono Langat
Charles Sturt University
Contact phone:(02) 6933 2442
Contact email: klangat@csu.edu.au

Why is the research being conducted?
Cyberbullying can be defined broadly as the bullying and harassment of others by means of new
electronic technologies, primarily mobile phones and the internet. Current research on
cyberbullying issues has not included the voice of Australian young people from diverse cultural
backgrounds. This study is being done to tell the story of what a group of young people from
diverse cultural backgrounds in both Melbourne and regional NSW think about cyberbullying, and
how they think social networking sites can be positively used to educate and raise awareness about
cyberbullying.
It is hoped that this research project will help to show how young people use social networking
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sites, including both the benefits of online participation and how they are handling or coping with
online risks such as cyberbullying. It is also hoped that the findings might be useful for altering the
way government develops education programs to be more relevant to and inclusive of Australian
young people from a range of diverse cultural backgrounds.
What your child will be asked to do
Your child will be asked to volunteer to take part in up to three main activities. Your child is
not required to take part in all of the activities below and may choose to participate in only
one or two.
1. Participate in a small group interview:
I am hoping to recruit three small, relatively homogeneous groups of four participants:
Indigenous youth, culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) youth and Anglo-Saxon
youth in both metropolitan Melbourne and regional NSW. Each group will take part in a
group interview with myself. This should take approximately 1 hour. A group activity
using butchers’ paper and pens will be conducted to brainstorm the positive and
negative things that your child experiences when you go online. The group interview
will not be recorded but my aim is to facilitate the activity and take some notes. I am
happy for each group to nominate and bring a support person if they wish.
2. Participate in an individual interview and keep a digital diary:
After the group interview has taken place, members of each group will be invited to
participate in an individual, in–depth interview with myself. This should take
approximately one hour. My intention is to spend time talking with each person
individually, focusing on their perceptions and experiences related to both the positive
and negative uses of social networking sites, and their personal online experiences in
more detail. Some of the areas that will be covered in the interviews include the types
of social networking sites used, how these are used, who uses them and people your
child interacts with.
I am happy for your child to:
•

bring a support person to the interview if they wish, and

•

nominate the time and place for the interview.

If your child takes part in the individual interview, they will also be asked after the
interview to keep a digital diary over the course of one week that records their
experiences about cyberbullying and social networking. The digital diary and daily
reflections will be posted onto a private group in Facebook messenger that only the
research team will be able to see. These can include memes, pictures, photos and or
written reflections. The information gathered from the digital diaries will provide

292

further insight into your child’s socially configured virtual world and complement the
data gathered from the interviews.
All the individual interviews and digital diary entries/reflections will be recorded and
transcribed. The responses gathered from the group activity will also
form part of the collected data. This information will form part of the data analysis for
my PhD.
3. Participate in the youth reference group:
The youth reference group will meet and communicate via a closed community group on
Facebook over the course of approximately 6 months. The purpose of the group will enable
critical conversations about the issues surrounding cyberbullying; it will also be a place where
your child’s views and questions as young people can be expressed. The youth reference group
is a place where each person can be as actively involved as they like, or not take part at all and
as such your child is welcome to enter and exit at any time, they like
Individual interview and conversations in the private Facebook group will be recorded so that
we have a proper record of your child’s answers. Your child’s information will become part of
the data used for the researcher’s PhD thesis.
Your child’s selection
Your child has the opportunity to take part in the research because of the contribution he/she
can make to the research.
Risks
There are risks associated with taking part in the project as the topic of cyberbullying can be
quite confronting and the implications of being cyberbullied are not to be taken lightly. As
such, a counselling service will be available for participants to contact, if required.
Metropolitan Melbourne:
Headspace
Collingwood, Level 1, Victoria Park, Abbotsford, Victoria, 3067
P: (03) 9417 0150
E: reception@collingwoodheadspace.org.au
Regional NSW:
Headspace
Wagga Wagga, 2/185 Morgan Street, Wagga Wagga, NSW 2650.

