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This study with 20 university students examinedspectives in three different
participant roles: the perpetrator, the target #mel bystander. The purpose of the
exercise was to resolve the outcome of an allegelent of cyberbullying using a
social network site via the means of a restoratimeference. The findings suggest that
the power of the peer group needs to be fully wided if cyberbullying, is to be
tackled efficiently. The bystanders tended to blaime victim and were reluctant to
intervene, the victim felt let down and marginadidey peers’ indifference and hostility,
and the bully failed to realise or understand thresequences of their actionghe study
offers ideas for strategies and policies to addmbss issue of cyberbullying with
university students.
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Introduction
This article describes a replication of an eadieidy of bullying amongst university students (Myeand
Cowie, 2013) and a re-exploration of the qualiatilata gathered, with a particular focus on emsfiarllbeing

and social competence. Raw data, previously unghuddi, are presented here to illuminate the arguamshtto

demonstrate the role play method used.

1
Corresponding author. Email address: carrie.my@sity.ac.uk

ISSN 2073-7629
© 2014 CRES/ENSE! Volume 6, Numberl, April 2014 pp 66



Although there is a large literature on school yin§ and on work place bullying, for some reascergh
are scarcely any studies on bullying amongst usityestudents in the UK. This is surprising sificeims such

as ‘The Student Roonthighlight the growing problem of bullying amongstiversity students with disturbing
accounts of the long-term damage to self-esteeadeawic achievement and emotional wellbeing expeeiéroy
some students. This is confirmed by Isaacs, HodgdsSalmivalli (2008) who found damage to emotidresllth
and wellbeing experienced by those who were long-téictims of bullying from childhood through to yng
adulthood. Being a victim of cyberbullying emergessan additional risk factor for the developmendepressive
symptoms in university students (Aricak, 2009).mi&rly, Schenk and Fremouw (2012) found that ggle
student victims of cyberbullying scored higher tmaatched controls on measures of depression, gnxyieobic
anxiety and paranoia.

In one large survey of 2805 Finnish university stud, Lappalainen, Merildinen, Puhakka and
Sinkkonen (2011) found that around 5% reporteddbinilied either by a fellow student or by a membiestaff.
Around half of the bullies and half of the victinmsthis survey reported that they had been invoivedullying
incidents before they left school. This continuuoni school to university was especially prevalenbag men
in the study. Curwen, McNichol and Sharpe (20l1iveyed 159 female and 37 male undergraduates who
admitted to having bullied a fellow student at te@sce since coming to university. The survey réagéhat most
of those who were bullies at university had a mstf bullying at school. Although again the inade was
lower than at school, it did exist and bullies tethdo target victims who were passive and lessylitceretaliate.
As the researchers speculate, the fact that mattyesé young adults had stable bullying charatiesisuggests
that there are strong benefits to them arising ftioi: kind of behaviour. Furthermore, victims maynain silent
through embarrassment and bystanders may reinfoecaggressive behaviour by remaining detached frem
target.

Much research focuses on the individual aspedsibying by exploring the characteristics of butliand
victims, but this fails to recognize that the grdugs a powerful influence on individual behaviowthile an
understanding of the personal aspects of the bidlym relationship is important, it only addresgest of the
issue. Bullying involves more than the individudigectly involved since it is experienced withig@up of peers
who adopt a range of participant roles, whetheaes/e agents, targets, bystanders or defendeds wéro
experience a range of emotions. (For a recentwewfethe participant role approach in bullying samivalli,
2010).

Following the trend amongst researchers to explbesrecent phenomenon of cyberbullying, a few
studies found that the problems also exist amomgsiersity students. For example, Kenworthy (20d#&ried
out an online survey of 452 US university studeimgting those who had experienced cyberbullyiogdspond.
In this sample, the majority did not report it tayane and only 14% indicated that their formal ctams had
resulted in disciplinary action against the pemretr The more effective coping strategies includiedting
exposure and accessibility online; less effectioping strategies were characterized by direct @dméh the
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perpetrator. Those who coped least well were stgdéar whom the bullying met the legal definitiori o
cyberstalkingand those who were being bullied by a former dgditimate partner. One aspect concerned
students’ confusion about the seriousness of cyligihg since some considered it to be simply angreather
than a crime. Similarly, Bennett, Guran, Ramos taigolin (2011) found evidence of hostility, huration,

exclusion and intrusiveness by means of electraiotamization in friendship and dating relationséip

