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Abstract 
Victims of bullying are often reluctant to seek formal support and internalise their emotions, 
hindering recovery. Some will subsequently encounter discussions of bullying online, giving 
them an unexpected opportunity to share their feelings or experience vicarious support. In 
this article we investigate reactions to discussions of offline and online bullying in the 
comments posted to the YouTube channels of 34 popular UK female lifestyle influencers. We 
used a thematic analysis of keywords associated with comments mentioning bullying to 
identify bullying-related themes. The almost universally supportive comments position 
female YouTube influencer channels as sources of unexpected indirect support for victims 
that professionals may also recommend. The comments also reveal a previously undiscussed 
strategy for helping victims: abstraction. Commenters often seemed to depersonalise the 
issue to support the victim by setting their experience in the wider context of human 
behaviour. Commenters also supported victims by criticising bullies.  

Introduction 
A common definition of bullying is, “A person is bullied when he or she is exposed, repeatedly 
and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other persons, and he or she 
has difficulty defending himself or herself” (Olweus, 1994, p. 1173; see also: Gladden, 2014; 
Kwan et al., 2020). The key aspects of bullying are physically or verbally aggressive behaviour, 
repetition and (except perhaps online) a power imbalance in favour of the bully (Smith, 2016). 
Cyberbullying is the online bullying variant. Bullying occurs mostly offline (Bonanno & Hymel, 
2013; Olweus & Limber, 2018) and in this paper we make no distinction between bullying 
offline and online. Bullying is a global problem affecting about a third of young teens, although 
there are international differences in prevalence (Richardson & Fen Hiu, 2018; UNESCO 
[United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization], 2018). In England, about 
17% of children reported being bullied in the previous year in official crime surveys. Twice as 
many report bullying in surveys of young people, with a higher proportion of females bullied, 
and with common forms of bullying including sexist/sexual language, racism, homophobia, 
and disablism (Long et al., 2020; see also: Anti-Bullying Alliance, 2017; Brown, 2018; DfE 
[Department for Education], 2018). Welsh statistics suggest that 36% of children having been 
bullied at school and 17% in cyberspace (Long, Roberts, & Loft, 2020). Bullying can lead to 
depression in adulthood (Ttofi et al., 2011) in addition to substantial shorter-term suffering 
(Gini & Pozzoli, 2013). 

Victims often do not seek support because they blame themselves (Tenenbaum et al., 
2011), regard victimhood as stigmatising (Bjereld, 2018; Boulton et al., 2017; Juvonen & 
Graham, 2014), think that reporting bullying would make them feel weak (Boulton et al., 
2017), would prefer resolving alone (a strong motivation: Boulton et al., 2017) or worry that 
they will be blamed or disbelieved (Tholander, 2019). In one UK study, most pupils believed 
that the possible negative outcomes from reporting bullying to a teacher were not worth 
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getting the bullying stopped (Boulton et al., 2017). Thus, environments like YouTube in which 
people not seeking support unexpectedly encounter bullying-related information are 
important as a potential unsolicited source of support for victims. Moreover, victims may lack 
friends to support them against bullying (Black et al., 2010; Newman et al., 2005; Smith et al., 
2004) and so YouTube communities might be able offer a partial online replacement. These 
may also give insights into how supportive peers react to victims and the strategies they use 
to offer support.  

In this article we investigate one such context in which discussions of bullying may be 
unexpectedly encountered by those not accessing other means of support: UK female lifestyle 
influencers’ YouTube channels. The YouTube lifestyle influencer audience may include many 
people that have experienced (mainly offline) bullying without requesting support but then 
unexpectedly encounter online YouTube discussions that may help them to come to terms 
with their current or former experiences. These channels organise large communities of 
viewers that can interact through commenting. For example, Zoella’s UK YouTube channel 
(Life, beauty & chats) had 11.2 million subscribers in September 2020, and she sometimes 
discusses personal issues, such as her own anxiety problems. The audience of UK female 
YouTube lifestyle influencers are presumed (without evidence) to be predominantly children, 
adolescents or young adults, British and female. YouTube influencers could be expected to 
provide a supportive environment because they are popular and empathetic, like peers that 
stand up to bullying (Lambe et al., 2019). The goal of this study is to identify the strategies 
used by victims and others to discuss bullying in UK female lifestyle influencers’ YouTube 
channels. This will help to assess the role that they may be playing in supporting victims. 

