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ABSTRACT
The majority of serious games that counter cyberbullying do not
provide evidence-based support of their effectiveness. Additionally,
developed theoretical constructs to understand the cyberbullying
process from social sciences seems not to be used in the creation
of these games. This study proposes a set of theoretical constructs,
built upon social interaction theory, as a theoretical perspective for
understanding the social aspects of cyberbullying, to ground and
introduce design lenses, that can be used as design principles, for
informing the creation of counter cyberbullying games.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Applied computing → Life and medical sciences; • Software
and its engineering → Application specific development en-
vironments.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Understanding the impact of cyberbullying on adolescents’ physical
and mental health is still an ongoing process. In relation to cyber-
bullying, research has reported psychosomatic health problems
such as depression, anxiety [7], loneliness, but also headache, stom-
ach ache, and sleeping problems and even suicidal ideation [18].
Countering cyberbullying games have been developed as promis-
ing means to prevent cyberbullying or mitigate its consequences.
Given that playing video games is a popular leisure activity among
adolescents [23], serious games are considered effective for this
target audience. Games are called ’serious’ games when they are
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not only meant for pure entertainment but serve a serious goal,
such as teaching knowledge or raising awareness on a topic [24].
Efforts on targeting cyberbullying call for an approach on multiple
dimensions [2] and a variety of countering cyberbullying games
have been developed and reported in the literature with different
purposes: some focus on teaching knowledge or creating empathy
for the victim while others aim to stimulate the development of
emotional skills [4]. However, the majority of the developed games
have not reported their effectiveness results [4]. Furthermore, while
most research on cyberbullying comes from psychological and ed-
ucational perspectives [11], some field researchers relate bullying
to the social interaction process [2, 6, 20], moving to the area of
social sciences where bullying is considered a ’particular type of
social interaction’ [9] (p. 473). However, from a social science per-
spective, i.e., using social interaction theories, it seems there is a
knowledge gap concerning the development of serious games for
countering cyberbullying. This leaves the development of serious
games on cyberbullying with a potential to be more theory driven
with respect to the multifaceted nature of cyberbullying.

Design lenses [21] have outlined a promising approach to devel-
oping serious games in various context. This study is a part of a
broader research aiming at introducing and utilizing the concept
of design lenses in counter cyberbullying serious games. As the
first phase of this broader study, in this paper, we search for the
related theoretical constructs on cyberbullying from social science
perspective, to ground and inform the development of a set of de-
sign lenses for designing counter cyberbullying games. Thus, the
current study is directed by the following research question:Which
concepts from the social interaction theories are suitable to develop
counter cyberbullying games?

2 THE CONCEPT OF THE DESIGN LENS
Design lenses, initially developed by Shell [21], are common to
game design and allow the game designer to view the design from a
specific viewpoint or concern. Design lenses have been practised in
other areas as well, e.g. interaction design [22] and gameful design
[5], demonstrating their versatile use. In our study, the intended
function of design lenses is to present existing theory on cyber-
bullying from social sciences to the game designers in order to
review existing games and to provide insights on the cyberbullying
process that guides the creation of serious games for detecting or
preventing cyberbullying, see Figure 1.

3 RESEARCH METHOD
The search for identifying relevant theoretic constructs to answer
the posed research question, was restricted to three perspectives on
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Figure 1: The intended function of the design lenses as a
bridge between theoretical concepts on cyberbullying and
serious game design

social interaction that we found earlier applied on serious games
and cyberbullying: dramaturgical analysis [10], social exchange
theory [12], and symbolic interaction theory [3]. The search was
executed in three scientific databases: (ACM) Digital Library 1, IEEE
Xplore 2, and ScienceDirect 3. The search query had the following
structure:
"bully" AND ("social exchange"

OR "dramaturg" OR "symbolic interaction")

Inclusion criteria were: a) publications presenting theoretical
constructs from social sciences aimed at bullying and/or cyberbul-
lying; b) publications containing theoretical constructs within the
following perspectives on social interaction: dramaturgical analy-
sis, social exchange theory, and symbolic interaction theory; and
c) publication that have been published between January 2000 -
December 2020.

