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Preface to ”Family, Bullying and Cyberbullying”

A few years ago, one of my sisters asked me to talk to one of her friends whose son was being

bullied by an older student. My sister told this friend that I had been studying bullying for years,

and she believed that I could advise her on how to deal with this problem in the school and, also,

on how to talk with her son. Although I had been investigating bullying for more than 10 years and

I had published several studies analyzing this form of aggression in Spain, the truth is that I had

not directly intervened in a bullying case beyond offering advice to different educational centers on

how to study its prevalence and help in the design of some preventive activities. Indeed, although my

formation in social psychology and my readings of studies, such as those conducted by Salmivalli and

Voeten (2004) or Ojala and Nesdale (2004), helped me to understand that bullying is a social process

involving individual and group factors, I had not paid special attention to family variables in my

own research. Fortunately, I had read quite a lot of studies analyzing this relationship. Research by

Espelage, Bosworth & Simon (2000) or Cava, Musitu, Buelga & Murgui (2010), among many others,

has helped me, over the years, to comprehend the important role played by the family in the bullying

dynamics. This knowledge, of course, did not make me an expert on the subject, but it did not make

release me from the responsibility that I think academics and researchers have regarding the reality

that we analyze. So, I met with my sister’s friend to try to help her in whatever way I could or, in any

case, guide her to seek more effective help than mine. When we met, I found a mother very concerned

about her son’s wellbeing. For a while, she had noticed he was more taciturn and reserved than

usual. She tried to find out if something was happening to him, but he was not very communicative.

Sometime later, he told her what was going on in the school. She experienced feelings of guilt and,

also, anger. Luckily, these emotions had not led her to act impulsively. We know that when a boy

or a girl finally decides to tell his family that he has been suffering bullying, adults should avoid

playing down the facts that the child narrates, and also avoid blaming him/her for not defending

themselves from the bullying. As this mother did, it is advisable not to make decisions in a “hot

mood” or take actions without considering the opinion of the child. We must to take time to think

about what is the best way to act. To begin with, it is almost certain that our son is reluctant to

talk directly with the people in charge of the school. For example, he may fear that other peers

will know about the bullying he/she is suffering. He may also fear possible retaliations from the

perpetrator. At first, the family should help by listening attentively to what their child is telling them.

It is important that family members make their child a participant regarding decisions about what

to do, without it leading to inaction. In my opinion, this mother was doing great work listening

to her son, and they agreed she would talk with the teachers at the school. When this time came,

she happily met very receptive professionals who immediately began to inquire about the problem

and were in constant communication with the parents about the steps they undertook to stop the

bullying. Without going into detail, the effort made by the school staff was good, but the mother

had internalized the guilt and she still felt unable to improve her son’s wellbeing. I advised her

regarding what the bullying research carried out in the last 40 years has discovered. Multiple studies

have shown that family communication is key to detecting any type of problem that children and

adolescents may be experiencing and to seek for solutions. Research has shown that families that

spend time during the day engaged in dialogue with their members, for example, at meals or dinners,

are able to detect possible situations of conflict more quickly (Elgar et al., 2014). In these spaces,

parents must be interested in the things that young people have done during the day, especially
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in the school or when they are using information and communication technologies. Research has

recommended that parents should encourage their children to talk about relationships with their

friends, if they have had a specific problem with another student, or ask if there is someone they

would like to invite home to know how his/her social life is going on. Although the existence of this

communication, in itself, does not prevent that youth suffering from bullying, it does help to create a

climate of trust in which the youth knows that his/her family members are there to help. In the case to

which I am relating, finding moments to share the things that had happened during the day, finding

spaces to play with their children, and being available when children wanted to talk strengthen the

bond between the members of this family and enabled them to reconnect. Of course, this did not solve

the problem on its own, but it did improve everyone’s attitude in facing it and finding solutions. This

mother’s actions and the positive help of her son’s teachers made the bullying stop, and his life in

the center improved. Although single studies on bullying are not definitive enough from which we

can draw universal clinical, practice, or policy implications, they could be helpful. In this sense, the

aim of this book is to review and discuss the role that family plays on bullying behaviors during

childhood and adolescence, with a special focus on electronic bullying or cyberbullying. It is my

hope that the range of international and multidisciplinary perspectives brought together will serve to

raise awareness of the importance of family in prevent bullying.
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Abstract: In recent years, the number of studies conducted on the influence of family variables on
cyberbullying perpetration and victimization has increased, especially in terms of relational family
processes. The present review investigates the role played by family variables on cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization. A systematic literature review was conducted in five databases
(ScienceDirect, Scopus, PubMed, ERIC, and Web of Science) from October 2016 to October 2018.
During this brief period of time, the number of publications on family variables and cyberbullying,
both perpetration and victimization, has significantly increased. We eventually reviewed 34 studies
which rigorously met the selection criteria of our research. For the analysis of the results, we
distinguish between two types of variables according to the following possibilities of pedagogical
intervention: Structural (contextual family variables and individual parental processes), and
dynamic (relational family processes). Our review found evidence that there is more controversy
around structural variables than around dynamic variables. The most consistent variables are
family communication and the quality of the family relationship. However, there is a perceived
need for clarifying the influence that different structural variables, parental educational styles,
and parental mediation exert on the prevention and consolidation of cyberbullying perpetration
and cybervictimization.

Keywords: cyberbullying; cybervictimization; parent; family; systematic review

1. Introduction

Cyberbullying is an important phenomenon that may seriously affect anyone. Although
a universal definition has not been agreed upon, a widely accepted one is proposed by
Smith et al. (2008, p. 376), “an aggressive, intentional act carried out by a group or individual, using
electronic forms of contact, repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot easily defend him or
herself”. It is a complex phenomenon involving very different variables and factors. According to the
socio-ecological approach applied to bullying, several factors interact, such as individual factors and
those related to family, students, peer, and community reference groups, among others.

Given the above context, Espelage (2014) carried out a review of the protection and risk
factors linked to each of these systems. It was found that parental monitoring, supervision, family
conflict, family abuse, and family support are variables closely related to bullying. More recently,
Nocentini et al. (2018) have conducted a systematic review of 154 articles published between 1970 and
2017 on the role played by contextual family processes, relational processes, and individual parental
processes in bullying. This research shows the clear impact that family variables play in bullying,
especially the contextual family variables and relational family variables and, to a lesser extent, the
individual parental variables. More specifically, the variables with greater consistency and stability

Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 98; doi:10.3390/socsci8030098 www.mdpi.com/journal/socsci1
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as predictors of the phenomenon are, on the one hand, domestic violence and parental mental health
(contextual family variables), and on the other hand, child abuse, child neglect, and maladaptive
parenting (relational family processes).

Kowalski et al. (2014) conducted an exhaustive meta-analysis research on cyberbullying among
young people, including a critical review. Their work led to the conclusion that the children
involved in cyberbullying situations had weaker emotional links with their parents, a higher level of
parental discipline, and a lower frequency of parental monitoring. An inverse relationship between
parental support and involvement as perpetration was also found, as well as between parental
control and victimization. Görzig and Machackova (2015) also conducted a thorough analysis of
the prevalence of the phenomenon from a socio-ecological perspective, using the data from the EU
Kids Online research. They managed to recognize that the following variables: Parental concerns,
parental Internet use, and restrictive parental mediation, were associated with cybervictimization.
Finally, Elsaesser et al. (2017) analyzed the role of the parents in the prevention of cyberbullying and
cybervictimization in adolescence through a systematic review until October 2016. The authors found
that parental monitoring, as an integral part of a warm and supportive relationship, seems to be more
closely related to a decreased involvement of children in cyberbullying, both as perpetrators and as
victims. Definitively, these studies demonstrated the decisive role that family variables play in the
prevention of this phenomenon (Elsaesser et al. 2017).

The main objective of our study is to carry out a systematic review of the literature, focusing on
the role played by family variables in cyberbullying, both in terms of perpetration and victimization.
The research covers a two-year period, between October 2016 and October 2018. The main reason for
the selection of this period is the notable increase in the volume of publications on the phenomenon
over the past three years. This can be seen through the search by title of the terms “cyberbullying OR
cybervictim” in databases such as ScienceDirect, SCOPUS, PubMed, and Web of Science. The works
published from 2016 to 2018 represent approximately 50% of the total amount of publications with
the same search criteria. Specifically, ScienceDirect found publications from 2007 to 2019, and the
2016–2018 period represents 52%. In SCOPUS, we found such publications since 2010, with the
2016–2018 period corresponding to 51%. In PubMed, taking into account publications from 2006 to
2019, the 2016–2018 period represents 49%. Finally, Web of Science found publications since 2003 to
2019, with the 2016–2018 period being equivalent to 50%. Therefore, all of them attest to the increase
in publications over the past three years. In addition, the systematic literature review carried out
by Elsaesser et al. (2017) on family variables ended in October 2016. Although this research is not a
continuation of their work, focusing on studies published between October 2016 and October 2018
allows us to cover a period of time that has not been previously analyzed.

For the analysis of the results, we integrated the socio-ecological approach (Bronfenbrenner 1977)
into a typology that classifies the family variables as structural and dynamic, according to their
possibilities of pedagogical intervention (Priegue 2016). The structural variables refer to the “family
background” mentioned by Coleman et al. (1966, p. 22) and are generated from the interaction
of multiple contextual variables, on which there is a lower possibility of pedagogical intervention.
With regard to the socio-ecological theory, it could be understood that structural family variables are
the product of the unidirectional interaction of the chronosystem, the macrosystem, the exosystem,
and the mesosystem on the microsystem. Structural factors include contextual family variables
and individual parental processes. The contextual family variables refer to family composition,
socioeconomic status, parents’ age, education level, mental health status, and violence between parents
or siblings. The individual parental processes refer to the beliefs, knowledge, values, attitudes, and
self-efficacy of parents. Second, the dynamic variables are the result of the multidirectional interaction
between the microsystem and the other systems. In other words, the dynamic variables are derived
from the interaction of the family and its structural variables (Ruiz 2001), which makes them more prone
to pedagogical intervention. If we take the socio-ecological analysis of family variables conducted by
Nocentini et al. (2018) as a reference point, the dynamic variables correspond to the relational family
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processes of their proposal. More specifically, dynamic factors include the interactions that occur in
the family environment, such as the case of parental educational styles, communication, and family
involvement and support.

2. Method

2.1. Search Strategy

The literature search was based on five different databases in order to collect the most relevant
publications on the influence of family variables on cyberbullying, both in terms of perpetration and
victimization. For the collection of the information, a manual coding system was used. We identified
the family variables that had been studied in each research study, the type of sample, the type of
behavior related to the phenomenon (cybervictimization and cyberbullying perpetration), as well as
the main findings regarding the family variables studied.

In particular, we conducted a systematic search of the published studies on family variables and
the phenomenon between October 2016 and October 2018, both inclusive. To this end, we followed the
recommendations of Higgins and Green (2008), i.e., avoiding the search of many concepts separately,
the use of “NOT”, and the language restrictions in the search. In addition, we considered using
synonyms and related terms combined with “AND” and “OR”, as needed. The following databases
were used: ScienceDirect, Scopus, PubMed, ERIC, and Web of Science. The search was conducted
combining Abstract, Title, and Keywords where possible. ScienceDirect and Scopus allowed the search
by Abstract, Title, and Keywords. PubMed and ERIC allowed the search by Abstract and Title. The Web
of Science database allowed exclusively the search by Title. The search strategy, which was adapted
according to the type of syntax, allowed in each database was the following: (“cyberbullying” OR
“bullying” OR “cybervictim”) AND (“family” OR “parent*”) AND (pubyear: 2016–2018). To maximize
the number of relevant results that may have been excluded, we used the following inclusive strategy:
(“cyberbullying” OR “bullying” OR “cybervictim”) AND (pubyear: 2016–2018).

2.2. Study Exclusion Criteria

For the search, we avoided the use of specific terms (e.g., control, mediation, communication,
etc.), in an attempt to include all possible family-related variables. However, studies with the
following characteristics were excluded: (1) Those focused on general aggression or violence and not
on bullying; (2) those which addressed bullying, but did not include cyberbullying perpetration
or cybervictimization; (3) those which addressed consequences associated with cyberbullying
perpetration or cybervictimization (e.g., depression, stress, anxiety, etc.); (4) those which used
family variables as moderators of psychological symptoms linked to cyberbullying perpetration
or cybervictimization (e.g., family conflict and depression, mental distress and family support, etc.);
(5) meta-analysis studies or systematic reviews of the literature; (6) those which used languages other
than English; and (7) those that were not published in an article format.

2.3. Data Extraction

The general search in the five databases included 8802 articles. Starting from this initial search,
we reviewed the Title of all the articles found, allowing us to exclude 8720 studies. The duplicated
studies (n = 6025) and those whose Title did not fit the seven criteria of the study (n = 2695) were
discarded. Thus, the number of articles evaluated for eligibility was 82. Subsequently, we reviewed
the Abstract and the full text of each of them to check whether the criteria were met, discarding a total
of 48 (see Figure 1). Finally, there were 34 research studies that rigorously met the criteria of our study
and were therefore included in this review.

3



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 98

S
cr

ee
n

in
g

 
In

cl
u

d
e

d
 

E
li

g
ib

il
it

y
 

Id
e

n
ti

fi
ca

ti
o

n
 

Records identified through 

database searching 

(n = 8802) 

ScienceDirect (n = 1376) 

SCOPUS (n = 1396) 

PubMed (n = 2015) 

ERIC (n = 1412) 

Web of Science (n = 2603) 

Records after duplicates removed 

(n = 2777) 

Records screened 

(n = 2777) 

Records excluded 

(n = 2695) 

Full-text articles 

assessed for eligibility 

(n = 82) 

Full-text articles excluded, 

with reasons (n = 48): 

• Addressed bullying, but

not including

cyberbullying

perpetration or

victimization

(n = 34) 

• Addressed consequences

associated with

cyberbullying

perpetration or

victimization

(n = 4) 

• Used family variables as

moderators of

psychological symptoms

linked to cyberbullying

perpetration or

victimization

(n = 10) 

Studies included in 

the final systematic 

review 

(n = 34) 

Figure 1. PRISMA Flow diagram of the systematic review process.

3. Results

There were 4 articles published from October to December 2016 (12%), 18 in 2017 (53%), and
12 from January to October 2018 (35%). Of the 34 empirical studies included in this review, 29 are
cross-sectional (85%), and 5 are longitudinal (15%). There are 33 quantitative studies, compared
to a single qualitative study. The samples were mainly from Asia (47%), Europe (32%), and the
United States (15%), but a research study from Africa and another from Oceania were also included
(see Table 1).

According to the quality of the 34 articles included in this review, 82% were published in a JCR
journal, 9% in SCOPUS journal, and 9% in others (6% were found from ERIC and 3% from Web of
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Science). A total of 82% of journals are Open Access and 88% of the studies were evaluated through a
peer-review process.

Table 1. Sample region and characteristics of the review.

Sample Region Country
Frequency of Studies,

n (%)

Asia

China 1 (3%)
Iran 1 (3%)

Israel 2 (7%)
Jordan 1 (3%)
Kuwait 1 (3%)

Malaysia 1 (3%)
Singapore 1 (3%)

South Korea 2 (7%)
Turkey 5 (17%)

Vietnam 1 (3%)

Africa South Africa 1 (3%)

America
Canada 1 (3%)

United States 4 (14%)

Europe

Cyprus 1 (3%)
Greece 1 (3%)
Iceland 1 (3%)

Portugal and the Azores 1 (3%)
Spain 5 (17%)

Sweden 1 (3%)
UK 1 (3%)

Oceania Australia and New Zealand 1 (3%)

Source: Systematic review conducted by the authors.

The type of instrument most commonly used in these research studies (15%) was the Revised
Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire (Olweus 1996). In most cases, the original version was used
and, in other cases, the questionnaire was adapted by the authors. The use of adaptations of other
instruments, such as those of Ybarra et al. (2007) and Hunt et al. (2012), both employed in 18% of the
studies, was also quite common. Finally, 6% opted for the adaptation of the instrument of Ang and
Goh (2010) and another 6% opted for the one developed by Patchin and Hinduja (2011).

Regarding the research topic, there were 8 studies (24%) that focused on the structural variables
as follow: There were 6 (18%) on the contextual family variables and 2 (6%) on the individual parental
processes. There were 20 studies (58%) which examined the dynamic family variables. The remaining
6 studies (18%) analyzed different levels of family functioning (see Table 2).

3.1. Structural Variables

3.1.1. Contextual Family Variables

There were 6 (18%) studies which focused only on contextual family variables
(Abdulsalam et al. 2017; Çakır et al. 2016; Chen et al. 2018; Garmy et al. 2018; Marret and Choo 2017;
Shaheen et al. 2018). However, there were 9 more studies (26%) which took into account such
variables (Bevilacqua et al. 2017; Beyazit et al. 2017; Buelga et al. 2017; Doty et al. 2017; Garaigordobil
and Machimbarrena 2017; Gómez et al. 2017; Le et al. 2017; Shams et al. 2017; Uludasdemir and
Kucuk 2018). The following variables were included: Family composition, family conflict, family’s
socioeconomic status, parents’ education level, parental employment situation, family’s home degree
of rurality, parents’ age, technological competence, stress, and parents’ city of residence.

The composition of the household turned out to be a prominent factor, with a certain degree of
consensus. Bevilacqua et al. (2017) found that students from single-parent households were more likely
to be cyberbullied. Abdulsalam et al. (2017) found that children of divorced/widowed parents were
more likely to be a cybervictim. Chen et al. (2018) discovered that parents’ divorce and separation were
associated with cyberbullying victimization. Garmy et al. (2018) found a correlation between children
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who did not live with their parents and higher frequencies of being bullied (cyber and traditional
victimization was included). Finally, Le et al. (2017) identified the composition of the household as a
predictor of perpetration behavior (cyber and traditional perpetration was included). However, the
other research studies that took this variable into account did not find any relationship between the
composition of the household and the probability of being a cybervictim or a cyberbullying perpetrator
(Beyazit et al. 2017; Doty et al. 2017; Uludasdemir and Kucuk 2018).

There is also quite a consensus among the results derived from the research on family conflict.
Buelga et al. (2017) found that the family conflict predicted the role of cyberbullies. Chen et al. (2018)
detected a relationship between parental in-law conflict and intimate partner violence, with a
higher possibility of children becoming cybervictims. Marret and Choo (2017) stated that students
who experienced high levels of parental conflict were twice more likely to be cybervictims. Finally,
Shams et al. (2017) discovered that children who had witnessed violence between their parents were
more likely to show bullying behaviors (cyber and traditional perpetration and victimization was
included). However, Le et al. (2017) found that witnessing violence between their parents was a
significant predictor of cyberbullying perpetration, but not in case of victimization.

Regarding the socioeconomic status, the results are inconclusive. Bevilacqua et al. (2017) found
that a low socioeconomic status was associated with a greater risk of being a cyberbullying victim
or a perpetrator. In addition, Shaheen et al. (2018) found that children belonging to low-income
families experienced bullying (cyber and traditional perpetration was included) more than those
from moderate-income families. Chen et al. (2018) were able to associate the low family income with
cybervictimization. On the other hand, Beyazit et al. (2017) found that a high family income was a
significant factor, predictive of cyberbullying perpetration. On the contrary, Garmy et al. (2018) studied
the socioeconomic status, identifying three groups according to the degree of affluence (low, medium,
and high), and the results were not significant.

In relation to the parents’ education level, the findings of the reviewed studies are contradictory.
Çakır et al. (2016) discovered that students with parents possessing a low level of education were more
likely to be cybervictims and cyberbullies. However, in the study conducted by Chen et al. (2018) only
the mother’s low level of education was associated with cyberbullying victimization. In addition, it
was also found that parents with a high level of education increased the likelihood of cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization (Uludasdemir and Kucuk 2018).

Regarding parental employment situation, Chen et al. (2018) discovered that father’s unemployment
was associated with cybervictimization. Shams et al. (2017) indicated that employed parents had less
time to spend with their children and these students sought weaker peers to bully them. However,
Shaheen et al. (2018) stated that the parents’ job did not have an impact on the adolescents’ bullying
experience (cyber and traditional victimization was included). Finally, Uludasdemir and Kucuk (2018)
also found no relationship between parental employment situations and cyberbullying perpetration
or victimization.

Regarding the family’s home degree of rurality, Garmy et al. (2018) reported that children who
lived in rural areas were associated with higher frequencies of being bullied (cyber and traditional
perpetration was included). Likewise, Gómez et al. (2017) found a significant relationship between
environment and involvement in cyberbullying behaviors, perpetration, and victimization.

In addition to the previous variables, others were studied, which were included in a single
research study. Beyazit et al. (2017) found that being a young father (under 40 years of age) was a
significant predictor of cyberperpetration. Çakır et al. (2016) discovered that the parents’ technological
competence made no statistically significant difference to being a cyberbullying perpetrator or a
cybervictim. The research carried out by Garaigordobil and Machimbarrena (2017) reported that
cybervictims had parents with higher parental stress. Finally, Abdulsalam et al. (2017) indicated that
students whose parents were not from the city of residence (non-Kuwaiti) were more likely to be
involved in cyberbullying perpetration or victimization.
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3.1.2. Individual Parental Processes

Only two research studies focused on individual parental processes. On the one hand, Barlett
and Fennel (2018) studied parental ignorance of their children’s online behaviors, which is understood
as the degree to which parents are unaware of their children’s Internet activities. It was found that
parents underestimated their children’s involvement in cyberbullying others and overestimated their
own enforcement of parental rules. It was also confirmed that a positive correlation exists between
parental ignorance and their children’s cyberbullying behavior. Said ignorance is found to be a positive
predictor of cyberbullying perpetration. On the other hand, Uludasdemir and Kucuk (2018) studied
the parents’ use of the Internet to monitor children’s awareness of bullying/victimization. In this
study, parents were found to be unaware of the cyberbullying and cybervictimization experienced
by adolescents. More specifically, they were unaware of their children’s social media account usage,
which increases cyberbullying rates among adolescents by 5.5 times.

3.2. Dynamic Variables

There were 20 (58%) studies which focused only on dynamic family variables (Bjereld et al. 2017;
Boniel-Nissim and Sasson 2018; Charalampous et al. 2018; Chen et al. 2018; Doty et al. 2017;
Giménez et al. 2017; Gómez et al. 2017; Govender and Young 2018; Ho et al. 2017; Hong et al. 2018;
Hood and Duffy 2018; Larrañaga et al. 2016; Lee and Shin 2017; Mobin et al. 2017; Sasson and Mesch
2017; Stavrinides et al. 2018; Vale et al. 2018; Vazsonyi et al. 2017; Wright 2017; Zurcher et al. 2018).
However, there were 6 more studies (17%) which took into account dynamic variables
(Bevilacqua et al. 2017; Beyazit et al. 2017; Buelga et al. 2017; Garaigordobil and Machimbarrena
2017; Le et al. 2017; Shams et al. 2017). The following variables are included: (a) Parental control over
children’s Internet use, monitoring and supervision, and mediation; (b) parent–child communication;
(c) parental support, warmth, cohesion, closeness, care, and attachment; (d) parental educational styles;
and (e) parental neglect, abuse and child maltreatment, parental dysfunction, rejection, and poor
parent–child relationship.

3.2.1. Parental Mediation

Regarding parental mediation, Wright (2017) found that restrictive mediation had a negative
correlation with cyberbullying perpetration and a positive correlation with cyberbullying victimization.
Ho et al. (2017) agreed that restrictive and active mediation were negatively associated with
cyberbullying perpetration on social media. In addition, Wright (2017) also found that co-viewing and
instructive mediation had a negative correlation with cyberbullying perpetration and victimization.
Despite the considerable number of studies which agree on the same results on parental mediation,
Sasson and Mesch (2017) indicated that parental mediation through guidance or non-intervention was
not statistically significant.

Regarding parental monitoring, there is fairly widespread agreement on its importance in the
appearance of cyberbullying and cybervictimization, although with slight variations in terms of the role.
Hood and Duffy (2018) discovered that cyberbullying perpetration and victimization were negatively
correlated with parental monitoring. Moreover, it was a significant protective factor in preventing
cybervictims from cyberbullying others. The results obtained by Gómez et al. (2017) indicated that
parental monitoring had a protective effect, especially for younger adolescents, but also for the older
ones. Moreover, Vazsonyi et al. (2017) also stated that higher levels of parental monitoring were
significantly associated with lower levels of cyberbullying perpetration. Finally, Giménez et al. (2017)
noted that parental supervision was associated with involvement in cyberbullying dynamics.

Regarding the parental control over children’s Internet use, the findings of the three studies
analyzing it agreed that it was a variable closely related to this phenomenon. Beyazit et al. (2017)
discovered that it was a significant factor for predicting cyberbullying perpetration. Gómez et al. (2017)
also indicated that the parental control and limitations over children’s Internet use may be associated
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with cyberbullying perpetration and victimization. Le et al. (2017) detected a correlation between
parental control and diminished odds of becoming a bully/a victim (cyber and traditional bullying
perpetration and victimization were included). Finally, Sasson and Mesch (2017) found a positive
correlation between the parental control over their children’s activities by technological means or by
checking their emails, IM accounts, or Facebook profile and the likelihood of online victimization.

3.2.2. Parent–Child Communication

Communication has been one of the most studied dynamic variables and there is a fairly high
degree of agreement between the results, making it one of the most important variables. On the one
hand, Boniel-Nissim and Sasson (2018) found that a poor parent–child communication was associated
with cybervictimization. These findings coincide with the results of the research conducted by
Buelga et al. (2017) who discovered that the variables, such as having non-open communication with
the mother and avoidant communication with the father, predicted the role of cybervictim. In addition,
Larrañaga et al. (2016) also found that children’s reports of avoidant communication with the mother
and parents’ reports of offensive communication were both associated with cybervictimization. Finally,
Bjereld et al. (2017) indicated that cyberbullied children had higher odds of finding it difficult to talk to
their parents and of feeling that the family was not listening to them. On the other hand, both positive
mother–child communication and father–child communication were associated with lower risks of
cybervictimization (Boniel-Nissim and Sasson 2018). These results agree with the previous findings
of the research conducted by Doty et al. (2017), who stated that parent–child communication offered
direct protection for students, thus reducing the likelihood of their being cyberbullied.

3.2.3. Parental Support, Warmth, Cohesion, Closeness, Care, and Attachment

Research on parental support, warmth, cohesion, closeness, care, and attachment supports the
importance of establishing a good relationship between parents and their children in order to prevent
this phenomenon. According to Ates et al. (2018), family support was negatively associated with
cybervictimization and cyberbullying perpetration. Vazsonyi et al. (2017) noted that higher levels
of paternal and maternal closeness were significantly correlated with lower levels of cyberbullying
perpetration. Doty et al. (2017) showed that care was directly protective for students, reducing the
likelihood of being cyberbullied. Finally, Lee and Shin (2017) concluded that although the parental
attachment variable failed to be significant in predicting cyberbullying perpetration, it did have some
impact on it.

3.2.4. Parental Educational Styles

No consensus has yet been reached on the role of each of the parental educational styles in
cyberbullying or cybervictimization, although their importance is unquestionable. Garaigordobil and
Machimbarrena (2017) discovered that cybervictims had parents with higher parental stress, who
used more permissive educational styles, whereas cyberaggressors had parents with lower levels
of parental competence. Charalampous et al. (2018) indicated that parental style seemed to affect
early adolescents’ involvement in cyberbullying and victimization through their influence on peer
attachment relationships. More specifically, Govender and Young (2018) noted that authoritarian
parenting was significantly and moderately correlated with cyberbullying perpetration. These results
agree with those obtained by Zurcher et al. (2018), who reported that authoritarian parenting behaviors
served as a risk factor for cyberbullying perpetration, particularly for boys. They also coincide with the
findings of the research conducted by Shams et al. (2017), who indicated that children of authoritarian
parents were more likely to be bullied by other students (cyber and traditional victimization was
included). From this study, it was also concluded that permissive and indulgent parents were more
likely to have children who bully other students (cyber and traditional bullying perpetration was
included). Vale et al. (2018) achieved results similar to those of the above-mentioned authors, stating
that laissez-faire parenting affected adolescents’ cyber-involvement. Their findings also indicated
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that children in the non-violent group were more likely to perceive their parents’ style of parenting
as authoritative and authoritarian, and victim-perpetrators as permissive and laissez-faire. Finally,
Zurcher et al. (2018) also concluded that the authoritative parenting style, specifically the warmth and
support dimension, was associated with lower levels of cyberbullying perpetration.

3.2.5. Parental Neglect, Child Abuse and Maltreatment, Parental Dysfunction, Rejection, and Poor
Parent–Child Relationship

According to the research carried out by Hong et al. (2018), parental neglect was related to indirect
cybervictimization. Higher levels of parental abuse and family dysfunction were associated with a
higher risk of indirect cybervictimization. Moreover, parental abuse, parental neglect, and family
dysfunction were associated with direct cybervictimization. These results coincide with those obtained
by Chen et al. (2018) who claimed that child neglect and maltreatment were associated with a higher
possibility of children becoming cybervictims.

Regarding parental rejection, the longitudinal research study conducted by Stavrinides et al. (2018)
reported that parental rejection at Time 1 significantly predicted victimization at Time 2. Parental
rejection, however, was not a significant predictor of bullying. In addition, bullying and victimization at
Time 1 significantly predicted parental rejection at Time 2 (cyber and traditional bullying perpetration
and victimization were included).

Finally, Bjereld et al. (2017) concluded that cyberbullied children had poorer relationships with
their parents. Similarly, the findings of Mobin et al. (2017) suggested that children who had a poor
relationship with their parents were more likely to be cybervictims.

4. Discussion

4.1. Structural Variables

4.1.1. Contextual Family Variables

Research studies included in this review support the results of previous works regarding
the importance of the following variables: Household composition (e.g., Fanti et al. 2012), family
conflict (e.g., Baldry 2003; Beran and Violato 2004; Buelga and Chóliz 2013; Hawkins et al. 2000;
Hemphill et al. 2015; Shields and Cicchetti 2001), family socioeconomic status (e.g., Görzig and
Machackova 2015; Livingstone et al. 2011), and parents’ education level (e.g., Makri-Botsari and
Karagianni 2014), which we will discuss below.

Starting with the household composition, the discrepancy between the studies could be due to
two factors as follows: The country of origin of the sample and the type of instrument used. Two of
the research samples of the studies which did not find any relationship between the composition of the
household and cyberbullying, perpetration, and victimization, came from Turkey (Beyazit et al. 2017;
Uludasdemir and Kucuk 2018). In addition, these studies employed instruments less commonly used
in research (e.g., Aricak et al. 2008; Topçu and Erdur-Baker 2010). Another study that did not find
any relationship between the composition of the household and cyberbullying used the following
single item to evaluate the phenomenon (Doty et al. 2017, p. 7): “How often have you been bullied
through email, chat rooms, instant messaging, websites or texting?” The only research that found
a relationship between the household composition and cyberbullying perpetration (Le et al. 2017)
also employed an instrument less commonly used in research (Le et al. 2016). On the contrary,
studies did find a relationship between the composition of the household and cybervictimization
(Abdulsalam et al. 2017; Bevilacqua et al. 2017; Chen et al. 2018; Garmy et al. 2018) with instruments
that have been extensively used in our study field (e.g., Olweus 1996) or items coming from research
studies of recognized importance (e.g., Currie et al. 2014; Genta et al. 2009). Definitively, it could be
concluded that the most reliable results point to a relationship between the household composition
and cybervictimization. These results agree with previous research, such as the study conducted by
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Fanti et al. (2012) who found that adolescents living in single-parent households were more likely to
be involved in cyberbullying victimization.

There is also a broad agreement among the results derived from studies on family conflict. Studies
carried out in previous decades had already pointed out that the continued presence of violence and the
use of ineffective strategies for the resolution of family conflicts led to violent behaviors and attitudes
of children (Baldry 2003; Beran and Violato 2004; Hawkins et al. 2000; Shields and Cicchetti 2001).
Subsequent studies, such as the work conducted by Hemphill et al. (2015), corroborated that family
conflict was a predictive variable of bullying behaviors, which might be extended to cyberbullying and
cybervictimization if we take into account that these patterns of violent behavior are generalized to
other contexts, in both classroom and virtual environments (Buelga and Chóliz 2013). The relationship
between family conflict and cybervictimization was also demonstrated by the studies analyzed in the
present review (Buelga et al. 2017; Chen et al. 2018; Marret and Choo 2017) through instruments that
have been extensively used in our study field (e.g., Currie et al. 2014; Ybarra et al. 2007). The only
study that found no relationship between family conflict and cybervictimization, but did find it with
cyberbullying perpetration (Le et al. 2017), employed an instrument less commonly used in research
(Le et al. 2016). The only qualitative study included in this systematic review (Shams et al. 2017) agrees
that there is a relationship between family conflict and involvement in bullying behaviors, although
it does not mention what type. For all these reasons, we believe that family conflict has a significant
influence on cybervictimization. However, further studies are needed to analyze in greater depth the
possible relationship with cyberbullying perpetration.

Regarding the socioeconomic status, a higher level of consensus was found in previous research
studies (e.g., Görzig and Machackova 2015; Livingstone et al. 2011). Livingstone et al. (2011) showed
that the risk of becoming involved in the phenomenon was greater if the socioeconomic status was
high. In the same vein, the findings of Görzig and Machackova (2015) pointed out a double relationship
between the family socioeconomic status and participation in the phenomenon. On the one hand,
between the role of victim and their low socioeconomic status and, on the other, between the role
of aggressor and their high socioeconomic status. The research studies that we have considered for
this systematic review differ more from each other. However, we could understand the differences
according to the type of instrument used. The studies that agree on the influence of a low family
socioeconomic status on the involvement in the phenomenon (Bevilacqua et al. 2017; Chen et al. 2018;
Shaheen et al. 2018) do so through instruments that have been extensively used in our study field
(e.g., Hunt et al. 2012; Genta et al. 2009). The only work that found a relationship between a high
socioeconomic status and cyberbullying perpetration (Le et al. 2017) employed an instrument less
commonly used in research (Le et al. 2016). In summary, the economic status seems to have an influence
on cyberbullying perpetration and cybervictimization, but it is still an unclear variable, so further
research may be necessary.

In relation to the parents’ education level, the findings of the reviewed studies (Çakır et al. 2016;
Chen et al. 2018; Uludasdemir and Kucuk 2018) are contradictory. Çakır et al. (2016) and Uludasdemir
and Kucuk (2018) had different findings despite the fact that they had samples from the same country,
Turkey, and of the same age group, high-school students. A possible explanation for their different
findings could be the use of different instruments to assess the phenomenon (Ayas and Horzum 2010,
respectively). A previous work which included the parents’ education level variable is that conducted
by Makri-Botsari and Karagianni (2014). Unlike the research contained in this study, they indicated
that the educational level was not a significant differentiating factor of cyberbullying behavior. The role
of the parents’ education level variable on cyberbullying and victimization is still unclear, so further
research may be necessary.

In relation to the parents’ employment, the findings of the reviewed studies are contradictory.
As in the case of the parents’ education level, the same studies obtained different results
(Çakır et al. 2016) in spite of the fact that they had samples from the same country, Turkey, and
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of the same age group, high-school students. The different findings could be due to the use of different
instruments (Ayas and Horzum 2010; Topçu and Erdur-Baker 2010, respectively).

In addition to the previous variables, other variables that were analyzed by a single study, such as
the degree of rurality, parents’ age, parents’ technological competence, parental stress, and the city of
residence, should be studied in greater depth in the future.

4.1.2. Parental Individual Processes

Regarding previous research, the study of Canadian adolescents carried out by Hemphill et al.
(2015) indicated that poor parental awareness of youth activities, when adolescents were 15 years of
age, significantly predicted higher adolescent reports of past year cyberbullying perpetration four
years later. The results of the work conducted by Uludasdemir and Kucuk (2018), which were analyzed
in this systematic review, agree with those reached by that previous study. From the analysis of the
parental individual processes we can conclude that the research should be extended, since the number
of studies dealing with them is very limited and the influence they have on cybervictimization or
cyberbullying perpetration is not clear. Therefore, studies on parents’ knowledge of the phenomenon,
their perception, as well as their beliefs, attitudes, and values would be of interest. Further research
would allow us to compare the existing limited results and to draw the relevant conclusions.

4.2. Dynamic Variables

4.2.1. Parental Mediation

The works analyzed in this systematic review focused mainly on the study of parental monitoring,
restrictive mediation, and control. On the one hand, the research studies that focused on parental
monitoring (Gómez et al. 2017; Hood and Duffy 2018; Vazsonyi et al. 2017) agree that it is a strategy
that has a negative influence on cyberbullying, both in terms of victimization and perpetration.
These works used consolidated instruments to measure the phenomenon (e.g., Olweus 1996;
Patchin and Hinduja 2011). On the other hand, studies that focused on restrictive mediation and
control (Beyazit et al. 2017; Gómez et al. 2017; Ho et al. 2017; Le et al. 2017; Sasson and Mesch 2017;
Wright 2017) also reached a certain consensus about the positive relationship that cyberbullying had
with both victimization and perpetration. The most contradictory findings are those of Sasson and
Mesch (2017), who indicated that they did not obtain significant results in terms of parental mediation
through guidance or non-intervention. They showed that these actions had no effect on the odds of
their children becoming online victims. However, these discrepancies can be explained by the type
of sample used in the research, since they were the only ones who included children as young as
ten years old. The other studies used samples of students aged from 12 to 14 years old. Another
possible explanation for this discrepancy could be the type of instrument used since these authors
are the only ones using a two-step method to measure cybervictimization. First, the children were
asked if, in the last year, anyone had behaved toward him/her in an insulting or damaging manner.
Subsequently, children who answered yes were then asked if this behavior happened online, face
to face, or over the phone. Finally, the number of studies, included in this systematic review, that
analyzed active mediation was very limited, since only Ho et al. (2017) showed a negative relationship
with cyberbullying perpetration.

In the same way as indicated in the studies analyzed in this review, the scientific literature
(e.g., D’Haenens et al. 2013; Duerager and Livingstone 2012; Navarro et al. 2013; Pfetsch 2018)
supports mediation as an effective educational strategy in order to reduce the risks of Internet
use by minors. However, there is no general agreement about what is the most effective type of
mediation (Pfetsch 2018). More specifically, Navarro et al. (2013) stated that the monitoring software,
the creation of rules governing the shared information, and the time minors spend online helped lessen
the likelihood of becoming a cybervictim. Duerager and Livingstone (2012) showed that restrictive
mediation was connected to lower online risks, such as involvement in cyberbullying behaviors.

18



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 98

However, D’Haenens et al. (2013) reported a greater involvement in cyberbullying behaviors of
children whose parents opted for the restrictive mediation of Internet use and who were less active in
mediating Internet use. Lin and Chen (2016) found a significant and negative relationship between
parental restriction and online risky behavior. In addition, their research discovered that parental
monitoring was one of the strongest risk predictors. Finally, active parental mediation and co-use
of media seem to be the most effective parental mediation strategies in relation to the prevention
of cyberbullying perpetration and victimization, but further research is still needed (Pfetsch 2018).
There is a clear need for continuing the research on parental mediation and, more specifically, on active
mediation. This would allow comparing the results and understanding, in greater depth, the influence
that parental mediation has on cyberbullying, both in terms of victimization and perpetration.

4.2.2. Parent–Child Communication

There is a fairly high degree of agreement between the results of the works studied
(Bjereld et al. 2017; Boniel-Nissim and Sasson 2018; Buelga et al. 2017; Doty et al. 2017;
Larrañaga et al. 2016), making parent–child communication one of the most important family variables.
A poor quality of family communication, avoidant, not open, and with difficulties in general, is
related to a greater probability of becoming a cybervictim. On the contrary, good communication
works as a protective factor, reducing the risk of becoming a cybervictim. Several previous studies
(e.g., Varela 2012; Yubero et al. 2014) found a greater possibility of becoming a victim of cyberbullying
when there are, in general, communication problems in the family and, in particular, when we refer to
the relationship with the mother. Therefore, the authors agree with Yubero et al. (2014, p. 344) on the
importance of “improving family communication to protect children from harassment”. Varela (2012)
also confirmed, through her doctoral research, that young people who had relationships with their
parents, characterized by open and fluid communication and by using, within the family, strategies of
conflict resolution based on dialog and understanding, were not usually affected by situations that
involve violence.

4.2.3. Parental Cohesion

The works studied analyzing family cohesion, support, care, attachment, and closeness
(Ates et al. 2018; Doty et al. 2017; Lee and Shin 2017; Vazsonyi et al. 2017) agree that these are important
variables to prevent cyberbullying, both in terms of victimization and perpetration. Family cohesion
had also previously been pointed out as a protective factor of social adjustment during adolescence,
which reduced the odds of experiencing cyberbullying perpetration (Navarro et al. 2013). Likewise,
Ortega-Barón et al. (2016) indicated that severe cyberbullying victims, compared to non-victims,
obtained significantly lower scores on family cohesion. In the same vein, Lin and Chen (2016) reflected
a significant negative relationship between family cohesion and online risky behavior. In addition,
Lin and Chen (2016) discovered that one of the strongest predictors for adolescents’ risky online
behavior was family cohesion.

4.2.4. Parental Educational Styles

The works studied analyzing the influence of parental educational styles on cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization (Charalampous et al. 2018; Garaigordobil and Machimbarrena 2017;
Govender and Young 2018; Shams et al. 2017; Vale et al. 2018; Zurcher et al. 2018) focused mainly on
authoritarian and permissive styles. On the one hand, Govender and Young (2018), Shams et al. (2017),
and Zurcher et al. (2018) agree that the authoritarian educational style has a positive relationship
with cyberbullying perpetration. On the other hand, Garaigordobil and Machimbarrena (2017),
Shams et al. (2017), and Vale et al. (2018) concur that there is a relationship between the permissive
style and cybervictimization. A single study provided information on the authoritative style
(Zurcher et al. 2018), which seems of great interest because of its negative relationship with the
cyberbullying perpetration.
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The research studies addressing the relationship of parental educational styles and cyberbullying
(e.g., Carson 2014; Dilmaç and Aydoğan 2010; Georgiou and Stavrinides 2013; Kokkinos et al. 2016;
Makri-Botsari and Karagianni 2014) reached, in general terms, very similar conclusions, although we
also detected certain discrepancies on specific issues, which we discuss below.

One of the first works that specifically addressed this issue was conducted by Dilmaç and
Aydoğan (2010), who concluded that the most significant parental educational style, when predicting
cyberbullying perpetration and victimization, was the authoritarian style. Makri-Botsari and
Karagianni (2014) came to a similar conclusion, finding that the children of authoritative parents
had the lowest rate of involvement, placing themselves at the other end of the scale compared to those
educated under authoritarian guidelines. In addition, they indicated that parental educational styles
could not be considered predictors of cybervictimization, but they were predictors of cyberperpetration.

Moreover, the doctoral research developed by Carson (2014) argued that there was a clear
correlation between parental educational styles and involvement in cyberbullying situations. More
specifically, the authoritative educational style was seen as a protective factor, predicting a low
frequency of involvement in the phenomenon, and the permissive styles reached the highest risk levels.
On the contrary, Kokkinos et al. (2016) pointed out that the neglecting educational style could be
considered of the highest risk.

Definitively, it is clear that parental educational styles are closely related to cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization, although it is not yet possible to establish an irrefutable correlation
between different roles and styles. Despite this, it could be stated that a certain level of consensus
has been reached by associating authoritarian and/or inconsistent styles with aggressive behaviors,
overprotective styles with victimization behaviors, and authoritative styles as factors to protect the
phenomenon for both roles. The fact is that parental educational styles are already recognized
as determining factors in the child’s behavior with information and communication technology
(Kokkinos et al. 2016). Moreover, studying the influence of the authoritative educational style on
cyberbullying perpetration and cybervictimization could provide a useful basis for further research.

4.2.5. Poor Parent–Child Relationships

The results of the analyzed studies on abuse, neglect, rejection, poor relationships, and
family dysfunctions (Bjereld et al. 2017; Chen et al. 2018; Hong et al. 2018; Mobin et al. 2017;
Stavrinides et al. 2018) achieved a significant level of agreement in their positive relationship
with the involvement in cybervictimization. The findings of these studies on poor parent–child
relationships are similar to previous outcomes (e.g., Gomes-Franco-Silva and Sendín-Gutiérrez 2014;
Lereya et al. 2013). The meta-analysis performed by Lereya et al. (2013) demonstrated that the existence
of a negative family climate made young people more vulnerable to being intimidated by their peers.
More specifically, Gomes-Franco-Silva and Sendín-Gutiérrez (2014) noted that deteriorated family
relationships resulted in children spending more time connected to the Internet, seeking to fill their
gaps with interaction with other people online; it is well-known that this behavior involves numerous
risks. Definitively, the quality of parent–child relationship has a clear relation with cybervictimization.

5. Conclusions

In recent years, the number of studies conducted on family variables has increased due to their
evident repercussion on cyberbullying perpetration and victimization, especially works focused on
dynamic variables. Our review found evidence that there is more controversy around structural
variables than around dynamic variables. The most consistent variables are family communication and
the quality of the family relationship. However, there is a perceived need for specifying the influence
that different family structural variables, parental educational styles, and parental mediation exert on
the prevention and consolidation of cyberbullying perpetration and cybervictimization. For all of these
reasons, we believe that further steps should be taken to clarify the role that family variables perform
on the phenomenon. Based on the large increase in publications over the past three years, systematic
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literature reviews carried out in a brief period could be very useful. This approach would allow us to
examine the findings of further studies and draw conclusions regarding to the previous research.

6. Limitations of the Study

The main weakness is the lack of complementary sources, such as websites, theses, dissertations,
snowballing literature, and gray literature. This deficiency is derived from excluding the studies
which were not in an article format (exclusion criterion). Furthermore, our review lacks an in-depth
analysis of the type of definition of cyberbullying used in each of these studies, in spite of being of
special interest to the research of this topic. Finally, the quality of the empirical research used for this
systematic review has not been conducted.

However, the present work focuses on clarifying the main findings on the hitherto little-explored
influence exerted by family variables on both cyberbullying perpetration and cybervictimization.
The reviewed studies were carried out over a finite period of time, in which there was a significant
increase in the number of studies on family variables and cyberbullying perpetration and victimization.
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Dilmaç, Bülent, and Didem Aydoğan. 2010. Parental attitudes as a predictor of cyber bullying among primary

school children. World Academy of Science, Engineering and Technology 67: 167–71. Available online: http:

//waset.org/publications/3406 (accessed on 13 December 2018).

Doty, Jennifer L., Amy L. Gower, Jessie H. Rudi, Barbara J. McMorris, and Iris W. Borowsky. 2017. Patterns of

bullying and sexual harassment: Connections with parents and teachers as direct protective factors. Journal

of Youth and Adolescence 46: 2289–304. [CrossRef]

Duerager, Andrea, and Sonia Livingstone. 2012. How Can Parents Support Children’s Internet Safety? London:

London School of Economics and Political Science.

Elsaesser, Caitlin, Beth Russell, Christine McCauley Ohannessian, and Desmond Pattond. 2017. Parenting in a

digital age: A review of parents’ role in preventing adolescent cyberbullying. Aggression and Violent Behavior

35: 62–72. [CrossRef]

Espelage, Dorothy L. 2014. Ecological theory: Preventing youth bullying, aggression, and victimization. Theory

into Practice 53: 257–64. [CrossRef]

Fanti, Kostas A., Andreas G. Demetriou, and Veronica V. Hawa. 2012. A longitudinal study of cyberbullying:

Examining risk and protective factors. European Journal of Developmental Psychology 9: 168–81. [CrossRef]

Garaigordobil, Maite, and Juan Manuel Machimbarrena. 2017. Stress, competence, and parental educational styles

in victims and aggressors of bullying and cyberbullying. Psicothema 29: 335–40. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Garmy, Pernilla, Rúnar Vilhjálmsson, and Guðrún Kristjánsdóttir. 2018. Bullying in school-aged children in

Iceland: A cross-sectional study. Journal of Pediatric Nursing 38: 30–4. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Genta, Maria Luisa, Antonella Brighi, and Annalisa Guarini. 2009. European project on bullying and cyberbullying

granted by Daphne II programme. Zeitschrift für Psychologie/Journal of Psychology 217: 233.

