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EMERGING ISSUES 
THAT COMPLICATE 
CYBERBULLYING 
INTERVENTIONS
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The Definition of cyberbullying
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Is this cyberbullying?
● Ongoing bullying 

in school (meets 
definition)
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● Various aggressors 
post cruel 
comments online 
(each once)



Is this cyberbullying?

● Repeated over one day: somewhat snarky texts/messages 
between friends 



Is this 
cyberbullying

?

● exclusion
● Sent multiple photos of parties you weren’t 

invited to
● No cruel comments



Is this cyberbullying?
26% of 
females 
send the 

pic first to 
friends 

for 
feedback



And what’s the impact of all these?

● With or without 
corollary bullying in 
school?
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● With or without 
corollary bullying in 
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relationship / length of 
time

● Co-morbidity



So perhaps interventions need to take into 
account….

● Context / relationships
● Co-occurring social problems
● Intention may be less relevant?
● Risky behaviors (blaming the victim?)



Issue #2:  digital behaviors Are an issue with younger 
kids too





Influence of digital technology grows as kids grow
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Finally: gathering data may be changing (the role of 
qualitative research)



The future?



Challenges to traditional 
methodological considerations
GAMING

VR

VIDEO PHONING

WATCHES
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Trait versus state
Cognitive vs Emotional

What is Empathy?



For others
For self

Implications of Empathy
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Cognitive vs Emotional empathy
Different roles (bully, victim, bystander)

Trait Empathy and Bullying
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FUNDING SOURCES & DISCLAIMER

Research was supported by Centers for Disease Control & Prevention 
(#1U01/CE001677; CE0002841-01) to Dorothy Espelage (PI); 
Opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in 
this presentation are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily 
reflect those of the CDC

Research was supported by NIJ Grants (MUOFX-0022; Espelage) & 
(2015-MU-MU-K003; Vincent, Espelage, Walker PIs); Opinions, 
findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this 
presentation are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the Department of Justice 



Bullying Perpetration & 
Cyberbullying Perpetration

Espelage, Rao, & Craven, 2013



Bullying Victimization and 
Cyberbullying Perpetration

Espelage, Rao, & Craven, 2013



• SEL focuses on the systematic development of a core set of social and 
emotional skills that help youth more effectively handle life 
challenges, make better decisions, and thrive in both their learning 
and their social environments. 

• A meta-analysis of  213 programs found that if a school implements a 
quality SEL curriculum, they can expect better student behavior and 
an 11 percentile increase in test scores (Durlak et al., 2011).

• 2017 meta-analytic review of 82 different interventions involving 
more than 97,000 students from K-12: Participants fared significantly 
better than controls in social-emotional skills, attitudes, and indicators 
of well-being.

Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)



Social-Emotional Learning
• Self-awareness: Ability to accurately recognize one’s own own 

emotions/thoughts and how their emotions/thoughts influence their 
behavior. 

• Social awareness: Ability for perspective taking and empathy with 
others of diverse cultures and backgrounds in one’s own family, school, 
and community.

• Self-management: Ability to regulate one’s own emotions, thoughts, 
and behaviors effectively in different situations.

• Relationship skills: Ability to establish and maintain healthy and 
rewarding relationships with diverse individuals and groups.

• Responsible decision-making: Ability to make constructive and 
respectful choices about personal behavior and social interactions.

• The core five social emotional learning competencies as identified by 
the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL, 2013). See: http://www.casel.org



MULTI-SITE EVALUATION OF SECOND STEP:  
STUDENT SUCCESS THROUGH PREVENTION 

(SECOND STEP – SSTP) 
IN PREVENTING CYBER-BULLYING 

Dorothy L. Espelage, Ph.D.
Professor, Psychology, 
University of Florida

Sabina Low, Ph.D.,
Arizona State University
Josh Polanin, M.A., DSG

Eric Brown, Ph.D., University of Miami   

Journal of Adolescent Health (2013), Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology (2015); 
School Psychology Review (2015)

Research supported by Centers for Disease Control & Prevention (#1U01/CE001677) 



Major Study Objective

To rigorously evaluate the overall effectiveness of 
the Second Step: Student Success Through 
Prevention program on impacting bullying 
behavior, peer victimization, and cyberbullying 
sexual harassment/violence among a large 
sample of 6th graders in a nested cohort 
longitudinal design (n = 3600). 
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Results – Middle School 
• Reductions in physical aggression, bullying, 

cyberbullying, homophobic name-calling, & 
sexual harassment, cyberbullying across three-
year middle school study (Espelage et al., 2014, 
2015, 2016) through reductions of delinquency.

• Greater direct reductions in all forms of bullying 
when teachers implemented with fidelity & 
engaged with program as they would academics 
(Polanin & Espelage, 2015).
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Results – High School Effects 

Individuals in the treatment group reported significantly higher levels of 
growth in school belonging from T1 – T4 (b = .013, p = .042), growth in 
school belonging was in turn associated with reductions in growth in 
bullying perpetration from T5 – T7 (b = -.147, p = .067) (Espelage et al., 
2017).
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Second Step
Intervention

Middle School –
School Belonging

High School – Cyberbully 
Perpetration

+ -



Meta-Analysis of Cyberbullying 
Prevention Programs 

(Gaffney, Farrington, Espelage, & Ttofi, 2018) 

N = 24



Cyberbullying Victimization
Outcomes

(Gaffney, Farrington, Espelage, & Ttofi, 2018)

N = 24



Cyberbullying Perpetration
Outcomes

(Gaffney, Farrington, Espelage, & Ttofi, 2018) 





SOURCES OF STRENGTHS

Sources of Strength employs a radically 
strength--based approach to suicide 
prevention.

Sources of Strength focuses on developing 
protective factors, using a model that is 
innovative, interactive, and radically 
strength-based.

Using an active learning model, incorporating 
art, storytelling, small group sharing and 
games.

Sources of Strength explores the eight 
protective factors, depicted in the wheel of 
strength, to develop resilient individuals 
and communities. 



EVIDENCE-BASED

Program outcomes have shown:

• Increase in connectedness to adults 
• Increase in school engagement 
• Increase in likelihood to refer a suicidal friend 

to an adult 
• Increase in positive perceptions of adult 

support 
• Increased acceptability of seeking help 
• Largest increases amongst students with a 

history of suicidal ideation 

Wyman,, P.. et al.. (2010). An outcome evaluation of the Sources of 
Strength suicide prevention program delivered by adolescent 
peer leaders in high schools.. American Journal of Public Health, 
Vol. 100: 1653--1661.



Sources of Strength Evaluation: 
Cybersex Outcomes

[(CDC Grant #1 U01 CE002841  - Espelage (PI)] 

N = 4600



ADVOCATR

• A safe way for students 
to report threats and 
instances of bullying and 
cyberbullying.

• Conflict resolution using 
evidence-based 
restorative practices.

• Improved school 
climate.

• Improved physical and 
emotional safety.

ADVOCATR (NIJ-2015 MU-K003)





Next Steps
• NIJ-funded meta-analysis of programs to reduce 
cyberbullying (Grant No. 2017–CK–BX–0009)

• NSF – funded study to create Bystander Bot (Grant 
No. 1720268)

• Bullydown Text-Messaging SEL middle school 
program (Ybarra, Prescott, & Espelage, 2016)

• NICHD application to develop avatar-based game to 
increase bystander behavior when witnessing 
cyberbullying.



Q & A


