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Abstract

Background: Cyberbullying, characterized by the use of digital means to harass or intimidate
individuals, has become a widespread issue among young people, causing significant mental
health problems. Unlike traditional bullies, the frequency and ubiquity of cyberbullying increase
its psychological impact. Therefore, this systematic review aimed to determine the evidence on
the mental health effects of cyberbullying in the young population.

Methods: Following the PRISMA guidelines, we conducted a comprehensive search for
research published in English between 2019 and 2024 across Google Scholar, PubMed, PsycINFO,
Cochrane Library, and EBSCOhost. We reviewed 1,200 articles, and after further filtering based
on study design and language, 100 articles were reviewed as full articles, of which eight met our
specific inclusion criteria. Data were extracted and quality assessed using the Effective Public
Health Practices Project (EPHPP) tool.

Results: Studies highlighted the high prevalence of cyberbullying among young people,
especially in Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Lebanon. The primary psychiatric outcomes associated with
cyberbullying are depression, anxiety, and stress. Factors such as urbanization, interpersonal
problems, and specific cyberbullying behaviors were significant predictors of poor mental health
outcomes.

Conclusion: Cyberbullying affects the mental health of young people, underscoring the need
for comprehensive prevention programs and targeted interventions. Future research should
explore practical ways to reduce the impact of cyberbullying and promote psychological well-
being in vulnerable populations.
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Introduction

Cyberbullying refers to the use of electronic communication tools, such as social media,
messaging apps, and gaming platforms, to deliberately and repeatedly harass, threaten, or
humiliate individuals®. Unlike traditional bullying, which typically occurs face-to-face and within
a limited setting like an educational institution or a workplace, cyberbullying can happen anytime
and anywhere, making it pervasive and relentless?3. This form of bullying can involve spreading
false rumors, sending threatening messages, or sharing private information without consent®.
Other terms related to cyberbullying may include “cyber-aggression,” “internet harassment,”
“online bullying,” and “electronic bullying,” all of which emphasize the digital nature of these
hostile behaviors®. Young adults are particularly susceptible to cyberbullying due to their
extensive use of digital devices and social media platforms®. The near-constant connectivity of
this demographic means they are continuously exposed to potential cyberbullying incidents”.
Additionally, the developmental stage of young adulthood involves significant social and
emotional changes, making individuals in this age group more vulnerable to the psychological
impacts of cyberbullying®. The anonymity provided by the internet often emboldens
perpetrators, while victims may feel helpless and trapped®. This widespread issue is supported
by numerous studies showing high rates of cyberbullying among young adults. This can lead to
adverse mental health outcomes such as depression, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts?®.

Cybercrime Acts have been passed worldwide to implement precautionary measures against
cyberbullying and protect its victims. For example, the Digital Charter in the UK regulates online
behavior and makes social media companies accountable for hosting harmful content?!. Similarly,
in the US, various states have enacted specific anti-cyberbullying laws requiring schools to
develop anti-bullying programs!?. Despite these legal measures, enforcing them is challenging
due to the transient and anonymous nature of cyberbullying'3. The mental health impact on
victims is profound; most report a decrease in self-esteem and an increase in stress levels, leading
to a withdrawal from certain activities!*. These mental health issues can significantly affect
academic performance, relationships, and overall well-being'®. Given the escalating issue of
cyberbullying and its severe mental health implications for young people, there is a pressing need
for a comprehensive review of the literature. Such a review aims to systematically examine and
consolidate existing literature on the mental health impacts of cyberbullying among young
adults, identify research gaps, and provide insights to enhance future studies and policymaking.
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Methodology

This systematic review was conducted following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines to ensure thorough research and
methodological rigor?®.

Sources of Information

We conducted a thorough search of the published research literature in the English language
from 2019 to 2024, using various digital databases such as Google Scholar, PubMed, PsycINFO,
Cochrane Library, and EBSCOhost. We chose these databases because they contain a vast amount
of literature on health topics, particularly cyberbullying and mental health.