Method

Participants were 20 university students, 17 woraed 3 men, aged 21-30 years who had
volunteered to take part in the research. They \eaiited to participate in the study during a sbsiadies
lecture on bullying at school and in the workplaEke research took place immediately after theutecand
the students were provided with the informatiort tthe study was: ‘to find out more about the exteht
bullying within universities in order to help resel@ers and university staff understand the issuktardo
more effective anti-bullying policy making and ptige’. Additionally, there was no compulsion ti&égart,
they could leave at any point and of those whonigered none opted to withdraw from the study

The researchers emphasized that no real namesavieeereported. They took time in introducing the
research activity in order to create a supportiverenment. At the end of the session, the whotaugrtook
part in a full debriefing process to ensure thabne remained ‘in role’.

We divided the students into three groups: ‘Aléghrissie’ and ‘Peer Group’. The students were
given the following role play scenario and invitedassume their assigned roles within their groups.

» Alex is a popular boy at university and is activelygaged in student politics and the campaign

against tuition fees; he has a lot of friends;

» Chrissie has agreed to help Alex with his work, Ishg a few friends and is a first class student;

¢ Alex wants Chrissie to write his essay for him;

¢ Chrissie has refused;

« Alex has posted nasty comments about Chrissie aelesk, questioning her sexuality, her

popularity and her reputation;
* The rest of the degree cohort are turning agaihss€ie as a consequence of Alex’s actions;

« A restorative conference is needed to sort ouptbblem.

Data Collection

The purpose of the exercise was to resolve theomewf this alleged incident of cyberbullying using
a social network site. Participants were askedhggage in a restorative conference in their respectles of
‘Alex’, ‘Chrissie’ and ‘Peer Group’. This is commanmactice in the restorative approach. First esthét in
New Zealand in the context of indigenous involveteith the criminal justice system, this is a méidia
technique that follows a principle of reintegratslgaming (Braithwaite, 1989) (see McLaughlin et 2003
for a detailed discussion of the adaption, evotuiad nature of restorative practice in Westerriébpc The

offender (in this case Alex) has to face the vicf®hrissie) in discussing the offence/incident vathrelated
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parties until an outcome is reached where all thmgalved are satisfied. The students were askexhswer
the following questions:

1. What is your perspective on the situation?

2. What is your view of the target and perpetrator?

3. What is your solution to the problem?

Each group summarized their views on a flip chexamples of which can be seen in the figures
below and then were invited to speak about thaicems, issues and outcomes. The groups each took, a
defending their point of view and this continuediluall parties were satisfied with the outcome.eTh
debriefing activity took place once the conflictsn@solved.

Analysis

As we can see from the raw data presented in Fduend 2, the participants really engaged with the
task in hand. We have decided to present someeafith data as there is often limited opportunitgdacso in
hardcopy journals and it gives a sense of the emstand genuine involvement that the students inéukir
respective roles.

The analysis of the material generated within tteeigs was carried out using a qualitative approach
to elicit themes and a coding system was developédvareness of researcher feelings, insights and
interpretations, together with decisions regardairehodology, data analysis and ethical dilemmase@vand

Huberman 1994) were noted. These issues were destusgularly by the two authors.

e A5

bhaong to by asharmed

Figure 1. An Example of the Data Collected Resultsf Group: ‘Alex’
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Figure 2. An Example of the Data Collected Resultsf Group ‘Peer Group’

Results

All participants in group 2 ‘Chrissie’ (100%) deibed the nature of the relationship depicted in the
scenario as bullying and exclusion. They cleaidniified the victim, bully and bystander rolesovi¢ver,
participants in groups 1 (‘Alex’) and 3 (‘Peer Gpduidentified the scenario as ‘just banter’, ‘orjking’

and a ‘bit of fun’

Bully — ‘Alex’

All students that played the role of ‘Alex’ weregay at the claims made against them by those in the
‘Chrissie’ role and were astonished that their imad character was being called into question. As o
‘Alex’ group claimed: “I give back to this univetgicommunity, | am here to support people, shehés t
problem because everyone likes me” (A3) All studentthe role of Alex had an exaggerated sensheif t
own self-worth to the group as a whole and theevaluhis imagined actions.

