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Abstract

The main purpose of this study was to identify the impact of the various forms of cyberbullying on 
university students. We worked with a sample of 1508 students from four universities in North and 
Central Mexico. After giving informed consent, the students answered the Symptoms Checklist-
90-Revised (SCL-90-R) and the Cyberbullying Victimization Questionnaire (CBQ-V). With the 
resulting data, descriptive statistics were developed to show the prevalence and differences by gender 
of cyberbullying, and a correlation between the cyberbullying victimization and mental health of 
the students. Finally, a stepwise linear regression was carried out in order to estimate the impact 
of the different forms of cyberbullying on mental health. The main results indicate a prevalence of 
39.4%, and that there are no differences by gender. Regarding the impact of cyberbullying
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Introduction

With the rapid increase of information and communication technologies in recent decades, as well as easy 
access to electronic devices such as computers, mobile phones and tablets at younger ages by children and 
young adults, the incorporation of the Internet into daily life is a fact, as nowadays it is used by groups of 
all ages for different purposes, from children who use it for research or to submit their school homework, to 
adults who use it to make purchases or perform their work [1].

The definition of Cyberbullying is not specific; however, based on the definition by several authors, it can 
be understood that it refers to the deliberate and constant use over time of electronic technologies (text 
messages, e-mails, chats, social networks, etc.) as means to carry out hostile and aggressive activities (threats, 
harassment, disrespect, social exclusion, spreading rumors, publication of videos or embarrassing photos 
or false profiles) which are made repeatedly and deliberately towards a person or group of people who 
cannot defend themselves [2-5]. In view of the above, Jenaro, Flores and Frías (2017) [6] indicate that 
the main components of cyberbullying are: a relational aggression, which makes it fall into the category of 
interpersonal violence according to the classification provided by the World Health Organization [7]. It is 
intentional, occurs in situations of asymmetrical power, it is not a single event as it tends to repeat itself and 
is carried out through information and communication technologies.

Ortega-Ruíz, Del Rey and Casas (2013) [8], highlight the most significant elements of cyberbullying: 1) it 
can happen at any time, anywhere, with the consequent difficulty of disconnecting from the context, 2) the 
aggression can be observed by a large number of people an indefinite number of times, and 3) it is possible 
that the victims never get to know their aggressors due to the anonymity allowed by the means being used.

behaviours, significant differences were found by gender, with women being the most affected. 
It was also identified that the model consisting of behaviours related to identity theft, isolation 
in social networks and the sending of threatening and insulting messages predict 21.3% of the 
development of psychopathological symptoms in victims.

In this regard, Willar (2007) [9] as well as Kota, Schoobs, Benson and Moreno (2014) [10], have created 
a taxonomy of cyberbullying that includes: 1) flaming (causing fights online or publishing disagreements 
between friends or couples), 2) harassment (recurrent sending of offensive or threatening messages to the 
victims), 3) outing and trickery (obtaining information about the victim and disseminating it), 4) exclusion 
(blocking the victim), 5) identity theft (posting comments about others on behalf of the victim or publishing 
false information about the victim), and 6) sexting (distribution of photos or videos of the victim in 
compromising situations).

The speed with which the Internet and Social Networks have been installed in people’s daily lives has created 
a space from which, with relative anonymity and impunity, harmful behaviours can be carried out towards 
others, transcending geographical barriers and involving a large number of people.
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Although Cyberbullying is a growing concern, there is little research that focuses on the study of the phe-
nomenon in university students. The prevalence studies place it in the ranges between 8% and 56% [16,17]. 
however, most of the university studies have been carried out in the United States and Europe, and in said 
studies the main form of victimization found is the spread of rumors and lies online [18]. Recently, this 
phenomenon has started being studied in other countries [19], although it is incipient in Mexico.

In terms of physical health, the reported impacts indicate physical signs of stress, sleep disorders, stomach 
aches and weight loss. With regard to self-perception, it is indicated that cyberbullying impacts self-confi-
dence, self-esteem and self-image. In terms of personal life at home and outside of the university, it has been 
found that the victims tend to avoid certain people, places and websites. Finally, regarding the feeling of 
security, it is reported that the victims feel insecure personally and in relation to the people closest to them 
[24-26].

