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Abstract

Cyberbullying is a major public health problem among adolescents worldwide. Research shows that there is a link
between cyberbullying and mental health problems. Adolescent victims of cyberbullying suffer from diverse negative
effects such as stress, anxiety, depression, poor self-esteem, isolation, and suicidal ideation. Schools have attempted to
address this by introducing measures, including raising awareness of cyberbullying among adolescents, launching Inter-
net safety campaigns, and enacting regulations to stop cyberbullying. However, salient effects have not been reported
to date. Research reports that self-compassion training is effective in reducing mental health problems and beneficial
for adolescents. This narrative review aims to review the literature on cyberbullying in adolescence and propose effec-
tive measures to stop it. Self-compassion training is proposed as an effective intervention to stop cyberbullying among
adolescents. This review further discusses how schools can implement self-compassion training to stop cyberbullying
in adolescents. Findings will help policymakers and stakeholders of schools, colleges, and universities to incorporate
self-compassion training into school curricula to help support victims of cyberbullying.
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1 Introduction

Cyberbullying is an increasingly major global public health concern, especially among adolescents and this has led to a
renewed research interest across the world [1-5]. In many OECD nations, cyberbullying is a top-priority policy concern [6].
Cyberbullying occurs in various forms on several digital devices and communication technologies such as PCs and mobile
phones, over the Internet via the web, messaging platforms, email, social media platforms, and gaming platforms [1, 4, 7,
8]. Cyberbullying is repeated behaviour aimed at angering, shaming, or scaring those who are targeted [7]. Over the past
several decades, research into bullying in adolescence has received increased attention [9]. Research suggests that being
a victim of cyberbullying has a serious negative effect on adolescents’' mental health such as resulting in poor self-esteem,
suicidal ideation, poor academic performance, and eating disorders [5, 10-12]. Furthermore, cyber dating abuse has also
been prevalent among adolescents, especially during online dating [13-15]. Cyberdating abuse as described in the extant
literature on partner abuse refers to aggressive behaviours of repeated surveillance of the partner [13-15].
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YouTube, Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook, WhatsApp, TikTok, and Twitter [8, 16] are the most popular online platforms
for teenagers. About 95% of teens claim to have access to a smartphone while 45% claim they are almost constantly online
[16]. In the U.S., 36% of middle and high school students admitted having been victims of bullying at a point in their life and
this has been exacerbated by social media [17, 18]. In the U.S. alone, many teens (59%) who believe that cyberbullying is a
major problem for people their age have experienced online bullying or harassment [16]. These teens also think that the
issue of cyberbullying has not been addressed by school authorities, social media companies, and government agencies [16].
Globally, schools and students were affected by the COVID-19 Pandemic lockdown. As a result, many schools had to adopt
home-schooling, online learning/distance learning and many schools were forced to go home-schooling, online/distance
learning [19, 20]. There is evidence that social isolation can negatively impact the well-being of students [21].

The result from a cross-sectional study conducted in Europe involving Germany, Greece, Iceland, Romania, Netherlands,
Poland, and Spain shows that the highest rate of cyber victimisation was found in Romania (37.3%) while the lowest rate was
found in Spain (13.3%) [22]. Another study conducted in six European countries with samples drawn from Spain, Romania,
Italy, Poland, Portugal, and the United Kingdom included a total of 1146 secondary school students (698 females and 448
males) between the ages of 13 and 16 years [23]. Overall, 37.2% of female participants and 35.0% of male participants indi-
cated that they had experienced bullying or cyberbullying [23]. Adolescents who had encountered physical and/or sexual
abuse before the age of 15, witnessed domestic violence against their mothers, or experienced intimate partner violence
were more prone to being victims of bullying and/or cyberbullying [23]. Students who experienced perceived social sup-
port from their teachers and classmates, along with possessing higher self-esteem, correlated with a decreased likelihood
of falling victim to cyberbullying [23].