P :( 02) 6923 3170
E: My.Headspace@mphn.org.au
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I have a duty of care to try to protect your child if the information he/she shares with me
indicates that:
•they are being seriously hurt by someone else
•they are thinking of seriously harming yourself and/or
•someone else is being, is likely to be, seriously hurt by themselves or another person.
If necessary, I may need to seek advice from authorities who can help protect your child
and/or others, such as Headspace or the police. The individual and group interviews will take
place in a location where what your child says will not be able to be overheard by others. In
this way, I will aim to protect your child’s privacy and confidentiality.
If you or your child choose to withdraw part way through the research project after the
individual interview and/or daily reflections posted on Facebook, their individual contributions
will be removed from the project.
Your child’s confidentiality
We will be audiotaping all of the individual interviews. Any information or personal details
gathered in the course of this research collected about your child will be confidential and
neither their name nor any other identifying information will be used or published.
When the research is written up, we will use pseudonyms (made-up names) to protect your
child’s identity. However, there are some exceptions:
1. If I am seriously worried about your child’s safety I must – by law- try to keep him/her
safe. This means I might have to share their concerns with someone else. I will talk
with your child openly, letting them know if my concerns reach the point where other
services should be involved.
2. It is also important to know that in the group setting I cannot guarantee anonymity and
confidentiality for all participants. I will keep your names anonymous by providing your
child with a pseudonym, however I cannot guarantee other participants in the group
interview will do the same. Please understand that your child’s contributions to a
group discussion cannot be withdrawn if he/she decides to withdraw participation
after the group interview has been held.
Participation is voluntary
Your child is free to withdraw participation in the research at any time, and if your child does
there will be no need to provide a reason for withdrawal and there will be no consequences
for withdrawing.
Your child won’t be subjected to any penalty or discriminatory treatment. If you don’t want
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your child to take part in the study, or withdraw at any point in the study this will in no way
harm or negatively affect your relationship with the reference group, the Agency or Charles
Sturt University.
Questions / further information
If you have any questions or would like some more information about the project, you can
contact:
Sarah Hayton
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(03) 8651 5722
Contact Email: sarah.hayton@acma.gov.au
Supervisors:
Christine Edwards-Groves
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(02) 6933 2444
Contact email: cgroves@csu.edu.au
Dr. Kiprono Langat
Charles Sturt University
Contact phone:(02) 6933 2442
Contact email: klangat@csu.edu.au
The ethical conduct of this research
Charles Sturt University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on
Ethical Conduct in Human Research. Charles Sturt University’s Human Research Ethics
Committee has approved this study. If you have any complaints or reservations about the
ethical conduct of this project, you may contact the Committee through the Executive Officer:
Executive Officer
Ethics in Human Research Committee
Academic Secretariat
Charles Sturt University
Private Mail Bag 29
Bathurst NSW 2795
Phone: (02) 6338 4628
Fax: (02) 6338 4194
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Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be
informed of the outcome.
Do you agree to participate in the research? If yes, please read and sign the attached Consent
Form.
This information sheet is for you to keep.
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Appendix 3: Parent/carer consent form
Parent/Carer ConsentForm

Research Project: Different sides of the same coin? Cyberbullying
and the positive uses of social networking: examining perspectives
from culturally diverse youth.

In order for your child to participate in this research project you will need to read the
information statement and complete the following consent form
Research team contact:
Sarah Hayton
School of Education
Charles Sturt University, Wagga Wagga
Phone: (03) 8651 5722
Email: sarah.hayton@acma.gov.au
Christine Edwards-Groves
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(02) 6933 2444
Contact email: cgroves@csu.edu.au
I (please print)

, agree for my child
(please print) to participate in this project

which aims to gather information about cyberbullying and how social networking sites can
be positively used to educate and raise awareness about cyberbullying.
I understand that CSU PhD Candidate Sarah Hayton will be conducting the research
project.
The purpose of the research has been explained to me and I have read and understood
the information sheet given to me. I have also been given the opportunity to ask questions
about the research and I have received satisfactory answers.
I understand that my child will take part in a focus group discussion with the
participating members of the focus group and researchers from the University. I also
understand my child may be invited to participate in an individual interview with the researcher
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that will go for 1 hour and that they will take part in keeping a digital diary and daily reflections
of their private Facebook interactions over the course of a week.
I understand that in the focus group setting the researchers cannot guarantee
anonymity and confidentiality for myself and my child’s contributions cannot be withdrawn if I
decide to withdraw their participation after the focus group has been held.
I understand that my child has been invited to join the youth reference group to act as
an advisor and co-researcher with the research team over the course of the project.
My child has been given the opportunity to take part in the research because of the
contribution he/she can make to the research.
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information
package and in particular have noted that:
•

I understand that my child’s involvement in this research will include a focus group
discussion (which will last for no longer than 1 hour);

•

I understand my child may be invited after the focus group meeting to participate
in an individual interview (which will last for no longer than 1 hour);

•

I understand if my child participates in the individual interview, he/she will also be
required to keep a digital diary over the course of a week and post daily reflections
of their Facebook interactions to a private group set up by the researcher on the
Facebook messenger platform;

•

I understand that my child’s involvement in the focus group interview includes
pastoral care support to the youth participants if required;

•

I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;

•

I understand the risks involved;

•

I understand that the reference group, the participants families and the wider
community will receive feedback at a debriefing session and that the groups will
receive two reports – an interim and a final report – based on the findings of the
study;

•

I understand that my child’s participation in this research is voluntary;

•

I understand that if I have any additional questions, I can contact the research team;

•

I understand that I am free to withdraw my child at any time, without explanation
or penalty;

•

I understand that any information or personal details gathered in the course of this
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research about my child are confidential and that neither their name nor any other
identifying information will be used or published;
•

I understand that the individual interview and interviews/focus group will be
audiotaped;

•

I understand that I can contact the Executive Officer, Charles Sturt University’s Human
Research Ethics Committee (02) 6338 4628 if I have any concerns about the ethical
conduct of the project; and

I agree for my child to participate in the project.

