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Abstract 
 

As the internet is a popular medium among youth, concerns about cyberbullying are growing. 

By using existing criminological theories, this study aims to develop a better understanding of 

the causes of, and possible measures against, cyberbullying. For that purpose, four focus 

groups and a survey amongst a random sample of 456 Dutch children were conducted.  

A combination of Rational Choice Theory and Self-Control Theory was used to 

explain cyberbullying perpetration. Rational Choice Theory states that deviant behaviour is 

the result of an assessment of costs and benefits whereby the benefits outweigh the costs. The 

findings support the theory: due to the low risks of bullying in cyberspace, cyberbullies feel 

free from restraints on their behaviour. To determine why some youth make the rational 

decision to cyberbully while others do not, Self-Control Theory was used. This theory 

assumes that engagement in deviant behaviour depends on a person’s extent of self-control. 

Consistent with the theory, the results indicate that cyberbullies have less self-control than 

non-cyberbullies. 

Routine Activity Theory (RAT) was used to explain victimization. According to the 

RAT, there has to be a convergence of likely offenders, suitable targets and an absence of 

capable guardians for deviance to occur. Firstly, the results indicate that motivated bullies are 

present in cyberspace. Furthermore, victims seem to be suitable targets: they spend 

significantly more time online and use Instant Messaging significantly more than non-victims. 

Finally, parents of victims are less capable to protect their children from cyberbullying than 

parents of non-victims. Therefore, this study seems to support the theory. 

In conclusion, the criminological perspectives that underlie this study contribute to 

understanding the causes of cyberbullying. Moreover, the results indicate that parental 

mediation is essential to reduce cyberbullying.  
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1. Introduction 
 

For a long time, safety was only a matter of protection from dangers of the tangible world. 

However, at the end of the twentieth century ‘cyberspace’ emerged. Besides the fact that this 

new social structure (Stol, 2008) is used for plenty of good purposes, such as gathering 

information and communicating with friends, the internet also poses significant dangers. The 

internet is for example used to commit fraud, to disseminate child pornography or to harass 

others (Leukfeldt, Domenie and Stol, 2010).  

The internet has become an increasingly popular medium among youth (e.g. van Rooij 

and Van den Eijnden, 2007; Kowalski, Limber and Agatston, 2008). Therefore, not only the 

opportunities, but the dangers of cyberspace apply to youth as well. Youth in particular use the 

internet for communicative purposes and, in addition, research indicates that the potential to 

interact with others in harmful ways while being online exists (e.g. Lenhart, Madden and 

Hitlin, 2005; Wing and Steeves, 2005). One of the emerging risks of communication on the 

internet for youth is cyberbullying (e.g. Wolak, Mitchell and Finkelhor, 2006; Ybarra, Diener-

West and Leaf, 2007; Hinduja and Patchin, 2009).  

Definitions of cyberbullying find their origin in definitions of traditional bullying. 

Prior to the emergence of cyberspace, bullying also occurred. The Norwegian scientist Dan 

Olweus has conducted numerous studies on ‘traditional’ bullying. He developed a definition 

for bullying that still forms the basis for a multiplicity of definitions used in scientific 

literature (e.g. Smith and Brain, 2000; Smith Cowie, Olafsson and Liefooghe, 2002). 

According to Olweus (1993: 9), bullying can be defined as: 

‘A student is being bullied or victimized when he or she is exposed, repeatedly and 

over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other students... It is a 

negative action when someone intentionally inflicts, or attempts to inflict, injury or 

discomfort upon another.’ 

Olweus (1993, 1999) argues that bullying consists of three key elements: (1) the bullying has 

to be intended to hurt another person; (2) it has to occur repeatedly over time and (3) there has 

to be a power imbalance between the bully and the victim. These key elements return in 

definitions of cyberbullying. However, one element is added to definitions of cyberbullying: 

the bullying behaviour has to be conducted via ICT. Smith, Mahdavi, Carvalho, Fisher, 

Russell and Tipett (2008: 376), for example, define cyberbullying as: ‘an aggressive, 
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intentional act carried out by a group or individual, using electronic forms of contact, 

repeatedly and over time, against a victim who cannot easily defend him or herself’ (other 

examples: Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; Li, 2008; Mason, 2008; Shariff, 2008; Slonje and 

Smith, 2008; Smith et al. 2008; Vandebosch et al., 2006; Williams and Guerra, 2007). In some 

studies, definitions are used that contain merely one or two of these elements. Patchin and 

Hinduja (2006: 152), for example, define cyberbullying as ‘wilful and repeated harm inflicted 

through the medium of electronic text’. 

Cyberbullying is said to be a significant problem that warrants serious attention within 

communities (e.g. Li, 2007; Kowalski and Limber, 2007; Walrave, Demoulin, Heirman and 

van der Perre, 2009; Wolak et al., 2006; Williams and Guerra, 2007). In her study of almost 

200 adolescents, Li concludes, for example, that ‘the astonishing high percent of adolescents 

who had experienced cyberbully tactics observed in this study suggests that cyberbullying is 

becoming an increasingly critical problem for schools and the whole society’ (2007: 1788). 

Moreover, Kowalski and Limber (2007: s29) state that: ‘as children’s use of electronic 

communications technologies is unlikely to wane in coming years, continued attention to 

electronic bullying is critical’.  

The case of Holly Grogan, a 15-year-old girl from Cheltenham (UK) who committed 

suicide after abuse from Facebook bullies in September 2009 (Bird, 2009), illustrates the 

potential danger of cyberbullying. Moreover, research indicates that cyberbullying can have 

far-reaching consequences. A recent study amongst nearly 2000 middle-school pupils found 

that there is a connection between being a victim of cyberbullying and having suicidal 

thoughts (Hinduja and Patchin, 2010a). Furthermore, victimization of cyberbullying is found 

to be related with feeling depressed, feeling lonely, being stressed, being afraid and having a 

low self-esteem (e.g. Finkelhor, Mitchell and Wolak 2000; Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; 

Raskauskas and Stolz, 2007; Ybarra and Mitchell, 2004b).  

Overall, cyberbullying seems to be a problem that warrants attention. As the literature 

review in chapter two illustrates, a considerable amount of research has already been 

conducted on cyberbullying. However, existing literature is merely descriptive: it does not 

explain why cyberbullying occurs. Therefore, this dissertation aims to, from a criminological 

perspective, contribute to understanding the causes of cyberbullying.  
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Guide to reading 

The next chapter of this dissertation contains a literature review on cyberbullying. In addition, 

the third chapter describes the research design and criminological perspectives that underlie 

this study. The goal of chapter two and three is to provide the reasoning behind the study. 

Subsequently, chapter four provides a detailed description of the research methodology. In the 

fifth chapter, the results of this study are described. In the final chapter the reader will be 

provided with an interpretation of the results and their wider significance.  
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2. Literature review 
 
In this chapter, the results of a literature review on cyberbullying are described. Since the 

introduction already discussed definitions of cyberbullying, these will be disregarded 

hereafter. Firstly, forms of cyberbullying will be briefly considered. Subsequently, the 

prevalence of cyberbullying is addressed. The third section describes what is known about the 

causes of cyberbullying. Next, the characteristics of cyberbullies and their victims and the 

effects of cyberbullying will be elaborated on. The final section is about measures against 

cyberbullying. 