Research Strategy

The search was conducted in two phases: initially in January 2024 and updated in April 2024 to
incorporate the most recent survey. We used the following combinations of keywords, i.e.
“cyberbullying” OR “bullying” AND “young adults” OR “youth” AND “mental health” OR “health”
OR “depression” OR “stress” OR “anxiety”. Furthermore, the references of selected articles were
also searched to identify other relevant studies.

Selection of Studies

Two researchers independently screened titles and abstracts. A third reviewer was also consulted
in disagreement, and consensus was reached. Thus, studies were evaluated and selected based
on the following eligibility criteria:

Cross-sectional survey studies included a young population aged 12-25 years, examining the
impact of cyberbullying through standardized instruments for use in assessing cyberbullying and
related psychiatric disorders and published in English. Whereas studies that focused on specific
subpopulations, such as young adults at risk for psychosis, with mental retardation,
developmental issues, and obesity, were excluded.

Data Extraction

Data was extracted from the selected studies using a data extraction form, which included sample
size and demographic information, sample characteristics, tools and methods for assessing
cyberbullying, and measures and reports associations between cyberbullying and various mental
ilinesses, including symptoms of depression, anxiety, and other mood disorders.

Quality Assessment

The effectiveness of the included studies was assessed using the Effective Public Health Practices
Project (EPHPP) tool. This tool examines various aspects of the study, including selection bias,
study design, confounding factors, blinding, data collection methods, and withdrawal or
withdrawal independence. Each study was rated as strong, moderate, or poor quality based on
these criteria.

Allied Medical Research Journal, Volume-Ii, Issue-II



Atif et al. Cyberbullying and Mental Well-heing

Results

Our comprehensive search for research published in English in several electronic databases from
2019 to 2024 yielded 1,200 studies on Google Scholar (n=400), PubMed (n=250), PsycINFO
(n=150), Cochrane Library (n=200) and EBSCOhost (n=200). However, after applying our inclusion
criteria, only eight studies that met our specific criteria for the impact of cyberbullying on mental
health outcomes were retrieved. Further, we ensured that only the most eligible and highest-
quality studies were included in our review to draw meaningful conclusions (Figure-1).

Studies from several databases
(n=1,200)

360 excluded due to
duplication

Identification

Number of potential articles
after screening titles
(n=840)

277 articles excluded;

o0
g 210 due to study design
8 67 due to language
s} Number of potential articles
@ after screening abstracts
(n=563)
536 articles excluded;
280 due to population
Py 89 due to irrelevant
b comparison
o]
o Full-text studies assessed for 167 due to outcomes
w eligibility
(n=27)

19 excluded after critical
appraisal

Studies included in Systematic-
Review
(n=8)

Figure-1 showing PRISMA Flow of Studies

Synthesis of Study Findings

Studies included in the review examined the prevalence of cyberbullying and health outcomes
associated with different populations. Touhemi et al.}” and AlQaderi et al.'® reported that in
addition to cyberbullying among teenagers and college students, other factors such as urban life,
interpersonal problems, and low education are also associated with cyberbullying. These findings
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are consistent with those of Alrajeh et al.?3, who highlighted a significant relationship between
cyberbullying experiences and depressive symptoms. Similarly, Savani et al.?° found a positive
relationship between exposure to cyberbullying and levels of depression and anxiety, citing the
impact of cyberbullying on mental health. Bitar et al.?! further highlighted the issue of
cyberbullying, where gender and sexual cyberbullying were associated with more significant
stress and depression, especially among Lebanese youth. Additionally, Skilbred-Fjeld, Reme and
Mossige?* demonstrated the significant impact of cyberbullying on mental health, which the
victims of cyberbullying reported being the most affected (e.g., self-harm, suicide, and violent
behavior). These findings highlight the need for urgent interventions to address cyberbullying
and reduce its negative impact on mental health across society (Table-1).

