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Using cross-sectional, self-report data this study investigates the effect of cyberbullying victimization on depression with gender and age as moderating
factors. The sample (n = 1400) consisted of students in a large public university in Kuwait. First, the results show that gender was a significant predictor of
depression with females being higher than males on this measure. Second, age
was a significant negative predictor with older subjects less likely than younger ones to experience depression. Finally, the study examined the interaction
effect of gender and age with cyber-victimization. Results indicate that there is
no significant interaction effect between gender and cyber-victimization.
However, a significant interaction effect exists between age and cyber-victimization. Older subjects are likely to suffer more depression when exposed to
cyber-victimization than younger ones.
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1. Introduction
Cyberbullying or electronic aggression or online harassment has become a major
public health issue with numerous negative consequences over the past few
years, especially among youth. There is no standard definition of the phenomenon as of yet. However, some commonly used definitions include “willful and
repeated harm inflicted through the use of computers, cell phones, and other
electronic devices” [1]. Another definition of cyberbullying is “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
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herself” [2]. Most previous research on cyberbullying has concentrated on middle and high school students mainly because these have always been the traditional contexts in which bullying occurs. The incidence rate is reported to be
from 20% to 40% [3].
Young victims of cyberbullying report higher levels of depression and suicidal
thoughts. They also experience increased emotional distress, externalized hostility, and delinquency in comparison to non-victims [4]. Furthermore, the severity of depression in victims is associated with the degree and severity of cyberbullying [5]. These negative consequences are also found in traditional bullying.
However, unlike traditional bullying, there is evidence that perpetrators of cyberbullying also experience symptoms of depression and suicidal thoughts [6],
[7].
Most previous research on cyberbullying has focused largely on younger adolescents. However, more recent work on the subject has begun to study this
phenomenon in college students. This new shift in focus is logical given that the
vast majority of heavy users of cyber technology are emerging adults [2]. Incidence rates of cyberbullying among emerging adults and college students are estimated to be around 10% - 15% [8], [9]. Some studies have suggested that cyberbullying among college students may reflect a continuation of bullying behavior from high school but in a different context, one which is digital in nature
[10]. For example, a study of college students found that motivations for cyberbullying in emerging adults are similar to those in young adolescents [11].
Another study conducted in Britain found that college students found cyberbullying is more acceptable than physical bullying but less acceptable than verbal
bullying [12].
Research on the consequences of cyberbullying in college students is sparse
but rising. One study found that cyberbullying is associated with depression, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts in victims [9]. In another study of college students in
Greece has found that cyberbullying perpetrators have callous-unemotional
traits, and depression was found in both bullies and victims [13]. In all these
studies there was little or no accounting for sex differences or age in the subject
pool.
Research on the effect of age on cyberbullying produced mixed results. The
majority of cyberbullying studies were done on school children and young adolescents, a group that is believed to be vulnerable [14]. A large number of studies
found no correlation between age and cyberbullying victimization [1], [5], [15].
For example, a study done in the United Kingdom among school students aged
between 11 and 16 years old found no effect of age on cyberbullies or cyber victims [2]. However, the study found a significant interaction between age and
gender in the context of e-mail bullying and the use of instant messaging. The
younger students felt the effect of e-mail bullying to be worse than girls of the
same age; however, this difference disappears in older age group. Also, older
boys were more likely to be e-mail bullies than younger boys.
The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between cyberbully216
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ing victimization and depression in both males and females. Females are more
likely than males to be victims of cyberbullying and are more susceptible to depression [16]. Moreover, the study seeks to find out if age plays a role in the relationship between cyberbullying victimization among college students. Based on
a review of previous research, it was hypothesized that those who experience cyberbullying would have higher rates of depression than others with this being
truer in females. Also, older subjects are less likely to be victimized than younger
ones. With that in mind, the current study seeks to answer three research questions.

2. Research Questions
RQ1: What is the relationship between cyber-victimization and depression?
RQ2: Are there any gender differences in the relationship between cyber-victimization and depression?
RQ3: Is there any age difference in the relationship between cyber-victimization and depression?

3. Method
3.1. Sample and Procedures
The study is based on cross-sectional survey data where respondents filled out a
paper questionnaire. The data were collected from a sample of purposively selected college students reflecting the fact that youth constitute the majority of
social media users. College students enrolled in mass communication courses at
a large state university in Kuwait were asked to participate in this study. The
questionnaires were distributed over a span of three months beginning in March
2016. The final sample size was 1400. The language used in the questionnaire
was Arabic.
The responses were both anonymous and confidential, and students were free
not to take part in the survey if they wish. The participants’ age ranged from 17
to 49 with 91% falling in the 18 to 26 years range. The mean age is 21.87 years.
The sample consisted of 487 (34.8%) males and 913 (65.2%) females. The gender
sample distribution is reflective of the enrollment profile of the university students which is approximately 70% female. The forms were distributed during
regular class sessions. The instrument included Likert scale questions, used to
quantify the individual’s perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors, as well as demographics and questions about media use behavior.