 

2.1 Forms of cyberbullying 

In the literature, a wide variety of forms of cyberbullying are differentiated. Attempts are 

made to categorize these forms. Smith, Mahdavi, Carvalho and Tippet (2006) introduced a 

categorization which is based on the technological platform that is used to bully. A distinction 

is made between: text message bullying, picture/video clip bullying, phone call bullying, 

email bullying, chatroom bullying, bullying via instant messaging and bullying via websites. 

However, considering the continuous progression in technological developments, it is 

expected that this categorization will soon be outdated. Therefore, a categorization which is 

based on the behaviour of individuals is preferable (Ortega, Mora-Merchán and Jäger, 2007; 

Walrave et al., 2009). 

A commonly used categorization differentiates between direct and indirect forms of 

cyberbullying (Kowalski et al., 2008; Raskauskas and Stolz, 2007; Van Rooij and Van den 

Eijnden, 2007; Vandebosch et al., 2006; Walrave et al., 2009). This distinction is derived from 

literature on traditional bullying (e.g. Stassen Berger, 2007). Direct cyberbullying is also 

called ‘to my face bullying’ (Walrave et al., 2009: 27). It contains forms of cyberbullying in 

which the victim is directly involved. Victims, for example, repeatedly receive offensive 

messages or are excluded from social groups in cyberspace (Willard, 2007).   

Indirect forms of cyberbullying can take place without direct involvement of the 

victim. These forms of cyberbullying are identified as ‘behind my back bullying’ (Walrave et 

al., 2009: 27). The online spreading of gossip and rumours about a victim or the public 

posting of potentially embarrassing communications or images of victims in cyberspace are 

examples of forms of indirect cyberbullying (Willard, 2007).  



 10 

It is beyond the reach of this literature review to summarize all forms of cyber 

bullying identified in the literature. The forms included in this study are described in the 

methodology chapter (section 4.4.3). 

 

2.2 Prevalence of cyberbullying 

A large number of studies have been conducted to determine the prevalence of cyberbullying. 

The literature suggests that the extent of cyberbullying victimization is worrying (e.g. Hinduja 

and Patchin, 2009; Li, 2007; Livingstone and Haddon, 2009; Wolak et al., 2006). However, 

no unambiguous answer to the question what the extent of cyberbullying is can be presented 

here. Results of the analysis of over 30 studies on the prevalence of cyberbullying, presented 

below, illustrate this.  

Percentages of the extent of cyberbullying victimization vary between 6 (Finkelhor et 

al., 2000) and 72 (Juvonen and Gross, 2008) percent1. Percentages of the extent of 

cyberbullying perpetration also vary widely. The lowest percentage found for cyberbullying 

perpetration is 4 percent (Kowalski and Limber, 2007), while the highest percentage found is 

56 percent (Van Rooij and Van den Eijnden 2007). David Ferdon and Feldman Hertz (2007: 

s2) point to the fact that ‘the variety of terms used and the lack of a standardized operational 

definition make it extremely difficult to pool results and draw conclusions across the limited 

studies. This problem is further compounded by the lack of a gold standard to measure 

electronic aggression’. Thus, due to definitional and measurement impediments between the 

studies, it is very difficult to draw a clear picture of the exact extent of cyberbullying. 

Nevertheless, some conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, the majority of cyberbullying 

incidents seem to be incidental rather than repetitive in nature (e.g. Cassidy et al., 2009; 

Dehue, Bolman and Vollink, 2006; Juvonen and Gross, 2008; Li, 2008; Slonje and Smith, 

2008; Van den Eijnden et al., 2006; Walrave, Lennaerts and de Moor, 2009; Ybarra and 

Mitchell, 2007). Dehue et al. (2008), for example, found that 17.2 percent of their Dutch 

respondents (N=1211) were the victim of cyberbullying once or twice in the previous year. 
                                                 
1 Studies included in the analysis: Cassidy, Jackson and Brown, 2009; Dehue, Bolman and Vollink, 2006; Qrius 
2005, as cited in Delver, 2006; Finkelhor, Mitchell and Wolak, 2000; Hinduja and Patchin, 2008; Hinduja and 
Patchin, 2009; Juvonen and Gross, 2008; Kowalski and Limber, 2007; Lenhart, 2007; Li, 2006; Li, 2007; Li, 
2008; Livingstone and Haddon, 2009; Patchin and Hinduja, 2006; Raskauskas and Stolz, 2007; Rinzema, 2008; 
Shariff 2008; Slonje and Smith, 2008; Smith et al., 2006; Smith et al., 2008; Van den Eijnden et al., 2006; Van 
Rooij and Van den Eijnden, 2007; Vandebosch et al., 2006; Wijngaards, Fransen and Swager, 2006; Williams 
and Guerra, 2007; Wolak, Mitchell and Finkelhor, 2006; Wolak Mitchell Finkelhor, 2007; Ybarra, Diener West 
and Leaf, 2007; Ybarra, Espelage and Mitchell, 2007; Ybarra and Mitchell 2004a; Ybarra and Mitchell 2004b ; 
Ybarra and Mitchell 2007. 
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However, (only) 4.7 percent of their respondents were repeated victims of cyberbullying. 

Repeated victimization was operationalized as being a victim at least once or twice a month. 

The same goes for cyberbullying perpetration. In the Growing up with Media Survey, a 

national online survey of 1588 American youth between the ages of 10 and 15 years old (N = 

1,500), it was found that 21 percent of youth had bullied someone at least once in the previous 

year (Ybarra, Espelage and Mitchell, 2007). Only 4 percent of them reported doing so 

monthly or more often. Moreover, in all analysed studies that indicate the monthly occurrence 

of either bullying or bullying victimization as frequent or ‘repetitive’, it is found that 8 

percent or less of the respondents are either frequent cyberbullies or cyberbully victims 

(Dehue et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2006; Smith et al., 2008; Slonje and Smith, 2008; Ybarra 

and Mitchell, 2007; Ybarra, Diener West and Leaf, 2007).   

Furthermore, it is commonly found that cyberbullying is less prevalent than traditional 

bullying (Juvonen and Gross, 2008; Lenhart, 2007; Li, 2007; Rinzema, 2008; Van den 

Eijnden et al., 2006; Williams and Guerra, 2007). Nevertheless, youth indicate that 

cyberbullying is a significant problem that warrants attention (Agatston, Kowalski and 

Limber, 2007; Mishna, Saini and Solomon, 2009; Vandebosch and van Cleemput, 2010). 