In this regard, the few available data place the phenomenon in a range between 20% and approximately 40% 
of victims, with insults, threats, taunts, password theft, expressions of sexual harassment and dissemination 
of embarrassing photos and videos being the main forms of cyberbullying in young Mexican university 
students [20] (Willard, 2006).

Based on the foregoing, university students can also be considered a high-risk population for cyberbullying, 
given the high use of the Internet and other forms of information technology and their reduced parental 
control. In addition, due to its high prevalence and the deterioration of mental health, it threatens to become 
a serious public health issue.

On the other hand, as with the younger population, university students are not immune to the effects of 
cyberbullying. The university students report impacts at the psychological and social levels in the form of 
feelings of frustration, stress, sadness, anger, concentration difficulties, social anxiety, depression and suicidal 
thoughts [21,14]. In addition, feelings of isolation, fear of physical harm, feeling of being ridiculed, rela-
tional problems and poor psychological well-being are being reported [22,23].

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to determine the prevalence of cyberbullying in a sample of univer-
sity students and to identify its impact on their mental health.

The worldwide research shows that the prevalence rates of Cyberbullying vary from 10% to 53% depending 
on its definition, period of time over which information is requested, and the age of the group being tested 
[11-13]. In this regard, the rates of victimization in children and adolescents varies from 2.38% according 
to Schenk, Fremow and Keelan (2013) [14] to 90.86% according to Peluchete, Karl, Wood and Williams 
(2016) [15]. It should be noted that the prevalence also varies significantly in different countries; higher top 
percentages of victimization have been detected, both casual and systematic, in the United States and Asia 
(55%), compared to the rest of American countries (22%), Canada (25%), Oceania (25%), or Europe (30%) 
[6].
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The sample consists of 507 students from four universities in Central and Northern Mexico participated 
in the study, 66% of the sample are women and 34% men. The average age was 20.85 years old in a range 
between 17 and 26 years old. Participants signed informed consent and responded both questionnaires in 
Spanish. The exclusion criteria was not be Mexican and there was a attrition rate of 1.3 percent.

Materials and Methods

Checklist of Symptoms-90-Revised SCL-90-R Spanish version [27], which consists of 90 reagents with 5 
response options ranging from Nothing to A lot. Martínez, Stillerman and Waldo (2005) in order to deter-
mine if the instrument is appropriate for use with Hispanic college student investigated the psychometric 
properties. The reported properties for the Hispanic population were 41% of the variance explained and a 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.90 for the total instrument. The instrument reports 9 sub scales; Somati-
zation, (e.g., Headaches) Obsession-Compulsion (e.g., Having to do things very slowly to be sure you do 
them), Interpersonal Sensitivity (e.g., Being too sensitive or having your feelings hurt easily), Depression 
(e.g., Having low energy or weakness), Anxiety (e.g., All of a sudden being afraid for no reason), Hostility 
(e.g., getting irritated or angry easily), Phobic Anxiety (e.g., Being afraid to leave the house alone), Paranoid 
Ideation (e.g. The idea that one cannot trust other people), and Psychoticism (e.g., Having the idea that 
another person can control your thoughts)as well as a global index of severity of symptoms indicating the 
degree of psychological distress.

Participants

Cyberbullying Victimization Questionnaire (CBQ-V) [28]. It is a unifactorial questionnaire developed in 
Spanish which consists of 11 items that describe different forms of CB; for example, receiving threatening 
or insulting messages by e-mail or posting humiliating comments on the Internet. The scale is Likert-type 
(0 = never, 1 = sometimes and 2 = often) depending on the frequency with which they have suffered the 
aggression. Also, several items include open questions describing the behaviors performed. For example, in 
item 4 (“Post comments about me on the Internet”), if the answer is yes, it must be written. The confirmatory 
analysis of the scale showed a good adjustment, χ2 (44, N = 1433) = 406, RMSEA = 0.07 (0.063- 0.077), 
NNFI = 0.99, CFI = 0.99. All the factorial loads of the items were statistically different from zero and oscil-
lated between 0.76 and 0.96. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.95 [28].