Table-1 Characteristics of Included Studies

Author
(Year)

Population Characteristics

Study Design

Findings on Cyberbullying and Mental
Health Outcomes

Students enrolled |n. public 47% adolescents experiences cyberbullying
. secondary educational . L . .
Touhemi et al. e . Cross-sectional | with significant proportion of cyberbullying
17 instituitions in the Sfax - ; .
(2024) . N study victims showed strong correlation with
region, Tunisia with depression, anxiety and stress
average age of 16.65 years P ’ ¥
Albikawi Saudi female nursing Descriptive Prevalence of cyberbullying was 20.67%
(2023)8 students aged 20.80+1.62 | cross-sectional with 49.16% internet addiction, 34.64%
years study anxiety and 30.17% depression symptoms
. . Positi lati lIvi
AlQaderi et al. Unlv§r5|ty studen.ts Cross-sectional ositive corre athn Petwgen cyk?erbu ying
19 studying at UAE with and phone addiction with anxiety and
(2023) study .
average age of 21 years depression
. . 38.35% students experiences moderate to
. Medical students in . . e .
Savani et al. . Cross-sectional severe cyberbullying victimization with
20 Western India aged 20.65 - o . .
(2023) ears survey significant association with depression and
¥ anxiety
Gender, age, sexual cyberbullying in
Bitar et al. Lebanese students aged Cross-sectional | cyberspace and inserting malicious content
(2023)% 13 to 16 years old study in cyberspace were significantly associated
with higher levels of anxiety and depression
Cyberbullying was reported among 11.1%
Isa et al. (2021) Malaysian school children | Cross-sectional students with significant (p<0.05)
) aged 13 to 17 years study associations with stress, anxiety and
depression
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Students at Qatar 35.5% students were the cyberbully-victims
Alrajeh et al. . . Cross-sectional | while 29.2% were cyberbullies whereas 50%
23 university aged 18 to 24 .
(2021) oars study students reported symptoms of depression
¥ on Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9)
Th I f llyi 9
Skilbred-Fjeld, Norwegian high school . . e prevalence of cyberbu ylng \A{a.s >%
. Cross-sectional | with late adolescents reported significantly
Reme & Mossige students aged 18 to 21 . L
21 study more self-harm, suicide attempts, antisocial
(2020) years . . .
behavior, anxiety and depression.

Study’s Quality Analysis

Evaluation using the Effective Public Health Practices Project (EPHPP) tool showed that all
included studies demonstrated low selection bias and robust study design. However, there was
no blinding in the studies, which may introduce bias in outcome analysis. Although most studies
adequately addressed confounding factors, lack of blinding may have affected the reliability of
the findings. Overall, the studies were identified as moderate in quality, reflecting the robust but
incomplete approach to screening for cyberbullying and its impact on mental health outcomes
(Table-2).

Table-2 Quality Assessment of Included Studies

Data

suty SN S AT nipgeg  colecion WO Qv
2 Methods s E

Touhemi et

et || v x| ¢ [

?zl?)lzk;)lw; v v X X v v Moderate

moersl v || | x| i s

Savani et

al. (2023)%° 4 4 v X v v Moderate

Bit t al.

ool v v | v | x| ¢ [

Isa et al.

(szaotzel)azz v v v X v v Moderate
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Alrajeh et