Cyberbullying among adolescents in Asian countries is also prevalent [24-26]. Studies indicate a significant prevalence
of cyberbullying, reaching as high as 64.32% among Chinese college students [24]. Adolescents in Xi'an, China, provided
self-report data through surveys. In total, 22.2% of the sample reported experiencing cyberbullying victimization at some
point in their lives, while 6.3% reported such experiences within the past year [27].

A cross-sectional study investigated the cyberbullying experiences and coping mechanisms of 484 students across four
secondary schools in urban Vietnam [26]. The study also explored how various forms of support mediate the associations
between cyberbullying and mental health issues in adolescents [26]. Approximately 11.6% of students reported personal
experiences of at least one cyberbullying act in the past three months, while 28.3% stated that they had observed such
incidents during the same period [26]. Among those who were victimised, only 48.2% made an attempt to intervene and
stop the perpetrators [26]. In contrast, a majority of the observers fell into the "Intervene" category, actively attempting to
report instances of cyberbullying or assist the victims [26].

There is sufficient evidence that cyberbullying causes significant levels of loneliness, anxiety, and depression than tradi-
tional forms of bullying [28]. This results in most times in suicidal ideation and suicide [28]. The recurrence and persistence
of cyberbullying, what started as just a brief chat or posting results in serious problems making victims more vulnerable in
schools and the community that they reside in. The victims struggle to cope and sometimes become isolated which results
in the deterioration of both their physical and psychological well-being [29]. Moreover these adolescent victims may suffer
poor academic performance as they struggle to cope problems of concentration and lack of motivation [28, 30, 31]. The stress
of having to suffer this alone may sometimes lead adolescent cyberbullying victims to seek coping strategies such as alcohol,
drugs, and substance misuse [32, 33]. Their physical and psychological well-being becomes exacerbated and consequently,
they become suicidal [34, 35].

In the early waves of the COVID-19 pandemic for example, in most Western European countries, cases of the virus were
reported [36, 37], there was a spike in the amount of information and the number of people present online, especially on
social media and this includes many adolescents [8, 31, 38]. Recent studies show that adolescents who are victims of cyber-
bullying report increased anxiety, loneliness, depressive affect, suicidal behaviour, and somatic symptoms [2, 4, 39, 40], and
complete suicide [8].

2 Objective

We aim to conduct a narrative review of the literature on cyberbullying among adolescents, emphasising the link
between cyberbullying and mental health problems. We highlight the common negative effects experienced by ado-
lescent victims of cyberbullying, including stress, anxiety, depression, poor self-esteem, isolation, and suicidal idea-
tion. Finally, we suggest self-compassion training to protect victims of cyberbullying among adolescents in schools.
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3 Method

This is a narrative review of the literature.

3.1 Preventive measures to prevent cyberbullying

Strategies for the prevention of cyberbullying have not proven effective and research on effective preventive meas-
ures is lacking [3, 41]. Providing information for school personnel, parents, and youth has been a common preventive
measure to prevent cyberbullying [42]. While there is evidence that preventive measures are necessary, consensus on
how to address the problems of cyberbullying is lacking. [42]. An attempt made by a German-based curriculum for
11- to 12-year-olds (Surf-fair) that is delivered in a 90-min session only yielded substantial reductions in cyberbullying
victimisation, however, it was less effective in reducing cyberbullying perpetration [42]. Medical professionals, for
example, paediatricians can support victims and their families only if they are adequately trained to play key roles
in caring for and supporting the social and developmental well-being of children [5, 11, 43].

Smith et al. reported pupils recommended blocking and avoiding messages from perpetrators and reporting the
cases as the best coping strategies. However, many victims never told anyone about their cyberbullying experience
[44]. A qualitative study, Pennell et al. conducted in Australia revealed that societal influences, rather than ineffective
school practices, were to blame for the continued presence of cyberbullying [45]. Therefore, an intervention target-
ing a wider population extending beyond students such as the incorporation of self-compassion training into both
teacher training programmes and school curriculum is required.