According to the authors of the questionnaire, all those who have suffered some kind of cyber-attack and 
therefore have a score higher than zero are considered victims. Taking into account the response options 
those people who score with an average of one to eleven would be considered as low exposure and those who 
score from twelve to thirty-three would be considered as high exposure.

Instruments



Gloria Margarita Gurrola Peña, et al. (2018). Impact of Cyberbullying on the Mental Health of Mexican 
Young Adults. CPQ Neurology and Psychology, 1(2), 01-13.

Gloria Margarita Gurrola Peña, et al., CPQ Neurology and Psychology (2018) 1:2 Page 5 of 13

First, descriptive analyses were conducted to how the prevalence of cyberbullying and to compare the psy-
chopathological symptoms in the participants who reported having suffered cyberbullying and those who 
do not experience it. Then, the total cyberbullying indexes were correlated with the psychopathological 
symptoms.

When comparing the groups of young people who have suffered some form of cyberbullying with those 
who have not lived it, the Levene test indicates that equal variances must be assumed. Statistically sig-
nificant differences were found between the two groups with cyberbullying victims showing the highest 
average in all the subscales of psychopathological symptoms (Table 1).

Finally, a linear stepwise regression was performed to estimate the weight and direction of independent vari-
able identity theft, isolation from social networks and receiving threatening an insulting message via mobile 
phone), on the appearance of psycho-pathological symptoms (Overall symptom severity index) in young 
victims of community violence.

It was found that 913 (60.6%) of the participants have not been victims of cyberbullying and 594 (39.4%) 
of them have been victims. Regarding prevalence, the comparison by sex did not show statistically significant 
differences.

Low levels of total cyber-victimization were identified (M = 2.30, D.E. 2.29) which corresponds to a not 
very frequent exposure, with the most frequent forms of cyberbullying being receiving of threatening and 
insulting messages via mobile phone (42.%), receiving threatening and insulting e-mails (37.1%), identity 
theft (26.1%) and isolation from social networks (32.4%).

Data Analysis

Results

Table 1: Differences in psychopathological symptoms between victims of cyberbullying and non-victims

Non- victims Victims
Symptoms M S.D M S.D P

Somatization 20.07 7.244 22.61 8.570 .001**
Obsession-compulsion 17.58 6.404 20.25 7.506 .001**
Interpersonal sensitivity 14.24 5.392 16.31 6.507 .001**

Depression 21.90 8.339 24.80 9.418 .001**
Anxiety 15.32 5.734 17.22 6.684 .001**

Fear-hostility 9.41 4.001 10.67 4.667 .001**
Phobic anxiety 9.61 3.854 10.61 4.129 .001**

Paranoid ideation 9.21 3.555 10.79 4.279 .001**
Psychoticism 14.00 5.252 16.01 6.512 .001**

Overall severity index 143.015 47.056 162.752 55.720 .001**
**p<.001
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Regarding the relationship between the victimization and the symptoms, significant positive correlations 
were statistically found, from weak to moderate, with the relationship with anxiety, fear, hostility, psychoticism 
and the global index of severity (Table 3) being the highest.

Among the group of participants who had experienced cyberbullying, a comparison was made of psy-
chopathological symptoms by sex, and significant differences were found in all the symptom scales, with 
women being the most affected, except for the symptoms of fear-hostility, where men showed an average 
slightly higher than that of the women (Table 2).