Georgiou, Stelios N., and Panayiotis Stavrinides. 2013. Parenting at home and bullying at school. Social Psychology

of Education 16: 165–79. [CrossRef]

22



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 98

Giménez, Ana Mª, José A. Luengo, and Mª Bartrina. 2017. What are young people doing on Internet? Use of ICT,

parental supervision strategies and exposure to risks. Electronic Journal of Research in Educational Psychology

15: 533–52. [CrossRef]

Gomes-Franco-Silva, Flávia, and José Carlos Sendín-Gutiérrez. 2014. Internet as a Haven and Social Shield.

Problematic Uses of the Network by Young Spaniards/Internet como refugio y escudo social: Usos

problemáticos de la Red por jóvenes españoles. Comunicar 22: 45–53. [CrossRef]

Gómez, Patricia, Sion Kim Harris, Carmen Barreiro, Manuel Isorna, and Antonio Rial. 2017. Profiles of Internet use

and parental involvement, and rates of online risks and problematic Internet use among Spanish adolescents.

Computers in Human Behavior 75: 826–33. [CrossRef]

Görzig, Anke, and Hana Machackova. 2015. Cyberbullying from a Socio-Ecological Perspective: A Contemporary

Synthesis of Findings from EU Kids Online. London: London School of Economics and Political Science.

Govender, Catherine, and Kelly Young. 2018. A comparison of gender, age, grade, and experiences of authoritarian

parenting amongst traditional and cyberbullying perpetrators. South African Journal of Education 38: 1–11.

[CrossRef]

Hawkins, J. David, Todd I. Herrenkohl, David P. Farrington, Devon Brewer, Richard F. Catalano, Tracy W. Harachi,

and Lynn Cothern. 2000. Predictors of Youth Violence. Juvenil Justice Bulletin 1: 1–12. Available online:

https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/179065.pdf (accessed on 14 December 2018).

Hemphill, Sheryl A., Michelle Tollit, Aneta Kotevski, and Jessica A. Heerde. 2015. Predictors of traditional and

cyber-bullying victimization: A longitudinal study of Australian secondary school students. Journal of

Interpersonal Violence 30: 2567–90. [CrossRef]

Higgins, Julian P. T., and Sally Green. 2008. Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions. West Sussex:

The Cochrane Collaboration and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Ho, Shirley S., Liang Chen, and Angelica P. Y. Ng. 2017. Comparing cyberbullying perpetration on social media

between primary and secondary school students. Computers & Education 109: 74–84. [CrossRef]

Hong, Jun Sung, Dong Ha Kim, Robert Thornberg, Jun Hyeok Kang, and Julie Toth Morgan. 2018. Correlates of

direct and indirect forms of cyberbullying victimization involving South Korean adolescents: An ecological

perspective. Computers in Human Behavior 87: 327–36. [CrossRef]

Hood, Michelle, and Amanda L. Duffy. 2018. Understanding the relationship between cyber-victimisation and

cyber-bullying on Social Network Sites: The role of moderating factors. Personality and Individual Differences

133: 103–8. [CrossRef]

Hunt, Caroline, Lorna Peters, and Ronald M. Rapee. 2012. Development of a measure of the experience of being

bullied in youth. Psychological Assessment 24: 156–65. [CrossRef]

Kokkinos, Constantinos M., Nafsika Antoniadou, Angeliki Asdre, and Kyriaki Voulgaridou. 2016. Parenting

and Internet behavior predictors of cyber-bullying and cyber-victimization among preadolescents. Deviant

Behavior 37: 439–55. [CrossRef]

Kowalski, Robin M., Gary W. Giumetti, Amber N. Schroeder, and Micah R. Lattanner. 2014. Bullying in the digital

age: A critical review and meta-analysis of cyberbullying research among youth. Psychological bulletin 140:

1073–137. [CrossRef]

Larrañaga, Elisa, Santiago Yubero, Anastasio Ovejero, and Raúl Navarro. 2016. Loneliness, parent-child

communication and cyberbullying victimization among Spanish youths. Computers in Human Behavior

65: 1–8. [CrossRef]

Le, Ha Hai Thi, Nguyen Thanh Huong, Tien Truong Quang, Marilyn Campbell, Michelle Gatton, and

Michael Dunne. 2016. Validity and reliability of traditional and cyberbullying victimisation scale: Findings

from a school-based survey in urban areas of Hanoi and Hai Duong. Vietnam Journal of Public Health 40:

198–204. Available online: http://www.vjph.vn/index.php/tapchiytcc/article/view/118/91 (accessed on

19 December 2018).

Le, Ha Thi Hai, Michael P. Dunne, Marilyn A. Campbell, Michelle L. Gatton, Huong Thanh Nguyen, and

Nam T. Tran. 2017. Temporal patterns and predictors of bullying roles among adolescents in Vietnam:

A school-based cohort study. Psychology, Health & Medicine 22: 107–21. [CrossRef]

Lee, Changho, and Namin Shin. 2017. Prevalence of cyberbullying and predictors of cyberbullying perpetration

among Korean adolescents. Computers in Human Behavior 68: 352–58. [CrossRef]

Lereya, Suzet T., Muthanna Samara, and Dieter Wolke. 2013. Parenting behavior and the risk of becoming a victim

and a bully/victim: A meta-analysis study. Child Abuse & Neglect 37: 1091–108. [CrossRef]

23



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 98

Lin, Han-Tang, and Huey-Jiuan Chen. 2016. Relationships Between Parental Internet Intervention, School

Engagement, and Risky Online Behaviors Among Adolescents: The Moderatoring Role of Family Cohesion.

Journal of Research in Education Sciences 61: 205–42. [CrossRef]

Livingstone, Sonia, Leslie Haddon, Anke Görzig, and Kjartan Ólafsson. 2011. Risks and Safety on the Internet: The

Perspective of European Children: Full Findings and Policy Implications from the EU Kids Online Survey of 9–16

Year Olds and Their Parents in 25 Countries. London: EU Kids Online Network.

Makri-Botsari, Evanthia, and Georgia Karagianni. 2014. Cyberbullying in Greek adolescents: The role of parents.

Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences 116: 3241–53. [CrossRef]

Marret, Mary J., and Wan Yuen Choo. 2017. Factors associated with online victimisation among Malaysian

adolescents who use social networking sites: A cross-sectional study. BMJ Open 7: 1–11. [CrossRef]

Mobin, Ahmad, Cindy Xin Feng, and Cory Neudorf. 2017. Cybervictimization among preadolescents in a

community-based sample in Canada: Prevalence and predictors. Canadian Journal of Public Health 108: 475–81.

[CrossRef]

Navarro, Raúl, Cristina Serna, Verónica Martínez, and Roberto Ruiz-Oliva. 2013. The role of Internet use

and parental mediation on cyberbullying victimization among Spanish children from rural public schools.

European Journal of Psychology of Education 28: 725–45. [CrossRef]

Nocentini, Annalaura, Giada Fiorentini, Ludovica Di Paola, and Ersilia Menesini. 2018. Aggression and Violent

Behavior 1–10. [CrossRef]

Olweus, Dan. 1996. The Revised Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire. Bergen: Research Center for Health Promotion,

University of Bergen.

Ortega-Barón, Jessica, Sofía Buelga-Vasquez, and María Jesús Cava-Caballero. 2016. The Influence of School

Climate and Family Climate among Adolescents Victims of Cyberbullying= Influencia del clima escolar y

familiar en adolescentes, víctimas de ciberacoso. Comunicar 24: 57–65. [CrossRef]

Patchin, Justin W., and Sameer Hinduja. 2011. Traditional and nontraditional bullying among youth: A test of

general strain theory. Youth & Society 43: 727–51. [CrossRef]

Pfetsch, Jan. 2018. Adolescent Use of Digital Media and Parental Mediation-A Research Review. Praxis der

Kinderpsychologie und Kinderpsychiatrie 67: 110–33. [CrossRef]

Priegue, Diana. 2016. Familia, inmigración y rendimiento académico: Construir alianzas estratégicas. In El poder

de la Familia en la Educación. Edited by Miguel Ángel Santos Rego. Madrid: Síntesis, pp. 145–63.

Ruiz, Covadonga. 2001. Factores familiares vinculados al bajo rendimiento. Revista Complutense de Educación 12:

81–113. Available online: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/38820954.pdf (accessed on 1 December 2018).

Sasson, Hagit, and Gustavo Mesch. 2017. The role of parental mediation and peer norms on the likelihood of

cyberbullying. The Journal of Genetic Psychology 178: 15–27. [CrossRef]

Shaheen, Abeer M., Sawsan Hammad, Eman M. Haourani, and Omayyah S. Nassar. 2018. Factors Affecting

Jordanian School Adolescents’ Experience of Being Bullied. Journal of Pediatric Nursing 38: 66–71. [CrossRef]

Shams, Hedayatallah, Gholamreza Garmaroudi, and Saharnaz Nedjat. 2017. Factors related to bullying:

A qualitative study of early adolescent students. Iranian Red Crescent Medical Journal 19: 1–11. [CrossRef]

Shields, Ann, and Dante Cicchetti. 2001. Parental maltreatment and emotion dysregulation as risk factors for

bullying and victimization in middle childhood. Journal of Clinical Child Psychology 30: 349–63. [CrossRef]

Smith, Peter K., Jess Mahdavi, Manuel Carvalho, Sonja Fisher, Shanette Russell, and Neil Tippett. 2008.

Cyberbullying: Its nature and impact in secondary school pupils. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry

49: 376–85. [CrossRef]

Stavrinides, Panayiotis, Spyridon Tantaros, Stelios Georgiou, and Loukia Tricha. 2018. Longitudinal associations

between parental rejection and bullying/victimization. Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties 23: 203–12.

[CrossRef]
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Abstract: The influence of the family in children’s involvement in bullying and cyberbullying has
been well documented. However, previous research into this relationship seems to have overlooked
recent social changes, which have affected the family context. The aim of this study is to put
forward a categorization of the current educational management of Spanish parents and examine
how this is linked to their children’s involvement in bullying and cyberbullying. To achieve this,
2060 schoolchildren from the South of Spain (47.9% girls with mean age = 14.34) answered four
questionnaires including the Scale for the Assessment of the Parenting Styles of Adolescents’ Mothers
and Fathers, the Discipline Dimensions Inventory, the European Bullying Intervention Project
Questionnaire, and the European Cyberbullying Intervention Project Questionnaire. The Cluster
Analysis results revealed a typology containing six styles: permissive, authoritarian, strict, normative
democratic, indulgent democratic, and punitive democratic. Lower levels of victimization and
aggression in bullying and cyberbullying were found to be linked to the indulgent democratic or
normative democratic styles and higher levels to the authoritarian and strict styles. The value of
parents’ educational practices and how they are combined in general styles, since these are elements
that can predispose or prevent adolescent’s involvement in bullying and cyberbullying, is discussed.

Keywords: parenting; socialization; violence; victimization; teenagers

1. Introduction

Despite the fact that a considerable body of scientific evidence has accumulated on the nature and
prevalence of bullying and cyberbullying, there are still many gaps in our knowledge. For this reason,
further studies are needed into ways to prevent both of these phenomena.

Bullying is a group phenomenon, occurring within more or less complex networks of relationships,
in which a single pupil or a group of schoolchildren pick on another intentionally and without
provocation. The aggression often takes place regularly over time and the victim finds it extremely
difficult to defend themselves against their aggressor or aggressors, given the imbalance of power
that exists between them (Smith 2016; Olweus 1999). The aggression is generally made worse by two
processes, which form a part of the group’s micro-culture. First, the law of silence, which prevents
those involved and specially bystanders from reporting the unfair aggression, makes it difficult that
it is reported to adults and, hence, stopped. The submissive domain scheme also transforms the
usual horizontality that characterizes relations between equals into a kind of perverse verticality.
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The aggression involved in bullying can be verbal, physical, sexual, psychological, or relational
(Ortega and Mora-Merchán 2008).

Currently, the advent of information and communication technology has opened up new
opportunities for social aggression, which gives rise to a parallel phenomenon closely connected
to bullying known as cyberbullying. Although there is a degree of controversy over the exact definition
of cyberbullying, initial approaches have defined it as repeated, aggressive behavior conducted through
electronic devices with the intention of hurting or intimidating the recipient (Hinduja and Patchin 2008;
Tokunaga 2010). Cyberbullying is characterized by sending aggressive messages or humiliating
images, making intimidating telephone calls, impersonating the victim’s identity, or recording and
then sharing videos in which the victim is ridiculed or attacked. Since it was demonstrated that there
is a considerable overlap between both violent phenomena, a number of authors have agreed to label
cyberbullying as a sub-category of bullying (Waasdorp and Bradshaw 2015). We will examine both of
these problems of interpersonal violence in this work.

Interpersonal violence between peers exists as a phenomenon in all schools (Craig et al. 2009).
In fact, Modecki et al. (2014), in their meta-analysis, which included 80 studies from all around the
world, found that cyberbullying is less frequent than conventional bullying, with a prevalence of 15%
when compared to 35% for bullying.

The need to prevent these phenomena by addressing all the relevant factors of both protection and
risk is, therefore, becoming more and more urgent. Most research has centered on individual aspects in
an attempt to delimit the factors associated with these forms of interpersonal violence, which include
social competence, emotional intelligence, empathy, judgment, and moral sensitivity. The relevant
research shows that schoolchildren involved in bullying have lower levels of socio-moral competence
than those who have not been affected (Del Rey et al. 2016; Romera et al. 2018; Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2017;
Elipe et al. 2015).

In addition to this, research has also focused on studying the connection between the family
context and involvement in bullying or cyberbullying, and this idea has been linked to the parenting
styles of the parents. The research seems to point out where the problem may be originating from,
but it is still rather imprecise (Nocentini et al. 2018).

Traditionally, most research on parental styles followed the theoretical model originally proposed
by Baumrind (1968) and concluded by Maccoby and Martin (1983). The empirical and practical validity
of this model has been widely accepted, whereby four categories of parenting were established, based
on the dimensions of involvement and control or coercion. The categories include: (a) democratic
(high levels of both factors), (b) permissive (high involvement and low coercion), (c) authoritarian
(low involvement and high coercion), and (d) negligent (low levels of both factors). Other authors
have also accepted this categorical approach, and other typologies have been proposed to classify the
behavior and attitudes of parents toward their children and to study the children’s adjustment such as
that proposed by Musitu and García (2005).

According to this typological approach, the democratic and the indulgent styles are
those that seem to best prevent children from getting involved in bullying and cyberbullying
(Baldry and Farrington 2005; Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2015; Martínez et al. 2019). On the other hand,
the authoritarian style, especially when accompanied by the use of physical punishment and
excessive parental control, is closely linked to the likelihood of becoming a bully or victim in
these two areas (Dehue et al. 2012; Garaigordobil and Machimbarrena 2017; Low and Espelage 2013;
Ybarra and Mitchell 2004). The negligent style is also a risk factor linked to children showing
aggressive behavior towards their peers (Cerezo et al. 2018).

Nevertheless, the ‘parenting style’ construct has recently acquired new dimensions and has been
described with greater precision, which enables us to attempt to outline the possible contribution
of parents and, in general, of the educational climate in the family to the risk of getting involved in
bullying and cyberbullying. The perspective in which the educational style is analyzed is known
as a dimensional perspective. It involves studying various facets of the parent-child relationship,
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which, as well as affection and communication, include a sense of humor, mutual enjoyment between
parents and children (Oliva et al. 2007), and the encouragement of autonomy. In other words, this
gives children the opportunity to make their own decisions or choose certain behavior (Lewis 1981).
Moreover, from this dimensional perspective, the factor of control is examined in a detailed way and
the attitudinal and behavioral strategies that are linked to this dimension are diversified. A distinction
is, therefore, made between behavioral control, characterized by establishing rules and the supervision
of young people’s behavior (Gray and Steinberg 1999), and psychological control, meaning the use of
manipulative and intrusive strategies, such as generating guilt or the withdrawal of affection when
children display undesirable behavior (Silk et al. 2003). In addition, filial disclosure, which refers to
the information that young people voluntarily share with their parents about aspects of their private
or school life, enables the parents to know more about their child and monitor them (Kerr et al. 1999).

The dimensional approach has also shown that both the use of psychological control and the
lack of supervision by parents are risk factors that increase the likelihood of children bullying their
peers or being victimized by them (Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2016; Samper-García et al. 2015; Holt et al. 2008;
Hong et al. 2017). As for disclosure, it has been found that children who voluntarily confide in their
parents and enjoy good communication with them, as well as those that grow up in a positive, warm,
loving environment in which the child’s autonomy is encouraged, are less likely to get involved
in bullying and cyberbullying (Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2014; Larrañaga et al. 2016; Murphy et al. 2017;
Offrey and Rinaldi 2017; Stavrinides et al. 2015; Fousiani et al. 2016; Low and Espelage 2013).

The steps that parents take to manage their children’s discipline at home constitute a set of parental
educational practices closely linked to parenting style. Strauss and Fauchier (2007) identified four
procedures related to the exercise of parental discipline. This includes: (a) physical and psychological
punishment, including the use of force and even physical or psychological aggression in order to
correct a child’s behavior, (b) response cost, which involves the withdrawal of privileges and the
imposition of other compensatory behavior, (c) inductive discipline, consisting of giving explanations
about the right way of doing things, reinforcing the child’s correct behavior, and trying to divert their
attention from unacceptable behavior, and, lastly, (d) direct supervision, including strategies aimed at
checking whether the child is behaving correctly or not and ignoring negative behavior with the aim
of suppressing it.

There has also been some research into the link between managing discipline and children
becoming involved in bullying even though this has not gone into the subject in much depth.
Most studies have focused on the link between punitive discipline and bullying, and have found
that parents who exercise punitive discipline at home make it more likely that their children will also
become bullies or victims of bullying (Hong et al. 2017; Lansford et al. 2014; Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2016;
Lereya et al. 2013). Other risk factors also include disciplinary methods, which involve psychological
aggression (Zottis et al. 2014). The relationship between cyberbullying involvement and parental
discipline management has been unexplored.

A review of the literature shows that current research is attempting to establish the relationship
between parenting practices and their exercise of corrective discipline as well as children’s involvement
in bullying and cyberbullying. However, the results produced by most of these studies are extremely
segmented, focusing on one particular educational practice at the expense of others. This is especially true
in the case of discipline, where there are significant gaps in our knowledge regarding everything related
to non-punitive discipline, which is still very much uncharted territory, not only in relation to bullying
and cyberbullying, but also in the area of competition and the psychosocial adjustment of schoolchildren
in general. The original idea of this research was, therefore, to propose categories of parenting styles,
which include not only practices linked to the dimension of warm or control, but also others, which have a
strong influence over children’s psycho-social adjustment, such as the encouragement of autonomy or the
parents’ sense of humor (Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2015) as well as different disciplinary methods. To the best
of our knowledge, no classification of parental educational management styles exists that contains these
characteristics and includes all these variables, as well as explores both maternal and paternal behavior.
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Some authors, however, do seem to have reflected this need, and have proposed alternative classifications to
the classic typology devised by Maccoby and Martin (1983), notably Torío et al. (2009), Oliva et al. (2008),
and Gómez-Ortiz et al. (2015). In fact, even Baumrind (1991), some years after her initial proposal,
proposed an alternative typology, which included special features, which typify parent-child relationships
in adolescence. In any case, almost all these classifications focus on studying the educational style and do
not specifically address discipline management. In addition, they only analyze the individual behavior
of each parent rather than the interaction of both, when, in real life, parental coherence has been shown
to be an important element in influencing a child’s adjustment (Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2015; Oliva et al. 2008).
Furthermore, apart from the classification by Gómez-Ortiz et al. (2015), the other classifications differ very
little from the classic typologies proposed over 40 years ago. For this reason, we need to reflect the fact
that family life has moved on significantly since that time and that the different features of education and
parental discipline management may well have expanded and diversified.

The main aim of this research was, therefore, to discover the behavioral patterns displayed by
parents while bringing up their children and how this affects the child’s adjustment. We assessed this
adjustment through their involvement in bullying and cyberbullying, two violent phenomena, which
arouse considerable concern in society, given their common occurrence and severe repercussions.

This general objective can be broken down into two specific objectives:

1. To explore the educational profile of the parents of adolescents, analyzing specific parenting
practices they use with their children, evaluated from the children’s point of view.

2. To distinguish any possible differences in the degree of involvement in bullying and cyberbullying
linked to the parents’ educational profile.

The approach and implementation of our research was based on two hypotheses:

1. We expected to find diverse profiles of parental education, in which the factor of democratic
mothers and fathers is attenuated by different styles of discipline management, communication,
sense of humor, and other relational patterns (Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2015).

2. We expected to find that the parents with documented higher levels of affection, sense of humor,
promotion of autonomy, and in whom their children spontaneously confide their feelings and ideas
(disclosure) and who avoid punitive discipline would show a lower involvement of their children in
bullying and cyberbullying (Fousiani et al. 2016; Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2014; Zottis et al. 2014).

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

The sample consisted of 2060 students from the Compulsory Secondary Education (ESO,
in Spanish) whose ages ranged between 12 and 19 (x⊥¯ = 14.34; o = 1.34), of which 52.1% were
boys and 47.9% girls. Furthermore, 28.4% were in their first year of secondary school, 28.4% in the
second year, 22.1% in their third year, and 21.1% in the fourth year. The students were chosen from
public and private schools from different areas around Andalusia.

The sample was considered representative of the population of schoolchildren enrolled in
Compulsory Secondary Education (ESO) in Andalusia, and was selected by randomized, single-stage,
stratified, random sampling using conglomerates and with proportional affixation. The strata were
identified as the geographical area of Andalusia (Eastern or Western Andalusia), the type of school
(public or private), and the population of the town/city (under 10,000 inhabitants, between 10,001 and
100,000 inhabitants, and more than 100,000 inhabitants). All the categories of the strata are indexes,
which are relevant in Spain.

This study was carried out in accordance with the Helsinki declaration and, before collecting the
data, the parents provided informed consent for their sons and daughters to take part in the study.
The Ethics Committee of the University of Córdoba authorized the study.
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2.2. Instruments

The European Bullying Intervention Project Questionnaire (EBIP-Q) was used to evaluate the
level of involvement in bullying (Ortega-Ruiz et al. 2016). This self-report is made up of 14 Likert-type
items with five response options (‘No,’ ‘Yes, once or twice,’ ‘Yes, once or twice a month,’ ‘Yes, about
once a week,’ and ‘Yes, more than once a week’), of which 7 items are related to bullying and the other
7 to victimization. The questionnaire covers aspects of verbal, physical, relational, direct, and indirect
harassment. The time interval used to evaluate the frequency was the academic year the pupils were
in at the time of answering the questionnaires. The reliability of this scale is adequate (α victimization
= 0.80, α bullying = 0.76, total α = 0.83).

Cyberbullying was evaluated using the European Cyberbullying Intervention Project
Questionnaire (ECIPQ) (Del Rey et al. 2015), which is made up of 22 Likert-type items, including five
response options (‘No’, ‘Yes, once or twice,’ ‘Yes, once or twice a month,’ ‘Yes, about once a week,’
and ‘Yes, more than once a week’). This self-report contains two dimensions: cyber-victimization and
cyberbullying, with a suitable Cronbach’s Alpha score (α cyber-victimization = 0.76, α cyberbullying =
0.68, α total = 0.81). The time interval used to evaluate the frequency was the academic year the pupils
were in at the time of answering the questionnaires.

The dimensions of the parenting style were evaluated through the scale for evaluating the
parenting style of fathers and mothers of adolescents designed by Oliva et al. (2007). This instrument
is composed of 41 items related to the child’s perception of the mother’s parenting style and
another 41 linked to the paternal style. It has a Likert-type response format with 6 response options
(1 = totally disagree, 6 = totally agree) and the items measure six parental dimensions: (1) affection
and communication (8 items), (2) behavioral control (6 items), (3) psychological control (8 items),
(4) promotion of autonomy (8 items), (5) sense of humor (6 items), and (6) self-disclosure (5 items).
This scale has good reliability indices (α total = 0.93, α1mother = 0.90), α1father = 0.92, α2mother =
0.80, α2father = 0.83, α3mother = 0.83, α3father = 0.83, α4mother = 0.8), α4father = 0.87, α5mother =
0.88, α5father = 0.89, α6mother = 0.82, and α6father = 0.85).

Lastly, discipline was measured using the Inventory of Disciplinary Dimensions (IDD) designed
by Strauss and Fauchier (2007) and validated in a Spanish adolescent population by Calvete et al. (2010).
This scale consists of a total of 52 items, of which 26 refer to the mother’s discipline methods and the
other 26 to the father’s. The scale has a Likert-type response format with 10 response options ranging
from 0 (never) to 9 (twice or more times a day). This instrument measures four factors referring
to various disciplinary procedures: Physical and psychological punishment (PPP: psychological
aggression and physical punishment), Response Cost (RC: withdrawal of privileges, compensation),
Inductive Discipline (ID: distraction, explanation and reward), and Supervision (SUP: ignoring and
control). The internal consistency was acceptable for higher order factors: αIDmother = 0.73, αIDfather
= 0.74, αSUPmaterial = 0.74, αSUPfather = 0.69, αPPPmother = 0.87, αPPPfather = 0.88, αRCmother =
0.82, αRCfather = 0.82, and total α = 96.

2.3. Procedure

After permission was obtained from the parents and school management, we went out to the
schools to conduct the survey. The children had previously been informed that the surveys were
anonymous and confidential and that they could take part on a voluntary basis. Students filled the
questionnaire on the paper. The questionnaires took 45 min maximum to complete.

2.4. Data Analysis

There was observed randomness in missing data including a MCAR (missing completely at
random) pattern (Little’s MCAR test: 6105.86 (6026); p = 0.23). Therefore, we decided to perform the
analysis without such data (Bennett 2001). As such, the data included 1096 students who answered all
the questions of the survey. N was specified in all analyses.
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First, a hierarchical conglomerate analysis was performed on the variables connected with the
mother’s and father’s educational styles, in order to establish the right number of clusters. To achieve
this, both the dendogram scores and the distance between clusters observed in the clustering history were
taken into account. In the latter case, the cluster was defined by the gaps between the successive values
of the agglomeration coefficient, on the basis that adding the next case to the conglomerate would lead
to a loss of its homogeneity. Next, a K-media cluster was performed to identify the parents’ possible
educational profile based on their children’s perception of their educational practices and their use of
disciplinary procedures.

The factors were then subjected to an analysis of variance (ANOVA) to evaluate the link between
the parents’ educational profile and the child’s involvement in situations of aggression and victimization
with their peers either on the Internet (cyberbullying) or in real life (conventional bullying). In this
way, the groups defined by the conglomerates were considered as factors and the variables measuring
the extent of the (cyber) aggression or (cyber) victimization were taken as dependent variables.
Lastly, a Games-Howell post hoc test was carried out to check the difference in means between the
groups when each was compared with the other five. The significant differences obtained with the ANOVA
were contrasted with the results produced from measuring the size of the effect (Cohen’s D). A value below
or equal to 0.20 in this index would indicate a minimal effect, while values of more than 0.20 and up to
0.50 would indicate a moderate effect and over 0.80 would indicate a strong effect (Cohen 1992). All the
data coding and analyses were carried out using the SPSS statistical package (version 19.0).

3. Results

3.1. Classification of Parental Educational Management

The results of the hierarchical cluster analysis revealed that the solutions from clusters 5, 6, 7,
and 8 would be the most suitable. After performing the K-means cluster analysis, it was decided to
create six groups, as this appeared to be the most coherent solution and met the objective of providing
a classification, which reflected the wide possible variability of the construct, while, at the same time,
allowed maximum intra-group homogeneity and inter-group heterogeneity. The 5-cluster solution
proved less informative since it reduced the diversification of parental profiles, and solutions with
7 and 8 conglomerates produced groups, which were overly similar to each other, and, therefore,
showed little inter-group heterogeneity.

The schoolchildren from group 1 revealed a moderate level of behavioral control by their parents,
and this group obtained the lowest means for that dimension. The scores for psychological control
were slightly lower, while those for disclosure were about the same. On the other hand, higher
scores were produced for items related to affection and communication, as well as the promotion
of autonomy and parental sense of humor. Similarly, these students revealed that the use of all
types of discipline by their parents was infrequent (this group, in particular, reflected the lowest
use of inductive discipline by their parents). It was agreed to label the parents of these pupils as
permissive. Group 2 was the group that produced the lowest scores for the dimensions of affection
and communication, promotion of autonomy, sense of humor, and disclosure. However, they showed
a high level of behavioral, and, above all, psychological control. In addition, the use of all types of
discipline by both parents was frequent, and this group obtained the highest scores for physical and
psychological punishment. These parents were labeled as authoritarians. The pupils in group 3 had high
scores for all the dimensions related to the educational style, except for psychological control, where
the scores were moderate. Regarding disciplinary strategies, they showed a frequent use of inductive
discipline, while other disciplinary procedures were used much less frequently. Given their frequent
use of behavioral control, it was agreed that the most suitable label for this group was normative

democratic parents. The boys and girls in group 4 described their parents in a very similar way to the
children in group 2, while they revealed a less frequent use of all the disciplinary strategies and slightly
higher levels of affection and promotion of autonomy. However, these levels were still low compared
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with the other groups. These parents were labeled as strict. The parents of the schoolchildren in group
5 produced the highest scores for affection and communication, promotion of autonomy, and sense of
humor compared with the other groups. They also revealed the highest levels of disclosure. The scores
for behavioral control were also high, but not the highest. The parents of the children of this group
stood out for their low scores in coercion. They also obtained the lowest scores for psychological
control and for the use of all types of discipline, with the exception of inductive discipline, for which
group 1 had the lowest scores. These parents were labeled as indulgent democratic. Lastly, the pupils
from group 6 described their parents as affectionate and open to communication, and stressed their
tendency to promote their autonomy and have a good sense of humor. However, they also pointed
out that these parents commonly used behavioral and psychological control and used the discipline
techniques evaluated in this scenario very frequently (this group was the one that scored highest for
behavioral and psychological control, inductive discipline, response cost, and supervision). This latter
group was labeled punitive democratic parents (see Tables 1 and 2).

Table 1. Final areas of conglomerates of groups defined according to the scores on parenting practices.

1 2 3 4 5 6

Affect & communication: mother 4.87 3.85 5.58 4.02 5.70 5.57
Affect & communication: father 4.06 3.34 5.18 3.80 5.46 5.25
Behavioral control: mother 3.82 4.38 5.09 4.39 5.02 5.38
Behavioral control: father 3.35 4.02 4.87 3.87 4.85 5.09
Psychological control: mother 2.71 4.01 3.11 4.12 2.46 4.17
Psychological control: father 2.60 4.12 3.11 3.56 2.41 4.15
Promotion of autonomy: mother 4.40 3.14 5.23 3.46 5.29 5.08
Promotion of autonomy: father 4.03 3.24 5.10 3.57 5.19 4.89
Humor: mother 4.54 3.37 5.25 3.37 5.37 5.24
Humor: father 4.54 3.37 5.25 3.37 5.37 5.24
Disclosure: mother 3.48 2.83 4.96 3.08 5.22 4.81
Disclosure: father 2.60 2.44 4.40 2.69 4.80 4.38
Inductive discipline: mother 2.28 4.85 4.63 3.80 2.41 6.34
Inductive discipline: father 1.95 4.87 4.57 3.37 2.36 6.18
Physical/psychological punishment: mother 1.19 4.94 1.38 3.31 0.51 4.50
Physical/psychological punishment: father 1.15 5.11 1.41 2.75 0.47 4.47
Response cost: mother 1.17 4.69 2.63 3.37 0.87 5.73
Response cost: father 1.03 4.88 2.58 2.79 0.82 5.54
Supervision: mother 0.87 5.30 2.12 2.72 0.61 5.69
Supervision: father 0.71 5.49 2.04 2.39 0.58 5.46
n 222 38 284 114 388 81
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3.2. Parental Educational Profile and Involvement in Bullying and Cyberbullying

When analyzing the relationship between the parental educational profile and the aggression
and victimization in bullying and cyberbullying, the results of the ANOVA test (see Table 3) showed
statistically significant differences between the groups.

The Games-Howell post-hoc test (see Table 2) showed that, in the dimension of victimization in
bullying, it was the youngsters with authoritarian parents who obtained the highest scores, which
differed significantly, with a moderate effect size, from those whose parents from the indulgent
democratic style, which reflected the lowest scores. The latter group also differed significantly in their
levels of victimization among peers from the group of schoolchildren with parents from the strict and
punitive democratic categories, with a moderate, low effect size. On the other hand, the group of
schoolchildren with strict parents also stood out for their levels of victimization, and came second after
the children of authoritarian parents. They also differed, therefore, from the children of permissive
and normative democratic parents, with a moderate and low effect, respectively.

Table 3. Differences in involvement in bullying and cyberbullying, according to the parents’
educational profile.

Groups n Mean S. D. F GL Sig. Post Hoc Cohen’s D

Bullying: Victim.

PA
ND
S
ID
PD

221
38
284
113
386
70

0.578
0.947
0.542
0.879
0.453
0.645

0.519
0.863
0.517
0.730
0.579
0.491

13.30 1111 0.000

P �= S
ND �= S
ID �= S
ID �= A
ID �= PD

−0.48
−0.53
0.65
−0.67
−0.35

Bullying:
Aggression

P
A
ND
S
ID
PD

219
37
282
114
386
71

0.383
0.803
0.316
0.627
0.206
0.465

0.430
0.777
0.323
0.516
0.247
0.393

36.53 1108 0.000

P �= S
P �= ID
A �= ND
A �= ID
ND �= S
ND �= ID
S �= ID
ID �= PD
ND �= PD
P �= A

−0.51
0.51
0.82
1.04
−0.72
0.38
1.04
−0.79
−0.41
−0.66

Cyber-bullying:
Victim.

P
A
ND
S
ID
PD

220
38
283
113
387
71

0.139
0.355
0.147
0.279
0.113
0.236

0.220
0.519
0.231
0.319
0.246
0.361

12.39 1111 0.000
P �= S
ND �= S
ID �= S

−0.51
−0.47
0.58

Cyber-bullying:
Aggression

P
A
ND
S
ID
PD

221
37
282
113
388
71

0.116
0.345
0.106
0.224
0.055
0.190

0.182
0.488
0.171
0.269
0.096
0.246

28.21 1111 0.000

P �= S
P �= DI
A �= DI
ND �= S
ND �= ID
S �= ID
ID �= PD

−0.47
0.42
0.82
−0.52
0.37
0.84
−0.72

P = Permissive parents. A = Authoritarian parents. ND = Normative democratic parents. S = Strict parents. ID =
Indulgent democratic parents. PD = punitive democratic parents. Victim. = Victimization.

Similarly, the children of authoritarian and strict parents also scored higher in the dimension
of aggression in bullying. These two groups differed significantly from those with parents in the
normative democratic (high and moderate effect size, respectively), indulgent democratic (high
effect size in both cases), and permissive categories (moderate effect size in both comparisons).
Differences were also found between the groups of children with parents in the democratic category,
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with the highest scores in this dimension given by the children of punitive democratics, who differed
from the children of the normative democratic and indulgent democratic parents (low and moderate
effect size, respectively). It was the latter who obtained the lowest scores in this dimension, with
moderate differences between them and the children of permissive parents and low differences with
the children whose parents are in the normative democratic category.

Regarding victimization in cyberbullying, differences were revealed between the group of
schoolchildren with strict parents (second highest scores, after the group with parents in the
authoritarian category) and those with permissive, indulgent democratic and normative democratic
parents. The effect size of these differences was moderate in the former two cases and low in the latter.

As for cyberbullying aggression, the groups that reflected the highest scores were the pupils with
parents in the authoritarian and strict categories. This latter group, in fact, differed significantly from
those with parents classified as permissive or normative democratic (low and moderate effect size,
respectively). In contrast, the lowest scores for this dimension were found in the group of children with
indulgent democratic parents. This group differed from the group of schoolchildren with parents in
the permissive, democratic, normative, strict, democratic, punitive, and authoritarian categories (low
size effect for the differences in the first two cases, moderate in the third and fourth cases, and high in
the last).

4. Discussion

The main aim of this research was to examine the relationship between the parents’ educational
profile and likelihood of their children becoming involved in the phenomena of bullying and
cyberbullying, as well as to reassess the profiles of parents’ educational styles to include the way
parents use and handle discipline strategies as part of this relationship.

With regard to parenting styles, in agreement with the information in the first hypothesis,
including the use and management of parental discipline techniques, levels of affection and
communication, behavioral and psychological control, promotion of autonomy, children disclosure,
and sense of humor shown by both parents, the overall picture of parental educational styles
has become more diverse and it is clear that a more accurate description of parents’ educational
practices is required to reflect this wider variability. The results obtained produced a typology, which
distinguishes six styles of parental educational management, which have been labeled: (1) permissive,
(2) authoritarian, (3) normative democratic, (4) strict, (5) indulgent democratic, and (6) punitive
democratic. The three styles we have termed ‘democratic’ were consistent with the traditional
description of this style, and obtained high scores for the dimensions of affection and communication,
behavioral control, promotion of autonomy, sense of humor, and disclosure (Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2015;
Maccoby and Martin 1983; Musitu and García 2005; Oliva et al. 2008). However, it became evident that
there were major differences between them regarding the use of discipline and psychological control.
Thus, while indulgent democratic parents used psychological control and most disciplinary methods
less frequently (except inductive discipline, where permissive parents obtained the lowest scores),
the punitive democratic profile, as its name suggests, stood out for obtaining the highest scores in the
use of most disciplinary and psychological control strategies. Normative democratic parents, on the
other hand, fell halfway between these two styles, showing a moderate use of psychological control
and non-punitive discipline techniques, while resorting fairly often to punitive measures, although to
a lesser extent than the other groups (except indulgent democratic and permissive parents). Their main
persuasive tool, therefore, was behavioral control, which entailed obtaining information by which they
could control their children and establish rules (hence, the term ‘normative’). In another dimension,
there are two parental prototypes, which seem to tie in consistently with the characteristics of the
fathers and mothers described in the classic typologies (Maccoby and Martin 1983; Baumrind 1968).
The permissive parents group scored lower for affection and communication, promotion of autonomy,
sense of humor, and disclosure than the democratic parents, and they differed considerably from
the latter, especially in their infrequent use of behavioral control, and, in general, of all methods of
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coercion and discipline. The authoritarian parents group obtained the lowest scores for the dimensions
linked to personal involvement (affection and communication, sense of humor) and for promoting filial
autonomy, while they scored the highest for physical and psychological punishment. These parents also
reflected high levels of psychological control. In other words, they were described by their children as
punitive, coercive, and with a personal involvement, which fell short of their expectations, as described
in the classification by Baumrind (1968) and Maccoby and Martin (1983). Lastly, the parents we termed
‘strict’ were, in fact, a moderate version of the previous style, although their profile included slightly
higher (although not excessive) levels of involvement (affection, communication, and sense of humor).
The profile also included a more moderate use of harsh disciplinary procedures such as physical
and psychological punishment, which is why the label is given (previously used in the study by
Oliva et al. (2008). In all cases, strict parents and authoritarian parents also shared the fact that they
were the ones who least encouraged, and, therefore, least obtained, disclosure from their children.
This fact may have its own particular relevance and logic. Since these types of parents put emphasis on
controlling their children behaviorally and psychologically, one would expect that they do not gain the
mutual trust that children need to take part in processes such as disclosure, telling their parents about
their daily affairs or feelings, and so on. Disclosure, as well as a feeling of security in the affection,
seems to require warm, receptive communicative styles, which are not often evident in these types of
parents (Kerr et al. 1999).

The second main aim of this research was to explore the possible differences in the degree of
involvement in bullying and cyberbullying of adolescents depending on their parents’ educational
profile. The results obtained seem to confirm clearly that children with authoritarian and strict parents
are those who tend to admit that they are involved in the phenomena of bullying and cyberbullying,
both in situations of aggression and victimization. Similarly, the group of schoolchildren with punitive
democratic parents is also linked to high levels of involvement in both phenomena, although to a rather
lesser degree than the previous groups. At the opposite extreme, schoolchildren who describe their
parents as permissive, normative democratic, or indulgent democratic are the ones who showed less
involvement in bullying. In particular, the group with the lowest levels of involvement in the dynamics
of bullying and cyberbullying in any of its manifestations or behavior is that of the schoolchildren with
parents with an indulgent democratic profile.

These results confirm our second hypothesis, and appear to imply that adolescents who have a
negative perception of their family environment recognize implicitly that they have less ability and
resources to face up to common social problems, of which bullying and cyberbullying are among
the most frequent. In particular, the greatest risk seems to be found in the combination of parenting,
which overuses coercion and offers little involvement with their children. Both the authoritarian
and strict parenting styles lead to rigid, restrictive parent-child dynamics in terms of the freedom
and autonomy needed by the adolescent, combined with attitudes that offer very little emotional
warmth. Likewise, these profiles tend to make an excessive use of punishments and psychological
and behavioral restrictions that do nothing to stimulate the child’s sense of security and maturity: on
the contrary, they make them more socially vulnerable (Baumrind 1968; Maccoby and Martin 1983;
Oliva et al. 2008). All this, together with social conditions that directly affect them (interpersonal peer
relationships, managing the balance of power in the group, teachers who supervise children’s social
life and peaceful coexistence, etc.) may affect the adolescent’s ability to face up to these conflicts and
increase the tendency to become victims or cyber-victims as well as bullies or cyberbullies of their
peers (Dehue et al. 2012; Garaigordobil and Machimbarrena 2017; Low and Espelage 2013).

On the other hand, when a family atmosphere breeds affection and a warm, fluid communication
where the child can talk freely to their parents about their feelings, mentioning both their successes and
their failures or problems, a greater stimulus is given to security and social competence. This enables the
child to acquire the behavioral and attitudinal resources, which may reduce the possibility of becoming
victims of bullying and cyberbullying or of using aggression and harassment against their peers
(Larrañaga et al. 2016; Martínez et al. 2019; Fousiani et al. 2016; Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2014). As our results
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show, this pattern of close involvement is especially effective when accompanied by a positive, sensible
management of discipline issues, in which induction and reasoning are preferred as a way of guiding
the child’s behavior. Punishments that use humiliation and manipulation to re-conduct the child’s
behaviour are avoided, as reflected in the profiles of indulgent democratic and normative democratic
parents. This fact highlights how useful it is to have a parental typology, which looks in detail at
the patterns of parent-child interaction and not just at general notions of involvement or coercion.
It is clear that the classic generalized profile of the ‘democratic’ parent does not convey sufficient
information: our study has shown different levels of involvement in bullying and cyberbullying
depending on the sub-category analyzed. In any case, the impact of unsuitable discipline management
on the child’s involvement in these violent phenomena (Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2016; Zottis et al. 2014)
seems to be attenuated when warm, affectionate attitudes and behavior are shown by parents, which
promote a healthy degree of autonomy and independence in the child, as evidenced by previous
studies (Gámez-Guadix et al. 2010; Ma et al. 2012). For this reason, the levels of involvement of
children with punitive democratic parents are lower than those with authoritarian or strict parents.
However, to draw a clearer conclusion about these tendencies, more research is needed into educational
profiles and their impact on involvement in bullying and cyberbullying in children.

This study has certain limitations, such as the use of self-report measurements to collect the
data. Self-report surveys tend to elicit subjective and somewhat spontaneous answers from the
respondents, which means we must be rather cautious and reserved when drawing our conclusions.
Furthermore, parents have not been included as participants, taking only into account the teenagers’
perception about parenting styles. In addition, the cross-sectional design of the study prevents us
from establishing causal relationships. Future research should conduct further longitudinal studies
into showing the sustainability or changes in the filial perception of family education, as well as the
inclusion of other variables related to other individuals and contextual factors linked to the phenomena
of bullying and cyberbullying. Moreover, it could be interesting to include the parental reporting about
their own parenting styles to compare with that of the adolescents.

5. Conclusions

This research confirms the major role that parenting play in their children’s involvement
in bullying and cyberbullying. Abusive practices by the parents, such as physical punishment
and psychological aggression, accompanied by a lack of affection and poor communication, little
promotion of autonomy, and excessive behavioral control, which all combine to increase their children’s
vulnerability and make them more prone to victimization or bullying at school or behind a screen
(Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2015). These findings highlight the importance to include parents as a key
element of intervention and prevention programs not only to increase their awareness about their
role in the development of these violent phenomena and improve their parenting skills, but also to
teach them the best way to help their children cope with bullying and cyberbullying involvement
(Larrañaga et al. 2018). In this sense, the intervention should guide parents to become in “indulgent
democratics,” which means to promote affect, communication, and autonomy showing also a positive
humor. Parents should also be able to fix fair and enough rules and to monitor children behavior
avoiding manipulative strategies such as those included in psychological control. Regarding discipline,
the best seems to be to use inductive procedures based on explanations, rewards, and the use of
attention to avoid children’s misbehavior. In any case, these practices should be accompanied by
positive and close attitudes that allow parents to be empathetic with their children while they are
also able to make them understand that they have to respect parents (as parents respect them) and
that their behavior has consequences. However, this study only includes the assessment of parental
practices and not attitudes, as seen in most parenting studies. This is because the most of the parenting
scales are focused on practices and ignore values and attitudes, which are important aspects of the
parenting styles (Darling and Laurence 1993). Therefore, it would be necessary to design instruments
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that assess all aspects of parenting to offer a more complete description of the best parenting style
regarding children and adolescent psychosocial adjustment.
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Abstract: Cyberbullying victimization and perpetration are associated with poor mental health
outcomes for adolescents, including depressive symptoms, anxiety, and suicide ideation. Although
most cyberbullying occurs at home, few interventions have been developed for parents of adolescents.
We examined parental connectedness and parental online monitoring in relation to cyberbullying
victimization and perpetration, with the goal of understanding how parents buffer young teens
from involvement in cyberbullying. We leveraged data from an existing study involving three
racially and ethnically diverse middle schools in a metropolitan area in the Midwest of the U.S.
(n = 570). In the spring of sixth grade, students reported on cyberbullying involvement, parental
connectedness, and parental monitoring. Greater parental connectedness was related to a lower
likelihood of cyberbullying victimization and perpetration in logistic regression models. Parental
monitoring of online activities was not related to cyberbullying victimization but was marginally
related to a lower likelihood of cyberbullying perpetration. Results suggest that cyberbullying
prevention programs should consider ways to foster parent/youth connectedness.

Keywords: cyberbullying; parenting; adolescence; parental monitoring

1. Introduction

Cyberbullying victimization and perpetration are associated with internalizing behaviors such
as anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation (Campbell et al. 2013; Hinduja and Patchin 2010;
Kim et al. 2018; Kowalski and Limber 2013). Although most cyberbullying occurs while youth are at
home, little is known about parent-based prevention of cyberbullying (National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine 2016). Emerging research has found that warm parent–child relationships
and parental monitoring are associated with decreased risk of cyberbullying (Elsaesser et al. 2017).
Few studies have examined parent–child connectedness and monitoring concurrently with respect
to cyberbullying. Our goal was to understand how parents buffer young teens from involvement in
cyberbullying by examining concurrent associations between cyberbullying victimization, perpetration,
and potential protective parenting factors in a diverse sample of middle school youth.

