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Preface

Have you ever heard of the Momo Challenge?
If you’re lucky enough to have missed it, the Momo 

Challenge was a widely hyped Internet panic. The idea 
was that an intensely scary character could, unprovoked, pop up 
on the screen while any child was using any website and urge that 
user to hurt themselves. The chatter was frightening, but once you 
stepped back, the assumptions were a little bizarre: sure, maybe 
the scary character could pop up on any website; but could it really 
be true that even a healthy, well‐adjusted child could take the 
“challenge” and end up committing suicide?

Despite some media reports that purported to demonstrate the 
allegedly incredible power of this challenge through real‐life exam-
ples, it was never verified. A few cases that initially depicted Momo 
Challenge suicides seemed to have other, more plausible explana-
tions; and in any case, they were far from widespread. Many reports 
came from social media instead of mainstream news media. The 
Momo Challenge may have been a hoax, or it may have been 
true but far less scary or widespread than it was depicted as being. 
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But the damage that Internet scares can do was already done. The 
Momo Challenge – true or false – became yet another incident in 
modern life seemingly designed to scare parents out of their wits.

For all our modern conveniences, it’s not an easy time to be a 
parent. We have age‐old problems on a new scale, like bullying. We 
also have entirely new problems for which we have no history to use 
as a guide, like cyberbullying (and Internet scares). Parents today 
aren’t indifferent or uncaring; yet when it comes to our efforts to 
reduce bullying and cyberbullying, it sometimes feels like a case of 
two steps forward, one step back. We’ve made some progress in 
reducing bullying and cyberbullying, but in doing so we’ve also cre-
ated other problems. At times, you may feel like you’re so focused 
on protecting your children that they’re not able to have a “normal” 
childhood. Technological innovations have also introduced new 
complications into the mix – most notably, digital communications 
and the use of social media. Children today grow up very differently 
from past generations.

But while these are challenging times, human beings have a 
pretty good track record when it comes to addressing stubborn prob-
lems. Consider: in the last few decades, we’ve successfully reduced 
teenage pregnancy, violent crime, illiteracy, school drop‐outs, and 
many other trials in the developed world. Like these, aggression and 
bullying are stubborn problems; but don’t mistake this statement for 
fatalism. We can improve these troubles as well. The fact is, we’ve 
already made some solid progress. Many of us now recognize how 
serious a problem bullying and cyberbullying can be.

So, why did I write this book? Some of the ways we’ve addressed 
bullying and cyberbullying can actually hamper us if we’re not 
careful. While our focus on bullying and cyberbullying has undoubt-
edly helped children become healthier and less aggressive, that 
focus has also resulted in a lot of noise, misinformation, myths, and 
anxiety for parents and children. This book addresses that noise and 
misinformation. These myths are not only ineffective; they can 
actively impede our efforts to reduce bullying and cyberbullying. 
This book is designed to help parents reject myths and become more 
effective in helping to guide our kids through modern childhood 
and adolescence.
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Maybe you’re looking for a really satisfying story about bul-
lying: perhaps a story about someone who was viciously 
bullied, but who stood up fearlessly and made the bully 

wither in public shame through the use of their razor‐sharp wit; or 
who, surrounded by supportive and admiring friends, felt nothing 
but supremely self‐confident indifference. Those are the stories we 
all want to hear and the stories we’ve all dreamed about, although 
as a teenager I personally only came up with cutting retorts hours 
or days too late. I think it’s common to dream about heroic solu-
tions to bullying; some things never change. On the other hand, 
certain things about bullying have definitely changed – a lot. Twenty 
years ago, we might have laughed if someone had suggested that by 
2010, bullying by girls would be just as much of a public health con-
cern as boys’ aggression. Bullying in suburban schools as a major 
problem? Bullying in private schools? In religious and parochial 
schools? Cyberbullying?

Why Talk About Myths 
Instead of Facts?

