
RE S E A R C H AR T I C L E

Trends in Cyberbullying and School Bullying
Victimization in a Regional Census of High
School Students, 2006-2012
SHARI KESSEL SCHNEIDER, MSPHa LYDIA O’DONNELL, EdDb ERIN SMITH, MPHc

ABSTRACT
BACKGROUND: Schools are increasingly being called upon to address cyberbullying and its consequences. This study
compares cyberbullying and school bullying trends and examines help-seeking among cyberbullying victims.

METHODS: We analyzed self-report data over 4 surveys (2006-2012) from more than 16,000 students in 17 MetroWest Boston
high schools. Using generalized estimating equations, we examined school and cyberbullying victimization trends by sex, grade,
and sexual orientation.

RESULTS: From 2006 to 2012, cyberbullying increased from 15% to 21% (p < .001). In 2006, school bullying was 1.7 times
higher than cyberbullying (26% versus 15%); by 2012, school bullying and cyberbullying were similar (23% versus 21%).
Cyberbullying increased more among girls (17% to 27%; p < .001) than boys (12% to 15%; p < .001). There was no net increase
in school bullying among girls (26% in 2006 and 2012) and a decrease among boys (25% to 18%; p < .001). Sexual minorities
were more likely than heterosexuals to be bullied at school and online at every survey. Only 33% of cyberbullying victims told an
adult; more victims told parents/non-school adults (29%) than school adults (17%).

CONCLUSIONS: Despite decreases in school bullying, cyberbullying rose steadily, particularly among girls. Increased attention
to sociodemographic differences in bullying could promote help-seeking and positive online behavior.
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Cyberbullying has continued to garner substan-
tial media attention because of its attribution to

high-profile suicides among victims1 and the steady
introduction of social networking applications through
which cyberbullying can occur. Concern over cyber-
bullying and its impact on students’ well-being at
school has brought about anti-bullying legislation in
many states, increasing the roles and responsibilities
of schools to address online incidents even if they
occur off of school property.2 Yet, because cyberbul-
lying is still a relatively new phenomenon, there is
little research on trends in cyberbullying to inform
the strategies of school- and community-based anti-
bullying efforts.
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Whereas definitions of cyberbullying vary, it is
commonly thought to encompass acts of intentional
and repeated harm that occur through online
communications of text and images via computers,
mobile phones, and other electronic devices. Some
studies estimate that between 11% and 18% of youth
are victims of cyberbullying,3-8 with variation based
on the types of acts, time frames, and populations
studied. Most research has shown that cyberbullying
victimization is higher among girls than boys;5,9

the 2011 national Youth Risk Behavior Survey
found twice as many girls (22%) were electronically
bullied compared with boys (11%).3 Cyberbullying
victimization is also about twice as high among sexual
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minority youth,8,10 who are also more likely than
heterosexuals to be victimized in school settings.11-13

With 95% of youth ages 12-17 being online as of
September, 2012,14 the nature of how youth relate
to each other has changed in positive and negative
ways. One of the most notable trends is the pervasive
use of social networking sites, some of which include
anonymous postings, polls, and other features that
provide opportunities for online bullying. About 80%
of youth are users of social media sites, and 88% of
these users have witnessed acts that were cruel or
mean.15

Another important shift in digital communications
is the increasing use of mobile phones to access
the Internet. According to the Pew Research Center,
smartphone ownership among teens grew substan-
tially from 23% in 2011 to 37% in 2012. Of the 78% of
youth reporting cell phone ownership in 2012, nearly
half (47%) had smartphones, and 25% accessed the
Internet mostly on a cellular phone.14 This increasing
ownership of smartphones has expanded teens’ access
to social networking sites and has made it more dif-
ficult for parents and schools to monitor adolescent
online behavior.