3.2. Measurement
3.2.1. Cyber-Victimization
A five-item Likert scale was used to quantify social the cyber-victimization variable. The measurement was based on the E-Victimization Scale developed and
validated by Lam and Li [17]. The response set range was from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). Table 1 shows the English version of the items
that were originally in Arabic along with descriptive statistics.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the cyber-victimization scale.
How many times during the past 30 days?

M

SD

Skewness

1. You received a text message that made fun of you or made you angry.

1.80

0.94

1.03

2. Someone posted a comment on your social
media account that upset you.

1.64

0.93

1.29

3. You felt afraid to enter social media.

1.42

0.81

2.20

4. Someone posted content about you that you don’t want others to see.

1.35

0.73

2.18

5. Someone impersonated you on social media to make fun of you.

1.24

0.66

3.02

3.2.2. Depression
Depression was measured using a six-item Likert scale based on the Patient
health questionnaire (PHQ) [18]. The original questionnaire consisted of 3-page
self-report which is not practical for the purpose of this study. That is why only
six of the most relevant symptoms were selected to be included in the survey.
The response set range was from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5).
Table 2 shows the English version of the items that were originally in Arabic
along with descriptive statistics.
3.2.3. Age and Gender
Age was a continuous variable measured in years, and gender was a dichotomous variable with males receiving a value of 1 and females receiving a value of 2.

4. Results
4.1. Cyber-Victimization
For the purpose of dimension-reduction, the five-item cyber-victimization scale
was subjected to factor analysis (Table 3). The results yielded a single factor solution with factor loadings ranging from 0.60 to 0.79 and explaining 51% of the
variance and an Eigenvalue of 2.56. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.75 indicating the
scale has good reliability and is suitable for further analysis.

4.2. Depression
The six item depression scale was subjected to factor analysis to determine its
dimensionality (Table 4). The results indicate a single factor solution indicating
its unidimensionality. Factor loadings ranged between 0.63 and 0.76 explaining
48% of the variance and an Eigenvalue of 2.89. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.78 indicating the scale was reliable for further analysis. Depression is the dependent variable constituting the focus of this study.

4.3. Cyber-Victimization and Depression
The first research question asked if there is a relationship between cyber-victimization and depression. To answer this question the study employed hierarchical linear regression analysis where cyber-victimization was entered as the
independent variable and depression as the dependent variable. As Table 5
shows results of this analysis indicate that cyber-victimization is a significant
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the depression scale.
How many times during the past two weeks?

M

SD

Skewness

1. You felt apathetic and not enjoying the things you normally enjoy.

2.39

1.05

0.80

2. You felt sad, depressed and hopeless.

2.22

1.09

0.81

3. Found it difficult to fall asleep or sleep a lot.

2.86

1.26

0.27

4. Felt tired and lacking in energy.

2.81

1.15

0.41

5. Lost your appetite or overeating.

2.53

1.28

0.45

6. Found difficulty concentrating when doing something like reading.

2.41

1.21

0.55

Table 3. Factor analysis and reliability of the cyber-victimization scale.
Item

Factor loading

1. You received a text message that made fun of you or made you angry.

0.60

2. Someone posted a comment on your social media account that upset you.

0.74

3. You felt afraid to enter social media.

0.70

4. Someone posted content about you that you don’t want others to see.

0.79

5. Someone impersonated you on social media to make fun of you.

0.72

Eigenvalue

2.56

% of variance explained

51

Cronbach’s alpha

0.75

Table 4. Factor analysis and reliability of the depression scale.
Item

Factor loading

1. You felt apathetic and not enjoying the things you normally enjoy.

0.63

2. You felt sad, depressed and hopeless.

0.67

3. Found it difficult to fall asleep or sleep a lot.

0.72

4. Felt tired and lacking in energy.

0.76

5. Lost your appetite or overeating.

0.68

6. Found difficulty concentrating when doing something like reading

0.67

Eigenvalue

2.89

% of variance explained

48

Cronbach’s alpha

0.78

Table 5. Regressing depression on cyber-victimization with gender and age as controls
and interaction effects.
Variable

B

SE B

β

T

Block 1
Gender

0.30

0.057

0.14**

5.30

Age

−0.02

0.007

−0.08**

−3.22

0.24

0.026

0.23**

9.09

Gender*Victimization

0.08

0.04

0.06

1.81

Age*Victimization

0.009

0.002

0.19**

5.54

Block 2
Cyber-victimization
Block 3 (Interactions)

Note. Block 1, R = 0.186, R2 = 0.035, F = 25, df = 2. Block 2, R = 0.298, R2 = 0.089, F = 45, df = 3, Block 3, R
= 0.214, R2 = 0.046, df = 4, **p ≤ 0.001, n = 1400.
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positive predictor of depression (β = 0.23, T = 9.09, p ≤ 0.001). This indicates
that those who are cyber-bullied are likely to become depressed.