1.1. Cyberbullying Perpetration and Victimization among Youth

Cyberbullying refers to repeated hostile or aggressive communication via technology or digital
means such as texting, social media, mobile applications, or video games (Tokunaga 2010; National
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Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2016). A challenge in defining cyberbullying is the
difficulty of determining hostile intent online, where social and emotional clues are lacking (National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2016). In a recent study on youth perception of
cyberbullying, adolescents most often included the following components from the Centers for Disease
and Control and Prevention (CDC) definition of bullying in their description of cyberbullying: aggressive,

peer-to-peer behavior online that inflicts harm (Moreno et al. 2018). Kowalski and Limber (2013) argue that
cyberbullying poses unique risks—reaching farther and spreading faster online than traditional bullying,
and often providing anonymity to perpetrators (see also Kowalski et al. 2018).

The prevalence of cyberbullying victimization and perpetration varies widely. In national surveys,
involvement in cyberbullying behavior ranged from 6.9 to 14.8% of U.S. youth aged 10 to 18 years
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2016). The CDC’s nationwide Youth
Behavior Risk Survey indicator of cyberbullying victimization ranged from 10.1% to 21.2% across states,
which suggests that environmental factors contribute to cyberbullying (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention 2017). In recent reviews of the literature, cyberbullying perpetration among youth ranged
from 1% to 41%, and cyberbullying victimization ranged from 3% to 72% (Borges Bottino et al. 2015;
Selkie et al. 2016), reflecting variation in definitions, populations, and measurements.

Whereas traditional bullying peaks in middle school (National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine 2016; Graham and Bellmore 2007), evidence from national data in the U.S.
suggests that cyberbullying may continue to increase during high school as youth increase their online
presence (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2016). Middle school may be
an ideal time to prevent cyberbullying because many youth increase their cell phone use going into
middle school (Rideout et al. 2010)—the average age for children in the U.S. to receive a smart phone
is 10.3 years (Influence Central 2016). Relatedly, the average age for U.S. children to open social media
accounts is 11.4 years, which for most students is during their sixth grade year or first year of middle
school (Influence Central 2016). Finally, addressing cyberbullying early is important because online
harassment may also follow students back into school environments and interrupt learning (Waasdorp
and Bradshaw 2015).

1.2. Parenting as Protective of Cyberbullying

Although bullying and cyberbullying often co-occur (Waasdorp and Bradshaw 2015), the context
of cyberbullying differs from face-to-face bullying: 70% of cyberbullying occurs at home
(Kowalski et al. 2012). Furthermore, bullying that starts at school can now follow students home
via texting, internet, and social media use (Tokunaga 2010) and vice versa. This suggests a growing
need for parents to be included in bullying prevention.

Warm and firm parenting protects against several youth risk behaviors, including bullying
(Elsaesser et al. 2017; Fletcher et al. 2004). In this paper, we use the term “parenting” to refer to
the behaviors and skills of caregivers raising adolescents, regardless of whether those caregivers are
biological parents. In other words, parenting may be done by grandparents, foster parents, or others.
In an increasingly digital environment, parenting may be complicated by adolescents’ proclivity for
online activities because adolescents often have greater skills and greater online activity than parents
realize (Cassidy et al. 2012). However, research confirms that nurturing a warm and caring relationship
between parents and children as well as monitoring are effective parenting skills that support positive
youth development in a digital age (Elsaesser et al. 2017).

1.3. Parent–Adolescent Relationships and Youth Cyberbullying Prevention

Research across several countries has consistently indicated that parental support and parental
warmth have negative associations with cyberbullying (Accordino and Accordino 2011; Elsaesser et al. 2017;
Hong et al. 2016). Parental support—measured by four items about helping, loving, understanding,
and comforting—was related to lower levels of cyberbullying victimization and perpetration in
a national sample of U.S. teens (Wang et al. 2009). Although these studies have largely been
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cross-sectional, one found that family support was negatively related to cyberbullying victimization
and perpetration one year later (Fanti et al. 2012). In a meta-analysis that examined parenting with
respect to cyberbullying victimization and perpetration, Kowalski et al. (2014) reported five studies
that found that parental warmth was negatively associated with cyberbullying victimization and
perpetration, though effect sizes for these associations were small in magnitude given the small
number of studies. Few studies have examined the role of youth gender in the relationship between
parent connectedness and cyberbullying, and examinations of moderation effects by gender are needed
(Navarro 2016).

One study on cyberbullying in the Netherlands used Baumrind’s original conceptualization
of parenting styles to identify authoritarian (controlling), authoritative (both controlling and
warm), permissive (warmth but low control), and neglectful parents (neither controlling nor warm;
Dehue Francine et al. 2012). As they transitioned into secondary school, youth were the least likely
to report cyberbullying victimization or perpetration if they had authoritative compared to other
parenting types. In other studies, authoritarian parenting was positively related to cyberbullying
perpetration but not victimization (Floros et al. 2013a; Makri-Botsari and Karagianni 2014).

This research into parental warmth, support, and parenting style establishes that relationships
exist between aspects of parenting and youth cyberbullying. However, these studies did not examine
other important parental factors such as monitoring or attempts to control an online environment.

1.4. Parental Monitoring

Few studies focus on the effects of parental monitoring with respect to cyberbullying
(Elsaesser et al. 2017). Although some studies caution that adolescents may have a negative
reaction to parental monitoring (Hessel et al. 2017; Laird et al. 2018), emerging studies suggest
a negative relationship between parental monitoring and cyberbullying victimization/perpetration
(Chang et al. 2015; Hemphill and Heerde 2014; Hong et al. 2016; Khurana et al. 2015). Hong et al. (2016)
found that parental monitoring—measured by parental knowledge of youth’s friends, free time,
and activities—was negatively related to both face-to-face bullying and cyberbullying. In a longitudinal
Australian study, parents’ awareness of their adolescents’ activities was linked to lower levels of
reported cyberbullying harassment four years later (Hemphill and Heerde 2014). However, adolescents
may view some forms of parental monitoring as snooping or invasion of privacy (e.g., Hawk et al. 2008).
Although there are several forms of monitoring (see Laird et al. (2018) for an excellent discussion),
in the current paper, monitoring generally refers to parents’ behaviors (e.g., asking questions about
child behaviors).

Monitoring specifically in the online environment—often referred to as parental mediation—may be
particularly important to parents who are concerned about cyberbullying (Cassidy et al. 2012; American
Psychological Association 2017). In a mixed-methods study of 312 parents of sixth- to ninth-graders
in Canada, most parents emphasized the need for the prevention of cyberbullying—starting at home
(Cassidy et al. 2012). Although parents voiced some concern about online risks and cyberbullying,
parents underestimated the amount of cyberbullying children experienced (compared with child
reports) and the amount of time that their children spent online. Over two-thirds of parents reported
monitoring their children at least somewhat, and 41% believed that restrictive monitoring was the best
way to prevent cyberbullying. Still, more than half of parents emphasized the need for communication,
support when cyberbullying occurred, and more education on how to respond to cyberbullying.

Parents also described the need to become more aware of their child’s social media use, but
others felt that parents generally do not have the energy to guide children’s use (Cassidy et al. 2012).
Similarly, in the Stress in America report (American Psychological Association 2017), 48% of parents
reported that monitoring online activity was a constant battle, 45% felt that technology interrupted
family connectedness, and 58% worried that their children were attached to their electronic devices.
In a study of middle school students in Taiwan, Chang et al. (2015) found that parents’ restriction
of online activity was related to lower cyberbullying victimization and perpetration. According to
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Martins et al. (2017), family rules, including rules regarding digital technology, may be a deterrent to
cyberbullying. These studies underscore the need to involve parents in cyberbullying prevention, a
theme echoed in qualitative studies with parents about face-to-face bullying (Harcourt et al. 2014).

Many parental monitoring studies have examined parental control of online activity. In a study of
youth aged 12–17 years who participated in the Pew Internet and American Life project, Mesch (2009)
examined both parental restriction of adolescents’ online activities as well as family rules about
information sharing and websites. Rule-setting implied that parents and adolescents had talked
about these issues. Having rules in place about websites was the only type of online monitoring
that was associated with lower levels of bullying victimization. In another study of the Pew
data, Wisniewski et al. (2015) found that restrictive, direct parental control such as setting limits
of screen time and access to passwords was related to low adolescent risky behavior online (including
cyberbullying). However, parental control also may have discouraged teens from engaging online or
correcting their online misjudgments (e.g., deleting their own posts). In contrast, active discussion
and parental monitoring that included online interaction was related to engagement with others
online and correcting their online misjudgments. In one cross-sectional study, primarily restrictive
parental monitoring of online behavior was positively related to cyberbullying, which in turn was
positively associated with offline bullying (Meter and Bauman 2018). Similarly, in a longitudinal
study of Midwestern students (aged 13–15 years) in the U.S., restrictive parental monitoring of social
networking activity was associated with greater cyberbullying victimization at the same time point
and greater depressive symptoms one year later. However, parental co-viewing and instruction
was associated with lower cyberbullying victimization at the same time point, and lower depressive
symptoms one year later (Wright 2018).

These studies provide emerging evidence that active parent–teen communication about online
activities and involved parental monitoring may be key leverage points for reducing risk of the negative
health outcomes associated with cyberbullying. In the current study, we focus on the discussion of
online activities as another form of parental monitoring that may include asking youth about what
they have been doing in online contexts.

1.5. Examining Parent–Child Relationships and Monitoring Concurrently

Despite consistent evidence of the protective association of positive parenting and low
cyberbullying involvement (Elsaesser et al. 2017), a gap in the literature remains: the examination
of parent–child relationships and monitoring together as they relate to cyberbullying involvement.
In one of the few exceptions, Chang et al. (2015) found that a strong parent–adolescent relationship
and restrictive parental monitoring of online activity were associated with lower likelihood of both
cyberbullying victimization and perpetration in a sample of youth from Taiwan. Other types of
parental monitoring—including active discussion, safety instruction, monitoring of activity, or technical
help—were not significantly related to cyberbullying involvement. Another study of U.S. students
found that a poor parent–adolescent relationship and low parental monitoring were both associated
with greater cyberbullying perpetration (Ybarra and Mitchell 2004). However, a study of students in
Greece found that parental safety practices online—including restrictive monitoring—were related to
lower cyberbullying victimization, but parental bonding was not related to either type of cyberbullying
involvement (Floros et al. 2013b). Given these sparse and contradictory findings, further joint
examination of parent–child relationships and monitoring is warranted. We address this shortcoming
in the current study.

1.6. The Current Study

Consistent with Baumrind’s assertion that parenting warmth and control combine for the most
effective parenting (Baumrind 1991), caring parent–child relationships and parental monitoring have
been found to be deterrents of cyberbullying victimization and perpetration (e.g., Hemphill and
Heerde 2014). In addition, parental monitoring of adolescents’ online activities has been shown
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to be effective in reducing online risk when it includes collaboration and discussion rather than
control or restriction (e.g., Wisniewski et al. 2015). However, few researchers have examined caring
parent–child relationships and parental monitoring of adolescents’ online activities concurrently.
A warm parent–child relationship has been shown to dampen and moderate children’s negative
reactions to parental monitoring (LaFleur et al. 2016). Therefore, by accounting for the effects of
parental connectedness, we can examine under what circumstances parental monitoring of online
activities may be related to low cyberbullying involvement.

In the current secondary data analysis, we addressed this gap by examining both parental
connectedness and parental monitoring of online activities. We expected that youth report of
parental caring would be negatively related to both cyberbullying victimization and perpetration.
We also hypothesized that parental monitoring of online activities would be negatively related to
both cyberbullying victimization and perpetration, controlling for connectedness and demographics.
We explored potential moderating effects of youth gender, answering a recent call to understand
differential effects of gender with respect to cyberbullying (Navarro 2016). We also explored potential
moderating effects of parental connectedness on the relationship between parental monitoring of
online activities and both forms of cyberbullying.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

Data were collected from 570 sixth grade students participating in the Partnering for Healthy
Student Outcomes (PHSO) study, a longitudinal study of school-based prevention programs in three
middle schools in the Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan area in the spring of 2015. Participants
were 48.7% female; 1.9% reported being American Indian, 13.7% Asian, 20.2% Black, 20.4% Latino,
22.7% White, and 21.1% multiracial. Nearly two-thirds (65.7%) qualified for free/reduced-price lunch
(see Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the sixth grade sample: youth report of key variables.

Full Sample (n = 570)

% or M (SD)

Demographics
Female 47.8%
Race/ethnicity

American Indian 1.9%
Asian/South Pacific 13.7%
Black 20.2%
Latino/a 20.4%
Multi-racial 21.1%
White 22.6%

Lives with two biological parents 68.0%
Receipt of free/reduced-priced lunch 65.7%

Key Variables
Cyberbullying victimization 16.7%
Cyberbullying perpetration 8.4%
Parental connectedness 3.20 (0.76)
Parental online monitoring 2.81 (1.11)

2.2. Procedure

Three schools were assigned to one of three conditions: (1) an evidence-based social emotional
skill-building curriculum; (2) a year-long teacher professional development program aimed at
improving teacher-student relationships, student engagement, and teacher classroom management
and inclusion practices; and (3) both the social emotional skill building and the teacher professional
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development program. Schools were recruited for two reasons. First, they served students from
diverse racial/ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds (i.e., high percentage of students eligible to
receive free/reduced-price lunch). Second, they were experiencing challenges in terms of academic
risk (i.e., lower percentages of students meeting proficiency on standardized tests), in comparison to
overall state statistics.

All students in sixth grade at the three schools were eligible to participate in the study. In the fall
of sixth grade, we attempted to obtain parental consent from n = 789 enrolled students by approaching
parents at an information night before the school year started, sending home written notes to each
student’s parents, and by calling families who had not returned the written form. In the spring of sixth
grade, 48 additional students had enrolled, and parents received information mailed to their home
describing the study and follow-up phone calls, as needed, to obtain parental consent. Written forms
were made available in English, Spanish, Hmong, and Somali based on the preferences of the family as
documented by the school. Verbal consent was also offered in English, Spanish, and Hmong. Of the
837 eligible across both time points, 649 parents provided consent (77.5%). At the spring assessment,
615 students were still enrolled at the school and had parental consent. Of those, 571 (92.8%) students
provided written assent and participated in the survey. One student had missing data on all variables
of interest; therefore, the current secondary data analysis utilizes data from 570 students. Intervention
effects were not tested or expected at this early interim time point. The Institutional Review Board at
the University of Minnesota approved this study.

2.3. Measures

Cyberbullying victimization and perpetration were measured by asking, “During the last 30 days,
how often have you [been bullied/bullied others] online through social media, email, texting, websites,
video games, photos/videos, or instant messaging?” (California Department of Education 2015).
Five frequency response options were dichotomized to “never” versus “ever” reporting cyberbullying
victimization and perpetration in the past 30 days based on past research that has found a substantial
difference in the experiences of those who have never been involved in bullying and those who have
been even once or twice in the last month (Gower and Borowsky 2013).

Parental connectedness was measured by a three-item Caring Relationships at Home Scale. Items
include “In my home, there is a parent or some other adult who listens to me when I have something to say,”
“ . . . who is interested in my schoolwork,” and “ . . . who talks with me about my problems” (responses
ranged from 1 = not at all true to 4 = very true; α = 0.73; California Department of Education 2015). Online
parental monitoring was measured by one item: “In my home, there is a parent or some other adult
who asks me about things I do online (through social media, email, texting, websites, video games,
photos/videos, or instant messaging)” (1 = not at all true; 4 = very true).

Several socio-demographic variables were included. Students indicated their family structure
(two biological parents versus other configurations) on the survey; gender and qualification for
free/reduced-price lunch were obtained from school records. Finally, a composite variable for
race/ethnicity was created in which self-reports were prioritized first at baseline, then at the second
assessment. If race/ethnicity was missing from these two self-reports, school records were used
to provide data. We also controlled for school context by including dummy-coded variables and
contrasting two of the schools to the third school as the referent.

2.4. Analysis Plan

First, we examined descriptive statistics of the variables of interest and correlations, and we
tested for differences between those who reported cyberbullying victimization or perpetration and
those who reported no cyberbullying involvement via t-tests and cross tabulation analyses. Then, we
conducted a series of multivariable logistic regression analyses to estimate the relationship of parenting
connectedness and parental monitoring with cyberbullying victimization and perpetration, controlling
for socio-demographic variables and school. Next, to test whether the relationships between parenting
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variables and cyberbullying involvement were moderated by gender and whether the relationship
between monitoring of online activities and cyberbullying involvement was moderated by parental
connectedness, we added interaction terms to the models. A spreadsheet containing the variables used
in these analyses is available in the Supplementary Materials.

Missing data for each variable amounted to less than 5%. For example, only 1.9% of students
were missing data on either of the cyberbullying victimization and perpetration variables. However,
when all variables were considered together, 17% of cases had some missing data. We conducted cross
tabulation analyses to examine missingness on the dependent variables. No significant differences
were found by gender, race, or receipt of free/reduced-price lunch. However, students who did not
live with two biological parents were more likely to be missing data on cyberbullying victimization and
perpetration variables. To account for missing data, we used 25 iterations of multiple imputation in all
models, including socio-demographic variables to inform the imputation (Johnson and Young 2011).

3. Results

Descriptive statistics are found in Table 1. In the spring of their sixth-grade year, 16.7% of
students reported cyberbullying victimization, and 8.4% reported cyberbullying perpetration in the
past 30 days. Unadjusted bivariate analyses indicated that parental connectedness was significantly
lower among adolescents who reported cyberbullying victimization (M = 2.96; SD = 0.83) compared to
adolescents not involved in cyberbullying victimization (M = 3.24; SD = 0.74; t (548) = −3.28, p = 0.001).
Parental connectedness was also significantly lower among adolescents who reported cyberbullying
perpetration (M = 2.90; SD = 0.83) compared to adolescents not involved in cyberbullying perpetration
(M = 3.22; SD = 0.75; t (548) = −2.78, p = 0.006). Online parental monitoring was significantly lower among
adolescents who reported cyberbullying perpetration (M = 2.48; SD = 1.24) compared to adolescents
not involved in cyberbullying perpetration (M = 2.84; SD = 1.09; t (542) = −2.12, p = 0.035). A similar,
marginally significant pattern of differences in online parental monitoring was noted for youth who
reported cyberbullying victimization (M = 2.61; SD = 1.10 versus M = 2.85; SD = 1.11; t (542) = −1.89,
p = 0.060). We also examined the correlation between the two parenting practice measures. Parental
connectedness was significantly correlated with parental online monitoring (r = 0.47, p < 0.000).

Results of the logistic regression models are found in three columns in Table 2. In Model 1
analyses, each one-unit increase in connectedness to a parent/parental figure was associated with
a 35% reduction in likelihood of cyberbullying victimization and a 46% reduction in likelihood
of cyberbullying perpetration. Adjusted associations with parental monitoring are shown in
Model 2. Student report of parental online monitoring was associated with a 34% reduction in the
likelihood of cyberbullying perpetration per unit of parental online monitoring. When both parental
connectedness and parental online monitoring were included in Model 3, only parental connectedness
was significantly associated with a lower likelihood of cyberbullying victimization and cyberbullying
perpetration (24% and 36% lower per unit of parent connectedness, respectively). To illustrate the
magnitude of effects in the non-linear models, we plotted the predicted probabilities of cyberbullying
victimization and perpetration for each unit of parental connectedness (see Figure 1). Although online
parental monitoring was associated with a 36% lower likelihood of cyberbullying perpetration, this
effect was marginally significant (p = 0.090). Finally, no significant interaction effects were detected,
indicating that gender did not moderate the main effects; nor did parental connectedness moderate
the relationships between online parental monitoring and cyberbullying victimization/perpetration.
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Table 2. Results of multivariable logistic regression models of parental connectedness and monitoring
of online activities on cyberbullying victimization and perpetration (n = 570).

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

OR a SE b 95% CI c OR SE 95% CI OR SE 95% CI

Cyberbullying Victimization
Connectedness 0.65 ** 0.10 0.46 0.87 0.76 * 0.08 0.49 0.94

Online Monitoring 0.82 + 0.09 0.67 1.01 0.76 0.12 0.55 1.17
Constant 0.21 0.11 0.62 0.41 0.64 0.43

Cyberbullying Perpetration
Connectedness 0.54 ** 0.11 0.37 0.81 0.64 * 0.14 0.42 0.99

Online Monitoring 0.66 ** 0.10 0.50 0.88 0.76 + 0.12 0.56 1.03
Constant 0.03 0.03 0.06 0.08 1.02 0.95

Note. a OR = Odds Ratio. b SE = Standard Error. c CI = Confidence Interval. All models control for gender,
race/ethnicity, family structure, receipt of free or reduced-price lunch, and school. + p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.001.

(a) (b) 

Figure 1. Marginal effects of parental connectedness on the predicted probabilities of (a) cyberbullying
victimization and (b) cyberbullying perpetration.

4. Discussion

The current paper extends past research by examining both parental connectedness and
monitoring with respect to cyberbullying victimization and perpetration. More specifically, we
examined parental connectedness in concert with parental monitoring of online activities through
discussion. We found that parental connectedness was negatively associated with the likelihood of
both cyberbullying victimization and perpetration, accounting for the effects of parental monitoring.
Parental monitoring of online activities was negatively associated with cyberbullying perpetration,
though this association was only marginally significant when parental connectedness was included
in the model. Study results suggest that parental connectedness may be more salient than parental
monitoring of online activities to deter cyberbullying involvement.

Findings from this study contribute to a body of literature that has found that parent–adolescent
connectedness is linked to positive youth health outcomes (Sieving et al. 2017) and is associated with lower
risk of cyberbullying involvement (Kowalski et al. 2014; Wang et al. 2009). Strong parent–adolescent
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relationships may encourage youth disclosure of online risk and enable parents to guide youth in
online environments. Youth disclosure of online activities and risk-taking has been found to be
more important than parental monitoring of information (Shapka and Law 2013). Additionally,
parent–adolescent connectedness may provide a safe learning environment for adolescents to take
online risks and correct mistakes (Wisniewski et al. 2015), ultimately protecting youth against
cyberbullying involvement. For example, youth may be more willing to post creative videos or
apologize for a failed attempt at online sarcasm if they feel the support of parents. These explanations
merit further investigation.

Our findings are consistent with past research that has found that parental monitoring may
deter cyberbullying perpetration. Past research has primarily focused on restrictive monitoring
(Chang et al. 2015; Martins et al. 2017). However, we examined whether adolescents report that their
parents ask them about what they do online, suggesting a type of active discussion. Although parental
monitoring of online activities was marginally related to lower cyberbullying perpetration, parental
connectedness was significantly related to both perpetration and victimization. This finding is in
line with previous studies that suggest caution should be taken before recommending a strategy
of asking adolescents what they are doing online. Older adolescents, in particular, may resent a
perceived invasion of privacy (e.g., Hawk et al. 2008), and at least one study found that parental
requests for information about youth activities via technology was related to higher rates of youth
depressive symptoms rather than face-to-face conversations (Hessel et al. 2017). However, parental
online monitoring may be an important deterrent in other areas of online safety.

These findings have implications for parent-based prevention of cyberbullying and online risk.
Public opinion seems to indicate that parents want more options for monitoring and controlling online
use. For example, a recent open letter to Apple on behalf of parents called for improvements in online
monitoring, and Apple responded in kind with parental controls in their iPhone operating system
(JANA Partners LLC and the California State Teachers’ Retirement System 2018). Some monitoring
of online activities may be appropriate for new users of technology-mediated activities such as
social media use and reducing online risk in other areas. However, the current research suggests
that parent–child relationships remain an important component in the prevention of cyberbullying
(Elsaesser et al. 2017).

Parent-based programs for the prevention of cyberbullying may be especially effective because
adolescents often use technology and experience cyberbullying at home (Kowalski et al. 2012). Also,
parent-based programs have been shown to strengthen parent–child relationships (Sandler et al. 2011)
and may serve as a buffer to cyberbullying (Low and Espelage 2014). Students who have experienced
family dysfunction are at high risk for bullying involvement (Forster et al. 2017) and may benefit
from programming that strengthens parent–adolescent relationships, which in turn could reduce the
likelihood of cyberbullying.

Strengths and Limitations

The strengths of this study include the examination of youth reports of both parental
connectedness and parental online monitoring, the diversity of the sample, and the inclusion of
parental online monitoring via discussion as opposed to restrictive monitoring. However, limitations
must be acknowledged. Cyberbullying victimization and perpetration were measured with a single
item, which may not capture all potential cyberbullying situations and may underestimate results.
Ideally, a stronger variable would consist of multiple items. In the current study, we did not examine
parent connectedness and parental monitoring among youth who experience both cyberbullying
victimization and perpetration because their numbers were so few (n = 21). Future analyses should
also consider examining multiple parenting variables among youth involved in both cyberbullying
victimization and perpetration. Also, parental online monitoring was a single item measure, and other
aspects of parental monitoring behavior such as rule-setting were not captured.
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The sample was local and may not generalize beyond the Midwest metropolitan area where the
study took place. Replication is warranted. Finally, because this study was based on a cross-sectional
analysis, temporal order was not established. It may be that cyberbullying involvement causes parents
to be more protective of their children, which may manifest in greater connectedness and monitoring.
Therefore, longitudinal studies examining the relationship of parenting practices with cyberbullying
involvement are needed (Elsaesser et al. 2017).

5. Conclusions

Young adolescents involved in cyberbullying, whether as a victim or a bully, reported lower
levels of parental connectedness and parental online monitoring in unadjusted analyses. Rates of
cyberbullying experiences were similar to other studies of middle school students. Because large
national data sets have found trends suggesting that cyberbullying increases across adolescence in
the U.S., early prevention is key (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2016).
In multivariable analyses, we found that that greater levels of parental connectedness, and to a lesser
extent parental online monitoring, were associated with lower odds of cyberbullying involvement in a
diverse sample of sixth graders. Our findings offer preliminary support for parent-involved prevention
or intervention programs that focus on teaching both parents and their children strategies to strengthen
their relationships, in addition to providing practical content about online contexts. Such programming
might be delivered in a variety of settings—through schools, communities, or clinics. As most young
adolescents will increase their engagement in online spaces as they grow older, nurturing strong
parent–adolescent relationships will continue to be a primary protective factor for a digitally-focused
generation. Research is needed to test whether parent-based interventions and digital training can
deter cyberbullying involvement among middle school students.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2076-0760/7/12/265/s1,
Spreadsheet 1. Study data.
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Abstract: Cyberbullying is an increasingly frequent problem among adolescents, and it produces
considerable social concern. Using a cross-sectional and quantitative methodology, the main
objective of this study was to analyze the differences among students involved in the perpetration
and victimization of cyberbullying (non-involved, occasional, and severe), in their parental
communication, and feelings of affiliation with classmates. The sample consisted of 849 adolescents
(51.7% boys and 48.3% girls) from 12 to 18 years old (M = 14.5; SD = 1.62). Three comparison
groups of aggressors and victims of cyberbullying were formed, depending on the intensity of the
intimidation: non-involved, occasional, and severe. The results of the analysis of variance indicated
that adolescents involved in cyberbullying as perpetrators or victims have less open and more
avoidant communication with their parents than adolescents who are not involved in cyberbullying.
Additionally, victims of cyberbullying perceive lower feelings of affiliation with their classmates,
whereas cyberbullies show no differences between the groups on this variable. These new results
provide insight into the important role of family and peers in the prevention and eradication of the
growing problem of cyberbullying.

Keywords: cyberbullying; perpetration; victimization; parental communication; affiliation; peers

1. Introduction

The growing use of a wide variety of technologies has created new forms of possible interaction
and communication among adolescents (Betts and Spenser 2017; Goodyear and Armour 2018).
Information and communication technologies (ICTs) provide many advantages for young people.
However, the use of electronic devices at increasingly young ages also encourages their inappropriate
use (Campbell and Bauman 2018; Garaigordobil 2017). Cyberbullying is defined as an intentional
and aggressive behavior that is repeated frequently over a period of time through the use (by an
individual or group) of electronic devices against a victim who cannot easily defend him/herself
(Smith et al. 2008, p. 376). Today, this is the most common form of digital bullying among peers in
adolescence (Watkins et al. 2016).

Cyberbullying is a serious and growing problem that affects more children and adolescents every
day in all developed countries. In fact, most researchers coincide in pointing out that the prevalence of
cyberbullying has increased considerably in recent years (Kowalski et al. 2014; Machimbarrena and
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Garaigordobil 2018; Watts et al. 2017). In the case of cybervictims, these authors have mentioned a 6.5%
prevalence of cyberbullying victims in their study (Ybarra and Mitchell 2004). Almost ten years later, 
Floros et al. (2013) observed a cybervictim prevalence of 28.3%. Regarding cyberbullies, an increase 
in their prevalence has also been reported over the years. In 2008, Slonje and Smith (2008) found a 
10.3% prevalence of cyberbullies in their study. Almost a decade later, Lee and Shin (2017) noted a 
34% prevalence of cyberbullies. Different studies reveal that there is a greater percentage of occasional 
cyberbullies and cybervictims than severe ones (Buelga et al. 2015; Palermiti et al. 2017). In spite 
of the studies mentioned above, one problem occurring in the scientific literature on the prevalence 
of cyberbullying is the lack of consensus with respect to its definition and the methodologies used 
for measuring cyberbullying and cybervictimization (Baldry et al. 2018; Hinduja and Patchin 2014). 
This divergence greatly complicates the comparison of research, both within countries as well as 
between different countries and cultures.

In addition, cyberbullying has negative consequences for the psychosocial wellbeing of 
adolescents involved in this problem. Cybervictims sometimes present depression, anxiety, suicide 
ideation, fear, nervousness, irritability, somatizations, sleep disorders, and difficulties in concentrating 
(Garaigordobil 2011; Navarro et al. 2015). Although the most pronounced effects are found in victims, 
cyberbullying also has negative consequences for cyberbullies. Some studies indicate that cyberbullies’ 
behavior can be a precursor to criminal behavior (Buelga et al. 2015; Juvonen and Graham 2014). 
Moreover, Cerezo (2006) also observed a lack of empathy and moral comprehension in the bullies 
that keeps them from establishing normal social relationships and affects their psychological and 
social development.

In this context, given the seriousness of cyberbullying, different studies emphasize the important 
role of families in educating and preventing it (Taiariol 2010; Tsiplakides 2018). With regard to family 
climate, on the one hand, different studies point out that family cohesion acts as a protective factor 
against both cyberaggression and cybervictimization (Elsaesser et al. 2017; Sasson and Mesch 2017). 
On the other hand, family conflict is conceived as a risk factor that increases the probability that an 
adolescent will become involved in cyberbullying (Kowalski et al. 2014; Ortega-Baron et al. 2016). 
In this regard, Ybarra and Mitchell (2004) found that a poor family relationship, characterized by low 
supervision, lack of emotional ties, and severe discipline, is associated with a greater probability of 
becoming a victim or aggressor through technologies.

Another family variable related to the appearance and continuity of violent behaviors in 
adolescence is the adolescent’s communication with his/her parents. In fact, the quality of the 
family atmosphere depends largely on the communication among the members of the family 
(Galvin et al. 2015). Regarding the issue of bullying, different studies show that bullies and victims 
have less open and more avoidant and offensive communication than adolescents who are not involved 
in this problem (Carrascosa et al. 2016; Ledwell and King 2015). With regard to cyberbullying, the study 
by Dehue et al. (2008) showed that more difficulties in family communication were observed in both 
cyberbullies and cybervictims. In addition, Larrañaga et al. (2016) found that cybervictims have more 
avoidant communication, which contributes to prolonging the duration of the cybervictimization.

The negative or not very fluid communication between parents and adolescents makes it difficult 
for parents to detect their children’s cyberbullying. Various studies indicate that up to 50% of victims 
do not tell anyone about the bullying they are experiencing, or they do so rarely because they are 
afraid of being cyberbullied again (Ang and Goh 2010; García-Maldonado et al. 2011). Furthermore, 
according to the study by Li (2007), one-third of adolescents believe that even if adults know that 
there is a cyberbullying problem, they will not be able to help them. Other studies have shown that, 
in general, the first people victims go to for help are their peers (Aricak et al. 2008; Brooks et al. 2012).

The quality and support of peer relationships is another important variable in adolescents’ 
wellbeing (Trejos-Herrera et al. 2018). Odacı and Kalkan (2010) demonstrated that victims 
of cyberbullying experience greater isolation and social rejection from their peers. Moreover, 
different studies revealed that cyberbullies are popular and respected for their use of cyberviolence
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(Buelga et al. 2015; Povedano et al. 2012). This lack of help and the reinforcement of the aggressor by
peers are variables that, together with family variables, also influence the occurrence and continuity of
cyberbullying over time (Wegge et al. 2016; Calvete et al. 2010).

In short, different studies have proven the important role of family and peers to prevent
intimidation among peers (Sasson and Mesch 2017; Price and Dalgleish 2010). According to
Cava (2011), victims with positive family communication and who feel that they can identify with
their peer group have a better psychological adjustment. According to this study, it is essential that the
victim has a climate of trust and support in their environment to be able to communicate the situation
experienced and overcome the problem of harassment.

Taking these antecedents into account, and in addition to the importance of parents and peers in
preventing and reducing cyberbullying, the objectives of this study are: (1) To determine the extent
of the relationship between cyberbullying (perpetration and victimization) and the variables in this
study: Open communication (mother, father), avoidant communication (mother, father), and feeling of
affiliation (peers); (2) analyze the prevalence of cybervictims and cyberbullies based on the intensity
(occasional and severe); (3) analyze whether there are significant differences among the three groups
of aggressors (non-cyberbullies, occasional cyberbullies, and severe cyberbullies) on the variables:
Open communication (mother, father), avoidant communication (mother, father), and feeling of
affiliation (peers); and (4) analyze whether there are significant differences among the three groups of
victims (non-cybervictims, occasional cybervictims, and severe cybervictims) on the target variables.
In short, this study contributes to broadening the knowledge about the differences between victims
and aggressors of cyberbullying in the family communication and perception of feeling of affiliation
with peers.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

In this cross-sectional study, participant selection was carried out by means of a non-probabilistic
sampling for convenience due to their accessibility and prior interest in participating in the present
study. The strata were established according to the grade level in high school (1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th
course) of Compulsory Secondary Education (ESO) and the sociodemographic equivalence between
the schools. The sample size of adolescents corresponding to the student group size in compulsory
secondary education (ESO) in the Valencian Community, with a sampling error of ±3.5%, a confidence
level of 95%, and p = q = 0.5, (n = 190.872), was estimated at 781 students.

The sample was composed of 849 high school students between 12 and 18 years old (M = 14.09;
SD = 1.37) who attended four public high schools in the Valencian Community (Spain). Sex distribution
of participants in this study was similar: 51.7% (n = 439) were boys, and 48.3% were girls (n = 410).
Regarding distribution by grade level, 22.4% (n = 190) of participants were in the first course of ESO,
(grade 7), 30.7% (n = 261) were in the second course (grade 8), 22.6% (n = 192) were in the third course
(grade 9), and 24.3% (n = 206) were in the fourth course (grade 10).

2.2. Measures

Adolescent victimization through the mobile phone and Internet scale (CYBVIC; Buelga et al.
2010, 2012). This scale consists of 18 items, which are rated on a Likert-type scale from 1 to 4 (never,
seldom, often, and always). The items evaluate the bullying experienced through the mobile phone
and the Internet in the past year. Mobile phone victimization is composed of 8 items (for example,
“I have been insulted or ridiculed through messages or calls”), and Internet victimization is evaluated
with the same items and 2 other items related to identity theft (for example, “They stole my identity to
say or do bad things on the Internet”). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for the
scale was 0.88 and the coefficient omega was 0.86.
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Adolescent aggression through the mobile phone and Internet scale (CYB-AG; Buelga and Pons
2012). This scale consists of 10 items with a response range from 1 to 5 (never, rarely, sometimes,
frequently, quite often). The items evaluate the frequency with which the person has participated in
aggressive behaviors through new technologies in the past year (for example, “I have used a peer’s
identity to do bad things on the Internet or on the phone” or “I have told lies or rumors to annoy a
classmate over the Internet or on the phone”). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for
the scale was 0.82 and the coefficient omega was 0.80.

Parent–adolescent communication scale (PACS; Barnes and Olson 1982). This scale is divided into
two subscales (the adolescent’s communication with the mother and the adolescent’s communication
with the father), each containing 16 items, which are rated from 1 (never) to 5 (always). For the
purposes of this study, the dimensions of open communication and avoidance communication were
used. Open communication evaluates the degree of positive communication based on understanding
and the free exchange of information (for example, “In my family we express our opinions frequently
and spontaneously”). Avoidant communication evaluates the degree of lack of communication,
based on distancing and avoidance (for example, “In my family, we almost never openly show our
anger”). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients for the open communication dimension
were 0.72 (mother) and 0.69 (father). Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients for the avoidance
communication dimensions were 0.73 (mother) and 0.61 (father). The Omega coefficients for open
communication dimension were 0.70 (mother) and 0.67 (father) and for the avoidance communication
dimensions 0.71 (mother) and 0.60 (father).

Feeling of affiliation with peers subscale (Fernández-Ballesteros and Sierra 1989). For the
purposes of this study, the subscale of the classroom environment scale (CES; Spanish adaptation by
Fernández-Ballesteros and Sierra 1989) was used. This scale consists of 10 true–false items that evaluate
the adolescent’s perception of affiliation: Friendship and help among students (for example, “Students
like to help each other”). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for the subscale was 0.74
and the coefficient omega was 0.72.

2.3. Procedure

Various informative meetings were held with the schools selected to explain the study aims.
The selection of the high schools was carried out through non-probabilistic convenience sampling,
based on their accessibility and prior interest in participating in this study. After obtaining the
schools’ permission and informed consent from the parents, the instruments were applied during
school hours by previously trained researchers. Throughout the study, adolescents were informed
that their participation was voluntary and anonymous. The participants’ privacy was guaranteed,
and none of the students refused to answer. The present study follows the ethical values required for
research on humans, in accordance with the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki and its later amendments.
Further, this study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Valencia, Spain (Project
identification code: H1456762885511).

2.4. Data Analysis

All data were analyzed with the SPSS statistical package (version 23). First, a Pearson
correlation analysis was carried out to determine the relations between cyberbullying (perpetration
and victimization) and the variables being studied open communication (mother, father), avoidance
communication (mother, father), and feeling of affiliation (peers).

Second, subjects’ scores on the scales of aggression and victimization through the mobile phone
and Internet were used to classify students into three groups: (a) adolescent non-cyberbullies and
adolescent non-cybervictims; (b) occasional cyberbullies and occasional cybervictims; (c) severe
cyberbullies and severe cybervictims. The cut-off point used to assign the subjects to the group of
severe cyberbullies and cybervictims was 1 standard deviation (+1 SD) above the mean. These data
were M = 1.23, SD = 0.34 for the scale of cyberbullying (minimum score 10, maximum 50), and M = 2.46,
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SD = 0.60 for the scale of cybervictimization (minimum score 18, maximum 72). The adolescents who
scored 1 (“never”) on all items on these scales were placed in the non-cyberbully and non-cybervictim
groups. The remaining adolescents were assigned to the groups of occasional cyberbullies and
occasional cybervictims.

Third, the prevalence of cyberbullies and cybervictims based on the intensity (non-involved,
occasional, and severe) was calculated.

Finally, a one-factor ANOVA was performed to analyze differences among the three comparison
groups (non-cyberbullies, occasional cyberbullies, and severe cyberbullies and non-cybervictims,
occasional cybervictims, and severe cybervictims) on the variables: open communication (mother,
father), avoidance communication (mother, father), and feeling of affiliation (peers). Post-hoc
Games–Howell tests were applied when there were significant differences between the comparison
groups on the variables studied.

3. Results

The Pearson correlation analysis reveals statistically significant correlations between cyberbullying
(perpetration and victimization) and almost all the variables analyzed in this study (Table 1). The only
variable that did not present statistically significant correlations with cyberbullying (perpetration) is
the feeling of affiliation with peers (p = −0.013).

Table 1. Pearson correlations between cyberbullying (perpetration and victimization) and the study variables.

Variables Cyberbullying Perpetration Cyberbullying Victimization

Cyberbullying perpetration - 0.443 **
Cyberbullying victimization 0.443 ** -

Open communication (mother) −0.174 ** −0.178 **
Open communication (father) −0.125 ** −0. 123 **

Avoidant communication (mother) 0.097 ** 0.161 **
Avoidant communication (father) 0.077 * 0.147 **

Feeling of affiliation (peers) −0.013 −0.051 *

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

Cyberbullying perpetration correlated positively at p < 0.01 with cyberbullying victimization and
avoidant communication with the mother. A positive significant correlation between cyberbullying at
p < 0.05 and avoidant communication with the father was also observed. Further, cyberbullying
perpetration correlated negatively at p < 0.01 with open communication with both the mother
and father.

In relation to cyberbullying victimization, findings showed that this variable correlated positively
at p < 0.01 with cyberbullying perpetration, avoidant communication with the mother, and avoidant
communication with the father. In addition, cyberbullying victimization correlated negatively at
p < 0.01 with open communication with both the mother and father.

Regarding the prevalence of cybervictimization, results indicated that 73.5% (n = 624) of
adolescents participating in this study have never been victimized through the Internet or the mobile
phone, whereas 26.5% (n = 225) have been victims of cyberbullying in the past year. In this scale (range
score 18–72), from these victims, 22.4% (n = 190) were cyberbullied occasionally with a mean score of
24.01 (SD = 4.68), and 4.1% (n = 35) severely with a mean score of 31.97 (SD = 7.20).

For the prevalence of cyberbullying (range score 10–50), findings indicated that 53.7% (n = 456)
of adolescents in this study have never bullied their peers through the Internet or mobile phone,
whereas 46.3% (n = 393) have been cyberbullies in the past year. Of these aggressors, 35.5% (n = 301)
cyberbullied their peers occasionally, with a mean score of 13.01(SD = 1.01), and 10.8% (n = 92) severely,
with a mean score on the cyberbullying scale of 20.08 (SD = 4.08).

With regard to the analysis of variance between cyberbully groups, results showed (Table 2) that
on the variables of open communication with the mother and with the father, the non-cyberbully
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adolescents presented significantly higher scores than the cyberbullies, with no significant differences
between the occasional cyberbullies and the severe ones (open communication with the mother:
F = 11.87, p < 0.001; open communication with the father: F = 10.87, p < 0.001). Furthermore, results
indicated (Table 2) that on the variables of avoidant communication with the mother and with the
father, the non-cyberbully group presented significantly lower scores than cyberbullies, with no
significant differences found between occasional and severe cyberbullies (avoidant communication
with the mother: F = 5.69, p = 0.003; avoidant communication with the father: F = 5.47, p = 0.004).
In relation to the feeling of affiliation with peers, no significant differences were observed between the
comparison groups (F = 0.53, p = 0.589).

Table 2. Mean (Standard Deviation), ANOVA of differences between cyberbully groups in variables
family communication and feeling of affiliation.

Variables Non-Cyberbullies
Occasional

Cyberbullies
Severe

Cyberbullies
F η2

Open communication (mother) 3.86 a (0.94) 3.64 b (0.91) 3.39 b (0.98) 11.87 *** 0.027

Open communication (father) 3.58 a (0.93) 3.36 b (0.86) 3.16 b (0.87) 10.87 *** 0.013

Avoidant communication (mother) 2.83 b (0.75) 2.98 a (0.69) 3.03 a (0.76) 5.69 ** 0.025

Avoidant communication (father) 2.90 b (0.75) 3.06 a (0.68) 3.07 a (0.67) 5.47 ** 0.013

Feeling of affiliation (peers) 1.45 (0.24) 1.46 (0.25) 1.47 (0.21) 0.53 0.001

Note: F = Welch; α = 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Games–Howell Test, a > b; small effect size: η2 ≤ 0.06.

Regarding differences between cybervictim groups, findings indicated (Table 3) that on the open
communication with the mother variable, non-cybervictim adolescents presented significantly higher
scores than cybervictims, with no significant differences between cybervictim groups depending on
the intensity (open communication with the mother: F = 22.45, p < 0.001). However, on the open
communication with the father variable, the group of severe cybervictims presented significantly lower
scores than the occasional cybervictims, who, in turn, presented lower scores than the non-cybervictims
(open communication with the father: F = 13.25, p < 0.001).

Table 3. Mean (Standard Deviation), ANOVA of differences between cybervictim groups in variables
family communication and feeling of affiliation.

Variables Non-Cybervictims
Occasional

Cybervictims
Severe

Cybervictims
F η2

Open communication (mother) 3.85 a (0.88) 3.42 b (1.05) 3.18 b (1.02) 22.45 *** 0.050

Open communication (father) 3.54 a (0.92) 3.29 b (0.78) 2.88 c (1.01) 13.25 *** 0.011

Avoidant communication (mother) 2.86 b (0.74) 3.02 a (0.68) 3.09 a (0.69) 4.76 ** 0.030

Avoidant communication (father) 2.92 b (0.74) 3.11 a (0.63) 3.25 a (0.81) 7.94 *** 0.018

Feeling of affiliation (peers) 1.46 a (0.24) 1.45 a (0.23) 1.33 b (0.21) 4.75 ** 0.011

Note: F = Welch; α = 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Games–Howell Test, a > b > c; small effect size: η2 ≤ 0.06.

Further, on the variables avoidant communication with the mother and with the father, as in the
cyberbullies, the results indicated (Table 3) that the non-cybervictim group presented significantly
lower scores than cybervictims, with no significant differences between occasional and severe
cybervictims (avoidant communication with the mother: F = 4.76, p = 0.009; avoidant communication
with the father: F = 7.94, p < 0.001). Regarding the feeling of affiliation with peers, significant differences
were observed (F = 4.75, p = 0.009). Specifically, severe cybervictims had a lower feeling of affiliation
than non-cybervictims and occasional cybervictims.

4. Discussion

The main objective of this study was to analyze possible differences in family communication
and the feeling of affiliation amongst adolescents involved in perpetration and victimization of
cyberbullying. These two groups, cyberbullies and cybervictims, were classified and analyzed
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according to the frequency of intimidation: Severe, occasional and non-involved; the differences
between open and avoidant communication with both the mother and father; and in the feeling of
affiliation with peer companions. Prior to carrying out this main purpose, the relationship between the
study variables was determined, as well as the prevalence of cybervictimization and cyberbullying
(severe, occasional, and non-involved).

Thus, regarding relationships between variables, the existence of a positive association between
cybervictimization and cyberbullying has been demonstrated in accordance with previous literature.
This result seems to indicate that some adolescents involved in cyberbullying behaviors could also be
victims of cyberbullying and vice versa, suggesting the idea of the double role of cyberbully–victim.
In this regard, several authors suggest that this double role is more common in the virtual world
than in traditional bullying (Buelga et al. 2017; Mishna et al. 2012), because adolescents can hide their
identity online (Aboujaoude et al. 2015; Betts and Spenser 2017; Baldry et al. 2018). On the other hand,
our work has shown that cyberbullying and cybervictimization are positively related to avoidant
communication with the mother and father, and negatively with open communication with both
parents. The quality of family communication proves to be, therefore, as highlighted in the literature,
a protective or risk factor for children’s involvement in cyberbullying and cybervictimization behaviors
(Larrañaga et al. 2016; Navarro et al. 2013; Buelga et al. 2017). In addition, we have confirmed that the
feeling of affiliation with the peer group does not correlate significantly with cyberbullying, but it does
have a relationship with cybervictimization, although weak. With regard to cyberbullying, among
peers, social self-concept, popularity or social reputation are more important variables than the feeling
of affiliation, as highlighted in research (Buelga et al. 2015; Garaigordobil 2017; Wegge et al. 2016).