 

2.3 Causes of cyberbullying 

Existing literature on cyberbullying is mainly descriptive in nature: it does not focus on 

explaining why cyberbullying occurs. It is important to note that, as Schrock and Boyd 

conclude in their ‘online threats to youth’ literature review: ‘causality typically cannot 

generally be inferred from the reviewed studies’ (2010:57). Most research designs in social 

sciences are not fit to determine cause and effect relations between variables. Social science 

studies often contain single surveys or studies which can only prove correlation: concluding 

that two variables are related, but neither of the two can be said to cause the other. However, 

although correlation does not demonstrate causation, causation requires correlation 

(Wikstrom, 2008). Therefore, studies that find patterns of association between hypothesized 

causes and effects contribute to understanding possible causes and falsify causal dependencies 

that are not consistent with the data. Nevertheless, existing studies on cyberbullying lack 

explanatory theoretical frameworks. Schrock and Boyd’s (2010) literature review, for 

example, contains no research findings on possible causes of cyberbullying. Hence, in another 

recent literature review, Kiriakidis and Kavoura spend only four lines on the ‘perceived 

causes of cyberbullying’ (2010: 91). Moreover, the perceived causes of cyberbullying they 
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describe do not seem to be causes at all. They state that causes to cyberbully are: ‘that 

cyberbullying was made for fun’, for ‘retaliation’ or because the bullies ‘feel bad about 

themselves’ (2010:91). These reasons to cyberbully are no causes, but rather they should be 

called motives for cyberbullying behaviour.  

However, recently some attempts have been made to explain cyberbullying. Firstly, 

through a correlational research design, Mesch (2009) tested to what extent the Routine 

Activity Theory can provide an explanation for victimization of cyberbullying. This theory 

assumes that for deviant behaviour to occur there must be a convergence in time and space of 

three minimal elements: a likely offender, a suitable target and the absence of a capable 

guardian (Felson and Clarke, 1998: 4). Based on a secondary analysis of the Teen and Parents 

survey conducted by the Pew and American life project (N=935), Mesch (2009) found 

support for the theory. She concludes that the risk of youth being bullied is higher for 

adolescents who have an active profile on social networking sites and participate in 

chatrooms. These youth seem to be suitable targets. Furthermore, the results indicate that the 

absence of parents - i.e. capable guardians - in cyberspace, is related to victimization of 

cyberbullying. Therefore, Mesch emphasises the need for more parental mediation in order to 

prevent cyberbullying. 

 Hinduja and Patchin (2010b) recently published an abbreviated version of a 

forthcoming article about strain theory as an explanation for cyberbullying behaviour.  The 

primary question examined was: ‘are youth who experience strain more likely to engage in 

bullying?’ (2010: 1). They conclude that youth who reported strain were more likely to 

participate in cyberbullying. However, how strain was measured is not described in the fact 

sheet. 

Besides the aforementioned research on the socio- / criminological causes of cyber 

bullying, some research has been conducted on cyber bullying as a cause for other deviant 

behaviour (Hay and Meldrum, 2010; Hay, Meldrum and Mann, 2010; Hinduja and Patchin, 

2010c). These studies found that cyber bullying is a source of strain that is significantly 

related to delinquency and internalizing forms of deviance like intentional self-harm and 

suicidal ideation. Although these findings are interesting, they do not explain cyber bullying 

and are thus irrelevant. 

 Overall, research on possible causes of cyberbullying is in its infancy. 
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2.4 Offender and victim characteristics 

 

Offenders 

There is no consensus about the age on which cyberbullying perpetration peaks. Some studies 

find that cyberbullying peaks at late adolescence - 15 years and older - (Raskauskas and Stolz, 

2007; Vandebosch et al., 2006), while other studies suggest that cyberbullying perpetration 

peaks at early adolescence, 12 to 15 years (Cassidy et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, existing studies do not offer a clear view on gender differences. Several 

studies find that girls are cyberbullies more often (e.g. Hinduja and Patchin 2009; Kowalski et 

al., 2008; Wolak et al., 2006), while other studies find the opposite (Dehue et al., 2006; Li, 

2006 & 2007; Erdur Baker, 2010; Vandebosch et al., 2006). Nevertheless, the literature is 

clear about the fact that girls use different forms of cyberbullying than boys. Boys are said to 

use direct forms of cyberbullying, such as name calling, more often than girls. Girls use 

indirect forms of cyberbullying, such as rumour spreading, more often (Dehue et al., 2006; 

Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; Kowalski and Limber, 2007; Kowalski et al., 2008). 

On average, cyberbullies spend more time on the internet than those who do not bully 

(Erdur Baker, 2010; Lenhart, 2007; Li, 2007; Vandebosch et al., 2006; Ybarra and Mitchell 

2004a; Ybarra and Mitchell, 2007). Moreover, they mainly use internet applications that are 

meant to communicate with others (Bauwens, Pauwels, Lobet-Maris, Poullet and Walrave, 

2009).  

Parents of cyberbullies seem to be less involved with the internet behaviour of their 

children than parents of non-cyberbullies (Vandebosch et al., 2006; Van Rooij and Van den 

Eijnden, 2007). In addition, parents of cyberbullies exert less control over the behaviour of 

their children in cyberspace than parents of non-cyberbullies (Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; 

Mason, 2008; Rinzema, 2008; Shariff, 2008; Walrave et al., 2009; Ybarra and Mitchell, 

2004a). Moreover, research suggests that the bond between cyberbullies and their caregivers 

is weak, compared to the bond between non-cyberbullies and their caregivers (e.g. Ybarra and 

Mitchell, 2004a; Vandebosch et al., 2006; van Rooij and Van den Eijnden 2007; Rinzema, 

2008).  

The anonymous character of cyberspace is one of the perceived causes of 

cyberbullying (Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; Kowalski et al., 2008; Rinzema, 2008; Wolak et 

al., 2006). Some research confirms this assumption: these studies find that cyberbullies 
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anonymously bully their victims (Kowalski and Limber, 2007; Kowalski et al., 2008; Li, 

2007; Williams and Guerra, 2007; Wolak et al., 2007). However, other studies have found 

that offenders do not bully anonymously (Dehue et al., 2006; Goberecht, 2008; Hinduja and 

Patchin, 2009; Juvonen and Gross, 2008).   

The motives for cyberbullying vary. Several studies have found that revenge is the 

main motive for cyberbullying (Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; Goberecht, 2008; Raskauskas and 

Stolz, 2007). Furthermore, a significant number of cyberbullies report bullying ‘for fun’ 

(Raskauskas and Stolz, 2007; Smith et al., 2008). 

Finally, cyberbullies seem to be traditional bullies and victims of cyberbullying more 

often than non-cyberbullies (Vandebosch et al., 2006; Kowalski et al., 2008; Hinduja and 

Patchin, 2009). 

 

Victims 

Cyberbullying is mainly directed towards individuals and not towards groups (e.g. Juvonen 

and Gross, 2008; Raskauskas and Stolz, 2007; Slonje and Smith, 2008). 

Victims of cyberbullying are between 12 and 18 years old (e.g. Lenhart, 2007; 

Mitchell, Finkelhor and Becker-Blase, 2007; Schrock and Boyd, 2010; Vandebosch et al., 

2006). As is the case with perpetration, there is no consensus about the age at which 

cyberbullying victimization peaks (Vandebosch and van Cleemput, 2010). However, several 

studies have found that victimization starts to increase at early adolescence and decreases at 

the age of 16 or 17 years old (Hinduja and Patchin, 2008 & 2009; Vandebosch et al., 2006; 

Ybarra and Mitchell, 2004a).  

