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Abstract: Because of the negative effects of cyberbullying; and because of its unique 
characteristics; interventions to stop cyberbullying are needed. For this purpose, more 
insightful information is needed about cyberbullying victims’ (i.e., the target group) 
experiences, perceptions, attitudes and motivations related to (coping with) cyberbullying. 
Five schools with 66 low-educated Dutch adolescents between 12 and 15 (53% female) 
participated in 10 focus group interviews. Results show that victims do not perceive all 
behaviors as cyberbullying and traditional bullying is generally perceived as worse than 
cyberbullying. Cyberbullies are perceived as sad, cowards and embarrassing themselves. 
Victims are perceived as easy targets; they wear strange clothes, act in a provocative 
manner and have a bad appearance. These perceptions often depend on context, the level of 
anonymity, being in a fight or not, the person sending the message and his/her behavior. 
Further, victims reacted to cyberbullying by acting nonchalant, by not actually saying 
anything and seeking help from others (i.e., parents are not often asked for help because 
they do not want to bother them; fear of restricted Internet privileges). It can be concluded 
that asking cyberbullying victims about their experiences in an open manner, and allowing 
them to discuss these experiences, likely results in new and insightful information 
compared to using self-reports. In this questioning the perception of adolescents is key to 
see what is perceived as cyberbullying. 
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1. Introduction 

Worldwide, between 20% and 40% of adolescents are the victim of cyberbullying [1]. In the 
Netherlands, this percentage lies around 20% [2], which is similar to the worldwide prevalence. In addition, 
the Netherlands appears to have the highest percentage of Internet use among children between 9 and 
16 years old [3]. Since heavy Internet use is related to cyberbullying and victimization [4,5], Dutch 
children have an increased risk of being involved in cyberbullying. Cyberbullying is a repeated 
aggressive and intentional act, carried out by a group or an individual, using electronic forms of 
contact. This act is directed towards a victim who cannot easily defend him or herself [6]. Cyberbullying 
victimization appears to be related to a variety of negative consequences (e.g., anxiety [7], depression, 
emotional distress [8], suicidality [9,10], school violence and delinquency [11]). Because of the 
negative consequences, and because of the unique characteristics of cyberbullying (e.g., the bully can 
stay anonymous and reach a large audience in a relatively short amount of time [12]), some suggest that 
specific intervention programs are needed [13,14].  

Nowadays, there are many anti-bullying websites and programs that are intended for adolescents, 
their parents and teachers. However, adolescents often do not (want to) talk to adults about their 
cyberbullying experiences [15–19]. Further, the interventions that currently exist do not specifically 
target cyberbullying [20], are often based on practical beliefs or commonsense approaches (i.e., 
without a basis in theory or results of effectiveness [21]), are school-based anti-bullying interventions 
and/or aim at changing online risk and safety behaviors [22]. Research shows that participation in these 
interventions is not significantly related to change in Internet risk attitudes or behavior and, in case of 
the school-based anti-bullying interventions that were researched by Mishna et al. [22], do not affect 
the number of cyberbullying experiences had by students.  

Until now (i.e., to the authors knowledge), there are no specific anti-cyberbullying programs in the 
Netherlands (see the database of the Netherlands Youth Institute, www.nji.nl). A well-known program, 
the Finnish school-based anti-bullying program KiVa that is also implemented in the Netherlands, 
appears to be efficacious in addressing both traditional [23] and cyberbullying [24]. However, the 
unique effects of KiVa on traditional and cyberbullying are conditional on age (i.e., once students were 
older than approximately 12.87 years, the effect of the treatment condition was no longer significant), 
and the effects on cyberbullying and cyber victimization were modest in size [23,24]. Williford et al. [24] 
therefore suggest that school-based anti-bullying interventions (e.g., KiVa) may need to incorporate 
additional components that aim specifically at reducing cyberbullying. 

Hence, it is important to develop effective and evidence-based anti-cyberbullying interventions, 
preferably in a planned, systematic and theory-based manner [25]. These interventions should be  
based on thorough research and recommendations from the literature as well as directly from the 
target-group, and should: (1) not only increase victims’ awareness of possible dangers but also give 
advice based on what victims need [21]; (2) increase victims’ knowledge of effective coping  
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strategies [26]; (3) reduce both traditional and cyberbullying because they often occur together [27]; 
and (4) use personalized information based on unique characteristics of a person [28,29]. Because most of 
the cyberbullying victims attend lower educational levels (i.e., secondary vocational education as opposed 
to higher general secondary education and higher academic education) and are transferring to (junior) high 
school [30,31], an intervention should focus on this specific aged target-group. As mentioned before, 
KiVa appears to have no effects in this specific aged target-group. We therefore aim to develop a 
cyberbullying-specific intervention for Dutch adolescents (12–15 years) who start attending secondary 
vocational education [32]. 

To develop an intervention based on the above mentioned recommendations, insight is needed  
into cyberbullying victims’ experiences, perceptions, attitudes and motivations related to (coping with) 
cyberbullying. It is important to consider these topics in adolescents’ own language and words [33]. 
Focus group interviews could help in gaining more insightful information into what is already known, 
and to add this information to the current discussion about cyberbullying. A focus group interview is a 
guided discussion between people who share a number of characteristics. It is an adequate method for 
obtaining information about the ideas, feelings, attitudes and preferences of a target group. The 
interaction between participants often results in “in depth” information [34,35]. Focus group interviews 
are likely to enhance insight into the uniqueness of online experiences and needs of Dutch 
cyberbullying victims that will help them to combat cyberbullying.  