Regarding the findings related to the prevalence of cyberbullying and cybervictimization, our data
indicated that approximately more than a quarter of adolescents have been victims of cyberbullying
(22.4% occasional and 4.1% severe). This incidence of cybervictimization coincides with the results
found by Zych et al. (2016) in their systematic review of prevalence of cyberbullying, which
showed an average prevalence of 24.4% of cybervictimization. With respect to aggressors, our data
demonstrated a much higher prevalence; almost half of adolescents have been cyberbullies (35.5%
occasional and 10.8% severe cyberbullies). This high prevalence of cyberbullies was also found in
Spain by other authors, such as Calvete et al. (2010), who reported a 44 percent of cyberbullying.
One possible reason for this high incidence of cyberbullying in Spain may be due to the fact that
98% of 14-year-old Spanish adolescents have a smartphone (Ditrendia Digital Marketing Trends 2016).
This widespread use of smartphones by adolescents is combined with the fact that the virtual world
has specific characteristics that seem to contribute to a greater expression of violent behaviors
(Kowalski et al. 2014; Ortega-Baron et al. 2017). With regard to cyberbullying severity, previous
studies also noted that the prevalence of occasional cyberbullying is much more frequent than severe
cyberbullying (Larrañaga et al. 2016; Sorrentino et al. 2018).

Regarding the main purpose of our study, our results indicated the importance of the quality
of family communication in children’s adjustment when dealing with both cybervictimization and
cyberbullying. Significant differences between cyberbullies (severe and occasional) with respect to
adolescents not involved in cyberbullying have been confirmed. Thus, cyberbullies have obtained
lower scores in open communication and higher scores in avoidant communication, both with the
mother and father. These findings coincided with the vast amount of research that reports that
positive, open, and fluid communication is related to a lower involvement in aggressive behavior in
the child, both in traditional bullying (Galvin et al. 2015; Ledwell and King 2015) as in cyberbullying
(Appel et al. 2014; Buelga et al. 2017). On the contrary, communication that is not very fluid or negative
with parents is associated with a greater participation by children in antisocial and violent behavior
(Braithwaite et al. 2017; Carrascosa et al. 2016; Estévez and Emler 2010). In this regard, in a study
conducted by Buelga et al. (2015), it was observed that cyberbullies presented inadequate patterns
of family communication, characterized by offensive communication, full of negative and unclear
messages. In this line, Solecki (2016) also noted that cyberbullies show negative communication with
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their parents, in addition to receiving little parental supervision of their online behavior. Many parents
do not supervise or have a dialogue with their children about their Internet browsing, so they do not
know the behavior they have in the online environment and if they are cyberbullies or cybervictims
(Elsaesser et al. 2017; Livingstone et al. 2011).

Indeed, our work has also demonstrated that cybervictims, like cyberbullies, perceive less
open communication and more avoidant communication with both parents compared to adolescents
not involved in cyberbullying. This result is consistent with previous studies that also detect
a greater deterioration in family communication in victims of cyberbullying (Appel et al. 2014;
Larrañaga et al. 2018). Likewise, studies on traditional bullying have discovered that poor quality
in the family climate, and especially parent–child communication, is a risk factor for school
victimization (Cava 2011; Cerezo 2006). Inadequate patterns in family communication, as occurs
with bullying, are closely linked to the perception of poor parental support (Hinduja and Patchin 2014).
This negative family climate consequently increases the persistence in the dynamics of cybervictimization
(Cuesta Medina et al. 2018; Royne et al. 2017). Frequently, children try to resort to peers to get out of the
situation of harassment, but often they do not find the expected help because peers lack the necessary
resources to resolve this situation (Brooks et al. 2012; Varela et al. 2013), or because they do not have a
network of friends to turn to (Ortega-Baron et al. 2016; Wegge et al. 2016).

In this regard, in this study, we have verified that cybervictims obtain lower scores in the feeling of
affiliation (friendship and help) than adolescents not involved in cyberbullying. These findings coincide
with studies that suggest that victims experience loneliness, social isolation, and rejection by their peers
(Olenik-Shemesh et al. 2012; Şahin 2012). This situation does not seem to occur with cyberbullies who
are perceived by their peers as important figures in their group (Barlińska et al. 2013). Cyberbullies are
popular and accepted among their peers (Pellegrini and Bartini 2000). Thus, our results have revealed
that, unlike the situation with cybervictims, there is no difference in feelings of affiliation between
cyberbullies and adolescents not involved in cyberbullying, which seems to confirm that cyberbullies
do indeed belong and feel they can identify with a group of friends (Buelga et al. 2015).

Finally, this study has some limitations. The cross-sectional design does not allow us to see
relationship changes between the variables over time. Future longitudinal studies can help to
understand how the variables in the cyberbullying problem influence each other over the years.
In addition, adolescents answered self-reports, which can present certain social desirability effects.
On this matter, Flisher et al. (2004) confirmed that the use of self-reports to investigate violent behaviors
in adolescence is acceptable. Regarding the instruments used, the reliability obtained in the avoidant
communication scale is limited; it has been demonstrated that by eliminating an item from the scale,
the internal consistency of the instrument increases significantly. This weakness will be reviewed in
future research. Finally, in this study, only adolescents participated. Future studies should include the
point of view of parents and peers.

Despite its limitations, this study contributes to a greater understanding of the role of family
communication in cyberbullying perpetration and victimization. The fact that in both roles,
these adolescent groups perceive family communication patterns as less open and more avoidant
with parents proves the relevance of this variable to prevent children’s online risk behaviors
(Elsaesser et al. 2017; Sasson and Mesch 2017). Encouraging open and fluid dialogue in the family
is certainly one of the strategies that helps children to perceive that their parents are a source of
support they can count on when they have problems. Therefore, talking about the benefits and
risks of the Internet in a positive environment increases the capacity of parents to support their
children emotionally and psychologically when cybervictimization situations occur (Buelga et al. 2017;
Navarro et al. 2013). This is, without a doubt, one of the biggest challenges for parents, because victims
often avoid talking to their parents about their negative experiences online.
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5. Conclusions

This study shows the differences among students involved in the perpetration and victimization
of cyberbullying (non-involved, occasional, and severe) in their parental communication and feelings
of affiliation with classmates.

The results showed that adolescent cyberbullies and cybervictims have less open and more
avoidant communication with their parents than adolescents who are not involved in cyberbullying.
Regarding the feeling of affiliation with peers, cybervictims felt less affiliation with this group of
friends. However, no significant differences were observed in the perception of affiliation with peers
in the perpetrators of cyberbullying.

In summary, this study contributes to a greater understanding of the role of parental
communication and the perception of peer support in cyberbullying perpetration and victimization.
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Abstract: The purpose of the present study was to examine the moderation of parental mediation
in the longitudinal association between being a bystander of cyberbullying and cyberbullying
perpetration and cyberbullying victimization. Participants were 1067 7th and 8th graders between 12
and 15 years old (51% female) from six middle schools in predominantly middle-class neighborhoods
in the Midwestern United States. Increases in being bystanders of cyberbullying was related
positively to restrictive and instructive parental mediation. Restrictive parental mediation was related
positively to Time 2 (T2) cyberbullying victimization, while instructive parental mediation was
negatively related to T2 cyberbullying perpetration and victimization. Restrictive parental mediation
was a moderator in the association between bystanders of cyberbullying and T2 cyberbullying
victimization. Increases in restrictive parental mediation strengthened the positive relationship
between these variables. In addition, instructive mediation moderated the association between
bystanders of cyberbullying and T2 cyberbullying victimization such that increases in this form of
parental mediation strategy weakened the association between bystanders of cyberbullying and T2
cyberbullying victimization. The current findings indicate a need for parents to be aware of how they
can impact adolescents’ involvement in cyberbullying as bullies and victims. In addition, greater
attention should be given to developing parental intervention programs that focus on the role of
parents in helping to mitigate adolescents’ likelihood of cyberbullying involvement.

Keywords: cyberbullying; bystander; bystanding; victimization; perpetration; bully;
parental mediation

1. Introduction

Cyberbullying is often conceptualized as a dyadic conflict between the perpetrator and victim,
although adolescents can have other roles (e.g., defender, bystander) in these conflicts. Research on
bystanders of cyberbullying is increasing, especially because toxic stress can result from witnessing
cyberbullying (Rivers et al. 2009). Such toxic stress might reduce bystanders’ use of effective coping
strategies, leading to their involvement in cyberbullying. Researchers have focused on factors that
might reduce adolescents’ involvement in cyberbullying (Hinduja and Patchin 2008; Rivers et al. 2009).
One such factor is parental mediation, and it influences adolescents’ cyberbullying involvement
(Livingstone and Helsper 2008; Navarro et al. 2013; Sasson and Mesch 2017; Wright 2018), although it
is unclear how parental mediation might impact the likelihood of being a bystander of cyberbullying.
It is also unknown whether parental mediation might diminish the likelihood of bystanders of
cyberbullying becoming cyberbullying perpetrators or cyberbullying victims. The purpose of the
present study was to examine the moderation of parental mediation in the longitudinal associations
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among being a cyberbullying bystander, perpetrator, and victim. The findings of this study contribute
to the field of cyberbullying by explaining the role of parental mediation in cyberbullying bystanding,
perpetration, and victimization.

1.1. Cyberbullying: Perpetrators, Victims, and Bystanders

Defined as the deliberate and repetitive infliction of harm through digital technologies
(e.g., email, online gaming, gaming consoles, mobile devices, instant messenger, social networking
websites), cyberbullying involves an imbalance of power (Hinduja and Patchin 2008). Cyberbullying
includes embarrassing, intimidating, harassing, outing, and social exclusionary behaviors
(Ferdon and Hertz 2007; Grigg 2010; Kowalski and Limber 2007; Topcu et al. 2008; Walker et al. 2011;
Wolak et al. 2007; Ybarra et al. 2007). Through digital technologies, cyberbullies are able to victimize
others at almost any time without concern for the consequences of their actions (Wright and Li 2013;
Wright 2014). Anonymity of the online environment can trigger adolescents’ inability to constrain or
restrain their behaviors, which makes them susceptible to cyberbullying perpetration and victimization
(Suler 2004; Udris 2014; Wright 2014).

A bystander of cyberbullying is defined as an adolescent who sees/witnesses the behavior
occurring between the cyberbully(ies) and cybervictims(s), but decides not to get involved in the
situation (Wachs 2012). Witnessing cyberbullying as a bystander is one of the most common ways
to experience cyberbullying. Rates of witnessing cyberbullying in adolescent samples ranges from
30% to 60% (Huang and Chou 2010; Van Cleemput et al. 2014; Vandebosch and Van Cleemput 2009);
variations in these rates most likely reflect different sampling and measurement techniques. Bystanders
of cyberbullying are less likely to report cyberbullying to adults than bystanders of offline bullying
(Smith et al. 2008). Such a finding is especially concerning as the online world of adolescents includes
fewer adults than their offline world, adolescents may or may not know the cyberbully(ies) or
cybervictim(s), and that cyberbullying can include an infinite number of bystanders. These features of
the online world of adolescents might reduce the likelihood of them reporting the situation.

Understanding more about bystanders of cyberbullying is important as the purpose of bullying is
often to diminish victims’ social standing among their peer group as a means of exerting dominance
and gaining status in the peer group (Wright 2015). Sometimes the intent of cyberbullying behaviors is
to not only target the victim directly, but to also influence bystanders to eventually become involved
in an effort to further humiliate and prolong the attack. The reasons adolescents do not intervene in
cyberbullying are complex. Many adolescents might not feel responsible for the bullying behavior,
fear unfavorable judgement by peers for intervening, not realize that the situation is perceived as
uncomfortable, and they might lack the skills to intervene (Wachs et al. 2015). When bystanders remain
passive, they are giving the impression that they indirectly and silently support bullying, which could
normalize cyberbullying and increase these behaviors. Although research has been conducted on the
factors that determine the likelihood of being bystanders of cyberbullying, parents’ roles in bystanders’
involvement in cyberbullying are unknown.

1.2. Parental Mediation

Parents utilize different parental mediation strategies to manage their children’s relationship with
digital technologies (Livingstone and Helsper 2008). One strategy that parents utilize is to set time
limits on their children’s digital media use and specifies the type of content that their children views
on the internet (Dehue et al. 2008). Oftentimes parents set rules regarding technology use, but do not
provide guidelines for appropriate online behavior. Parental mediation strategies involve restrictive,
co-viewing, and instructive strategies (Arrizabalaga-Crespo et al. 2010). Restrictive mediation is
defined as parents’ use of strategies that prevent their children from accessing specific online content.
Co-viewing mediation involves parents and their children accessing online content together. However,
parents who co-view content with their children do not always discuss the content with their children.
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Instructive mediation is defined as parents engaging in active discussion with their children regarding
online content.

Parents’ use of mediation strategies has an impact of their children’s behaviors when using digital
technologies. Research on parental mediation of technology use and cyberbullying revealed that parental
mediation of technology use reduces adolescents’ vulnerability to cyberbullying (Dehue et al. 2008;
Livingstone and Helsper 2008; Mesch 2009; Van Den Eijnden et al. 2008). Mesch (2009) found that
parental mediation of technology use reduced their children’s risk of experiencing cyberbullying,
especially when parents monitored internet use and set rules regarding the websites their children
were allowed to visit. Parents’ use of monitoring software and the creation of rules about the
amount of time adolescents could interact with digital technologies reduced the likelihood of
adolescents sharing personal information online, diminishing adolescents’ cyberbullying involvement
(Navarro et al. 2013). Co-viewing mediation and instructive mediation were related negatively to
cyberbullying victimization while restrictive mediation was associated positively with cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization, as well as cybertrolling (Wright 2016, 2017). It is unclear how parental
mediation strategies relate to being bystanders of cyberbullying, and how these strategies might
moderate the associations between being bystanders and cyberbullying involvement as bullies and
victims. Considering that parental mediation strategies are associated with cyberbullying involvement,
it might be likely that similar patterns are found for bystanders of cyberbullying, given that bystanding
is also related to cyberbullying perpetration and victimization (Vandebosch and Van Cleemput 2009).

1.3. Present Study

Gaps exist in the literature concerning the role of parental mediation of technology use as a
moderator in the association between bystanders of cyberbullying and cyberbullying involvement.
The aim of the present study was to examine the one-year longitudinal buffering effect of Time 1
(6th or 7th grade) parental mediation of technology use (i.e., restrictive, co-viewing, instructive) in
the relationship between Time 1 cyberbullying bystanding and Time 2 (1 year later) cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization. We controlled for Time 1 cyberbullying perpetration and victimization,
and Time 1 face-to-face bullying perpetration and victimization. The following research questions and
hypotheses were examined:

(1) What is the relationship between bystanders of cyberbullying and parental mediation strategies
(i.e., restrictive, co-viewing, instructive)?

a Hypothesis 1: We hypothesized that the restrictive mediation strategy will be associated with
being bystanders of cyberbullying.

b Hypothesis 2: We hypothesized that instructive and co-viewing mediation strategies will be
associated negatively with being bystanders of cyberbullying.

(2) What, if any, moderating effect does parental mediation strategies (i.e., restrictive, co-viewing,
instructive) have on the longitudinal associations between cyberbullying involvement (i.e.,
perpetration, victimization) and bystanders of cyberbullying?

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

There were 1067 7th and 8th graders between the ages of 12 and 15 years included in this study.
They were recruited from six middle schools in the Midwestern United States from predominantly
middle-class neighborhoods. Adolescents self-identified as Caucasian (55.6%), followed by Latino/a
(27.8%), Black/African American (8.8%), Asian (7.2%), and Native Hawaiian (0.6%). Family income
and educational background for parents/guardians were not collected. Among all students at the six
schools, 31% to 53% qualified for free or reduced cost lunch.
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2.2. Procedures

Before contacting schools, ethics approval was obtained for this study from the first author’s
previous university. A list of 10 middle schools in the Midwestern United States was randomly
selected from a list of 165 schools in the area. Recruitment letters were emailed to the principals
from the 10 schools. Two principals never replied to the recruitment email, two indicated that they
were committed to other research, and six agreed to have their students participate. Meetings were
conducted between the researcher, principals, and teachers to introduce them to the study, explain
adolescents’ privacy, and what adolescents would do if they participated. Classroom announcements
were made to 6th and 7th grade classrooms to inform adolescents about how they could participate,
what they would do if they participated, and their rights as participants. There were approximately
1293 parental permission slips sent home with 6th and 7th grade students. There were 103 parental
permission slips that were never returned, 79 declining participation, and 1111 parents/guardians
agreed to allow their child to participate in the study. Two days were allocated for data collection
for all six schools, for a total of 12 days for data collection. On the first day of data collection,
13 students were absent, with 10 of those students participating on the second day of data collection
and three never participating in the study. Prior to data collection, adolescents provided their assent,
and 11 declined to participate. During the fall of 6th or 7th grade (Time 1; T1), data was collected
from 1090 adolescents. They completed questionnaires on cyberbullying bystanding, cyberbullying
perpetration, cyberbullying victimization, and parental mediation strategies.

During the fall of 7th or 8th grade (Time 2; T2), a letter was sent home with adolescents reminding
their parents/guardians about the study the year prior and informing parents/guardians that their
child would be asked to fill out two questionnaires. Parents/guardians were instructed that if they
did not want their child to participate again then they should write their child’s first and last name on
the letter and then return the letter to their child’s teacher. Two letters were returned to the school.
Of the 1090 adolescents from T1, 15 had moved away and eight declined to participate. The final total
of adolescents at T2 was 1067. During T2, adolescents completed questionnaires on cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization.

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Cyberbullying Bystanding

The items on this questionnaire were modified from Wright and Li’s (2013) questionnaire
on cyberbullying perpetration and victimization to reflect adolescents witnessing cyberbullying.
Adolescents rated six items, using the following scale: 1 (never), 2 (almost never), 3 (sometimes), 4 (almost

all the time), and 5 (all the time). Sample items included: Witnessed someone being insulted online and
witnessed someone being called mean names online. Items were averaged to form a final score for
bystander of cyberbullying. This questionnaire was administered at T1 only. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.82.

2.3.2. Cyberbullying Perpetration and Victimization

Adolescents were asked to indicate how often they experienced and perpetrated cyberbullying
(Wright and Li 2013). There were six items for cyberbullying victimization and six items for
cyberbullying perpetration; each item was rated on the following scale: 1 (never), 2 (almost never),
3 (sometimes), 4 (almost all the time), and 5 (all the time). For cyberbullying victimization, sample items
included: Was insulted online by someone, called mean names online, were the target of gossip
online, and had a rumor spread about themselves online. For cyberbullying perpetration, sample
items included: Insulted someone online, called someone mean names online, and gossiped about
someone online. The items were averaged to form separate scores for cyberbullying victimization and
cyberbullying perpetration. This questionnaire was administered at T1 and T2. Cronbach’s alphas
were 0.89 for cyberbullying victimization at both T1 and T2 and 0.88 for cyberbullying perpetration at
T1 and 0.87 for T2.
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2.3.3. Parental Mediation

This questionnaire asked adolescents how much they agree that their parents are involved in
their technology use (Arrizabalaga-Crespo et al. 2010). The questionnaire includes three subscales:
Restrictive mediation (4 items; e.g., My parents impose a time limit on the amount of the time that
I surf the Internet), co-viewing mediation (3 items; e.g., My parents surf the internet with me), and
instructive mediation (2 items; e.g., My parents show me how to use the internet and warn me about
its risks). Nine items were rated on a scale of 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). The items for
each of the subscales were averaged to form measures of restrictive mediation, co-viewing mediation,
and instructive mediation. This questionnaire was administered at T1 only. Cronbach’s alphas were
0.89 for restrictive mediation, 0.87 for co-viewing mediation, and 0.83 for instructive mediation.

2.4. Analytic Plan

Means and standard deviations were performed for all the study’s variables. Correlations were
conducted between each of the variables as well. A structure regression model was conducted
to investigate the study’s purpose. Paths were specified from bystanders of cyberbullying to all
three parental mediation strategies (i.e., restrictive, co-viewing, instructive) and T2 cyberbullying
perpetration and cyberbullying victimization, as well as specified from the three parental mediation
strategies to T2 cyberbullying perpetration and cyberbullying victimization. To control for T1
cyberbullying perpetration and cyberbullying victimization, T1 cyberbullying perpetration was
specified to predict T2 cyberbullying perpetration, and T1 cyberbullying victimization was specified to
predict T2 cyberbullying victimization. T1 cyberbullying perpetration and cyberbullying victimization
were further controlled by having these variables predict bystanders of cyberbullying, T2 cyberbullying
perpetration, and T2 cyberbullying victimization. Two-way interactions were also included between
bystanders of cyberbullying and the three parental mediation strategies. To probe significant
interactions, the Interaction program was used. This program provides the significance of the
unstandardized simple regression slopes and displays graphical illustration of the simple slopes
at +1 SD, the mean, and −1 SD. Concerning our analyses, the program provided the simple slopes at
+1 SD, the mean, and −1 SD for each of the three parental mediation strategies.

3. Results

Means and standard deviations are included in Table 1. Table 1 also includes correlations among
the study’s variables. Findings revealed that bystander of cyberbullying was correlated positively
with restrictive medication, instructive mediation, and T1 and T2 cyberbullying victimization and
perpetration. Parental mediation strategies were unrelated to each other. Restrictive mediation was
related positively to T1 and T2 cyberbullying perpetration and victimization. Instructive mediation
was associated negatively with T1 and T2 cyberbullying perpetration and victimization. Co-viewing
mediation was related negatively to T1 and T2 cyberbullying perpetration. T1 and T2 cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization were each related to each other.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Bystanders of Cyberbullying —
2. Restrictive Mediation 0.26 ** —
3. Co-Viewing Mediation 0.09 0.03 —
4. Instructive Mediation 0.18 * −0.10 0.11 —
5. T1 Cyberbullying Perpetration 0.26 ** 0.29 *** −0.27 ** −0.26 ** —
6. T1 Cyberbullying Victimization 0.33 *** 0.26 ** −0.10 −0.29 *** 0.30 *** —
7. T2 Cyberbullying Perpetration 0.25 * 0.28 ** −0.27 ** −0.25 ** 0.29 *** 0.32 *** —
8. T2 Cyberbullying Victimization 0.31 *** 0.28 ** −0.09 −0.29 *** 0.31 *** 0.30 *** 0.30 ** —

M
SD

3.67
(1.03)

3.00
(0.91)

2.91
(0.80)

3.13
(1.01)

2.79
(0.69)

3.03
(0.81)

2.83
(0.73)

3.14
(0.79)

* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.
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The measurement model was examined using CFA in Mplus 6.12. The model fit was adequate,
x2 = 765.03, df = 703, p = n.s., CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.04, SRMR = 0.04; all standardized
factor loadings were significant, ps < 0.001. Items for each questionnaire served as indicators for the
latent variables in the structural regression model. The results revealed that the structural model fit the
data adequately, x2 = 816.73, df = 789, p = n.s., CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.04, SRMR = 0.04 (see
Figure 1). Increases in being bystanders of cyberbullying was related positively to restrictive parental
mediation (β = 0.24, p < 0.01) and instructive parental mediation (β = 0.14, p < 0.05). Bystanders
of cyberbullying was related positively to T2 cyberbullying perpetration (β = 0.28, p < 0.01) and T2
cyberbullying victimization (β = 0.27, p < 0.01). Restrictive parental mediation was related positively to
T2 cyberbullying victimization (β = 0.30, p < 0.001), while instructive parental mediation was negatively
related to T2 cyberbullying perpetration (β = −0.18, p < 0.05) and T2 cyberbullying victimization
(β = −0.16, p < 0.05). Restrictive mediation was unrelated to T2 cyberbullying perpetration (β = 0.06,
p = n.s.). Co-viewing mediation was unrelated to bystander of cyberbullying (β = 0.03, p = n.s.), but it
was related negatively to T2 cyberbullying perpetration (β = −0.16, p < 0.05) and T2 cyberbullying
victimization (β = −0.17, p < 0.05).

Figure 1. Graphical representation of the structural regression model. Note: T2 = Time 2. T1 cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization were both controlled for by letting both variables predict T2
cyberbullying perpetration and victimization. T1 cyberbullying perpetration was related positively to
T2 cyberbullying perpetration (β = 0.20, p < 0.05). T1 cyber victimization was related positively to T2
cyberbullying victimization (β = 0.19, p < 0.05). * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

Restrictive parental mediation was a moderator in the association between bystanders of
cyberbullying and T2 cyberbullying victimization. Increases in restrictive parental mediation
strengthened the positive relationship between these variables (B = 0.13, SE = 0.05, p = 0.01 at the +1 SD;
B = 0.04, SE = 0.02, p = n.s. at means; B = 0.02, SE = 0.02, p = n.s. at −1 SD). In addition, instructive
mediation moderated the association between bystanders of cyberbullying and T2 cyberbullying
victimization such that increases in instructive mediation weakened the association between bystanders
of cyberbullying and T2 cyberbullying victimization (B = 0.04, SE = 0.01, p = n.s. at the +1 SD; B = 0.03,
SE = 0.02, p = n.s. at means; B = 0.12, SE = 0.04, p = 0.01 at −1 SD).

4. Discussion

The aim of the present study was to investigate the relationship between bystanders of
cyberbullying and parental mediation strategies (i.e., instructive, co-viewing, restrictive). Another
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purpose of this one-year longitudinal study was to examine the moderating effects of parental
mediation strategies on the relationship between bystanders of cyberbullying and cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization.

Parental mediation of technology use might function as a type of social support. This proposal is
possible as parents’ use of mediation strategies affords opportunities to discuss online experiences with
their children (Livingstone et al. 2011). These discussions might involve parents discussing strategies
with their children on ways to mitigate or reduce exposure to online risks as well as how to deal
with these risks (Wright 2015, 2018). Having parents to talk to might help adolescents feel like what
happens to them matters, leading them to seek out support and guidance from their parents concerning
online experiences (Wright 2018). Adolescents whose parents maintain an open dialogue about online
experiences might seek social support from parents when they experience technical problems or
uncomfortable situations while using digital technologies (Nikken and de Haan 2015; Talves and
Kalmus 2015; Wright 2017). The benefit of parental mediation of technology use is that it encourages
continuous communication between parents and their children regarding online experiences.

Bystanders of cyberbullying was related positively to restrictive mediation, providing support for
Hypothesis 1. Instructive mediation was also positively associated with bystanders of cyberbullying,
and co-viewing mediation was unrelated to bystanders of cyberbullying. These findings fail to support
Hypothesis 2, as both parental mediation strategies were expected to relate negatively to witnessing
cyberbullying. These findings suggest that adolescents might witness cyberbullying regardless of
whether they believe their parent utilizes restrictive mediation or instructive mediation. Given that
30% to 60% of adolescents witness cyberbullying, it might be likely that this is a common experience
for adolescents, unrelated to their parents’ use of restrictive mediation or instructive mediation (Huang
and Chou 2010; Van Cleemput et al. 2014; Vandebosch and Van Cleemput 2009). Consequently, our
findings suggest that the association between restrictive and instructive parental mediation strategies
and witnessing cyberbullying do not follow similar patterns as those found in previous studies linking
parental mediation strategies to cyberbullying perpetration and victimization (Vandebosch and Van
Cleemput 2009; Wright 2018).

We found that increases in restrictive parental mediation strengthened the positive relationship
between bystanders of cyberbullying and Time 2 cyberbullying victimization. The finding regarding
restrictive mediation is consistent with the literature (Wright 2015). Restrictive mediation involves
elements of an overprotective parenting style in which children do not have opportunities to develop
problem-solving skills and social skills (Clarke et al. 2013; Lereya et al. 2013). The use of restrictive
mediation does not allow adolescents to develop strategies for dealing with online risks, which might
increase their exposure to risk situations, such as cyberbullying (Smahel and Wright 2014). Because
these adolescents do not learn problem-solving skills, they might be unable to avoid situations that
might increase their likelihood of experiencing cyberbullying victimization.

The relationships between bystanders and Time 2 cyberbullying victimization were weakened at
higher levels of the instructive mediation strategy. These findings are consistent with the literature,
suggesting that this form of parental mediation reduces the risk of cyberbullying victimization
(Mesch 2009; Navarro et al. 2013; Wright 2015). Through the use of instructive parental mediation,
parents are able to provide social support through ongoing discussions with their children, which
provides opportunities for adolescents to learn about strategies for avoiding cyberbullying involvement
(Mesch 2009; Nikken and de Haan 2015; Talves and Kalmus 2015). Such discussion might involve
teaching adolescents about technical and social support coping strategies that reduce adolescents’
exposure to cyberbullying perpetration and victimization. These adolescents might also avoid
situations that could lead to being involved in cyberbullying.

Co-viewing mediation did not moderate the associations between bystanders of cyberbullying and
cyberbullying perpetration or victimization. Although parents who utilize co-viewing strategies might
not necessarily discuss content with their children, there might be some minimal amount of discussion on
appropriate content and ways to deal with negative online situations (Arrizabalaga-Crespo et al. 2010).
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Wright (2015) found that co-viewing parental mediation was negatively associated with cyberbullying
victimization. More research attention should be given to the nuances of the different parental
mediation strategies, particularly the co-viewing strategy, to understand the mechanisms behind
these strategies and how they mitigate online risks.

Limitations and Future Directions

This study contributes valuable knowledge to the literature on the buffering effects of the
instructive parental mediation strategy on the associations between bystanders of cyberbullying
and cyberbullying victimization and perpetration, as well as how restrictive mediation increases these
associations. There are a few limitations of this research that needs to be acknowledged. The first
limitation is that the study relied on self-reports for all variables, making the findings susceptible to
self-report biases. It is important for follow-up research to implement multiple informants, such as
assessing parents’ own perceptions of mediation strategies. Including peer-reports might also be
helpful for providing more objective assessments of cyberbullying involvement. Such a methodological
improvement might reduce the biases associated with self-reports. It is also important for researchers
to further investigate the characteristics of the three parental mediational strategies utilized in this
study. This follow-up research will make it possible to better understand the unique associations of the
parental mediation strategies to the different roles adolescents can have in cyberbullying involvement.
Another limitation is that parental mediation strategies and bystanders of cyberbullying were assessed
at one time point only. Future research should investigate these variables at additional time points as
well. This improvement will make it possible to determine the temporal ordering of the variables and
the moderation effects examined in this study. Despite the large sample size included in this study,
the sample cannot be considered representative, given that a small number of schools were recruited.
Consequently, it is important for researchers to conduct studies with representatives to increase the
generalizability of this research. It is also necessary for researchers to include diverse samples.

5. Conclusions

An important finding from this study is that adolescents are at risk for witnessing cyberbullying,
regardless of whether they believe their parents utilize restrictive mediation or instructive mediation.
Parental mediation strategies have important implications on bystanders’ involvement in cyberbullying
one year later. Therefore, the current findings indicate a need for parents to be aware of how they can
impact their children’s involvement in cyberbullying as victims and bullies.

Greater attention should be given to developing parental intervention programs that focus on the
role of parents in helping to mitigate their children’s likelihood of cyberbullying involvement. Parents
might also be important for helping adolescents develop effective coping strategies for witnessing
bullying; such coping strategies might empower adolescents to actually use these strategies to help
the victim. Being able to cope with the unpleasant feelings associated with witnessing cyberbullying
and helping the victim might help bystanders overcome the potential of engaging in cyberbullying
and reduce their risk of cyberbullying victimization. Empowering bystanders to intervene might help
to reduce negative feelings that could trigger cyberbullying perpetration. Parents/guardians should
be educated on how they can support adolescents who report witnessing cyberbullying. Awareness
among parents/guardians regarding the impact of witnessing cyberbullying might be possible through
the use of social media advertisements designed to spread knowledge about cyberbullying and the
role they have in reducing adolescents’ risk.
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Abstract: The aim of this study was to analyze the relationships between cybervictimization, family
functioning, and self-concept in adolescents, while taking the gender perspective into account.
A study was conducted with a sample of 8115 adolescents, aged between 11 and 16 years (M = 13.34;
SD = 1.04) from the State of Nuevo Leon, Mexico. A MANOVA 3 × 2 was performed to analyze the
data. The results showed that family functioning, family self-concept, and academic self-concept were
higher when cybervictimization was low. It was also observed that, in situations of cybervictimization,
the girls had lower family self-concept, lower academic self-concept, and lower family functioning
than the boys. The results that were obtained and their implications are discussed in the final section.

Keywords: cyberbullying; cybervictimization; family functioning; self-concept; adolescence

1. Introduction

In recent decades, advances in Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) have very
rapidly changed the way people interact and communicate with each other. For adolescents,
smartphones—mobile phones with Internet access—virtual social media, and instant messaging,
are part of their daily lives and they provide them with a connected environment for development
and socialization (Livingstone et al. 2011; Wachs et al. 2016). However, this incursion of ICT
in the day-to-day lives of adolescents also has many negative effects, such as, for example,
Internet addiction and behaviors that are associated with cyberbullying (Aricak and Ozbay 2016;
Martínez-Ferrer et al. 2018). Recent studies have revealed the alarming increase in cyberbullying in all
developed countries, which has raised great concern in social and educational spheres (De Santisteban
and Gámez-Guadix 2017; Garaigordobil 2017; Kowalski et al. 2014; Ortega-Barón et al. 2016).

Cyberbullying is defined as any behavior performed by individuals or groups through electronic
or digital means, which involves repeatedly sending hostile or aggressive messages with the intention
of causing harm or discomfort to others (Tokunaga 2010; Wachs et al. 2016). Despite the similarities
between bullying and cyberbullying, such as intentionality, persistence, and imbalance of power
(Buelga et al. 2016), cyberbullying has some very particular characteristics that do not occur in bullying,
such as the following: the anonymity of the aggressor; the scope and amplitude of spectators; the
impossibility of fleeing from aggression in cyberspace; and, the indefinite reproduction of cyber
aggression by observers (Aricak and Ozbay 2016; Buelga et al. 2010). Moreover, one specific
characteristic of cyberbullying is the higher prevalence of aggressive cybervictims, since the Internet
provides victims with tools to defend themselves and counterattack, displaying behaviors that
they would not dare to express in face-to-face bullying situations (Antoniadou and Kokkinos 2015;
Buelga et al. 2017).
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In recent years, there has been a notable increase in the amount of research that is focused on the
behavior of cyber-aggressors (Giménez Gualdo et al. 2015; Hosseinmardi et al. 2015; Watts et al. 2017).
Moreover, numerous authors have analyzed the profile of cyber-victims and their relationship with
psychosocial adjustment variables (Ak et al. 2015; Buelga et al. 2017; Stoll and Block 2015).

As regards the effects of cybervictimization on the psychosocial adjustment of adolescents,
previous studies have made reference to different socialization scenarios. Thus, at the community level,
the relationship between integration variables and community participation and victimization has
been analyzed (Martínez Ferrer et al. 2011). In terms of the school context, recent review studies have
highlighted the relationship between cybervictimization and learning difficulties (Garaigordobil 2017)
and problems of low academic performance (Tokunaga 2010). In the same line, a meta-analysis that
as carried out by Kowalski et al. (2014) reported that the adolescents who suffer cybervictimization
have a negative perception of the school and little confidence in teachers. Additionally, a study by
Ortega-Barón et al. (2016) has analyzed the relationship between cybervictimization and a negative
perception of peer relationships.

Previous studies have highlighted that positive family communication favors the self-concept of
adolescents within the family, representing a protective factor against cybervictimization, as occurs with
family support and parental affection. In contrast, previous studies have highlighted the relationship
between family functioning and cybervictimization (Brighi et al. 2012; Sasson et al. 2015). In this
respect, some of the authors have reported that deterioration in family functioning contributes to
greater victim vulnerability and the longer duration of cyberbullying due, in part, to the lack of family
support to deal with problems (Buelga et al. 2016; Navarro et al. 2015).

In relation to personal and behavioral characteristics, in a review paper by Chan and Wong (2015),
it has been observed that adolescents who are cybervictimized also suffer problems of low self-control.
Additionally, in other studies, cybervictimization has been related to depression (Calvete et al. 2016),
anxiety (Litwiller and Brausch 2013), problems of anger and hostility (Aymerich et al. 2018), loneliness
and low empathy (Brewer and Kerslake 2015), and suicidal ideation and low self-concept (Brewer
and Kerslake 2015; Extremera et al. 2018). As regards self-concept, defined as the perception that
individuals have of themselves as physical, social, and spiritual beings (García and Musitu 1999),
the authors of this study believe that attention should be drawn to the important role that it plays
in the development of adolescent identity. This study was performed using the hierarchical and
multidimensional self-concept model (Shavelson et al. 1976) in order to obtain a more sensitive,
adjusted, and specific analysis of the measurements (Fuentes et al. 2011). Previous studies have
reported that adolescents with high self-concept have higher levels of psychosocial adjustment, such
as greater satisfaction with life and less loneliness (Moreno et al. 2009) and lower levels of depression
and anxiety than adolescents with low self-concept (Garaigordobil and Durá 2006). In contrast,
other authors have associated low self-concept with victimization (Kowalski and Limber 2013) and
cybervictimization (Brewer and Kerslake 2015; Extremera et al. 2018; Wachs et al. 2016).

Lastly, regarding the prevalence of cybervictimization according to gender, there is still no
consensus among researchers. Certain previous studies have reported that cybervictimization may
be more frequent in boys (Durán-Segura and Martínez-Pecino 2015), or no gender differences have
been observed (Katzer et al. 2009). Additionally, a meta-analysis by Kowalski et al. (2014) indicated an
increased frequency of cybervictimization in girls. In relation to self-concept, in a meta-analysis that
was carried out with 32,486 individuals through 115 studies, no gender differences were observed in
the familiar and academic dimensions of self-concept (Gentile et al. 2009).

The Current Study

In the family environment, studies have been carried out on cybervictimization from
the perspective of family communication (Buelga et al. 2017), parenting styles (Chou et al. 2016;
Fuentes et al. 2015), and family atmosphere (Moral Jiménez and Bernal 2013), as well as from
the intercultural standpoint (Estévez et al. 2016). However, very few studies have analyzed
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cybervictimization from the point of view of family functioning (Buelga et al. 2016). There is
also extensive literature regarding the relationship between self-concept and cybervictimization,
but from the multidimensional perspective of self-concept (Brewer and Kerslake 2015; Buelga
and Musitu 2006). In this study, a two-dimensional perspective was chosen, which focused
exclusively on the two potentially most significant contexts in the adolescent’s life, namely family
and school. Thus, consideration was given to the dimensions of family and academic self-concept
dimensions, which previous studies have related to low levels of aggressive behavior in school, high
academic performance, and better school achievement (Estévez et al. 2006), as well as with other
adjustment factors in adolescents, such as substance use (Musitu et al. 2007) and criminal behavior
(Cava et al. 2008). In particular, some of the authors have related the family self-concept with high
levels of family socialization (Fuentes et al. 2011). In terms of gender, as mentioned previously, no
conclusive results have been reached in previous studies regarding the differences between boys and
girls in cybervictimization in relation to those variables, namely self-concept and family functioning.

Against this background, the general objective of this study is to analyze the relationship between
family functioning, family self-concept, academic self-concept, and cybervictimization in school-aged
adolescents based on gender. The expected outcomes are as follows:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Family functioning would be greater the lower the cybervictimization.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Academic and family self-concept would be higher in adolescents with low cybervictimization.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). In situations of high cybervictimization, girls would display lower family functioning,

lower academic self-concept and lower family self-concept than boys.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Proportional stratified sampling was carried out according to urban and rural educational centers
(universe of 984 centers), in the State of Nuevo Leon (Mexico) (confidence level 90%, alpha 0.05). 8,115
adolescents participated (51.5% boys and 48.5% girls) from 118 centers (62 urban and 56 rural), of
which 62.3% studied in urban schools and 62.3% studied in rural schools. Their ages ranged between
11–13 years old (54.0%) and 14–16 years old (46.0%).

2.2. Instruments

Family Functioning Scale—APGAR—(Smilkstein et al. 1982). It consisted of five items with
three possible answers (0 = almost never, 1 = sometimes, and 2 = almost always). It evaluates the
cohesion and adaptability of family functioning (e.g., “Are you satisfied with the time you and your
family spend together?”). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.80. Confirmatory factorial analysis (CFA) using the
Maximum Likelihood Model showed good fit of the model to the data [SBχ2 = 40.41, gl = 4, p < 0.001,
CFI = 0.996, RMSEA = 0.033 (0.025, 0.043)].

Self-Concept Form-5 Scale—AF-5—(García and Musitu 1999). This consisted of 30 items, with
a response range of 1 = very little according to 99 = agree strongly. It measured five dimensions of
self-concept: academic self-concept (e.g., “I do schoolwork well”), social self-concept (e.g., “I make
friends easily”), emotional self-concept (e.g., “I’m afraid of some things”), family self-concept
(e.g., “At home they criticize me a lot”), and physical self-concept (e.g., “I take care of myself
physically”). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.81. Its internal consistency for each of its dimensions—academic
self-concept and family self-concept—was 0.88 and 0.77, respectively. The CFA using the Maximum
Likelihood model presented an acceptable fit to the data [SB χ2 = 6892.5998, gl = 337, p < 0.001,
CFI = 0.958, RMSEA = 0.050 (0.049, 0.051)].

Scale of Victimization via Mobile Phone and Internet—CYB-VIC—(Buelga et al. 2012). It consisted
of 18 items with four Likert response options (from 1 = never to 4 = always). The scale measured
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the adolescent’s experience as a victim of cyberbullying via mobile phone and Internet in the last
12 months. It consisted of two sub-scales: mobile phone victimization (e.g., “I’ve been insulted or
ridiculed with messages or calls”); and, Internet victimization (e.g., “They’ve gotten into my messenger
or private account without being able to do anything”). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89. The CFA using the
Maximum Likelihood Model confirmed the good fit of the model to the data: [SBχ2 = 238.90, df = 124,
p < 0.001, CFI = 0.93, NNFI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.03 (0.024, 0.035)].

2.3. Procedure

The Autonomous University of Nuevo Leon and the Secretariat for Education, of the same state,
planned and developed the project. This Secretariat convened the inspectors of the different state
regions to inform them of the start of this research and for the latter to, in turn, inform their directors
about the interest and relevance of the project in order to grant access to university researchers for the
administration of the instruments. PhD students from the Faculty of Psychology (N = 19) received
training on all aspects related to the development of the research (administration, attitudes, and
behaviour in the process with respect to students and teachers). Once they had been informed and
had given their permission, the instruments were administered at the selected centres following
the obtainment of permission from the parents and students. For transport purposes, participants
living long distances from the centres were provided with a bus service by the Faculty of Psychology.
The number of researchers and PhD students who used this service was N = 25. In classrooms where
there were children with reading and comprehension problems, administration was performed on an
individual basis by trained staff. Additionally, all of the students were informed that their participation
was voluntary and anonymous and that they could refuse to participate whenever they wished. A total
of 19 students (21%) refused to participate in the project. The study complied with the ethical values
required in research with human beings, respecting the fundamental principles that were included
in the Helsinki Declaration (World Medical Association 2013), its amendments and regulations in
force (regulating informed consent and right to information, personal data protection and guarantees
of confidentiality, non-discrimination, freedom, and the option of abandoning the study in any of
its phases).

2.4. Data Analysis

First, two cluster analyses were carried out with the two dimensions of cybervictimization that are
measured on the scale (mobile phone victimization and Internet victimization), in order to determine
the maximum intergroup variability and minimum intragroup variability. Firstly, a two-stage analysis
was carried out to obtain the optimal number of groups, followed by a k-means analysis to assign
the individuals to each group. The result was that three cybervictimization groups (high, moderate,
and low) were obtained, with good fits. The average score was used to determine the prevalence
of cybervictimization, resulting in three conglomerates that were compared in accordance with the
evaluation of this variable (Closas et al. 2013). Based on the mean, the values were classified, as follows:
values between 1 and 1.60 were considered to be low cybervictimization; values between 1.70 and 2.60,
moderate cybervictimization; and, values between 2.70 and 5, high cybervictimization. Subsequently,
a multivariate factorial design (MANOVA, 3 × 2) was performed to analyze any interaction effects.
The fixed factors were cybervictimization (high, moderate, and low) and gender (boy and girl) and
the dependent variables were family functioning and self-concept (family self-concept and academic
self-concept). Lost data by scales or sub-scales, provided that they did not exceed 15%, were processed
using the multiple linear regression imputation model (Cuesta et al. 2013). Univariate atypical data
were detected by the exploration of standardized scores) (Hair et al. 1999). SPSS (edition 25) software
was used.
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3. Results

3.1. Descriptive Analysis

The distribution of adolescents according to gender, cybervictimization, family functioning, and
self-concept is shown in Table 1. The percentage of boys and girls, as a function of cybervictimization,
was similar in all of the variables.

Table 1. Sociodemographic variables.

Variables

Cybervictimization

χ2Total Sample
(N = 8115)

Low
(N = 6525)

Moderate
(N = 1328)

High
(N = 262)

Gender 28.216 ***
Boys 4177 (51.5%) 3449 (52.9%) 620 (46.7%) 108 (41.2%)
Girls 3938 (49.5 %) 3076 (47.1%) 708 (53.3%) 154 (58.8%)

*** p < 0.001.

3.2. Multivariate Analysis

A MANOVA was performed and statistically significant differences were obtained in the main
effects of cybervictimization (Λ = 0.965, F(6, 16,214) = 47.89, p < 0.001, η 2 = 0.017), and gender
(Λ = 0.995, F(3, 8107) = 14.85, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.005). A statistically significant interaction effect between
cybervictimization and gender was also observed (Λ = 0.995, F(6, 16,214) = 6.86, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.003).

As regards cybervictimization, the ANOVA results showed statistically significant differences in
family functioning (F(2, 1882) = 58.859, p < 0.001, η2 = .014), family self-concept (F (2, 8112) = 156.653,
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.037), and academic self-concept (F (2, 8112) = 30.281, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.007)
(see Table 2). The Bonferroni test (α = 0.05) indicated that family functioning, family self-concept and
academic self-concept were higher in adolescents with low cybervictimization than in those with high
cybervictimization. The effect sizes detected were medium-low, from 0.007 to 0.037.

Table 2. Means, Standard Deviation (SD) and results ANOVA between cybervictimization and family
functionning, family self-concept, and academic self-concept.

Variables
Cybervictimization F η

2

Low Moderate High F(2, 8112)

FF 2.484 (0.545) a 2.374 (0.545) b 2.173 (0.621) c 58.859 *** 0.014
ASC 81.574 (18.558) a 74.548 (21.902) b 64.636 (24.373) c 156.653 *** 0.037
FSC 71.339 (21.090) a 67.867 (21.802) b 63.302 (22.710) c 30.281 *** 0.007

FF: Family functioning; FSC: Family Self-Concept; ASC: Academic Self-Concept; Bonferroni Test α = 0.05; a > b > c;
*** p < 0.001; η2 = 0.01–0.06 (small effect), >0.06–0.14 (medium effect), >0.14 (high effect).

In relation to gender, significant differences were obtained in family self-concept
(F(1, 8113) = 18.774, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.002) and in academic self-concept (F(1, 8113) = 37.149, p < 0.001,
η2 = 0.005). As shown in Table 3, girls showed greater academic self-concept, while boys showed
greater family self-concept.

Table 3. Means, Standard Deviation (SD) and results ANOVA between gender and family functioning,
family self-concept and academic self-concept.

Variables
Gender F η

2

Boy Girl F(1, 8113)

FF 2.468 (0.561) 2.444 (0.541) 3.797 0.000
FSC 80.797 (18.334) 78.901 (21.052) 18.774 *** 0.002
ASC 69.113 (20.713) 71.995 (21.887) 37.149 *** 0.005

FF: Family functionning; FSC: Family Self-concept; ASC: Academic Self-Concept; *** p < 0.001; η2 = 0.01–0.06
(small effect), >0.06–0.14 (médium effect), >0.14 (high effect).
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3.3. Univariate Analyses of Interaction Effects

Three interaction effects were obtained. The first interaction was between cybervictimization,
gender, and family functioning (F(5, 8109) = 28.732, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.017). The post-hoc contrast results
from the Bonferroni test (α = 0.05) indicated that, when cybervictimization was high and moderate,
girls perceived worse family functioning, while, when cybervictimization was low, boys and girls
similarly perceived high family functioning (Figure 1).