Most of the literature suggests that girls are the victim of cyberbullying more often 

than boys (e.g. Dehue et al., 2006; Hinduja and Patchin, 2008; Kowalski and Limber, 2007; 

Schrock and Boyd, 2010; Smith, et al., 2006 & 2008; Vandebosch et al., 2006). However, 

some studies suggest that the risk to fall victim to cyberbullying is higher for boys (e.g. Erdur 

Baker, 2010; van den Eijnden et al., 2006). Furthermore, some studies found equal risks for 

girls and boys of becoming a victim of cyberbullying (Li, 2006; Patchin and Hinduja, 2006; 

Slonje and Smith, 2008). 

Cyberbully victims spend more time online than their peers (Hinduja and Patchin, 

2008; Juvonen and Gross, 2008; Lenhart, 2007; Livingstone and Haddon, 2009; Smith et al., 

2008; Vandebosch et al., 2006; Van den Eijnden et al., 2006). Moreover, youth who use 

internet applications that are meant to communicate with others more often than their peers, 
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have a higher risk to become a victim (Bauwens et al., 2009; Lenhart, 2007; Van den Eijnden 

et al., 2006). 

 Van den Eijnden  et al. (2006) find that youth who are traditional bully victims and 

youth who cyberbully others, have an increased risk of becoming a victim of cyberbullying. 

Other studies confirm these findings (Hinduja and Patchin 2008 & 2009; Juvonen and Gross, 

2008; Li, 2007; Raskauskas and Stolz, 2007; Smith et al., 2008; Vandebosch et al., 2006; 

Ybarra and Mitchell, 2004b). Despite the aforementioned overlap, Ybarra, Diener-West and 

Leaf (2007) show that the majority of cyberbully victims (64%) are not traditional bully 

victims. Kowalski and Limber (2007) also conclude that some youth are only bullied in 

cyberspace. Thus literature suggests that, as David-Ferdon and Feldman Hertz conclude: ‘new 

media technologies are facilitating the development of a new group of adolescents who under 

traditional circumstances are not victimized by their peers as well as providing another 

conduit for perpetrators to continue to victimize youth who are already targets at school’ 

(2007: s2).  

 Finally, research suggests that cyberbullying has negative effects on the psychosocial 

well-being of youth. These effects will be described below. 

 

2.5 Effects of cyberbullying 

Understanding the effects of cyberbullying is necessary to determine their severity. Several 

studies have tried to measure the effects of cyberbullying. However, definite conclusions 

cannot be stated, because existing findings rely on correlational research (Kiriakidis and 

Kavoura, 2010). Such research designs are inappropriate to determine cause and effect. 

Therefore, existing studies merely found patterns of association between cyberbullying and its 

‘effects’. The findings presented hereafter should therefore be interpreted with care. 

Firstly, research suggests that one in three victims of cyberbullying experience 

negative effects (Finkelhor et al., 2000; Wolak et al., 2006). In addition, Bauwens et al. 

(2009) found that girls experience more negative effects as a result of cyberbullying than 

boys. Moreover, Ybarra and Mitchell (2004b) found that youth who were as well perpetrators 

as victims of cyberbullying were almost six times more likely to report emotional distress 

than victim-only youth.  Victimization correlates with feelings of depression, loneliness, grief, 

fear, frustration and low self-confidence (Finkelhor et al., 2000; Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; 

Raskauskas and Stolz, 2007; Van den Eijnden et al., 2006; Vandebosch et al., 2006; Wolak et 

al.,2006;  Ybarra and Mitchell, 2004b). Furthermore, cyberbully victims often seem to think 
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they are not popular, they have more problems at school, they more often carry a weapon, 

they are aggressive more often and smoke and drink alcohol more often than non-victims 

(Hinduja and Patchin, 2008; Vandebosch et al., 2006 Ybarra, Diener-West and Leaf, 2007).  

There is no consensus about the differences between the effects of traditional bullying 

and cyberbullying. Some studies found that the effects of traditional bullying are more severe 

than the effects of cyberbullying (e.g. Van den Eijnden et al., 2006). Other studies suggest that 

the effects of cyberbullying and traditional bullying are comparable (Juvonen and Gross, 

2008; Mason, 2008; Smith et al., 2008). A recurrent finding is that victims of both 

cyberbullying as well as traditional bullying experience most negative effects (Van den 

Eijnden et al., 2006; Vandebosch et al., 2006; Ybarra, Diener-West en Leaf, 2007). Finally, 

Slonje and Smith (2008) found that the impact of picture or video clip cyberbullying is higher 

than the impact of other forms of traditional or cyberbullying, because of the large audience 

size in cyberspace. After all, once an embarrassing picture or video clip of the victim is 

uploaded on YouTube, for example, everyone with an internet connection can see it. 

 

2.6 Measures against cyberbullying 

A wide variety of practical measures against cyberbullying are described in the literature. 

These measures can be divided into three categories. Firstly, measures against cyberbullying 

focus on increasing awareness about the nature, extent and effects of cyberbullying within 

communities (Agatston, et al., 2007; Dehue et al., 2008; Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; 

Kowalski and Limber, 2007; Li, 2007; Mason, 2008; Smith et al., 2008; Slonje and Smith, 

2008; Vandebosch et al., 2006). It is assumed that increasing awareness about cyberbullying 

is a major practical step to tackle the problem. The second category of measures are meant to 

improve communication about internet use between children and adults (Cassidy et al., 2009; 

Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; Kowalski et al., 2008; Mason, 2008; Rinzema, 2008 Smith et al., 

2008). It is assumed that in order to signal and prevent online misconduct at an early stage, it 

is essential to know about the online behaviour of youth and therefore open communication is 

essential. In addition, the third category of measures are meant to increase adult supervision 

on the online behaviour of youth (David-Ferdon and Feldman Hertz, 2007; Hinduja and 

Patchin, 2009; Kowalski et al., 2008; Rinzema, 2008; Van Rooij and Van Eijden, 2007; 

Willard, 2007). Parents can, for example, use software to log chat conversations of their 

children.  



 17 

 

A comprehensive approach 

In 2002, Berson, Berson and Ferron argued that taking measures against cyberbullying 

‘involves more than disseminating practical lists of online safety tips and requires a 

comprehensive educational program, which is part of a dynamic and interactive experience 

involving teachers, parents and youth in the development and training process’ (2002:68). 

Their conclusion is widely accepted in contemporary literature on cyberbullying. It is 

commonly asserted that cyberbullying should be tackled through a comprehensive program in 

which important stakeholders, such as schools, parents and local governments, should 

participate (e.g. Cassidy et al., 2009; David-Ferdon and Feldman Hertz, 2007; Hinduja and 

Patchin, 2008; Kowalski and Limber, 2007; Kowalski et al., 2008; Li, 2008; Mason, 2008; 

Smith et al., 2008; Walrave et al., 2009; Williams and Guerra, 2007).  

Researchers advocate such a comprehensive program, because a similar strategy has 

been successful in tackling traditional bullying. Evaluations have shown that the 

comprehensive Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP), for example, reduced 

traditional bullying by 25 to 50 percent (Olweus and Limber, 1999 as cited in Mason, 2008). 