Background  
Bullying in the UK seems to primarily be conducted by young people and to target young 
people, although it also occurs in workplaces (Glambek et al., 2018). Both school and 
cyberspace are frequent locations for children. It can be verbal or physical, with the verbal 
type being more common (DfE, 2018; NCES, 2016).  

Cyberbullying 

Online forms of bullying have their own definition, “Cyberbullying is any behavior performed 
through electronic or digital media by individuals or groups that repeatedly communicates 
hostile or aggressive messages intended to inflict harm or discomfort on others” (Tokunaga, 
2010, p.278; see also: Moreno, 2014). It can occur whenever the victim has access to the 
internet or mobile phone. It may be perpetrated by unknown or anonymous bullies, with 
permanent traces sometimes remaining online, and the bullying posts sometimes shared 
virally (Moreno, 2014). Children have little choice about which school to attend and are forced 
to be in proximity with many others. In contrast, they may have options about which parts of 
cyberspace to operate within, although these may be constrained by the sites their friends 
use and a desire to be sociable (Betts & Spenser, 2017). 

Cyberbullying victims are quite likely to also be perpetrators, despite bully-victims 
being rare offline (Mishna et al., 2012). Focus group discussions with 29 UK children about 
cyberbullying found that they claimed that cyberbullies were anonymous cowards (Betts & 
Spenser, 2017), although in person bullies may be thought to gain status (Thornberg & Delby, 
2019). Disinhibition (a tendency to be irresponsible, impulsive and reckless) makes a person 
more likely to be an in-person bully but not a cyberbully (Baroncelli et al., 2020). This may be 
part of the reason why bully-victims are more prevalent online. 
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Victims 

Bullying victims frequently blame themselves (Boulton & Boulton, 2017; Chen & Chen, 2019; 
Parris et al., 2019; Schacter, White et al., 2015), which, in the UK, may be associated with later 
life social anxiety (Boulton, 2013). They sometimes believe that they are targeted for being 
different (Davis et al., 2015; Thornberg & Delby, 2019), feeding self-blame. Victims employ a 
range of strategies to cope with their situation. Two of the most common in the USA are 
seeking social support and externalising stress by letting off steam (Tenenbaum, et al., 2011). 

Bystanders 

Victims that do not seek support may nevertheless be helped by others. Bystanders may opt 
to intervene in incidents of bullying or may support the victim afterwards: becoming 
“defenders” (Salmivalli, 2010). Children in Finland expect that supporting a victim by standing 
up to a bully would help the victim to feel better (Pöyhönen et al., 2012). Factors influencing 
the likelihood of intervening include the Finnish pupils’ empathy and the social costs of 
bullying (Peets et al., 2015). 

In cyberspace, Flemish children are more likely to oppose bullying when it is more 
severe, but not all would (Bastiaensens et al., 2014). The most common peer support 
recommendation in one US-based online study was to seek help from others (Weinstein et 
al., 2016). 

Supporting bullying victims 

In Canadian and Australian schools, the focus seems to be on stopping the bullying rather 
than supporting the victim to recover from its long-term effects (Power-Elliott, & Harris, 2012; 
Rigby, 2010). Teachers in the USA often counsel victims about how to behave when bullied, 
for example (Bauman et al., 2008). Nevertheless, social support is very important for victims 
(McLouglin et al., 2018) and a more recent survey of the USA found half of teachers to offer 
counselling support to victims (Yoon et al., 2016). Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (Joyce-
Beaulieu & Sulkowski, 2015) and related strategies (e.g., Chu et al., 2015) have been deployed 
as therapeutic approaches, but counselling seems to be the most common support offered. 
It can be delivered both online and offline (Chan, 2020).  