The literature already provides general information about cyberbullying victims’ experiences:  
they are called names, insulted, ignored, misled, hacked, and gossiped about via e-mail and messenger 
services [2,15,36–39]. They receive pornographic content (i.e., pictures, videos), (their) pictures are 
forwarded [40] and manipulated, and humiliating websites are created [41]. The most common forms 
of cyberbullying victimization are name calling and insulting [19] or being contacted by strangers [41]. 
However, it is not always clear what these experiences constitute and how they take place. Researchers 
often use self-report questionnaires in which adolescents are not able to give detailed information  
about their experiences and perceptions concerning cyberbullying. In addition, these questionnaires are 
developed by researchers, leading to the possibility that some bullying behaviors are overseen, 
wrongly described, or that some online experiences are wrongly perceived as cyberbullying. It is also 
unknown whether cyberbullying experiences found in other countries or populations are without 
exceptions applicable to Dutch cyberbullying victims. Therefore, this study sets out to find more 
detailed information related to research question (RQ) 1: 

(1) What kind of experiences do Dutch low-educated cyberbullying victims have with cyberbullying 
victimization and perpetration, and what do they look like? 

The (qualitative) literature provides some information about adolescents’ perceptions of 
cyberbullying. Adolescents, for example, perceive repeated, public and anonymous cyberbullying as 
worse than repeated, public and anonymous traditional bullying [42]. Some adolescents perceive 
picture and video clip bullying as worse than traditional bullying; email, instant messaging, website 
and chat room bullying as comparable to traditional bullying; and phone call and text message bullying 
as less severe than traditional bullying [6,39]. Some negative online behaviors are not considered as 
cyberbullying but as “another way to bully just over the computer” [37] (p. 1224) or as teasing [2], 
cyber-teasing or cyber-arguing [41]. Vandebosch and van Cleemput [41] found that adolescents’ 

 



Societies 2015, 5 46 
 
perception of cyberbullying heavily depends on the context in which it takes place, and—in line with 
the definition of cyberbullying—on the power imbalance and intention to hurt. Although these  
studies provide important information about adolescents’ perceptions, this information is not  
always conclusive. More information is needed (e.g., for intervention development) that is applicable 
to the target group, obtained without the use of self-developed and self-report questionnaires.  
RQ2 therefore is: 

(2) How do Dutch low-educated cyberbullying victims perceive/consider experiences with 
cyberbullying and what is perceived as worse (traditional bullying, cyberbullying, different forms)? 

Some studies suggest that a primary motivation for adolescents to cyberbully is anonymity [14,43–46], 
while for others it is not [19,47]. Apparently, the feeling of anonymity that many online activities 
entail may contribute to cyberbullying [48]. Other motivations to cyberbully that were found in 
individual interviews among high-school students (15–19 years) are for example jealousy, rejection, 
revenge, boredom, to make cyberbullies feel better about themselves, to try out new persona, and to 
seek approval [47]. Additionally, adolescents mentioned the lack of consequences and confrontation as 
reasons to cyberbully. Other studies suggest avoiding retaliation or punishment [49] and boy/girlfriend 
break ups [50] as motivations. Further, according to adolescents, people will become the victim of 
(traditional) bullying when they have a different appearance, and a bully when they have low  
self-esteem [51]. However, these sometimes inconclusive results—often found with self-developed 
self-report questionnaires—are yet to be found among Dutch victims of cyberbullying. RQ3  
therefore is: 

(3) Why do Dutch low-educated cyberbullying victims think people (cyber) bully (i.e., traditional and 
cyberbully) each other, who becomes/is a victim and who is a bully? 

Research shows that having a positive attitude towards cyberbullying (e.g., cyberbullying is cool, 
fun, good) is associated with verbal, physical and cyberbullying and negative bystander behavior [14]. 
One study even found that the attitude towards cyberbullying was the strongest predictor  
(i.e., compared to subjective norm and perceived behavioral control) of adolescents’ intention to 
cyberbully [52]. Similarly, adolescents who have the tendency to think that aggression is appropriate 
are more likely to be a cyberbully [53]. Self-reported cyberbullies think that their actions are funny 
while cyberbully victims perceive their actions as hurtful [54], and those who are less concerned about 
the possible impact of cyberbullying are more likely to perpetrate in cyberbullying [31]. Although  
this information can (partly) be used in, for example, intervention development, more  
information—applicable to Dutch cyberbullying victims—is needed that is obtained without the use of 
self-developed and self-report questionnaires. RQ4 therefore is: 

(4) Which attitudes do Dutch low-educated cyberbullying victims have towards cyberbullying?  

Questionnaire-research provides information about adolescents’ reactions to cyberbullying. In 
general, there are two types of ineffective reactions: victims either react passively (i.e., one 
relinquishes the control of- and reactions to the stressful situation to others, or one lets other areas of life 
to be adversely affected by the stressful situation [55]) or aggressively (i.e., one reacts to a stressful 
situation by physically/instrumentally, verbally or emotionally inflicting harm to oneself, another 
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person or object). Examples of passive reactions are crying [15], doing nothing or feeling 
depressed/bad [56]. Examples of aggressive reactions are getting mad/angry or retaliating [2,57,58]. 
When victims do not react effectively, an incident can quickly and repeatedly reach a large  
audience [54,59]. There are, however, effective reactions that are considered to be helpful  
(e.g., confronting the bully [15], seeking social support [6,15,16,60,61] and blocking and deleting the 
bully [15,17,19]). Although many adolescents recommend asking parents for help [15,61], there are 
also adolescents who do not [4,16]. Asking teachers for help is generally not recommended [15,38]. 
Asking peers for help, [15,61] however, and acting in an assertive manner [62] are often recommended 
and commonly used. Again, it is unknown whether these findings—which are often collected with 
self-developed self-report questionnaires—are applicable to Dutch cyberbullying victims. RQ5 
therefore is: 

(5) How do Dutch low-educated cyberbullying victims cope with cyberbullying, and how do they 
perceive these coping strategies? 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Recruitment and Participants 

Twenty schools were contacted via e-mail, and were asked to contribute to the discontinuation  
of cyberbullying by participating in the focus group interviews. The schools were asked to seek for 
cyberbullying victims (i.e., adolescents who (have) experience(d) cyberbullying), to provide a 
classroom and time to conduct the interviews. The students were subsequently told that we wanted to 
talk about their experiences with cyberbullying, and that their information could help us and other 
adolescents in combating cyberbullying. In total, five schools (response rate: 25%) located in the south 
of the Netherlands (provinces Limburg and Noord-Brabant) with 66 adolescents between 12 and 15 
years old, participated in 10 focus group interviews; 53% was female. All participating students were 
attending the first class of secondary vocational education.  