Since it is argued that traditional bullying and cyberbullying share enough common features 

(Williams and Guerra, 2007), researchers suggest that existing bullying prevention 

programmes should form the basis for cyberbullying prevention and intervention strategies 

(Agatston et al., 2007; Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; Kiriakidis and Kavoura, 2010; Kowalski et 

al., 2008; Mason, 2008; Willard, 2007).  

However, there is a lack of empirical research on the effectiveness of measures against 

cyberbullying (David-Ferdon and Feldman Hertz, 2007; Kiriakidis and Kavoura, 2010; Li, 

2007; Mason, 2008; Raskauskas and Stolz, 2007; Shariff, 2008; Walrave et al., 2009).  Mason 

for example, concludes: ‘It is important to note that because cyberbullying is a new form of 

bullying, there is no empirical evidence that exists to validate effective prevention or 

intervention measures’ (2008: 333). It is therefore questionable to what extent programmes 

that were originally designed to tackle traditional bullying can effectively tackle 

cyberbullying as well.  
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3. Research design: criminological perspectives  
 

This chapter describes the research problem, its aims, the research questions and the 

criminological perspectives and hypothesis that underlie this study.  

 

3.1 Research problem & aims 

As the literature review illustrates, a considerable amount of literature contributes to our 

understanding of cyberbullying. Moreover, as cyberbullying seems to be a significant 

problem, existing literature emphasizes the importance of research in this matter.  

  However, it is also clear from the literature review that existing studies lack 

explanatory theoretical frameworks. Therefore, in order to develop a better understanding of 

the causes of cyberbullying, explanatory research is needed. The primary objective of this 

explanatory research is to contribute to understanding the causes of cyberbullying. Existing 

criminological theories which provide plausible explanations for cyberbullying are used to 

test several hypotheses.  Furthermore, understanding the causes of deviant behaviour, such as 

cyberbullying, is necessary to develop effective interventions (Wikstrom, 2008). Therefore, 

the secondary goal of this study is to contribute to the development of measures against 

cyberbullying. Finally, while testing existing criminological theory in a new social 

environment like cyberspace, this research aims to investigate the extent to which existing 

criminological theories can be used to explain deviant behaviour in cyberspace.  

 

3.2 Research questions 

In addition to the research problem and its aims, the following research questions underlie this 

study. 

 

Research question: 

To what extent can criminological theory explain cyberbullying and inform intervention 

strategies? 

 

Accompanying questions 

• What is cyberbullying?  
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• What is the nature and prevalence of cyberbullying?  

• What are the characteristics of offenders? 

• To what extent can existing criminological theory explain offending behaviour? 

• What are the characteristics of victims?  

• To what extent can existing criminological theory explain victimization? 

• To what extent does the psychosocial well-being of victims differ from the well-being 

of non-victims? 

• What can be done against cyberbullying? 

 

3.3 Criminological perspectives on cyberbullying 

In order to answer the aforementioned research questions, several explanatory theoretical 

perspectives are formulated. Mishna et al. conclude (2009: 4) that 'to understand 

cyberbullying, the context of the cyberworld must be taken into account'. Therefore, the 

theoretical perspectives presented hereafter combine characteristics of cyberspace with 

existing criminological theories to explain cyberbullying. Based on these criminological 

perspectives, several hypotheses are formulated. 

 

Characteristics of cyberspace 

Existing literature on cyberbullying identifies several internet–related characteristics that 

could provide an explanation for cyberbullying behaviour. These characteristics cause what is 

termed 'disinhibition' (e.g. Willard 2007; Mason, 2008; Kowalski et al., 2008; Hinduja and 

Patchin, 2009). Hinduja and Patchin describe disinhibition as 'to be freed from restraints on 

your behaviour' (2009:21).  

 First, the 'anonymity' of cyberspace is perceived to cause cyberbullying (e.g. Dehue et 

al., 2008; Mason, 2008; Shariff, 2008; Hinduja and Patchin 2009). It is assumed that youth 

are freed from possible restraints to bully in cyberspace, because the internet facilitates the 

possibility to be anonymous. After all, the risks of getting caught and punished for 

anonymously cyberbullying another person, for example by using a fictive identity, seem to 

be low. Moreover, the risk of being physically attacked by the victim is absent for bullies that 

keep their identity a secret.  
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 In addition, the characteristics of cyberspace cause what Walrave et al. call 'the 

cockpit effect' (2009: 17). Due to the 'absence of relational clues as well as physical proximity 

to another person’ in cyberspace (Suler and Philips 1998 as cited in Shariff, 2008: 100) 

offenders often seem to think their behaviour has a low impact on victims (e.g. Willard, 2007; 

Dehue et al., 2008; Mason, 2008; Smith et al., 2008). Because of this, offenders seem 

merciless and seem to have a lack of empathy for their victims (Walrave et al., 2009).  

 Moreover, it seems that the lack of adult supervision in cyberspace causes 

cyberbullying behaviour (e.g. Ybarra and Mitchell, 2004; van Rooij and Van den Eijnden, 

2007; Mason, 2008; Hinduja and Patchin, 2009). Without supervision, the risk of being 

caught and punished for deviant behaviour in cyberspace is low. Therefore, cyberspace 

provides a relatively 'safe' opportunity for offenders to bully. 

 Furthermore, cyberspace provides an infinite audience for offenders (e.g. Shariff, 

2008; Slonje and Smith, 2008; Hinduja and Patchin, 2009). For example, once a bully uploads 

a website that is devoted to make fun of a victim, everybody with an internet connection can 

see it. Therefore cyberspace provides a relatively easy opportunity for offenders to 

intentionally hurt their victims. 

 Finally, cyberspace enables bullying regardless of time and place (Kowalski et al., 

2008; Shariff, 2008; Hinduja and Patchin, 2009). Youngsters who are bullied in traditional 

settings are able to escape victimization when, for example, their school day is over. In 

cyberspace on the other hand, electronic devices can be used to bully 24/7. Text messages, 

emails or websites devoted to bully someone, are not limited by time or place. 

 

The offender perspective: rational choice and self-control 

The question what causes deviant behaviour is one without an unambiguous answer. 

However, overseeing the characteristics associated to cyberspace, it seems plausible to 

explain engagement in cyberbullying as a rational choice. In essence, Rational Choice Theory 

states that deviant behaviour is the result of an assessment of costs and benefits whereby the 

benefits outweigh the costs. People make rational decisions around the issues of risk, effort 

and reward (Clarke and Cornish, 2000 as cited in Rock, 2007; Clarke and Felson, 2008). In 

the case of cyberbullying, the risks seem to be low: offenders are able to operate 

anonymously, there is an absence of relational clues and physical proximity and there seems 

to be a lack of supervision in cyberspace. Therefore, since the majority of youth have internet 

access, the effort it takes to cyberbully someone is small. Moreover, cyberspace provides the 

opportunity to bully, regardless of time and place. Cyberspace also provides the bully with an 
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'infinite audience'. Thus as a reward, without much effort or risks, the cyberbully is able to 

intentionally and repeatedly hurt his victim, confirming the power imbalance between them. 

Therefore, the first hypothesis central to this study is: cyberbullying is a rational choice.  