Teaching that victims are not to blame for bullying was effective in one small UK study 
addressing the psychological needs of the victims (Boulton & Boulton, 2017). Counselling 
strategies to support bullying victims include focusing on social skills and self-esteem (Kwon 
et al., 2008). For UK peer counselling, as for other forms, unconditional positive regard, 
empathy, and genuineness seem to be important for positive outcomes (Price & Jones, 2001; 
Boulton, 2005), as is the extent to which the victim feels able to be open, but not the extent 
to which the peer counsellor self-discloses (Boulton et al., 2007). There is no research-based 
systematic evidence about the strategies that are most effective at helping victims to recover 
from bullying, however (Jones, 2020). This gap has occurred presumably because controlled 
experiments would be ethically and practically problematic. 

Bullying and YouTube 

Although YouTube contains some insulting videos, such as those displaying fat stigmatisation 
(Hussin et al., 2011), in the context of bullying it seems to be a predominantly supportive 
space. For example, it hosts videos of victims sharing their experiences (e.g., Caron, 2017). 
One powerful bullying-related video style is to use flash cards to describe the situation with a 
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music background (Dobson, 2015; Misoch, 2014). Videos may also mention bullying as a cause 
when discussing other issues, such as anorexia (Holmes, 2017). 

Sexuality-related bullying seems to be particularly well addressed on YouTube, 
perhaps due to the possibility of obtaining anonymous and geographically remote support for 
relatively isolated victims. For example, one study analysed 151 YouTube videos (found by 
searching for LGBT and bullying) in which people identifying as lesbian, gay, bisexual or 
transgender (LGBT) shared their personal experiences of bullying, apparently to give and 
receive support (Green et al., 2015). A YouTube channel has been set up for this issue, with 
videos mostly offering support and hope, the “It Gets Better Project” (Phillips, 2013). The 
most popular bullying-related videos, as of 2014, tended to describe bullying and discuss ways 
of getting help (Basch et al., 2015).  
 YouTube also hosts many public service anti-bullying videos giving advice to victims, 
although early videos (October 2012) were not highly viewed (Lister et al., 2013). However, 
no YouTube-based studies of bullying seem to have focused on any types of popular non-
bullying channels. 

UK YouTube lifestyle influencers 

Many women have become successful on YouTube by creating lifestyle-focused channels 
attracting enough followers to be commercially viable. Each channel contains a set of videos 
around the broad theme established by the owner. The videos sometimes focus on fashion 
or beauty products, also covering more general topics. Influencers can make money from 
YouTube through advertising or from brands through deals in which they agree to wear or 
review products. For example, in “haul” videos the YouTuber reviews a collection of the latest 
offerings (usually clothing or makeup) from a brand or shop. Videos can also give direct advice 
on fashion or makeup. Although lifestyle videos have an informal feel, considerable effort, 
creative skill and technical expertise are needed to be successful in this competitive arena 
(Bishop, 2018). 

Videos often involve the influencer chatting informally and directly to the camera, 
giving the illusion of eye contact and imitating a close friendship. This can build a type of 
parasocial relationship (van Reijmersdal et al., 2020). Parasocial relationships occur when 
individual audience members feel a sense of personal connection with a performer through 
long term regular viewing (or listening), even though the performer is unaware of their 
existence (Giles, 2002). On YouTube, the asymmetry is less extreme because viewers may 
interact with comments posted underneath videos, possibly receiving replies from influencers 
(Reinikainen et al., 2020; Tur-Viñes & Castelló-Martínez, 2019). Presumably because of these 
relationships (Ladhari et al., 2020), influencer endorsements can be more powerful than 
celebrity endorsements for some types of product (Trivedi & Sama, 2020; see also: Dekavalla, 
2019), and so many successful influencers are based around a commercially viable core 
strategy. Whilst bullying is not an obvious topic for lifestyle influencers, some have posted 
videos about it or discuss personal mental health issues. Influencers rely on generating an 
empathetic connection with their audience and sharing personal experiences or engaging 
with their viewers’ concerns can help with this. 



