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Abstract 
The traditional form of face-to-face bullying has been 
an existing problem for a long time. With the evolution 
of technology and in particular the emergence of social 
media, cyberbullying is quickly becoming a concerning 
form of bullying. The numbers and rates of students 
experiencing cyberbullying have increased year over 
year, and threatens every demographic of student. Our 
research shows that the core problem for cyberbullying, 
or any type of bullying, is unhealthy relationship and 
the inability of teenagers to think of the potential 
consequences before taking an action. In this paper we 
present the Rethink Cyberbullying, a mobile RPG that 
simulates the sexting story, which is the most common 
and serious scenario in cyberbullying. In our RPG, the 
user can take on the role of one of five characters that 
play different roles in a bullying scenario. The primary 
goal of our app is to help build empathy and help 
students see the consequences of one character’s 
actions on the other character in an effort to make 
them think twice before taking part in any such 
scenario. 

Author Keywords 
Cyberbullying; Teenager; Role-Playing-Game; RPG  

Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for 
personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are 
not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that 
copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. Copyrights 
for third-party components of this work must be honored. For all other 
uses, contact the Owner/Author.  
Copyright is held by the owner/author(s).  
CHI'18 Extended Abstracts, April 21-26, Canada, Montréal. 
.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2702613.2726949  
 

 

release statement assuming it is single-spaced in Verdana 7 point font.  
Please do not change the size of this text box. 
Each submission will be assigned a unique DOI string to be included here. 
 

Pang-Sheng Lai 
University of Texas at Austin 
pangs.lai@utexas.edu 
 
Chu-Ting Fan 
University of Texas at Austin 
ctfan@utexas.edu 

School of Information 
University of Texas at Austin 
1616 Guadalupe St, Austin, TX 
78701 
 



 

ACM Classification Keywords 
H.5.2. [Information interfaces and presentation]: User 
Interfaces 

Introduction 
“Human are aggressive by nature.” According to the 
official website of the United States government, 
stopbullying.gov, the core elements of the definition of 
bully include: unwanted aggressive behavior; observed 
or perceived power imbalance; and repetition of 
behaviors. There are two modes and four types of 
bullying - the two modes of bullying are direct and 
indirect, and the four types are physical, verbal, 
relational, and damage to property [5]. 

Bullying can happen anywhere, with different context, 
and nowadays it happens online a lot or through our 
mobile phone, which we consider to be cyberbullying. 
Particularly, the emergence of social media has highly 
affected the numbers of students experiencing 
cyberbullying. Among different scenarios in 
cyberbullying, sexting is the most common and serious 
problem, and usually through Snapchat, because 
pictures disappear immediately after sending and thus 
the bullies don’t think it would cause any issues [4, 5]. 

Our design is aimed to help educators to lead the 
cyberbullying workshop easier, and bring up discussion 
among students. In particular, we targeted 
cyberbullying which has significantly increased in recent 
years [2, 5], and chose to focus on middle and high 
school students because of the high rate they 
experience serious problems among all young adults [2, 
5]. Based on our initial research and interviews with the 
Expect Respect program in SAFE, there are two core 
problems. First, students have immature brain, which 

causes the lack of the ability to think through the 
consequences before making any decision. The second 
problem is relationship, which includes relationships 
with anyone, from family to friends and peers. Since it 
is especially hard for teenagers to recover from the 
trauma, our objective is to help prevent the incidents 
from happening. 

In order to do so, our proposed design aims to help 
establish empathy, provide the opportunity to think 
through possible scenarios with different stories before 
actually encountering, and most importantly, use 
games to engage students. 

Design Research 
To better understand bullying and cyberbullying, we 
contacted and engaged with a local non-profit 
organization called SAFE, an organization promotes 
safe and healthy relationships and increases the abuse 
prevention in Central Texas. One of their ongoing 
program is Expect Respect [3], which is aiming to 
engage youth, parents, schools and communities in 
building healthy relationships and preventing violence 
and abuse. We worked with the program director Barri 
Rosenbluth and Randy Randolph to get a clearer picture 
of current situation on cyberbullying and focused on the 
most serious part. 

The current research shows that, over 13 million 
American kids are being bullied either at school or 
online. Due to the fact that technology has been 
involved in our life, cyberbullying has increased 
significantly over the past 3 years. Research shows 
70% of young people between the ages of 13 and 22 
have been victims of cyberbullying. Moreover, it is 
especially serious among teenager, 1 out of 6 high 



 

school students (grade 9-12) has been electronically 
bullied in the past years. [2, 4, 5] 

In Austin, several high school students committed 
suicide because of bullying and cyberbullying. At the 
beginning of this year five high school students at 
Leander ISD high school committed suicide. And this 
June, Texas signed Senate Bill 179, also known as 
David's Law, into law. David’s law aimed at combating 
and preventing cyberbullying. It was named after a 16-
year-old Alamo Heights High School student enduring 
relentless cyberbullying. [1] 

“Cyberbullying is an epidemic in this country,” said Sen. 
Menéndez. Clearly, cyberbullying is a serious problem 
in the US, researches and incidents that happened in 
different places both show that how serious the current 
problem is, suggesting schools and the society need 
assistance on fixing and preventing cyberbullying. 
Based on the research, we sought to find a solution 
focusing on cyberbullying issue, especially with 
students in middle school and high school from grade 
8-12. Our first step was to evaluate any existing 
solutions, so we conducted a competitive evaluation in 
order to get some insights to create better solution. 