Chapter 1
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Maybe your kids have been bullied, or maybe you worry that 
they will be. Bullying today still happens, at times, in a more tradi-
tional way: for example, a little boy could be bullied on the play-
ground by a slightly older boy. It can also happen in new and 
confounding ways: perhaps a teenage girl discovers that a topless 
photo, sent privately to a date, has been distributed around the 
school, and the result is a social crisis for her. What you read, see, 
and hear about bullying may feel familiar, or it may feel utterly 
alien. The fact is, bullying is a social problem that has remained the 
same, but it’s also gone through a monumental metamorphosis. 
Back in the early 1990s, the violence‐prevention focus was almost 
entirely on boys and gang violence, and with good reason: America 
was in the midst of a terrible violent crime wave, and Americans 
were enduring a daily onslaught of bad news about violent males. 
In 1995, a Princeton professor, John DiIulio, even coined the term 
superpredator to describe what he envisioned as a looming genera-
tion of totally callous and aggressive male criminals.1 Few research-
ers, if any, anticipated the dramatic drop in traditional violent crime 
that was about to occur, or the emergence of bullying and cyberbul-
lying as key concerns.

The result is that today, you can scarcely watch a newscast or 
read a newsfeed without seeing a story about bullying or cyberbully-
ing. The troubles spattered across our media today aren’t only new; 
they’re newly confounding. Kids who bully a schoolmate who’s disa-
bled, mocking him or her. Schools that ban cell phones, only to find 
that kids continue to text each other on their Fitbits. New and baf-
fling problems, articles, opinions, and advice abound. Yet even this 
large (indeed, sometimes overwhelming) flood of information 
doesn’t provide many answers about what to believe (is cyberbully-
ing really rampant?), how to tell when something is truly a problem 
(my son seems OK with the apparently abusive talk that takes place 
during online video games), or what parents are supposed to actu-
ally do (or not do, as the case may be). Should you try to force your 
reluctant child to talk about a bullying situation? Will taking away 
their cell phone make the situation worse or better? The schools say 
“Tell us everything,” but your child begs for confidentiality – now 
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what? How do you help your son or daughter learn to properly use 
digital devices when they’re the expert and you’re the pupil? How 
can you make your child less vulnerable – more self‐confident, more 
popular? The school tells you that your child bullied someone, but 
your child says they’re the victim. The other kid’s parents say it was a 
fight. Now what?

Ironically, the high level of interest that surrounds these prob-
lems could easily raise the sneaking suspicion that bullying is just 
the currently fashionable psychobabble rather than a genuine pre-
dicament. There’s a kernel of truth to that. It does seem as though 
the word bullying is applied to almost any situation where someone’s 
feelings are hurt. In a 2018 study of more than 600 teens, I found that 
62% of the kids who believed they were “bullied” were actually using 
the word to describe different problems, such as fights with friends. 
And like all fashionable disorders, bullying may be less common 
than we think. For a few years now, a number of surveys have found 
reductions in the rate of bullying, rather than increases. One study of 
27 countries in Europe and North America found that most coun-
tries are reporting less bullying. England, Norway, Australia, Spain, 
and the United States have all found that traditional bullying is 
becoming less common. All this sounds like good news, yet these 
reassurances can still ring hollow. Even one case is too many if it’s 
causing real misery, and statistics are cold comfort to those who suf-
fer under bullying or who are forced to watch their children suffer.

Furthermore, regardless of the overall trends, contemporary 
forms of bullying and cyberbullying remain unsettling. You may 
have been left out of a party back in the third grade, but it’s hard to 
imagine the impact on your daughter when a topless photo of her 
gets passed around an entire high school. One of the most difficult 
things about being a parent today isn’t social cruelty per se, but the 
yawning gap in knowledge (particularly around digital issues) and 
a display of unmistakable human cruelty that is disquieting. 
Decreasing or increasing, the fact is that bullying and cyberbullying 
remain among the most commonly cited concerns expressed by 
parents and educators. A national poll of parents in 20172 found 
that bullying and cyberbullying were a number‐one concern. Let’s 
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be clear: exaggerating dangers is destructive, since it can unneces-
sarily raise anxiety. But it’s equally pointless to ignore real social 
problems, regardless of whether they are more common, less com-
mon, fundamentally new and different, or a rehashing of old con-
flicts and abuses. The key, I think, is figuring out how to separate 
the myths from the facts – and thereby identify the real problems.