Table 2: Differences of psychopathological symptoms by gender in victims of cyberbullying

Woman Man
Symptoms M S.D M S.D P

Somatization 23.71 8.81 20.58 7.75 .001*
Obsession-compulsion 20.75 7.74 19.34 7.02 .028*
Interpersonal sensitivity 16.81 6.70 15.38 6.08 .010*

Depression 25.75 9.63 23.00 8.73 .001*
Anxiety 17.61 6.74 16.50 6.53 .050*

Fear-hostility 10.63 4.75 10.76 4.55 .039*
Phobia 11.10 4.45 9.72 3.33 .001*

Paranoid Ideation 10.84 4.26 10.70 4.34 .013*
Psychoticism 16.05 6.666 15.94 6.25 .045*

Overall severity index 166.965 57.37 155.03 51.96 .010*
*p<.05

Table 3: Relationship between cyberbullying victimization and psychological symptomatology

Symptomatology Victimization by cyberbullying
Somatization .185**

Obsession-compulsion .106*
Interpersonal sensitivity .153**

Depression .146**
Anxiety .205**

Fear-hostility .216**
Phobia .159**

Paranoid Ideation .162**
Psychoticism .234**

Overall severity index .293**
*p<.05. **p=001
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a. Predictors: identity theft.
b. Predictors: identity theft, isolation in social networks.
c. Predictors: identity theft, isolation in social networks, threatening 
or insulting messages via cell phone.
d. Dependent variable: global index of severity.

Cyberbullying is a phenomenon of growing concern and high impact on the mental health of the victims. 
The results of this study indicate that in contrast to what is indicated in the sense that cyberbullying decreases 
with age or school grade [29,30,5] the 39.4% prevalence in Mexican university students falls in the range 
of what was reported for children and adolescents [11-15], being higher than what was reported for other 
American countries, Canada, Oceania and Europe [6].

The models resulting from the stepwise regression of the predictor variables for the development of psy-
chopathological symptoms indicate that the third model composed of identity theft, isolation in social 
networks and threatening or insulting messages via cell phone, explains 21.3% of the phenomenon being 
studied (Table 4).

Table 5 shows the results obtained from the predictor variables related to the appearance of psychopathological 
symptoms, with a moderate positive value.

Regarding victimization by sex, no statistically significant differences were found, which coincides with 
what was reported by Alvarez-Garcia et al, [29] and Hinduja and Patchin (2007) [11] in contrast to what 
was found by Garaigordobil (2011) [31], where differences are observed. The inconsistency of the results 
suggests the need for more extensive studies where the role of the gender is defined, since at a given moment 
it can be a predictor of cyberbullying or act as a moderating variable of its impact.

Table 4: Prediction models for the development of psychopathological symptoms

Model R R squared R squared revised Δ R2 p
1 .166a .127 .125 .027 .001
2 .244b .204 .202 .014 .001
3 .233c .213 .211 .004 .001

Table 5: Predictor variables for the development of psychopathological symptoms

Beta t p
Constant 97.561 .001

Identity theft .265 4.741 .001
Isolation .212 4.362 .001

Threatening messages via mobile .223 2.428 .015

Discussions
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The relationships found between cyberbullying indices and psychopathological symptoms confirm what 
was found by various authors [14,22-24,26,32] in the sense that the mental health of the victims is affected 
and the victims tend to present various symptoms. It should be noted that the symptoms of anxiety, fear-
hostility, psychoticism and the global index of severity are the signs that show stronger correlations with 
cyberbullying. In this sense, the victims showing anxiety present symptoms of nervousness, tension, panic 
attacks and fears. Regarding the symptoms of fear-hostility, they are related to thoughts, feelings and actions 
characteristic of the presence of negative feelings of anger. In terms of psychoticism, symptoms related to 
loneliness, schizoid lifestyle, and thought control are included. Finally, a higher correlation between the 
levels of victimization by cyberbullying and the Global Index of Severity (IGS) could be confirmed, which 
combines the number of symptoms reported with the level of perceived discomfort and distress, which 
makes it a good indicator of the current level of severity of psychological distress [33].

