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1. Have you or someone you know ever been involved in cyberbullying, as a bully or victim? If so, what are the feelings and effects associated with cyberbullying in the situations with which you are familiar?

“The Bible says no fighting….ignore them and turn the other cheek like Jesus."  My dad’s words echoed in my brain. My dad was a soft-spoken, gentle man that loved God and taught myself and others what the Bible said. I grew up learning divine command theory and developing my morality in line with those ethics. In the fall of 1986, at age 13, my views changed due to being bullied by a classmate named Anthony. I felt embarrassed and less than when Anthony would make fun of my Kmart brand clothes or shoes. I remember how much it hurt when other kids would laugh when Anthony called me names like “Hillbilly Hibbard." I felt so helpless because it seemed all the other boys were on Anthony’s side and I was the butt of the jokes. I felt conflicted because it made me angry, and I wanted him to stop, but I remembered my dad’s words that the Bible says no fighting.
Eventually the insults at school turned into prank calls to my parents’ home phone. My mom had a different opinion than my dad and told me I needed to stand up for myself. She told me if I didn’t fight Anthony, he was going to keep doing those things to me. After several days of hang up prank calls to my house, my mom had enough. She told my dad to drive me to Anthony’s house so I could teach him a lesson. My mom was very angry that someone was picking on her son and seemed even more angry that I didn’t want to fight back. I reluctantly got in the car for the ride to Anthony’s house with my dad. I felt so scared, and when we pulled in the driveway, I didn’t want to get out of the car. My dad made me get out of the car and go up and knock on the door. Anthony’s dad answered the door, and I told him I was there to fight Anthony. Anthony’s dad sent Anthony outside, and as the grown men stood there to watch, I got punched in the face by Anthony. I started crying and wanted to quit, but my dad said don’t stop till it’s settled.  I tried to punch Anthony back but missed, and we ended up on the ground wrestling.  After a couple minutes, we both were tired, and our dads made us get up and shake hands. Anthony never bullied me again.
Although I didn’t grow up in the age of computers and experience cyberbullying, I did experience bullying as a child and remember how I felt when I was being bullied. I also recognize all these years later that experience created a shift in my beliefs about what I had been taught about not fighting as the bible says vs. standing up and fighting a bully. That was an experience of reflective equilibrium that caused me to revise my morals. I never wanted to become a bully, and I didn’t want anyone picking on me or other people. I came to the realization that if I fought back, then the bully would leave me alone. This was my first experience with reflective equilibrium and probably led me to my eventual career choice as a police officer. Because I knew the shame of being picked on by someone and felt helpless to make it stop, but then once I fought back, the bullying stopped, and I developed the understanding that turning the other cheek wasn’t always the best choice. I have never looked for fights, but I also don’t shy away from them as I did before that experience at age 13. The best feeling for me as a police officer is when I get to stand up to people that hurt or take advantage of others that can’t or won’t stand up for themselves.



2. What are the issues with cyberbullying? Explain.
Many of the emotions felt by being bullied in person are amplified because of the “constant on” of social media. There isn’t a respite for a victim if the abuse is coming through feeds on the phone or computer. Our current generation of young people live in a world of being “connected” to telecommunication. The constant connection allows abusers to cause active stress on victims and doesn’t allow victims room to breathe. Our case study provides several examples of young people feeling that same helplessness and hopelessness that I felt at 13 when I was first bullied. Don’t make a permanent decision based on a temporary problem, but, when the abuser has access to a young person’s whole world, it must be hard to see the bullying as temporary. 
I’ve noticed a change in the mental health of college students over the past two decades as a first responder at Miami University. There has been a noticeable increase in psychological emergencies within our student population.  I believe that is largely attributed to the “constant on” state our young people experience from technology. Abusers use their reach to victimize people, leading to increases in depression, anxiety, and stress. Over the years, policies have been improved to better serve victims. These changes occurred as a revision to previous guidelines on police response. This understanding that changes were needed to best serve our changing population was accomplished in an ethics by committee type environment. Drawing on the input of experts from different stakeholders, such as professionals from the fields of health services, public safety, student life, academic services, et… there was a better understanding of the mental health of our students. Those stakeholders helped craft new ethical responses that we employ when responding to psychological emergencies.