 

However, the first hypothesis does not explain why certain youngsters make the rational 

decision to cyberbully, while others do not. Therefore a second theoretical concept, derived 

from Gottfredson and Hirschi's 'General Theory of Crime' (1990), is used to explain 

engagement in cyberbullying. Central to this theory is the assumption that engagement in 

deviant behaviour depends on a person’s extent of self-control. According to van Dijk, Sagel 

Grande and Toornvliet (2006), Rational Choice Theory and Self-Control Theory can 

appropriately be combined in an explanatory model, because rational choices could be 

influenced by self-control. Gottfredson and Hirschi state: 'High self-control effectively 

reduces the possibility of crime – that is, those possessing it will be substantially less likely at 

all periods of life to engage in criminal acts' (1990: 89). According to Gottfredson and Hirschi 

(1990), low self-control is caused by bad rearing practices. Four factors influence the level of 

self-control among youth: (1) the level of attachment between parents and their children, (2) 

the level at which parents supervise the behaviour of their children, (3) the ability of parents 

to recognize deviant behaviour and (4) the extent to which parents punish deviant behaviour 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). 

 Considering the unique characteristics of cyberspace, Self-Control Theory seems 

appropriate to explain engagement in cyberbullying. After all, cyberspace seems to lack adult 

supervision and therefore deviant behaviour will not be recognized and punished (Ybarra and 

Mitchell 2004a; van Rooij and Van den Eijnden, 2007; Mesch, 2010; Hinduja and Patchin, 

2009). Moreover, research suggests that the bond between cyberbullies and their caregivers is 

weak compared to the bond between non-cyberbullies and their caregivers (e.g. Ybarra and 

Mitchell, 2004a; Vandebosch et al. 2006; van Rooij and Van den Eijnden 2007).  

 Therefore, the second hypothesis central to this research is: youth with high self-

control will be less likely to cyberbully, than those with low self-control.  

 

The victim perspective: Routine Activity Theory (RAT) 

In this study, the RAT is used to identify possible causes of cyberbullying victimization. 

Central to this theory is the assumption that for deviant behaviour to occur ‘there must be a 

convergence in time and space of three minimal elements: a likely offender, a suitable target 

and the absence of a capable guardian’ (Felson and Clarke, 1998: 4). Literature on 
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cyberbullying suggests that the Routine Activity approach could provide a plausible 

explanation for victimization. 

Firstly, there are likely offenders in cyberspace. The literature review revealed that the 

extent of cyberbullying perpetration varies between 4 and 56 percent. According to the RAT, 

a likely offender is someone who is motivated and has the intention to behave in a deviant 

manner (Cohen and Felson 1979; Clarke and Felson, 2008).  Intention is also one of the key 

elements in definitions of cyberbullying. In addition, several studies found that revenge was 

the primary motive for cyberbullying (Goberecht, 2008; Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; 

Raskauskas and Stolz, 2007).   

Secondly, it seems plausible to state that there are ‘suitable targets’ in cyberspace. The 

internet has become an evermore popular medium among youth and the literature suggests 

that youth who are online more often and use the internet for communicative purposes more 

than others, are more likely to become cyberbully victims (Hinduja and Patchin, 2008; 

Juvonen and Gross, 2008; Livingstone and Haddon, 2009; Smith et al., 2008; Vandebosch et 

al., 2006). In addition, prevalence rates of cyberbullying victimization vary between 6 and 72 

percent, which also suggests that ‘suitable targets’ are present in cyberspace. 

Finally, capable guardians to protect youth against cyberbullying seem to be absent. 

After all, the internet provides cyberbullies the opportunity to bully anonymously and their 

online behaviour seems to be insufficiently supervised (e.g. Hinduja and Patchin, 2009; 

Ybarra and Mitchell, 2004a; van Rooij and Van den Eijnden, 2007). In addition, the literature 

suggests that there is a lack of measures to prevent victimization of cyberbullying: parents of 

victims, for example, seem to be absent in cyberspace (Berson et al., 2002; Juvonen and 

Gross, 2008; Mesch, 2009; Rinzema 2008; Vandebosch et al., 2006). 

The third hypothesis is that the RAT provides an explanation for victimization of 

cyberbullying. 
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4. Research methodology 
 
This chapter provides a detailed description of how this study was conducted. Firstly, the 

organizational setting will be discussed. Subsequently, the research methods that were used to 

conduct the research will be justified. Because ‘every social science measurement has an error 

component’ (Skogan, 2003: 8), a combination of research methods was used to improve the 

measurement accuracy of this study. The next section describes the main statistical tests that 

were used for the analysis. Hence, the general characteristics of the survey participants will be 

summarized. Finally, ethical issues will be addressed. 

 

4.1 Organizational setting 

Commissioned by the Dutch Ministry for Education, Culture and Science, the Cybersafety 

Chair of the NHL University of Applied Sciences is conducting a Dutch national study on 

youth and cybersafety. This research programme started in September 2009 and will be 

finished in September 2013. The goal of the project is to describe and explain the potential 

risks for youth in cyberspace and, based on the research findings, develop effective 

interventions to enhance the safety of youth in cyberspace. Supplementary to the national 

research, this study on the causes of cyberbullying was conducted. As will be described 

below, some research activities for this dissertation overlapped with, or were influenced by, 

the national research project.  

 

Methods 

4.2 Literature review 

This study started with a literature review. The literature review identified what was already 

known about cyberbullying and its possible causes. Furthermore, the literature review 

contributed to the development of the theoretical perspectives that underlie this study. It 

synthesised and assessed primary research into a single, descriptive account. Open sources, 

such as Google (Scholar), and scientific databases, such as Oxford University Press E-

Journals, PubMed, Science Direct and Wiley Interscience E-Journals were used to search for 

relevant documents. Publications were searched for by using keywords such as: cyber 

bullying, cyberbullying, electronic bullying / harassment and internet bullying / harassment. 

Subsequently, the documents found were screened for their relevance by scanning tables of 
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content and by reading summaries, abstracts and conclusions. Supplementary literature was 

found by searching for relevant references in the documents found so far. Documents that 

were not found in open sources or scientific databases were collected via regular libraries. 

4.3 Focus groups 

A focus group is ‘a research technique that collects data through group interaction on a topic 

determined by the researcher’ (Morgan, 1996, p.130). Although this research method seems to 

be applicable for studies that involve youth (Charlesworth and Rodwell, 1997; Horner, 2000), 

little is known about best practices on how to do so. Nevertheless, it is argued that a group 

discussion with youth should be conducted with a homogeneous group of respondents: they 

should, for example, be of the same age, gender and educational level (Sim 1998; Hoppe, 

Wells, Morrison, Gillmore and Wilsdon, 1995). Furthermore, between five and eight 

youngsters should participate in a focus group (Carlesworth and Rodwell, 1997; Hoppe et al., 

1995; Morgan, Gibbs, Maxwell and Britten, 2002). 

For this study, four group discussions were conducted. The focus groups were 

assembled according to best practices found in the literature. Participants of the first two 

focus groups were recruited via one class of a primary school. The first focus group consisted 

of six boys, aged 11 and 12 years old. The second focus group consisted of six girls, aged 11 

and 12 years old. Participants of the third focus group were recruited via two teams of a local 

soccer club. This focus group consisted of six boys, aged 13 to 15 years old. Since these boys 

were not recruited via a school, they had different educational levels. However, during the 

group discussion, this did not seem to influence the results negatively. The last focus group 

consisted of eight girls, aged 14 and 15 years old. These girls were recruited via one class of a 

secondary school. In cooperation with the schools and the soccer club, all parents have been 

asked for permission before recruiting potential participants. 