5 
 

Methods 

Research design 

In this study we extracted 100 terms characteristic of bullying-related discussions from the 
comment sections of female UK YouTube lifestyle channels. We used these terms to identify 
a set of strategies that YouTube members employ to comment about bullying. A national 
study gives more uniform data and the UK was selected as a major user of YouTube and the 
coder’s location. Lifestyle videos are a popular genre for which bullying is potentially relevant. 
Female YouTubers were chosen for uniformity. There were fewer popular general lifestyle 
YouTube channels from UK males (the 10 UK male channels found mainly focused on a single 
lifestyle aspect, such as business suits), and so a male-focused study would have been less 
informative. More focused topics may cause problems with the word frequency approach by 
confusing these topics with bullying discussions in whichever channel they were most 
prevalent. Moreover, if bullying discussions were more prevalent for one gender, then the 
method used might identify words associated with that gender alongside bullying-associated 
words, undermining the clarity of the interpretation of the results. Thus, removing the male 
channels was methodologically more robust. In particular, it was less likely to identify 
gendered words (e.g., boyfriend, girlfriend) as bullying-related just because they were used 
by the gender discussing bullying more. The main stages of methodology are outlined in 
Figure 1. Each stage is described in detail below. 
 

 
Figure 1. Data collection (top half) and analysis (bottom half) steps. 

 
 Unless disabled by the channel owner, each YouTube video has a space underneath 
where visitors can post reactions to the video, replies to other commenters, or other 
contributions. Comment sections were analysed because they are a free public large-scale 
source of reactions to, and stories about, bullying. This may give insights into the perspectives 
of bullying victims and others for research purposes and serve as a source of bullying 
information, advice and social context for channel viewers. The non-intrusive nature of the 
data collection method (harvesting public comments) in comparison to interviews and 
surveys may give a different perspective and represent a wider group, although it risks giving 
shallower results and generating misunderstandings due to the lack of direct contact with the 
comment authors. Commenters may have pseudonyms that would allow them to be 
effectively anonymous when posting and so there is a potential to include perspectives from 
victims who would not otherwise discuss their experiences (Ma et al., 2016). 
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At the time of this study, ethical review in the first author’s institution was through a 
standard questionnaire completed by the author. The author can self-certify the study as 
approved if none of the questions trigger the need for committee review. This study was self-
certified by the first author as not requiring committee review by this process. This is because 
it uses only publicly available texts and did not directly involve human participation. To 
protect the anonymity of commenters in the current study, the authors included no direct 
quotes. This is best practice for data collected from publicly available comments (Wilkinson 
& Thelwall, 2011). The 34 influencers are not listed because whilst some are unarguably public 
figures actively seeking publicity, those with relatively few followers are not. 