3. Who are the stakeholders in cyberbullying cases, and what are the stakes for them?
Stakeholders in cyberbullying cases can include the victim, parents, school officials, and law enforcement. Additionally, stakeholders may include health care professionals, lawmakers, and the companies that provide the platform the cyberbullying is being carried out through.
Victims have the most at stake because cyberbullying can lead to anxiety, depression, stress, helplessness, and sometimes suicide. The mental health of victims can be so affected by being cyberbullied that it has lifelong effects on the wellness of the victims.  Parents are stakeholders because they have the responsibility to keep their children safe. Parents want their children to grow up not expecting the above listed emotions that victims may feel. School officials, law enforcement, and lawmakers are stake holders because they are in a position to be change agents. The responsibility to provide a safe community falls on these stakeholders because of the authority granted to them in leadership roles. 
The companies that provide a platform for cyberbullying are stakeholders because there is a consumer voice. If these companies can’t or won’t take an active role in reducing or eliminating cyberbullying through their platforms, then consumers may choose to no longer utilize their products. As we learned early in this course, the purpose of a business is to generate profit, and if a business is seen as more harmful than useful, that business will not attract new business or maintain the customers they have, leading to a decline in profits. Healthcare is a stakeholder because they are part of the proactive and reactive response in cyberbullying incidents. Physicians inform young people and their parents of the dangers of online interactions because they have seen the effects cyberbullying has had on victims. When my children were younger I remember their pediatrician cautioning us on the danger of being on social media too much. How it can lead to a feeling of loneliness and desire to belong and that there are people that will use social media to bully other people. The “it can’t happen to me or my kid” mindset is the response to this caution until it does happen. Then we wish we had listened to that sage advice. Healthcare becomes reactive through treatment of victims. Mental health is a condition that isn’t as easily seen as a broken bone so it takes more work to try to heal someone suffering from the wounds of cyberbullying.


 4. Who is ethically responsible for the rise and continuance of cyberbullying?

There are various people/organizations that share levels of responsibility for the rise and continuance of cyberbullying. The abuser who creates the content is acting in opposition to all ethical theories. For example, in Kantianism, an abuser cannot argue that the act of hurting another person via telecommunications is the right way to act. That act violates Kant’s categorical imperative to respect humanity. In utilitarianism, an abuser would need to claim that the actions of hurting another person through cyberbullying are for the greater good and lead to the best consequences. How can hurting another person and, in turn, affecting so many stakeholders in a negative way be for the greater good of the most people? Virtue theory defines that one’s actions must display virtues such as love, humility, and temperance. An abuser would not be acting within those virtues by cyberbullying an individual.  
Another responsible party that shares responsibility for cyberbullying is the parent.  Cyberbullying victims are described by this case study as a child, preteen, or teen. Unless a victim is able to purchase his/her own device and pay for the service plan, there is a great likelihood that the device was provided by a parent. Parents have a responsibility to monitor the content their children are exposed to via these devices. Every child of a parent is in different developmental stages. I don’t subscribe to the idea of controlling everything a child does, but I do feel a parent needs to be aware of what their child has access to. A cell phone with messaging can be a great asset for communication with friends and family but that freedom a child gains with that cell phone opens doors for outside influences that can be destructive. I feel there are some parents who hand their child a phone and expect the child to be able to handle anything that comes through that device. Kant’s premise is that an act that is good without qualification means it doesn’t make a situation worse. If a parent gives a child a phone without considering the dangers, then the parent has failed that tenant of Kant’s argument. If a parent gives a child a phone as a means to be able to communicate, then the parent is responsible for the dangers associated with having that phone. Had the parent not given the child the device, cyberbullying would not have occurred. 