When pushed on the subject of the derogatory contsnmsted on Facebook, all those in the role of
‘Alex’ were quick to blame ‘Chrissie’ with commoresponses summed up in the following excerpt: “hiid
realise that the comments would hurt her. She 6Sk#j is taking this too seriously.” (A4) Therafdhere
was a clear case of ‘victim blaming’ occurring dang offered as a form of defence for those wiah bbeen
‘accused’ of bullying whilst in the role of ‘AlexAll of those in the role of ‘Alex’ accused ‘Chrissof not
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seeing through her promise of agreeing to help thétm their coursework in the first place: “I amitgu
happy to remove the comments (from Facebook) laitdbes not take away from the verbal contractwleat
had. She agreed to help me with my essay”(A3). Sevea went as far as blaming ‘Chrissie’ for misiegd
the situation and being over dramatic. As one ‘Atgoup stated: “Help is an ambiguous term, | jusinted
‘help’ the extent of the help was not discussed simel has over reacted to an undefined situatiod).(An
both of these cases the ‘Alex’ groups are tryingugtify and defend their actions, even though, mjpashed
during the restorative process, all students wesre of the severity of the offence of plagiarismthim the
university setting.

Through the process of the conference the outcbatentas met for ‘Alex’ was he agreed to remove
the comments from Facebook and apologise but amlihe condition that he could be helped with hisags
‘Alex’ resented the position he was put into infrof his peers. He saw himself as the wrongedy/p@tiose
students in this role found it difficult to compestd how they had bullied ‘Chrissie’ and were flippavith
regard to the potential harm caused by posting cemtsnabout Chrissies sexuality. They still wantetp h

with their essay and still pushed for help withsta positive outcome for themselves.

Bystanders — The University Peer Group

Those students who were assigned to the bystamiierwere also angry at the fact they were
involved in the process at all and failed to ackleolge they had a part to play in the situation. fitagority
of students explained that they didn't really knt@hrissie’ so they did not really understand wha t
situation was and why it was happening. They hauh $lke posts on Facebook but were indifferent éonth
This is summed up in the following observation: “\Wen’'t know ‘Chrissie’ so don’'t make the effortget to
know her. ‘Alex’ is our friend so we support hin{B3)

To the students in the ‘Bystander’ group, Alex veas admired, popular figure and there was a
reluctance to support ‘Chrissie’ instead of himheTmajority expressed a desire to remain uninvobued
neutral.

A number of the students commented that the postinthe social network site was banter, a joke
and “just between the two of them”. When pushedhansubject of ‘Alex’ insisting on ‘Chrissie’ hefpg him
with his work, again this group acknowledged thatvas academic misconduct, plagiarism and against
university rules but there was a strong resistamdee involved on any level.

When questioned about their involvement with ‘Céigsa number of the students in this role denied
knowing her, they were aware of her, but didn'taregthemselves as her ‘friend’. As a result a nunabe
those in this role wanted to be left out of the feoence completely. There was a general indiffegen
towards ‘Chrissie’, which is demonstrated in thiofwing observation: “We don’t talk to her, shenet in
our group and ‘Alex’ is our friend. This situatigs really between those two and they need to satiti.”
(B4)

The outcome for those in the role of bystander thias they were displeased with the fact that they

had been wrongly involved in the situation. Thekremvledged the severity of potential cases of liagin
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if ‘Chrissie’ had done ‘Alex’s’ work but the grougverwhelming believed it was up to the two of thensort
out.

Of the three groups involved in the role play tlews of those in the bystander role was the most
interesting to witness. These students are all therage of 18, registered for study at Universist, their
opinions and remarks replicate the comments andsvief children and young people in the extensive
existing research into bullying and cyberbullyifidne bystander apathy exhibited, even during an iinegy

scenario, was a dominant theme.

Victim — ‘Chrissie’

All students that played the role of ‘Chrissie’ warery unhappy and felt sad and victimized in this
role. They stated that that they did agree to b’ with his work but not write the essay forrhi Students
in this role were astonished at how a simple agestiinad got out of hand and they did not understandit
had come to the situation it had. This is refledtethe following: “I agreed to help Alex but notrite his
essay. It is not my fault he does not have timerite his essay but | cannot do his work for himnescould
both be punished and thrown out of university.”YC3

Those in this role felt unpopular and helpless AgX is popular and well respected within the
University and student community and due to thigybarity he has posted unrelated and irrelevantneents
that have now become the most important fact withendispute and it is actually about cheatingsas
unanimously mentioned by those in this role asligbgted here: “Alex’ should not have posted thokmgs
about me this is nothing to do with the fact thatisasking me to cheat and do his work. It isfawtthat he
has done this.” (C4)

Those students in this role found it easy to enipatiith a victim role and were able to discuss and
acknowledge the consequences of cheating and pfagiéSome even mentioned the impact that the paubt
had on their emotional health and their studiegerestingly they were the only students who eventianed
emotional health and wellbeing when they were Gie'

