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It’s hardly a news flash to say that our access to online 
communications has had a dramatic impact on the way 
we live our lives. This instant availability of a virtually 
boundless amount of information certainly brings 
with it many very real benefits, to us personally, to our 
communities, to our country, and to people across the 
globe. Now, thanks to our electronic devices, we can 
know immediately if a tornado is coming or if Justin 
Bieber tickets have gone on sale. But at the same time, 
we get constant reminders of some of the bad things 
that these forms of communication make possible. 

One negative aspect of which many FLL readers may not 
be aware is the increased exposure to liability that may 
stem from the use of social media. The First Amendment 
guarantees us the right to free speech, but that right 
doesn’t mean that you can say or write anything about 
anyone else with no concern for the consequences. It’s 
the old idea that you can’t yell “Fire!” in a movie theatre 
if there is no fire. 

So, whether a person is using Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, 
or any of the millions of blog or gripe sites out there, 
anyone with a computer or mobile device and an opinion 
could find themselves the target of a liability lawsuit for 
a whole laundry list of damages or “injuries” that may 
arise from the practice of cyber bullying, a term that 
means bullying conducted through the Internet. 

We’ve actually seen at least one tragic case of a teenager 
who committed suicide because of cyber bullying 
by schoolmates. In 2010, Phoebe Prince of South 
Hadley, Massachusetts, took her own life after ongoing 
harassment from classmates. In the aftermath, six 
students (3 boys and 3 girls) went to trial, and the town 
of South Hadley agreed to a settlement of $225,000 
with the victim’s mother. So, you can see that if you’re 
responsible for a youngster or a young adult who has 
access to social media (that’s all of them), your exposure 
increases exponentially, and you could find yourself 
facing huge legal costs to defend your son or daughter, 
or maybe even yourself. 

Bullying knows no age bounds, and one recent lawsuit 
has showed that it’s not just young people who engage 
in cyber bullying. Consider this recent story from the 
Chicago area: A civil lawsuit filed in May alleges New 
Trier Hockey Club coach Bob Melton anonymously posted 
vicious attacks on a hockey website against Wilmette 
Hockey Association President Chuck Smith and his family. 

Years ago, if we were bullied at school, we might come 
away with a black eye or lose our lunch money. Today, 
bullying is a whole different world. 

Now, a potentially damaging comment, photo, or video 
can go viral and be seen by thousands of people, if not 
millions, in mere moments. If the person or business on 
the receiving end of these attacks (what has now been 
termed as “electronic aggression”), decides to sue you 
for damages, the defense costs and potential judgment 
or settlement could get very, very expensive. Depending 
on the severity, this could be a devastating financial hit 
to your personal assets.

So what to do? Protect yourself! And 
here is where a little knowledge and 
a good, independent insurance agent 
can go a long way. Be aware that the 
standard homeowner’s policy does not 
cover “personal injury” that stems from 
libel, slander, or defaming a person or 
organization or their goods, products 
or services. It also does not cover the 
distribution of material that violates a 
person’s right of privacy. 

…the standard homeowner’s policy does 
not cover these types of “personal injury” 
stemming from libel, slander, or defaming a person or 
organization.

Coverage for this type of “personal injury” is available, 
however, and you can add it to most homeowner’s 
policies for a very low additional premium. Some 
insurance companies include this automatically on their 
preferred-type policies or with a package of coverage 
enhancements, but you won’t know whether or not you 
have this protection unless you ask, or take the time 
to carefully read your policy. And, it’s also a great idea 
to purchase a personal umbrella for an added layer of 
liability protection on top of what the homeowner’s 
policy provides.

But watch your step! The American Association of 
Insurance Services (AAIS), an advisory group that 
supplies standardized policy forms to more than 700 
insurance companies nationwide, recently introduced 
an exclusion in response to suicides by teens victimized 
by cyber bullying. This exclusion specifically denies 
coverage for personal injury that arises out of 
“electronic aggression.”

Fortunately, the Insurance Services Office (ISO), which 
also provides policy forms to insurance companies, has 
taken a different approach. At least, for the time being, 
the ISO form does provide coverage for libel, slander, 
defamation, and invasion of privacy, but even this 
coverage has exclusions you’ll need to be aware of.

The bottom line is that you, your family, and your 
financial well-being are constantly exposed to a  
whole host of different risks, each and every day,  
and the increase in electronic communication is just  
one of them. 

Securing the proper protection against this relatively 
new form of liability can be a daunting and very complex 
task, but it really doesn’t have to be, and it doesn’t have 
to be terribly expensive. 

This issue of electronic aggression brings to light 
once again how critical it is to seek the advice of an 
independent agent who has integrity and only your best 
interests in mind. It’s one of many factors that we’ll 
look at in a “Ross Review,” and it’s one more reason 
why having a “Ross Review” is a great way to get your 
insurance questions answered and to come away with 
that “sleep-at-night” sense of security that comes from 
knowing that you have the coverage that you need at a 
competitive price. s
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