Internationally, there’s no paucity of efforts to prevent bullying 
and cyberbullying. Significant resources have been mobilized; and 
as of this writing, Canada, Britain, Australia, and almost every state 
in the United States have passed laws that seek to address these 
behaviors.3 The European Commission has been working with 
social networking companies since 2009 to reduce online bullying 
risks. A casual search on the Internet reveals a veritable avalanche 
of resources to prevent bullying and cyberbullying  –  everything 
from Assertiveness Training to Zen Buddhism.

Yet even with all this attention, these difficulties stubbornly per-
sist, in large part due to their fast‐changing, emotional, and pro-
foundly complex nature. The advice lags far behind the actual 
knowledge. Understanding what causes, stops, and is important 
about bullying and cyberbullying hasn’t been made much easier by 
an Internet teeming with well‐intentioned guidance. Googling the 
phrase “bullying because of a nude picture” in an attempt to help 
your teenage daughter cope yields a mind‐bending 12.5 million 
websites. It’s the largest library in the world, with heaps and piles of 
books stacked as high as a building but in no particular order. If 
you’re looking for help with bullying and cyberbullying on the 
Internet, that’s what you’re up against. Sometimes new problems 
are difficult to handle because we don’t have enough information; 
at other times they’re difficult because we have too much informa-
tion, and the information is hard to find, inaccessible, or the wrong 
type. The data are disorganized, and large segments are outdated. 
And not all bullying is alike. If you’re looking for advice on how to 
handle bullying between middle school boys while playing a video 
game, you might find yourself reading recommendations about 
how to handle third‐grade boys on the playground, or advice on 
how to avoid fights in the cafeteria between teenage boys.
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Even if you do find information about exactly the type of issue 
you’re concerned about, the sheer volume of opinions and advice 
can throw up yet another roadblock. Let’s imagine a scenario in 
which your fourth‐grade daughter is being targeted at school and 
online because she didn’t invite a popular girl to her birthday party. 
Different sources of advice might offer wildly contradictory recom-
mendations. Your daughter should tell school personnel so they can 
support her; or she should not tell, lest they decide she’s a whiner 
and her friends label her a tattle. Her friends should stick by her, 
but maybe it’s a friend who’s targeting her. She should ignore the 
bully, or, alternatively, assertively tell the bully how she feels. How 
does she react online, and should that be different from how she 
responds at school? One resource may recommend keeping any 
messages or postings as evidence; another may suggest that they 
should be ignored and immediately deleted. And while tradition-
ally most parents would go back to their own father or mother for 
parenting advice, you can’t do that for these new types of problems. 
That means you’ve lost a major source of parenting support.

To make things more difficult, your own life experiences may 
also incline you to adopt solutions that may or may not work in this 
new and different environment. As an eight‐year‐old, you probably 
didn’t have to deal with mean comments while playing an online 
game; but maybe you were in a playground bullying situation, and 
you hit the bully, who subsequently decided to leave you alone. Can 
these experiences help your child today? What happened to you was 
emotionally powerful – you remember it – but will that strategy still 
apply? It’s not likely that any expert or school will recommend hit-
ting back, but it’s also undeniably true that some bullying situations 
involve an aggressor who seeks defenseless targets, and when they 
do hit back, that bully just might – maybe – pursue a different victim.

So maybe it worked for you. Will it work for your child? Even a 
cursory search will quickly show you that many experts – including 
myself – don’t encourage this as a tactic that’s likely to work. The 
point here isn’t whether or not to hit; it’s that the advice you read 
may directly contradict your own (admittedly powerful) experience. 
Clarifying explanations would be helpful, but they aren’t always 
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there, or aren’t always clear. (The reason, by the way, that I person-
ally don’t recommend hitting back is that in the current climate, 
this strategy is likely to backfire. The first thing a bully may do is go 
tell an authority figure that he’s been hit, and now the original tar-
get will be the one in trouble. Not only that, the bully can easily take 
revenge online.)

