
Relational Aggression & Cyberbullying; What You Should Know 

What is Relational Aggression (RA)?  They are hidden behaviors that are purposeful and generally covert and are intended to 

harm someone (a target) by damaging peer relationships or by intentionally attempting to socially isolate, hurt or embarrass 

the target in front of peers.  More than not, RA occurs within familiar friend-groups and is more prevalent among females.  RA 

has been observed as early as preschool and usually peaks in middle school. 

What does RA look like?  There are several “roles” in RA:  

*the aggressor or bully: purposely tries to hurt others; popularity, power and control are desired, uses manipulative affection 

and alliance building to control others, good at hiding aggressive behaviors  from adults, not a true friend  

*the target: she is the one the bully is trying to hurt or get out of the way; recipient of bullying, usually pretty, good at sports 

or academics, has interfered with bully's power or control in some (usually unintentional) way  

* the by-stander:  stays on the sidelines while target is attacked; doesn’t take sides or become involved in the attack; allows 

relational aggression by their silence; doesn't always agree with what's happening but afraid to do anything for fear it may 

happen to them. 

* the defender:  shows anti-bullying behaviors; comforts the target or victim; takes sides with the target or victim and tries to 

stop attacks , knows when to tell an adult or ask for help 

* the victim:  this is more of a psychological state where a target has been harassed so intensely that she loses hope, becomes 

depressed, starts negative self-talk, doubts her value or worth, doesn't talk to trusted adults for fear it will get worse, feels 

very alone and isolated, contemplates self-harm or even suicide. 

The aggressor buddies up with others to socially isolate the target or victim from the group using tactics such as ignoring her 

and silent treatments, maliciously spreading gossip and rumors about her, uses taunting, insulting, teasing, and intimidation, 

as well as manipulative affection , alliance building and cyber-bullying at various times to confuse the target.  Since relational 

aggression is mostly covert, there is very little proof, other than that from cyber-bullying, for a target to report. (If there is 

cyber-bullying, all information should be copied and stored safely.) A target or victim often feels trapped for lack of proof. Up 

until recently, most adults respond with , “oh she (the bully) is just having a bad day…it’ll be better tomorrow;” or “a little 

teasing happens all the time;” or “toughen up, words can’t hurt you.” Sometimes the target or victim gets the label of tattle-

tale or is further mocked when trying to get help. Often families choose to ignore the daughter's plea for help because it may 

damage their social standing in town.  

What is Cyberbullying?  It is the misuse of media and technology to harass, intimidate or terrorize another person. Some 

examples of media used include e-mails, instant messaging (such as msn.com), text messaging, use of websites such as 

MySpace or Facebook for message posting, blogging, sending cropped or lewd pictures , on-line popularity voting, using video 

postings on MySpace, Facebook, and YouTube.  The harsh reality of cyberbullying is that the bully (regardless of their size and 

strength) can hide behind the media screen in the silence of their bedroom and never see or hear the pain inflicted on the 

victim.  Unfortunately most targets and victims suffer in silence and are afraid to tell an adult for fear they will lose their 

computer or cell phone privileges, which are their social connection. 

Why is RA increasing in presence and violence?  In the past, at the end of the school day, students went home and the only 

periodic connection with friends was a party-line phone call. Today, teens are connect continuously. 

 72% of teens have a cell phone and regularly text. 50% of teens send over 50 text messages each day. 



 80% of those who bully learned it from the environment and media. Initial research shows that attempts to change 

a child’s attitude and behavior early on leaves more room for success. 

 Over 50% of adolescents and teens have been bullied online; 33% have been threatened online. 88% admit to 

witnessing others being mean or cruel on social networks.  

There are several reasons why RA is increasing. First, RA is extremely visible through various media sources: sitcoms, (such as 

iCarly, Shake It Up, Suite Life of Zach and Cody, Jessie and ANT Farm), movies (such as Mean Girls), YouTube, cyber-bullying, 

and music. Our children have grown up with and have honed in on RA skills in order to survive socially; they think it’s just how 

it’s done. Second girls are taught to “be nice,” and quite frankly female displays of aggression are punished with family and 

peer rejection. Therefore girls learn not to express anger openly. But it’s still there, and often times it comes out covertly. 

Next, family situations have changed. One in six students live in one-parent households, and almost 1:10 live with their 

mother part-time and their father part-time.  Regardless of the living situation, parents are busy and spread thin. There is less 

time and energy to spend engaging in family togetherness, meaningful conversations and listening. Finally, the main 

motivations behind RA are fear, power, control, popularity and security. Many girls crave a spot in the popular group and are 

willing to do what it takes to get there. Some will remain in their friend-group just to have someone to hang out with, in spite 

of being bullied. 

What is the likely future of those who bully and of those who are targets? 

 Most targets suffer for the rest of their lives and have a higher incidence of depression, loneliness, feelings of 

victimhood, desire to escape, substance abuse, eating disorders, early and unplanned pregnancy and delinquent or 

criminal behaviors. 

 Targets and victims of relational aggression suffer from lower self-esteem and have been known to act out in mild 

to extremely violent ways. Aggression and anger can get out of hand if left unchecked. 

What can parents and care-givers do?   

 Set a time limit on social network websites. Bill Gates allows only 45 minutes of Internet time per day! 

 Help teens cultivate real-life, in-person mentoring relationships. Balance online with in-person interaction. 

 Become techno-savvy. Know what your options are to make all media a safe bet for your teens. (IT IS NOT 

INTRUSIVE FOR PARENTS TO HAVE THE PASSWORDS TO THEIR TEEN’S ON-LINE ACCOUNTS; IT’S SMART.) 

 Put all computers, etc in the family room where they can be monitored.  

Education, counseling and support programs have been effective in helping both aggressors , targets and victims. Proactive 

and positive social programs for K-9th grades can serve as preventive measures. If sudden and noticeable behavior/attitude 

changes are evident, make yourself available to listen and help. Ask questions, and listen. Parents can encourage their 

child(ren)  to get involved in 1-2  other groups outside their primary social group so that there are always alternative sources 

for encouragement. Examples of an outside groups could be a sports , academic or music clubs or community clubs, such as 

church, 4-H and Girl Scouts. 

L.O.L! Camps is founded and directed by Kim Sanow, 2012. For more information on Relational Aggression, bullying and cyberbullying, for public 

speaking engagements and school lyceums on bullying or to bring an L.O.L! Camp to your community, church, or school, contact Kim Sanow at 

kim.sanow10@gmail.com or 507-530-3833.           
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