3.2 Supporting both victims and perpetrators of cyberbullying through self-compassion

Research shows that there is a relationship between cyberbullying victimisation and mental health conditions such
as anxiety and depression [46]. Chu et al. suggest that hopelessness partially mediated the relationships between
cyberbullying victimisation and anxiety and depression. Furthermore, Chu et al. suggest that there are direct effects of
cyberbullying victimisation on anxiety and depression. They observed that self-compassion moderated the mediation
effects of hopelessness [46]. It was also observed that these effects were specifically much stronger in adolescents
with lower self-compassion [46]. According to recent research, gratitude is negatively correlated with cyberbullying
perpetration which suggests that self-compassion and gratitude can be learned to help cyberbullying perpetrators
reduce or change their bullying behaviours [47].

Self-compassion training can benefit both the victims in that the victims learn healthy coping strategies to protect
themselves when they are targeted. Research shows that victims of cyberbullying exhibit symptoms of mental distress
such as stress, anxiety, depression, loneliness, lack of academic motivation, problems of concentration, insomnia,
and suicidal ideation [28, 30, 31, 34, 35]. Similarly, perpetrators of cyberbullying will benefit from self-compassion
training in that they learn to be kind to others the way they would want others to be kind to them in return. This has
the potential to enable perpetrators of cyberbullying to develop a sense of empathy and consider the harm that
they may be causing others and consequently, they would stop attacking others [48, 49].

Cyberdating abuse victimization (CDAV) is common among female adolescents [15]. In a cross-sectional study,
Wang et al. studied a sample of 420 female adolescents who had been in intimate relationships during the past
year. The participants were aged 13 to 17 years (mean age = 15.78 years) [15]. The results show that a total of 49% of
participants reported experiencing CDAV in the past year, and CDAV exposure was directly related to experiential
avoidance and indirectly to self-compassion [15]. Self-compassion and experiential avoidance were significantly
associated with CDAV in participants with low interpersonal flexibility [15].

Recent research conducted by Fasihi and Abolghasemi and Muzquiz et al. highlights the significant impacts of engag-
ing in bullying behaviours. They suggest that being a victim of cyberbullying has serious negative impacts on the health
and well-being of both perpetrators and victims. Fasihi and Abolghasemi specifically demonstrate that students who
engage in bullying have more problems with emotional processing. [50]. They suggest that perpetrators of bullying
significantly score lower in their ability to suppress weak emotional experiences, mindfulness, self-kindness, and com-
mon humanity when compared to the victims [50]. This implies that in bullies and their victims, emotional processing
and self-compassion are severely impaired [50]. Consequently, bullies and their victims both suffer severe damage to
their emotional processing and self-compassion [50].
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Furthermore, a recent study, by Muzquiz et al. suggests that relational and direct bullying were both associated with
lower scores in positive affect and negative affect, whereas direct bullying was associated with only negative affect. [51].
The study further suggests that having high levels of self-compassion was strongly correlated with positive emotions, and
self-compassion was a partial mediator between bullying (whether relational or direct) and negative emotions [51]. This
study adds to existing evidence that self-compassion may be an important component in the prevention and interven-
tion programmes for victims of bullying [51]. A study suggests the use of empathy, compassion, and self-compassion
can enhance well-being by helping to reduce suffering because of cyberbullying [52].

3.3 Incorporating self-compassion training into the school curriculum

Self-compassion is commonly defined as kindness and understanding towards oneself in difficult times [53]. This salu-
togenic construct comprises three components: being kind to oneself rather than being critical, believing in common
humanity by accepting one’s suffering as part of life rather than isolating oneself, and avoiding over-identifying with one’s
distress by being mindful of it [54-57]. Self-compassion is the ability to support oneself when experiencing challenges
in life such as pain or suffering—even though this is caused by external circumstances or inadequacies and personal
mistakes [58, 59]. Mental health-related issues such as low self-esteem, depression, anxiety, increased stress, and acting
out violently have been associated with cyberbullying, even long after the bullying has stopped [2, 60]. Self-compassion
and self-compassion training has been proven to be effective for people suffering from several mental health-related
problems such as stress, anxiety, and depression [61, 62], therefore, self-compassion and self-compassion training can be
suggested to support both victims and perpetrators of cyberbullying. Cyberbully victims sometimes get ostracised and
consequently leading them to become isolated [60] and even suicidal [2]. In a recent study Egan et al., there is evidence
that self-compassion can be effective for several mental health problems such as stress, anxiety, and depression. Evidence
shows that adolescents with higher self-compassion have lower levels of anxiety and depression [63]. Additionally, they
noted the importance of self-compassion for anxiety and depression and suggested the need for tailored interventions
which are inclusive to address diversity in the adolescent population [63].

