Protect your child from cyber-bullies
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Recently, Phoebe Prince, age 15, took her own life in South Hadley, Mass. Phoebe had moved from Ireland to the U.S. last fall—and was allegedly bullied by other teens at her school via text messages, Facebook and other social-networking sites. Her suicide highlights the tragic number of adolescents who have been cyber-bullied and see no recourse other than death. 

It seems that in the aftermath of a tragedy such as this one, we all want to express our condolences to the victim’s family. Many of us are angry, but that anger is directed not just at the bullies, but at the technology and online forums they use — and at schools for not doing enough. There is discussion about legislation, policies and penalties for cyber-bullying. School officials are asked about their methods, rules and accountability. 

This anger felt by so many and the discussions within a victim’s community are necessary and relevant. But the conversation about prevention is often missing a key point: Why is there so little talk specifically about the crucial role that parents can and must play in such situations? 

Who supplies and pays for the technology that is used to cyber-bully? We know that parents do. More often than not, cyber-bullying is not carried out on school premises. In fact, most of it happens at home. Messages are posted on social-networking sites or cell phones texts are exchanged from homes using computers and gadgets that parents provide for their children. But parents are often the last to know that their child is either being cyber-bullied or is actually the cyber-bully. 

Parents are mindful of the safety of their children in the offline world. They teach them how to cross a road safely, how to drive, and not to talk to strangers. But in the online world similar care is not exercised. 

Parents often do not consider the immense power that comes with technology. As a result they neglect the responsibility of teaching their children the importance of using that power in an ethical and safe manner. 

Current safeguards set in place by technology providers and parents seem to be focused on dangers “out there” such as sexual predators. Many parents do set in place rules forbidding their children to talk to strangers online or divulge their full names or addresses. However, parents seldom talk with their children about the dangers that may arise from “within” — from cyber-bullying resulting from friendships or relationships that have soured, or rivalries that have gotten out of hand, fueled by the immaturity and impulsivity of youth. 

It is vital for parents to discuss appropriate and inappropriate online behavior. Parents should warn children that bullying and harassing behaviors, including sending or posting information that is hurtful and defamatory, is unacceptable. And children need to know that because they are minors their parents could be held liable for their actions. Parents should caution their children that despite the illusion of intimacy that comes with one-to-one interactions via technology, words and images shared can be recorded, are usually permanent, and can be disseminated widely. 

My research and studies performed by others who examine cyber-bullying reveals that parents need to work harder at communicating openly with their children about their expectations and concerns related to technology. They should be viewed as helpful and knowledgeable rather than solely as disciplinarians who control access to technology.

How can a parent do a better job monitoring the situation? You can watch for signs that your child is under more than usual stress. Look for changes in the way your child approaches or avoids technology. Keep abreast of technology trends by staying current on the social uses of technology by teens. Additionally, you may want to have a written agreement with your child that makes explicit acceptable and unacceptable uses of technology — and follow through on consequences for noncompliance with such written agreements.

Also:

• Discuss your child’s experiences with technology in an open manner.

• Talk about dangers associated with technology and use incidents reported in the media as teachable moments.

• Avoid knee-jerk reactions when parental help is sought, including blaming your child or preventing access to technology.

My own research has also shown that when young people were cyber-bullied, they often did not seek help from their parents. Instead, their top three strategies were to seek help from a friend, keep it to themselves or try to ignore it. If friends encourage retaliation, this could actually worsen the situation. 

Parents must actively put themselves in the mix, and should not wait for their children to come to them. After all, trying to deal with issues such as cyber-bullying alone can be a very heavy burden for a young person to bear.
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