Name

Signature

Date

Please return this sheet to the research team
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Appendix 4: Information sheet support person

Research Project: Different sides of the same coin? Cyberbullying
and the positive uses of social networking: examining perspectives
from culturally diverse youth.
INFORMATION SHEET SUPPORT PERSON
Who is conducting the
research

Sarah Hayton
PhD Candidate
School of Education
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(03) 8651 5722
Contact Email: sarah.hayton@acma.gov.au
Supervisors:
Dr. Christine Edwards-Groves
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(02) 6933 2444
Contact email: cgroves@csu.edu.au and
Dr. Kiprono Langat
Charles Sturt University
Contact phone:(02) 6933 2442
Contact email: klangat@csu.edu.au

Why is the research being conducted?
Cyberbullying can be defined broadly as the bullying and harassment of others by means
of new electronic technologies, primarily mobile phones and the internet. Current research on
cyberbullying issues has not included the voice of Australian young people from diverse cultural
backgrounds. This study is being done to tell the story of what a group of young
people from diverse cultural backgrounds in both Melbourne and regional NSW think about
cyberbullying, and how they think social networking sites can be positively used to educate
and raise awareness about cyberbullying. It is hoped that this research project will help to
show how young people use social networking sites, including both the benefits of online
participation and how they are handling or coping with online risks such as cyberbullying. It is
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also hoped that the findings might be useful for altering the way government develops
education programs to be more relevant to and inclusive of Australian young people from a
range of diverse cultural backgrounds.
If nominated by the participants, what you will be asked to do:
You will be asked to volunteer to take part in two main activities:
•

Provide pastoral care to the participants who have nominated you to be their support
person throughout the research project duration.

•

Attend and provide support in a group interview and/or individual interview with the
participants and myself. Each interview should take approximately 1 hour.

The individual interview will be audiotaped so that we have a proper record of the
participants answers.
To ensure that the focus of the interviews is on the participants, prior to the interview
process I will meet with yourself to go through the process, your role as a support person
and discuss further the aim of the interviews is to capture the participant’s personal
experiences.
What the participants will be asked to do:
The participants will be asked to volunteer to take part in three main activities:
1. Participate in a group interview. This should take approximately 1 hour.
2. Members of the group interview will then be invited to participate in a more indepth individual interview with myself to talk in more detail about their personal
experiences of both the positive and negative things they experience when they
use social networking sites. This should take approximately 1 hour. If the young
person takes part in the individual interview, they will also be asked to keep a
digital diary and post daily reflections of their private Facebook interactions over
the course of a week. The digital diary and daily reflections will be posted onto a
private group in Facebook messenger that only the research team will be able to
see.
3. Participate in the study’s youth reference group. This group will act in an advisory role
to the project and provide an opportunity for the young people participating in the
research project to take part in the study as co-researchers with the research team.
All of the individual interviews with the participants will be recorded and used as part of the
data collection process. The participant’s information will be used by myself as part of my PhD
thesis.
The in-depth interviews will be used by myself to gather more in depth information in relation
to both the participant’s negative and positive experiences when using SNS. The information
gathered from the digital diaries will provide further insight into the participant’s socially
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configured virtual world and complement the data gathered from the interviews.
Who can participate in the research?
I am hoping to interview a range of young people between the ages of 14 – 18 years. I am
looking for a diverse range of young people from different cultural backgrounds including
Indigenous, culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) and Anglo Saxon. However, if the participant
is not fluent in English he/she may not meet the inclusion criteria as a component of participation
involves the interview which will be conducted in English only.
The participants must be active users of social networking sites and have personally
experienced, seen it happening and/or been a perpetrator of cyberbullying, when using social
networking sites.
Your selection
You have the opportunity to volunteer because of the trust the participant(s)have for you as a
support person in the community in which the research is being conducted, cultural knowledge
and expertise and the contribution you can make to the research.
The expected benefits of the research
Given the popularity and importance of technology in the lives of many young people across
Australia, greater insight into the way you see cyberbullying and use social networking as part of
their daily life is needed. Currently little is known about how Australian youth from a range of
culturally diverse backgrounds experience cyberbullying when using social networking sites. Each
participant’s contribution in this study will help us to understand a variety of young people’s
perspectives about both the benefits of using social networking sites and how they manage
online risks, such as cyberbullying.
It is hoped that the participant’s insights will assist government in delivering cybersafety
educational messaging, to not only be positive when they go online but also have the skills
to manage risks such as cyberbullying, in a way that is culturally inclusive and relatable for
other young people.
The study will also provide opportunities for the participants to engage in a youth-centred and
youth-driven research approach, through the inclusion of the youth reference group. The role
of the reference group is to provide a platform where the participant’s views, needs, challenges,
experiences and recommendations can be expressed. The participant’s contribution and guidance
in this group is an important consideration in this study as I have never personally experienced
cyberbullying as a young person, making it essential that young people find ways of describing their
experiences of cyberbullying and how SNS can be a positive influence in their lives. Young people
are the brokers of this new knowledge and their voice provides a bridge between what they know
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and understand, and what researchers, such as myself, need to know and understand to properly
inform policy and practice about cyberbullying.
The research findings will also contribute and aim to help adults in the community understand
the way their young people use technology as part of their daily life.
Risks
There are risks associated with taking part in the project as the topic of cyberbullying can be quite
confronting and the implications of being cyberbullied are not to be taken lightly. As such, a
counselling service will be available for participants to contact, if required.
Metropolitan Melbourne:
Headspace
Collingwood, Level 1, Victoria Park, Abbotsford, Victoria, 3067
P: (03) 9417 0150
E: reception@collingwoodheadspace.org.au
Regional NSW:
Headspace
Wagga Wagga, 2/185 Morgan Street, Wagga Wagga, NSW 2650. P :( 02) 6923 3170
E: My.Headspace@mphn.org.au
I have a duty of care to try to protect the participant if the information he/she shares with me
indicates that:
•they are being seriously hurt by someone else
•they are thinking of seriously harming yourself and/or
• someone else is being, is likely to be, seriously hurt by themselves or another person.