2.2. Procedure 

Before the interviews took place, schools received informed consent forms (ICs). Students were 
instructed to sign the ICs, and to let their parents sign the ICs.  

Each focus group consisted of six to eight (former) cyberbullying victims, with one group of four 
adolescents. In all interviews, two researchers were present: one as interviewer and discussion leader, 
the other taking notes and checking whether all questions/topics were discussed. The victims were 
asked permission to record the interview. We explained that no one else but the researchers had access 
to the recordings, and that they would be used only for research purposes. It was also stressed that all 
opinions and comments were welcome, and that there were no right or wrong answers. Furthermore, 
the rules of the focus group interviews were pointed out (e.g., respect each other’s opinion, do not talk 
when someone else is talking). Four interviews were conducted as a pilot test for the intervention, two 
of them focusing solely on questions from the pilot test. These two interviews were not used in the 
analysis for this article.  
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The interviews lasted between 30 min and 1.5 h (M = 59.1 min, SD = 23.35 min), were semi-
structured, but all included questions about experiences with-, perceptions of-, coping with- and 
attitudes about cyberbullying. Research indicates that a direct approach of asking about cyberbullying 
experiences (e.g., “Did you experience cyberbullying?”) often results in low prevalence figures, 
because adolescents do not perceive all behaviors as cyberbullying [2,41], and because perception of 
cyberbullying appears to depend on context [54]. Because perceptions and contexts often differ 
between persons, we used an indirect approach (e.g., “Which of the following behaviors did you 
experience?”), in which we did not provide the adolescents with a definition of cyberbullying. This 
approach allowed us to ask follow-up questions about perceptions and contexts, and enables the 
adolescents to adjust their answers based on others’ opinions. 

The questions were printed out on paper prior to the interviews, to facilitate the interviewer and 
assistant in checking whether all topics were asked, and to allow for similarity in the main questions in 
each group. To ensure and stimulate discussion about cyberbullying, mostly open-ended questions 
were used. The main topics and example questions of the interviews are summarized in Table 1. When 
all questions were exhaustively answered the victims were thanked for their cooperation, and received 
some drinks and sweets. 

Table 1. Interview schedule with predefined themes. 

Theme Example Questions 

Experiencing cyberbullying 
Which of the following cyberbullying events did you experience?  
What kind of cyberbullying event did you experience?  
What are the consequences of cyberbullying? 

Performing cyberbullying 
Which of the following cyberbullying events did you perform?  
Who cyberbullied someone else? What did you do?  
Why did you cyberbully someone else? 

Perception of cyberbullying 
How do you perceive cyberbullying?  
Did you perceive this behavior as cyberbullying? Why?  
What do you perceive as worse? Traditional or cyberbullying? Why? 

Attitude about 
cyberbullying 

What do you think about cyberbullying?  
What is worse? Traditional or cyberbullying?  
What is the worst thing about cyberbullying? 

Motives for cyberbullying 
Why do (you think) people cyberbully each other?  
Which characteristics does a victim of cyberbullying have?  
Which characteristics does a cyberbully have? 

Coping with cyberbullying 

How do you react to cyberbullying?  
How did your cyberbully react to your reaction?  
What are other possible reactions towards cyberbullying?  
Which reactions do you think are effective in stopping cyberbullying? Why?  
Do you talk about experiences with cyberbullying? With whom? Why (not)? 

2.3. Data Analysis 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed by the first and second author. In order to become 
familiar with the data, these two researchers read the transcripts repeatedly. Based on this process, and 
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based on the questions asked in the interviews, a coding scheme was developed with main themes and 
subthemes (see first and second columns of Tables 3–8), using a data-driven thematic approach [63] in 
which we sought to find insightful information related to the research questions. 

Victims talked about traditional bullying as well. Therefore, additional codes for traditional bullying 
were developed. Moreover, it was not always evident whether victims were talking about traditional  
or cyberbullying, in which case we refer to (cyber)bullying (i.e., traditional and cyberbullying). The 
transcripts were subsequently analyzed independently by the first and second author using Qualicoder 
(www.qualicoder.com). Disagreement in coding was discussed. When no consensus could be reached, 
the third author was asked for her opinion until consensus was reached. During this process, the coding 
scheme was adjusted if necessary (i.e., adding more elaborate definitions of categories and codes, 
adding additional codes). In Table 2, an overview of the (dis)agreements between coders can be found.  

Table 2. Agreement and disagreement between coders. 

Focus 
group 

Coder 1 Coder 2 
Agreement 

Fragments 
without 

Consensus 
Number of 

fragments coded 
Disagreement 
with coder 2 

Number of 
fragments coded 

Disagreement 
with coder 1 

Interview 1 197 74 (37,56%) 224 101 (45,09%) 123 19 
Interview 2 88 20 (22,72%) 89 21 (23,60%) 68 0 
Interview 3 220 31 (14,09%) 226 37 (16,37%) 189 0 
Interview 4 128 19 (14,84%) 134 25 (18,66%) 109 0 
Interview 5 24 6 (25%) 27 11 (40,74%) 18 0 
Interview 6 41 5 (12,20%) 45 9 (20%) 36 0 
Interview 7  4 0 (0%) 4 0 (0%) 4 0 
Interview 8 18 1 (5,56%) 19 3 (15,79%) 17 0 

2.4. Ethics Approval 

The Ethical Commission of the psychology department of the Open University in the Netherlands 
judged the focus group interviews as non-medical research and concluded that the victims were  
not “subjected to procedures or required to follow certain rules of behavior” [64]. Therefore, ethical 
approval of the Regional Medical Ethics committee in the Netherlands was not necessary. 