These shifts in digital communications, in combina-
tion with research documenting associations of cyber-
bullying with negative school outcomes,16,17 have
focused schools’ attention on preventing and interven-
ing in cyberbullying. There is growing evidence that
cyberbullying is associated with negative school conse-
quences, including poor academic achievement, lower
levels of school attachment,8,18 poor self-esteem,19 and
anxiety about coming to school.20 In addition, consis-
tent with research on school bullying, cyberbullying
has been linked with psychological distress, including
major depression,21,22 self-harm, and suicide.23-25 Yet,
little is known about how the prevalence of cyber-
bullying has changed over time and how it compares
with trends in school bullying. Research has shown,
both nationally and internationally, either stability
or declines in traditional forms of bullying over the
last decade.26,27 In the United States, Finkelhor et al6

found a decrease in bullying from 22% in 2003 to
15% in 2008. The National Crime Victimization Sur-
vey showed similar rates of bullying in 2005 and 2009,
with a small peak in 2007,28 and the national Youth
Risk Behavior Survey data showed stable reports of
20% from 2009 to 2013.29

Only a few studies have collected longitudinal data
to examine trends in cyberbullying; lack of consistency
in how cyberbullying is defined and the limited
number of data points used to identify trends makes it
difficult to draw conclusions from the findings. Jones
et al30 found a near doubling in ‘‘online harassment’’
over 3 time points, from 6% in 2000 to 11% in
2010. The School Crime Supplement of the National
Crime Victimization Survey also found in increase in

cyberbullying over 2 time points, from 6% in 200931

to 9% in 2011.32 In contrast, a study by MTV, the
Associated Press, and the University of Chicago found
a substantial decrease in ‘‘digital abuse’’ from 2011
to 2013;33 however, their definition of digital abuse
encompasses many behaviors not typically considered
cyberbullying.

Another factor that complicates estimates of
cyberbullying trends is the potential underreporting
due to victims’ reluctance to seek help. Researchers
have found that a large number of youth do not
seek help from adults: Unnever and Cornell34 found
that 40% of school bullying victims do not tell
an adult, and Brown et al35 found that 75% of
victims do not tell an adult. Further, youth are
less likely to tell an adult in situations of indirect
bullying, such as social exclusion and spreading
rumors, in comparison with physical or direct verbal
bullying.36 Insofar as indirect bullying can occur
through electronic communications, cyberbullying
victims may be particularly unlikely to seek help from
adults.

The MetroWest Adolescent Health Survey, a
regional census of MetroWest Boston high school
youth conducted biennially since 2006, is one of
only a few studies that began collecting data on
cyberbullying early enough to be able to measure
trends. It is unique in that it allows for a comparison
of both school bullying and cyberbullying over time,
and analyzes trends over 4 time points, which is, to
our knowledge, more than other published studies to
date. In this study, we examined victimization trends
among students of different sexes, grades, and sexual
orientations to determine whether cyberbullying may
differentially affect groups known to be vulnerable
to cyberbullying, including girls and sexual minority
youth, and whether reports of victimization decrease
with grade. Last, we explored whether victims of
cyberbullying seek help from adults, and whether
they are more likely to talk to adults at school or
parents/non-school adults about their victimization
experiences.

METHODS

The MetroWest Adolescent Health Survey
(MWAHS) is a school-based census of youth in
25 suburban Boston communities funded by the
MetroWest Health Foundation. The survey generates
school-level data to inform local policies, programs,
and prevention efforts and regional data to inform
large-scale health initiatives.

Participants
Among 26 public high schools in the region, 17

schools participated in all 4 survey administrations
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Table 1. MetroWest Adolescent Health Survey Participants,
2006-2012