If necessary, I may need to seek advice from authorities who can help protect the participant
and/or others, such as Headspace or the police. The individual and group interviews will take
place in a location where what the participant says will not be able to be overheard by others.
In this way, I will aim to protect the participant’s privacy and confidentiality.
If you choose to withdraw part way through the research project after the individual interview
and/or daily reflections posted on Facebook, your individual contributions will be removed from
the project.
Your confidentiality
I will be audiotaping all of the individual interviews. Any information or personal details gathered in
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the course of this research collected about you will be confidential and neither your name nor any
other identifying information will be used or published.
When the research is written up, we will use pseudonyms (made-up names) to protect yours and
the participant’s identity.
Your participation is voluntary
You are free to withdraw participation in the research at any time, and if you do there will be no
need to provide a reason for withdrawal and there will be no consequences for withdrawing.
You won’t be subjected to any penalty or discriminatory treatment. If you don’t want to take part
in the study, this will in no way harm or negatively affect your relationship with the reference
group, the Agency or Charles Sturt University.
Questions / further information
If you have any questions or would like some more information about the project, you can contact:
Sarah Hayton
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(03) 8651 5722
Contact Email: sarah.hayton@acma.gov.au
Supervisors:
Christine Edwards-Groves
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(02) 6933 2444
Contact email: cgroves@csu.edu.au
Dr. Kiprono Langat
Charles Sturt University
Contact phone:(02) 6933 2442
Contact email: klangat@csu.edu.au
The ethical conduct of this research
Charles Sturt University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on
Ethical Conduct in Human Research. Charles Sturt University’s Human Research Ethics
Committee has approved this study. If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical
conduct of this project, you may contact the Committee through the Executive Officer:
Executive Officer

304

Ethics in Human Research Committee
Academic Secretariat
Charles Sturt University
Private Mail Bag 29
Bathurst NSW 2795
Phone: (02) 6338 4628
Fax: (02) 6338 4194
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be informed of
the outcome.
Do you agree to participate in the research? If yes, please read and sign the attached Consent
Form.
This information sheet is for you to keep.
With many thanks
Sarah Hayton
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Appendix 5: Participant information sheet

Different sides of the same coin? Cyberbullying and the positive
uses of social networking: examining perspectives fromculturally
diverse young people.
INFORMATION SHEET PARTICIPANT
Who is conducting the
research

Sarah Hayton
PhD Candidate
School of Education
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(03) 8651 5722
Contact Email: sarah.hayton@esafety.gov.au
Supervisors:
Dr. Christine Edward-Groves
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(02) 6933 2444
Contact email: cgroves@csu.edu.au and
Dr. Kiprono Langat
Charles Sturt University
Contact phone:(02) 6933 2442
Contact email: klangat@csu.edu.au