3. Results 

First, experiences (i.e., victimization and perpetration) with cyberbullying and traditional bullying 
will be discussed (3.1). Next, victims’ perceptions of (cyber)bullying (i.e., what is (not) seen as 
(cyber)bullying and characteristics of victims and bullies) is discussed (3.2), followed by motivations 
to cyberbully (3.3), attitudes (3.4), and coping strategies used in response to cyberbullying (3.5)). 
Although we did not set out to find information about consequences, victims talked about 
consequences (3.6). Each topic (1–5) has a table with (additional) examples (i.e., Table 3–9). 
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3.1. Experiences with Victimization and Perpetration in (Cyber)bullying 

3.1.1. What Kind of Experiences do Dutch Low-Educated Cyberbullying Victims Have with 
Cyberbullying Victimization in Cyberbullying, and What do They Look Like? 

Victims indicated having experienced 16 different forms (see Table 3 “subthemes”) of 
cyberbullying victimization. The most common forms of cyberbullying victimization in several groups 
were being called names and being ridiculed. Being ignored by someone else and being threatened also 
occurred quite often, however, more among boys than girls. In four groups, victims experienced that 
someone—known (e.g., brother) or unknown to them—pretended to be someone else (i.e., 
impersonation), which made it possible to bully anonymously. In three groups, victims experienced 
that others lied to them. In five groups, some victims received anonymous e-mails or phone-calls. Less 
common forms of cyberbullying victimization were, for example, one’s picture being placed upon a 
voting website (two groups), receiving mail bombs (one group), being misled by someone else (one 
group), breaking into the computer (one group), receiving pornographic content (two groups), and being 
deleted by someone (one group).  

Table 3. Main themes, subthemes and examples for experiences with traditional and cyberbullying. 

Final Themes Subthemes Examples 

Experiences 
with 

cyberbullying 

Being called names  
Boy: “On the Internet I was playing around on Facebook, and this 
girl from my old school started calling me names…” 

Being ignored 
Girl: “… I was in a fight with someone, I think, and then they 
ignored me.” 

Being deleted 
Girl: “… she deleted me, now she isn’t talking to me anymore, 
thank god!” 

Being gossiped 
about 

No examples, only raised hands 

Being threatened 
Boy: “Once, I received a text message which stated that  
someone would enter my room around midnight. However,  
it didn’t happen.” 

Being mislead No examples, only raised hands 
Being lied to Girl: “Yeah, they just lied to me.” 

Impersonation 
Boy: “And from someone else, I don’t know exactly who it was, 
but he sent me messages with four-letter words.” 

Being placed upon a 
voting website 

No examples, only raised hands 

Being threatened 
Girl: “…I got in a fight with a girl via Hyves* and she was calling 
me names and said: ‘When I see you, I’ll hit you in the face’.” 

Uploading unwanted 
pictures 

Girl: “They posted a picture of me on Hyves* while I was sleeping.” 

Breaking in  
Boy: “Nothing happened to my computer, but now and again 
someone took over the control over my mouse.” 

Changing passwords 
Girl: “On my MSN messenger, I don’t know who it was. I wanted 
to log in but it didn’t work anymore.” 
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Table 3. Cont. 

Final Themes Subthemes Examples 

Experiences 
with 

traditional 
bullying 

Receiving mail 
bombs  

Boy: “Yesterday I checked my Inbox and then there were  
493 unread messages about stuff you can buy.” 

Receiving 
pornographic 

materials 

Boy: “Once I went to Hyves* and someone added me and started 
sending me nasty pictures.” 

Receiving 
anonymous  

e-mails/phone-calls 

Boy: “The past few weeks someone was calling me and then my 
phone displays ‘Blocked number’. The caller has a thing, a strange 
voice. And then I think I know who it is, but then he isn’t.” 

Being called names Girl: “They call everybody hooker and bitch and so on.” 

Being beaten 
up/physical bullying 

Boy: “Continuously calling me names, pushing me, stuff like that. 
They tried to throw me on the floor, stuff like that. Eight kids 
standing around me.” 

Being threatened Girl: “In this class, some girls came to my house.” 

Being excluded 
Girl: “They started making noises I didn’t like and started gossiping 
about me and counting me out. I really didn’t like that.” 

* Hyves was (until December 2013) a Dutch social networking site. 

Inevitably, victims also talked about traditional bullying victimization. Victims from six groups 
indicated being bullied in a non-specified way. In the same six groups, victims were physically bullied 
(e.g., kicking, hitting, pushing), and in five groups they were called names. Other, less occurring 
traditional forms of bullying victimization were being threatened, being excluded and being  
gossiped about.  

3.1.2. What Kind of Experiences do Dutch Low-Educated Cyberbullying Victims Have with 
Cyberbullying Perpetration, and What do They Look Like? 

Victims mentioned performing nine specific forms of (cyber)bullying (i.e., it was not always 
apparent whether they were talking about traditional or cyberbullying, some behaviors occur in both 
forms of bullying). For instance, in one group, all girls have ridiculed or called someone names. In 
another group, a girl said: “sometimes as a joke.”. In a third group, a common form of perpetrating in 
traditional bullying was insulting someone. In the same group, some girls also gossiped about someone. 
Victims from three groups ignored someone once or twice. Almost all victims from one group also lied 
to someone. Other, less occurring perpetrations of cyberbullying were threatening someone, changing 
passwords and uploading unwanted pictures. Additionally, two boys impersonated themselves.  

3.2. How do Dutch Low-Educated Cyberbullying Victims Perceive/Consider Experiences with 
Cyberbullying and What is Perceived as Worse? 

In five groups, victims mostly talked about what was (not) seen as (cyber)bullying. There was no 
agreement on, for example, receiving a mail bomb and calling names, since a girl said: “Some people 
think the word ‘loser’ is calling names. However, when I call ----1 a loser, she won’t get angry. Right 

1 ---- = anonymized name. 
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this morning I called her loser. I don’t think that’s bullying.”. However, another girl said: “It depends, 
when you’re in a fight you call each other names and offend each other as well, that doesn’t mean that 
it’s bullying. However, when they always do that, and with more people, then I think it is.”. Similarly, 
there was no agreement on threatening. One girl said: “With threatening, people try to scare you and 
with bullying this isn’t the case. Therefore I think it isn’t bullying.” and another girl said “… when you 
say ‘Watch out, tonight at eight o clock I will be standing in front of your house’, then I think this is 
pretty bad.”. Some even consider threatening as being worse than (cyber)bullying. In addition, on 
being offended no agreement was found. There was agreement on talking negative about family, which 
victims from different groups always considered as cyberbullying, and lying, which victims do not 
considered as cyberbullying, even when it is done repeatedly or by an unknown person. 