al. (2021)% v v v X v v Moderate

Skilbred-
Fjeld,
Reme & v v v X v v Moderate
Mossige
(2020)*

Discussion

These reviews provide valuable insights into the prevalence of cyberbullying and associated
mental health outcomes across populations and settings. Touhemi et al.'’ reported that young
adults experienced high rates of victimization, which highlighted the need for prevention
programs to address mental health, internet misuse, and self-esteem. Savani et al.?%further
highlighted the negative impact of cyberbullying on the psychological well-being of medical
students in Western India. They highlighted the need for interventions to protect their mental
health. Bitar et al.?, focusing on Lebanese adolescents, identified gender, age, and specific
cyberbullying behaviours as essential predictors of anxiety and depression, emphasizing the
importance of strategies for early detection and prevention. Isa et al. reported a high prevalence
of bullying among Malaysian students, with bullying showing significant associations with stress,
anxiety and depression. Alrajeh et al.?® revealed comparatively high levels of antisocial attitudes
and behaviours and emphasized the need for targeted prevention interventions and treatment
strategies. Studies in Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Lebanon found exceptionally high mental health
outcomes related to cyberbullying, which suggests that cultural and social factors may play a role
in the prevalence of cyberbullying and its impact on mental health outcomes. Therefore,
Addressing cyberbullying and promoting psychological bullying in adolescents and young adult
well-being is integral. The strength of this systematic review is the comprehensive approach to
collecting evidence from multiple studies across populations and settings. The inclusion of
research from a variety of sources provides a broader understanding of the world, both the
prevalence of bullying and the impact of cyberbullying on mental health outcomes. Furthermore,
differences in research methodologies and definitions of cyberbullying may have influenced the
comparability of findings between studies.

Recommendations based on the findings of this study include developing and implementing a
comprehensive prevention program targeting adolescents and young adults, focusing on positive
online behaviours, and promoting and enhancing supportive school and community
environments. Future research on the prevalence of cyberbullying and its impact on mental
health promotion in different populations with Effective strategies should also be explored in
reducing interference.
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Conclusion

Cyberbullying represents a significant public health concern with adverse effects on the
psychological well-being of adolescents worldwide. The findings of this systematic review
highlight the need for concerted efforts by policymakers, educators, parents, and health
professionals to prevent cyberbullying and promote positive mental health outcomes among
vulnerable populations.

Acknowledgments
None.

Conflict of Interest
None.

Grant Support and Funding Disclosure
None.

References

1. Gakar-Mengi S, Mengu M. Cyberbullying As A Manifestation Of Violence On Social Media.
Multidisciplinary Perspectives In Educational And Social Sciences Vi. 2023 Dec;47.

2. Saloojee N. The prevalence of traditional bullying and cyber-bullying among university
students (Doctoral dissertation, Faculty of Humanities, University of Witwatersrand,
Johannesburg).

3. Sabella RA. Cyberbullying: who, what, where, why, and what now?. Counseling and
Human Development. 2009 Apr 1;41(8):1.

4. Sonone SS, Sankhla MS, Kumar R. Cyber bullying. InCombating the exploitation of children
in cyberspace: emerging research and opportunities 2021 (pp. 1-18). IGl global.

5. Miladenovié¢ M, OSmjanski V, Stankovi¢ SV. Cyber-aggression, cyberbullying, and cyber-
grooming: A survey and research challenges. ACM Computing Surveys (CSUR). 2021 Jan
2;54(1):1-42.

6. Alismaiel OA. Digital media used in education: the influence on cyberbullying behaviors
among youth students. International journal of environmental research and public health.
2023 Jan 12;20(2):1370.

7. Aizenkot D. Social networking and online self-disclosure as predictors of cyberbullying
victimization among children and youth. Children and Youth Services Review. 2020 Dec
1;119:105695.

8. Carvalho M, Branquinho C, de Matos MG. Cyberbullying and bullying: Impact on
psychological symptoms and well-being. Child Indicators Research. 2021 Feb;14(1):435-
52.

265




Atif et al. Cyberbullying and Mental Well-being

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

Parmar S, Dutt S. Impact of Cyberbullying and Cyber Victimisation on Adolescents Well-
being. International Journal of Interdisciplinary Approaches in Psychology. 2024 May
1;2(5):823-52.

Dennehy R, Meaney S, Cronin M, Arensman E. The psychosocial impacts of
cybervictimisation and barriers to seeking social support: Young people’s perspectives.
Children and youth services review. 2020 Apr 1;111:104872.