Why is the research being conducted?
Cyberbullying can be defined broadly as the bullying and harassment of others by means of new
electronic technologies, primarily mobile phones and the internet. Current research on
cyberbullying issues has not included the voice of Australian young people from diverse cultural
backgrounds. This study is being done to tell the story of what a group of young people from
diverse cultural backgrounds in both Melbourne and regional NSW think about cyberbullying, and
how they think social networking sites can be positively used to educate and raise awareness about
cyberbullying.
It is hoped that this research project will help to show how young people use social networking
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sites, including both the benefits of online participation and how they are handling or coping
with online risks such as cyberbullying. It is also hoped that the findings might be useful for
altering the way government develops education programs to be more relevant to and inclusive
of Australian young people from a range of diverse cultural backgrounds.
Your selection
You are invited to take part because of the contribution you can make to the research. You
have been nominated by an elder, staff at your school or community homework program, a
parent or a respected community member as a person who might be interested in the project.
Who can participate in the research?
I am hoping to interview a range of young people between the ages of 14 – 18 years. I am looking
for a diverse range of young people from different cultural backgrounds including Indigenous,
culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) and Anglo Saxon. However, if you are not fluent in
English you may not meet the inclusion criteria as a component of participation involves the
interview which will be conducted in English only.
You must be an active user of social networking sites and have personally experienced, seen it
happening and/or been a perpetrator of cyberbullying, when using social networking sites.
What you will be asked to do
You are invited to take part in three activities for the research project. You are not required to
take part in all of the activities below and may choose to participate in only one or two.
1. Participate in a small group interview:
I am hoping to recruit three small, relatively homogeneous groups of four participants:
Indigenous youth, culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) youth and Anglo-Saxon
youth in both metropolitan Melbourne and regional NSW. Each group will take part in
a group interview with myself. This should take approximately 1 hour. A group activity
using butchers’ paper and pens will be conducted to brainstorm the positive and
negative things that you experience when you go online. The group interview will not
be recorded but my aim is to facilitate the activity and take some notes. I am happy for
each group to nominate and bring a support person if they wish.
2. Participate in an individual interview and keep a digital diary
After the group interview has taken place, members of each group will be invited to
participate in an individual, in–depth interview with myself. This should take
approximately one hour. My intention is to spend time talking with each person
individually, focusing on your perceptions and experiences related to both the positive
and negative uses of social networking sites, and your personal online experiences in
more detail. Some of the areas that will be covered in the interviews include the types
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of social networking sites used, how these are used, who uses them and people you
interact with.
I am happy for you to:
a. bring a support person to the interview if you wish, and
b. nominate the time and place for the interview.
If you take part in the individual interview, you will also be asked after the interview to
keep a digital diary over the course of one week that records your experiences about
cyberbullying and social networking. The digital diary and daily reflections will be posted
onto a private group in Facebook messenger that only the research team will be able to
see. These can include memes, pictures, photos and or written reflections. The
information gathered from the digital diaries will provide further insight into your socially
configured virtual world and complement the data gathered from the interviews.
All the individual interviews and digital diary entries/reflections will be recorded and
transcribed. The responses gathered from group activity will form part of the collected
data. This information will form part of the data analysis for my PhD.
3. Participate in the youth reference group:
The youth reference group will meet and communicate via a closed community group
on Facebook over the course of approximately 6 months. The purpose of the group will
enable critical conversations about the issues surrounding cyberbullying; it will also be
a place where your views and questions as young people can be expressed. The youth
reference group is a place where each person can be as actively involved as they like, or
not take part at all and as such you are welcome you enter and exit at any time that
you like.
The expected benefits of the research
Given the popularity and importance of technology in the lives of many young people across
Australia, greater insight into the way you see cyberbullying and use social networking as part of
your daily life is needed. Currently little is known about how Australian youth from a range of
culturally diverse backgrounds experience cyberbullying when using social networking sites. Your
participation in this study will help us to understand a variety of young people’s perspectives about
both the benefits of using social networking sites and how you manage online risks, such as
cyberbullying.
It is hoped that your insights will assist government in delivering cybersafety educational
messaging, to not only be positive when you go online but also have the skills to manage risks such
as cyberbullying, in a way that is culturally inclusive and relatable for other young people.
The study will also provide opportunities for you to engage in a youth-centred and youth-driven
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research approach, through the inclusion of the youth reference group. The role of the reference
group is to provide a platform where your views, needs, challenges, experiences and
recommendations can be expressed. Your contribution and guidance in this group is an important
consideration in this study as I have never personally experienced cyberbullying as a young person,
making it essential that you find ways of describing your experiences of cyberbullying and how SNS
can be a positive influence in your life. Young people, such as yourself are the brokers of this new
knowledge and your voice provides a bridge between what you know and understand, and what
researchers, such as myself, need to know and understand to properly inform policy and practice
about cyberbullying.
Risks
There are risks associated with taking part in the project as the topic of cyberbullying can be quite
confronting and the implications of being cyberbullied are not to be taken lightly. As such, a
counselling service through Headspace will be available for you to contact, if required.
Metropolitan Melbourne:
Headspace
Collingwood, Level 1, Victoria Park, Abbotsford, Victoria, 3067
P: (03) 9417 0150
E: reception@collingwoodheadspace.org.au

Regional NSW:
Headspace
Wagga Wagga, 2/185 Morgan Street, Wagga Wagga, NSW
2650. P :( 02) 6923 3170
E: My.Headspace@mphn.org.au