Table 4. Main themes, subthemes and examples for cyberbullying perpetration. 

Final Themes Subthemes Examples 

Performing 
cyberbullying 

Calling 
names/ridiculing Girl: “Calling names and ignoring, and ridiculing and stuff…” 

Changing passwords Girl: “On my brother’s phone, just as a joke.” 
Gossiping Girl: “For example gossiping, or directly to the person, just like ----.” 
Ignoring No examples, only raised hands 

Insulting someone 
Boy: “And, I don’t know how I said it, but I think I said ‘It doesn’t 
smell so nice over here’ while I was standing next to him. Well, 
like ‘It smells over here’. It wasn’t really nice.”  

Lying to someone No examples, only raised hands 

Misleading/ 
impersonation 

Boy: “A friend of mine received a text message, and then I send a 
message to the sender pretending to be my brother. I told him I was 
17 and that I would get to him. He then stopped texting.” 

Threatening Boy: “… with a friend, we anonymously send a mail mentioning ‘if 
you don’t stop you’ll die’.” 

Uploading 
unwanted pictures 

Girl: “Once I was in a bad fight with a girl, and then I Photo 
shopped her head on Lolo Ferrari and posted the picture on Hyves*, 
and stuff like that.” 

* Hyves was (until December 2013) a Dutch social networking site. ---- Anonymized name. 

Table 5. Main themes, subthemes and examples for perceptions of (cyber)bullying. 

Final Themes Subthemes Examples 

Perception of 
(cyber)bullying 

Characteristics of 
a victim 

Boy: “…they’re insecure, but they also often walk alone. And that’s 
an appearance like, I am just saying, I don’t have any friends and 
thus I’m kind of bait.” 

Characteristics of 
a bully 

Girl: “Yes everybody can be a bully. Whether it’s someone who’s 
very small with glasses and whatever, or someone who’s very tall 
and who looks like a bully…”) 

Seen as 
(cyber)bullying 

Boy: “When you just had a fight, and when someone isn’t talking 
back to you on Hyves*. I think this is cyberbullying because you try 
to make it up and that person perhaps doesn’t even see your 
attempts, he just clicks your message away.” 

Not seen as 
(cyber)bullying 

Girl: “Sometimes I think calling names isn’t bullying, sometimes 
you do that as friends...” 

* Hyves was (until December 2013) a Dutch social networking site. 
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Whether something was seen as (cyber)bullying depended on: (1) the context: for example, 
repetitiveness, anonymity and the person sending the message were mentioned; (2) the content of the 
message or photo; and (3) whether the person was willing to delete it (e.g., boys and girls: “It depends 
on what kind of picture it is and who posted the picture. It also depends on whether that person deletes 
the picture immediately when you ask for it.”). 

3.3. Why do Dutch Low-Educated Cyberbullying Victims Think People (Cyber)Bully Each Other,  
Who Becomes/Is a Victim and Who is a Bully? 

Victims mentioned several possible reasons why others are (cyber)bullied; for example, clothing, 
having a bad appearance, and being an (easy) target (e.g., girl: “People sent out a certain message or 
ask for it.”). In two groups, victims mentioned that others bully because they are in a bad mood, they 
want to be popular, they want to feel better about themselves, they are jealous or they act out on 
someone. Some said that bullies are insecure, while others said they are not. In one group, all victims 
agreed that everybody can be a bully.  

Table 6. Main themes, subthemes and examples for motivations for (cyber)bullying. 

Final Themes Subthemes Examples 

Motivations to 
bully/being bullied 

Cyberbullying 
victims 

Girl: “So provoking others and being lonely, then you’re being 
an easy target.” 

Cyberbullying 
bullies 

Girl: “A bully is insecure at the moment, I think.” 

3.4. Which Attitudes do Dutch Low-Educated Cyberbullying Victims have towards Cyberbullying? 

When talking about being (cyber)bullied, a lot of negative attitudes were given (e.g., boy: “No, once 
I got bullied really bad, and now I know how it feels. It really isn’t funny.”) In several groups, victims 
considered both traditional and cyberbullying as cowardly. Other opinions about cyberbullies were 
given in response to someone talking about being cyberbullied (e.g., boy: “Then you’re a really sad 
person.”; and boy: “… I think they embarrass themselves.”). In response to the question whether 
cyberbullying is worse than traditional bullying, a girl answered: “Yes, I think it is.”. Others thought 
that traditional bullying was worse. Additionally, when talking about performing bullying, a girl 
mentioned: “I don’t do that. When I don’t like it myself, I’ll not do it to others.”.  

Table 7. Main themes, subthemes and examples of attitudes about (cyber)bullying. 

Final Themes Subthemes Examples 

Attitudes 

Cyberbullying 
Girl: “I think it’s cowardly when you don’t have the balls to say 
something to me in real life, like ‘you’re a hooker’. When someone 
says that to me via the Internet, than he’s a coward.” 

Specific forms of 
(cyber)bullying 

Girl: “When the four-letter words aren’t that bad I don’t mind  
that much.” 

Cyberbullying 
compared to 

traditional bullying 

Boy: “When they kick you or hit you offline, then I think it’s worse 
than online.” 
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3.5. How do Dutch Low-Educated Cyberbullying Victims Cope with Cyberbullying, and How do They 
Perceive These Coping Strategies? 

3.5.1. Aggressive Coping 

A wide variety of aggressive coping responses were given. In some groups, some of the victims got 
angry after being cyberbullied. However, the most often used and discussed aggressive coping strategy 
was retaliation, which was mentioned in four groups (e.g., girl: “…when someone does that (i.e., 
offending or calling names) to me, yeah then I have the tendency to do the same.”). The most used 
strategies in response to traditional bullying were fighting back (i.e., getting physical), and retaliating 
(i.e., calling names), which were mentioned in four groups. Many victims also got angry in response to 
traditional bullying. Only one girl mentioned that she once agreed to meet for a fight.  