Competitive Evaluation 
Cyberbullying has been a growing problem for years, 
but there has yet to be an effective solution developed 
to decrease the epidemic, hence we did some research 
on how current solutions deal with cyberbullying. There 
are different forms of solutions, from education 
programs, mobile apps, to social media websites, all of 
which focus on different roles to deal with 
cyberbullying. Based on the competitive evaluation, we 
figured that the overlap target audience is students. We 

then categorized people that interact with the students 
into three groups, which are school, parents, and 
students themselves or peers.  

There are many apps and programs that address the 
problem of cyberbullying, and most of them focus on 
the bullied and bystander when cyberbullying is 
happening or after it has happened, while the bully and 
the prevention phase are a potential place we can focus 
on. There are also insufficient parts in some of the 
solution that we should avoid, for example, possible 
false report for the bully playing with the anonymous 
reporting systems, and the bystander doing nothing 
because of the fear of becoming the next target. 
Moreover, the difficulties on implementing the solution 
thoroughly, for instance, the online education resources 
and mini games might not be helpful if there are no 
incentives, are also a key factor to keep in mind while 
coming up with the design. 

Focus Group 
In order to understand more on what the students’ 
thoughts are on cyberbullying, we cooperated with the 
Expect Respect program in SAFE, and conducted a 
focus group with students from Clint Middle School. The 
focus group was led by Randy, utilizing a test script we 
created, who does workshop with them from the Expect 
Respect program. Our main goals are discovering the 
students’ perspectives and experiences on 
cyberbullying, their habits and motivations on using 
technology and social media, and lastly the common 
scenarios of cyberbullying they’ve seen or heard of in 
the past and what is their reaction was. We conclude 
the results we get from the focus group as below:  

 

Figure 1. Venn diagram for 
current solution in three groups 

 

 

Figure 2. Card from students 
that indicate the most popular 
social media 



 

§ The top 2 social media applications that the students 
use is Snapchat and Instagram, which match the 
research numbers. The reasons why they are always 
on social media are because they want to stay 
connected, get attention, and keep updated. 

§ They don’t think they would report any incidents by 
using the anonymous system, and would definitely 
refuse to be monitored by their parents. 

§ When witnessing cyberbullying, more than a half of 
the students said they did nothing or did not know, 
only ⅓ of those students either stood up for the 
victims or comforted the victims. 

Expert Interview 
We conducted expert reviews with two personnel in the 
Expect Respect program, Randy Randolph the 
leadership training professional, and Savannah Parnell, 
the high school counselor, both focusing on 
cyberbullying issue. Our goal was to gain an 
understanding of the core problem of cyberbullying and 
collect various opinions on how to stop cyberbullying. 
Below are the key points we got from the interviews: 

§ We tend to ask the bullied to fight back and 
bystander to stand up, which it is really difficult for 
them.  

§ The key problem is relationships with others, such as 
family relationship, friendship, or love relationship. 

§ Students can not see the potential consequences of 
their acts, because people cannot do full capacity 
before the age of 25, they don’t have fully 
functioning of front rowing the brain. 

§ A common type of cyberbullying is a girl sent a new 
photo to a boy and then he tweeted it, then there 
comes so many following things to the girls. Any kind 
of sexting incidents that happened a lot on Snapchat.  

§ The TV series “13 Reasons Why” has brought up a lot 
of discussions and helped kids understand that what 
they do and what they say have consequences. On 
the other hand, it also makes them believe that the 
best way to take revenge on someone is to kill 
themselves, thus story could be powerful and 
harmful at the same time. 

 
Design Thinking 
We followed an iterative design process. Using the 
cyberbullying scenarios we gathered from the focus 
group and the expert interview, we created a Journey 
Map from the viewpoint of the bully, with the three 
phases of cyberbullying, before, during, and after the 
incidents. This was helpful in reorganizing and sorting 
the information we needed to move on to the next 
phase. The main reason we decided to create the 
journey map as the bully role is because we think we 
should find the opportunity or action to take to change 
the bully journey instead of the bullied journey. During 
our competitive evaluation we noticed a big focus on 
the individual being bullied, but not on the bully. We 
chose to differentiate by focusing on the motivations 
and viewpoint from the bully. 
 
Concluding the information we got, we found that it 
would be much better for teenager to prevent the 
incidents from happening rather than recovering them 
after the damage has been done. In addition, law 
enforcement or counselor would often intervene after 
cyberbullying has happened.  