A recent randomised controlled trial [64], suggests self-compassion training to be promising for improving psycho-
logical well-being. To determine whether self-compassion training can mitigate the symptoms of social anxiety disorder
(SAD), a self-guided self-compassion training program was evaluated [64]. The study shows that learning how to be self-
compassionate through self-compassion training may be effective for improving psychological well-being [64]. Finding
suggests that, when compared to both the waitlist condition and applied relaxation training, self-compassion training
produced greater clinically significant benefits in self-compassion and reduced fear of self-compassion [64].

4 Discussion

In this review, we introduce self-compassion training as a proposed effective intervention for reducing mental health
problems related to cyberbullying among adolescents. We emphasise the existing evidence supporting the effective-
ness of self-compassion training and its potential benefits for adolescents. This review suggests that incorporating
self-compassion training into school curricula could be a practical and impactful strategy for preventing and address-
ing the negative consequences of cyberbullying. One of the obstacles that makes a supposedly happy, harmless, and
positive school life difficult is cyberbullying which causes harm and suffering to many young and adolescent students
[65]. This has led many adolescents in several countries across the world to commit suicide indicating the seriousness
of this problem [65].

The challenges posed by cyberbullying transcend geographic boundaries and defy confinement to any country. Con-
sequently, addressing this issue necessitates collaborative efforts on an international level. [3]. Moreover, the technology
gap between children and their parents may prevent some parents from supporting their children, therefore, schools
should support parents by supporting their students [66]. Attempts to stop cyberbullying in schools have posed serious
challenges to date. For students to be confident enough to reveal their troubles, school authorities should also provide
self-compassion routes [67].

The research on cyberbullying has experienced rapid growth in recent years, offering fresh perspectives on its preva-
lence and shedding light on the characteristics of adolescents who are prone to being cyberbullied and those inclined to
engage in cyberbullying. Moreover, this research explores the relationship between these traits and mental well-being [6].
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Cyberbullying is both a social and psychological problem [17, 18] which has been identified as a significant vulnerability
factor in the development of some mental health challenges among adolescents [46]. Studies show that perpetrators of
cyberbullying are more likely to report aggressive behaviours, increased substance use, and delinquent behaviours [3].

Self-compassion training [68] can be integrated into school curricula where students will learn self-compassion skills
that they can incorporate into their daily routines. The course will be offered across 8 weeks. Self-compassion can be
learned and practised by attending self-compassion training sessions. Adolescent students will be able to practice mind-
fulness which is a core and inseparable component of self-compassion [69, 70]. Students will be able to learn healthy
coping strategies to protect and support themselves against the negative impacts of cyberbullying. Mindfulness is the
act of purposefully paying attention and being in the present moment while being aware of what is going on inside of
us as we experience each moment after another and being non-judgemental [71, 72]. Mindfulness is offered mostly in
8-week block sessions as mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT), and
mindfulness-based relapse prevention (MBRP) [73].

There is strong evidence that the COVID-19 pandemic may have influenced the increased use of social media plat-
forms [31], and subsequently impact cyberbullying among adolescents via social media [8, 31]. Education systems have
responded to this issue in a variety of ways, including by raising awareness of it, helping kids in schools, launching
Internet safety campaigns, and enacting regulations and laws to stop cyberbullying [6]. There are several empirically
tested interventions with the goal of assisting victims and decreasing perpetration, but more knowledge is required on
how to create and scale up efficient interventions [6]. The existing body of literature further emphasises the necessity
of developing a universally accepted definition of cyberbullying and the necessity of doing research to determine its
causes and effects [6].