  A topic list was developed, based on the results of the literature review (appendix C). 

This topic list was used to guide the group conversations. Topics discussed were: internet 

access, motives for internet use, risk perception, cyberbullying experiences, coping strategies, 

internet rearing practices and protective measures. The aim of the group discussions was to 

gain insight in online bullying experiences and to validate the theoretical perspectives that 

underlie this study. Participants were, for example, asked to what extent the internet is an 

environment that facilitates bullying (e.g. because of disinhibition / the lack of capable 

guardians). Finally, the results provided input for the questionnaire.   
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To make sure the data obtained would be as reliable as possible, all focus groups were 

conducted by the same two researchers (Charlesworth and Rodwell, 1997; Kidd and Parshall, 

2000). One of the researchers led the group discussion. This ‘moderator’, introduced the 

topics, asked relevant questions and kept the discussion going (Sim, 1998). The other 

researcher observed the participants, made notes, kept an eye on the time spent on each topic 

and sometimes asked supplementary questions or questions that were forgotten by the 

moderator. Each group discussion took no more than 45 to 60 minutes (Hoppe et al., 1995; 

Morgan et al., 2002).  

 

4.4 Survey 

4.4.1 Note regarding the organizational setting 

Two large scale self-report surveys will be conducted in 2011 and 2012, as a part of the 

longitudinal national research program on the safety of youth in cyberspace. A questionnaire 

has been developed for that purpose. This questionnaire contains questions about the 

following online threats to youth: compulsive internet use, cyberbullying, online sexual 

communication and financial cybercrimes (e.g. virtual theft / online fraud). The questions 

about cyberbullying were co-developed by the author of this dissertation and two colleagues. 

Before conducting the national surveys, the complete questionnaire was quantitatively tested 

amongst 387 students of a regional high school and 69 pupils of a regional primary school. 

The data obtained through this test are used in this dissertation. 

 

4.4.2 Developing the questionnaire 

Based on the literature review and the focus groups, a draft version of the questionnaire was 

developed. This draft version was reviewed by four research colleagues. Furthermore, the 

questions were qualitatively tested offline amongst 11 youngsters between 10 and 18 years 

old. The methods used for this qualitative pretest were thinking aloud and probing (Collins, 

2003). Respondents were asked to think aloud while answering the survey questions. 

Furthermore, researchers asked specific questions about the understandability of items in the 

questionnaire. The reviews of colleagues and the qualitative test of the questions resulted in 

several changes in the formulation and routing of the questions. Subsequently, the 

questionnaire was placed online. A consortium of youth and healthcare organizations and the 

police are involved in the national research program. Because the online questionnaire 

contains some sensitive questions, several professionals of these organizations gave feedback 
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on (the suitability of) the questions.  Moreover, the online version was again tested by four 

research colleagues. This online test also resulted in several adjustments to the questionnaire.  

Subsequently, the online version of the survey was ready for the quantitative test that 

underlies this study.  

4.4.3 Measures 

Personal characteristics, internet use and well-being 

The questionnaire (appendix D) begins with some questions about personal characteristics 

such as gender, age, and educational level. Subsequently, questions are asked about the 

internet behaviour of respondents. For example, respondents have to indicate whether they 

have internet access at home and, if so, how much time they spend on the internet and what 

kind of applications they use. In addition, a construct was used to measure the psychosocial 

well-being of respondents. This construct was composed by combining and adjusting items 

from existing constructs. Original, validated constructs were difficult to use, because they 

often consisted of too many items to include in this lengthy questionnaire. Moreover, the 

focus groups and the qualitative pretest made clear that items used in existing constructs are 

often inappropriate to ask children, because the way they are formulated is too difficult. Items 

used were mainly derived from the study of Vandebosch et al., (2006) and find their origin in 

the Self-Description Questionnaire (Ellis, Parada, Richards and Richards, 2002, as cited in 

Vandebosch et al., 2006) and the SHIELDS questionnaire (Gerson 1998, as cited in 

Vandebosch et al., 2006) for measuring stress. The construct eventually contained 13 items. 

On a 5-point scale, from totally agree to totally disagree, respondents had to indicate whether 

they, for example, are satisfied with themselves or to what extent they feel happy. The 

construct used has a Cronbach’s Alpha of .806. 

 

Bullying & forms of bullying 

The literature review illustrated that there is a lack of a standardized operational definition to 

measure cyberbullying. Therefore, a validated instrument to measure traditional bullying was 

initially searched for. A validated instrument that is frequently used to measure traditional 

bullying is the Bully/Victim Questionnaire (Olweus, 1996). The key questions in this 

instrument are: ‘How often have you been bullied at school in the past couple of months’ or 

‘How often have you taken part in bullying other students at school in the past couple of 

months’. The response alternatives are: ‘I haven’t bullied other / I haven’t been bullied by 

other students at school in the past couple of months’, ‘only once or twice’, ‘2 or 3 times a 
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month’, ‘about once a week’, and ‘several times a week’ (Solberg and Olweus, 2003: 243).  

This instrument also forms the basis for questionnaires in several studies on cyberbullying 

(for example: Kowalski and Limber, 2007; Smith et al., 2006; Smith et al., 2008). To increase 

measurement uniformity in studies on cyberbullying, the Bully/Victim Questionnaire was also 

used in this study. The questions and answers were translated in Dutch and adjusted to (forms 

of) cyberbullying: instead of asking how often someone was bullied / took part in bullying at 

school, respondents were asked how often they were bullied / had bullied somebody else via 

the internet or their mobile phone in the past couple of months. Besides using this instrument 

to ask students about the prevalence of cyberbullying, students were also asked how often 

they had been the perpetrator or victim of traditional bullying 

 Forms of cyberbullying that were included in the study are: harassment (calling names 

/ sending offensive pictures or movies), exclusion (from an online group), denigration 

(spreading gossip and rumours) and outing (public posting, sending, or forwarding personal 

images or movies that contain intimate personal information or are potentially embarrassing). 

Respondents were asked how often they were the victim of or took part in these forms of 

cyberbullying. For traditional bullying, no specific forms were measured.  

Unfortunately, due to the small number of cyberbullies and victims in the sample, it 

was impossible to conduct reliable analyses that distinguish between the Bully/Victim 

response alternatives. Therefore, the results were dichotomized into either: (1) not being a 

bully/victim or (2) being a bully/victim. Thus, the results presented relate to all cyberbullying 

incidents, whether they occurred once or twice in the past months or several times a week.  

 

H1: Cyberbullying is a rational choice 

This study focussed on testing the Rational Choice perspective by measuring to what extent 

cyberbullies see cyberspace as an environment where the risks of bullying behaviour are 

small.  