I have a duty of care to try to protect you if the information you share with me indicates
that:
•you are being seriously hurt by someone else
•you are thinking of seriously harming yourself and/or
•someone else is being, is likely to be, seriously hurt by you or another person.
If necessary, I may need to seek advice from authorities who can help protect you and/or others,
such as Headspace or the police. The individual and focus group interviews will take place in a
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location where what you say will not be able to be overheard by others. In this way, I will aim to
protect your privacy and confidentiality.
Your confidentiality
All the interviews and digital diary entries/reflections will be recorded and transcribed. Once this
has been done you will be given a copy of your transcript so that you can clarify or edit what was
discussed if required. All of the information from the interview and digital diary entries will remain
confidential and the interview recordings and transcripts will be stored securely on a password
protected computer.
Every effort will be made to protect your identity. Pseudonyms will be used for you and any other
person or organisation mentioned in your interview.
However, there are some exceptions:
If I am seriously worried about your safety I must – by law- try to keep you safe. This means I might
have to share your concerns with someone else. I will talk with you openly, letting you know if my
concerns reach the point where other services should be involved.
It is also important to know that in the group setting I cannot guarantee anonymity and
confidentiality for all participants. I will keep your names anonymous by providing you with a
pseudonym, however I cannot guarantee other participants in the group interview will do the
same. Please understand that your contributions to a group discussion cannot be withdrawn if you
decide to withdraw participation after the group has been held.
Your participation is voluntary
It is okay for you to decline to answer any specific questions if you choose. You also have the option
to withdraw participation at any time up until the start of the data analysis. If you do choose to
withdraw from the research project, there will be no need to provide a reason for withdrawal
and there will be no consequences for withdrawing.
You won’t be subjected to any penalty or discriminatory treatment. If you don’t want to take part
in the study, this will in no way harm or negatively affect your relationship with the reference
group, the Agency or Charles Sturt University.
Questions / further information
If you have any questions or would like some more information about the project, you can contact:
Sarah Hayton
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(03) 8651 5722
Contact Email: sarah.hayton@acma.gov.au
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Supervisors:
Christine Edward-Groves
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(02) 6933 2444
Contact email: cgroves@csu.edu.au
Dr. Kiprono Langat
Charles Sturt University
Contact phone:(02) 6933 2442
Contact email: klangat@csu.edu.au
The ethical conduct of this research
Charles Sturt University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on
Ethical Conduct in Human Research. Charles Sturt University’s Human Research Ethics
Committee has approved this study. If you have any complaints or reservations about the
ethical conduct of this project, you may contact the Committee through the Executive Officer:
Executive Officer
Ethics in Human Research Committee
Academic Secretariat
Charles Sturt University
Private Mail Bag 29
Bathurst NSW 2795
Phone: (02) 6338 4628
Fax: (02) 6338 4194

Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be
informed of the outcome.
Do you agree to participate in the research? If yes, please read and sign the attached Consent
Form.
This information sheet is for you to keep.
With many thanks
Sarah Hayton
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Appendix 6: Participant consent form

Research Project: Different sides of the same coin? Cyberbullying
and the positive uses of social networking: examining perspectives from
culturally diverse youth.
In order for you to participate in this research project you will need to read the
information statement and complete the following consent form
Research team contact:
Sarah Hayton
School of Education
Charles Sturt University, Wagga Wagga
Phone: (03) 8651 5722
Email: sarah.hayton@acma.gov.au
Christine Edwards-Groves
Charles Sturt University
Contact Phone:(02) 6933 2444
Contact email: cgroves@csu.edu.au
Dr. Kiprono Langat
Charles Sturt University
Contact phone:(02) 6933 2442
Contact email: klangat@csu.edu.au
I (please print)

, agree to participate in

this project which aims to gather information about cyberbullying and how social networking
sites can be positively used to educate and raise awareness about cyberbullying.
I understand that CSU PhD Candidate Sarah Hayton will be conducting the research
project.
The purpose of the research has been explained to me and I have read and understood
the information sheet given to me. I have also been given the opportunity to ask questions
about the research and I have received satisfactory answers.
I understand that I will participate in a group discussion with other participating
members and researchers from the University. I also understand that there may be a support
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person in the group discussion. I understand that I can then take part in an individual
interview with researchers from the University and that I have the right to bring a support
person to the interview with myself. I understand if I participate in the individual interview, I
will also keep a digital diary over the course of a week and provide the research team with
daily reflections via the private Facebook group.
I understand I have been invited to participate in the youth reference group over the
course of the research project and that my role in this group is to act as both advisor to the
project and co-researcher with the research team.
I understand that in the group discussion setting the researchers cannot guarantee
anonymity and confidentiality for myself and my individual contributions cannot be withdrawn if
I decide to withdraw participation after the group discussion has been held.
I have been given the opportunity to take part in the research because of the
contribution I can make to the research.
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information
package and in particular have noted that:
•

I understand that my involvement in this research will include a group discussion
(which will last for no longer than 1 hour); an individual interview (which will last
for no longer than 1 hour); and a daily entry into my digital diary over the course of
a week.

