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INTRO 

Your child is sitting on the couch looking at a phone. 

Nothing unusual there. This is roughly the modern 
equivalent of breathing. 

A few minutes ago, they were laughing. Now they have 
gone quiet. Their thumb is moving faster. Their face has 
changed in that tiny way parents notice even when they are 
pretending not to notice because apparently adolescence 
comes with a diplomatic agreement requiring adults to remain 
at least six feet away from all emotions. 

You ask, “Everything okay?” 

“Yeah.” 

There are several versions of “yeah” in the English 
language. This one means absolutely nothing useful. 

You try again. “Something happen?” 

“No.” 

Excellent. The investigation is progressing beautifully. 

Maybe nothing serious happened. Maybe a friend made a 
stupid joke. Maybe somebody left a nasty comment under a 
photo, removed your child from a group chat, posted an 
embarrassing screenshot, started a rumor, mocked their 
appearance, attacked their identity, or sent a message 
carefully engineered to hurt as much as possible using twelve 
words and an emoji. 

And maybe your child is now holding all of that in one hand 
while you are standing ten feet away wondering whether 
asking a third question will help or cause them to move 
permanently into the garage. 
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Welcome to parenting in the age of online hate and 
cyberbullying. 

Previous generations certainly had bullying. Children could 
be excluded, mocked, threatened, humiliated, and treated 
cruelly long before anyone invented Wi-Fi. The difference is 
that the school bully used to have some logistical limitations. 
Eventually everyone went home. 

The internet has terrible respect for office hours. 

A cruel comment can arrive during dinner. A humiliating 
photo can circulate while your child is asleep. A group chat 
can turn hostile at 10:47 p.m., just as you are congratulating 
yourself on having survived another day of parenting without 
accidentally serving cereal for dinner. A conflict involving four 
children can suddenly acquire spectators, screenshots, 
anonymous accounts, forwarded messages, reaction videos, 
and one person named something like xXShadowWolf92Xx 
who does not even attend the school but has somehow 
developed strong opinions. 

For parents, the natural reaction is often immediate and 
powerful: Stop this. Protect my child. Fix it now. 

That instinct is good. 

The difficulty is deciding what “fix it” actually means. 

You could take away the phone. You could call another 
parent. You could contact the school. You could report the 
account. You could tell your child to ignore it. You could 
demand passwords, inspect every conversation since 
kindergarten, and begin an investigation so thorough that a 
federal agency would quietly ask whether you are available 
for consulting work. 

Some of those actions may occasionally be useful. 
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Some may make things worse. 

The first important thing to understand is that your child’s 
online life is not a fake life happening inside a rectangle. Their 
friendships, jokes, status, school conversations, interests, 
invitations, conflicts, crushes, embarrassments, and social 
belonging may move constantly between the physical world 
and the digital one. Telling a child, “Just turn it off,” can 
therefore sound to them less like “step away from the 
problem” and more like “voluntarily disappear from your 
social world while everybody discusses you without you.” 

That does not mean children need unrestricted access to 
every app ever created by humanity. 

Humanity has created some questionable apps. 

It means protection requires more than removing a device. 

You need to understand what is happening, how serious it 
is, what your child needs from you, which actions reduce 
harm, which actions accidentally increase it, and when the 
situation has moved beyond ordinary peer cruelty into 
something requiring intervention from a school, platform, 
counselor, authorities, or another responsible adult. 

You also need your child to keep talking to you. 

That may be the most important part. 

Children often hide online cruelty for reasons that make 
complete sense from their point of view. They may feel 
embarrassed. They may worry you will overreact. They may 
fear losing their phone or social media access. They may 
believe reporting the abuse will make it worse. They may think 
they caused it somehow. They may desperately want the 
whole thing to disappear without adults turning it into a three-
week international summit involving teachers, screenshots, 
and someone’s furious father. 
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So when your child finally tells you something disturbing, 
your first thirty seconds matter. 

This is inconvenient because the first thirty seconds are 
also when your parental nervous system would most like to 
launch missiles. 

You may feel angry, frightened, guilty, helpless, or 
suddenly convinced that civilization reached its peak before 
smartphones. Those feelings are understandable. But your 
child does not need to manage your panic while also dealing 
with somebody else’s cruelty. They need an adult who can 
stay calm enough to listen, assess, protect, and act. 

That is what this book is about. 

Not becoming a cybersecurity expert. Not memorizing 
every platform teenagers may use between now and the 
invention of direct brain messaging. Not spying on your child 
twenty-four hours a day. And definitely not trying to become 
the “cool parent” who uses current slang incorrectly and 
causes three nearby teenagers to experience physical pain. 

The goal is much more practical. 