Javed N, Ahmed T, Faisal M. Cyberbullying and The Laws: A Legal Barrier To Prevent Cyber
Crimes.

Prince H. Anti-bully legislation: Effects for youth in United States schools. Justice
Evaluation Journal. 2020 Jul 2;3(2):245-66.

Basak C. Protection of Child from Cyber Bullying: A Comparative Legal Analysis. National
Law University Assam Law Review. 2021 Feb 7.

Suhita BM, Ratih N, Priyanto KE. Psychological impact on victims of sexual violence:
Literature review. STRADA Jurnal Iimiah Kesehatan. 2021 May 30;10(1):1412-23.

Scherer LA, Leshner Al, editors. Mental health, substance use, and wellbeing in higher
education: Supporting the whole student. National Academies Press; 2021 Mar 5.

Page MJ, McKenzie JE, Bossuyt PM, Boutron |, Hoffmann TC, Mulrow CD, Shamseer L,
Tetzlaff JM, Akl EA, Brennan SE, Chou R. The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated
guideline for reporting systematic reviews. Bmj. 2021 Mar 29;372.

Touhemi DB, Maryam C, Khaoula K, Hela A, Yousr M. Cyberbullying and mental distress
among adolescents in secondary school: Tunisian cross sectional study.

Albikawi ZF. Anxiety, Depression, Self-Esteem, Internet Addiction and Predictors of
Cyberbullying and Cybervictimization among Female Nursing University Students: A Cross
Sectional Study. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health. 2023
Feb 28;20(5):4293.

AlQaderi N, Banibella Abdelmagied Elamin A, Yasser Abdelraouf Abdelmonem K, Teir HJ,
Andrade G. Phone addiction, cyberbullying, and mental health amongst young adults in
the United Arab Emirates: a cross-sectional study. BMC psychology. 2023 Oct 6;11(1):313.
Savani CD, Jani MP, Patel AH, Modi PR, Odedara VK. Cyberbullying Victimisation and
Psychological Well-being: A Cross-sectional Study among Medical Students in Western
India. JOURNAL OF CLINICAL AND DIAGNOSTIC RESEARCH. 2023 May 1;17(5):VC10-5.
Bitar Z, Elias MB, Malaeb D, Hallit S, Obeid S. Is cyberbullying perpetration associated with
anxiety, depression and suicidal ideation among lebanese adolescents? Results from a
cross-sectional study. BMC psychology. 2023 Feb 24;11(1):53.

Lokman Md Isa M, Aina Mocktar N, Nabeel Ibrahim W, Said Nurumal M, Kamil Che Hasan
M. A Cross-Sectional Study on Bullying and Psychological Disturbances among Malaysian
School Children.

Alrajeh SM, Hassan HM, Al-Ahmed AS, Alsayed Hassan D. An investigation of the
relationship between cyberbullying, cybervictimization and depression symptoms: A

Allied Medical Research Journal, Volume-Ii, Issue-II



Atif et al. Cyberbullying and Mental Well-heing

cross sectional study among university students in Qatar. PLoS one. 2021 Dec
9;16(12):e0260263.

24. Skilbred-Fjeld S, Reme SE, Mossige S. Cyberbullying involvement and mental health
problems among late adolescents. Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial Research on
Cyberspace. 2020;14(1).

/ AUTHORS’ CONTRIBUTION \

The following authors have made substantial contributions to the manuscript as under:

Conception or Design: Atif A, Jehangir S
Acquisition, Analysis or Interpretation of Data: Atif A, Khalid SS, Sajid A

Manuscript Writing & Approval: Jehangir S, Khalid SS, Sajid A

All the authors agree to be accountable for all aspects of the work in ensuring that questions related to the accuracy or

\ integrity of any part of the work are appropriately investigated and resolved. /

@ @ Copyright © 2024. Atif et al. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution-Non-commercial 4.0 International License, which permits unrestricted use,
distribution & reproduction in any medium provided that original work is cited properly.

267