Data: Bullying-related comments 

Bullying-related comments were found with a three-stage strategy: identifying prominent 
female YouTube influencers, downloading all comments on their videos, and extracting 
bullying-related comments from this set. 
 UK female YouTube lifestyle influencers were discovered by browsing the YouTube 
Fashion & Beauty section in Google Chrome from a UK-based computer and identifying 
channels with a UK female main YouTuber (or two female YouTubers), and browsing related 
channels. Each channel was visited to check that it had a general lifestyle focus by viewing the 
About section for lifestyle-related scope statements and at least one video. The browsing 
stopped after 34 channels had been found because the most popular channels (above 2000 
subscribers) seemed to have all been identified. Both incognito mode and standard mode 
were used in Chrome for this, with the same results. A list of the YouTube accounts is not 
included in this article for privacy reasons (Wilkinson & Thelwall, 2011) but is available from 
the first author to researchers on request. 
 The comments on the videos in each channel were downloaded with the free software 
Mozdeh (mozdeh.wlv.ac.uk) by entering a list of channel IDs in its YouTube data collection 
tab and requesting that all comments on all videos on all channels were downloaded. The 
option to set a maximum of 1 comment per user per video was set to prevent the data from 
being unduly influenced by active commenters. This produced 4,626,706 comments from 
2,062,265 users (93% female according to a first name heuristic, nationalities and ages 
unknown) on 8,717 videos (between 1 and 96,948 comments each) from the 34 channels that 
had been posted on or before December 2019. The first name heuristic was a list of names 
that were at least 90% male (1021) or at least 90% female (3973) according to the US 1990 
census, with more gender ambiguous names, such as Alex, Student and Wei, excluded 
(Thelwall et al., 2020). The male and female accuracy rates slightly differ but correcting for 
this with factors previously used (multiply males by 1.470 and females by 1.406: Thelwall et 
al., 2020) does not change the 93% female statistic (the difference is 0.3%). 

Bullying-related comments from within the complete set were identified within 
Mozdeh as those matching the singular or plural version of any of the following words 
(entered as a keyword list in the search box of the Mozdeh search interface): 

bullying bully bullied bullies cyberbully cyberbullied cyberbullies cyberbullying 
These terms seemed to include all the main ways of directly referring to bullying and matched 
7,383 comments from 7,015 commenters (93% female according to the above first name 
heuristic), with a maximum of 14 comments each. The non-matching comments were 
retained as a reference set to compare the content of bulling-related and non-bullying 
comments. 
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Analysis 

A keyword comparison approach was used to investigate the comments rather than content 
analysis (Davis et al., 2015), thematic analysis (Cunningham et al., 2016) or other forms of 
qualitative exploration. Whilst the latter methods may reveal insights about how bullying is 
discussed in UK YouTube female influencers’ comments, they would not reveal how these 
discussions differ from the tone of other comments, which may be generally supportive. Thus, 
traditional methods might reflect the YouTube lifestyle environment rather than how it 
adjusts to the issue of bullying. The comparison-based word association thematic analysis 
method (Thelwall, 2018) was therefore applied to focus on how discussions of bullying differ 
from other comments in the site. The details of this approach are as follows. 
 The method identifies a large set of words that were more common in bullying-related 
comments than other comments within the channels, and next the context of each one is 
identified qualitatively. The large set of words was generated by Mozdeh by using the Mine 
word associations button for the bullying query. This produced a list of words that occur 
statistically significantly more often in bullying-related comments than in the remaining 
comments. Thus, for example, the term school was in 21.5% bullying-related comments and 
1.7% of the remaining comments, so it was far more common in bullying-related discussions. 

Many general comments were short, such as “love you” or “great vid!” whereas 
bullying-related comments often contained stories, reflection or analysis. This caused a 
problem because the bullying-related comments were typically much longer (48.1 words) 
than the remainder (8.5 words). Because of the longer average length of bullying-related 
comments, function words like “and” occurred in the list of significant words. To circumvent 
this problem, Balanced was checked in Mozdeh (an option created for this study) to prune 
short comments from the reference set so that the average lengths of bullying-related 
comments and reference set comments were similar. A new list of bullying terms was then 
created with this option, replacing the original. After this change, and was still a top term, but 
ranked 62 instead of 11. Its continuance as a top term despite the length balancing suggests 
that more compound sentences are used in bullying-related discussions. 

A chi-squared test was used to check whether each term was in a statistically 
significantly higher percentage of bullying comments than other comments, with a Benjamini-
Hochberg correction to protect against false positives from multiple simultaneous tests 
(Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995). This showed that over 1000 words were statistically 
significantly more likely to occur in bullying-related comments. Only the top 100 words were 
analysed, however, to generate a manageable dataset for analysis. 