2006 2008 2010 2012

% N % N % N % N

Girls 49.7 8,080 50.1 8,283 50.2 8,382 50.9 8,594
Boys 50.3 8,193 49.9 8,244 49.8 8,321 49.1 8,300
9th 27.2 4,426 27.0 4,463 27.0 4,526 27.0 4,568
10th 25.6 4,171 26.2 4,334 25.5 4,275 25.6 4,333
11th 24.7 4,020 24.8 4,105 24.8 4,146 25.1 4,248
12th 22.6 3,684 22.1 3,652 22.6 3,791 22.3 3,779
White 76.4 12,442 74.4 12,318 72.9 12,224 72.7 12,306
Nonwhite/mixed 23.6 3,850 25.6 4,229 27.1 4,537 27.3 4,619
Sexual minority 6.1 989 6.2 1,022 7.4 1,223 8.3 1,385
Heterosexual 93.9 15,139 93.8 15,342 92.6 15,290 91.7 15,295
Total 100.0 16,385 100.0 16,634 100.0 16,857 100.0 17,089

from 2006 to 2012 and are included in this analysis.
Four of these schools had fewer than 750 students,
7 had 750-1000 students, and 6 had more than 1000
students. Students in grades 9-12 were surveyed at
each school. Student participation rates ranged from
89% to 90% over the 4 time points, and the number
of students that completed surveys at each time point
ranged from 16,385 to 17,089. The main reason for
nonparticipation was student absence on the day of
the survey. In any given year, less than 1% of students
were opted out by a parent/guardian, and less than
2% of students chose not to participate.

Student demographics were similar across all 4
administrations in terms of sex and grade (Table 1). The
proportion of white students decreased slightly, and
the proportion of sexual minority youth (gay/lesbian,
bisexual, or other/not sure) increased slightly from
2006 to 2012.

Instrumentation
The MWAHS is a self-report survey based on the

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Youth
Risk Behavior Survey37 with additional questions to
monitor emerging trends and local concerns. Questions
on school bullying and cyberbullying victimization
in the past 12 months were included at all 4 time
points. School bullying was defined as ‘‘when one or
more students tease, threaten, spread rumors about,
hit, shove, or hurt another student over and over
again on school property’’ and students were asked:
‘‘During the past 12 months, how many times have
you been bullied on school property?’’ Subsequently,
responses were dichotomized as yes or no. Regarding
cyberbullying, students were asked: ‘‘During the past
12 months, how many times has someone used the
Internet, cell phones, or other electronic devices to
bully, tease, or threaten you?’’ with responses again
dichotomized as yes or no. The phrase, ‘‘spread
rumors,’’ was added to the cyberbullying question
in 2010 and 2012. To assess help-seeking behaviors in

2012, participants were asked how many times they
had talked to an ‘‘adult at school’’ and a ‘‘parent or
other adult outside of school’’ about being cyberbullied
during the past 12 months.

Procedure
The MWAHS was administered during October-

November of 2006, 2008, 2010, and 2012. It
is an anonymous and voluntary paper-and-pencil
survey administered in a classroom setting. Parents
are notified in advance and given the opportunity
to opt their children out of participation. Survey
administration across schools is standardized through
use of a common protocol. Students are given the
opportunity to choose whether or not to take the
survey or to skip individual questions.

Data Analysis
The analysis included all 17 high schools that

participated in each of the 4 survey administrations.
There were 9 additional high schools in the region
that were excluded because they began participation
in the MWAHS in 2008 or later (8 schools) or skipped
a year of participation (1 school). These 9 schools did
not differ notably from the 17 schools included in the
analysis in terms of student sex, age, socioeconomic
status, or bullying prevalence.

At each time point, we examined the prevalence
of cyberbullying and school bullying victimization
separately, as well as reports of any (school and/or
cyberbullying) and both (school and cyberbullying)
forms of victimization. We examined trends in these
outcomes overall and stratified by sex, grade, and
sexual orientation. To test for trends from 2006 to
2012, we conducted regression analyses in which we
tested for the linear, quadratic, and cubic effects of
year. We then tested whether changes from 2006 to
each subsequent year (2006 to 2008, 2006 to 2010,
and 2006 to 2012) were statistically significant. All
analyses adjusted for sex, grade, race/ethnicity, and
sexual orientation. We used generalized estimating
equations as our regression approach to take into
account that the data were multilevel due to school-
level clustering. Analyses were conducted using SPSS
version 22 (IBM, Armonk, NY).