You will learn how to recognize different forms of 
cyberbullying and online hate, including the less obvious 
versions that can be dismissed as “just drama.” You will learn 
how to start conversations without turning them into 
interrogations, how to respond when your child tells you 
something, how to preserve useful evidence, how to use 
blocking and reporting tools intelligently, and how to decide 
when other adults or institutions need to become involved. 

We will also deal with the situations parents find especially 
difficult: anonymous harassment, fake accounts, exclusion, 
rumor spreading, humiliating images, attacks based on 
personal characteristics, threats, coordinated pile-ons, and 
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the strange digital phenomenon in which one stupid incident 
can suddenly acquire an audience. 

Just as importantly, we will look at what not to do. 

Because good intentions can produce terrible strategies. 

A frightened parent can become so focused on controlling 
the technology that the child starts hiding the problem. A 
furious parent can escalate a peer conflict before 
understanding what happened. A well-meaning adult can say 
“ignore it” when the child needs actual protection, or treat 
every unpleasant comment as an emergency until genuine 
emergencies become harder to identify. 

Protection is not panic. 

It is not surveillance without limits. 

It is not pretending the internet is harmless. 

And it is not declaring war on Wi-Fi. 

Protection means creating a system in which your child 
knows they can come to you, you know how to evaluate what 
is happening, and both of you have practical steps to take 
when somebody crosses the line. 

There will be moments in this book when the subject 
becomes serious, because some online behavior is serious. 
Credible threats, stalking, sexual exploitation, severe 
harassment, self-harm concerns, or immediate danger are not 
situations for a clever parenting trick and a cheerful checklist. 
They require appropriate professional or emergency support. 
We will be clear about those boundaries. 

But we will not spend the entire book terrified of the 
internet either. 

Fear is a poor family technology policy. 
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Your child needs skills, judgment, confidence, backup, and 
an adult who understands that digital life contains both real 
risks and completely ordinary teenage nonsense. Your job is 
not to eliminate every unpleasant interaction. You cannot 
install parental controls on humanity. 

A disappointing design flaw. 

What you can do is make your child much harder to isolate, 
intimidate, manipulate, or silence. You can build 
communication before a crisis happens. You can respond in 
ways that make future honesty more likely. You can 
distinguish between discomfort, conflict, bullying, 
harassment, and danger. And when action is necessary, you 
can take it deliberately instead of grabbing the phone and 
improvising foreign policy. 

You do not need to know everything your child knows 
about the internet. 

You need to know what to do when the internet stops being 
funny. 

That is where we begin. 
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Chapter 1 - When “Just Drama” Isn’t 
Just Drama 

Your child walks into the kitchen and says, “Everyone hates 
me.” 

This is an alarming sentence. 

It is also a sentence teenagers occasionally use because 
three people did not reply to a group chat for nine minutes. 

Your first job is therefore not to panic. Your second job is 
not to dismiss it. Somewhere between “This is nothing” and “I 
am calling the FBI” lies the useful parental territory where you 
actually find out what happened. 

That territory is called specifics. 

Online cruelty becomes confusing because adults tend to 
put wildly different events into one large digital box labeled 
CYBERBULLYING, while children may put the same events 
into a much smaller box labeled whatever. Neither 
classification system is particularly helpful. 

A rude comment is not automatically bullying. An argument 
is not automatically harassment. Being removed from a group 
chat can be painful without being part of a campaign. A 
horrible joke can be a one-time act of stupidity. On the other 
hand, repeated humiliation, coordinated exclusion, threats, 
impersonation, rumor spreading, or targeted attacks can be 
serious even when nobody has used an officially dramatic 
word to describe them. 

You need to know what you are looking at. 

Otherwise, you are trying to solve a problem whose shape 
you have not yet identified. 

Start with behavior, not labels 
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Suppose your daughter says, “They’re bullying me.” 

Do not immediately ask, “Who is bullying you?” 

Ask: 

“What happened?” 

That question is better because it invites facts before 
conclusions. Maybe somebody posted an insulting comment 
under her video. Maybe three classmates created an account 
pretending to be her. Maybe a friendship collapsed 
spectacularly at 11:18 p.m., as friendships occasionally do 
when sleep-deprived teenagers discover screenshots. 

Those situations require different responses. 

The same applies when your child says, “It’s nothing.” 

“Nothing” may mean exactly that. 

It may also mean: 

“I don’t want you involved.” 

“I’m embarrassed.” 

“I’m scared you’ll take my phone.” 

“I think telling you will make this worse.” 

“I have no idea how to explain seventeen screenshots 
without giving you a six-month history of everyone involved.” 

Children are efficient communicators when they want a 
snack. Social conflict sometimes requires archival research. 

So begin with observable behavior. Who did what? Where? 
How often? Who saw it? Has it stopped? Is your child afraid 
of what happens next? 

This is much more useful than spending the first twenty 
minutes debating whether the incident technically qualifies as 