Each of the top 100 words was manually investigated using word association thematic 
analysis conducted by the first author: a thematic analysis applied to bullying-related 
comments containing the word, seeking to identify why the word was more likely to occur in 
bullying-related queries. This was straightforward in some cases (e.g., bullying, cyber), but not 
in others (e.g., to).  The method of identifying the purpose or uses of words by examining 
samples of them embedded in texts is known as Key Word In Context (KWIC) in corpus 
linguistics (Culy & Lyding, 2010), and this approach has been used in the social sciences 
(Wood, 1984) but not for bullying. 

Results 
The results yielded over a thousand words associated with comments about bullying from the 
7,383 comments found. For background information, only 15 words associated with not 



8 
 

discussing bullying (Insta, [vlogger name], Instagram, giveaway, cute, Primark, omg, IG 
(Instagram), haul, excited, win, Twitter, congrats, Christmas, palette). These words occurred 
often enough in general comments to make their absence from bullying-related comments 
statistically significant. They only indicate common contexts in which bullying was not 
discussed and do not give insights into bullying-related comments. 

The bullying-related comments tended to be either personal stories, support for the 
influencers (when they had disclosed about bullying in their videos), or support for other 
commenters that were victims of bullying. Few comments accused others of bullying or were 
otherwise problematic (e.g., claiming that cyberbullying is not bullying). The following themes 
were identified, as well as terms associated with complex sentence construction 
(conjunctions: and, that, for) due to the inclusion of personal stories. For the themes below, 
terms in italic are statistically significant terms within the theme and expressions in square 
brackets add the typical context for these terms. An estimate of the number of comments 
matching the theme is given based on the prevalence of the unambiguous terms for the 
theme. For example, for the school theme the ambiguous associated word at was ignored 
and 1667 comments contained at least one of the relatively unambiguous words: school, 
primary, grade, secondary. 

• The bullying was horrible (all 7383 comments mentioned bulling, with 45% being 
comments from victims, based on a manual check of a random sample of 100): Many 
words described the bullying (bullied, bullying, bully, bullies, bulling, them, get, being, 
victim, by, still, nasty, cruel, hater, verbal, abuse). 

• It happened at school (1667 comments, 23% of the bullying set): The only physical 
location for bullying mentioned was school (school, primary, grade, secondary, at 
[school]). 

• I was attacked online (386 comments, 5% of the bullying set): Several words described 
cyberbullying (cyber, cyberbullying, cyberbully, cyberbullied), indicating that the abuse 
had happened online. 

• I was bullied for years (4421 comments, 60% of the bullying set): Past tense and 
duration words reflected mainly commenters sharing previous experiences of bullying 
(was, have, got, [for] years). In contrast, some commenters reported ongoing bullying 
or its after-effects (now). 

• I became depressed (4641 comments, 63% of the bullying set): Many words 
associated with discussions of the effects of bullying ([ordeal to get] through, [made 
me] feel [bad], made, self, myself, me), including specific negative outcomes ([thinking 
about] suicide, [whole] life [effects], [feeling] hurt, horrible [experience], depression). 
These were self-reports of bullying or comments on others’ experiences. 

A second set of themes mainly related to supportive comments left in response to bullying 
stories. That these comments were responses to others was usually clear from reading them. 

• Thank you for sharing (371 comments, 5% of the bullying set): YouTubers and other 
commenters were thanked for telling about their experience (story) in the comments 
section, the video or associated media appearances (Newsround). People were also 
praised for opposing bullying (stand [up]). 