3.5.2. Passive Coping 

In seven groups, the most often discussed passive coping strategy was doing nothing or ignoring  
the cyberbullying. Another way of doing nothing that was mentioned was sending the word “OK”, as 
was described by a girl: “One reaction that works really well is sending an ‘O’ and a ‘K’. ‘OK’ means 
okay, nobody likes that. Like you aren’t responding.”. Later on she told us: “Yes it’s just on Twitter, 
when someone calls me a hooker, then I just say ‘OK’.”. Another passive coping strategy that was 
often mentioned in four groups was acting nonchalant or thinking “I don’t care”. A third, less often 
used passive coping strategy was thinking positive or putting things in perspective, which was 
mentioned in three groups. 

3.5.3. Active Coping 

Victims mentioned several strategies that can be considered as active coping. For example, in four 
groups, blocking and deleting was mentioned. Other frequently used strategies (i.e., mentioned in five 
groups) were standing up for oneself, and sometimes the adolescents stood up for someone else. 
Additionally, victims also mentioned talking about the event. One girl mentioned that seeming  
self-assured is a good strategy to use, and a boy mentioned: “You could save it in your history, then it 
will be mentioned in history and then your parents and police will be able to read it.”. 

3.5.4. Seeking Support Coping 

A lot of victims considered seeking social support as a good strategy to use. They mentioned 
support in general, but also specified their source of support (e.g., parents, teachers, siblings/family, 
friends). When talking about parents as a source of support, there was a lot of ambiguity. On the one 
hand, victims told us that they went to their parents and received effective help (e.g., boy: “Then my 
mother found out and went to my school. Since then they never bullied me again and I don’t  
suffer from it anymore.”) or did not receive help. On the other hand, some victims mentioned that they 
did not want to bother their parents (e.g., boy: “No, but I’ll not tell my parents. It would only be  
bad for them, because they’ll stress out and stuff. While that’s not necessary at all, I think.”) or that  
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their help would be irritating (e.g., girl: “When you tell your parents they’ll react like a parent. That’s 
really annoying!”). 

When asked who turns to their friends for help, a boy mentioned: “Yes, I think that everybody does 
that.”. Otherwise, mostly girls mentioned that they turned to their friends for help. Teachers were 
mentioned in six groups, however, talking to teachers was not always perceived as useful (e.g., boy: 
“Occasionally, I went to a teacher, however they hardly did something about it. They only said ‘We’ll 
keep an eye out’ and even that they didn’t do.”). Other sources of support are siblings (i.e., brothers 
and sisters) or family (i.e., aunts, nephews). Some victims did not seek help. When asked whether they 
turn to someone for help a girl said: “No, I think it’s my own problem, I can solve it myself.”. 

Table 8. Main themes, subthemes and examples of coping with cyberbullying. 

Final Themes Subthemes Examples 

Aggressive 
coping  

Getting angry online 
Girl: “It doesn’t make me sad, I just get really angry when people 
do stuff like that…” 

Retaliating/calling 
names online 

Boy: “When someone does that to me, I do it back, to be honest.” 

 

Agreeing to meet 
for a fight offline 

Girl: “Very stupid, but then we waylaid for her. We did not really 
waylaid for her but agreed to waylay, this sounds really stupid, 
however different things happened.” 

Fighting 
back/getting 

physical offline 

Boy: “Only then he kept doing it. Okay, I wasn’t supposed to do 
that, but I grabbed him in his neck, well not lifting him up, and I 
pushed him with his head against the door. And then I just reacted 
really angry. Anger attack. Because I warned him, but he kept 
doing it and kept provoking me.” 

Getting angry 
offline 

Girl: “Getting angry. Then I start yelling, hitting and I grab the 
nearest painful object and throw it at their heads.” 

Retaliating/calling 
names offline 

Boy: “When they call me names, then I do it back three times worse.” 

Active coping 

Blocking and 
deleting 

Boy: “Once I was on Hyves* and someone added me and started 
sending me nasty pictures. Then I told my mom. After that,  
I immediately deleted and blocked him.” 

Seem self-assured 
Girl: “Loosen up a little bit in class and try to not look insecure. 
People will respect you more and they’ll stop bullying you 
eventually. That’s how it went with me.” 

Standing up for 
oneself 

Boy: “Yeah I once said ‘What you’re saying to me, you wouldn’t 
like it when I said that to you…” 

Standing up for 
someone else 

Girl: “Then I completely freaked out on him and told him ‘Go and 
cry to your mommy’. Because I don’t stand it when they do 
something like that to my friends. I was really angry!” 

Talking about it 
Girl: “After a time you just try to talk, because then you both will 
be more calm and will be able to talk about it. However, it depends 
on what the person said.” 
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Table 8. Cont. 

Final Themes Subthemes Examples 

Passive 
coping 

Doing 
nothing/ignoring 

(the message) 

Boy: “Someone, I don’t know who, called me names on Twitter 
and then I just let it happen, I didn’t know him so I didn’t reacted 
to it.” 

Nonchalance/I do 
not care 

Girl: “When they call me for example a hooker via the Internet, 
then I just let that happen. I don’t care. I just know that I am not.” 

Quitting school 
Girl: “…when it happened at my old school, I just thought ‘I’ll go 
to another school’…” 

Putting things in 
perspective/positive 

thinking 

Boy: “When they call me names, I always think ‘ Yeah, you can 
call me names, but the only thing you do is making yourself look 
smaller and you make a fool out of yourself.” 

Seeking 
support 
coping 

Friends Girl: “Most of my friends help me pretty good.” 

Parents 
Boy: “I just go to my mom, then I tell my mom and dad what’s 
going on and they tell me what I should do.” 

Teachers Girl: “I went to talk to my mentor.” 

Siblings/family 
Girl: “Once my sister came to this school, they did not dare to 
bully me anymore. I wouldn’t tell her, but when she hears I’m in 
trouble, she immediately comes and helps me.” 