2.49 2.42

2.332.48
2.33

2.06

Low cybervictimization Moderate

cybervictimization

High cybervictimization

Boys Girls

Figure 1. Cybervictimization, family functioning and gender.

The second interaction was between cybervictimization, gender, and family functioning
(F(5, 8109) = 70.654, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.042). Post-hoc contrast results from the Bonferroni test (α = 0.05)
(Figure 2) indicated that when cybervictimization was moderate and high girls showed lower
family self-concept, while, when cybervictimization was low, boys and girls similarly perceived
high family functioning.

81.85

76.50

71.79

81.26

72.84

59.62

Low cybervictimization Moderate

cybervictimization

High cybervictimization

Boys Girls

Figure 2. Cybervictimization, family self-concept and gender.

The third interaction was between cybervictimization, gender, and academic self-concept
(F(5, 8109) = 24.889, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.015). As can be seen from the results (Figure 3),
when cybervictimization was high, girls showed lower academic self-concept, while, when
cybervictimization was low, girls showed higher academic self-concept. Only in the condition of
moderate victimization did the boys and girls show similar academic self-concept.

81



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 69

69.50
67.25

67.49

73.40

68.41

60.36

Low cybervictimization Moderate

cybervictimization

High cybervictimization

Boys Girls

Figure 3. Cybervictimization, academic self-concept, and gender.

4. Discussion

This study aimed to analyze the relationships between cybervictimization, family functioning,
and academic and family self-concept in school-aged adolescents, while taking into account the gender
perspective. The results showed that family functioning, family self-concept, and academic self-concept
were significantly related with cybervictimization. Significant differences were observed between
boys and girls in these variables in the three conditions of cybervictimization that were analyzed in
this study.

As regards family functioning, the results showed that it was the adolescents with low
cybervictimization who perceived better family functioning and that higher cybervictimization
was associated with lower perception of good family functioning, allowing us to confirm the first
hypothesis. These results were consistent with those that were obtained by other authors in the
field of family functioning, with variables, such as family communication (Navarro et al. 2015),
parenting styles (Fuentes et al. 2015; Huang et al. 2010) and family climate (Ortega-Barón et al. 2016).
These findings are also considered to be fundamentally interesting because they provide a new
dimension—family functioning—that is considered to bring together the other variables in the family
context (Castilla et al. 2014; Martínez-Ferrer et al. 2003; Musitu et al. 2007). Family functioning was also
observed to be related with cybervictimization. More specifically, our results show that adolescents
with good family functioning are less cyber-victimized than those with poor family functioning. In the
same line, previous studies have highlighted that the likelihood of adolescents being cyber-victimized
is related to protection variables that are related to family structure and functioning, such as parental
affection and family support (Elsaesser et al. 2017; Fanti et al. 2012; Martins et al. 2016).

In relation to self-concept, it was observed that adolescents with low cyber-victimization status
reported greater family and academic self-concept, allowing for us to confirm the second hypothesis.
These results are consistent with those that were reported in previous studies, which have highlighted
that self-concept, together with family functioning, is also a protection factor against cybervictimization
(Kowalski et al. 2018). However, this study included the two dimensions of self-concept that are
related to family and school, thus enriching the results that were reported previously, insofar as
cybervictimization has a reference in both the school and family contexts. Recently, it has also
been observed that the relationship between self-concept and cybervictimization may be moderated
by positive relationships between parents and adolescent children. More specifically, frequent
communication between parents and children is related to high levels of self-concept in adolescents
(Özdemir 2014).

As regards gender, and as expected (third hypothesis), the relationships between
cybervictimization, family functioning, family self-concept, and academic self-concept differed between
boys and girls. Firstly, it was observed that girls with high cybervictimization reported poorer family
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functioning than boys. However, when cybervictimization was low, no gender differences in family
functioning were observed. This result is related to the notion that girls are more sensitive to poor
family functioning than boys, which could explain more emotional problems and, consequently,
reveal greater difficulty in dealing with problems in the family sphere and in other contexts, such as
school. These negative experiences linked to emotional resources would explain the victimization
(Buelga et al. 2017; Hinduja and Patchin 2012). In this connection, previous studies have reported that
girls are better in identifying and expressing emotions than boys in contexts of family violence, such as
in cases of child-to-parent violence (Levant et al. 2009; Martínez-Ferrer et al. 2018). Although this is
one potential explanation, the downside is that it is a borderline explanation in the sense that poor
family functioning is not necessarily related to violence. In the authors’ opinion, these results are very
interesting and they should therefore be explored further.

Secondly, and as regards family self-concept, it was observed that the effect of interaction with
cybervictimization and gender followed the same trend as in the case of family functioning. The results
showed that the boys presented higher scores than the girls when cybervictimization was high, but
in situations of low cybervictimization, girls and boys had a high and similar family self-concept.
This result is related to one extremely important fact, which appeared at the beginning of the last
century with symbolic interactionists (Brown and Lohr 1987; Pons Diez 2010; Serpe and Stryker 2011;
Shalin 2015), and it continues today with the theory of empowerment (Cattaneo and Goodman 2015;
Musitu and Buelga 2004; Peterson 2014; Song 2012), namely that parenting styles and other dimensions
of the family environment, such as family communication, are considered to be processes that have
certain outcomes or resources, and one of the results of these processes is self-concept (Collins 2011).
This study infers that these processes are weaker in the cases of adolescent cyber-bullying victims.
To summarize, the fact that cyber-victimized adolescents presented a lower family self-concept is
related to the idea that family socialization processes are intimately linked to family functioning, as are
parenting styles when family functioning is negative, having a negative effect on the self-concept of
adolescents. It is important to emphasize that self-concept has been identified as an important predictor
of criminal behavior (Barry et al. 2007), violent behavior (Babore et al. 2017; Estévez et al. 2006), and
substance use (Musitu et al. 2007).

Finally, and in relation to the academic self-concept, the results showed that, when
cybervictimization was low and moderate, boys and girls showed significant differences, which
were greater in the girls in both cases. When cybervictimization was high, boys and girls showed the
lowest scores of the three groups, but it was the girls who presented the lowest levels. Our results
revealed gender differences in academic self-concept, which is consistent with findings that were
reported in previous studies (Jansen et al. 2014), and supports the idea that, when girls are
victimized, their academic self-concept diminishes, a situation that does not occur in boys. Previous
studies have described the relationship between academic self-concept and adjustment variables,
such as anxiety, intrinsic motivation, and academic performance (Khalaila 2015). In turn, these
variables have been observed to be significantly related to cyberbullying and cybervictimization
(Litwiller and Brausch 2013). This result seems significant, especially since it was observed that poor
family functioning not only influences this environment internally, but it also extends to another
very important scenario in this period of adolescence, namely school. It is important to note that the
results obtained in this study showed that boys and girls seem to differ in the way that they interpret
complex situations with high emotional content. In this sense, other authors have reported that
girls interpret emotions better (Levant et al. 2009), and have better emotional self-concept than boys
(Ortega-Barón et al. 2016), which could explain its greater sensitivity and permeability in situations
of cybervictimization. As regards academic self-concept, performance, and academic adjustment
(Jansen et al. 2014; Khalaila 2015), it has also been observed that girls present higher levels and
adjustment than boys in non-violent or peaceful situations. These results may be explained by
gender schemes that are acquired through socialization processes and they result in the learning of

83



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 69

behaviors that are considered to be socially appropriate for men and women (Santoro et al. 2018;
Yubero Jimenez and Olivas 2010).

Finally, we believe that this study provides suggestive and relevant observations regarding certain
variables that are involved in cybervictimization. However, it is important to note that the results
obtained in this study must be interpreted with caution, due to its transversal and correlational nature,
which, as is well known, does not allow causal relationships to be established between the variables.
A longitudinal study with measurements at different times would help to clarify the relationships that
were observed here.

Despite these limitations, the authors believe that this study provides interesting and valuable
results regarding the relationship between cyberbullying and the emotional variables of psychological
distress and, above all, suicidal ideation, as well as the fundamental role that is played by family as a
protection context. These findings highlight the importance of the role of family and gender in the
strengthening of resources, such as self-concept, which have a protective effect on the interaction of
adolescents with their peers at school and on virtual social media.
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Abstract: This paper analyzes the perceptions of teachers in training regarding cyberbullying in
schools. The objectives of the study were: to ascertain their perceptions regarding their concern and
their commitment to cyberbullying, their agreement with the measures to address it in educational
contexts, as well as the assessment of their capabilities to act and the training they have received
and they would like to receive; to determine if the perceptions differ according to gender, age and
degree pursued and if there are relationships between the perceptions; and, to define pre-service
teachers’ profiles based on perceptions. With a survey research design, 408 students from different
undergraduate and graduate education-related degree programs at Spanish public universities
participated. Findings highlight the coexistence of three different teacher in training profiles.
All profiles exhibit a high level of concern and recognize cyberbullying as a problem. They strongly
agree with all the proposed prevention and management measures. Two of the three profiles perceive
themselves as highly confident and willing to respond. On the contrary, participants in the third
profile do not feel confident enough to act and consider their training insufficient, coinciding with the
second profile. The need to approach this issue in the initial training of future education professionals
is a main conclusion.

Keywords: school coexistence; cyberbullying; education; family; victims; prevention; management;
training; perceptions; pre-service teachers; teacher education

1. Introduction

Although bullying is a phenomenon that has always existed to a greater or lesser extent in schools,
it currently casts a shadow over numerous children and adolescents whose health (in terms of social
welfare, but also their psychological, physical and emotional well-being) and academic performance,
among other basic aspects of their lives, are affected. The consequences of this problem may extend to
later stages of life and development. As Musalem and Castro (2015) point out, adults seem to perceive
bullying as a transitory problem, but this is not real since it is persistent and linked to other problems
in children’s lives, both in the short and long term.

The widespread use of ICTs among young people from a very early age is favoring
the manifestation of new forms of risk behaviors in digital scenarios such as cyberbullying
(Giménez Gualdo et al. 2018; Larrañaga et al. 2018). Cyberbullying has been defined as “willful and
repeated harm inflicted through the use of computers, cell phones and other electronic devices”
(Hinduja and Patchin 2009, p. 5). It has been considered a new form of traditional bullying, but with its
own characteristics (Álvarez et al. 2011). Cyberbullying is not confined to a specific space. It expands
easily and rapidly. It can occur in anonymity. In addition, victims are easily accessible while the
possibility of empathy on the part of the aggressors towards them is unlikely.
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In the last decades, the progressive increase in cyberbullying cases has been evidenced in every
country of the world (Garaigordobil 2011; Finkelhor et al. 2010). At the same time, interest and concern
for the problem, not only in society but also in the academic community, has increased significantly.

Participation in traditional harassment as victims or as perpetrators is the most clearly predicting
factor for cyberbullying and cybervictimization (Athanasiades et al. 2016). Cyberbullying is often an
extension of traditional bullying, with bullying victims also facing this risk (Notar et al. 2013). In fact,
as noted Kowalski et al. (2014), cyberbullying and traditional bullying overlap.

There are no totally defined motives for harassing or being harassed. Although in the scientific
literature it has been mentioned a number of elements that could be understood as facilitators
(Muñoz 2016). Navarro et al. (2012, 2018) highlight as risk factors the interpersonal difficulties people
display in social interactions. Cappadocia et al. (2013) point to the higher levels of antisocial behaviors
and fewer prosocial peer influences as two of the risks associated with cyberbullying. Cyberbullies
show low adaptive psychosocial profiles (Buelga et al. 2015).

Regarding its consequences, Sourander et al. (2010) indicate that similar to children and young
people affected by traditional bullying, all those involved in cyberbullying are likely to face challenges
on multiple areas such as psychosomatic symptoms (headaches, abdominal pain, and sleeping
difficulties), emotional and peer problems, and feelings of insecurity and non-cared by teachers.
Giménez Gualdo et al. (2015) draw attention to the anguish that young people feel when they are
harassed in traditional contexts and on the Internet. Ortega-Barón et al. (2016) have shown that victims
of moderate to severe cyberbullying have significantly lower academic self-esteem than non-victimized
adolescents, as well as a significantly lower sense of peer affiliation. In fact, as highlighted by
Payne and Hutzell (2017), victims of any form of bullying are prone to avoidance behaviors towards
school settings compared to students who have not experienced such victimization.

Despite the increased knowledge about the problem, numerous myths have spread, often
unfoundedly, such as those analyzed by Sabella et al. (2013). For example, everyone knows what
cyberbullying is; cyberbullying is a direct cause of suicide; or to avoid cyberbullying, all you have to do
is turn off your computer or mobile phone. This last myth can contribute to the misguided decisions of
some parents, teachers and guardians, who may be less familiar with information technologies and
may take a markedly protective approach, such as the mere removal of the mobile phone, without
considering other more effective measures (Hinduja and Patchin 2009).

It is necessary that families and teams of teachers understand what cyberbullying really is, and
what measures are best suited to prevent and intervene in each case. It is also important to bear in
mind that the reasons for the negative impact of intimidation vary according to the type of harassment,
so coping strategies need to be adapted (Slonje et al. 2017).

At the international level, harassment has been a core area of research that has aroused
concern as reflected in studies such as those by Baek and Bullock (2014), Cassidy et al. (2013) or
Jimerson et al. (2010). In the national context, the first research on this topic was published at the
beginning of the 21st century, coordinated by Ombudsman-UNICEF (2000). Since then, different works
have drawn attention to a common concern: prevention, detection, intervention and management of this
problem and its consequences. Thus, clear lines of intervention have been defined (Orjuela et al. 2013).

In a recent report by the Minors Ombudsman from the Andalusian Parliament
(Parliament of Andalusia 2017), the importance of having teachers who take responsibility for
prevention and response in cyberbullying situations is emphasized. They must act coordinated
with health and social service professionals. In order to do this effectively, a strong initial training and
continuous professional development dealing with cyberbullying is fundamental.

In our context, Álvarez et al. (2010a) analyze the lack of training displayed by teachers in
initial training in their last year of studies at the University of Oviedo, in the face of school violence.
The perception that they are not sufficiently prepared to respond effectively to bullying was widespread
among pre-service teachers, coinciding with previous research findings (Ryan and Kariuki 2011), even
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observing a greater degree of ignorance than in other studies, and depending on the educational level
for which these future teachers are being trained.

Both undergraduate and graduate education students display deficiencies that are evidenced
when they are questioned about their acquired competencies to deal with cyberbullying as well
as when discussing their degree of satisfaction with the training received (Álvarez et al. 2010b;
Bauman and Del Río 2005; Yanes and Ries 2014). Therefore, a review of education university
degree programs is necessary to include harassment, bullying and cyberbullying in initial training
(Patchin and Hinduja 2006; Ryan et al. 2011).

However, this training should extend beyond the initial stages of teacher education. In this
sense, the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports, in coordination with autonomous communities,
institutions, organizations, and a team of experts, launched the Strategic Plan for School Coexistence
in 2015, in line with the current law that regulates education in Spain. This is an attempt to make
schools safe and non-violent spaces. One of the pledges that schools must make is to become a
place of respect. It is imperative to create a climate where students can only grow and coexist safely,
without shadows, frustration or suffering. In order to do this, teacher training is highlighted as a key
element for achieving this goal. For this reason, there is an incentive to promote teacher professional
development in this area (in collaboration with universities, schools and other stakeholders that
constitute educational communities) through the dialogue-based construction of knowledge.

As Boulton et al. (2013) point out, teachers have a vital role. And the reality is that
victims do not consider teachers as capable of solving harassment situations (Gradinger et al. 2010;
Ortega-Barón et al. 2016). Also, teachers have a limited perception of their ability to resolve conflicts
(Abreu and Kenny 2017). DeSmet et al. (2015) confirmed that the large majority of teachers do not
appropriately handle cyberbullying.

In recent times, research studies have centered on teachers’ view of cyberbullying: how they
see this phenomenon, what strategies they consider most useful to prevent it, their agreement with
response measures, etc. The growing interest in their understanding arises, among other reasons,
because differences in students’ perceptions of the problem have been detected. These differences
could further explain the gaps and dissatisfactions in their performance. There are discrepancies
beyond their conceptualization of cyberbullying (Compton et al. 2014). Baraldsnes (2015) evidenced
that even teachers’ and pupils’ perceptions regarding cyberbullying frequency are quite different. As a
result, there have been successive studies, although they are scarce today, involving in-service teachers
and pre-service teachers.

In-service teachers are concerned about cyberbullying (Eden et al. 2013). The most common type
of cyberbullying they perceive is the circulation of embarrassing content (Huang and Chou 2013).
Teachers disagree with the disregard of cyberbullying when it occurs inside the school and are more
determined towards the following prevention strategies: reinforcing the role of bystanders, enriching
classrooms with anti-bully lessons, and building character (Ghamrawi et al. 2016). Moreover, the
strategies teachers perceive as most helpful in addressing cyberbullying (Stauffer et al. 2012) include
increasing parental involvement and warning students about consequences for cyberbullying.

Pre-service teachers also display awareness of cyberbullying (Monks et al. 2016). They believe
that cyberbullying is a problem in schools that affects students and teachers (Ryan et al. 2011). They are
aware of the negative effects of cyberbullying on student lives (Yilmaz 2010). Although in the study
carried out by Craig et al. (2011), taking as a sample teachers in the first years of initial training, a
different way of understanding bullying is observed, and therefore of facing it, considering bullying
of the homophobic, relational and cybernetic type to be less serious and problematic than physical
bullying at school. These discrepancies seem to be related to issues such as the greater/lesser evidence
of harassment, the lack of preparation of teachers in training to deal with this type of problem, and
their previous harassment experiences.

Lester et al. (2018) was concerned with analyzing the incidence of age in perceptions. Age had not
been taken into consideration in previous studies. They found distinct differences between pre-service
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teachers under and over 25 years of age. Specifically, pre-service teachers over the age of 25 have more
favorable attitudes towards preventing bullying in schools, using proactive and less punitive incident
management strategies and are more likely to believe students can change their behavior.

In contrast, gender has been understood as a source of variation regarding perceptions of teachers
in training in different studies. From them we know that female pre-service teachers perceive bullying
and cyberbullying in general as more serious than male ones and are more persuaded about the
effects of cyberbullying (Craig et al. 2011; Yilmaz 2010). The only study, however, that yields extensive
results is that of Yilmaz (2010). It states that gender also affects the perception of training. Male
pre-service teachers feel more confident in identifying and managing cyberbullying as opposed to
their female counterparts.

Generally, pre-service teachers report they are not skilled to identify and manage cyberbullying
(Lester et al. 2018) and not prepared adequately (Ryan and Kariuki 2011; Ryan et al. 2011). However,
there are studies that question generalization. In the work of Spears et al. (2015) pre-service teachers
demonstrate high levels of self-efficacy with regard to addressing bullying and cyberbullying and are
well prepared. In the same way, there are others that raise doubts about the real degree of awareness
among teachers in training. According to Li (2008), preservice teachers are not aware the significance
of this problem. In Li’s study, although pre-service teachers display an understanding of the significant
effects of cyberbullying on children and are concerned about cyberbullying, they do not think it is a
problem in our schools.

After a thorough review of literature, we find that the research done is insufficient. We observe
that findings about this topic are not conclusive and more research is warranted to answer numerous
questions. Efforts should be made to differentiate teachers in training according to their perceptions.
It is also important to clarify the incidence of gender and to analyze if the age or the specific degree
pursued influences perceptions. This last variable has not been considered in previous studies and in
our context it is relevant because the training that teachers receive is differentiated according to whether
they are teachers of early childhood, primary or secondary education. But we must also overcome the
descriptive character of the analyses and pause to examine the interaction between perceptions.

2. Objectives and Research Problems

With this study we intend to approach the perspective of teachers in training about cyberbullying
in schools. We will address their perceptions about the relevance of the problem and the
appropriateness of the response. We will ascertain, on the one hand, whether pre-service teachers
see themselves prepared to act against cyberbullying as future professionals and, on the other hand,
the assessment they make of the training they have received and they would like to receive. We will
analyze whether perceptions of cyberbullying in educational settings expressed by teachers in training
vary according to gender, age and degree pursued. We will examine pre-service teacher clusters related
to their perceptions.

Thus, our research questions are the following:

1. Do teachers in training recognize cyberbullying as a current problem in education? Are they
concerned by it?

2. How prepared do teachers in training feel to identify and manage cyberbullying situations? Are
they willing to intervene? Does their level of preparation determine their intentions?

3. What is the degree of agreement of teachers in training with the response to cyberbullying in
schools? Are pre-service teachers sensitized to act in coordination with families?

4. Do they feel that cyberbullying plays a role in their training programs? Are they interested in
cyberbullying as academic content?

5. Do these perceptions of teachers in training change according to gender, age or degree pursued?
Do their perceptions relate to each other?
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6. Are there different teacher in training profiles according to their perceptions
towards cyberbullying?

In particular, the objectives set out in this research study were:

• To inquire about the perceptions of teachers in training about:

� Their recognition of cyberbullying in schools and their concern for it.

� Their ability to identify and respond to cases of cyberbullying, as well as their interest
in intervening.

� Their agreement with the measures to prevent, detect and respond to cyberbullying
in schools.

� Their initial training and their perceived need for specialization in the subject.

• To analyze whether the pre-service teachers’ perceptions differ according to gender, age and
degree pursued.

• To determine whether the perceptions of teachers in training correlate.

• To establish different profiles of teachers in training according to their manifested perceptions.

3. Method

3.1. Participants

A total of 408 teachers in training participated in the study by answering a questionnaire. Of these,
85.8% are women. 35.5% are under the age of 20 and 47.5% are between the ages of 21 and 25. 45.8%
study at the University of Huelva and 32.8% at the University of Malaga. In this regard, it is worth
noting that all participants are enrolled in different Andalusian public universities (Seville, Granada
and Cadiz, as well as Huelva and Malaga), except for 9.8% who belong to the University of Castilla
la Mancha. 51% of the participants are pursuing the undergraduate program in Primary Education,
34.3% the Early Childhood Education program and 14.5% are enrolled in the Secondary Education
Master’s program. 28.2% of the students are attending the first year of one of the two undergraduate
degree programs, 10% the second year and 23% are enrolled in the third year, and 22.1% in the fourth
year of the program.

3.2. Research Instrument

The research was conducted using a quantitative survey approach. Data collection consisted of
a survey validated and reused in other contexts besides Spain. The instrument was developed by
Li (2008), based on a prior survey on teachers’ attitudes towards bullying (Siu 2004) and applied in
other studies, such as those by Ryan et al. (2011) or Eden et al. (2013).

In this study, the 22 items from the original survey were maintained, adapting them to the
Spanish educational context as instructed by qualified educational experts. Thus, for example, the
reference in one of the items to surveys as an information collection instrument for those affected by
cyberbullying was substituted by the interview technique. Also, explicit allusions to the School Board
or the Coexistence Commission are included in various items. Also, the 5-point Likert scale was used
to assess the suitability of each item.

Li (2008) had already submitted the instrument to a multidisciplinary panel of experts. Five
reviewers rated the appropriateness of items by assigning values of relevant, unable to decide or
not relevant. In light of the findings, Li determined that the content validity was good. However,
university professors specialized in educational research methodology and the subject matter reviewed
our adaptation and translation of the survey from English.

After its review, the improvements suggested by the reviewers were incorporated. The instrument
was uploaded to the online poll application “Opina”, a platform available to University of Seville’s
teaching and research personnel. It was directly distributed to student representative at the different
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universities, for their distribution to the rest of the student body. The sample was thus non-probabilistic
and accidental.

The “Survey on cyberbullying in education and perceptions of teachers in initial training” was
comprised by a first series of demographic questions (gender, age, degree enrolled and year, university
degree if any, and university where one attended), which were used to collect descriptive information
from the sample, and a total of 22 items that had to be evaluated by those polled, using a 5 point Likert
scale (from 1, or completely disagree, to 5, completely agree), plus the additional response option
of Do not know/No response (see Appendix A). The Alpha coefficient of internal reliability for the
instrument in our study was 0.74. With Li (2008) and Eden et al. (2013), the coefficient reached 0.88.

The instrument was internally organized into four indexes according to the adaptation of
Eden et al. (2013) to gather information from in-service teachers. The four indexes were:

A. Concern about cyberbullying. The first 3 items allow us to inquire about the impression
and degree of concern that students have about the problem. For example: “I believe that
cyberbullying is a current educational problem”, or “I am concerned about cyberbullying in
education”.

B. Self-confidence and intention to act when faced with cyberbullying. The students’ perception
of their current ability to identify and respond to cyberbullying cases and their interest in
intervening is reflected in 3 items. Among them: “I am able to manage cyberbullying situations”.

C. Agreement with action measures against cyberbullying. The opinion on the required actions
at school and classroom level and the handling of cyberbullying by families and society is
addressed with 13 items. Among them: “I think that the schools should sensitize families
on the importance of the role they play in the prevention of cyberbullying” or “I consider it
necessary to devote efforts to the professional development of teachers favoring their training in
cyberbullying”.

D. Assessment of initial training. Finally, 3 items collect the students’ assessment of the attention
given to the problem in initial teacher training and their perceived need for specialization.
Among them: “In my studies (Early Childhood Education Degree, Primary Education Degree
or Secondary Education Masters as appropriate) I am being trained to manage cyberbullying
situations”.

3.3. Data Analysis Procedure

The data was exported directly from the polling service “Opina” into an Excel spreadsheet, which
was imported into IBM SPSS Statistics for analysis. In SPSS, the data set was purged, eliminating
unsuccessful response attempts and correcting the type of variable and measure assigned by default to
each of the items.

After analyzing the responses given to each of the items, based on a basic recount of the
frequencies, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to detect possible differences
according to the different categorical values. These were: gender, age and degree pursued. When
homoscedasticity was not found (with Levene’s test), the corresponding non-parametric tests were
used (Mann-Whitney U test and Kruskal-Wallis H test).

Afterwards, four new variables were created, each one responding to the indexes (Concern about
cyberbullying, Confidence and intention to act when faced with cyberbullying, Agreement with the
action measures when facing cyberbullying, Assessment of the initial training), calculating them on
the basis of the responses provided to the items that comprised each particular index. The variables in
question were designated as: Concern, Confidence, Agreement and Assessment. In order to determine
if these variables correlated bilaterally with each other, Pearson’s correlation coefficient was calculated.
Also, the different items in the indexes “Concern about cyberbullying”, “Confidence and intention to
act when faced with cyberbullying”, “Assessment of the initial training” and a selection of them were
also correlated with “Agreement with the measures of action when facing cyberbullying”.
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Lastly, a k-means cluster analysis was performed taking into account the four variables related
to the indexes and the entire sample. That is, no case was removed from analysis. The iterate and
classify method was used. The number of case clusters was fixed at three, according to a hierarchical
cluster analysis performed previously with the Ward method. Convergence was achieved in the eighth
iteration because no further representative change in cluster centers was possible. The minimum
distance between the initial centers was 3.853.

4. Results

4.1. Perceptions of the Teachers in Training

Almost 80% of teachers in training (79.4%) strongly agree and are concerned about cyberbullying
in education. Significant differences were found between men and women (sig. 0.000). While
82.6% of women are absolutely alarmed, 60.3% of men display this level of concern. Women report
greater concern.

The large majority of future teachers (87.5%) agree that cyberbullying is a current problem
in education, although only 55.9% of them are fully convinced of this. 63.2% completely agree
and are certain and 24.8% are aware that victims of cyberbullying can now be found in classrooms.
The perception of both issues differs with age (sig. 0.046; sig. 0.032). Most of the subjects in the different
age groups strongly agree with them except those aged between 36 and 40 (see Table 1). Also, according
to the degree program, there are differences with respect to the last perception. Thus, compared to
55.7% of students in the Early Childhood Education undergraduate degree who completely agree that
in schools centers there are students suffering cyberbullying, 76.3% of those in the Secondary Master’s
degree share the same perception.

The results shed light on the solid agreement that exists on the ideal nature of prevention and
intervention measures when faced with cyberbullying (M = 4.57). Polled participants stated that they
agree or completely agree with almost all the cyberbullying prevention and management actions
in school (see Appendix B). Among them, we find the statement “I think that all teachers should
know the protocol of action in cases of bullying” is regarded as the most important (2.7% agree and
96.6% completely agree). However, it is interesting to note that only 67.6% of the teachers in training
completely agree (although 24.8% were in agreement) with the statement “I believe that teachers
should integrate into the curriculum how to make responsible use of technologies and what their risks
are” or that only 65.9% completely agree (with an additional 30% in agreement) with the statement
“I believe that teachers should organize specific classroom activities to raise awareness and provide
training in cyberbullying”.

The interpretation of these three measures differs with respect to gender (sig. 0.002; sig. 0.011; sig.
0.27). While 97.7% of the women were completely convinced about the first measure, 89.7% of the men
were. As compared to the 70% and 68.3% of women who completely believed in the need of the second
and third action, respectively, 53.4% and 51.7% of the men found themselves in the same position.

There are two items for which participants tend towards a neutral valuation, which is why
we consider further studies necessary to understand this trend. These referred to the statement
“I understand that interviews are a useful tool for students to express themselves about their
cyberbullying experiences” (2.7% did not answer, and 27.5% were placed in intermediate values
of the scale) and the statement “I value positively that in institutions the Coexistence Commission
should be informed of situations of cyberbullying and the disciplinary measures taken” (24.5% did not
answer, and 29.9% were found in intermediate values of the scale). With respect to the first, differences
were found in relation to the degree program (sig. 0.18). As observed in Table 2, the students enrolled
in the Early Childhood Education Degree and the Primary Education Degree were less convinced as
compared to those in the Master’s in Secondary School Education.
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In terms of self-confidence, the results reveal that teachers in training don’t consider themselves
qualified. Only 7.4% completely agree with the statement “I feel qualified to identify situations
of cyberbullying” and 3.7% of them completely agree with the statement “I am able to manage
cyberbullying situations”. Meanwhile, 42.6% and 42.9% respectively are at the mid-point of the scale.
The self-perception of their ability to detect cyberbullying situations differs based on the degree
pursued (sig. 0.030). Those enrolled in the Secondary Education Master’s perceive themselves as the
least qualified (see Table 2).

The average value of the index that measures satisfaction with the training they are receiving
in the subject as future teachers, and the one they would like, demonstrates that it is low (M = 3.23)
(see Table 3). Data shows that 54.2% and 20.6% of the subjects either disagree or completely disagree
that in their studies they are being prepared to manage cyberbullying situations. Moreover, 16.7%
stated that cyberbullying is not the content to which they give the greatest importance among those
that they would like to see addressed (or would have liked to develop) in their degree program. Only
7.4% completely agree with this. The general perception of cyberbullying in the set of contents that
they would like to study in depth is not the same based on gender (sig. 0.042). 15.5% of men completely
disagree that this is the topic they would most like to address compared to 3.7% of women. Similarly,
compared to 3.4% of men, 8% of women do agree strongly with the statement.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the different indexes and correlations.

Index M SD
Pearson

Concern Confidence Agreement Assessment

Concern 4.57 54 -
Confidence 3.56 0.74 0.125 *
Agreement 4.57 0.36 0.438 ** 0.142 **
Assessment 3.23 0.69 0.119 * 0.283 ** 0.149 **

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

4.2. Links between the Perceptions of the Teachers in Training

As observed on Table 3, between concern about cyberbullying and agreement with the action
measures, there is a moderate linear relationship. The more recognition cyberbullying got as a current
problem that required the school’s attention, the greater the appreciation was for the measures of
prevention, diagnosis, intervention and monitoring, which could be promoted in the education sphere.
The correlations between the other possible index combination pairs were low but significant.

The differences shown by subjects in the item that specifically asks them to state agreement or
concern about cyberbullying account for 9.06% of the differences in the intention expressed by subjects
to intervene immediately if they knew that cases of cyberbullying were occurring (r = 0.301); and
13.25% of the differences in the desire for their training programs to address cyberbullying in depth
(r = 0.364) (see Table 4).

The intention to respond to cyberbullying correlates with virtually all the measures included
in the questionnaire. The one that is most strongly related is the one that alludes to the fact that the
educational community must be involved and committed in the fight against cyberbullying in schools,
although the relationship is moderate (r = 0.301 p < 0.01).

The correlation of the intention to act with the perception of the ability to identify situations of
cyberbullying and the ability to manage them is significant but low. The coefficients of determination
(r2) are: 0.015 and 0.02, respectively. The bilateral relationship of the intention to act in cyberbullying
situations is also low with the belief that cyberbullying is a current problem and with the perception
that children and youth are currently suffering cyberbullying in the networks. Moreover, both abilities
(r = 0.509) and both beliefs (r = 0.467) were moderately correlated.
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4.3. Profiles of Teachers in Training

Three profiles could be differentiated among the teachers in training, which were identified as
(see Table 5):

Table 5. Descriptive statistics of the indexes according to profile.

Index A Index B Index C Index D

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Trained 4.58 0.5 3.9 0.52 4.62 0.32 4.06 0.43
Competent 4.64 0.46 3.89 0.49 4.57 0.33 2.92 0.42

Aware 4.45 0.66 2.64 0.46 4.5 0.44 2.89 0.51

Profile 1. Trained. They represent 27.8% of future teachers. They are highly concerned about
cyberbullying. They decidedly recognize the appropriateness of measures to approach cyberbullying
in educational contexts. They perceive themselves as qualified and willing to respond to cyberbullying
situations. They display satisfaction with their initial training in the subject and would even like to
delve deeper into it.

Profile 2. Competent. They are 45.7% of the participants. They are highly concerned about
cyberbullying. They decidedly recognize the appropriateness of measures to approach cyberbullying
in educational contexts. They perceive themselves as qualified and willing to respond to cyberbullying
situations in school contexts, but they are not satisfied with their initial training.

Profile 3. Aware. They constitute the smallest conglomerate (26.5%). They are highly
concerned about cyberbullying, they decidedly recognize the appropriateness of measures to approach
cyberbullying in educational contexts. But they do not feel qualified to respond to a cyberbullying
situation nor satisfied with their training in this subject.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

Bullying and cyberbullying perceptions held by both teachers in initial training and in-service
teachers, has been an object of study in the last few years (Craig et al. 2011; Eden et al. 2013;
Ghamrawi et al. 2016; Gorsek and Cunningham 2014; Huang and Chou 2013; Marczak and Coyne 2016;
Ryan and Kariuki 2011), which makes it possible to compare the results obtained.

The need for the academic community to assess the awareness of educators regarding their
responsibility and role in cyberbullying situations justifies the increasing interest to analyze their
perceptions related to this issue. Research points to high levels of awareness alongside quality training
as a fundamental basis to achieve effective prevention and management performances in cyberbullying
situations (Ayas and Horzum 2011; Campbell et al. 2018).

Our study is based on the work of Li (2008) in Canada and Yilmaz (2010) in Turkey. But, with it,
we advance the understanding on the perceptions of teachers in training regarding cyberbullying in
educational contexts. We have delved into their perceptions, inquiring about the effects of variables
such as gender (in line with findings from previous research), age and degree pursued. This last
variable had not been previously considered. We have also analyzed the existing interactions between
different participants’ perceptions. Finally, three different profiles were identified and described based
on four indexes. These were concern about cyberbullying, self-confidence and intention to act when
faced with cyberbullying, agreement with action measures, and finally assessment of initial training.

In-service teachers see bullying as a serious problem (Craig et al. 2011) and recognize its negative
impact on students (Ghamrawi et al. 2016). Similarly, teachers in training perceive cyberbullying as a
current problem in schools (Ryan and Kariuki 2011; Ryan et al. 2011). In our study this perception is
confirmed as well as it is corroborated that future teachers perceive that there are children and young
people who are victims of cyberbullying in classrooms. According to our findings, these perceptions
correlate and differ with the age variable, with younger participants exhibiting higher levels of concern.
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Degree pursued is another variable that correlates with their awareness of cyberbullying situations,
with a higher awareness in participants from secondary education programs. These findings could be
explained by subjects taking into account the age of their future students and their proportion of use
of technological devices, by means of which they could experience cyberbullying situations. Along
the same line, Eden et al. (2013) concluded that student age affected the teachers’ level of concern
about cyberbullying.

Yilmaz (2010) found that among teachers in training, female teachers displayed a higher awareness
than their male counterparts regarding cyberbullying as an educational problem today. Our analysis
does not support these findings. Moreover, in the present study, regardless of gender all participants
exhibit concern, with female participants displaying higher levels of concern than male participants.

Previous studies have shown, among other things, the lack of teacher knowledge regarding
the possible cyberbullying prevention strategies (Ghamrawi et al. 2016) or the hesitation they have
when managing incidents (Huang and Chou 2013) and the inability of properly managing situations
of cyberbullying (DeSmet et al. 2015). By extension, the future teachers in our study, just as the
ones from Ryan and Kariuki (2011), have displayed self-doubt in their abilities to detect and manage
cyberbullying. In spite of this, the surveyed subjects would attempt to take action when faced with
this problem. We cannot firmly argue from our analysis that the greater the capacity, the greater the
intention to intervene, or vice versa. Intention is related, in part, to concern. The other factors that
would explain intention to intervene should be addressed in subsequent studies.

However, what we can point out the need to incorporate (or reinforce) training opportunities
in this area in initial teacher training. In our context, teachers in training believe that within their
curricula they are not being prepared to prevent or deal with cyberbullying (Álvarez et al. 2010a).
Thus, according to Redmond et al. (2018), within the framework of each degree, the intentional design
of authentic learning experiences must be undertaken in order to favor a deeper understanding of the
subject, improve the competencies of future teachers with regard to their approach to cyberbullying
situations, and increase their confidence. And, in the words of these authors, as their trainers,
it is our responsibility to bring them closer to educational practices that reduce cyberbullying.
An important formative strategy would be the establishment of networks between in-training teachers
and experienced ones where they can share and exchange viewpoints, reflect on measures, analyze
shared proposals, etc. (Yilmaz 2010).

Let us bear in mind that, as Ho et al. (2017) point out, increasing the knowledge of children
and adolescents about the risks of social networks, they become more prudent in their social
network activity and more aware of the negative consequences that can derive from inappropriate
behavior. Also, if they develop as resilient young people, we mitigate the harmful effects of possible
intimidation (Hinduja and Patchin 2017). Thus, among others, schools must promote awareness of the
consequences of cyberbullying and encourage empathy towards those affected (Notar et al. 2013). And,
specifically from the curriculum viewpoint, students must be empowered in the use of information
and communication technologies and their digital competence (Cassidy et al. 2013).

Let us return to a question highlighted by our results. Not all pre-service teachers are completely
convinced of the need to incorporate into the curriculum the responsible and safe use of technologies
or to implement learning activities to raise awareness of the problem. Teacher educators must lead to
improve the perception of these measures, about which women are most in favour. In the designated
line, these measures may not be put in doubt.

Huang and Chou (2013) found that only a small percentage of in-service teachers offer
anti-cyberbullying instruction and guidance before or after cyberbullying happens to curtail future acts
of cyberbullying. According to these authors, this is due to the fact that teachers lack the knowledge
on how to approach it. Our study’s findings support this assumption. A small part of participants
do not feel qualified to deal with cyberbullying situations (profile 3). In addition, a high number of
future teachers are not satisfied with their training on the issue (profiles 2 and 3). The reasons for that
perception will have to be approached in future studies.
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Participants from the Master’s in Secondary Education exhibit the lowest levels in perceived
self-confidence. These findings reflect a scarce training in the topic of cyberbullying that may be related
to the issues raised by Montoro and Ballesteros-Moscosio (2016) regarding the design of the program
itself. These authors describe how the promotion of school coexistence and conflict resolution were
considered among the competencies, but none of them directly referred to bullying, and less if it took
place in a virtual context. This emphasizes the importance of reviewing current teacher education
programs to include the subject in the initial training of future education professionals.

Likewise, it is necessary to diagnose pre-service teachers’ learning needs and know in depth
their interests. Let us bear in mind that, according to the pre-service teachers of our study, not
only cyberbullying is not being currently addressed in their programs but that also teachers do not
consider it as priority academic content. Unlike the found by Ryan and Kariuki (2011), future teachers
in our study do not perceive cyberbullying as the issue that most would like to see addressed (or
would have wanted to address) in their degree. This perception is more characteristic of men than
of women. Women are more concerned than men about cyberbullying and also are more in favour
of cyberbullying as academic content. Concern correlates positively with the desire to learn about
cyberbullying. Eden et al. (2013) also showed that there is interaction between the importance of
learning about cyberbullying and in-service teachers’ concern.

Precisely, the determining factors that allow us to differentiate up to three profiles of the teachers
in training are the posture they adopt about their initial training, and the self-evaluation they make
about their abilities. DeSmet et al. (2015) defined four secondary school educator clusters, on the basis
of teachers’ perceptions but also their practices.

In our case, three profiles of pre-service teachers have been differentiated. No other previous study
has advanced knowledge in this line. This is, therefore, the first classification of teacher-in-training
profiles available.

There are practically no differences between the profiles with regard to the degree of agreement
with the measures adopted in schools (and cited in our data collection instrument). Among these,
it is worth highlighting an action with which the future teachers completely agree. This refers to
the fact that schools must make families aware of the importance they play in the prevention of
cyberbullying. To prevent and deal with cyberbullying, teachers and families need to understand
the nature of the problem and recognize their role. Educational measures to deal with cyberbullying
include providing education to the students about the responsible use of the technologies, promoting
professional development for teachers on the issue and supporting families so that they could also
contribute to it (Beale and Hall 2007).

Teachers recognize that the involvement of parents in prevention must be encouraged, and for
this to happen, families must be made aware of the problem. According to Stauffer et al. (2012), schools
and parents should be encouraged to band together as a united force in preventing and addressing
student cyberbullying. The creation of collaborative work between families and educators is needed,
to overcome any type of bullying, either using the information technologies or not, inside as well as
outside the school. Efforts should also be coordinated with students (Giménez Gualdo et al. 2018).
Teachers, students and parents need to discuss in each school what constitutes cyberbullying and how
to combat it (Compton et al. 2014).

Eden et al. (2013) found strong correlations between school commitments and in-service teachers’
concern about cyberbullying. In relation to in-training teachers, our analysis confirms the existence
of this correlation. The degree of agreement with prevention, detection, and intervention measures
increases as their perception that cyberbullying is an educational problem increases, as well as their
intention to seek an answer to the problem increases, also if their intention to seek an answer to the
problem increases.

Of all the measures included in our questionnaire, there are two on which teachers do not position
themselves. These are concerned with the usefulness of interviews as a means of gathering information
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from students suffering from cyberbullying and the importance of the role of Coexistence Commissions
in centers to address cyberbullying situations.

Both measures are promoted in our country. On the one hand, interviews serve to collect
direct information and assess the situation of cyberbullying. Their usefulness has been observed
by Luengo Latorre (2014). In the Save the Children’s protocol model for action against harassment
and cyberbullying (Sastre 2016), its functionality is clearly defined. On the other hand, the role
of Coexistence Commissions is considered decisive in promoting the design and development of
information and awareness actions in the educational community (Luengo Latorre 2011). Based on the
findings of our study, it is worth questioning whether these are due to the pre-service teachers’ lack of
knowledge, which would be further evidence of the need to improve initial training.

May this work serve to promote reflection. The perceptions of future teachers have been addressed
in depth. We have defined a classification of professionals that allows us to highlight the presence
of a group of future teachers who do not consider themselves trained. The suggestions point to the
urgency of revising the training. We hope that teacher educators and university leaders will become
aware of this.

It should be indicated that this study requires a greater deepening from a more qualitative and
global perspective of the objectives; not only focusing on the perceptions that exclusively rely on
self-reports, but also through interviews or discussion groups and also encompassing other sectors
such as in-service teachers, families, social services, and other health professionals.
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Appendix A

Inventory on cyberbullying in education and perceptions of teachers in initial training.

A1. I believe that cyberbullying is a current educational problem.
A2. I believe that there are children and young people who are currently victims of cyberbullying in
the educational context.
A3. I am concerned about cyberbullying in education
B1. I feel qualified to identify situations of cyberbullying
B2. I am able to manage cyberbullying situations
B3. If I knew that cyberbullying was taking place in my center/institution, I would intervene immediately.
C1. I think that all teachers should know the protocol of action in cases of bullying.
C2. I think it is necessary to devote efforts to the professional development of teachers, fostering their
training in cyberbullying.
C3. I believe that teachers should integrate into the curriculum how to make responsible use of
technologies and what their risks are.
C4. I believe that teachers should organize specific classroom activities to raise awareness and provide
training in cyberbullying.
C5. I am sure that the Coexistence Commissions promote the continued development of information
and awareness-raising activities in cyberbullying at school level.
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C6. I understand that interviews are a useful tool for students to express themselves about their
cyberbullying experiences.
C7. I value positively that in institutions the Coexistence Commission should be informed of situations
of cyberbullying and the disciplinary measures taken.
C8. I think that from the schools, families should be made aware of the importance they play in the
prevention of cyberbullying.
C9. I think that centers should coordinate with community resources (social services, health services,
nongovernmental organizations, etc.) to address cyberbullying.
C10. I believe that the educational community must be involved and committed in the fight against
cyberbullying in schools.
C11. I think that television and other media should discuss and take action on cyberbullying.
C12. I think that students should receive advice on how to deal with cyberbullying.
C13. I believe that schools should organize their spaces and resources to help teachers cope with
cyberbullying.
D1. In my current studies (Early Childhood Education undergraduate degree program, Primary
Education undergraduate degree program or Secondary Master as appropriate) I am being prepared
to manage cyberbullying situations.
D2. I would like to further delve into cyberbullying in the remaining part of the studies I am pursuing
D3. Of all the topics that I would like to see as objects of study in the degree (or I would have liked to
see, if you are finishing your studies), I give most importance to cyberbullying.

Appendix B

Item Minimum Maximum M SD

A1. 1 5 4.42 0.81

A2. 1 5 4.56 0.76

A3. 1 5 4.75 0.57

B1. 1 5 3.1 1.07

B2. 1 5 2.92 1.21

B3. 1 5 4.68 0.72

C1. 1 5 4.95 0.34

C2. 1 5 4.76 0.52

C3. 1 5 4.59 0.69

C4. 2 5 4.57 0.66

C5. 1 5 3.92 1.47

C6. 1 5 3.78 1.03

C7. 2 5 4.64 0.71

C8. 1 5 4.82 0.49

C9. 2 5 4.7 0.59

C10. 2 5 4.81 0.45

C11. 1 5 4.47 0.79

C12. 1 5 4.8 0.48

C13. 1 5 4.6 0.64

D1. 1 5 1.88 1.2

D2. 1 5 4.45 0.78

D3. 1 5 3.34 1.03

Minimum and maximum values mean and standard deviation per item.
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Abstract: This study aimed to investigate mothers’ different perspectives on bullying in early
childhood. Twelve mothers having children under eight years old were interviewed in South
Korea. All the interviews were transcribed in Korean and analyzed using Nvivo. The constant
comparison method was used to analyze the data. The results showed six themes consisting of
categories: (1) concept of bullying (2) difficulty in defining bullying in early childhood, (3) difficulty
in telling other mothers about bullying, (4) children who do not reveal their experiences, (5) ways to be
aware of bullying, and (6) mothers’ concern. Categories were sometimes divided into subcategories.
Findings showed that mothers seemed to view bullying differently, and that relationships among them
contributed to differences in their perspectives on bullying. Mothers’ relationships also interacted
with children’s relationships. Children were unlikely to tell their victimization experiences, due to
certain reasons. These findings can contribute to understanding the nature of bullying in early
childhood, increasing the social awareness of bullying among young children, and emphasizing the
need for intervention/prevention programs.