•

I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;

•

I understand the risks involved;

•

I understand that the youth reference group will receive feedback at a debriefing
session and that the reference group will receive two reports – an interim and a
final report – based on the findings of the study;

•

I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary;

•

I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team;

•

I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without explanation or
penalty;

•

I understand that any information or personal details gathered in the course of this
research about me are confidential and that neither my name nor any other
identifying information will be used or published;

•

I understand that the individual interview and interviews/focus group will be
audiotaped;

•

I understand that I can contact the Executive Officer, Charles Sturt University’s Human
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Research Ethics Committee (02) 6338 4628 if I have any concerns about the ethical
conduct of the project; and
I agree to participate in the project.

Name

Signature

Date

Please return this sheet to the research team
CONSENT FORM FOR CSU RESEARCH PROJECT
````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````````
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Appendix 7: Interview Guide
The research project aims to understand how the participants identify and
respond to cyberbullying within a cultural context. In what ways, do youth share their
experiences of cyberbullying when using SNSs and what do they expect in response
will also be investigated. Finally, the use of SNSs in future cyberbullying interventions
will be explored.
In IPA researchers gather qualitative data from the participants using techniques
such as semi-structured interviews. These questions are approached from a position of
flexible and open-ended inquiry, and the researcher will adopt a stance which is
curious and facilitative. The questions prepared are designed to guide conversation
rather than provide a strict schedule (Smith & Osborn, 2008).
Questions:
Opportunities of SNS use
What SNS do you use?
What do you use SNS for?
What do you like the most about SNSs?
How do you think technology and SNSs are a positive influence in your life? Can you
give me an example?
What’s it like for you growing up in a world where technology is so much part of your
life?
Challenges of SNS use
What are some of the challenges you face when you’re online?
Can you define cyberbullying for me?
In what ways do you feel your cultural background has impacted on the way you
describe cyberbullying
How often do you experience cyberbullying? In what role (bystander, victim and /or
perpetrator)
Can you describe a lived experience of cyberbullying when you’ve been using SNSs?
How did you respond?
Looking back at the incident, do you think you should have responded differently? If
so, how?
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What advice would you give other kids about how they can best respond to
cyberbullying?
Adult perceptions
How do you think adults define cyberbullying?
Do you think adults define cyberbullying differently than you? If so, how? Can you give
me an example?
What do you want important adults (parents/teachers) to know about the ways that
you use SNSs and its place in your life?
How would you like your peers and adults in the community to respond when
cyberbullying occurs?
What advice would you give to your parents, schools and teachers about how they can
best support young people who have or are experiencing cyberbullying?
SNSs as an educational tool
Do you think we can use technology to challenge cyberbullying? If so, how?
How do you think SNSs can be used to educate and raise awareness of cyberbullying
for other young people?
If you saw a SNS cyberbullying campaign being run, what would make you open it up
on your newsfeed or comment?
What advice would you give cyberbullying campaign developers about how best they
can include young people form diverse backgrounds?
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Appendix 8: IPA Stage one and two examples
Stage one: Multiple reading and re-reading
An extract from an interview with Bella about making meanings of a cyberbullying
incident that she was involved in and her associated response.
Exploratory

Original Transcript

Comments
Interviewer: Now that you’re older, if you could

Immediate reaction to

respond now, would you do anything differently?

engage in pro-social

I would have tried to shut it down. I think I had said
something at one time but they never would have

behaviours however not
influential in her group?

listened, it was always the two of them against me.

Are cyberbullying

The sad thing it just wasn’t just our group – it was the

behaviours part of the

whole frikkin school! Like every group did this except

norms of the school or

the goodie two shoes, boring ones. So it was kinda

Bella’s year level?

hard as one person who seems like the really lame

Connected to status?

weird kid sticking up for the really lame disabled kid.

Feelings of helplessness:

When that many people are doing it, it gets weird and

unable to help victim. Low

hard to stand up. I don’t think I could have really done

self-esteem and confidence

anything looking back. I would have wanted to be the

to speak up. Fear of

person who said something, but it just wouldn’t have

retribution?

happened.

Upon reflection

Interviewer: Do you think if you’d gone to an adult

contradictory discourse:

when the cyberbullying was bad, would it have made

aspirational v. actual

a difference?
100% worse!
Interviewer: Can you explain what you mean?
You don’t want to be that kid. The kid that goes to the

Reticence to report to

teachers is a complete suck! You just seem weak like

adults.

you can’t deal with this yourself. Teachers just never
react how they should, it’s all very principally, call your
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Seemed angry and

parents, get into trouble rather than just sitting down

frustrated. Seemingly weak

and talking about it.

if can’t cope without adults

Interviewer: Can you tell me why you didn’t