RESULTS

Trends in Cyberbullying Victimization
Figure 1 shows the prevalence of cyberbullying

and school bullying overall, and by sex, at each of
the 4 surveys. From 2006 to 2012, the prevalence
of cyberbullying victimization increased by a total of
6 percentage points, from 15% to 21%. A significant
upward linear effect (adjusted odds ratio [AOR] = 1.37;
95% confidence interval [CI] = 1.28, 1.46; p < .001)
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and a downward cubic effect (AOR = 0.93; CI = .90,
.96; p < .001) were found for the change in cyberbul-
lying from 2006 to 2012. As can be seen in the figure,
this suggests an increase followed by a leveling off
over the years. Compared to 2006, cyberbullying was
significantly higher in 2008 (AOR = 1.08; CI = 1.01,
1.15; p = .02), in 2010 (AOR = 1.45, CI = 1.37, 1.54;
p < .001), and in 2012 (AOR = 1.57; CI = 1.48, 1.67;
p < .001) (Table 2).

Across the 4 survey years, cyberbullying was
significantly higher in 2012 than 2006 for both sexes
(p < .001 for each), for heterosexual youth (p < .001)
but not sexual minority youth, and for each of
grades 9-12 (p < .001 for each) (Table 2). Specifically,
cyberbullying victimization increased among girls
across all 4 time points, from 17% in 2006 to 27%
in 2012, whereas victimization among boys rose
from 12% to 15%. There was also an increase in
cyberbullying at every time point among heterosexual
youth, from 14% in 2006 to 20% in 2012. Among
sexual minority youth, cyberbullying increased from
29% in 2006 to 35% in 2010, but then decreased to
32% in 2012 (a net increase of 3 percentage points).
Whereas the increase over time was greater among
heterosexual than sexual minority youth—a finding
that holds for both sexes (data not shown)—at each
time point sexual minority girls and boys reported
substantially higher cyberbullying victimization than
heterosexual youth.

The increase over time in cyberbullying victimiza-
tion was observed at all grade levels. For example,
cyberbullying increased from 16% in 2006 to 23% in
2012 among 9th-grade students, and from 12% to 19%
among 12th-grade students. At each time point, cyber-
bullying victimization was more commonly reported
by youth in the lower grades (9-10) compared with
the higher grades (11-12).

Trends in School Bullying Victimization
School bullying victimization was more prevalent

than cyberbullying victimization at all 4 time points
(Figure 1 and Table 2). Whereas reports of cyber-
bullying victimization increased at each time point
from 2006 to 2012, overall reports of school bully-
ing victimization increased from 2006 to 2010 (from
26% to 28%) and then decreased to 23% in 2012,
a net decrease of 3 percentage points over the 4
surveys. Both the initial upward and then lowering
reports of school bullying from 2006 to 2012 were
statistically significant; there was a statistically signifi-
cant upward linear effect (AOR = 1.13; CI = 1.07, 1.19;
p < .001), and downward quadratic effect (AOR = .92;
CI = .90, .94; p < .001), and cubic effect (AOR = .92;
CI = .90, .95; p < .001). Compared to 2006, school
bullying was not significantly different in 2008, was
significantly higher in 2010 (AOR = 1.13; CI = 1.08,

1.19; p < .001) and was significantly lower in 2012
(AOR = .83; CI = .79, .87; p < .001). Boys’ reports of
school bullying victimization were similar from 2006
to 2010 (both around 25%) and then dropped notably
to 18% in 2012 (a significant decrease of about 6 per-
centage points comparing 2006 to 2012; p < .001). In
contrast, school bullying among girls rose from 26% in
2006 to 31% in 2010 and then dropped back to 26%
in 2012. Whereas school bullying was only slightly
higher among girls than boys in 2006 (26% versus
25%), the difference in experiences by sex increased
substantially by 2012 (26% versus 18%).