Keywords: bullying; young children; wang-ta; mothers; aggression

1. Introduction

Bullying is a pervasive problem that can occur at any point from early childhood to adulthood.
Bullying is usually defined as a subtype of aggressive behaviors that are repeated over time, toward
an individual who is unable to defend oneself (i.e., imbalance of power) (Olweus 1993). This aggression
could be physical (e.g., hitting), verbal (e.g., name calling), relational (e.g., exclusion), or cyber
(e.g., sending nasty messages through electronic media). The characteristics of bullying in early
childhood (Lee et al. 2016; Monks et al. 2003; Monks and Smith 2006) differ from those in middle
childhood and adolescence. Young children are less likely than older groups to perceive imbalances
of power, and repetition of actions; which may reflect that bullying is less targeted toward one child
(Monks and Smith 2006).

Whether the three criteria that are used to define bullying—intentional harm-doing, repetition,
and imbalance of power—should be included in the context of young children is a controversial topic.
Young children begin engaging in goal-directed behavior, and start perceiving others’ intentional
behaviors at around the age of four. This is also the age at which they are able to recognize power
imbalances between people (Williams et al. 2016). However, due to the instability of the victim’s
role among young children (Monks et al. 2002), it is unclear whether the repetition of behavior is
a necessary aspect of the definition of bullying (Vlachou et al. 2011; Williams et al. 2016). Because of
these reasons, some researchers use the terms “precursory bullying” (Levine and Tamburrino 2014) or
“unjustified aggression” (Monks et al. 2002).

Despite the controversy regarding the definition of bullying in early childhood, studies have
identified aggressive behaviors in early childhood that can be categorized as bullying. Using Olweus’
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definition of bullying, Kirves and Sajaniemi (2012) reported that 7.1% of three to six-year-olds in their
study were bullies, 3.3% were victims, and 2.2% were bully-victims. Additionally, participant roles such
as bully, victim, or defenders, were clear, even among three-year-old children and among children under
seven years old (Lee et al. 2016; Monks et al. 2002; Perren and Alsaker 2006; Repo and Sajaniemi 2015).

Identifying bullying in the early years is vital to prevent children’s social and emotional problems.
Experiences of bullying in early childhood were related to difficulties in peer relationships, and they
resulted in adjustment problems, as well as internalizing and externalizing behaviors. Young children
who bullied others showed low social competence, and were less likely to positively interact
with peers (Camodeca et al. 2015). Additionally, their bullying behaviors were often related to
victimization (Lee et al. 2016; Perren and Alsaker 2006). Longitudinal studies showed the causality
more clearly. Relationally victimized children in kindergarten exhibited high levels of adjustment
problems; greater loneliness, frequent school avoidance, and low level of school liking. They were
also found to be negatively correlated to school academic achievement (Kochenderfer and Ladd 1996).
Arseneault et al. (2006) conducted a cohort study among 2232 children over a five-year period. In their
study, earlier pure victims exhibited more internalizing behavior and unhappiness compared to the
control group two years later. Earlier bully–victims exhibited more internalizing and externalizing
behaviors, compared to the control group and pure victims, two years later. Further, victimization
experiences in the first, third, and fifth grades in elementary school predicted a decrease in popularity,
an increase in aggressive behaviors, inattention, delinquency, and symptoms of anxiety and depression
for five years (Hanish and Guerra 2002).

Parental perceptions of bullying have been explored in several studies. A common finding is that
parents are unlikely to be aware of bullying or victimization experiences by their children (Mishna et
al. 2006). Generally, children do not tell their parents about being bullied (Mishna 2004), because they
think that it would aggravate the situation, and result in the termination of friendships. Furthermore,
even when parents are aware of the existence of a problem, they find it difficult to determine whether
the situation involves bullying; they are unsure of whether the incident is a common conflict among
peers; or whether the problem is the fault of their child or of other children (Mishna 2004).

Identifying bullying is important, as it influences how parents manage the situation (Sawyer et
al. 2011). If adults do not act on children’s reports of bullying or victimization experiences, children
may feel that there is no way to obtain help to escape bullying, exposing them to more bullying and
increasing their fear (Clarke and Kiselica 1997). Furthermore, some adults are not even aware that
indirect relational aggression or social exclusion are regarded as bullying (Harcourt et al. 2014; Sawyer
et al. 2011). Therefore, adults’ accurate awareness of what constitutes bullying is necessary. However,
among young children, it can be difficult to distinguish bullying from the general negative interactions
that can frequently occur among friends, posing a further hindrance for adults in addressing bullying
among children (Purcell 2012; Sawyer et al. 2011).

Considering the characteristics described above, defining and recognizing bullying is more
difficult in early childhood compared to other age ranges. The few existing studies on the perceptions
of young children’s bullying are based on the Western world, although the features of bullying may
vary across different cultures (Smith et al. 2002).

1.1. Bullying in South Korea

The phenomenon of bullying differs across cultures, and the differences may be particularly
stark between Western and Eastern countries, which are often compared in terms of collectivistic or
individualistic perspectives. South Korea is a collectivistic culture in which people are interdependent
with their in-group members, and where harmony among them is prioritized (Hofstede and
Hofstede 2005). In South Korea, there are several terms that indicate phenomena similar to bullying:
gipdan-ttadolim (group isolation), gipdan-goerophim (group bullying or group teasing), hakkyo-pokryuk

(school violence), and wang-ta (social exclusion or excluded/victimized person). These terms have been
used interchangeably, although there are some differences between them (Lee et al. 2012). For instance,
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the term wang-ta indicates social exclusion: literally, a socially excluded person. The term wang-ta

usually include other aggressive behavior (physical or verbal), as well as social exclusion (Lee et
al. 2011, 2012). During the late 1990s to the early 2000s, the terms gipdan-ttadolim (group isolation)
or gipdan-goerophim (group bullying or group teasing) were relatively frequently used, whereas the
term hakkyo-pokryuk has been widely used more recently. The term hakkyo-pokryuk includes a wide
range of aggressive behavior that may occur among school pupils, and is often used by the formal
system. The term wang-ta has been more popularized among school pupils (Lee et al. 2012). Koreans
do not interpret each term in the same way, although these terms have some similarities. There is
no academic agreement on the term that is most likely to correspond to the term bullying in English.
Furthermore, there are no studies on the most appropriate Korean term to represent bullying in early
childhood. Some studies investigating bullying in early childhood borrow the term hakkyo-pokryuk

(e.g., Kwak and Kim 2016), because there is no academic agreement or discussion on the term issue.
Bullying in early childhood in South Korea has been rarely researched: only a few studies have
investigated its prevalence. In Song and Lee (2014) study, 53% of kindergarten teachers observed
ttadolim among children over the course of a year, and most of them reported that they noticed social
exclusion (92%), followed by verbal aggression (37%), and instrumental aggression (30%). Similarly,
Kwak and Kim (2016) reported that 63% of teachers in both kindergarten and daycare centers observed
hakkyo-pokryuk among young children, and considered it to be serious and to warrant specialized
education for its management.

However, few studies have directly questioned young children about bullying or victimization
experiences. Lee et al. (2016) found that 8–13% of four- to six-year-olds participating in their
study reported victimization experiences. Although children and teachers have reported bullying or
victimization among young children, studies on the subject are still very few. Furthermore, studies of
bullying in early childhood focused on teachers or children, rather than parents. There have hardly
been any studies on how parents perceive bullying among young children in South Korea. Generally,
mothers seem to be more sensitive to their children’s bullying experiences compared to fathers,
and they offer an effective solution to eradicate bullying (Georgiou 2008; Lester et al. 2017). Mothers
in South Korea are more likely to be closely involved in the care and education of their children,
compared to fathers (Hong and Lee 2019). Therefore analyzing mothers’ thoughts on bullying among
children will be useful in examining bullying in South Korea.

This study aimed to investigate mothers’ perceptions of bullying among young children in
South Korea, focusing on whether their children had experienced bullying, and their thoughts on
these situations.

1.2. Early Childhood Education System in South Korea

In South Korea, children aged five years and below are educated in two types of educational
institutions: kindergarten, where children aged three to five years are enrolled, and daycare centers,
where zero to five-year-olds are cared for and educated. Parents can choose either of the two types of
institutions. Most children (90%) aged three to five are educated/cared for at either kindergartens or
daycare centers (Park et al. 2015). Children between the ages of six and eleven are enrolled in elementary
schools, and the attendance rate of elementary schools in South Korea is 97.3% (Department of
Education, Korean Educational Development Institute 2017). In keeping with government instructions,
these institutions watch over children from roughly 9:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m., working additional hours if
necessary. If parents are unable to pick their children up in the afternoon, these institutions take care
of the children until 5 p.m. or longer. Thus, young children spend most of their waking hours in one
place with the same peers.

2. Method

This study used qualitative methods to explore the perspectives and experiences of bullying
among mothers of young children.

109



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 12

2.1. Recruitment and Consent

Participants were recruited through snowball sampling. Mothers who were already familiar with
the authors were interviewed first, and then asked to introduce other mothers with similar experiences.
This study adhered to all ethical guidelines of the institution to which authors belonged to. There was
no need for IRB approval for this research, as it does not involve any medical action nor cause harm.
Before the interview began, the participants were informed of the research purpose, procedures,
and data collection methods. A list of interview questions was also shown to them before the interview,
so they were able to make an informed decision regarding their participation. Mothers who agreed
to be interviewed also filled and submitted a consent form. Most participants were openly receptive
and interested in this study, because they hardly had opportunities to talk about the issue of bullying
or victimization among their children. Measures were taken to ensure that the collected data did not
expose personal information such as the names of mothers and their children’s educational institutions
and areas of residence. The children’s names quoted in the results section were indicated as alphabet
initials (i.e., A, B, C and so on) with the exception of the child labelled M11, who divulged a verbal
bullying incident that called for an indication of the child’s name: in this case, a child’s pseudonym
was used. Further, participants were indicated as initials (i.e., M1: Mother 1, M2: Mother 2 . . . ).

2.2. Participants

Twelve mothers living in Seoul or Gyeonggi Province in South Korea, participated in this study.
The participants were aged between 35 and 44 years, and were all married. Among the participants,
six were not employed, three were part-time workers, two were full-time workers, and one was
a postgraduate student. They had one to three children, and at least one of their children was between
three and eight years old. The mothers were all college or university graduates. The information of the
participants is described in Table 1. This study regarded early childhood as a development stage: from
birth to eight years old (OECD 2015), in which children in kindergarten, day care center, and lower
elementary school level were included. These children were exposed to bullying, but their bullying
experiences were hardly investigated. Additionally, mothers whose children had joined elementary
school recently were expected to give relatively richer information on their experiences related to
bullying both in kindergarten and elementary school.

Table 1. Information of participants and their children.

Mother Number of Children Child’s Age (year) Child’s Gender Child’s Educational Institution Type

M1 2
1 Male No school
4 Female Daycare

M2 2
3 Female Daycare
6 Female Elementary

M3 2
5 Female Elementary

10 Male Daycare

M4 1 5 Female Kindergarten

M5 2
5 Female Kindergarten
7 Female Elementary

M6 2
5 Female Kindergarten
7 Female Elementary

M7 2
3 Male Daycare
5 Female Daycare

M8 2
4 Female Daycare
4 Female Daycare

110



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 12

Table 1. Cont.

Mother Number of Children Child’s Age (year) Child’s Gender Child’s Educational Institution Type

M9 2
0.5 Male No School
5 Female Kindergarten

M10 1 6 Female Elementary

M11 3
3 Female Daycare
5 Female Daycare
7 Female Elementary

M12 1 7 Female Elementary

2.3. Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted. All interviews were conducted by the first author of
this study. Prior to the in-depth interview, preliminary interviews were administered to two mothers
of four-year-old children to check the appropriateness of the interview questions and to confirm
whether mothers of young children had experiences relevant to the research topic. Parents clearly
indicated that their young children often experienced bullying from their peers or friends, and reported
difficulties related to the incidents. They tried to solve them, but they did not know how to go about
it. The preliminary interview showed that the mothers were aware of bullying and its specific
features in early childhood, and that it was different from bullying experienced in other ages. The two
mothers who were interviewed preliminarily were not included as participants in the main interviews.
The main interviews were carried out either individually, or through a focus group, depending on the
participants’ schedule or their familiarity with each other. Seven individual interviews (M1, M2, M3,
M7, M8, M9, M10), and two focus groups (Group 1: M4, M5, M6; Group2: M11, M12) were conducted.

Given the fact that several terms used in South Korea corresponded to bullying in western
cultures, and that each term represented a slightly different meaning, the researchers did not use
South Korean specific terms such as wang-ta or goerophim in the initial interview, in order to avoid
the prejudice or preconception that mothers might have about the terms. These terms were used
only after they were mentioned by the participants. Instead, cartoons describing several types of
aggressive behaviors were shown to participants. Then, they were asked about their thoughts on
them. The cartoons were developed by Smith et al. (2002), and they have been widely and effectively
used to elicit the concept of bullying (Lee et al. 2011, 2012; Monks and Smith 2006; Smith et al. 2002).
In this study, six cartoons, each describing different types of aggressive behaviors, were used: (1)
an individual’s physical aggression (hitting a smaller person), (2) verbal aggression (saying nasty
things), (3) indirect physical aggression (breaking another’s ruler), (4) group physical aggression
(several children hitting a child), (5) direct/relational aggression (not allowing someone to play with
others), and (6) indirect/relational (spreading a rumor) (A cartoon engaging in an individual’s physical
aggression is shown in Appendix A).

Mothers were shown the cartoons and asked,

• What do you think about these behaviors (expressed by the cartoons) among children?

• Has your child ever experienced (or have you ever heard about) these behaviors? If so, please tell
me about the situation in detail.

• What did you do when your child had an experience related to these behaviors?

Interviews were carried out in cafes or the participants’ homes, where the mothers felt most
comfortable. The interviews lasted approximately 60–120 min, and were audio-recorded.

2.4. Qualitative Analysis

All interviews were transcribed into Korean. Nvivo 12 software was used to analyze the data,
and the constant comparative method, based on the grounded theory, was used (Strauss and Corbin
1998). Basic concepts in open coding were identified. The categories and subcategories were named
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by using words that represent and comprise the basic concepts. Some categories had subcategories
as participants generated richer information and detailed perceptions on certain categories. The core
categories were selected, and the relevance of the other categories based on elaboration were confirmed.
Through this process, six major themes were identified and categorized. The authors independently
conducted coding, created categories, and held discussions. Whenever there were differences in
analysis, especially in categories or subcategories, the authors returned to the data, reviewed the
analysis, and discussed it until they were in agreement.

3. Results

Six major themes emerged: (1) the concept of bullying (2) difficulty in defining bullying in early
childhood (3) difficulty in communicating with other mothers about bullying (4) children who do
not reveal their experiences (5) ways to be aware of bullying and (6) mothers’ concern. Each theme
consisted of categories that were sometimes divided into subcategories. Table 2 shows the hierarchy of
themes and categories (and subcategories).

Table 2. Themes and categories (subcategories) that emerged from the analysis of mothers’ interviews.

Theme
Theme 1. Concept
of bullying

Theme 2. Difficulty of
defining bullying in early
childhood

Theme 3. Difficulty in
communicating with
other mothers about
bullying

Theme 4. Children
who do not reveal
their experiences

Theme 5. Ways to
be aware of
bullying

Theme 6. Mothers’
concern

Category
(Subcategory)

Categories 1-1.
Criteria of
bullying
(Subcategories:
Physical,
psychological
harm,
repetition, power,
intention,
victim-centeredness

Category 2-1. Ambiguity
of situation
(Subcategories: Severity,
repetition,
self-defense, peer
interaction)
Category 2-2. Different
standpoints of mothers
(Subcategory:
Aggressor’s mothers vs.
victim’s mother,
Mothers’ personal
characteristics)

Category 3-1.
Relationship among
others (Subcategories:
Closeness,
afraid of being
wang-ta)
Category 3-2.
Links between
mothers’ and
children’s
relationships

Category 4-1. Fear
Category 4-2.
Introversion,
Category 4-3.
Desire to play with
aggressor
Category 4-4.
Limited language
ability

Category 5-1.
Online and offline
network among
mothers
Category 5-2.
Witness
Category 5-3.
Children’s reports

Category 6-1.
Worries of being
bullies or victims
Category 6-2.
Consistency
Category 6-3.
Lack of coping
strategies
Category 6-4.
Trust/distrust of
teacher

Due to the limited space, only the quotes that were most representative of each category (or
subcategory) were shown. In some categories, more than one quote were displayed, while in
other categories, only one quote was indicated if it carried the meaning of the category (or
subcategory) efficiently.

Theme 1. Concept of bullying.

The theme concept of bullying explains how mothers conceptualized bullying, and what criteria
they used to define bullying among young children. This was further explained by the category
“criteria of bullying” and its subcategories.

Category 1-1. Criteria of bullying. (Subcategories: Physical/psychological harm, repetition, power, intention,

and victim-centeredness).

Mothers’ concepts of bullying were similar to those defined by academic researchers: They used
the criteria of physical/psychological harm, repetition, power, and intention. Additionally, mothers
focused on defining young children’s bullying from victims’ perspectives.

“Of course, hitting is goerophim, but psychological suffering also often occurs among girls” (M4).
(Subcategory: physical/psychological harm).

“If this goes on for long, it is goerophim” (M2). (Subcategory: repetition).
“A child can once in a while engage in these behaviors for fun, but if those are repeated, they can

be harmful” (M3). (Subcategory: repetition).
“The child (aggressor) does not consider his/her friend an equal” (M5). (Subcategory: power).
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“If they know that they commit goerophim, then it is goerophim: even if they do not know what
they do. If someone is victimized, that is goerophim regardless of whether the children are aware of the
meaning of their actions” (M2). (Subcategory: intention).

“If the child (victim) is so distressed that he/she cannot sleep, then their experience is goerophim”
(M6). (Subcategory: victim-centeredness).

“If an individual feels pain from an action directed at them, that is goerophim” (M4). (Subcategory:
victim-centeredness).

Mothers often mentioned that stress or pain from the victims’ perspective was an important
criterion for defining bullying, rather than the use of relatively more objective standards (repetition,
intention, power).

The subcategory “victim-centeredness” may have resulted from the ambiguity of the bullying
situation in early childhood, which leads to difficulties in defining bullying in early childhood.

Theme 2. Difficulty in defining bullying in early childhood.

The theme difficulty in defining bullying in early childhood leads to obstacles that interfere in
judging certain aggressive episodes as bullying or not. It consisted of the categories “ambiguity of
situation,” and “different standpoints of mothers”, and subcategories of each category.

Category 2-1. Ambiguity of situation. (Subcategories: Severity, repetition, self-defense, and peer interaction).

Mothers have difficulty in defining bullying, although they are aware of the basic criteria
(harmfulness, repetition, power, intention, and victim-centeredness), because of the ambiguity of
the aggressive situation. This was further explained by subcategories such as severity, repetition,
self-defense, and peer interaction. When aggressive behaviors occurred, it was difficult to decide
to what extent these subcategories were involved (whether the aggressive behavior was severe,
how many times it was repeated, whether it was done in self-defense, and whether it was negative
peer interactions or general peer conflicts rather than bullying).

“X says nasty words and hits others. Are these behaviors that have resulted from having
experienced humiliation? It is not clear whether X hit Y though Y has done nothing to him/her
. . . or if X swears at Y, and Y hits X, which behavior is more punishable?” (M5). (Subcategory: severity,
self-defense).

“A teacher told children not to report an aggressive behavior until it had happened seven times.
This is the solution provided by a teacher. The teacher said there was nothing wrong with the accounts
of either of the children (the aggressor and the victim). Each had reasonable explanation for their
behavior. Children only consider their own views. There is a gap between the children, which the
teacher may have difficulty balancing . . . It may be strange from an adult’s perspective, but children
feel victimized” (M1). (Subcategory: peer interaction).

Mothers and teachers were all confused by the boundary between bullying and other negative
interactions (such as fighting and joking). Mothers were confused about what behavior was worse
among several types of aggressive behaviors. Even more confusing was aggressive behaviors that
occurred in response to others’ provocation. Mothers stated that teachers regarded the aggressive
behaviors among children as general conflicts rather than as bullying. It seems to be the reason why
teachers did not react to every single conflict among children, and told children to report only when
an aggression was repeated many times (such as seven times in the example above). In contrast,
children were clear about these concepts: if they were at the receiving aggressive behavior, it was
regarded as being bullied or victimized whereas if they were the aggressors, it was just for fun.
Teachers’ views were different from those of mothers, which caused mothers to distrust teachers,
and explained the category of trust/distrust of the teacher under the sixth theme, mothers’ concern.

Category 2-2. Different standpoints of mothers. (Subcategory: Aggressors’ mothers versus victims’ mothers,

and mothers’ personal characteristics).
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Mothers had different perspectives, depending on whether their children were the victims or the
aggressors. Their responses also depended on their personal characteristics. Some mothers, when their
children were involved in bullying behavior, apologized to the victim’s mother, which was regarded
as reasonable and understandable by other mothers. However, some mothers of aggressive children
reacted aggressively toward the victim’s mother and did not admit their children’s wrongdoing.
Participants perceived that these different responses resulted from the mothers’ personal characteristics.
These could make them reluctant to tell other mothers about their children’s victimization.

“My girl could not sleep and did not want to go to kindergarten. However, because it was not
her girl who was victimized, she perceived the situation as simple and downplayed it, and that hurt
me . . . They said my girl is too sensitive and fussy” (M6). (Subcategory: aggressors’ mothers versus
victims’ mothers).

Mothers reported that aggressors’ mothers tended to regard the incident not as bullying but
a misunderstanding among children.

“They (aggressors’ mothers) are not humble enough to apologize to victims or their mothers.
They think there is something wrong with the other child (victim), or that there has simply
been a misunderstanding between children” (M5). (Subcategory: aggressors’ mothers versus
victims’ mothers).

“I told her frankly that I felt bad about her girl’s careless words. H cries whenever H is reminded
of the incident. It was hurting H . . . I know she was not at fault, her girl was . . . but she didn’t take
this situation as seriously as I did” (M8). (Subcategory: aggressors’ mothers versus victims’ mothers).

There were a lot of comments regarding these different points of view. Not all aggressive mothers
justified their children’s mistakes. Mothers’ personal characteristics played a part in how they reacted
upon hearing that their children were bullies. This is important, because their own nature makes the
victims’ mothers unlikely to tell aggressors’ mothers about their children’s bullying, which in turn,
makes it difficult to stop such incidents.

“The first type, mother says, “No matter what, hitting is wrong and I apologize.” This is normal.
The second type says, “Oh, I will apologize . . . but maybe there is some issue among the children.”
This is still a mild reaction; the third is pushy, “No, there must be something wrong” and, ask her child.
The child could be lying, but the mother chooses to only believe her child’s words. This is what poses
a problem” (M5). (Subcategory: mothers’ personal characteristics).

Theme 3. Difficulty in communicating with other mothers about bullying.

The theme difficulty in communicating with other mothers about bullying represents mothers’
reluctance and worries of telling or sharing bullying-related experiences of their children. The category
“relationships among mothers” was deeply involved with the difficulties in communicating. Further,
the category “links between mothers” and “children’s relationships” explained that the relationships
among mothers and those among children were connected and influenced each other, which made
mothers more careful about talking about their or other children’s experiences of bullying.

Category 3-1. Relationships among mothers. (Subcategories: Closeness, fear of being wang-ta).

Mothers found it difficult to directly talk to the aggressor’s mother or to other mothers uninvolved
in the bullying situation. They were afraid of damaging of their relationships with other mothers after
telling experiences of their children.

The subcategory “closeness among mothers” can either make it easier or more difficult to tell
other mothers of their children’s bullying. In one way, closeness can easily solve this problem.

“If I know the aggressor and the aggressor’s mother, I can approach her more easily, such as,
‘Hey, your girl hits my girl, could you ask your girl about this?’ However, if I do not know the
mother, I would already be upset before asking her and would be ready for an argument” (M12).
(Subcategory: closeness).
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However, mothers of victims could also be unlikely to speak to aggressors’ mothers about the
situation if the two share a close relationship.

“She was not at fault, but we may be uncomfortable because of the children’s matter. I pretended
and tried to be fine because no one was (physically) harmed, but I am not actually . . . (fine)” (M6).
(Subcategory: closeness).

Victims’ mothers were unable to gauge how aggressors’ mothers would react upon hearing
of their children’s behavior. Unless the aggressor’s mother was sensible and empathized with the
victimized child, the friendship between the mothers would end, or at least become uncomfortable.

The subcategory “fear of being wang-ta” explains that mothers could not tell victimization
experiences of their children because they were afraid of being isolated if the victimization did
not elicit other mothers’ empathy. Mothers were worried about how the victimization of their child
would be perceived, and whether other mothers could understand the situation.

“If I react very strongly even though it was the other child’s fault, they might think that I
overreact and regard me as a violent and stubborn person. I would become a cause for alarm’” (M5).
(Subcategory: fear of being wang-ta).

Another mother’s interview clearly demonstrated this worry.
“I have lived in this town for eight years, so I know the aggressor who makes trouble here . . .

One child was victimized by this aggressor. The victim’s mother is not one to remain silent; she made
sure the whole school knew, sending instant messages directly even to her child’s teacher. She opened
a chat room for mothers, so that they could be aware of what happened among the children” (M2).
(Subcategory: fear of being wang-ta).

M2 did not show a positive attitude toward the victim’s mother; she seemed to think the situation
could have been handled in other ways.

Generally, mothers know both aggressor and victim, because they live in the same town, and their
children usually go to the same school in the district. Thus, their relationships are complicated:
sometimes they may be close to aggressor’s mother, in that case, they might tend not to blame
aggressor too much.

Category 3-2. Links between mothers’ and children’s relationships.

Mothers’ and children’s relationships are related. Children’s peer relations can be influenced by
mothers’ relationships. If mothers had conflicts, their children are not allowed to play together by
their mothers.

“It is very common. Mothers’ relationships directly affect those of the children. Children can
recover their relationship, but they cannot play anymore because their mothers’ relationship has been
severed” (M7).

Sometimes, mothers can contribute to making a child or a child’s mother wang-ta intentionally or
unintentionally; they can stigmatize a child who has trouble with other children in the town, and the
child and his/her mother can be socially excluded.

“If some mothers say that a child is weird, he/she is socially excluded, rumors spread implicitly
around mothers; they overreact even over very trivial things . . . Mothers only think about their own
children.” (M9).

Mothers’ selfishness in thinking only of their own children can be detrimental to the reputations
of other children, contributing to making certain children wang-ta. In contrast, when an aggressive
child bullied other children and his/her mother ignored the situation, other mothers were distressed
by the mother and the child.

“If a child (aggressor) lacks self-control. He/she fights with others, then his/her mother should
say ‘it is your fault, you should have behaved better’ but she responds, ‘Um . . . I see’ and that is the
end of it. Then the boy would think ‘Whatever I do is okay’ Then, the mother gets in trouble with the
other mothers, and she is socially excluded by the other mothers” (M6).
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Theme 4. Children who do not reveal their experiences.

The fourth theme, children who do not reveal their experiences to, explained why children were
unlikely to tell their bullying-related experiences to parents. The categories “fear”, “introversion,”
and “desire to play with aggressor” were related to the psychological reasons for the children’s
difficulty in determining victimization. “limited language ability” was regarded as a cognitive factor
that contributed to children’s difficulty in reporting incidences of bullying to their parents.

Category 4-1. Fear.

If children were threatened or dominated by someone who is physically or socially more powerful,
they felt fear, which made them difficult to report the bullying.

“The boys drank soap bubbles because they were frightened of the aggressor. There were 10 boys
in the class, and five of them drank the bubbles” (M2).

“X commanded A to put up her hands and reflect upon her faults. I was speechless . . . The
teacher told X that they must not do it” (M1).

The order of a dominant child seems to be undeniable in the children’s social world. Children seem
to panic, and are unable to think about what to do and how to cope with the dominant child’s behavior.

Category 4-2. Introversion.

Some mothers worried that their children’s introverted characteristics led to their being unaware
of events in kindergarten.

“X is not weak nor tender like my girl . . . A is not talkative; usually she doesn’t speak about what
happens at the daycare center . . . She was so tender, she couldn’t react to it” (M1).

Also, when a dominant child meets one who is tender and introverted, bullying is more likely to
occur, as the introverted child is unlikely to directly express their displeasure to the aggressor.

“O is a dominant child, if there are children who are younger than O, O snatches what they are
doing, and uses it” (M10).

Category 4-3. Desire to play with the aggressor.

Quite often, children seemed to think that if they reported the situation, they would be unable to
continue playing with the aggressor.

This makes mothers frustrated.
“I told E not to play with the other girl, but she wants to, and I can’t stop her, which really

disappoints me” (M5).
Children seemed to want to play with aggressor, because they attracted characteristics that the

aggressor had
“I asked B ‘Why do you want to play with her?’ and B said. ‘Because she dresses like a princess

and other children like her’ . . . ” (M2).

Category 4-4. Limited language ability.

Children have difficulty in expressing their victimization experiences, because their language
ability restricts them from expressing their victimization experiences appropriately and in a timely
manner. This was very frequently mentioned by mothers.

“C is a child of my friend. C has been suffering from atopic eczema since she was a baby, when she
joined first grade in elementary school, she told her mother that she had had a very difficult time in
kindergarten. Other kids used to tease her because of her skin. At the time, she had told her mother
that she did not want to go to kindergarten, but her mother did not know the reason for this and
pushed her to go kindergarten. Her mother had regarded her complaint as general or infantile behavior.
She could not express what she was going through at that time because she was too young but she is
mature enough now . . . ” (M3).
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“J was not able to speak in detail because she was four years old. She said ‘Mom, O is really bad”
I asked ‘Why?, then ‘O is nice when teacher is hanging around, but she does whatever she wants when
the teacher disappears’ I said to J ‘Children are like that . . . you also do whatever you want’ . . . I did
not think of it as important” (M10).

“A child cannot refute point-by-point when another child says that he/she has done something
that he/she has not. He/she just cries and says, ‘I didn’t, I didn’t.’ The other children just see him/her
crying; they don’t listen to what he/she actually did, and it turns into a bad situation” (M11).

Young children’s expressions are likely to be simple as the above (e.g., ‘she is bad’ ‘I don’t want to
go kindergarten’). This can cause mothers to tend to disregard the importance of their expressions,
and other children in the same class are not able to understand the situation.

Also, children were often unaware of whether the bad events that they experienced were bullying.
Although they felt bad, it seemed to be difficult for them to tell at the time, which could be a result of
their limited language ability, and their desire to play with the aggressor.

This did not mean that they were fine and not hurt; but rather, that they had buried the hurt
within themselves for a long time, telling adults much later. This reflects on the fact that children do
not forget their victimization. Instead, it seems that they can tell of when their cognitive or language
development has reached a level where they are able to explain their experience.

Furthermore, young children could express non-aggressive behaviors which they received from
others as aggressive behaviors, due to their limited language abilities, which might have been caused
by their cognitive developmental stage in interpreting others’ intensions and behaviors.

“I intentionally teach my boy to improve his language skills because he should be able to express
himself if he is victimized, but that backfired. One day, a teacher called me and said that my boy told
her I hit him. I was shocked, ‘Did I hit him?’ . . . I just patted him to put him to bed . . . ” (M7).

Children’s simple and delayed expressions of their victimization, or wrong expression of
non-victimization experiences renders mothers unlikely to identify bullying incidents correctly. Also,
as the incidents described by their children might have occurred months or even years ago, it is difficult
for them to discern exactly what happened.

Theme 5. Ways to be aware of bullying.

The fifth theme, ways to be aware of bullying, outlines diverse ways in which mothers were
informed of bullying incidents: the categories “online and offline networks among mothers,” “witness,”
and “children’s reports” further explained the theme.

Category 5-1. Online and offline networks among mothers.

Mothers heard of bullying incidents among children through group chat rooms, or from other
mothers who were close to them.

“I didn’t know at first, but I have heard from other mothers . . . They talked seriously about what
had happened, and I asked them whose child had done it” (M2).

“The mum heard from another mum whose child is in the same class as her son” (M4).
Online chats among mothers were useful for obtaining information related to the children, but also

had negative effects. Some mothers reported the following disadvantages of group chat rooms: “Group
chat, especially among the mothers of all the children in one class, causes many problems” (M11).

“I only use it for class-related notices.” (M12).
In spite of the negative effects of an online network among mothers, it is not easy for mothers to

be logged-out from the online chat room, because some important messages or notices related to the
school class are announced online.

Category 5-2. Witness.

Sometimes mothers witnessed what happened among the children, which often made them
surprised or angry.
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“Z commands my girl to obey her when they play together, and my girl cannot command as Z

does. This happens consistently and it makes me so upset.” (M8).

Category 5-3. Children’s reports.

Children told their mothers about their victimization experiences, sometimes on the day of the
incident, and other times, a while later.

“Usually, B does not tell me what happened in school. However, after that incident (victimization),
she said, ‘Mum, I dislike going to school a bit,’ so I was aware that something was wrong” (M2).

“J does not tell me in detail, but she tells me when she is bullied. When she washes her hair,
she says it . . . Children are like that, suddenly they are reminded of previous happenings” (M10).

Theme 6. Mothers’ concern.

The last theme, mothers’ concern, showed mothers’ worries related to bullying. This theme
consisted of the categories “worries of being bullies or victims,” “consistency,” “lack of coping
strategies,” and “trust/distrust of teacher”.

Category 6-1. Worries of being bullies or victims.

The mothers worried about whether their children could be bullies or victims.
“B can be an aggressor, not a victim, so I warn her when she says something bad. Sometimes she

says nasty words. I tell her that she should not say bad things to friends” (M2).

Category 6-2. Consistency.

From early ages, bullying happened frequently, and mothers were afraid that it would be
consistent throughout mid-childhood or adolescence.

“I thought these things don’t happen at early ages. However, such incidents occur even among
first and second graders in elementary school. I worry about what will happen when they grow
up” (M6).

“They met when they were very young. It happened sometimes but disregarded at that time.
It continued in elementary school, and now S slaps T’s face” (M3).

As M3 mentioned, mothers perceived that a failure to intervene in children’s problematic peer
relations from an early age could cause the behaviors to become severe.

Category 6-3. Lack of coping strategies.

Mothers were embarrassed and surprised when they heard that their children were being bullied.
Generally, they did not know what to do. They told teachers, or asked their children how to react,
but were unsure of whether their interventions were appropriate and effective.

“I was so embarrassed when I heard of it. I did not know what to do” (M4).
“I did not know what to do, and to what extent I could intervene in a child’s matter . . . Even when

I say something, I cannot blame or tell the boy off . . . he may say ‘I just call Oh-e to Oh-ri,’ boys are not
afraid (of my words)” (M11).

The mothers’ responses reflected that they did not have many options for coping. M11’s daughter
(Oh-e) was verbally bullied because her name had similar pronunciation to Oh-ri (in Korean this means
“duck”). M11 expected that the aggressor would not listen to her words, as he knew that she could
not speak assertively to him. Thus, he justified or trivialized his behavior, rather than admitted it
as bullying.

Category 6-4. Trust/distrust of teacher.

Mothers expected that the teacher would be able to solve bullying incidents. Sometimes their
expectations were fulfilled, but sometimes they were not. Depending on teachers’ reactions or coping
mechanisms, mothers built trustful/distrustful relationships with the teachers. Some mothers formed
trustful relationships with teachers while experiencing and dealing with their children’s victimization.
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“Last year, the teacher was very helpful. The teacher told me to ask A if she had said bad things.
The teacher said that children tend to disclose only specific parts of stories, where they appeared to be
the victims. So, I needed to find out what exactly my child’s role had been in the matter” (M1).

In contrast, some mothers were disappointed by teachers’ passive responses to their children’s
experiences of victimization. Although they understood the teachers’ stance, they were frustrated by
the fact that the matter was not dealt with adequately.

“I told Oh-e to ask for help from the teacher. However, the teacher told children not to complain,
but to try solving their issues independently. The teacher considered children’s reporting as tattling.
The teacher has difficulty with looking into every report because children complain about even the
most trivial things on a daily basis. The boundary between tattling and reporting is not clear. “I do not
know to what extent I have to tell Oh-e ‘you have to report to the teacher if bad things happen to you.’
She was hurt, cried, and felt she was being bullied and that no one could help . . . ” (M11).

“I talked through the phone with teacher, the teacher did not consider seriously . . . The teacher
just seemed to think ‘Um . . . another mother phones me’” (M10).

As mentioned in the subcategory “peer interaction” under category 2-1. Ambiguity of situation,
teachers and mothers have different views. Mothers desired the teachers’ help in their children’s
victimization; however, from the mothers’ viewpoints, teachers were perceived to handle general
conflicts and victimization in the same way, even though they should be treated differently.

4. Discussion

This study showed that bullying among young children occurred explicitly, and in a very
sophisticated way. The difficulty in defining bullying among young children arises from the various
perspectives on the matter, which hinders communication between people, eventually making the
situation difficult to solve.

4.1. Mothers’ Definition of Bullying among Young Children

Mothers defined the phenomenon of bullying in early childhood as being similar to bullying
in middle childhood and adolescence, including the concepts of aggressive behavior, repetition,
and an imbalance of power (Olweus 1993). However, one more concept—victim centeredness—was
emphasized in the context of early childhood bullying.

The victim-centered aspect of defining bullying is related to the issues of repetition, harm, and the
severity of aggression. One physical attack can be categorized as bullying if the child on the receiving
end is frightened and damaged by it (Arora 1996), and it does not necessarily need to last a long time.
According to Rigby, saying “You weren’t bullied. You will never meet the guy again” (Rigby 2006, 32)
is not practical. Furthermore, young children’s language ability, and the relationships among mothers
emphasize the need for victims’ perspectives on defining bullying. Due to their limited language
ability, children’s bullying or victimization situations were less likely to be described accurately. Also,
mothers had different perceptions on bullying, depending on whether their children were bullies or
victims. These are specified in detail in the following section.

4.2. Relationship among Mothers and Its Link to Children’s Relationships

Mothers had difficulty in talking about or reporting bullying/victimization incidents, because
of their own relationships. Mothers had different perspectives toward bullies and victims, and their
personal characteristics contributed to this dichotomy. Their difficulty in ascertaining whether a certain
behavior was counted as “bullying” or “general conflict”, was consistent in previous studies (Mishna
et al. 2006; Purcell 2012). This study provides further reasons for the diverse perspectives on bullying.

Different perspectives toward bullying resulted in anxieties that other mothers, who might judge
the situation differently, may not understand or empathize with them. They were afraid of being
excluded from mothers’ social circles.
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Mothers’ and children’s social exclusion or bullying were interrelated, and they influenced
each other. This was an interesting finding in this study. On one hand, a child’s bullying can result
in a mother’s social exclusion. If the aggressor’s mother does not admit that her child’s behavior
constitutes bullying and instead blames the victim, other mothers may avoid or socially exclude her.
On the other hand, a victimized child can cause his/her mother to be excluded. If the victim’s mother
strongly puts forth her opinions on the victimization of her child, other mothers might think she has
gone too far. This is in the similar line with a previous finding; parents were reluctant to be open
about the victimization of their child, because they were afraid of being labeled as overprotective,
which could influence their child’s reputation in kindergarten (Crisp and Humphrey 2008).

Regardless of whether their children are aggressors or victims, mothers can be isolated if they do
not accommodate others’ perspectives, and are adamant about their own stance. Mothers’ group chats
can contribute to children’s and mothers’ bullying. These group chats are not only useful for obtaining
information related to children and school work, and for communicating with other mothers, but they
make it easy to manipulate relationships, or to spread rumors about happenings among children.
Owing to this reason, some kindergartens and schools in South Korea discourage mothers’ group chats.
In this way, early childhood bullying can be connected to cyberbullying and bullying among mothers.

This implies that it is imperative for mothers to be educated about cyber and traditional bullying.
Mothers in group chats could intentionally or unintentionally reveal information that is related to
other children, and the other participants of the chat may then become prejudiced toward the children
and their mothers.

Mothers were in a dilemma over whether or not to tell others about bullying incidents. If they
revealed the incident, they were afraid of being misunderstood by other mothers, and if they did not,
their children could be victimized again.

Therefore, mothers generally tried to solve the problem themselves by teaching their children
coping strategies, or speaking to the teachers. Sometimes they told the mother of the aggressor, but this
was regarded as a risky move, because it could either solve the problem or make it worse.

4.3. Children’s Difficulties

Children can have difficulty in expressing their victimization experiences, because of their
psychological traits (introversion) emotional status (fear), desire to play with the aggressor, and limited
language abilities.

Introverted or shy children may be distressed by extroverted or dominant children who strongly
express themselves. Socially excluded girls seemed to try not to ruin other children’s moods, and to
fit in, rather than dwelling on how being excluded made them feel. They might have been under the
impression that their relationships will end if they express their negative feelings. Although it was not
reported whether the victimized children blamed themselves or not, this may be risky because it allows
bullying to continue, negatively affecting the victim’s mental health by lowering their self-worth.

Furthermore, the aggressor does not always play that role: he/she could also be a cheerful mate
during play. Due to the desire to keep the aggressor as a playmate, children might overlook their
victimization experiences in spite of their unpleasant feelings. This does not mean that they forget
their victimization: these experiences remain in their memory for a long time, which reflects that the
experiences were hurtful for their emotional and mental health. They just might not have known how
to express themselves, or how to deal with the unpleasant feelings at the time. This implies that young
children must be taught coping strategies and emotion management skills.

Most mothers reported being surprised at the occurrence of bullying at young ages, and worried
about its persistence until adolescence. Mothers reported that they did not know what to do when they
heard of the victimization of their children. They expected teachers’ active involvement in the issues,
but this was not always the case. This is the same line with previous findings in that parents were upset
and surprised by their children’s victimization, and upon seeking help from the school, they were
disappointed by the school’s responses and felt helplessness about the situation (Brown 2010).
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4.4. Suggestions for Interventions in Early Childhood Bullying

Given the findings in this study, it is necessary to develop prevention/intervention programs for
bullying in early childhood. While at the school level, there are strict and explicit instructions for what
to do in the event of bullying, no such instructions exist in educational institutions for young children.
Intervention programs should include the following aspects.

First, education on the concept of bullying should be implemented for mothers, teachers,
and children. Helping them to conceptualize the behaviors that can constitute bullying could help to
fill the gaps in their perspectives. Then, it can be possible for mothers to discuss the wrong behaviors of
children without damaging their relationships. It would also be helpful for teachers to understand that
bullying can be defined differently among parents, children, and themselves, and to try to empathize
with mothers’ and children’s perspectives. Although defining bullying is complicated, this procedure
is necessary for recognizing bullying, and intervening (Sawyer et al. 2011). Parents’ involvement (i.e.,
information for parents, parents’ training) in intervention was found to be an important component in
anti-bullying programs (Ttofi and Farrington 2011). However, there are very few studies on education
for parents on the concept of bullying in early childhood. This should be considered while developing
an intervention program for bullying among young children.

Second, it is important for children to learn to express their experiences in an appropriate way.
Young children may have difficulty objectively describing certain situations or experiences, because
of their language development levels, as well as self-centric thoughts. Adults can support them in
expressing their needs and expectations in appropriate ways. It is essential to educate young children
to understand others’ intentions.

To define bullying from victims’ perspectives (victim-centeredness) appropriate expressions
related to their bullying or victimization experiences is necessary. At the same time, mothers and
teachers need to be aware that even one incident can count as bullying for young children, whether
the incident is severe or not. Adults need to be sensitive and pay attention to what children say and
how they behave. Adults may dismiss what children say to them, because they may often regard
children’s words as being neither severe nor important (e.g., a child kept saying “I don’t want to go to
kindergarten” but her mother ignored it). However, young children’s perceptions of the severity of the
incident may differ from that of adults.

It is also imperative to teach children coping strategies: bullied children must learn how to react,
and express and report their victimization; and aggressors must learn about how others may feel
regarding their behavior, and ask for their needs in a socially appropriate way. Social and emotional
skills have been included in intervention programs for young children. For example, ’Second step:
A bullying prevention program’ focused on developing social skills among children who are four
to eight years old. As preventive strategies, controlling impulsive behavior, anger management,
and perspective-taking skills were practiced by children (Committee for Children 2014). The program
improved children’s social emotional competence, and reduced peer problems (Low et al. 2015).

Third, social efforts are necessary to establish a sound cyber culture among mothers. This has not
been elucidated in any intervention program; however, given the findings in this study, this should be
included in intervention programs for families or parents. Education on cyber goerophim (cyberbullying)
for mothers should be implemented. It can prevent connecting bullying among children to bullying
or cyberbullying among mothers, thereby improving mothers’ sensitivity toward cyberbullying.
The power of mothers’ cyber communities can be used in a positive way. They can be bystanders
who pay attention to the incidents that occur among mothers or children, and judge whether certain
behaviors can be regarded as bullying or not. They could encourage the mothers of victims and protect
the children whose rumors are being spread.

This study has limitations. First, it investigated mothers’ perceptions only, and not those of
fathers, and most mothers in this study were relatively highly educated. Parents may show different
perceptions on bullying. For example, fathers may be more likely to think that bullying can happen
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while children grow up. Thus, one need to be careful when generalizing the results of this study.
Perceptions of mothers who come from more diverse demographic backgrounds are needed.

Second, teachers’ voices were not investigated in this study. According to mothers’ reports,
teachers seem to have more generous views on bullying. Further study is necessary about how
teachers’ perspectives differ from those of mothers.

Third, it is not known whether relationships among mothers are important in understanding
the phenomenon of young children’s bullying in other cultures. The replication of this study in
other cultures would be helpful in comparing the similarities and differences of mothers’ (or parents’)
perceptions of bullying across cultures.

Last, the expectations from the interventions should be studied further. This study analyzed
only mothers’ responses to their children’s bullying experiences, rather than the need for
intervention programs.

5. Conclusions

This study shows that understanding bullying among young children is quite complicated.
The ambiguity involved in defining bullying, the diverse perspectives among mothers on bullying,
the relationships among mothers, and the relationships between mothers and children lead to both
mothers’ and children’s difficulties in speaking of and sharing the victimization experience. Sharing
one’s victimization experience is important in solving the problem by empathizing and understanding
each other. This does not show that bullying among young children is not severe; rather, its severity
has not been disclosed nor shared among people. The South Korean government and society must pay
attention to bullying among young children. It may contribute to emphasizing parental involvement
in bullying studies, though this study was conducted by using a South Korean sample.

Finally, this study can contribute to understanding the nature of bullying in early childhood,
improve the attention paid to bullying among young children, and emphasize the need for
intervention/prevention programs.
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Appendix A

Figure A1. A cartoon: Individual physical aggression.
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Abstract: This article presents findings related to the role parents can play in the prevention of
cyberbullying and the promotion of cyber-kindness. The findings are drawn from a study conducted
at a private school in Western Canada, involving 177 student survey participants in Grades 8 through
10 (including both day students and boarding students) and interviews with 15 educators employed
at the same school. Findings relate to parental supervision of computer usage, students’ willingness
to inform parents about cyberbullying, and how students and educators view the role of parents in
relation to the prevention of cyberbullying and the promotion of cyber-kindness. Education, dialogue,
relationship strengthening, computer usage monitoring, and partnerships between schools and
parents are emphasized as solutions, which are highly consistent with the existing research literature
on this topic. Additionally, the study reveals the particular vulnerability of boarding students to
cyberbullying victimization and perpetration.