Evidence shows that there is a link between cyberbullying and mental health problems, and it is suggested that girls
suffer more from cyberbullying than boys [74]. It is argued that exposure to cyberbullying is one of the areas where digital
transformation yields worse outcomes for females than for males [74]. Data available in some OECD countries shows
that approximately 12% of females under the age of 15 reports having experienced cyberbullying, compared to 8% of
boys [74]. Griffiths and Kuss for example, suggest insights into why more girls than boys are affected by cyberbullying.
Research shows that 40% of girls and only 6% of boys claimed Facebook to be the most important thing in their life [66,
75]. In all OECD countries except Denmark, Israel, and Spain, more girls than boys report being targeted by digital media
(OECD, 2022). Along with Ireland and the UK, some Eastern European nations [74], UAE [76], and some countries in Africa
including Nigeria [77] and Ghana [78] also have high rates of cyberbullying.

The COVID-19 pandemic that resulted in a global lockdown forced schools worldwide to close while some schools
adopted online learning [20, 79]. As a result, millions of adolescents worldwide were exposed to the dangers of
being potential victims of cyberbullying [20, 79]. Valkenburg, Peter, and Schouten, for example, suggest that adolescents
who mostly received negative feedback on their social media posts may develop low self-esteem and consequently,
poorer well-being [66, 80]. According to recent studies, cyberbullying causes adolescents to experience increased anxiety,
loneliness, depressive symptoms, suicidal behaviour, and somatic symptoms, as well as complete suicide [2, 34, 81, 82].

Although perpetrators of cyberbullying are also possible perpetrators of traditional bullying, cyberbullying may be
more dangerous since perpetrators can always act anonymously and connect easily with their victims [3, 83]. Self-
compassion can be put in a simple way for adolescents in schools to understand. Self-compassion enables those who
are undergoing suffering to turn compassion towards themselves [58]. This means that we are kind and understanding
towards ourselves rather than being harshly self-critical when we make mistakes, fail, or feel inadequate [58, 68, 70]. When
we face challenges and difficulties in our lives, we give support and encouragement to ourselves rather than being cold
and judgmental towards ourselves [58].

The concept of self-compassion may be different for young adolescents as compared to adults due to their limited
exposure [63]. Therefore, it is important to develop self-compassion training tailored to the anxiety and depression
experienced by adolescents [63]. It is worthwhile to integrate self-compassion training not only into schools’ curriculum
but also in teacher training programmes. Consequently, this will enhance the development of a culture of compassion
within the school community. Self-compassion can be nurtured in the classroom by providing a supportive environment
[84]. Exercises that emphasize self-compassion, mindfulness and a sense of common humanity may be incorporated
throughout the curriculum to promote self-kindness and mindfulness [84]. Additionally, to enhance a culture of compas-
sionate leadership [85] in schools, leaders of schools may also benefit from self-compassion training to enable them to
nurture compassion in themselves and in those they lead.

Self-compassion training is proven to be effective and beneficial for several mental health problems such as stress,
anxiety, depression, and feelings of loneliness [86, 87]. Evidence suggests self-compassion training may enhance student
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resilience and academic motivation in students suffering from poor academic motivation and poor mental health [88].
Among some of the consequences of cyberbullying is eating disorders and there is evidence that self-compassion can
be helpful against eating disorders [12]. Additionally, a recent study suggests self-compassion training to be effective
on work-related well-being across diverse cultures [89].

4.1 Suggestions for stakeholders and policymakers

Our review suggests that self-compassion training will be effective in supporting adolescent victims of cyberbullying.
We hereby suggest recommendations for stakeholders and policymakers for the successful implementation of self-
compassion training in schools to address the problem of cyberbullying.

Research shows that online mental health courses are effective in supporting students who may be struggling with
mental health issues [90]. Accordingly, self-compassion training can be incorporated into online training (CITE) [91] to
both prevent cyberbullying and protect would-be victims of cyberbullying.