Exclusion criteria were: a) publications not written in English; b)
publications not published in scientific journals or conferences; c)
publications with no full text; d) publications that cover cyberbul-
lying within a broader view, such as online aggression and cyber
victimization as these are related but not limited to cyberbullying;
and e) publications that only mention but do not cover bullying or
cyberbullying.

The search took place from April to July 2021. In total, 220
publications were retrieved from which 211 publications were ex-
cluded. The remaining 9 papers covered bullying or cyberbullying
in three different contexts: workplace bullying [1, 15–17, 19, 25]
(n=6), school bullying [8, 13] (n=2) and online bulling [14] (n=1).
We excluded the papers on workplace bullying since they did not
fit with the social context of adolescents.

4 DERIVED THEORETICAL CONSTRUCTS
The literature review yielded four theoretical constructs (TC1, TC2,
TC3, TC4).

Forsberg and Thornberg [8] tried to understand bullying from the
perspective of school children. The authors used symbolic interac-
tion theory as theoretical framework that starts from the following
1[All: bully] AND [ [All: "social exchange"] OR [All: dramaturg] OR [All: "symbolic
interaction"]]
2("Full Text & Metadata":bully AND ("Full Text & Metadata":"social exchange" OR "Full Text &
Metadata":"dramaturg" OR "Full Text & Metadata":"symbolic interaction"))
3bully AND ("social exchange" OR dramaturg OR "symbolic interaction")

premises: a child’s reaction on other children is based on the mean-
ings on the others; these meanings evolve from social interactions
from the past and are handled in an interpretive process. Thus, to
understand the meanings children assign to bullying, understand-
ing the interaction patterns of children on bullying is needed. The
authors interpreted the data of children’s bullying experiences from
a semi-structured interview among Swedish schoolchildren (fourth
to seventh grade) and found that the perspectives and experiences
of the children was heavily influenced by a striving to belong, which
the researchers conceptualized as the ’social ordering of belonging’
divided into three sub-categories: social hierarchical ordering (TC1),
peer ordering (TC2), and new member ordering (TC3).

In another study, Jang and Kim [14] started with the premise
that posting benevolent online comments by people can be used
to counter cyberbullying. In order to understand the motivation
behind the posting of benevolent comments, the field researchers
interviewed 57 Korean students and professionals and used the
results to develop a theoretical framework that combined social
exchange theory and social choice theory. Jang and Kim defined
perceived net value as the psychological cost analysis that people
use when they decide whether or not to post a benevolent comment.
It was shown that perceived net value, online social contribution, and
pleasurewere the main motivators behind the posting of benevolent
comments. However, online social anxiety was found to have a
negative influence on perceived net value (TC4).

An overview of the derived theoretical constructs for design
lenses for counter cyberbullying games, built upon social interac-
tion theory, is summarized as follows:

• TC1 Social hierarchical ordering: a social hierarchical order
based on normative dichotomies such as cool vs. uncool,
beautiful vs. ugly or normal vs. deviant that constitute a
normative moral order among the school children;

• TC2 Peer ordering: sub groups of school children based on
friendships, shared sports, or games that leads to inclusion
or exclusion in a social group;

• TC3 New member ordering: a newcomer who disrupts the
established social order by acting and or looking differently
and saying the wrong things to the wrong persons;

• TC4 Posting benevolent comments: people determine if a benev-
olent online comment (perceived net value) is worth posting
by calculating if the benefits (online social contribution) and
(pleasure) out weights the costs (online social anxiety).

5 CONCLUSIONS AND OUTLOOK
The literature review yielded four theoretical constructs with di-
verse views on cyberbullying. Each of these provide a good level
of detail to understand cyberbullying from a specific viewpoint
and as a result can be translated to a design lens. The next step on
our road map is to construct design lenses out of the theoretical
constructs and validate them with experts as well as with under-
graduate students. Future research should target a broader set of
social perspectives such as phenomenology and ethnomethodology
[9] as well as other scientific domains that yield valuable theory on
cyberbullying, such as psychology, in addition to using a larger set
of scientific databases.
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