In this study, gender differences were found in all subscales of symptoms, as well as in the general index of 
psychological distress, with women showing higher levels of distress than men. The foregoing reinforces the 
findings of Kim et al. (2017) [25] and Hammen (2009) [34] in the sense that women, compared to men, 
tend to experience a more intense and prolonged tension as a result of interpersonal stress, which places them 
at an increased risk of developing depressive symptoms and other disorders after experiencing a relational 
online aggression such as cyberbullying [35]. Another element that helps to explain these differences is 
the fact that women are more likely to think constantly about their experiences of relational aggression, 
which, due to the rumination, leads to more psychopathological symptoms [18]. The foregoing highlights 
the importance of understanding the differences by gender of the impact of cyberbullying, and reinforces the 
importance of developing personalized interventions with an approach and strategies based on sex.

Considering that the purpose of this study was to explore and quantify the relationship between a depend-
ent variable and various independent or predictor variables, as well as the limited evidence existing about 
the differential impact of the various forms of cyberbullying and their impact on the mental health of young 
university students, a stepwise linear regression analysis was carried out. For the above-mentioned, the four 
variables that showed the highest prevalence in the studied sample were considered: receiving threatening 
and insulting messages via mobile phone, receiving threatening and insulting e-mails, identity theft and 
isolation from social networks.

In model 1, the identity theft variable was introduced, and it was shown as a predictor of the global index of 
severity of psychopathological symptoms. In models 2 and 3, the isolation in social networks and receiving 
threatening or insulting messages via cell phone were also shown as predictor variables in a significantly pos-
itive way, leaving receiving threatening and insulting e-mails outside the global model. The resulting model 
with three predictor variables predicts 21.3% of the psychological distress reported by university students.

Regarding the first variable, which refers to identity theft, it is a term traditionally used to indicate crimes 
involving the fraudulent use of the personal information of another person for criminal purposes without 
the knowledge of the victim [36]. However, in the scope of cyberbullying, assuming the identity of another 
person responds to various reasons, since it does not pursue a monetary benefit, for example, create false 
profiles to give a false impression of their victims or simply create problems for them, they can also assume
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the personality of the victim to post negative comments about people who are important to the victim. 
Regarding the psychological impact, due to the fact that identity theft is usually a shock that affects health, 
emotional well-being, and relationships with others, causing the appearance of symptoms of depression, 
anxiety, loss of confidence, insomnia, emotional volatility, difficulty eating and loss of motivation [37].

In conclusion, the results of this study allow for indicating that the consequences of cyberbullying demand 
social responses. First, educational approaches promoting equity, respect and tolerance are required, as well 
awareness of the appropriate and responsible use of communication technologies. Another response to the 
problem must come from the platform providers that regulate the privacy controls. Also, it is necessary to 
open legal possibilities to be able to act against the perpetrators. Finally, in the psychological area, it is neces-
sary to design interventions that take into account the age, gender and circumstances of the victims.

Conclusions

Acknowledgments: this project is the result of the work of the National Network of Studies in Violence 
and Health which is funded by the Teacher Professional Development Program of the Ministry of Public 
Education.

Regarding the second predictor variable, which refers to isolation in social networks, it is recognized that 
the experience of social exclusion or ostracism is an aversive situation that may threaten the human needs of 
belonging, self-esteem, sense of a meaningful existence and/or control. When social exclusion or ostracism 
is experienced, people perceive the breaking of the link with others as threatening; they become frustrated 
when they have no control over an answer to their messages and assume that they have done something 
wrong and thus deserve the experience of feeling nonexistent, which decreases positive mood and increases 
levels of anger [38-41].

The third predictor variable corresponds to threatening or insulting messages via cell phone, which falls 
into the category of harassment or bullying [9,10] and belongs to the category of direct cyberbullying [37]. 
In this regard, since the use of mobile phones with Internet access is so popular nowadays, it can make the 
victims of these messages feel that their molester is chasing them everywhere and at all times. The foregoing 
can cause a wide range of symptoms in the victims, from feelings of helplessness, anxiety and fear to feelings 
of hostility.

This project is the result of the work of the National Network of Studies in Violence and Health, which is 
funded by the Teacher Professional Development Program of the Ministry of Public Education.
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