• They are jealous (2645 comments, 36% of the bullying set): Several words associated 
with discussions of the causes of the bullying, focusing on the bullies (because, jealous, 
insecure, no [reason]) in the context of supportive comments, or focusing on 
themselves as victims (acne, [lack of] friends) in the context of personal stories. 
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• Terrible how people treat each other (3930 comments, 53% of the bullying set): A 
common strategy was to generalise or abstract the situation, perhaps supporting the 
victim by emphasising that nothing about them could be blamed for the bullying (kids 
[can be cruel], [sad that] people [do this], someone [who bullies/is bullied], [victims 
feel bad about] themselves, other [people can be cruel], those 
[people/bullies/friends], [people can] be [horrible]). 

• You are beautiful inside (2500 comments, 34% of the bullying set): Support was 
expressed in the form of compliments for people reporting being bullied for their 
appearance (beautiful, [beautiful] person, [beautiful] inside) or on surviving the 
experience ([you became] stronger). 

• They are disgusting (173 comments, 2% of the bullying set): Support was expressed 
in the form of criticism for bullies (disgusting, [don’t] understand [bullies]). 

• I can relate to that (248 comments, 3% of the bullying set): Support in the form of 
empathy was sometimes explicitly offered (relate, know [how you feel], understand 
[what it feels like]). 

• Never stop loving yourself (2404 comments, 33% of the bullying set): Support was 
also expressed through general advice (don’t let] anyone [tell you], [talk to someone 
who] understands, ignore [bullies], [no] matter [what bullies say], [be] strong, stand 
[up to bullies/up for yourself], [tell] teacher). 

Discussion 
The results show that bullying is discussed in a primarily supportive context within UK female 
lifestyle YouTube channels, with commenters reporting personal experiences or offering 
support to others. Ongoing or previous bullying victims unexpectedly encountering 
discussions of bullying can expect to read multiple positive messages: they are not alone, 
bullies are disliked, and victims are supported. These messages may be especially welcome 
for those that have internalised their experiences, blame themselves or feel isolated. They 
are perhaps more powerful because of their presence within an informal social environment 
of peers and respected influencers rather than from a counsellor, perhaps also bringing the 
sense of connectedness that is helpful for mental health (McLaughlin & Clarke, 2010). As a 
corollary, despite cyberbullying occurring elsewhere, these influencer channels seem to form 
a relatively safe and supportive space for youth and others. Although influencer videos 
discussing bullying are rare, teachers and counsellors may consider sharing them because 
victims can expect to see supportive posts from peer in the comments in addition to the 
perspective of the influencer. The remainder of this section situates the more specific findings 
within the prior literature. 
 The results contain many themes that fit previous knowledge about victims. These 
include the importance of school (DfE, 2018) and cyberspace (Olweus & Limber, 2018) as 
locations, and the existence of both short-term and long-term negative impacts from being 
bullied (e.g., Gini & Pozzoli, 2013).  

The results do not prominently include some factors that have been mentioned in 
previous studies about the experience of bullying, such as sexuality (Green et al., 2015), 
although 19 mentioned gay, 5 lesbian, 1 queer and 1 fag. No key terms related to victimisation 
for being different (in contrast to: Davis et al., 2015; Thornberg & Delby, 2019) more generally. 
There was also nothing about the physicality of the reported attacks, perhaps because they 
were predominantly verbal. Since channel owners may remove offensive or inappropriate 
comments, it is possible that the most distressing or antagonistic posts had been removed, 
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so the results reflect the comments that video viewers may read rather than all the comments 
posted.  

The responses to bullying stories partly align with research into how victims can be 
supported, although there is little research into how people offer support to others 
informally, outside of a professional relationship context (with the exception of Weinstein et 
al., 2016). The advice to seek help (from teachers) echoes the most popular advice given in 
an MTV forum (Weinstein, et al., 2016). The importance of empathy is well-known (Boulton 
et al., 2007), as is support for victim self-esteem (Kwon et al., 2008). 