The students in this role, although upset were atggieved too, which could be a demonstration of
the fact they are older and not in a school envirent. They were able to articulate reasons as {pAitx
had made unreasonable demands and the repercussionlsl have for both of their university careers

During the process of the conference all of thostné role of ‘Chrissie’ wanted an apology and the
posts to be removed from Facebook. These studesns also the ones to suggest some level of group
mediation so everyone, including the bystanderddcget to know each other. As one group suggested:
“Maybe we could all go out to the pub and haveiakdand get to know each other to prevent issuesthis
arising again. We could even form a study grou@4)(

Those in the role of Chrissie were the only grodlting to take responsibility for their actions and
for what had happened and try to resolve everythiith a positive outcome. This leads to interegptin
questions about the central role of the victim ibwlying situation. Why should a victim take cet
responsibility? This is clearly an area that needse research. For a more detailed analysis ofethdts see
Myers and Cowie (2013).
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Discussion

Although this was based on a fictional case sttidg,findings suggest that the power of the peer
group and wider networks need to be fully undemdtbdullying/cyberbullying, is to be tackled effantly at
university level. The bystanders tended to blameevictim and were reluctant to intervene, theinidelt let
down and marginalised by peers’ indifference anstitity, and the bully failed to realise or undersd the
consequences of their actions.

The findings confirm Salmivalli's (2010) propositithat bystanders are ‘trapped in a social dilemma'’
Although they understand that bullying is wrongd anay wish that they could do something to stofhiy
are acutely aware of their own needs for securithimthe peer group. Their inaction supports théiyband
undermines the victim. Their feelings of shame guit are overridden by the need to belong inghmup
and keep the bully on side.

In the present study there was no demonstraticadtafism in the bystander group until they were
required to reach a resolution of the problem, laittv point some recognition of the psychologicaitmiss to
the victim became apparent.

The bystanders demonstrated that they admiredisilerubehavior at a macro level, such as
campaigning against tuition fees. However, at theranlevel, they showed much less empathy for the
feelings of a student who had been bullied by aufaypstudent and, as a consequence, marginaliséeiby
peer group. The fact that the bully was an admfigede meant that his unethical request for afelstudent
to write his essay for him was perceived in a monche lenient way than would have been expectedis,Th
universities as communities have an important fgaplay in strengthening students’ conceptionsgiitrand
wrong and in challenging behaviour that is oppresand unjust.

The findings in the present study demonstratednibeal dilemmas faced by bystanders when they
observe someone being bullied. The practice of Eegport might give direction to the minority of
bystanders’ altruistic wishes to address injustisgsh as bullying and deliberate social exclusiorhieir
university community (Schulman, 2002). This is theral stance taken by those bystanders who — uttiie
silent majority — are prepared to demonstrate plybtheir dislike of injustice and oppression ofinerable
peers and, in the process, to enhance their owaf belthe power of individuals to make a differento
others’ lives — the quality of optimism (Seligmdeivich, Jaycox & Gillham, 1995). Neverthelessthe
present study there was not a member of the bystagrdup who spontaneously broke the code of slenc

upheld by the student cohort.

Conclusions

There were some surprising observations arising fitds study. For one thing the students expressed
genuine feelings and emotions including anger, sssindisappointment and rejection. Those in the obl
Chrissie had the most explicit feelings of abandenirby their peers and were the ones who were most
concerned about the ethical issues of asking aaglle to write and plagiarise an assignment. Thoge
role of Alex offered disturbing levels of diffusioof the severity of the incident and responsihilitfhe
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students in the role of bystander were the mosirésting group. They were altruistic at macro |eaadl
admired Alex and his actions as a leader; howekiey, showed no ability to recognize that Alex’s &abur
towards Chrissie was cruel, unethical and vindéctiv

This small study demonstrates that the study ofyimg is under researched at university level and
one that clearly needs attention. It highlights ¥h&ie of narrative methods and qualitative regeancce it
gives us insights into the world of student intergonal relationships. There is a perception dmae in
higher education the problems of bullying ceaseexist, as students are perceived as having anidadyll
existence. In reality, for some, this is far frome truth. This study highlights a need for empathining at
university level.

The dynamics played out during this study illum@sathe understanding of social relationships
during the transitions from adolescence to adulthdde misconception that bullying does not hapgaen
university needs to be considered and challengéis &lso signposts that bullying happens across the
lifespan.
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