4.4. The Main Effects of Gender and Age
Using the same regression analysis gender and age were entered as a single block
to examine their main effects. As we can see from Table 5 gender is a strong
positive predictor of depression (β = 0.14, T = 5.30, p ≤ 0.001). Given the way,
gender was coded this means that females are more prone to depression than
males. Age was a strong negative predictor of depression (β = −0.08, T = −3.22, p
≤ 0.001). This means the older a person is, the less he or she is susceptible to depression.

4.5. The Interaction Effects of Gender and Age
with Cyber-Victimization
To examine possible interaction effects of gender and age with cyber-victimization two new variables were created. They are a product of the multiplying each
of the two variables with cyber-victimization. These variables were then regressed on depression to assess the interaction effect. These variables were entered into the regression model after controlling for the main effect of gender
and age. As we can see in Table 5, there is no significant interaction effect between gender and cyber-victimization meaning the relationship between gender
and depression is linear regardless of cyber-victimization. In other words, there
is no evidence that cyber-victimization differentiate between males and females.
A more interesting finding is seen in the interaction between cyber-victimization and age. The interaction between age and cyber-victimization is positive
and quite significant (β = 0.19, T = 5.54, p ≤ 0.001). This is a reversal of the main
effect of age and depression which was negative. What this result indicates is the
effect of cyber-victimization on depression when it exists is amplified by age. In
other words, age alone has a negative relationship with depression. However,
when cyber-victimization does happen, its effect on depression is elevated by
age.

5. Discussion
This study investigated the effect of cyberbullying victimization on feelings of
depression among college students. The moderating effects of gender and age
were also examined. The results indicate that cyber-victimization is a significant
positive predictor of feelings of depression. This is consistent with findings in
previous studies on this subject [4] [5] [6] [14]. The effects of gender and age
were examined independently. Results show that females are more prone to depression than males regardless of cyberbullying victimization. Similar results
were found in numerous studies using various methods, [19], [20], [21]. This
can be related to life cycle events that affect girls more than boys. One such event
is weight gain associated with puberty and body dissatisfaction with girls [22],
[23], [24]. Rosenblum and Lewis [25] found that gender differences in body dissatisfaction appeared by 13, became reliable by age 15, and continued at 18, with
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girls increasing and boys decreasing in dissatisfaction. Other studies have found
that body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem (both more prevalent in girls) were
the most important risk factors for depression [26] [27]. The current study confirms these finding with data showing females more prone to depression than
males.
Age was a significant negative predictor of depression, meaning older individuals in the sample age group (18 - 26) are less likely than younger ones to experience feelings of depression. This could be the result of stress in a university
setting with younger students adjusting to a new environment and facing pressure from academic obligations and uncertainty about their prospects. In contrast older students, who are about to graduate, experience less of these pressures
leading to less anxiety and depression. The main effect of age on depression was
reversed when cyberbullying was entered as a moderating variable. This means
that while older students tend to experience less depression, in general, they experience more depression when subjected to cyberbullying. A possible explanation for this is older students have more to lose when they fall victim to behaviors such as defamation, denigration and harmful lies since it might harm their
career prospects that are fast approaching. In contrast, younger students have
less immediacy when it comes to the effect of cyber-victimization on their career
prospects resulting in lower levels of depression.

6. Conclusion
Cyberbullying constitutes a serious problem in today’s networked society.
Communication technology is progressing at a rapid rate with social and psychological consequences we are just beginning to understand. Depression among
adolescents and emerging adults as a result of cyberbullying is well documented.
However, given the dearth of research into the mediating factors influencing the
relationship between cyberbullying and depression, the researcher offers the
present study as one step towards a better understanding of the conditional effects moderating the relationship between cyberbullying and depression. Future
research should examine possible consequences of the modality of cyberbullying.
For example, is there any difference between private and public cyberbullying?
We might find a difference, for example, between bullying through direct messages which only the victim can see and public posts that are available to the
general public. Similarly, does the presence of visual elements make a difference
on the effect of cyberbullying? What about the app used? In the current research,
all apps were treated similarly and lumped under the generic label “social media.” Future research might want to classify cyberbullying based on the characteristics of the app through which it occurred. Finally, future research could benefit greatly from employing various research methods. Most studies on cyberbullying, including this one, have relied on cross-sectional self-reports through
sample surveys. Our understanding of this phenomenon might be enhanced by
using experiments in which various intervening variables are manipulated to
measure their possible moderating effects.
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