The possible solution during cyberbullying is what the 

 

Figure 3. Affinity diagram used 
to categorize common 
cyberbullying scenarios and 
students reaction toward it 

 

 

Figure 4. Expert interview with 
Randy Randolph 

 



 

existing apps provide, such as reporting or adding 
plugin on the software or social media. However, social 
media is only a tool and intermediary for students to 
stay connected, and we will never be able to monitor 
every tool they are using. 

We decided to focus on the students to prevent 
cyberbullying from happening, because typically the 
bullies are only students who are unable to see the full 
consequences of their action. Thus, three points were 
concluded from the interview results that help us focus 
on the design. 
 

§ Education: Giving them the chance to foresee the 
consequences and understand that whatever they 
do, there is always a consequence. 

 

§ Empathy: Building the empathy of not only the 
bullied but also the bully, with the power of story. 

 

§ Engage: Helping educators to bring up discussions on 
cyberbullying with students, and possibly even 
educate on them. 

 
We created a storyline that is about a sexting 
cyberbullying incidents that happened in a high school. 
We choose to adopt the most common and most 
serious scenario that could possibly cause more 
damage so that students can experience all aspects of 
a cyberbullying scenario. 

Five characters that represent different roles as the 
bullies, the one who starts to send or spread the photo, 
the one who pressures the starter and spreads the 
photo, and those who re-tweet and gossip the photo 
but didn’t stop it. We hope them will realize that they 
are all responsible for the incident. 

We built the role-playing game (“RPG”) using 
conversations to simulate the real life situation, and 
give them the opportunity to choose what they want to 
do and create their own journey. Our scenario takes 
place from within the Snapchat app since it is one of 
the most popular apps among students and where most 
cyberbullying occurs. This ensured students would feel 
familiar with the real environment and didn’t even need 
to learn anything before playing the game. 

The key features of a RPG are the different viewpoints 
you can experience with the same character, so it could 
be a great point to engage with students and hold a 
workshop. There are options when the character is 
facing with a decision, and the purpose is to emphasize 
how closely their decisions and the consequences that 
come after it are connected. In addition to making 
decisions, we also asked how they felt in order to give 
them an opportunity to recall what their initial thought 
was and have the educator to teach how to face their 
feeling or conflict correctly. This is an open-ended story 
for them to brainstorm any possibility and help to start 
the discussions on the ending part. 

Evaluating 
Since we were not allowed to recruit students for user 
testing, we went back to Clint Middle School to conduct 
a group evaluation session for our prototype. We 
created our mockups using Sketch and built the 
prototype using InVision for students to access and 
play with. 

This study serves as an early evaluation of the story 
and the RPG, trying to gain a high-level understanding 
of the thoughts of the students, such as their feelings 
and what they have learned from our Rethink 

 

Figure 5. The bully map – 
journey map for the bully role 

 

Figure 6. Five characters that 
represent different roles for 
students to experience 



 

Cyberbullying prototype. We explained the meaning of 
the prototype, an early sample of the product to test 
the concept, walked through the introduction and had 
them play with it. Since it is only a InVision prototype 
with no function of memorizing the answer, we had 
them write down the answers they had chosen and the 
feedback on the prototype. The session was conducted 
like a workshop, which made them discuss the story 
and the ending, and gave us feedback on the story at 
the meantime.  

The Rethink Cyberbullying RPG easily initiated the 
discussion around the story, and the students loved the 
game. Most of them stated they liked the game 
because it was built in the interface of Snapchat and 
thus they felt even more realistic. They also quickly 
came up with a lot more scenarios that could be added 
as branches into the story for more complexity and 
playability. Most importantly, they have really learned 
from the game. One of them mentioned, “I can look at 
something we may do and understand how it feels.” 
They also learned that even the person they trust the 
most, they should still think twice before taking any 
action, and that there are always consequences, which 
is the most critical message we wanted to send. 

There was also some feedback on what possible 
characters or drama can be added for further 
development. Moreover, for most of the students, they 
would prefer to have an ending for each character even 
though we still wouldn’t want them to take suicide as a 
possible solution for cyberbullying. Some feedback on 
the interface for making the game starting more 
vibrant, so we have made changes to match the color 
theme of Snapchat to ensure the consistency within the 
application. 

Conclusion 
Rethink Cyberbullying is a RPG that allows students to 
play with and learn from, to minimize the possibility of 
getting hurt from cyberbullying, and most importantly, 
to give the educators a tool that can easily start the 
conversation with students. We may not be able to stop 
cyberbullying while it is happening, but we can try to 
minimize the threat and damage or even prevent it 
from happening, by having them understanding the 
consequences and giving them the opportunity to 
experience it. 
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Figure 7. Snapchat interface for 
students to feel realistic. And 
options when the characters 
encounter decision. 

“I like how it took us through the 
whole experience and showed us 
how cyberbullying goes down” 

“I like how it is a snapchat 
background because it's relevant 
to people our age who 
cyberbullies the most” 
” 