One apparently new finding that may chime with the experience of professionals (e.g., 
Boulton & Boulton, 2017), is that abstraction/generalisation is a widely used peer support 
strategy in the relatively anonymous environment of YouTube. This involves discussing 
bullying in general terms to support an individual victim. It emphasises that the victim is not 
to blame by arguing that similar things happen to other people or expresses disapproval of all 
bullying. It also indirectly tackles victim self-blame by shifting the focus away from the 
individuality of the victim to the generality of the situation. This seems to be a useful strategy 
for victim counselling, although it does not seem to be explicitly described as a strategy in the 
bullying literature. In the wider counselling/therapy literature, the opposite has been 
discussed in a different context, however: overgeneralisation (of negative thoughts). For 
instance, some traumatised people overgeneralise their experiences by mistrusting everyone 
or believing themselves to be complete failures (Ready et al., 2015). 

Another factor that does not seem to have been previously discussed is that victims 
were occasionally supported by criticising the bullies. This might help victims who are blaming 
themselves (Boulton & Boulton, 2017; Chen & Chen, 2019; Parris, et al., 2019; Schacter et al., 
2015) or focusing on aspects of themselves that might have triggered the bullying. It may also 
challenge others who blame the victims (Garland et al., 2017). Presumably friends often 
naturally criticise bullies when consoling victims. Whilst the effectiveness of bully-criticising 
is unknown and school counsellors may not want to emphasise blame (Pikas, 2002; Robinson 
& Maines, 1997), it seems like an intuitively helpful strategy when there are no school policy 
reasons to avoid it.  

Finally, from a methodological perspective, the keyword analysis seems to have 
revealed useful insights into how bullying is discussed but has limitations. One advantage is 
that it highlights terms associated with issues that may be overlooked through traditional 
methods, such as the abstraction strategy. For this, it was useful to know that a word reflected 
a genuine difference so that the word could be explored until that difference had been 
identified. A disadvantage is that the method ignores the overall mood of comments by 
focusing on contrasting terms. Thus, the fact that the bullying-related comments tended to 
be warm and positive was not revealed by the analysis because the same was true for many 
comments unrelated to bullying (e.g., love occurred in 24% of all comments). 

Conclusions 
Female influencers’ YouTube lifestyle channels are a normal part of the online environment 
for large numbers of young females and offer a supportive space in which bullying is 
occasionally discussed. This often happens in response to videos posted by the influencer that 
focus on abuse or bullying experienced by themselves or their friends. This space may be 
especially important for those who have not asked for help but are experiencing bullying or 
have had their life impacted by earlier experiences of bullying. A parasocial connection 
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between influencers and their audience may also help victims when the influencer speaks out 
against bullying or shares their feelings about how bullying has affected them. 

Teachers and counsellors might consider searching for these videos on YouTube and 
using them as a resource for teaching or for supporting victims. Some examples of videos are 
listed here http://mozdeh.wlv.ac.uk/Bullying.html as an immediate resource. The results 
suggest that this is a relatively risk-free strategy: victims can expect to read many positive 
messages from their peers as well as endorsement from a respected peer influencer. More 
generally, this highlights the potential for supportive community-based parts of the web to 
provide content that may help anonymous victims by allowing them to share their stories in 
a supportive environment away from dedicated victim support forums. Even those who are 
unwilling to share would presumably gain encouragement from the support given to other 
victims in such environments and the absence of victim-blaming. 

Anti-bullying organisations may consider working with influencers to encourage them 
to produce occasional videos about bullying. This emotional topic may help influencers 
generate empathy with their audience and provide unexpected indirect support for those not 
seeking help for their current or past bullying experiences. 

The responses from YouTube commenters in female influencers’ YouTube lifestyle 
channels show a variety of approaches to support victims, including some that do not seem 
to have been previously researched. These novel strategies include abstraction and criticising 
bullies, although it is not clear whether they are effective. Professionals supporting victims 
may wish to consider whether the abstraction strategy reflects their current practice or, if 
not, whether it seems appropriate to employ. Future research is needed to assess the 
effectiveness of these strategies, however, to advise peers and counsellors about whether 
they are valuable. 
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