Overall, school bullying victimization was signif-
icantly lower in 2012 than in 2006 among both
sexual minority youth and heterosexual youth; how-
ever, temporal changes in school bullying by sexual
orientation varied by sex. Among sexual minority
youth of both sexes and heterosexual boys, reports
of victimization remained constant from 2006 to
2010 and then dropped in 2012; in contrast, reports
of school bullying victimization among heterosexual
girls remained constant throughout (data not shown).
Consistent with findings for cyberbullying, school bul-
lying victimization was substantially higher among
sexual minority youth than heterosexual youth at
every time point; this finding holds for both boys
and girls.

Comparing 2006 to 2012, there were significant
declines in school bullying in grades 9 through 11
(ranging 3 to 8 percentage points), with the greatest
decline among 9th-grade youth (p < .001). In contrast,
school bullying increased significantly among 12th-
grade youth by 2 percentage points (p < .05). In 2006,
the prevalence of school bullying among 9th-grade
students was nearly double that of 12th-grade students
(32% versus 17%), but by 2012, reports were more
similar (25% versus 19%).

Trends in Overall Reports of Any Victimization
Table 2 presents trends in overall bullying victim-

ization (school and/or cyberbullying). The proportion
of students reporting either or both forms of victimiza-
tion was similar in 2006 and 2012 (31% versus 32%;
n.s.). When broken down by sex, however, reports of
victimization increased significantly among girls from
33% in 2006 to 39% in 2012 (p < .001) and decreased
significantly among boys from 30% in 2006 to 26% in
2012 (p < .001). Given the steady reports of school bul-
lying among girls, the increase in overall victimization
largely reflects an increase in cyberbullying.

With respect to sexual orientation, overall vic-
timization was lower in 2012 compared with 2006
among sexual minority youth (47% versus 50%;
n.s.), but similar among heterosexual youth (31%
versus 30%; n.s.). Victimization increased among
heterosexual girls but remained similar among sex-
ual minority girls. Victimization decreased similarly
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Figure 1. Trends in Past 12-Month Cyberbullying and School Bullying, Overall and by Sex, 2006-2012.
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among heterosexual and sexual minority boys (data
not shown). Despite these changes, sexual minority
youth of both sexes continue to report substan-
tially higher victimization than their heterosexual
peers.

Reports of overall victimization increased from 2006
to 2012 among 12th-grade students (from 22% to
28%; p < .001), but declined slightly among 9th-grade
students (from 38% to 36%; p < .01). This pattern
varied by sex (data not shown). At each grade level,
girls were more likely to report overall victimization
in 2012 than 2006, whereas 9th- to 11th-grade boys
reported less victimization over time. At each time
point, however, both boys and girls in lower grades

were more likely to report some form of bullying
victimization.

Trends in the Overlap Between Cyberbullying and School
Bullying

In 2006, about one third of school bullying victims
(35%) also reported being victims of cyberbullying; by
2012, this proportion increased to 50%. Conversely,
the proportion of cyberbullying victims who also
reported school bullying victimization decreased from
60% in 2006 to 53% in 2012. Whereas these trends
held for both sexes, they were more pronounced
among girls than boys. For example, the proportion of
school bullying victims that also reported cyberbullying
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increased from 40% to 58% among girls, and from
29% to 39% among boys.

We also examined the proportions of students that
reported both cyberbullying and school bullying vic-
timization over time (data not shown). The proportion
of youth reporting both forms of victimization was
significantly higher in 2012 (11%) than 2006 (9%;
p < .001). Among girls, reports increased from 10%
to 15%; p < .001), whereas among boys, reports were
similar across the 4 surveys. Heterosexual youth were
significantly more likely to report being victims of
both forms of bullying in 2012 compared with 2006
(p < .001), whereas there were no significant differ-
ences among sexual minority youth. Students in each
of grades 9 to 12 were also significantly more likely to
report both forms of bullying in 2012 relative to 2006.

