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A Range of Options for a Victim’s Parents

By JAN HOFFMAN
When a child becomes entangled in an online conflict, parents understandably feel stricken. But they do not need to panic, experts say. Increasingly, parents have options, ranging from giving their child emotional support to contacting schools and the police, as well as Web sites and service providers, most of whom are tightening their processes to handle complaints.

The first rule is “Do no harm,” said Parry Aftab, a cyberbully prevention expert. “Give them a hug and make sure they feel comfortable and safe. Their greatest concern is that you’re going to make a ‘mama drama,’ call homeland security, make it worse.”

Rather than becoming distracted by the technology, parents should remember they are dealing with adolescents, said Anne Collier, a director of ConnectSafely.org. “There’s always another side of the story,” she said, “and maybe many, because of the number of kids involved. This is about getting the emotions settled down so you can get to the facts. The ‘sleep on it’ rule was never more important.”

In figuring out a pragmatic response, Ms. Aftab said, parents have to determine their child’s level of threat.

A nasty swipe? Consider ignoring it. At the very least, tell children not to respond online, because retaliatory exchanges can escalate rapidly. Remind them that because people tend to be more harsh online than in person, the sender may not have intended to have inflicted such pain.

Ms. Aftab tells parents they can block the sender’s phone number, Google their child to see if a bully is posting online attacks, and set up a Google alert for the child’s name.

Ms. Aftab’s site, Stopcyberbullying.org, and an August article in The New York Times, “Some Ways to Thwart an Online Bully,” gives pointers for how to report abuses to social networking sites and Internet service providers.

Additionally, Commonsensemedia.org, a parenting and media site, urges parents not to delete offending text messages, which must be preserved as evidence.

If the conflict includes a threat of harm, parents should contact the police. Another choice would be the school resource officer, typically a school-based police officer trained to address juvenile offenses. Often the officer’s warning is sufficient to stop the abuse.

Because the cyberbully is almost always someone the child knows at school, said Stephen Balkam, chief executive of the Family Online Safety Institute, parents should contact a school counselor or principal. “Then it comes down to how enlightened your school is,” he said. “They’re playing catch-up as fast as everyone else.” JAN HOFFMAN
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