Not seeking 
support/loneliness 

Girl: “Most of the time I don’t talk about it to no one, really no 
one. And I keep it to myself.” 

* Hyves was (until December 2013) a Dutch social networking site. 

3.6. Consequences 

Although we did not set out to find information concerning consequences, there were two types of 
consequences mentioned by the victims. The first type are the consequences of (cyber)bullying 
victimization. Several victims from different groups mentioned feeling depressed, bad and angry. Some 
said that the consequences of experiencing (cyber)bullying could last a lifetime (e.g., boy: “Most of the 
bullies forget the event, but victims experience the consequences for the rest of their lives.”).  

The second type were consequences of certain coping strategies in response to cyberbullying. 
Consequences of getting angry were, for example, fights or the bully going offline. For some, getting 
angry helped, for others it did not. Additionally, a boy mentioned that ignoring and positive thinking 
helped. Active coping and seeking support often resulted in the discontinuation of cyberbullying (e.g., 
girl: “I just say to them: ‘If you want to call me names, come and find me and say it to my face.’ Then 
they stop saying things to me.” or boy: “On the Internet I was just playing around on Facebook and 
then there was a girl who attended my previous school, and she started calling me names and then I 
then blocked her and didn’t accept her on my profile.”). After that, the bullying stopped. However, in 
some cases acting active/effectively did not help (e.g., boy: “Yeah I once said ‘What you’re saying to 
me, you wouldn’t like it when I said that to you’, however it didn’t help.”).  
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Table 9. Main themes, subthemes and examples of consequences of (coping with) 
(cyber)bullying victimization. 

Final Themes Subthemes Examples 

Consequences 
Victimization Girl: “A really bad feeling...” 

Coping 
Boy: “I became more angry and angry, so eventually there was a big 
fight, however since then they don’t do anything anymore.” 

4. Discussion & Conclusions 

In this study, we aimed to find relevant insightful information into Dutch cyberbullying victims’ 
experiences, perceptions, attitudes and motivations related to (coping with) cyberbullying. We 
expected that focus group interviews would enable us to get this information. Indeed, this study found 
new and insightful information that, for example, can be used in intervention development. Before 
discussing the results, however, a notable finding was made: a lot of victims spontaneously talked about 
experiences with traditional bullying as well (i.e., physical bullying, being called names, being 
threatened, and being excluded). This finding can be explained by the large overlap between 
involvement in traditional and cyberbullying [4,65]: about 40% of the adolescents who had 
experienced online harassment did also experienced traditional bullying [66]. Subsequently, 
cyberbullying is seen as another form of bullying [39,43]. This suggests that interventions should focus 
on both forms of bullying [27].  

In answering RQ1 (i.e., What kind of experiences do Dutch low-educated cyberbullying victims 
have with cyberbullying victimization and perpetration, and what do they look like?), all participants 
were victimized but many also perpetrated in cyberbullying (often in response to someone else 
bullying them). Indeed, the literature shows correlations between victimization and perpetration of 
cyberbullying [67]. Similar to Juvonen and Gross [19], this study found that being called names and being 
ridiculed (i.e., insulted) were the most often mentioned victimization behaviors. Besides confirming 
earlier findings, this study also found new cyberbullying victimization (e.g., being posted upon a 
voting website, breaking into the computer) and perpetration behaviors (e.g., lying to someone else, 
changing passwords). It seems that when asking victims about their experiences in an open manner, 
and allowing them to discuss these experiences, more information is found compared to using  
self-report questionnaires. Additionally, victims automatically talked about possible consequences (e.g., 
feeling depressed, bad, angry) of being victimized online. Furthermore, although some research 
mentions that boys are more often the perpetrators of cyberbullying [2,68], a prominent finding of the 
present study is that mostly girls perpetrated in the above mentioned behaviors. A possible explanation 
could be that cyberbullying is in some respects like indirect bullying, in which girls are more  
often involved [6].  

Several studies (e.g., [69,70]) recommend that one should explicitly ask participants about their 
involvement in specific negative behaviors. In relation to RQ2 (i.e., How do Dutch low-educated 
cyberbullying victims perceive/consider experiences with cyberbullying and what is perceived as 
worse?), this study found that victims do not perceive all specific negative behaviors as cyberbullying 
(i.e., being lied to online, calling names) and thus this approach could give a distorted picture. 
Apparently, calling names is considered as “normal” communication (i.e., even friends call each other 
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names). Victims do not agree with each other on perceiving certain behaviors as cyberbullying (e.g., 
calling names/being offended, receiving mail bombs, threatening). Victims did perceive—and agreed 
on—talking negatively about family as cyberbullying. Additionally, being deleted by someone was not 
completely perceived as negative (i.e., adolescent experienced relief) as was found in [42]. Although 
some victims perceived cyberbullying as worse than traditional bullying (as was found in [42]), most 
agreed on traditional bullying being worse than cyberbullying: offline, a message cannot be deleted or 
ignored, and people can physically hurt you. Furthermore, considering something as cyberbullying in 
this study indeed depends on the context [4,41] and the level of anonymity [48]. A new finding is that 
it depends whether the persons involved are in a fight (or not) and on the behavior of the person 
sending the message (e.g., willing to delete it).  