Help-Seeking Among Cyberbullying Victims
In 2012, only one third (33%) of cyberbullying

victims reported that they told an adult about being
cyberbullied in the past 12 months (Table 3). Girls
were more likely to tell an adult (39%) compared with
boys (22%) (p < .001). Across both sexes, youth were
more likely to tell a parent/non-school adult (35% for
girls, 18% for boys; p < .001) compared with a school
adult (20% for girls, 12% for boys; p < .001).

Grade differences in reports of help-seeking are
small, with students in 12th grade slightly more
likely to tell an adult about being victimized than
younger students. Overall reports of help-seeking
among sexual minority and heterosexual youth also
did not vary substantially (35% and 33%, respectively;
n.s.). However, heterosexual boys were far less likely
to tell an adult (20%) compared with sexual minority
boys (33%), whereas sexual minority girls were
only slightly less likely to tell an adult (36%) than
heterosexual girls (39%) (data not shown). Both boys
and girls were more likely to tell a parent/non-school
adult compared with a school adult, regardless of
sexual orientation.

DISCUSSION

This study is, to our knowledge, the first to monitor
trends in cyberbullying over as many as 4 time points.
It is also the first study large enough to examine
trends among subgroups particularly vulnerable to
bullying victimization, including sexual minority girls
and boys. Although most studies of online trends have
not considered other forms of victimization, our study
is unique in that it examined trends in cyberbullying
relative to school bullying and their overlap, providing
more comprehensive data to inform school-based anti-
bullying efforts.

From 2006 to 2012, we found a steady increase
in cyberbullying from 15% to 21%, despite a

recent downturn in school bullying. This increase
in cyberbullying is consistent with media reports
and research studies of online harassment30 and
cyberbullying.32 Whereas reports of cyberbullying
were much lower than school bullying in 2006
(15% and 26%, respectively), by 2012, reports
of cyberbullying and school bullying were similar
(21% and 23%). This lessening gap shows a shift
in victimization toward the digital realm. This is
important in light of research that shows that
cyberbullying may be more strongly associated with
mental health problems than school bullying.8

The increase in cyberbullying was especially notable
among girls (a 10 percentage point increase) relative to
boys (a 3 percentage point increase), widening the gap
in experiences of online victimization among girls and
boys. Prior research on bullying has shown that girls
more commonly report being victims of ‘‘relational
bullying,’’ including verbal bullying and spreading
rumors.38,39 Girls are also more likely to be victims of
bullying that is less confrontational, such as exclusion.
These types of bullying can occur easily through
social media and other online communications that
are commonly utilized by girls.14

Heterosexual youth also reported a greater increase
in cyberbullying than sexual minority youth, even
though sexual minority youth continue to experience
disproportionately more victimization both at school
and online. One possible explanation is that school-
based efforts, such as Gay Straight Alliances (student-
run clubs that work to provide a safe school
environment for sexual minority youth)40 and school
anti-bullying policies that specifically mention the
rights of sexual minority youth may have increased
awareness of the targeting of sexual minority youth
and promoted a no-tolerance approach that may
offer some protection for this vulnerable group.
Whereas cyberbullying still increased among sexual
minority youth during the study period, these efforts
may explain why this increase was not as large as
the increase for heterosexual youth. Nonetheless,
greater attention is needed to address the disparate
victimization that continues to be experienced by
sexual minority youth, both online and at school.