Keywords: cyberbullying; prevention; cyber-kindness; parents; K-12; private school; boarding
students; information and communication technology

1. Introduction

Parents, educators, and students alike have concerns related to the cyberbullying that affects
youth in Canada and around the world. Most Canadian teenagers today cannot recall a world without
the Internet, nor would they wish to do so. The Internet has brought new opportunities in terms
of education, idea exchange, and socializing to levels earlier generations could not have imagined.
However, the benefits have also brought with them some problems, cyberbullying among them, to
which solutions are sought by all concerned.

For some time, researchers have been examining the nature and extent of cyberbullying behaviors
and the impacts such online interactions have in order to develop solutions that are based on a greater
awareness and understanding of the issue.

In this article, we examine data from a survey of students at a private school in Western
Canada, and interviews with educators from the same school about the issues of cyberbullying
and cyber-kindness. In particular, we consider the data that relates to family variables and what
parents can and should do to prevent cyberbullying and promote cyber-kindness.

2. Literature Review

Cyberbullying has been the predominant term used by Canadian (and other) researchers
to refer to online behaviors that are offensive, derogatory, exclusionary, unwanted, and hurtful
(Beran et al. 2015; Cassidy et al. 2013; Deschamps and McNutt 2016; Li 2010; Mishna et al. 2014),
and self-reports have been the primary means through which researchers have been able to learn about
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this problem (Beran et al. 2015; Cassidy et al. 2009; Li 2010; Mishna et al. 2012). Specific operational
definitions of cyberbullying vary and no universal tool for measuring cyberbullying prevalence has
been adopted. As a result, prevalence rates vary. For example, several Canadian studies report
cyberbullying victimization rates ranging from 14% to 50% of youth surveyed and self-reported
cyberbullying perpetration rates ranging from 25% to 36% (Beran et al. 2015; Cassidy et al. 2009;
Cénat et al. 2015; Li 2010; Mishna et al. 2010, 2012; Wade and Beran 2011).

Cyberbullying can, nonetheless, be said to impact a considerable number of young people,
including those who are targets, perpetrators, both, and/or witnesses or bystanders. Reported impacts
on cyberbullying victims include a wide range of mental and physical health effects, school problems,
and impacts on relationships (Beran et al. 2012, 2015; Cassidy et al. 2009, 2017; Mishna et al. 2014).

Parents’ awareness of their children’s involvement in cyberbullying, whether as perpetrator or
victim, is relatively low (Cassidy et al. 2012), as is the awareness among school authorities and staff
(Cassidy et al. 2012). Parents may have the expectation that schools will deal with cyberbullying,
while schools may counter that the problem is within the families’ responsibilities if the cyberbullying
was conducted outside of school hours on a device in the home.

Regardless of where the responsibilities lie, a range of responses have been consistently supported
by research participants in studies on cyberbullying among children and youth: cyberbullying
education for all concerned (students, parents, school staff), cyberbullying policies that are clear
and well implemented, better reporting mechanisms, more support for victims, improving school
climate and culture, and role modeling (Cassidy et al. 2011, 2012, 2012, 2013; Ryan et al. 2011).
Zero-tolerance and punishment-based approaches do not appear to hold much promise, despite the
apparent popularity of such “tough stance” approaches. Such approaches do little to repair the harm
caused by cyberbullying and to prevent further harm. An ethic of care approach that is inclusive and
respectful of all involved, values relationships and community building (Noddings 2002, 2005, 2006)
offers more long-term promise.

What makes carving out appropriate responses and solutions to the problem of cyberbullying
among children and youth more pressing is that the problem does not end at high school
graduation (Faucher et al. 2015). Cyberbullying has also been documented as a significant challenge
in post-secondary education (Cassidy et al. 2019; Cowie and Myers 2015) as well as in the
workplace (Baruch 2005; Coyne et al. 2017; D’cruz and Noronha 2013; Privitera and Campbell 2009).
Cyberbullying occurs on platforms that feature prominently in the everyday life of post-secondary
students, faculty, and other workers. These (adult) individuals report similar impacts from the
cyberbullying as those reported by children and youth: physical and mental health impacts, impacts on
relationships, and impacts on performance and motivation. As such, early intervention is imperative.

3. Materials and Methods

In 2011, the first and third authors were approached by the principal of a private school
(School A) in Western Canada, to conduct a study of cyberbullying at the school. The name and
exact location of the school has been withheld in order to protect the anonymity of all participants.
Some relatively serious incidents of cyberbullying had occurred involving members of the school
community, which had raised the concerns of school staff as well as parents. The principal was aware
of the first and third authors’ previous work and asked for a study similar to what they had done in
other schools. They were looking for a better understanding of the issue at the local level in order to
enact change based on the research results and recommendations informed by those specific results,
as would be consistent with participatory research principles (Cornwall and Jewkes 1995). While the
research drew from past work of the first and third authors, it also incorporated specific local concerns
(day versus boarding students, particular issues that had arisen at that school, etc.).

The authors surveyed 177 students at School A and interviewed 15 teachers and other school
staff about the issues of cyberbullying and how to promote cyber-kindness. The school received
comprehensive reports of the findings from the student surveys and from the educator interviews.
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These are available online at http://www.sfu.ca/education/cels/research/publications---reports.html
or upon request from the corresponding author. A review of the full range of findings is beyond the
scope of this paper.

In keeping with the theme of this special issue, the focus of this article is students’ and educators’
views on what parents can do to prevent cyberbullying and promote cyber-kindness. In this study,
cyberbullying was defined as the use of various formats of electronic communication (Facebook, email,
text messages, camera phones, blogs, websites, YouTube, chat rooms, etc.) to convey messages that
are mean, hurtful, nasty, derogatory, vulgar, untrue, or generally unkind. In contrast to face-to-face
bullying, electronic messages can reach a far wider audience, exist in perpetuity, and the perpetrators’
identity can more easily remain unknown.

In contrast, cyber-kindness is understood to mean the use of those same modes of communication
for the purpose of expressing care, kindness, and thoughtfulness in ways that may bolster self-esteem
in the recipient.

The study protocol was submitted to ethics review by the SFU Office of Research Ethics and
categorized as “Minimal Risk” (file 2011s0661). Participation in the student survey at School A was
completely voluntary and respondents were assured that their responses would remain anonymous.
Parental consent and participant consent were secured prior to distribution of the student surveys.
Participants in the educator interviews were also assured their anonymity would be protected and all
documentation referred to interview participants through pseudonyms. Participation in the interviews
was completely voluntary and participant consent was secured prior to each interview.

After parental and participant consent were obtained, the research team distributed paper surveys
to student participants during a series of school assemblies scheduled for this purpose. The researchers
assured students that their responses were anonymous and remained on site to answer any questions
that arose during the completion of the surveys. The surveys contained 177 closed- and open-ended
questions asking respondents about their demographic variables (grade level, gender, age, whether
they were day students or boarding students, first language and main language spoken at home,
race/ethnicity), home and school life, information and communication technology (ICT) access and
usage, beliefs and opinions, experiences with cyber-kindness and cyberbullying as victim, witness,
and/or perpetrator, and thoughts on solutions to cyberbullying. A total of 177 surveys were completed
and analyzed using IBM SPSS (U.S. version 21.0) descriptive statistics for the closed-ended questions
and thematic analysis for the open-ended responses.

Educators (administrators, teachers, counsellors, house parents) at the school were invited to
participate in semi-structured individual interviews with one of the researchers. In total, 15 educators
volunteered to be interviewed. The interviews were held in a private setting at the school.
After securing consent from the participants, the interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed
in full. The interviews lasted between 20 and 60 min and covered a range of topics related to the
interviewees’ own familiarity levels with various forms of on-line exchanges, their degree of concern
with and awareness of cyberbullying that happens, the importance of cyberbullying prevention
and cyber-kindness, their awareness of school policies and curriculum that specifically address
cyberbullying, ideas about how best to address and/or prevent cyberbullying, roles that parents
and educators can play in that regard. The researchers conducted a thematic analysis of the interview
transcripts using a grounded theory process (Merriam and Tisdell 2016) where the themes were
determined on the basis of interaction with the data (Miles and Huberman 1994). Certain themes
recurred in most of the interviews, while others (though less prevalent) were emphasized particularly
strongly by some of the participants.
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4. Findings

4.1. Participants

The student survey participants were in grades 8 to 10 at School A (21% from Grade 8, 43% from
Grade 9, and 36% from Grade 10), 60% were female, and 72% were day students while the remainder
were boarding students living in the residences at School A. The majority identified English as their
first language learned (69%) and the main language currently spoken in their home (72%). Most of the
student participants were born in Canada (60%) and identified their racial/ethnic group as Caucasian
(50%) or Asian (24%).

The educator interview participants included men and women who had been working at School
A for an average of 12 years (between two and 23 years), and in the field of education more broadly
for an average of 24 years of experience (between 11 and 38 years). They occupied a variety of roles
within School A including teachers, house parents, administrators, counsellors, IT workers, advisors,
coaches, and individuals involved in organizing extra-curricular activities.

4.2. Parental Supervision of Computer Use and Cyberbullying

Most students, whether day students or boarding students, had access to at least three computers
on a daily basis and more than half of them tended to use computers in a private setting such as their
bedroom or a home office, suggesting that parental or guardian supervision of online activities would
be unlikely. The predominant time of day during which they went online was between the time school
ended and the time they went to bed, however one third of participants indicated that they used
their computer in the late evening or at night time, particularly those who were boarding and were
communicating with friends and family in a different time zone.

Despite times and places of computer usage that suggest limited adult supervision, when asked
whether cyberbullying behaviors tended to start at home or school, the vast majority responded that
cyberbullying was more likely to start at school and continue once they got home or to their residence
(71%), rather than starting in the home environment and continuing once they got to school (27%).

Boarding students were slightly more likely to report being cyberbullied overall, including being
cyberbullied by someone they considered a friend as well as being cyberbullied by a classmate or
acquaintance they did not know very well. For instance, as shown in Table 1, 33.1% of day student
respondents indicated they had never been cyberbullied by a friend, classmate, or acquaintance,
compared to 18.8% of boarding students. Meanwhile, 42.5% of day students and 52.1% of boarding
students indicated they had been cyberbullied “often” by one or more of these groups of students.
Boarding students were also more likely to report having themselves engaged in cyberbullying another
student (47.9% once or twice and 2.1% often, compared to 26.8% and 0.8% respectively for day students)
and slightly more likely to report having cyberbullied a teacher or school principal (22.9% of boarding
students admitted to doing this once or twice and 2.1% often, compared to 17.3% of day students
admitting to doing this once or twice and 2.1% often).

Table 1. Comparison of day and boarding students’ involvement with cyberbullying.

Behavior Day Students (%) Boarding Students (%)

Cyberbullied by another student—Never 33.1 18.8
Cyberbullied by another student (or students)—Often 42.5 52.1
Engaged in cyberbullying another student—Once or twice 26.8 47.9
Engaged in cyberbullying another student—Often 0.8 2.1
Engaged in cyberbullying a teacher or principal—Once or twice 17.3 22.9
Engaged in cyberbullying a teacher or principal—Often 2.1 2.1
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4.3. Informing Parents about Cyberbullying

Just over half of respondents said that if they were victims of cyberbullying, they would tell their
parents or guardians about it. Female students, younger students, boarding students, students who
have never been cyberbullied, and students who have never cyberbullied someone else (student or
school staff) were more likely to respond in this way than their respective counterparts. On the other
hand, boarding students were much more likely than day students to keep cyberbullying victimization
to themselves and tell no one at all (31.3% of boarding students responded in this way compared to
15% of day students). The overall rate of students who stated that they would tell their parents if they
were victims of cyberbullying (53.7%) was higher than the rate of those who said they would tell a
member of the school staff (40.1%), but lower than the rate who said they would tell their friends if
they were being cyberbullied (72.9%).

Students were also asked who, if anyone, they would tell if they witnessed someone else being
cyberbullied and less than half said they would tell their parents. Again, female students were more
likely to respond positively as were younger students, students who had been cyberbullied often and
those who had never cyberbullied someone else. As well, boarding students were more likely than
day students to keep it to themselves when they witnessed someone else being hurt (16.7% compared
to 7.1%). Students overall were less likely to tell their parents (47.5%) than school staff (54.2%) or their
friends (67.8%) if they witnessed someone else being cyberbullied.

4.4. What Should Parents Do—Students’ Views

Two of the open-ended questions asked student respondents to comment on what parents should
do (1) to encourage kind, thoughtful, and caring online interactions (cyber-kindness) and (2) to prevent
cyberbullying. The two sets of responses overlapped quite significantly, such that they are presented
here as a group. The main themes that emerged from the responses to these two questions included:
education approaches, role modeling and building strong relationships, technology monitoring and
restrictions, and punishment if needed. These themes are summarized in Table 2 and explored in
greater depth through participants’ responses below.

Table 2. Summary of key themes.

Education approaches

• Teach about cyberbullying, cyber-kindness, online privacy,
long-term effects of cyber-behaviors

• Parents, teachers, and students to educate themselves in order to
participate in meaningful dialogue

Role modeling • Model desirable behavior online and offline, especially kindness

Relationship building

• Kind and supportive home
• Close parent–child relationships
• Take an interest in child’s life

Technology

• Monitor usage
• Limit time online
• Restrict access if necessary

Punishment
• None specified other than removing access to certain sites

or devices
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The predominant theme among the responses for how best to prevent cyberbullying and promote
cyber-kindness focused on education. Students said parents should teach their children about bullying,
cyberbullying, online privacy, and the kinds of long-term effects that may come from posting certain
types of messages online. They suggested it was important to remind children often about these things,
but not lecturing about the topic: “don’t have a super serious talk, its1 awkward” (15-year-old female
day student). Rather, they favoured an open conversation about cyberbullying, that would educate
about the consequences and use personal stories and concrete examples in order to be more relatable.

Explain to them that what they say can never be permanently “deleted” off the internet.
This is why my brother deleted his facebook when he decided to go to law school.
Future employers or schools can see everything, so you have to think of the long term
effects of your posts (15-year-old female day student)

Put it into perspective by talking to their children: Ask them how it would feel if someone
randomly posted something nice to brighten their day on their facebook wall, and how they
should do it, too. (15-year-old female day student)

learn about it, talk to child every once & a while 1/month MAX or we tune out. (14-year-old
female day student)

Remind their kids to be more kind, thoughtful and caring everyday. (15-year-old male
boarding student)

Parents should explain to their children that online harassment is not acceptable and they
should be kind to one another online and even offline. (16-year-old male day student)

The second theme of responses suggested that, in order to prevent cyberbullying and promote
cyber-kindness, parents should model the desirable behaviors they wished to see in their children,
whether that be appropriate online interactions or kindness more broadly.

Set the example; be kind to one another and stay friends with your child. If they see you as a
friend as well as their parents, they will see that their friend is kind, therefore they may be
more kind. (15-year-old female day student)

Be an example of kindness when they themselves are using technology to communicate.
(14-year-old female day student)

Be kinder to each other and set a good example, be nice to the child, monitor the child’s
internet sometimes. (14-year-old male boarding student)

The theme of role modeling was also closely tied to the idea of building strong relationships
between parents and their children. The student respondents stated that parents should talk to their
children more generally (not specifically about cyberbullying). They should be aware what is going on
with their children. One student expressed the idea that a kind and supportive home based on close
parent-child relationships was most conducive to the promotion of cyber-kindness and elimination
of cyberbullying:

If there is to be peace between neighbours (e.g., students), there must be peace in the home.
If there is to be peace in the home, there must be peace in the heart. To attack the root
problem, perhaps parents being kind to their children and try to support them. Don’t nag,
don’t pry too much and don’t sugarcoat your words most important, it only annoys. Be calm
and make your home a relaxing haven to try and achieve peace in the heart and in the home.
(15-year-old female day student)

1 Note: Students’ comments are reproduced as written by the students.
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Another student said cyberbullying could be prevented: “By being caring, loving parents and not
forget about their kids” (14-year-old female day student).

Simply talk with their children and find out the reason and care of why they did it. Explain the
whole situation and help find a suitable solution. (13-year-old female day student)

Compliment, help with school. (14-year-old female day student)

Ask their kids how their day went etc., don’t accept “it’s fine” as an answer. If it was bad,
be aware of their online standing. Ask caring questions. (13-year-old male day student)

The third theme among the responses emphasized that access to technology is at least part of the
problem when it comes to cyberbullying. Many student survey respondents stated that parents should
impose restrictions on technology usage, limit time spent online, and monitor what their children are
doing online. Some went as far as to say that access to technology should be taken away when a child
is found to be engaging in cyberbullying, however, other respondents argued that this approach does
not work.

Moniter their childs computer hours (as a child growing up) and useage. (For ex..: My dad
only lets us use the family computer in the livingroom) in that case because my dad was
around I was very cautious of what I was doing and still am that way even when he isn’t
monitoring me. (15-year-old female boarding student)

Parents should pay attention to what their children do online, they should also encourage
good behavior (14-year-old male day student)

Set consequences. If their children cyberbully, the cellphone is taken away or their FB account
deleted. Also, put it in perspective and talk about why they shouldn’t do it, because if it
were done to them, they wouldn’t like it. (15-year-old female day student)

Parents should limit computer time and maybe once in a while check what their child is
actually doing online. They should regularly remind them that cyberbullying is bad and
can drive kids to hurt or even kill themselves, and that they should never take part in it.
(13-year-old female day student)

Limit how much technology they can use. Lots of kids have FB and don’t realize what they
should or shouldn’t be posting. (15-year-old male boarding student)

Let their children to have less time on the internet (14-year-old male boarding student)

Have parents able to access some of the ongoings of social networking of their children.
Have computer in the living room where parents could watch over. (15-year-old female
day student)

However, it should be noted that other respondents argued that this approach of restricting access
to technology tools does not work.

But, the problem is, they will always find some other device unknown by parents; either a
friend’s or at school. (15-year-old female day student)

They also raised concerns about their privacy and not wanting parents to be intrusive into their
online interactions.

The final theme identified among the student survey responses, though far less prevalent than
the previous four, was that punishment should be imposed when online misbehavior occurred.
The student survey also offered a set of potential solutions for students to rate and punishment was not
among the highest rated solutions. However, 29.8% of day students and 16.7% of boarding students
identified punishment of students who participate in cyberbullying among their top three choices in
the suggested solutions.

131



Soc. Sci. 2018, 7, 251

4.5. What Should Parents Do—Educators’ Views

Not surprisingly, the educators interviewed also favoured educational approaches above all else,
education for students, educators, as well as parents. On the topic of parental education, the educators
placed a great deal of emphasis on its importance in preventing cyberbullying. Interview participants
considered that many parents lack awareness of their children’s online behavior, activities, and social
media presence, of the on-line risks youth face, and of the school’s policy and rules related to
appropriate use of information technology. According to those interviewed, parents provide their
children with access to technology, but fail to monitor their online presence and behaviors.

The respondents, many of whom are parents themselves, discussed how education and awareness
served to increase parents’ abilities to engage in meaningful conversations about technology with
their children. Since the majority of students surveyed claimed they would tell their parents if they
were being cyberbullied, it is imperative that parents be adequately prepared to engage in these
conversations in an informed manner. Some participants mentioned that School A had offered
workshops for parents, which they felt was a positive contribution to parental education, but, of course,
this would only be of benefit to those parents who lived locally.

The building of strong parent-child relationships was also raised by the educators. They placed
a great deal of emphasis on parents’ availability and presence in their children’s lives, noting that
parents’ roles in raising healthy, confident, and responsible children cannot be understated, and that
they should lead by example and model the behaviors they wish to see in their children.

Interview participants also discussed the roles of parents in terms of the idea that schools
and parents are partners in the prevention of cyberbullying. Some suggested that the diversity of
perspectives (and varying degrees of realism) among parents about the role and place of information
technology in their children’s lives and on what are appropriate restrictions to impose led to some
difficulty for implementing policies and discipline around the issue of cyberbullying. They argued
that raising awareness among parents of the nature and extent of cyberbullying would help to
promote collaboration between the parents and the school, as well as engaging all stakeholders
(including students) in a community conversation about this issue.

The common wisdom at the time of data collection was that children’s online behaviors could
best be monitored by giving them access to computers only in open areas that parents could easily
monitor (Sakellariou et al. 2012; Ybarra and Mitchell 2004). The educators interviewed also raised this
perspective. They were concerned over unsupervised computer usage that occurred behind closed
doors or late at night when parents were not monitoring the behavior. They felt parents could take
on a greater role in setting limits on usage (time and place), monitoring that usage, and modelling
the online behaviors for their children to emulate. Since then, the increasing proliferation of smart
phones and other portable electronic devices that can easily access the Internet has perhaps made this
idea obsolete. If that is the case, then the need for education of both parents and children is further
reinforced. Monitoring computer usage may now require more inventiveness than restricting times
and places in which computers and other electronic devices can be used. A panoply of applications
have been developed to allow parents remote access to their children’s devices, restricting times of
day when the Internet can be accessed, total time online per day, and/or types of sites to be accessed.
Such approaches may be useful for monitoring time spent online and cyber-behaviors, however,
they do seem to be premised on a lack of trust. More consistent with the study’s findings would be to
maintain an open conversation between parents and children where online behaviors are examined
and discussed with confidence.

5. Discussion

During the time the researchers spent at School A, school staff mentioned that they were satisfied
to see the approach taken in this study. They were pleased that educators’ voices were included in
order to give context for the student survey findings and that the role of family was being given
consideration. There was also an appreciation of the fact that the focus of the study was on how to
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promote cyber-kindness, rather than only on the negative conduct, or cyberbullying. One educator
being interviewed even mused that it might be better to call this research cyber-kindness research so as
to not worry the parents about the possibility of cyberbullying occurring at the school they pay money
to for their child to attend.

In following up with the principal of School A after the research reports had been delivered
(over six months after the survey had been administered), the third author enquired as to whether any
new incidents of cyberbullying had arisen since the survey. The principal reported only one incident
related to the use of mimes (involving two boarding students). Emphasis was placed on several
positive aspects in that case: a bystander became involved, tried to intervene with the perpetrator
(although without success), then told his or her parents who reported it to the school. Such responses
were deemed appropriate by the principal who felt that the reaction may have been aided by the
participation in the survey and ensuing discussions about cyberbullying.

Although this study cannot properly be termed participatory research, some principles of
participatory research can be seen in the initiation of the study as well as in the follow-up with the local
community. Research results were used to direct action and decisions for addressing cyberbullying
and related problems within the school community.

The school organized a presentation to inform the parents about the study findings, but the
meeting was very poorly attended, with only a handful of families showing up. This turnout was
contrasted with the previous year’s presentation following a serious cyberbullying incident at the
school in which families had turned out in very large numbers. Although anecdotal, such a contrast
does highlight a tendency for parents to be more reactive than proactive in their approach to the issue
of cyberbullying. For both the researchers and the principal, it was a clear indication of the need to
develop parental education about cyberbullying, particularly among the generation of parents who
are not intimately familiar with technology or with how technology might be used to cyberbully.

The school also organized a discussion with the students and sought suggestions for creating a
more positive school environment. Twelve students volunteered to participate in a focus group about
positive aspects of their school and what could be improved. Some positive aspects were highlighted,
but also what the principal termed a sort of “fear factor”—students behave due to fear of punishment,
suspension, expulsion, etc. Disciplinary actions were seen by the principal as fairly limited in terms
of their potential to address the issue, although such actions were mentioned by both students and
educators in this study as a means of responding to online misbehavior.

Whereas the findings in this study are limited to students and educators from one school, they
are highly consistent with findings from a larger earlier study conducted by two of the authors
involving students, teachers, and parents from five schools in the same province. For instance, student
survey respondents in the larger study (Cassidy et al. 2009) also predominantly felt that cyberbullying
starts in the school context and continues in the home setting. The rates of reporting to parents,
school personnel, and friends when one is a victim or witness of cyberbullying are nearly identical
between the two studies, as are the rates for telling no one at all.

Educators interviewed in the earlier study (Cassidy et al. 2012) were similarly concerned about
parents’ relative lack of awareness about their children’s online behavior and lack of knowledge about
ICT in general. The need for parental monitoring of ICT usage was emphasized as well as the need for
the school and parents to collaborate with students in identifying solutions to this problem.

The earlier study also included a parent survey (Cassidy et al. 2012), which demonstrated that
parents’ ideas about the solutions to cyberbullying are consistent with the views of students and
educators. Role modelling, open dialogue, and education stood out among parents’ views on solutions.
Stricter controls over ICT usage were also mentioned, though with less frequency and importance to
the overall solution.
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6. Conclusions

Therefore, from our analyses, it is apparent that there is a range of perspectives on the role
parents can play in the solution to cyberbullying that is fairly consistent between students, educators,
and parents. Education and awareness about cyberbullying and cyber-kindness is needed for
all concerned parties. Education is the key for accessing a dialogue that is fruitful and positive
and serves as a foundation for building strong relationships between students and their parents.
Role modelling of appropriate online and offline behaviors is important, as is the monitoring of
students’ online interactions.

Further, the present study brought added attention to the particular vulnerabilities of boarding
students, compared to day students as far as cyberbullying. On the one hand, these students are in
some ways a captive audience in terms of ICT usage. They may be staying up late to communicate
with their family overseas and ICT may be their principal means of communication. As such, they are
particularly vulnerable to cyberbullying victimization at a higher rate than day students. On the
other hand, their ICT usage (and behavior more generally) may be less closely monitored than day
students’, which may be a factor in accounting for their greater involvement in the perpetration of
cyberbullying behavior.

Future research should be undertaken to examine the public/private divide more closely, such
as with government oversight and the public coffers for public schools, as opposed to those more
proximally concerned about this kind of behavior in the private schools, that is, parents and private
donors. Such a discrepancy might well affect the type of responses put in place. Similarly, educators
in public schools may experience differing pressures compared to educators in private schools.
These pressures may also be exerted when dealing with cyberbullying, thus producing a different
approach and focus of intervention.

7. Limitations

This study did not purport to be able to produce widely generalizable findings as its purpose
was to examine the issue of cyberbullying and the potential for cyber-kindness at the local level for
the benefit of one specific school community. Although some principles of participatory research
were followed, it should be noted that the local community was not involved in the data collection,
interpretation, and analyses phases, which would have been consistent with a true participatory
research process (Cornwall and Jewkes 1995). The findings of this study are based on a relatively small
non-random sample of students and educators and are, therefore, not generalizable to other schools
or locations.
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Abstract: Bullying has been recognized as an important risk factor for mental health. A growing
number of researchers have encouraged parents to work collaboratively with schools to prevent and
intervene in bullying situations. This study explores the relationship between parents’ awareness of
bullying involvement, adolescents’ self-reported victimization, and six possible parents’ responses to
their child’s victimization. The participants were 1044 seventh–tenth grade students and their parents.
Logistic regressions analyses were applied to determine if parents’ awareness of victimization and
adolescents’ self-reporting of victimization were associated with parents’ responses to bullying
victimization. The results showed that parents’ awareness of bullying and adolescents’ self-reported
victimization were only associated with the “defends herself/himself” and “talks to bully” response.
In other words, the parents who believe their child has been bullied are less likely to encourage their
children to talk with the bully, and when children are victimized, it is less likely that their parents
will encourage them to defend themselves or talk with the bully.

Keywords: bullying; cyberbullying; family; parents; bullying awareness; coping strategies

1. Introduction

Bullying is an intentional and aggressive behavior that is repeatedly performed by one or several
individuals against someone unable to defend him/herself (Smith 2016). Bullying can be verbal
(e.g., name calling, threats), physical (e.g., punching, kicking hitting, harming personal belonging), and
can include social-relational aggression (e.g., rumor spreading, social exclusion). Other more recent
forms of bullying attacks are made using the internet and information–communication technologies
(ICT), known as cyberbullying (e.g., posting the victim’s private photos online).

Although the last two decades have witnessed a significant decrease in bullying in many
countries, bullying is still a major problem among young people. Prospective longitudinal and
cross-sectional studies indicate that victims of bullying are more likely than non-victimized youth to
report emotional distress, low self-esteem, symptoms of depression, social isolation, anxiety, and lower
life satisfaction, as well as poor academic performance, school absenteeism, and suicidal ideation
(Moore et al. 2017; Wolke 2017). Given these risks, it is necessary to make effective intervention and
prevention efforts to work with and attend to victimized students. Parents are encouraged to work
collaboratively with schools to intervene and prevent bullying by increasingly more researchers (Rigby
2017; Zych et al. 2017). Therefore, it is necessary to know parents’ perceptions of bullying and how
they respond to bullying victimization. The current study focuses on parents’ awareness of bullying
and adolescent’s self-reported victimization as potential factors that are related to how parents respond
to their child’s victimization.
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1.1. Parents and Their Awareness of Bullying Victimization

Parents play an important role in intervening and preventing bullying situations. Previous
research has indicated that parents’ responsiveness to a child’s victimization is related to the child’s
ability to cope with bullying (Lester et al. 2017). Nevertheless, parents are not normally aware of the
child’s victimization, because children are quite often reluctant to reveal anything to their parents about
their bullying experiences (Bjereld et al. 2017). Youth may hide that they are bullied, because they feel
shame, they think it is not serious enough, they believe that informing their parents could make their
problem worse, or they attempt to solve the problem themselves. If they are victims of cyberbullying,
youths may fear their parents will control or limit their internet or cellphone use (Yubero et al. 2018;
Stavrinides et al. 2015).

Previous research has shown that parents believe that bullying is a serious problem and estimate
higher rates of victimization than do teachers (Gradinger et al. 2017). However, very few studies have
analyzed parent/child agreement on bullying involvement. An investigation with American children
has shown that parents report fewer cases of bullying than do youths, but parents tend to perceive
their child being bullied when the child has never reported this (Holt et al. 2008). Along the same
lines, a study analyzing cyberbullying in Amsterdam conducted by Dehue et al. (2008) found that the
percentage of parents who reported that their children are being cyberbullied is much lower than the
percentage of children who report being cyberbullied.

1.2. Parents and Their Response to Bullying Victimization

Research findings suggest that the quality of relationships with parents is closely related to
bullying/cyberbullying. In particular, previous research suggests that parents being available and
open to communicate with children are in a better position to help avoid bullying and protect children
from its negative consequences. In the United States of America (USA), the research conducted by
Wang et al. (2009) reported that parental behaviors involving positive communication to understand
adolescents’ concerns and problems, or skills to make upset adolescents feel better, actually protect
them from bullying. Elgar et al. (2014), also in the USA, reported that family communication and
contact can help adolescents to be protected from the harmful effects of bullying. Despite the fact that
such positive communication per se does not prevent suffering from bullying, it helps to create trust
and allows youths to be aware that they can rely on family members to help them and to provide
adaptive ways to cope with bullying. Moreover, previous research has indicated that parental warmth
is consistently associated with lower cyberbullying victimization (Elsaesser et al. 2017).

When parents become aware of their child’s victimization or when a child discloses bullying,
numerous parents do not know how to help their child to cope with bullying. However, parents’
responses to bullying may differ (e.g., contacting the school administrator or school teacher, contacting
the bully or his/her parents (Hale et al. 2017; Waasdorp et al. 2011)). Practitioners and researchers
suggest that parents first help by carefully listening to their child, not making decisions on the
spur of the moment or adopting responses that do not contemplate the child’s opinion, because
rushed decisions can worsen victimization or model unsuitable response strategies (Buelga et al. 2017;
Cross et al. 2018). Researchers encourage parents to notify schools and to work collaboratively with
schools to overcome bullying. Previous research conducted with parents of victimized youth from
elementary, middle, and high schools has revealed that most parents respond by talking to their child
about victimization and contacting the administrator or teacher (Waasdorp et al. 2011).

1.3. The Present Study

The present study was designed to extend previous research to help explain the association
between adolescents’ self-reported victimization, parents’ awareness of bullying, and their responses
to bullying victimization. Therefore, the primary aims of this study were as follows: (a) to evaluate
the degree of agreement between parent/child reports of bullying/victimization involvement; (b)
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to examine parents’ responses to bullying victimization; (c) to explore whether some demographic
variables (child’s age and gender) were related to parents’ responses to their child’s victimization; and
(d) to investigate the associations between parents’ awareness of bullying involvement, adolescents’
self-reported victimization, and six possible parents’ responses to their child’s victimization.

Based on previous research documenting that parents tend to report lower bullying rates than do
students, the hypothesis was that parents/children’s agreement on bullying victimization would not
be high. It was also expected that parents who are aware of their child’s victimization would be more
likely to use any responses included in this study to cope with the victimization. Likewise, parents
whose children report being bullied would also be more likely to use any responses included in the
study. Finally, it was hypothesized that it would be more likely that parents with younger children
would contact schools and talk to the bully or his/her parent rather than encourage their children to
defend themselves and/or ignore the problem.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

A total of 1044 adolescents from four public secondary schools and their parents participated in
this study. The adolescents were students in four public secondary schools in the Castilla-La Mancha
region (Spain). A total of 24% were in grade 7, 24.3% were in grade 8, 24.9% in grade 9, and 26.8% in
grade 10. A total of 45.5% participants were males, and 54.5% participants were females. The ages
ranged from 12–17 years old (M = 14.39; SD = 1.54). On average, the parents were 42.95 years old
(range: 34–52 years). A total of 700 (67.1%) of the parents were female, and 344 (32.9%) of the parents
were male.

2.2. Procedure

Students in the four secondary schools were asked to participate (N = 1258). The students took
part in the study if they returned a form in which their parents had to give their parental consent
(32 parents did not give parental consent). The parents or legal guardians who gave parental consent
received a questionnaire to assess parents’ awareness of bullying involvement and their responses to
bullying victimization. The parents’ questionnaire had a code in order to pair data with their child’s.
A total of 85.08% of the parents returned the questionnaire to the school. In 50.3% of cases, mothers
filled in the questionnaire alone, fathers completed it in 16.4% of cases, and mothers and fathers
worked together in 33.3% of cases.

The adolescents completed the 20-min questionnaire in groups of approximately 25 students at
school under the supervision of at least one of the researchers. The participants were assured that
their individual responses would remain anonymous and would not be seen by their parents, peers,
or teachers.

2.3. Measurement Variables and Instruments

First, the adolescents gave information about their age, gender, and grade. After that, they filled
out a battery of questions regarding self-reported bullying victimization. The parents had to report
if they knew their child was being victimized and indicate how they responded or will respond
to bullying.

2.3.1. Self-reported Bullying Victimization

The scale used was the Bullyharm (Hall 2016), a 14-item self-reported measure to self-report
different bullying behaviors in the real world and on the internet occurring during the last month.
The items were scored on a 3-point scale (0 = never; 1 = 1 or 2 times in the past month; 2 = about 1 time a

week; or 3 = twice a week or more). Examples of items are “said something to scare or intimidate me” and
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“sent me a mean email, instant message, or text message”. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha reliability
coefficient was 0.86.

2.3.2. Parents’ Awareness of Bullying Involvement

Following Holt et al. (2008), the parents responded “Yes” or “No” to a single question: “have you
ever suspected or found out that your child might be bullied by other children?”

2.3.3. Parents’ Responses to Bullying.

The parents’ responses to bullying were assessed by a single question (“What have you done
when your child told you about being bullied, or you noticed that she/he was being bullied?”) to which
they could endorse up to six possible responses: “encourage my child to defend himself/herself”, “tell
my child to ignore/do nothing”, “contact the school”, “control his/her internet access and cellphone
use”, “talk to the bully”, and “talk to the bully’s parents”. The parents had to select three responses
that described their behavior when they discovered that their child was being bullied.

3. Results

3.1. Overview of the Analyses

Percentages of the adolescents’ self-reported victimization were first computed. Second, the
parents/adolescents concordance was examined using the parents’ beliefs and the adolescents’
self-reports of bullying involvement. Third, percentages of the parents who endorsed each possible
response to their child’s victimization were computed. Fourth, differences in each parent’s response
according to the adolescents’ self-reported victimization and the parents’ beliefs about their child’s
victimization status were examined using a chi-square test. Finally, the extent to which gender, age, the
parents’ beliefs, and the child’s self-reports related to each parent’s response was evaluated through a
logistic regression analysis. SPSS 20.0 statistical software was used for all the analyses.

3.2. Self-Reported Victimization and Parent/Child Concordance

The participants were considered victims of bullying if they reported having suffered one or more
of the behaviors included in the questionnaire at least once a week during the last month. That is,
the participants indicated experience of any of the 14 behaviors included in the questionnaire “about
1 time a week” in the last month. This criterion fits the emphasis placed on bullying as a repetitive
behavior. According to this condition, 979 adolescents (93.8%) indicated that they had not been a victim
of bullying, while 65 (6.2%) of the participants in the sample indicated that they had been victims
of bullying at least once a week in the last month. Among the participants, 6.7% of females (n = 38)
were bullied and 5.7% of males were bullied (n = 27). There were no sex differences (χ2 (d.f.:1) = 0.438;
p = 0.523) or age differences (χ2 (d.f.:1) = 0.590; p = 0.445) in the victims’ frequency. The distribution of
the participants according to gender and age group in the victim and non-victim groups is reported
in Table 1. Regarding the type of bullying, 41 (3.9%) of the participants were victims of traditional
bullying, 12 (1.1%) of the participants were victims of cyberbullying, and 12 (1.1%) of the participants
were victims of both traditional bullying and cyberbullying.
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Table 1. Characteristics of the participants by victimization status.

Not Victimized % (n) Victimized % (n)

Overall 93.8 (979) 6.2 (65)

Adolescent’s gender
Male 94.3 (448) 5.7 (27)

Female 93.3 (531) 6.7 (38)

Student’s age
12–14 years old 50.8 (530) 3.1 (32)
15–17 years old 43 (449) 3.2 (33)

Note: Values represent the percentages of adolescents with the number of adolescents in parentheses.

Overall, 22.3% of the parents indicated that their child had been bullied. When considering the
agreement rates for the entire sample (see Table 2), the results indicated than approximately 1.6% of
the sample, both the child and their parents, reported bullying involvement, and for rest of the 73% of
the sample, both the child and the parents did not report bullying involvement. In only approximately
4.5% of the sample did a child report being bullied when their parents did not report that the child
had been bullied. However, there was a tendency for parents to think that their child had been bullied
when the child did not report this (20.7%).

Table 2. Agreement between the student reports of being bullied and the parents’ awareness of their
child being bullied.

Parents’ Awareness

Parents believe their child
had been bullied (n = 233)

Parents believe their child had
not been bullied (n = 811)

Adolescents reported being
bullied (n = 65)

17 (1.6%) 48 (4.6%)

Adolescents reported not
being bullied (n = 979)

216 (20.7%) 763 (73.1%)

3.3. Characteristics of Parents’ Responses

The percentages of parents who endorsed each possible response to bullying were first examined
(see Table 3). The most common response was contacting a teacher/administrator from the schools,
followed by controlling internet access and talking to the bully’s parents. The least common response
was encouraging their child to defend herself/himself.

Table 3. Parents’ responses to bullying victimization.

Response Total % (n)

Defends herself/himself 15.7% (164)
Ignore/do nothing 30.7% (320)
Contact the school 75.7% (790)

Control internet access and cellphone use 55.5% (579)
Talk to bully 17.2% (180)

Talk to the bully’s parents 54.4% (568)

Note: The data represents the percentage and numbers of parents who endorsed the response (i.e., answered “Yes”).

Second, differences in each parents’ response according to the adolescents’ self-reported
victimization and the parents’ awareness of their child’s victimization status were examined (see
Tables 4 and 5). Regarding the parents’ awareness, as indicated in Table 4, the parents who believed
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that their child had not been bullied were more likely to indicate that they would use any of the
responses significantly more frequently than the parents who believed that their child had been bullied.

Table 4. Percentages of the parents’ responses according to the parents’ awareness of bullying involvement.

Response
Parents Believe Their Child Had

Been Bullied (n = 233)
Parents Believe Their Child Had

Not Been Bullied (n = 811)

Defends herself/himself 30 (2.9%) 134 (12.8%) ***
Ignore/do nothing 73 (7.0%) 247 (23.7%) ***
Contact the school 184 (17.6%) 606 (58.0%) ***

Control internet access and cell-phone use 146 (14.0%) 433 (41.5%) ***
Talk to bully 41 (3.9%) 139 (13.3%) ***

Talk to bully’s parents 123 (11.8%) 445 (42.6%) ***

Note: only includes the parents who reported that they used or would use any of the responses. *** p < 0.001.

Table 5. Percentages of the parents’ responses according to the adolescents’ self-reported victimization.

Response Not Victimized (n = 979) Victimized (n = 65)

Defends herself/himself 145 (13.9%) *** 18 (1.8%)
Ignore/do nothing 306 (29.3%) *** 14 (1.3%)
Contact the school 737 (70.6%) *** 53 (1.4%)

Control internet access and cellphone use 541 (51.8%) *** 38 (3.6%)
Talk to bully 162 (15.5%) *** 18 (1.7%)

Talk to the bully’s parents 538 (51.5%) *** 30 (2.9%)

Note: only includes the parents who reported using or would use any of the responses. *** p < 0.001.

With respect to the adolescents’ self-reported victimization, as shown in Table 5, the parents of
those who were not bullied would use any of the responses significantly more frequently that the
parents of those who were actually bullied.

3.4. Relationships Linking Parents’ Awareness, Adolescents’ Self-Reported Victimization, and Parents’ Coping
Strategies

Table 6 provides the results of the odds ratios (OR) for each examined factor in the logistic
regression analysis. The data indicated that gender only increased the likelihood of the “ignore/do
nothing” response. That is, parents were more likely to tell their children to ignore the problem or do
nothing when children were female. Regarding age, the data showed that age increased the likelihood
of the “contact the school” and “control internet access” responses but decreased the likelihood of the
“defends himself/herself” and “talk to bully” responses. That is, when children were younger, parents
were more likely to contact a teacher/administrator at school or control internet access or cellphone
use. However, when children were older, their parents were more likely to encourage them to defend
themselves or talk to the bully.
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Table 6. Logistic regression model predicting the associations among the parents’ responses, gender,
age, the parent’s awareness of bullying involvement, and self-reported victimization. OR: odds ratio.

Defend Ignore School

Independent Variable B OR 95% CI B OR 95% CI B OR 95% CI

Gender 0.10 1.12 (0.79–1.56) 0.27 1.32 * (1.01–1.72) 0.05 1.05 (0.79–1.40)
Age −0.37 0.68 * (0.49–0.96) 0.02 1.02 (0.94–1.11) 0.33 1.39 * (0.82–0.97)

Parent believes child has
been bullied

0.30 1.34 (0.84–2.06) −0.05 0.94 (0.68–1.29) −0.27 0.79 (0.56–1.13)

Self-reported victimization −0.87 0.41 ** (0.23–0.73) 0.50 1.64 (0.89–3.02) −0.38 0.68 (0.36–1.30)

Internet Bully Bully’s Parents

Independent variable B OR 95% CI B OR 95% CI B OR 95% CI

Gender −0.19 0.82 (0.64–1.05) −0.17 0.84 (0.60–1.17) −0.19 0.82 (0.64–1.05)
Age 0.24 1.27 * (0.99–1.63) −0.34 0.71 * (0.51–0.98) 0.06 1.06 (0.98–1.14)

Parent believes child has
been bullied

−0.01 0.97 (0.66–1.43) −0.37 0.69 * (0.51–0.93) 0.08 1.08 (0.80–1.45)

Self-reported victimization 0.11 0.65 (0.53–1.48) −0.63 0.52 * (0.29–0.92) 0.36 1.44 (0.86–2.38)

Note: Gender was coded as girls = 1. Age was coded as 12–14 = 1. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.

Regarding the parents’ awareness of bullying involvement, the parents’ perceptions only lowered
the likelihood of the “talk to bully” response. The parents who believe their child had been bullied
were less likely to encourage their children to talk with the bully. Regarding self-reported victimization,
actual bullying lowered the likelihood of the “defends herself/himself” and “talk to bully” responses.
That is, when children were victimized, it was less likely that their parents would encourage them to
defend themselves or talk with the bully.

4. Discussion

The present study examined adolescents’ self-reported victimization and parents’ awareness of
and their responses to bullying victimization. Contrary to what was expected, the parents’ reported
bullying victimization rates were higher than those informed by the adolescents. Moreover, the parents’
awareness of bullying and the adolescents’ self-reported victimization were not related with the six
parents’ examined responses.

4.1. Degree of Agreement between Child’s and Parents’ Reports of Bullying Victimization

Consistently with the hypothesis, a low degree of concordance between the child’s and the
parents’ reports of bullying was found. Specifically, among the adolescents who reported being bullied,
approximately 2% of the parents reported this same problem, whereas approximately 5% of the parents
did not report that their child had been victimized. Contrary to previous research, the parents reported
higher bullying victimization rates than did their children (Holt et al. 2008). It is likely that parents
are more inclined to consider bullying to be present in mild or moderate cases of peer victimization,
whereas adolescents may be reluctant to inform adults about their bullying experiences, consider
some aggressive events to not be serious enough, or only consider bullying to be present in cases
where peer victimization is more intense. However, in line with previous research, the results showed
that the parents tend to think that their child had been bullied when the child did not reported this
(Holt et al. 2008). Future studies should address how parent/child differences in defining bullying
may affect parent/child concordance about bullying victimization rates.

4.2. Parents Responses to Victimization

The majority of parents reported responding to their child’s victimization by contacting a
teacher/administrator from the school, followed by controlling internet access and cellphone use.
This last response may be related with parents’ growing concern about cyberbullying, an evolved
manifestation of traditional bullying performed through electronic and digital media (Wright 2018).
Nevertheless, a high percentage of parents also recommended maladaptive strategies for coping or
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responding to bullying, such as ignoring bullying or encouraging their child to defend herself/himself.
Researchers have shown that talking to children about victimization and contacting the school are more
appropriate responses than ignoring the problem or contacting the bully, as these responses can have
negative corollaries for the victimized child (Garnett et al. 2015; Navarro et al. 2018). Indeed, system
theories suggest that family responses are likely to influence children’s responses. This theoretical
framework is useful when considering how family responses to bullying can contribute to mitigate the
problem or to make the problem worse. Concretely, the family system theory suggests that a youth’s
strategies for coping with bullying are likely to be shaped by the way their family system has coped
with the problem (Cross and Barnes 2014). If the family is unable to cope adaptively with bullying, this
may further reinforce the use of maladaptive behaviors among young people experiencing difficulty in
coping with bullying. For example, parental overprotective or permissive responses have been linked
with bullying victimization (Georgiou and Stavrinides 2013).

It was hypothesized that the parents’ responses would vary according to the parents’ awareness
of bullying and the adolescent’s self-reported victimization. Contrary to our expectations, parents
reporting that their children had been victimized and parents whose children reported being victimized
reported a lower use of any of the coping responses than parents who did not report that their child
had been victimized and those whose children reported not being victimized. This difference may
be related to the fact that the number of non-victimized adolescents and the number of parents
not reporting bullying victimization is much larger than the victimized adolescents and the parents
reporting bullying victimization. However, parents whose children had not been victimized might
have indicated a great number of coping responses guided by a social desirability bias according to
which parents ought to cope with bullying in any possible way to show that they are always responsive
to their children’s needs (Hale et al. 2017). Another possibility is that the parents with non-victimized
children are not sure how to suitably respond to bullying, and they have difficulties selecting the
most effective strategy to protect their children (Harcourt et al. 2014). Conversely, the parents whose
children are victimized could have acquired previous experience from coping with bullying and are
more selective with the used coping responses, or alternatively, they believe that the offered responses
in the study are not effective in stopping bullying. Further research should explore how previous
experiences dealing with bullying may impact parents’ responses to bullying victimization.

The primary aim of this study was to explore the association between adolescents/parents’
bullying reports and parents’ responses to their children’s victimization. Contrary to what was
expected, the parents’ awareness of bullying victimization was related only with the parents’ likelihood
of opting for the “talk with the bully” response. The parents with victimized children were not as
likely to encourage their child to talk with their bully. In the same way, the adolescents’ reports of
bullying victimization lowered the likelihood of the parents encouraging their children to defend
themselves. This suggests that parents of victimized youth may feel that talking with the bully is
not an effective response to stop the bullying and may believe that this response could make the
victimization worse (Mishna et al. 2006). Prior research has indicated that parents’ attitudes to bullying
and their perception of school might be more associated with parents’ responses to bullying than their
awareness of victimization (Waasdorp et al. 2011).