involve your parents.
I wasn’t really talking to them at that age. I was too
close to it because I was involved, and I wouldn’t

in this space? Perception
adults will not respond
appropriately or be able to
help if report cyberbullying.

have wanted to tell Mum I was involved in that sort of

shitty behaviour, because I wasn’t shutting it down. It

Reticence to report to

wasn’t how I was raised, that’s not what you do.

parents. Feelings of shame
about her behaviour.
Admittance directly
involved- change of roles
form bystander to
perpetrator?
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Understanding needing to
report but peer acceptance
doing this?

Stage two: Developing emergent themes
Examples of the emergent themes for the same interview extract with Bella.
Original Transcript

Emerging Themes

Interviewer: Now that you’re older, if you could

Feelings of helplessness

respond now, would you do anything differently?

and powerlessness to

I would have tried to shut it down. I think I had said

influence

something at one time, but they never would have

Importance of status in

listened, it was always the two of them against me.

friendship groups

The sad thing it just wasn’t just our group – it was the

Knowledge behaviour is

whole frikkin school! Like every group did this except

wrong but still go along

the goodie two shoes, boring ones. So, it was kinda

with it

hard as one person who seems like the really lame
weird kid sticking up for the really lame disabled kid.
When that many people are doing it, it gets weird and

Acceptance
Contradictory discourse

hard to stand up. I don’t think I could have really done
anything looking back. I would have wanted to be the
person who said something, but it just wouldn’t have
happened.
Interviewer: Do you think if you’d gone to an adult

Reticence to report to

when the cyberbullying was bad, would it have made

adults: negative

a difference?

consequences

100% worse!
Interviewer: Can you explain what you mean?
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You don’t want to be that kid. The kid that goes to the
teachers is a complete suck! You just seem weak like

Justification for not
reporting:

you can’t deal with this yourself. Teachers just never

Fear of getting into trouble

react how they should, it’s all very principally, call your

with peers

parents, get into trouble rather than just sitting down
and talking about it.

Loss of status

Interviewer: Can you tell me why you didn’t
involve your parents.
I wasn’t really talking to them at that age. I was too
close to it because I was involved and I wouldn’t have
wanted to tell Mum I was involved in that sort of shitty
behaviour, because I wasn’t shutting it down. It
wasn’t how I was raised, that’s not what you do.
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Perception that adult
response will be negative.
Feelings of shame

Appendix 9: Ethics approval

4 May 2016
Ms Sarah Hayton
Level 32/360 Elizabeth Street MELBOURNE VIC 3000
Dear Ms Hayton,
Thank you for the additional information forwarded in response to a request
from the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC).
The CSU HREC reviews projects in accordance with the National Health and
Medical Research Council’s National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research
Involving Humans.
I am pleased to advise that your project entitled “Different Sides Of The Same
Coin? Cyberbullying And The Positive Uses Of Social Networking: Examining
Perspectives From Culturally Diverse Youth” meets the requirements of the
National Statement;; and ethical approval for this research is granted for a
twelve-month period from 4/5/2016.
The protocol number issued with respect to this project is 2016/060. Please be
sure to quote this number when responding to any request made by the
Committee.
Please note the following conditions of approval:

•

all Consent Forms and Information Sheets are to be printed on Charles
Sturt University letterhead. Students should liaise with their Supervisor
to arrange to have these documents printed;;

•

you must notify the Committee immediately in writing should your
research differ in any way from that proposed. Forms are available at:
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ethics_safety/human/hrec_managi
ng

•

you must notify the Committee immediately if any serious and or
unexpected adverse events or outcomes occur associated with your
research, that might affect the participants and therefore ethical
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acceptability of the project. An Adverse Incident form is available from
the website: as above;
•

amendments to the research design must be reviewed and
approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee before
commencement. Forms are available at the website above;;

•

if an extension of the approval period is required, a request must be
submitted to the Human Research Ethics Committee. Forms are
available at the website above;;

•

you are required to complete a Report On Research Project, which can
be downloaded as above, by 4/5/2017 if your research has not been
completed by that date;;

•

you are required to submit a final report;; the form is available from the website above.

YOU ARE REMINDED THAT AN APPROVAL LETTER FROM THE CSU HREC
CONSTITUTES ETHICAL APPROVAL ONLY.
If your research involves the use of radiation, biological materials, chemicals or
animals a separate approval is required from the appropriate University
Committee.
The Committee wishes you well in your research and please do not hesitate to contact
the Executive Officer on telephone (02) 6338 4628 or email ethics@csu.edu.au if you
have any enquiries.

Yours sincerely

Executive Officer
Human Research
Ethics Committee
Direct Telephone:
(02) 6338 4628
Email:
ethics@csu.ed.au
Cc: Dr Christine Edwards-Groves Dr Kiprono Langat

This HREC is constituted and operates in accordance with the National Health and
Medical Research Council’s (NHMRC) National Statement on Ethical Conduct in
Human Research (2007)
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Appendix 10: Pilot study ethics approval
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