In addition, we found that there are notable overlaps
in school bullying and cyberbullying as well as shifts
in the proportion of youth experiencing both forms
of victimization. The proportion of school bullying
victims who also reported cyberbullying rose over the
4 surveys; by 2012, half of school bullying victims
also reported being cyberbullied. This suggests that,
despite an overall decline in the prevalence of school
bullying victimization, school bullying victims are
increasingly being targeted online. Conversely, there
was a slight decrease in the proportion of cyberbullying
victims that report school bullying (from 60% in
2006 to 53% in 2012). Whereas this indicates that
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Table 3. Help-Seeking Behaviors Among Cyberbullying Victims,∗MetroWest Adolescent Health Survey, 2012

All Cyberbullying Victims (N = 3,586)

Told School
Adult (%) p-Value

Told Parent/
Non-School Adult (%) p-Value

Told Any
Adult†(%) p-Value

Total 17.0 29.3 32.9
Female 19.6 <.001 35.3 <.001 38.9 <.001
Male 12.2 18.0 21.7
9th 16.3 .047 29.3 0.489 32.8 0.449
10th 15.0 29.1 32.1
11th 17.6 28.0 32.0
12th 20.0 31.5 35.4
Sexual minority 21.0 .017 29.2 0.938 34.6 0.440
Heterosexual 16.4 29.4 32.7

∗ In the past 12 months.
†Told a school adult and/or a parent/nonschool adult.

a majority of cyberbullying victims are also victimized
at school, it also suggests that cyberbullying may be
contributing to victimization of a large number of
youth that may otherwise not be targeted at school or
in other face-to-face settings. In light of the decreases
in school bullying, many have questioned whether
cyberbullying has increased the overall number of
youth being victimized, or whether it is just a new
platform for bullying youth who are already being
victimized in school settings. Olweus41 argues that
cyberbullying is a ‘‘low-prevalence phenomenon’’ that
affects few youth who are not already victims of
traditional bullying. Yet, we found a 6 percentage
point increase in overall bullying victimization (school
and/or cyberbullying victimization) among girls (from
33% to 39%), and a 5 percentage point increase
in the proportion of girls reporting both forms of
victimization (10% to 15%). This suggests not only
that more girls are being victimized over time,
but also—given that there was no net change in
school bullying among girls—that this increase can
be attributed to cyberbullying.

With the rise in cyberbullying, it is especially
concerning that only one-third of youth who are
victimized have told an adult at school or outside
of school. Girls are more likely to tell an adult than
boys (39% vs. 22%); still, most victims do not seek
help from adults. Juvoven and Gross24 found that
an even greater proportion of youth (90%) did not
tell an adult about being victimized by cyberbullying.
Concerns about losing online privileges, fear of loss of
privacy, and lack of confidence in the effectiveness of
adult intervention in the online world may contribute
to the lack of help-seeking behaviors.20

Limitations
The surveys were collected in the MetroWest Boston

region, so the findings may not be generalizable. The
decline in school bullying coincides with 2010 Mas-
sachusetts anti-bullying legislation requiring schools to

implement age-appropriate and evidence-based anti-
bullying curriculum at all grade levels, establish proce-
dures for incident reporting and investigation, provide
ongoing professional development to all staff, and
provide parent education about school anti-bullying
policies and how they can reinforce positive behav-
ior at home. Importantly, the legislation also required
schools to address cyberbullying when it affects school
climate, functioning, or safety. By April 2011, 36 states
had provisions in their education codes that prohibited
cyberbullying, and 13 states, including Massachusetts,
specified that school districts have jurisdiction over off-
campus online bullying behavior that contributes to a
hostile school environment.2 Therefore, the legislative
context in which this study occurred is similar to sev-
eral other states and indicative of further strengthening
of anti-bullying legislation which is being considered
across the nation. It is also possible that an increase
in school-based prevention education may have led to
increased recognition of school and online incidents as
bullying. If this were the case, we would expect greater
awareness of bullying behavior to affect reporting of
both cyberbullying and school bullying.