Some variation in the parents’ responses to bullying was found according to the students’
demographic factors. Specifically, the findings suggest that there may be some developmental
differences in the parents’ responses (e.g., parents with younger children are not likely to encourage
their children to defend themselves or talk to bullies but would more probably contact schools and
control internet access). Consistent with previous research (Waasdorp et al. 2011), parents with younger
children were more likely to more directly intervene in response to their children’s victimization by
contacting schools or restricting the use of technology to deal with bullying, whereas parents with
older children may encourage their child to solve the bullying themselves. The parents were also more
likely to tell their female children to ignore the problem or do nothing about it. This last result may
be related to parents still holding gender stereotypes, which means that they may see males as being
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more aggressive, courageous, independent, and assertive and females as more emotional, sensitive,
people-oriented, and reliant. Accordingly, the parents who hold these views may believe that females
will not be prepared to deal with bullying (Morales et al. 2016). The parents might also view female
bullying as being less serious because females do not normally engage as much in physical bullying
as males (Stubbs-Richardson et al. 2018). Further research should inquire how the internalization
of specific feminine or masculine stereotypical traits could differently affect parents’ responses to
bullying victimization.

4.3. Limitations

This study has several limitations that should be noted. First, the analyses in this study
are cross-sectional and correlational and, therefore, inferences cannot be made about causality or
directionality. Second, this study collected only self-reported data, and the relationships that we
observed here could be influenced by a response bias. Third, our study sample comprised adolescents
and their parents from a given region in Spain. The associations in other samples could differ. Moreover,
it might be that the parents who completed surveys were different from the parents who did not
complete surveys in ways that could have influenced the study findings. Fourth, the time frame
used for the adolescents’ and parents’ reports of bullying victimization was different. The students
were asked about their bullying experiences during the last month, whereas the parents were asked
one open question without a specific time frame. This may explain the differences in parents and
student ratings of bullying. Fifth, different types of bullying were analyzed together, and the parents’
responses could vary according with the bullying nature: physical, verbal, social, or cyber. Further
studies should analyze differences in parents’ responses according to the type of bullying. Finally,
we analyzed only parents’ awareness and their responses to bullying victimization. Further research
should examine parents’ awareness and responses to bullying perpetration.

4.4. Practical Implications

The results of this study highlight the importance of cultivating parent–adolescent relationships
to deal with bullying victimization processes. Previous research has documented that parents play
a key role providing support and listening about children’s worries and problems, but also guiding
their children to prevent or stop the bullying. The present findings point out that it is crucial to
promote open communication between parents and children to disclose victimization and to offer
social support (Larrañaga et al. 2016; Scott et al. 2016). Parents should be aware about the negative
effects of maintaining a poor relationship with their children and learn how a relationship based on
affection and open communication can help to offer support and emotional security when children
face any problem. Moreover, given that many adolescents do not report bullying to their parents,
practitioners should encourage parents to talk with their children about bullying and cyberbullying
victimization to make children aware that they are there to listen and help cope with problems.
Research has shown that parents providing emotional warmth facilitate adolescents’ disclosure of
bullying involvement (Elsaesser et al. 2017).

Previous studies emphasize the importance of parents actively participating in bullying prevention
and intervention programs in order to be most effective (Gradinger et al. 2017). The present results
have shown that the parents seem to have high pro-bullying coping intentions. Indeed, the majority
of the parents indicated that they would contact the school in order to deal with bullying. School
administrators and teachers should use these intentions to foster the willingness to participate in a
whole-school prevention program. Along the same lines, parents should be encouraged not only to talk
with their children about bullying but also to notify schools about bullying and to work collaboratively
with teachers to cope with bullying situations.
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5. Conclusions

This study analyzed the associations among parents’ awareness of bullying victimization, their
responses to their child’s victimization, and adolescents’ self-reported victimization. The findings
highlight how relevant it is to improve parent–child relationships and communication about bullying
and to continue reinforcing parents’ role in intervening in bullying situations and preventing them.
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Abstract: The main goal of the present study was to analyze the psychometric properties of the
revised version of the Adolescent Cyber-Victimization Scale (CYBVICS). This scale is composed of
18 items that assess direct and indirect cyber-victimization. Two subsamples participated in the
present study. Sample 1 included 1318 adolescents (47.4% boys) from 12 to 16 years old (M = 13.89,
SD = 1.32). Sample 2 was composed of 1188 adolescents (51.5% girls) from 12 to 16 years old
(M = 14.19, SD = 1.80). First, an exploratory factor analysis was conducted on sample 1. Results
yielded a bifactor structure: direct cyber-victimization and indirect cyber-victimization. To confirm
the structure of the CYBVICS, we selected sample 2 to perform confirmatory factor analysis and
test its convergent validity with theoretically related measures. The results supported the reliability
and validity of the two-factor model. In addition, measurement invariance was established. Related
to convergent validity, positive correlations between cyber-victimization and peer victimization,
depressive symptoms, and offensive communication with the mother and the father were found.
Moreover, negative correlations were found between cyber-victimization and open communication
with the mother and the father and family self-esteem.

Keywords: cyber-victimization; scale development; psychometric properties; adolescence

1. Introduction

Cyberbullying is defined as an intentional, aggressive, and repetitive behavior, where a person or
group uses electronic devices (mainly the Internet and the smartphone) to bully a person who cannot
defend him/herself (Aboujaoude et al. 2015; Buelga et al. 2017). The prevalence of this technological
bullying by peers ranges between 5% and 72% (Athanasiou et al. 2018; Kowalski et al. 2014), with
an average incidence rate of cyber-victimization of 23% in the adolescent population (Hamm et al.
2015). Therefore, there is considerable divergence in the results obtained in different scientific studies,
probably due to the use of different methodological measures and strategies to evaluate cyberbullying
and cyber-victimization (Buelga et al. 2012; Vivolo-Kantor et al. 2014). In recent years, cyberbullying
has clearly become a growing problem among youth in every country in the world (Antoniadou et al.
2016; Lee and Shin 2017; Yubero et al. 2017; Zych et al. 2016).

As Lee and Shin (2017) suggest, this increase and spread of cyberbullying among youth can be
attributed to numerous factors. One of the main reasons is the increasing availability and massive
use of smartphones in adolescence (Ortega-Baron et al. 2017; Lee and Shin 2017). This tendency is
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confirmed in many countries. In Korea, more than 80% of students have a smartphone that they use
daily to actively connect to a large number of smartphone apps (Lee and Lee 2013). In the United
States, 95% of adolescents between 13 and 17 years old have a smartphone, and 45% of them claim
to be online almost continually (Anderson and Jiang 2018). Of the European countries, Spain has the
largest number of smartphones in the general population. In fact, 70% of young Spaniards have a
smartphone at the age of 12, and 98% at the age of 14, and they use them to connect to popular social
networks (Ditrendia Digital Marketing Trends 2016; Protégeles 2014).

Therefore, the smartphone is currently a key essential element in people’s daily lives, especially
among adolescents (Del Río et al. 2017; Garaigordobil 2017; Navarro et al. 2016). Due to their
comfortable and fast connectivity to immediate messaging services (e.g., WhatsApp) and social
networks (e.g., Instagram, Facebook), these digital platforms can be used by young people not only to
communicate positively with others, but also to easily harass peers publicly and virally.

The consequences of cyberbullying are so serious for the victim that it is considered a worldwide
public health problem (Aboujaoude et al. 2015; Ferrara et al. 2018). Moreover, 20% of adolescent
cyber-victims have expressed suicidal ideations (Van Geel et al. 2014). In many cases, the experience
of cyber-victimization produces intense emotional distress in the victim (Larrañaga et al. 2016).
In addition, unlike traditional victimization, parents frequently do not know about the victimization
experienced by their child, which increases the victim’s feeling of loneliness (Buelga et al. 2016;
Nocentini et al. 2018). Thus, authors such as Thompson et al. (2012) suggest that the accumulation
of adverse life events (cumulative lifetime adversities) in adolescence is closely related to suicidal
ideation (see Serafini et al. 2015).

Certainly, continuous technological advances promote the modification and appearance of new
forms and modalities of cyberbullying behavior (Cross et al. 2015; Cohen-Almagor 2018) that should
be evaluated through updated and validated tools with methodological rigor, in order to prevent and
intervene in this social problem (Kowalski et al. 2014). For instance, recent studies have pointed out
that cyberbullying behaviors could be classified into direct and indirect cyber-victimization behaviors
(Antoniadou et al. 2016; Lohbeck and Petermann 2018). Direct cyber-victimization includes verbal-type
behaviors and attacks directed toward the person (e.g., sending insulting messages directly to the
victim). Indirect cyber-victimization includes behaviors and attacks oriented indirectly toward the
person through the manipulation of photos and videos (e.g., gossiping behind the victim’s back).

From this perspective, taking into account the need to detect new expressions of cyberbullying
in order to improve intervention in this field, the main purpose of this study is to validate the
psychometric properties of the revised version of CYBVICS. This scale is a revised version of the
CYBVIC scale (Buelga et al. 2012), which uses Willard’s classification (Willard 2007) to evaluate the
frequency with which the adolescent is a target of cyber-victimization behaviors related to harassment,
belittlement, invasion of privacy, identity theft, and social exclusion through the Internet, on the one
hand, and through the smartphone, on the other.

The CYBVICS scale is a two-dimensional scale on the use of the smartphone and includes these
cyber-aggressions and other new ones, grouped in two cyber-victimization modalities, direct and
indirect. Direct cyber-victimization includes experiences of being victimized that involve direct
attacks (e.g., “Someone insulted me or ridiculed me on social networks”) and social-type behaviors
(e.g., “Someone removed or blocked me from groups so that I wouldn’t have any friends”). Indirect
cyber-victimization includes experiences of being victimized that involve the manipulation of images
(e.g., “Someone created or manipulated videos or photos of me”), identity theft (e.g., “Someone
created a false profile with my personal data on the Internet”), or hacking (e.g., “Someone changed my
password to social networks so I could not access them”; see Appendix A).

The structural validity of the instrument was analyzed through exploratory and confirmatory
factor analyses, the multi-group analysis of two independent samples of adolescents, and an analysis
to test its convergent validity with several indicators of psychosocial adjustment and wellbeing. This
study will allow us to acquire up-to-date instruments for scientific investigation in order to prevent
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and intervene in this serious cyber-bullying problem among adolescents. Furthermore, this scale
would be a useful tool for detecting cyber-victims in the school context.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

In this cross-sectional study, the participants were 2506 adolescents enrolled in Obligatory
Secondary Education. They were distributed in two independent samples, from Andalucía and
the Valencian Community (Spain). To select the participants, stratified cluster sampling was carried
out. The sampling units were semi-private and public schools from Andalusian Region (sample 1) and
the Valencian Community (sample 2). Previous analysis showed that the two samples were equivalent
in terms of gender and academic grade.

Sample 1 was composed of 1318 adolescents (age range: 12–16 years, M = 13.89, SD = 1.32) of
both sexes (52.6% girls). The sample distribution by academic grade in Secondary Education was as
follows: 24.58% Grade 7, 27.39% Grade 8, 23.75% Grade 9, and 24.28% Grade 10.

Sample 2 was composed of 1188 adolescents (age range: 12–16 years, M = 14.19, SD = 1.80) of
both sexes (48.5% boys). The sample distribution by academic grade was as follows: 30% Grade 7,
25.10% Grade 8, 21.5% Grade 9, and 23.40% Grade 10.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Cyber-Victimization Scale (CYBVICS)

This scale is an adaptation of the Adolescent Victimization through Mobile Phone and Internet
Scale (CYBVIC; Buelga et al. 2010, 2012). This new scale is an updated version of the previous scale,
given that, with the use of the smartphone, the distinction between the cellphone and Internet currently
makes no sense. Moreover, in addition to the items on the original scale, this new scale includes eight
other items. Thus, the Cyber-Victimization Scale consists of 18 self-reported items (see Appendix A)
rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). This scale measures the
adolescent’s experience as a victim of cyberbullying in the past 12 months. A self-report measure was
elaborated due to its greater capacity to recognize adolescents’ cyber-victim behaviors.

First, to adapt the questionnaire, we started with the items on the CYBVIC validated scale, and,
after reviewing the literature and other scales used in the past three years (Antoniadou et al. 2016),
a list of 23 cyber-victimization behaviors was elaborated. This initial questionnaire was administered
to an experimental sample of 48 adolescents between 12 and 16 years old. The aim was to explore
possible difficulties in comprehending the items and find out whether the adolescents would add
to or eliminate any of the cyber-victimization behaviors from the questionnaire. Some adolescents
thought one item from the list was difficult to understand, and that another item referred to a behavior
that was not currently performed. At the same time, three experts in adolescence and cyber-bullying
also examined the items’ clarity and thoroughness, coinciding with the adolescents. These judges
also suggested suppressing another item, and so the questionnaire was composed of 20 items. Finally,
two items that presented a saturation inferior to 0.20 in the Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) were
eliminated, so that the final questionnaire contained 18 items.

2.2.2. Multidimensional Self-Concept Scale AF5 (AF5)

The AF5 (García and Musitu 1999) is a self-reported scale composed of 30 items that evaluate
5 dimensions of self-esteem: Academic, social, emotional, family, and physical. In this study, the
Family Self-concept subscale was used, which is composed of 6 items that measure aspects related to
adolescents’ perceptions of their affective and relational bonds with their families (e.g., “I feel loved by
my parents”). Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient in this study was 0.73.
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2.2.3. The Parent-Adolescent Communication Scale (PACS)

The PACS (Barnes and Olson 1982; Spanish Adaptation by Estévez et al. 2005) is a self-reported
scale composed of 20 items rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to
5 (always). Items measure the adolescent’s perception of the communication with his/her father
and mother separately. This scale has three subscales for the father and three for the mother:
Openness in Father/Mother Communication; Offensive Communication with Father/Mother, and
Avoidant Communication with Father/Mother. In this study, the subscales of Openness in
Father/Mother Communication (11 items) and Offensive Communication with Father/Mother (4 items)
were used. The Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients in this study were: 0.91 and 0.90 for
openness communication with the mother and father, respectively; and 0.71 and 0.78 for Offensive
communication with the father and mother, respectively.

2.2.4. Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D)

The CES-D (Radloff 1977; Spanish Adaptation and Short form by Herrero and Meneses 2006)
is a self-reported scale that consists of 7 items rated on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to
4 (always) to assess the presence of depressive symptomatology in the past month. Cronbach’s alpha
reliability coefficient in this study was 0.80.

2.2.5. Victimization Scale among Peers

This instrument is a self-reported scale consisting of 20 items rated from 1 (never) to 4 (always)
that evaluate situations of direct and indirect victimization experienced by the adolescent in school
(Mynard and Joseph 2000). Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient in this study was 0.79.

2.3. Procedure

The same procedure was followed in both samples. First, a letter was sent to the principals of
the selected schools. Second, a seminar was held for the teachers to explain the research objectives
and request parent authorization. Next, a letter describing the study was sent to the parents, asking
for active authorization if they wanted their child to participate in the study (96% of the parents
authorized their children’s participation in the study). Questionnaires were administered during a
regular class period (55 min) with the supervision of trained researchers. Participation was voluntary
and anonymous, and privacy was guaranteed. Few students refused to participate in the study (<2%).
This study met the ethical requirements for research with human beings according to the fundamental
principles established in the Declaration of Helsinki, and it was approved by the Ethics Committee of
the University of Valencia (Protocol Number: H1456762885511).

2.4. Data Analysis

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) and Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) were carried out
separately in the two samples in order to obtain cross-validation of the scale’s factor structure (Izquierdo
et al. 2014; Worthington and Whitttaker 2006). First, EFA was performed with the first sample, and the
factors’ reliabilities were calculated. Previously, the suitability of this analysis was explored through the
Bartlett sphericity test and the Kaiser-Mayer-Olkin (KMO) sample adequacy test. To extract the factors,
the Principal Components method with Oblimin rotation was used. This rotation is used when it is
estimated that the factors obtained are correlated. To select the factors, a self-value higher than 1 and a
decrease in the Cattell sedimentation graphic were taken into account. The SPSS program (23) was used.

Next, CFA was carried out to contrast the factor structure obtained with the second sample, using
the QS 6.1 program (Bentler and Wu 2005). The maximum robust verisimilitude estimation method
was used for all the analyses, due to the lack of multivariate normality in the data (Mardia coefficient =
1573.56). Several fit indicators were used, in addition to the Satorra-Bentler chi-square: the comparative
fit index (CFI), the Bentler-Bonett non-normative fit index (NNFI)—also called the Tucker-Lewis index
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(TLI)—and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). Values of CFI and TLI above 0.95
are considered a good fit, as well as RMSEA values below 0.50. Regarding the Chi-square, a proposed
model is considered to fit the data well when the ratio between the Chi-square and the degrees of
freedom is less than 3 (Bentler and Bonett 1980).

3. Results

3.1. Item Analysis

Table 1 presents the distribution of the item responses. The item with the highest mean score was
item 2 (“They called me on my smartphone and hung up to bother or frighten me”), whereas the item
with the lowest mean was item 9 (“They put my cellphone number on the Internet and said bad or false
things about me so people would call me and get me into trouble.”). Kolmogorov-Smirnoff test results
indicated that the items did not fit a normal distribution. The scores obtained on the asymmetrical
and kurtosis indexes showed that all the items were distributed in a positive and leptokurtic way.
Finally, the item-total correlation was positive and significant; therefore, all the items contribute in the
same direction.

3.2. Factor Structure of the CYBVICS

First, Exploratory Factor Analysis was carried out in order to obtain the resulting factor structure.
The results of the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test (0.95) and the Bartlett test (χ2 = 109048.45; gl = 153, p < 0.001)
performed with the data from sample 1 indicated that the factor model was adequate to explain the
data. The principal components analysis with oblimin rotation showed a two-factor structure that
explained 53.08% of the variance.

Based on the semantic analysis of the items distributed in the factors and each item’s saturation
in the factor (see Table 2), the following factor structure can be observed, coherent with theoretical
arguments linked to cyber-victimization behaviors. The first factor (43.85% of the variance) refers to
behaviors that involve the cyber-aggressor directing electronic communication towards the victim
and provoking an immediate negative effect (e.g., phone calls, instant messaging, text, or multimedia
messages etc.). Therefore, and following the proposal by Langos (2012), this factor has been referred to
as direct cyber-victimization. The second factor (9.24% of the explained variance) contains items that
refer to behaviors through which the cyberbully does not directly manage the communication and
even avoids being identified. In addition, these behaviors involve greater premeditation. According to
Langos (2012), this factor is referred to as indirect cyber-victimization. The correlation between the two
factors is high and significant (r = 0.63, p < 0.001).

To confirm this structure, CFA was conducted in the second sample (see Table 2). The fit indexes
for the proposed model indicated a good fit of the model and confirmed the scale’s factor structure
(χ2 = 159.91, gl = 134, p > 0.05, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.013 [0.00–0.02]). The internal
consistency coefficients (Cronbach’s α) of these factors in the second sub-sample were also above 0.70.
Furthermore, high and significant correlations were obtained between the two factors (see Table 3).
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Table 2. Factor loadings for the EFA and CFA.

Item EFA CFA

F1 F2
F1

DCV
F2

ICV

CV1 0.76 0.45 0.66
CV2 0.60 0.37 0.50
CV3 0.42 0.64 0.71
CV4 0.75 0.53 0.68
CV5 0.58 0.73 0.69
CV6 0.41 0.68 0.63
CV7 0.52 0.70 0.67
CV8 0.52 0.70 0.75
CV9 0.34 0.67 0.72
CV10 0.53 0.68 0.69
CV11 0.79 0.54 0.75
CV12 0.33 0.69 0.69
CV13 0.77 0.45 0.73
CV14 0.77 0.43 0.77
CV15 0.76 0.54 0.73
CV16 0.56 0.74 0.70
CV17 0.40 0.74 0.65
CV18 0.83 0.47 0.77

% Explained Variance 43.85 9.24

Note: DCV = Direct Cyber-Victimization; ICV = Indirect Cyber-Victimization; EFA = Exploratory Factor Analysis;
CFA = Confirmatory Factor Analysis.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics, factor correlations, and Cronbach’s alpha (in parentheses) for the
2-factor model.

M SD DCV ICV

DCV 1.23 0.60 (0.92)
ICV 1.37 0.75 0.66 ** (0.89)

Note: DCV = Direct Cyber-Victimization, ICV = Indirect Cyber-Victimization; M = mean; SD = Standard Deviation.
Alpha Global Scale = 0.88. ** p < 0.01.

3.3. Test of Invariance

To evaluate the scale’s factor invariance, a multi-group analysis was carried out to confirm that the
number of factors, the items’ saturations, and the correlations between the items were invariant in the
two adolescent samples. Different nested models were estimated: (1) a first model without restrictions
in which there is no imposed equality between the saturations and the correlations between the factors
(model without restrictions); and (2) a second model that imposes equality between all the saturations
and the correlations between the factors (model with restrictions) in the groups. These models were
compared using the χ2 difference test (See Table 4). The results showed that the two models differed
on one restriction. Once it was freed, the two models were equivalent.

Table 4. Tests of measurement invariance across two samples for the two-factor model.

Model Description χ
2 df

Comparison of
Nested Models

Difference
S-B χ

2
Difference

df
p

M1 Restricted model 362.0577 284 - - -
M2 Model without restrictions 343.3642 268 M1–M2 18.69 16 >0.05
Ma 1 restriction unconstrained 352.7305 283 Model 1a–Model 2 9.37 15 >0.05

3.4. Convergent Validity

Finally, the scale’s convergent validity was analyzed by considering the correlations between
the global cyber-victimization index obtained with the CYBVICS scale and other theoretically related
constructs, such as: open communication with the father and the mother, offensive communication
with the father and the mother, family self-esteem, depressive symptomatology, and peer victimization
(see Table 5).
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Table 5. Correlations among cyber-victimization, family communication, family self-esteem, depressive
symptomatology, and peer victimization.

Cyber-Victimization OpCM OfCM OpCF OfCF FS-E
Depres
Sympt.

Peer
Vict.

Cyber victimization 1 −0.19 ** 0.28 ** −0.18 ** 0.23 ** −0.21 ** 0.46 ** 0.42 **

Note: OpCM = Open Communication with the Mother; OfCM = Offensive Communication with the Mother;
OpCF = Open Communication with the Father; OfCF = Offensive Communication with the Father; FS-E = Family
Self-Esteem; Depres Sympt. = Depressive Symptoms; Peer Vict. = Peer Victimization. ** p < 0.01.

The results showed significant positive and moderate correlations between cyber-victimization
and offensive communication with the mother (r = 0.28, p < 0.01) and with the father (r = 0.23, p < 0.01).
As expected, a strong and positive correlation was found between cyber-victimization and peer
victimization (r = 042, p < 0.01) and depressive symptomatology (r = 0.46, p < 0.01). Furthermore,
cyber-victimization showed significant and low negative correlations with open communication with
the mother (r = −0.19, p < 0.01) and with the father (r = −0.18, p < 0.01), and moderate negative
correlations with family self-esteem (r = −0.21, p < 0.01).

4. Discussion

The technological changes, along with the appearance and modification of new
cyber-victimization behaviors, as well as the severe consequences of cyber-bullying for the
victim’s psychological wellbeing (Ortega-Barón et al. 2016; Nocentini et al. 2018), suggest the need for
updated and reliable instruments that allow its adequate measurement. In this regard, this study has
found empirical evidence that supports the scale’s validity, factor structure, internal consistency, and
convergent validity with theoretically related external variables.

Thus, regarding the CYBVICS’ factor structure, the results of the current study show a structure
formed by two factors. This two-factor structure was also found for the original scale, which
measures bullying through the smartphone, on the one hand, and bullying through the Internet,
on the other. On the new scale, the two factors measure, in this case, direct cyber-victimization

and indirect cyber-victimization, and they explain 53.08% of the variance. The first factor refers to
cyber-aggressions oriented directly toward the victim, both verbal (i.e., insults on forums) and social
(i.e., social exclusion from online groups) bullying. The second factor focuses more on indirect or
instrumental cyber-aggressions that use tools to cause harm to the victim, such as creating a false
profile of the victim, identity theft, or hacking his/her personal account.

These results are consistent with the two-factor structure of the CBVEQ-G scale by Antoniadou et
al. (2016), who also classify their items as indirect aggressions and direct aggressions. These results are
also congruent with previous literature on traditional bullying that points to the existence of these two
dimensions of peer violence, referred to as direct or manifested aggressions and indirect or relational
aggressions (Martínez-Ferrer et al. 2018; Mynard and Joseph 2000; Little et al. 2003).

Furthermore, the confirmatory factor analysis through the sample cross-validation procedure
confirmed the scale’s validity. This two-factor structure was found to be the model that best fit the data,
also verifying the factor invariance of the CYBVICS scale in two independent samples of adolescents.
In addition, the items showed adequate reliability in terms of internal consistency, both by factor and
in the total scale. The reliability of the scale with the addition of the new items, therefore, presents
sufficient psychometric guarantees, also found for the original scale. Evidence was also obtained of
our new instrument’s construct validity, given that significant correlations were found between the
CYBVICS scale and the external variables considered: family communication with the mother and the
father, family self-concept, depressive symptomatology, and traditional victimization.

Regarding these relationships between variables, our results show that cyber-victimization and
traditional victimization are closely related, which was also found with the original scale and in
previous literature (Alonso and Romero 2017; Cava and Buelga 2018; Mitchell and Jones 2015;
Ortega-Baron et al. 2017). As Tokunaga (2010) and Kowalski et al. (2014) indicate, adolescents’
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problems in the school context are transferred to and continue in Internet. Thus, for example, Hinduja
and Patchin (2008) found that adolescents who had suffered from traditional bullying in the previous
6 months were 2.5 times more likely to experience cyberbullying as well. In addition, as in the original
scale, the existence of a high relationship between cyber-victimization and depressive symptomatology
can be observed. This result supports the large number of studies that show the negative consequences
of victimization on the wellbeing and adjustment of the victim (Garaigordobil 2017; Navarro et al. 2018;
Serafini et al. 2015; Yubero et al. 2017). In this victimization situation, the family plays an essential role
in helping their child to get out of this situation (Garaigordobil and Machimbarrena 2017; Navarro et al.
2015; Nocentini et al. 2018). A problem arises when the family has no family resources to protect or help
their child, making him/her more vulnerable to being cyber-victimized by his/her peers. Consistently,
a close link has been found between a negative family atmosphere and a reduction in adolescents’
social and individual resources, which makes them an easier target for their peers’ aggressions (Cava
et al. 2018; Lereya et al. 2013). In fact, our data show that the quality of the family climate is inversely
related to cyber-bullying. Thus, a negative family climate with problematic communication patterns
with the mother/father is related to cyber-victimization. However, when the communication patterns
with the mother/father are open and the child feels valued and respected in the family, these variables
are negatively associated with cyber-victimization, which seems to indicate that they play a protective
role. Parents need to talk to their children to find out their worries, concerns, and motivations when
navigating through the Internet (Buelga et al. 2016; Navarro et al. 2018). The children have to perceive
that their parents are a source of unconditional social support that can help them to face any problem
in the Internet. Some adolescents do not tell their parents they are being bullied because they are
afraid of their reaction; of being punished because they performed risky behaviors in Internet, such as
talking to strangers or sending photos with sexual content (sexting). Thus, it is essential for parents to
foment family communication so that the child perceives that his/her parents provide their support in
difficult situations. Therefore, the quality of the family climate, that is, the family emotional bond with
relationships of parent-child trust and patterns of family communication, is one of the most important
measures for preventing cyberbullying (Buelga et al. 2017; Moreno-Ruiz et al. 2019).

The current study also has some limitations. First, even though the sample used in this
investigation is adequate for the analyses carried out (Cava et al. 2018; Kline 2015), it would be
advisable to carry out subsequent validation analyses with larger samples of Spanish adolescents, as
well as adolescent samples from other countries in the world, in order to take into account possible
cultural differences in the instrument’s measurement. Moreover, the questionnaire’s validation was
carried out in an urban population, so that it would be advisable to verify the results in a rural
population, given that the conditions and the adolescents’ life style would differ. In addition, although
this study provides evidence about important psychometric properties of the instrument (factor
validity, convergent, and reliability), other psychometric aspects such as test-retest reliability were not
considered and should be analyzed in future studies.

However, and despite these limitations, the current study guarantees the CYBVICS scale’s
suitability, recommending its application in the adolescent population. The serious consequences of
cyber-bullying for adolescents supports the need for in-depth studies with reliable instruments to
prevent this serious worldwide problem. In this context, the family is still a fundamental socializing
agent in promoting children’s healthy development and psychosocial adjustment.
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Appendix A CYBVICS. A

Adolescent Cyber-Victimization Scale
Below, you will see some behaviors that some boys and girls might do to intimidate or really

bother you (not as a joke), through the cellphone, Internet, social networks, tablets, or WhatsApp in
the past year.

1: Never 2: Once or twice
3: Few times

(between 3 and 5)
4: Several times

(between 6 and 10)
5. Many times
(more than r0)

1. Someone insulted or ridiculed me in social networks or groups like WhatsApp to really hurt me. [Me han
insultado o puesto en ridículo en redes sociales o en grupos como el WhatsApp para hacerme daño de verdad]
2. Someone called my cellphone and hung up to bother or frighten me. [Me han llamado al móvil y no han
contestado para fastidiarme o asustarme]
3. Someone used threats to make me do things on the Internet or smartphone that I did not want to do (like
recording myself on video, giving money, doing bad things). [ Me han obligado con amenazas a hacer cosas
que no quería en Internet o por el móvil (como grabarme en video, dar dinero, hacer cosas malas)]
4. Someone told my secrets or revealed personal things about me in social networks or groups (WhatsApp,
snapchat . . . ). [Han contado secretos míos o revelado cosas personales mías sin mi permiso en redes sociales o
en grupos (Whatsapp, snapchat . . . )]
5. To make fun of me, someone made or manipulated videos or photos of me and uploaded or distributed
them on social networks or by smartphone. [Para burlarse de mí, han creado o manipulado videos o fotos
mías, y las han subido o distribuido en redes sociales o por el móvil].
6. Someone logged into my profile or accounts and I could not avoid it. [Han entrado en mi perfil o en mis
cuentas sin que yo pueda hacer nada]
7. Someone pretended to be me saying or doing bad things on the Internet. [Se han hecho pasar por mí para
decir o hacer cosas malas en Internet]
8. Someone purposely created a webpage, a forum, or a group just to make fun of me and criticize me in front
of everyone. [Han creado adrede una página, un foro o un grupo solo para meterse conmigo y criticarme
delante de todos]
9. Someone put my cellphone number on the Internet and said bad or false things about me so that people
would call me and get me into trouble. [Han puesto mi número de teléfono móvil en Internet diciendo cosas
malas o falsas de mí para que me llamen y meterme en líos]
10. Someone took my smartphone and used it to send photos, videos, or mean messages to others to get me
into trouble with them. [Me han cogido mi teléfono y desde mi móvil han enviado fotos, videos o mensajes
malos a otros para meterme en problemas con los demás]
11. Someone criticized me or made fun of comments, photos, or videos I uploaded to social networks or
groups like WhatsApp. [Han criticado o se han burlado de comentarios, fotos o videos que yo he subido en
redes sociales o en grupos como el WhatsApp]
12. Someone created a false profile on the Internet with my personal data in order to impersonate me saying or
doing bad things. [Han creado en Internet un perfil falso con mis datos personales para decir o hacer cosas
malas, haciéndose pasar por mí]
13. Someone ignored and did not answer messages or things I shared in groups or social networks, just to
make me feel bad. [Me han ignorado y no han contestado a mensajes o cosas que yo he puesto en grupos o en
redes sociales para hacerme sentir mal]
14. Someone provoked me in social networks or groups by insulting or taunting me to make me angry and
cause a big argument. [Me han provocado en redes sociales o en grupos con insultos y burlas para que yo me
enfade mucho y que haya una gran discusión]
15. Someone eliminated or blocked me from groups to leave me without any friends. [Me han eliminado o
bloqueado de grupos para dejarme sin amigos]
16. Someone stole my photos, videos, or private conversations and uploaded them or sent them to others.
[Me han robado fotos, videos, conversaciones privadas, y las han subido o enviado a otros]
17. Someone changed my password to social networks so that I could not access them. [Me han cambiado la
contraseña de las redes sociales para que no pueda entrar en ellas]
18. Someone sent me taunting messages to bother and annoy me. [Me han enviado mensajes de burla para
fastidiarme y molestarme]
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Abstract: One of the main predictors of being a victim of cyber-aggression is engaging in high-risk
behaviours on the internet. The main objective of this research is to analyse the relationship between
two types of parental control (restriction and supervision) and engagement in high-risk internet
behaviours during adolescence. To that end, and as a secondary objective, we designed and validated
the High-risk Internet Behaviours Questionnaire for adolescents, used in this study. We analysed the
responses of 946 adolescents aged between 12 and 18 to the High-risk Internet Behaviours Questionnaire

and the Questionnaire on Parental Control of Internet Use in Adolescence. The results show that
the questionnaire has appropriate metrics of reliability and validity, and show the existence of
a statistically significant negative relationship, albeit small, between supervision and engaging in
high-risk internet behaviours. We discuss the practical implications of these results.

Keywords: parental control; restriction; supervision; high-risk behaviours; internet; adolescence

1. Introduction

The internet can be a very positive tool for an adolescent. It may be of great use for learning
and sharing knowledge, taking part in social initiatives, and keeping in touch with family and friends.
However, careless internet use can produce certain risks, such as excessive internet use, exposure to
potentially harmful content, orbeing the victim of cyber-aggression. Cyber-aggression refers to those
behaviours or omissions through information and communication technologies that is intended to harm
or offend (Corcoran et al. 2015). These aggressions can take various forms, such as written or verbal
cyber-aggression, visual cyber-aggression, online exclusion, and impersonation (Nocentini et al. 2010).

Certain adolescent behaviours related to mobile phone or internet use can make it easier for
people to fall victim to cyber-aggression. Previous research has shown that these high-risk behaviours
include allowing others to upload one’s videos or images to the internet, adding people to social
networks who are not known personally, communicating online with strangers, publishing personal
information on social networks, meeting up with someone face-to-face who has only previously
been known online, giving out one’s telephone number to people that have just been met or are not
known well, sending compromising photos of oneself or others via mobile phones or the internet, and
exchanging personal information with people only known online (Gómez et al. 2017; Liau et al. 2005;
Mesch 2009; Sasson and Mesch 2017).

The family has an important role to play in preventing these high-risk behaviours. Parents are often
advised to exercise some control over their children’s internet use. Occasionally, families set limits or
restrictions on internet use (time, content, activities, etc.), either establishing rules or using specific software.
Or they may supervise the adolescents’ activity, covertly or overtly, either during or following the activity.
Some studies maintain that parental control over internet use is a protective factor, albeit limited, for
these high-risk behaviours (Lee 2013; Lee and Chae 2012; Liau et al. 2005) as well as for being a victim of
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cyberbullying (Elsaesser et al. 2017; Giménez et al. 2017; Navarro et al. 2013). Some studies have been
more specific, finding a significantly larger effect for supervision than for restriction (Khurana et al. 2015).
However, there is research which suggests the existence of a positive relationship between parental
internet control and engaging in high-risk internet behaviours (Duerager and Livingstone 2012) or being
the victim of cyberbullying (Sasson and Mesch 2017). This result was interpreted as indicating that
parental control was more likely when the parents knew or suspected that their child was engaging in
high-risk behaviours or being on the receiving end of cyberbullying.

Faced with these inconsistent results from previous research, the main objective of this study is to
analyse the relationship between parental control of internet use and high-risk internet behaviours in a
sample of Spanish adolescents. In order to achieve that, and as a secondary objective, we undertook
the design and validation of the High-Risk Internet Behaviours Questionnaire for adolescents, which was
used in this study.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

The participants in this study were students in compulsory secondary education in six schools
in Asturias (Spain). Before performing a statistical analysis, we selected the students who reported
that they owned their own mobile phone, used instant messaging (e.g., WhatsApp), participated in
social networks, and surfed the internet for non-homework purposes. The final sample was made
up of 946 adolescents aged between 12 and 18 (M = 14.29; SD = 1.37), 50.7% girls. The distribution of
students over the four years of compulsory secondary education (ESO) was: 20.5% in first year, 25.3%
in second year, 26.6% in third year, and 27.6% in fourth year.

2.2. Measuring Instruments

2.2.1. High-Risk Internet Behaviours Questionnaire

This is a self-report designed and tested for this study (Appendix A). It is made up of 8 items,
each of which describes a high-risk behaviour on the internet. The respondent indicates the extent to
which they think it is true that they engage in each of the behaviours through a Likert-type scale with
four alternatives (1 = completely false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = somewhat true, 4 = completely true).
In the Results section, we give the psychometric properties of the questionnaire.

2.2.2. Questionnaire on Parental Control of Internet Use during Adolescence

This questionnaire (Álvarez-García et al. 2018) is made up of 7 items. For each item, the respondent
indicates the extent to which they think the corresponding statement about possible control of their
internet use by their parents is true. The questionnaire measures two types of control: restriction
(e.g., “My parents limit when I can use the internet (either by telling me or by configuring the
computer)”) and supervision (e.g., “My parents know who is in my list of contacts”). The responses are
in a Likert-type format with four alternatives (1 = completely false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = somewhat
true, 4 = completely true). High scores indicate high levels of either restriction or supervision.
The internal consistency of each factor in the sample in this study is adequate (α = 0.71 for the
restriction factor and α = 0.79 for the supervision factor).

2.3. Procedure

Once the participating schools and the questionnaires had been decided on, we sought permission
from each school’s management to carry out the study. We informed them of the research objectives
and the process, and the fact that it was voluntary and anonymous, and that the results would be
treated confidentially. Before completing the questionnaire, the students were also informed of the
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same information. The instrument was applied by the research team to all of the groups in each of the
schools during school hours.

2.4. Data Analysis

Firstly, we analysed the statistical guarantees from the High-Risk Internet Behaviours Questionnaire,
then we analysed the relationship between parental control and high-risk internet behaviours in
adolescence. For the former, we analysed the psychometric properties of the items using SPSS 24.0
software. Following that, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis using EQS 6.2 software, starting
from the polychoric correlation matrix, using the robust maximum likelihood method of estimation
given the non-normally distributed scores. Finally, we calculated the reliability for the questionnaire
in terms of internal consistency via Cronbach’s alpha. For the analysis of the relationship between
parental control and high-risk internet behaviours we calculated Spearman correlation coefficients,
partial correlation coefficients, and multiple linear regression, using SPSS 24.0 software.

3. Results

3.1. Validation of the High-Risk Internet Behaviours Questionnaire

3.1.1. Item Analysis

The proportion of participants who failed to answer each item, or gave invalid responses is
relatively insignificant (between 0.2% and 0.7%) as Table 1 shows. All of the alternatives were chosen
by some participants for each item. The standard deviations show that there was variability between
participants’ scores. According to the results of the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test (Table 1), the scores
for each item were not normally distributed. All of the items, except item 1, demonstrated positive
asymmetry, which means that the students tended to score the lower values in the scale (few high-risk
internet behaviours).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the application of the High-Risk Internet Behaviours Questionnaire to the
sample (N = 946).

Item
Scale Scores (%)

M SD
Asym.

(SE = 0.08)

Kurt.
(SE = 0.16)

Z ri-t
1 2 3 4 NA

1 23.3 21.5 35.5 19.5 0.3 2.51 1.05 −0.13 −1.19 7.02 * 0.32
2 31.0 30.4 25.6 12.6 0.4 2.20 1.02 0.32 −1.05 5.90 * 0.55
3 46.6 20.7 20.3 11.6 0.7 1.97 1.07 0.64 −0.96 8.76 * 0.50
4 32.9 29.8 23.8 13.2 0.3 2.17 1.03 0.37 −1.06 6.18 * 0.41
5 76.1 8.7 9.5 5.5 0.2 1.44 0.88 1.83 2.04 13.98 * 0.52
6 47.4 25.5 18.3 8.7 0.2 1.88 1.00 0.77 −0.63 8.80 * 0.55
7 85.9 8.9 3.6 1.3 0.3 1.20 0.55 3.10 9.74 15.37 * 0.34
8 77.1 13.3 6.2 3.0 0.4 1.35 0.73 2.18 4.06 13.98 * 0.52

Scale scores: 1= completely false; 2= somewhat false; 3= aomewhattrue; 4= completely true; NA= no answer or
null answer; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; Asym. = asymmetry; Kurt. = kurtosis; SE = standard error;
Z = Kolmogorov–Smirnov Z; ri-t = corrected item–total correlation. * p < 0.001.

The corrected item–total correlation (ri-t) was positive in all items, with values between 0.32 and
0.55, which indicates that they all contributed to measuring what the test measured, in the same
direction. The correlations between each of the questionnaire items were positive and statistically
significant in all cases, with values ranging between 0.11 and 0.46. Therefore, all of the items were
related, but not redundant.

3.1.2. FactorAnalysis

In order to examine the theoretical model fit to the empirical data, we performed a confirmatory
factor analysis. The model being tested is made up of a single factor (high-risk internet behaviours).
Each item in the questionnaire would be explained by this factor. The results indicate that this
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single-factor model adequately represents the data we obtained χSB
2 = 111.96; df = 20; χ2/df = 5.60;

NFI = 0.960; CFI = 0.967; RMSEA = 0.070 (90% CI: 0.057–0.082). The factorial weightings for each item
in the factor are moderate or high (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Factorial structure of the High-Risk Internet Behaviours Questionnaire (R = high-risk internet behaviours).

3.1.3. Reliability

Test reliability, as measured by internal consistency, was adequate. Cronbach’s alpha for the
overall scale was 0.84.

3.2. Relationship between Parental Control and High-Risk Internet Behaviours

The obtained Spearman correlation coefficients (Table 2) seem to show that the extent to which
adolescents report that their parents or guardians restrict or supervise their internet use is statistically
significantly negatively correlated with the extent to which the adolescentsrecognise their own high-risk
internet behaviours. This association, however, is relatively weak.

Table 2. Correlation between scores for parental internet restriction and supervision and adolescent
high-risk Internet behaviours (N = 946).

High-Risk Internet Behaviours

rS rab.c β

Restriction −0.12 *** −0.08 * 0.003
Supervision −0.16 *** −0.14 *** −0.141 ***

rs = Spearman correlation; rab.c = partial correlation, controlling for the effect of age; β = standardized regression
coefficients, including age, restriction, and supervision in the model. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

In the sample being analysed, age correlated negatively with parental rules (rS = −0.29; p < 0.001)
and supervision (rS = −0.28; p < 0.001) of internet use, and correlated positively with adolescents’
high-risk internet behaviours (rS = 0.19; p < 0.001). In order to show that the relationship between
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parental control and high-risk behaviours was not spurious, and explained by the relationship between
the two variables and age, we analysed the partial correlation between high-risk internet behaviours
and the two types of parental control, statistically controlling for the effect of age. As Table 2 shows,
the results are very similar to the zero order correlations.

However, multiple linear regression including age, restriction, and supervision in the model
shows that supervision, but not restriction, is significantly associated withadolescent high-risk internet
behaviours (Table 2). Restriction isstatistically significantly positively correlated with supervision
(rS = 0.60; p < 0.001).

4. Discussion

The main objective of this study was to analyse the relationship between parental control over
internet use (restriction or supervision) and high-risk internet behaviours in a sample of Spanish
adolescents. The results support the hypothesised negative relationship, but only for supervision.

This result fits with the idea that the family has a significant, although limited, influence over the
prevention of adolescent high-risk behaviours. Various possible reasons have been identified for this
limited influence (Navarro et al. 2013). One is that adults often do not understand the content of the
apps their children use, or how they work. The adolescents may have strategies to get around the
rules without leaving traces of their activities on their devices, which makes it more difficult to control.
As the children get older, they may also spend more time with their friends rather than family, and if
their friends encourage these behaviours, there is a higher risk that the adolescent will engage in them
(Sasson and Mesch 2014).

In this study, engaging in high-risk internet behaviours demonstrated a stronger (negative)
relationship with supervision than with restriction, as in previous research (Khurana et al. 2015).
It may suggest that control is more effective if the adolescents’ behaviour is monitored, rather than just
announcing a restriction or using a specific piece of software. Nonetheless, it is important to remember
that parental control over internet use tends to have positive effects, especially in open, affective
contexts which support adolescent autonomy, and negative effects in inconsistent and controlling
contexts (Gómez-Ortiz et al. 2015; Valkenburg et al. 2013).

A secondary objective in this study, essential to fulfil the main objective, was to design and
validate the High-Risk Internet Behaviours Questionnaire for adolescents. The results demonstrate
that the indicators chosen to measure the construct are appropriate, and that the test has adequate
psychometric properties of reliability and validity for the use it was designed for.

This study, therefore, represents a contribution to the field of research, in so far as it provides a new
tool for measuring high-risk internet behaviours in adolescence, and contributes to the clarification of
the relationship between parental control of internet use and engaging in high-risk internet behaviours
in adolescence. In order to prevent high-risk behaviours and, in turn, prevent their children from
becoming victims of cyber-aggression in adolescence, it is important for families to have some control
over their children’s internet activity. To be effective and not counterproductive, that control must
adapt to the adolescent’s maturity and need for autonomy (Ang 2015). The objective should be
to encourage a responsible autonomy, and not to impose restrictions on it. The control should be
exercised in an affective context, in which adolescents are encouraged to think critically about positive,
responsible Internet use.

While this research is a contribution to the field, it is not without limitations. In the first place,
this research was carried out with an incidental sample, extracted from a specific population limited
to certain ages and geographical areas. Therefore, any generalisation of the conclusions to other
ages or regions should be made with caution. In the second place, the research used adolescents’
self-reports. It would be useful in future to gather information from the families as well. Finally,
we used a correlational methodology, which means that the direction of the relationship cannot be
determined. The conclusions are made as a hypothesis for confirmation in the future using other
methodologies (such as longitudinal studies).
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Appendix A. High-Risk Internet Behaviours Questionnaire

Mark a cross (X) to indicate the extent to which you think each of the following statements are true.
Please only choose one answer from the four options available. Try to respond to all of the statements.

1 2 3 4

1. Permito que otras personas suban fotos o videos míos a Internet [I let
other people upload my photos or videos to the internet].

2. Agrego a mis redes sociales a gente que no conozco personalmente [I
add people to my social networks who I don’t know personally].

3. Me he comunicado alguna vez on-line con extraños (por ejemplo,
chateando) [I have communicated online with strangers (e.g., in chats)].

4. Suelo publicar información personal en mis redes sociales: qué voy a
hacer, dónde y con quién; fotos o vídeos personales o familiares;.. [I usually
publish personal information on my social networks: what I am going to
do, where, and who with; personal or family photos or videos . . . ].

5. He quedado alguna vez con alguien en persona que conocía sólo de
Internet [I have met up with someone in person who I had only previously
known online].

6. Doy mi número de teléfono a chicos o chicas a los que acabo de conocer
o conozco poco [I give my telephone number to boys or girls who I have
just met or who I don’t know very well].

7. He enviado alguna foto comprometida mía a otras personas a través del
teléfono móvil o Internet [I have sent compromising photos (mine or
belonging to someone else) by mobile phone or internet].

8. He intercambiado información personal mía con personas a las que solo
conozco de Internet [I have exchanged my personal information with
people who I have only known online].

1 = completely false; 2 = somewhat false; 3 = somewhat true; 4 = completely true.
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