Regarding RQ3 (i.e., Why do Dutch low-educated cyberbullying victims think people (cyber)bully 
each other, who becomes/is a victim and who is a bully?) this study found motivations to cyberbully 
reported in previous studies (e.g., jealousy, boredom, to redirect feelings, to feel better, to seek 
approval, confrontation). Although victims indicated being an occasional victim or bully of 
cyberbullying, they mostly mentioned motivations why others are being cyberbullied or why others 
cyberbully, not motivations why they got bullied or why they bully. When talking about motivations, 
the perspective changes from talking about personal experiences (RQ1) to talking about what others 
experienced (RQ3). Apparently, victims do not see themselves as cyberbullying victims, but rather as 
adolescents who once or twice experienced cyberbullying. Similarly, they do not see themselves as 
cyberbullies but rather as adolescents who occasionally tease someone else, and therefore cannot be 
called bullies. These findings suggest that the repeated nature, as mentioned in Smith’s et al. [6] 
definition of cyberbullying, really is important in the perception of cyberbullying: single or occasional 
events are not often perceived as cyberbullying. Future studies should look into which frequency of 
cyberbullying determines when and if an adolescent perceives something as cyberbullying. In addition, 
as discussed before, some behaviors are not seen as cyberbullying (e.g., gossiping, calling each other 
names while being friends), and perception depends on the context and/or being in a fight. In case of 
these behaviors—contexts and being in a fight—apparently adolescents do not always see themselves 
as cyberbully or cyberbullying victim. Nevertheless, according to the majority of the participants of 
this study, everybody can be a cyberbully, and cyberbullies are often insecure. Further, victims 
mentioned that one’s appearance (e.g., easy targets, wear strange clothes, provoke and have a bad 
appearance) determines becoming a (cyber)bullying victim, which was previously found in traditional 
bullying [51]. Unfortunately, it was not always clear whether the victims were talking about 
cyberbullying or only about traditional bullying.  

In relation to RQ4 (i.e., Which attitudes do Dutch low-educated cyberbullying victims have towards 
cyberbullying?), victims provided several negative attitudes (e.g., someone who perpetrates in 
cyberbullying is sad, a coward and embarrasses him/herself). However, some of these victims also 
perpetrated (once or twice) in (cyber)bullying, suggesting that having a negative attitude towards 
(cyber)bullying does not mean that one will not (cyber)bully themselves. A possible explanation—
found in response to asking victims about motivations—could be that victims do not perceive 
themselves as (cyber)bully when they, for example, retaliate or bully occasionally (i.e., once or twice). 
Further, and new to the literature, some victims disapproved of perpetrating cyberbullying behavior 
because of reciprocal reasons (e.g., “When I don’t like it myself, I’ll not do it to others.”).  
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In exploring RQ5 (i.e., How do Dutch low-educated cyberbullying victims cope with cyberbullying, 
and how do they perceive these strategies?), this study found aggressive, passive as well as 
active/effective strategies. The most often mentioned aggressive strategies that were also found in the 
literature were getting angry [58] —which often resulted in the bully going offline, the message being 
changed or deleted by the bully, or in a fight—and retaliating [2,71]. The most often mentioned 
passive strategy that was also found in the literature was doing nothing or ignoring the bully [2], which 
appeared to be a successful strategy. New to the literature were acting nonchalant and reacting by not 
actually saying anything (e.g., sending “OK” as a response), which was perceived as helpful.  

The most often used active/effective strategies that were also previously found in the literature were 
blocking and deleting [15,17,19], confronting the bully or standing up for oneself [15], and seeking 
parents’, teachers’, siblings/family’s and friends’ support [6,15,16,60,61]. In general, these strategies 
are effective in discontinuing bullying, although some adolescents also experienced that the 
cyberbullying continued. Additionally, victims also stood up for someone else. Further, victims either 
mentioned talking to adults and receiving effective help (e.g., comfort, parents intervening) or 
mentioned not wanting to talk to adults because they (as found in the literature): (1) do not want to 
bother their parents [16]; (2) have the feeling that adults would not be able to help them [72]; (3) have 
the perception that their friends are more tech-savvy [15]; (4) have experienced that teachers would not 
react [16]; (5) have the feeling that parents were able to restrict or deny their access to the internet, 
which could isolate them from their friends and peers [4]; and (6) wanted to solve the problem 
themselves. Moreover, adolescents mentioned a preference of turning to their friends and other family 
members (e.g., siblings, nieces/nephews) for support [72].  

This study has several strengths and limitations. This study seemed to result into more insightful 
information than when using a quantitative design. Subsequently, this led to some findings that are not 
previously reported in the literature. However, this study did not compare qualitative with quantitative 
designs but merely compared qualitative with quantitative results, suggesting that we cannot conclude 
that qualitative designs result in more information than quantitative designs. Furthermore, this study is 
one of the first qualitative studies that included adolescents that had just started to attend lower 
secondary vocational education. A limitation of this study, on the other hand, is the voluntary 
cooperation of participants. This may bias the results in that the opinions of victims who do not 
want/dare to talk about their experiences are overseen. Another limitation is the fact that there were no 
“pure cyberbullies” included in this study, which may have led to one-sided views. Future research 
should focus on the views of “pure cyberbullies”, because this information might be helpful in 
reducing cyberbullying as well. Additionally, in this study we did not ask specifically who perceived 
themselves as a bully or as a victim, and when one perceived themselves as a bully or victim, which 
may have led to less interpretable results. Future research should also consider these self-perceptions.  

In conclusion, the focus group method seems to be promising in finding unstudied concepts related 
to cyberbullying. It appears that victims perceive traditional and cyberbullying to be related, 
suggesting that interventions should focus on both forms of bullying. Furthermore, an indirect 
approach of asking about experiences (e.g., Which of the following behaviors did you experience?) 
could result in an overestimation of prevalence figures, because victims do not perceive all behaviors 
as cyberbullying. A direct approach (e.g., How many times were you cyberbullied?) could result in an 
underestimation of prevalence figure. Therefore, victims should be asked whether they perceive certain 
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behaviors as (cyber)bullying, and they should be given a clear definition of cyberbullying, in addition 
to asking them indirectly about cyberbullying. Further, both boys and girls are victims and perpetrators 
of cyberbullying, suggesting that interventions should offer a wide variety of information to both boys 
and girls. Furthermore, an intervention should not communicate that it focuses on victims of 
cyberbullying, because a lot of adolescents do not perceive themselves as victims. It appears that the 
focus group method results in at least the same findings as questionnaire research; however, this study 
also found some new and unstudied concepts. These results can be used in the development of 
effective interventions with a primary focus on cyberbullying. However, since a lot of overlap exists 
between traditional and cyberbullying, as suggested by this study, these interventions can have a 
secondary focus and effect on traditional bullying as well. These results can also directly provide 
content for a program in a language that members of the target group speak and understand.  
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