We advocate for the following:

1. We advocate for the integration of self-compassion training modules within existing health and mental health cur-
ricula in schools. It is essential to ensure that these self-compassion training modules are age-appropriate and align
with educational standards.

2. Teacher training programmes should be developed to equip educators with the knowledge and skills required to
effectively deliver self-compassion training. These trainings can involve seminars, workshops, and online training
sessions.

3. Organise awareness campaigns targeting parents, teachers, and school administrators to emphasise the importance
of self-compassion training in preventing and addressing cyberbullying by highlighting the potential positive impact
on mental health outcomes for adolescents.

4. Fostering collaboration between schools and mental health professionals to provide additional support for adolescent
students undergoing self-compassion training as this collaboration can enhance the effectiveness of the training
because it can ensure proper monitoring of the participants’ well-being.

5. Ensuring that self-compassion training is incorporated into school policies to enable self-compassion training to be
integrated into formal components of the schools’ anti-bullying policies.

6. Engaging local communities by fostering community engagement programmes to garner support for the imple-
mentation of self-compassion training in schools. This will enable the collaboration of mental health advocates,
communities, parents, and local communities to develop a comprehensive network of support.

7. Assessing the effectiveness of self-compassion training programmes by establishing robust evaluation and monitor-
ing protocols. This can be done by regularly collecting data on mental health outcomes, cyberbullying incidents, and
student feedback in order to make informed adjustments to the training.

8. Ensure national and international collaboration to facilitate collaboration between educational authorities to share
experiences, best practices, resources, and research findings related to self-compassion training. This can be achieved
by creating a network for cross-cultural adaptation and learning.

9. Ensure continuous research to assess the long-term impact of self-compassion training on curbing cyberbullying
and improving mental health outcomes. The research findings can be used continuously to refine and enhance the
training.

4.2 Limitations

This review is based on a narrative review of the literature and does not elaborate on the specific methodologies used
in the literature review and as a result, there could be some potential biases in the review. While we suggest valuable
insights and propose self-compassion training as a promising intervention for addressing cyberbullying among adoles-
cents, we essentially acknowledge potential limitations in this review to enhance the transparency and applicability of
the findings we report. Moreover the methodology of assessing self-compassion is still being refined [92]. This review
has another limitation by not considering potential cultural or societal variations in the effectiveness of self-compassion
training. Cultural differences in attitudes toward mental health and the acceptance of self-compassion interventions may
impact successful implementation [93-95].

@ Springer



Discover Psychology (2024) 41 | https://doi.org/10.1007/s44202-023-00110-5 Review

5 Conclusion

There is an urgent need to examine cyberbullying among adolescents considering its international (global) public health
concern. Self-compassion training is effective and beneficial for several mental health problems such as stress, anxi-
ety, depression, and feelings of loneliness that have been noted to be associated with cyberbullying. It is imperative
to address cyberbullying among adolescents. Additionally, policymakers and stakeholders of schools, colleges, and
universities may consider incorporating self-compassion training into school curricula to help support both adolescent
victims and their peers who are perpetrators to cope with and stop cyberbullying. More research on cyberbullying and
effective preventive measures is required.

Our review proposes to inform policymakers and stakeholders in educational institutions about the significance of the
cyberbullying issue, the limitations of current measures, and the potential effectiveness of self-compassion training as an
intervention. There are significant negative impacts of cyberbullying on the mental well-being of adolescents who have
been victims of cyberbullying. The victims of cyberbullying exhibit symptoms of stress, anxiety, depression, insomnia,
eating disorders, and suicidal ideation. There is sufficient evidence that self-compassion is effective for several mental
health conditions such as those exhibited by cyberbullying victims. Self-compassion training as psychoeducational
programmes can be integrated into school curricula to enable students to learn healthy coping strategies that can help
them protect themselves from the psychological harm due to cyberbullying. We hereby suggest and encourage the
consideration of incorporating self-compassion training into school programmes to better help prevent cyberbullying
and support adolescents who have already become victims of cyberbullying.
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