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Bullying and Communication

Bullying refers to a deliberate and repeated aggression that includes the victim, the bully and witnessing bystanders. Bullying can occur in different situations such as workplace, school, and cyberbullying. Bullying can occur due to acts of ignorance, can be unpredictable and it harms victims emotionally, psychologically and physically. This essay is a literature review different peer-reviewed articles to show how  bullying ties with communication at school, workplace or online. 

According to Blood (2014), bullying is both a public health and education disaster in American schools. Bullying has three major components, which include power imbalance between the victim and the bully, intention to harm and is a repeated act that is traumatic. About 25 percent to 75 percent of all school-age children are involved in bullying as victims, bullies or witnessing bystanders. At school level, children with such disabilities like autism, hearing loss or language impairment are more vulnerable to bullying. The response from bystanders to communicate and intervene has up to 50 percent chances of to stop bullying (Blood, 2012).

Easton and Aberman (2014), focus on bullying as a group communication process in regard to the message created and interpreted by the bystanders.  The impact of bullying not only affects the victim, but also affects the bully and bystanders. The consequences of bullying may range from withdrawal from peers, loss of concentration in class and low self-esteem that may lead to fear of asking questions. Easton and Aberman (2014),  continue to claim that onlookers who watch and remain silent without intervening or supporting the victim because they fear becoming the next target. Research from followup study revealed that about 20-30% of students are silent bystanders who fail to speak up (Easton & Aberman, 2014). 

A communication paralysis carried out by Easton and Aberman (2014), revealed the barriers of social dynamics that prevent bystanders from speaking out when bullying occurs. The study shows that bystanders avoid voicing their disagreement about bullying due to social fear, low motivation, social inadequacy and uncertainty. The research showed that more than 50 percent of junior and middle students, and 75 percent of secondary school students, believed they could help the victim as opposed to one-fifth who said they could assist the bully (Easton & Aberman, 2014).

According to Erdur-Baker (2010), cyberbullying is intentional and hurtful communication activity using technological devices such as mobile phones or internet. The anonymity of the internet environment may cause adolescents and children to adopt a more aggressive attitude as opposed to real life. Cyberbullying is encouraged by the appealing environment that allows individuals to use fake usernames and images. Common forms of cyberbullying include stealing passwords, tampering with private internet communication, removing someone from the chat, etc. The rise in using the internet-mediated communication tools increase the frequency of cyberbullying. Erdur-Baker’s study showed that there is a relationship between cyberbullying and the frequency of using internet-mediated communication tools (Erdur-Baker, 2010).

Lutgen-Sandvik and McDermott (2011), explore at the supervisory bullying and framing vocabularies in the U.S. workplace. Workplace bullying is emotional, psychological and nonsexual harassment that is repetitive and enduring. Bullying in the workplace is an ongoing experience that is sometimes brought to an end when the targeted individuals leave their jobs. Being bullied by the supervisors at the work placed is pegged on the hierarchical power differences, and it can lead to diminished self-esteem. Therefore, workplace bullying is a form of anti-social and hostile aggression that affects communication in the workplace. Communication research confirmed “sense making is a communication phenomenon” (349), which appears to colonize workplace conversations. Supervisors who lack outstanding interpersonal communication skills also lack understanding of bullying as a unique phenomenon (Lutgen-Sandvik and McDermott, 2011). Workplace bullying is caused by unprofessional communication due to a person’s lack of recourse and the communication consists of instances of overt verbal abuse that portrays power and control (Ceravolo, Schwartz, Foltz-Ramos & Castner, 2012).

Cowan (2012) focuses on the human resource (HR) professionals as the phenomenon of workplace bullying. Cowan claims that workplace bullying is an abuse that is achieved through negative communication. Communication researchers have engaged the HR professional in a more plausible way by investigating workplace bullying through the eyes of the human resource professionals. HR professionals face uncertain situations while dealing with the issue of workplace bullying. Therefore, sensemaking is vital because bullying disrupts the sense of self and the work environment and whenever it happens HR professionals must explain the unexpected happening. Bullying in the workplace is characterized by verbal and non-verbal behavior, such as isolation, humiliation and work interference. Such behaviors are turned into bullying due to the persistence, escalation, intent and power disparity. Victims perceive themselves as ridiculed by the bully through repeated aggressive communication acts that persist for a long time. The research revealed that both verbal and non-verbal communicative behaviors such as rumors, undermining attitudes, unfair treatment and withholding information constituted to buying in the working place (Cowan, 2012).

Patchin and Hinduja (2010) distinguish cyberbullying from traditional bullying by indicating that the former is carried out using electronic devices. These devices are applied to harass, threaten others by text messages on social networks or uploading media to the internet without permission. Research shows that cyberbullies use an anonymous identity, but their victims can predict who is bullying them, mostly someone within their social circle. As the communication technology advances, more complex forms of cyberbullying emerge. The new forms of bullying cause more powerlessness because the victim is unsure of the bully, and also lacks definitive proof. Cyberbullying is a permanent form of bullying because, unlike traditional forms of bullying, posts on the internet can always be retrieved through archived caches. With internet communication such as Facebook, YouTube and Twitter, bullies use this form of communication to post ridiculing comments, spread false rumors, uploading embarrassing images and disclosing private information. The more teenagers and adults spend time communicating by cell phone or internet, the more they are exposed to cyberbullying. 

Communication is key to dealing with any form of bullying because poor communication skills heighten the risks of bullying involvement. In the workplace, unprofessional communication leads to verbal abuse, intimidation and feeling of inadequacy. Supervisor-employee communication linked to the exercise of power is the root of bullying in the workplace. Workplace bullying is about supervisor-employee communication aimed at the victim with the intent of gaining power. In addition, silence about bullying is an indication that the bystanders accept the bully’s behavior. When the bystander remains silent, the bully think they will be unaccountable nobody cares about their behavior. Bystanders also send a message to the bully when they remain silent; they think that they are the bully’s friend so that they are not bullied. On the other hand, the message that the bystanders send to the bully is that the victim does not have friends (Mathisen, Einarsen & Mykletun, 2011).

Bullying occurs in different forms and methods, and there is no one proven way of dealing with it. It has been suggested that communication is one of the best ways to solve bullying because it is a purposeful and intentional act. Children and teenagers look up to parents and caregivers for advice; therefore, the ease of parental communication is potentially a moderating factor between bullying and internalizing the problems (Ledwell & King, 2013). High level of parental communication is one aspect of parental support, characterized by open communication nurtures greater coping aptitude, and it buffers victims from the effect of stressful experiences of bullying. According to von Mar'ees and Petermann (2012), bullying starts at school, and it is continued through such communication technology as cyberbullying and cyber victimization. 

The risk factors associated with cyberbullying are the intimate self-disclosure via online communication. People who disclose their personal and vital information are vulnerable to cyber victimization and bullying (von Mar'ees & Petermann, 2012). HR should not tolerate communication that undermines workers’ relationship, and this could be done through open discussion and relevant training that would enforce organizational policies. Most of the inappropriate communication that traumatizes employees is one which is ignored in the organization due to lack of codes of conduct that warn employees about bullying. 

In conclusion, bullying is a widespread problem facing both adolescents and adults. The consequences of bullying in the workplace, school or internet have long-term effects on victims because they cause social, psychological and emotional effect. Extreme cases can lead to withdrawal from school, chronic absenteeism, quitting a job or homicide at work. Educators, HR’s and parents should intervene in incidents of bullying as failure to do so will imply they support bullying. The impact of a witnessing bystander to take action is communication in itself that sends a message to the bully. Therefore, strengthening communication will reduce bullying.
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