Social media and messaging platforms recognize the dangers of cyberbullying within their applications.  Cyberbullying is not a secret, and these companies know it exists. If the companies are going to allow children to be consumers, then the companies have a duty to act to provide a safe product. Failing to do so is in opposition to rule-based utilitarianism's goal of achieving the best possible outcome by following moral rules. There is no morality in bullying another person, whether in person or online.


5. Should social networking sites be censored in an effort to stop cyberbullying? Explain.

Companies that are trying to reduce and eliminate cyberbullying should be applauded for their actions. Some of these companies invest in identifying incidents and taking action to address situations when they are identified. There are, however, some companies that are not pursuing the same goals of placing the safety of consumers, specifically young consumers, first. An example I offer is the actions of Camel cigarettes several decades ago. Before all the big, bold health warnings on a pack of cigarettes, Camel had a cartoonish character representing the company, and it was considered an ad campaign targeting children. “Joe Camel” was promoted as cool, and the company tried to influence young smokers to buy their product. The company placed profit ahead of the safety of its targeted young audience. This example was in contrast to the virtue theory ethics of honesty. Much the same way social media and messaging apps craft their products to appeal to different demographics, including young users, these companies have a responsibility to act ethically. Censoring content on social networking serves a greater good than allowing anything goes. Because social networking sites know about the harm cyberbullying can cause, they should take action to stop the use of their platform in that regard.



6. Is it legal and ethical to censor social networking sites to stop cyberbullying? Explain.
It is legal and ethical to censor social networking sites to stop cyberbullying. Membership at these sites is voluntary, and there should be a system in place to regulate the conduct of members. Whether it be to institute a minimum age requirement as there is with alcohol, a disclaimer on the first page advising users of the potential harm of cyberbullying associated with using the product, and/or messages that pop up on a user’s screen when their conduct is not following the rules, similar to a “your speed is..” sign along the roadway to alert speeders they are breaking the rules, A business has the legal right to operate in a manner that is within the law. Individual consumers of that business do not have the right to hijack a product and use it for any purpose they feel is okay. I’m not suggesting free speech should be restricted, but I feel a company has the legal right to restrict illegal and/or hurtful behavior that is occurring on their platform. Again, membership is voluntary for consumers.  If a consumer doesn’t want to follow the established rules, then they can voluntarily terminate their membership.



Regarding the ethical dilemma of whether it is okay to censor social networking sites, I examine this through traditional ethical theories;
1. Deontology: Ethical decisions follow universal moral law. Actions are what matter, not the consequences. All humans deserve respect and dignity, so a company following Kantian theory is censoring disrespectful content from being posted on their platform.
 
2. Utilitarianism: The focus of this ethical theory is on consequences. Overall happiness is the goal. The abuser would be the only person who is happy if cyberbullying is not censored. The other party would be unhappy. With one happy and one unhappy, we need to look toward additional stakeholders. I’ve listed all the stakeholders earlier that are affected by cyberbullying, but let's also include other parents and children who are not involved. These parents and children do not want cyberbullying to occur. We need to add in any other voluntary members of the site that consider cyberbullying to be immoral. I believe if we tally everything up, we will find that the greatest good, or consequences, comes from censoring harmful conduct.
  
3. Virtue theory: Seeking eudaimonia means focusing on the character of the actor and not the consequences. One should do the right thing, at the right time, in the right way. This means a company that has the authority to censor harmful conduct that does not support virtues such as kindness or love should act.
7. What is Congress doing about this situation?
Congress has moved slowly in response to cyberbullying. The Megan Meier Cyberbullying Prevention Act (2009) was introduced to the House of Representatives, but no action was taken. A new bill, the “Report Act, was signed by President Bident in Congress in 2024, and it requires social media companies to report crimes against children. Although no federal laws have been enacted to specifically address cyberbullying, this new law is a step in a positive direction because it aligns with the morals of most Americans.  Without federal legislation, victims are not without recourse. Many states do have laws in place to address electronic forms of harassment and/or cyberbullying. In Ohio, there is not a law specific to cyberbullying, but we are able to file charges in these cases under ORC 29.17.2 Telecommunication Harassment and/or ORC 29.03.211 Menacing by Stalking.