Our survey question on cyberbullying changed
slightly from 2008 to 2010 with the addition of
spreading rumors to the survey question, which already
referred to bullying, threats, and teasing taking place
online. Because the act of spreading rumors is a form
of relational bullying that is more common among girls
than boys,5 this may have contributed, in part, to the
increase in cyberbullying reported by girls. Regardless,
our findings show a notable increase in bullying among
girls which is consistent with findings from other trend
studies of online harassment30 and cyberbullying.31,32

The self-report data collected in this study were
not validated by external reports of victimization.
However, it is unlikely that attempts to validate
the data with school incident reports would have
been telling, as most cyberbullying incidents are
not reported to schools.20 In addition, the study
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only looked at trends in victimization, but did not
examine perpetration and the multiple roles that
some youth play. We also did not consider the
types or severity of cyberbullying behaviors, such as
harassment, spreading rumors, creating fake profiles,
and exclusion. Whereas our study showed an increase
in cyberbullying, we do not know if the intensity and
related harm of these experiences is also on the rise.

Conclusions
Our study showed a substantial and steady increase

in cyberbullying victimization over 4 time points,
despite a recent decrease in school bullying. The
increase in cyberbullying is particularly notable among
girls and heterosexual youth, although sexual minority
youth continue to be at disproportionately high risk
of victimization at school and online. The findings are
especially concerning in light of the fact that only one-
third of victims reported telling an adult about being
cyberbullied.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL HEALTH

Although most cyberbullying occurs outside of
school,42 there is growing evidence that cyberbullying
affects students’ emotional well-being at school, ability
to learn, and feelings of safety. For this reason, anti-
bullying legislation in several states has increased
the roles and responsibilities of schools to address
online incidents.2 Yet, the increasing levels of cyber
victimization evidenced in our research, in contrast
to recent decreases in school bullying, is indicative of
the challenge that schools face in addressing student
online behavior.

The lack of incident reporting makes it particularly
challenging for schools to respond to cyberbullying.
Our study showed that only 1 in 5 victims told an adult
at school about being cyberbullied. Reasons for not
sharing victimization in the school setting may include
fear of retaliation, concern over giving up privacy
for incident investigations, fear of confronting online
bullies in the school setting, and disbelief that schools
can take effective actions to mitigate cyberbullying.20 It
is important for schools to increase students’ awareness
of incident reporting and investigation procedures
and to strengthen students’ confidence that they will
receive an effective and sensitive response.

Creating a positive school climate is another impor-
tant aspect of cyberbullying prevention. Research has
shown that a majority of cyberbullying victims are also
victims of traditional bullying,8,43 and those who are
only cyberbullied may still experience social anxiety
at school and academic disturbances.8,20 Creating a
positive school climate has been linked with prevent-
ing school bullying,38 and is thought to discourage
cyberbullying by promoting an atmosphere in which

no forms of bullying are tolerated.44 A key compo-
nent of creating such a climate is teaching students
about the notion of digital citizenship, commonly
defined as appropriate and responsible use of tech-
nology. Through comprehensive K-12 curriculum,
awareness campaigns, and peer mentoring, schools
can promote positive and supportive online interac-
tions and encourage prosocial bystander intervention
when cyberbullying occurs. Specific efforts to prevent
relational bullying among girls may curb the increase
in victimization in this population. Additional efforts
should consider the unique vulnerabilities of sexual
minority youth, who continue to be targeted in both
school and non-school settings.

The fact that most cyberbullying occurs outside
of school42 suggests that parents and other non-
school adults play a crucial role in prevention
and intervention. Setting rules about Internet and
mobile phone use and monitoring children’s social
media accounts are responsibilities that primarily
fall upon parents, yet many parents believe they
lack the technical knowledge to do so effectively.20

Greater outreach from schools could educate parents
about cyberbullying prevention strategies, expand
their knowledge of school policies and procedures,
and increase their efficacy for monitoring and other
protective behaviors.

Increasing roles and responsibilities of schools to
address cyberbullying is an important step in respond-
ing to the seriousness of this growing phenomenon;
however, addressing this issue through the schools is
complex. Increased education and prevention efforts in
schools, greater parental involvement, and increased
school-parent collaboration could help to promote pos-
itive online interactions among youth.

Human Subjects Approval Statement
The study procedures were reviewed and approved

by the Institutional Review Board at Education
Development Center, Inc.
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