Faced with all this –  the contradictions, the inapplicability of 
your own experiences, and the lack of traditional parenting support 
(read: your own parents) – you could easily end up fruitlessly debat-
ing the situation in your own mind. Your own experiences matter, 
but maybe they were more relevant in a bygone world; one expert 
says one thing, another has entirely different advice. Maybe if your 
child hits back, it’ll just worsen the entire situation. On the other 
hand, if he succeeds, perhaps the experience will increase his self‐
confidence immensely. This back‐and‐forth is all well and good in 
academic circles; but in real life, faced with a crisis, it can add to the 
frustration instead of helping resolve the problem.

Bullying and cyberbullying certainly aren’t the only areas of 
parenting that feature a great deal of competing advice, but it’s a 
notable challenge because the problems are often totally unex-
pected and can feel incomprehensible. Other areas of parenting 
that invite differing opinions may not be so complex or changeable. 
Should you make children eat vegetables? Allow them to sleep in 
your bed? Send them to a private school? Make them clean up the 
kitchen? Even the most widely agreed‐upon issues are sometimes 
debated. Most people encourage kids to share, but a mom once 
asked me, “Why should I make my kids share? Grownups never 
have to share anything.”4 You may or may not have the answers for 
all the typical dilemmas like these, but at least you understand the 
questions. In the case of bullying, though, the quagmire of informa-
tion makes it unclear what we’re actually talking about. What is 
social cruelty? It can be a problem that will simply pass – but we’re 
also told it can be permanently scarring. A 2015 review of the long‐
term studies on bullying concluded that bullying had negative 
effects on a target’s emotions, cognitions, and relationships.5 And 
what is the right response? Intervening can be destructive in some 
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situations but helpful in others. How can you tease apart the serious 
situations where not intervening could lead to serious depression or 
problems, versus a transient episode where your child (or you!) 
could learn to stand up and be assertive? If you do intervene, you 
might be crippling an emerging ability to defend oneself; but if you 
don’t intervene, you might be risking emotional, social, and even 
academic problems.

The myths that surround bullying and cyberbullying foster all 
these dilemmas and frustrations, and they’re what I’m going to 
tackle here. I could talk about 25 facts; but instead, I’m going to 
discuss 25 pieces of misinformation that are common but that also 
might be hampering your ability to clearly understand and effec-
tively cope with these problems. Generally speaking, these aren’t 
what I would call senseless myths, like believing that bullies are pos-
sessed by demons. Our modern‐day myths about bullying and 
cyberbullying often were once helpful pieces of information; put 
simply, bullying and cyberbullying have changed so much in the 
last 15 years that it’s hard for the advice to keep pace. But it’s impor-
tant to have accurate information. As adults, we won’t be able to 
prevent or intervene in bullying and cyberbullying if we can’t accu-
rately identify and respond to it. If you don’t know, for example, 
what types of psychological bullying or cyberbullying are the most 
common types, you won’t know what to look for, you might not 
recognize it when it happens, and you won’t be able to help your 
child form coping strategies.

But just the facts (or just the myths) aren’t enough, for a few 
reasons. First, in real life, while there are always notable exceptions 
to the rule, sometimes we confuse the exception and the rule. It’s 
hard to know what’s common and what’s rare. As an example, take 
the fact that most bullying today is psychological, not physical. This 
trend is undeniable – even by 2012, 88% of the incidents I studied in 
my research were psychological in nature. But that doesn’t mean 
every single case is only psychological. If you vividly recall being 
physically bullied as a child, the intensity of that memory makes it 
hard to accept the idea that bullying today isn’t, for the most part, 
physical. When your own child is being shoved into his locker at 