It is assumed that cyberspace is a low-risk environment for bullying behaviour 

compared to the offline world, because of anonymity, the lack of relational clues and the lack 

of supervision and punishment. Therefore, it is expected that traditional bullies now also bully 

while online. Moreover, it is assumed that there is a new group of bullies that exclusively 

bully while online. For the latter group, the characteristics of the Internet have affected their 

rational choice: because of the high risks involved with traditional bullying they previously 

did not conduct this kind of deviant behaviour. However, because of the relatively low risks 

involved with cyberbullying, they do conduct such behaviour.  
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Furthermore, this study tested to what extent cyberbullying behaviour is conducted 

anonymously for both groups of bullies (offline & online bullies / online bullies only). Bullies 

were asked whether victims knew their identity. After all, according to the Rational Choice 

perspective, the perceived anonymity of cyberspace makes cyberbullying a form of behaviour 

that poses little risk of getting caught and punished.  

Hence, this study tested to what extent both groups of bullies actually see cyberspace 

as an environment in which the risks of getting caught and punished are lower than the risks 

of getting caught and punished for offline bullying. Respondents were asked how big they 

perceive the chance of getting caught and punished for offline bullying and, subsequently, for 

cyberbullying. 

 Finally, it is assumed that the unique characteristics (such as anonymity) of 

cyberspace free youth from restraints on their behaviour. The disinhibitive effect of 

cyberspace is expected to cause forms of deviant behaviour, such as cyberbullying. A 7-item 

construct was used to measure to what extent respondents feel disinhibited in cyberspace. 

Answers were coded from 1 – a very small disinhibition effect – thru 5 – a very big 

disinhibition effect. Thus, the higher the score on this construct, the more respondents 

experience disinhibition in cyberspace. Items included were, for example: ‘I find it easier to 

talk on the internet than in real life’ ‘I dare more on the internet than in real life’ and ‘on the 

internet I discuss things I never talk about in real life’. The construct was reliable (Cronbach’s 

Alpha=0.836). 

 

H2: Cyberbullies have a lower extent of self-control than non-cyberbullies 

The second hypothesis central to this research is: youth with high self-control will be less 

likely to cyberbully than those with low self-control.  

A construct that was derived from The Grasmick Scale (Grasmick et al., 1993) for 

self-control was used to test the extent of self-control of participants in the study,. This scale, 

which is based on Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theory (1990), has proven to be reliable (Piquero 

and Rosay, 1998) and is used in several other studies (e.g. Junger-Tas, Steketee and Moll, 

2008). However, because of the length of the questionnaire and because - as we found in the 

focus groups and our qualitative test - several original items were too difficult for children to 

understand, the scale was reduced from 23 to 7 items. Unfortunately, the Cronbach’s Alpha of 

the adjusted construct used was 0.541 and therefore not reliable. Nevertheless, the items in the 

construct were used for bivariate analysis. 
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Furthermore, according to Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) four factors influence the 

level of self-control among youth: (1) the level of attachment between parents and their 

children, (2) the level at which parents supervise the behaviour of their children, (3) the 

ability of parents to recognize deviant behaviour and (4) the extent to which parents punish 

deviant behaviour (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). In this study, the attachment between 

parents and their children was measured by using a construct that was derived from the Dutch 

version of the validated Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA) (Armsden and 

Greenberg, 1987; Van der Vorst, Engels, Meeus and Dekovic, 2006; Van Rooij and van den 

Eijnden, 2007). Unfortunately, the construct used was not reliable (Cronbach’s alpha 

score=0.603). Nevertheless, one of the items, which asks respondents to indicate how well 

they get along with their parents, is used for bivariate analysis. The extent of parental 

supervision, recognition and punishment of cyberbullying was also measured. First, 

respondents were asked whether parents supervise / monitor their online behaviour.  

Respondents were then asked whether their parents set internet rules and, finally, respondents 

were asked whether they adhere to these rules and, if not, what the consequences were. 

Unfortunately, due to the routing in the questionnaire, only 92 respondents answered the 

question about consequences for not adhering to the internet rules2. Thereof, only 13 were 

cyberbullies. Because answers were divided over five categories and recoding the answers 

would not produce any useful results, the number of respondents that answered this question 

is too low to report any useful results. Therefore, these results are disregarded. 

 

 

H3: The Routine Activity Theory explains victimization of cyberbullying 

Concerning the RAT hypothesis, first it was measured to what extent motivated offenders are 

present in cyberspace. Respondents were asked how often they conducted (forms of) 

cyberbullying in the past couple of months. Furthermore, cyberbullies were asked why they 

cyberbullied somebody else: was it, for example, for fun, or because they really intended to 

hurt someone.  

Subsequently, the presence of suitable targets in cyberspace was measured. Clarke and 

Felson (2008: 2) define a suitable target as ‘any person or object likely to be taken or attacked 

by the offender’. Previous studies suggest that youth who are online more often and youth 

who use the internet for communicative purposes more often than their peers more frequently 

                                                 
2 All the respondents who reported that A) there are no internet rules; B) their parents never or usually  not 
control internet rules and C) they always abide to the internet rules, did not answer the question.  
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become cyberbully victims. Therefore, in this study several measures are included to 

determine to what extent youth are online and for what purposes youth use the internet. 

Respondents were, for example, asked what internet applications they use the most. 

Moreover, respondents were asked how often they were the victim of (a form of) 

cyberbullying in the past couple of months.  

Finally, according to the RAT, the absence of capable guardians is crucial for deviance 

to occur. In addition, the theory suggests that the most likely individuals to prevent crime are 

not, for example, the police, but rather friends or family (Clarke and Felson, 2008). Therefore, 

in this study the influence of parents as capable guardians was measured. Respondents were 

asked about the bond they have with parents, the extent to which parents supervise and 

monitor online behaviour, the extent to which parents set rules and the extent to which parents 

punish deviant behaviour. Since, due to the routing in the questionnaire, only 92 respondents 

answered the question about consequences for not adhering to internet rules and thereof 

merely 19 respondents were victims of cyber bullying analysis regarding to consequences for 

not adhering to internet rules were unreliable and are disregarded.  

 

4.5 Analysis 

SPSS was used to conduct the quantitative analysis in this study. The main statistical 

technique used is the chi-square test for independence. To be significant the sig. value needs 

to be p<0.05 or smaller. However, results with a sig. value of p<0.10 are also presented. In the 

latter case, differences found are significant with 90 percent certainty. Results are not reliable 

and will not be presented if they have violated the minimum expected cell frequency: at least 

80 percent of the cells should have expected frequencies of five or more. Analyses of variance 

(ANOVA) were used to compare mean scores on constructs such as disinhibition and well-

being between groups. 
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4.6 Survey participants 

 
Table 1 summarizes the general characteristics of the survey participants.  
 
Gender N             % 

Male 249 55% 

Female 207 45% 

Educational level 
3
 N % 

Primary school 69 15% 

Secondary school: VMBO 180 39% 

Secondary school: HAVO 93 20% 

Secondary school: VWO 114 25% 

Age N % 

10 28 6% 

11 38 8% 

12 79 17% 

13 97 21% 

14 79 17% 

15 86 19% 

16 39 9% 

17 10 2% 

Table 1: general characteristics 

 
Since respondents were recruited from a random sample of two Dutch schools, the sample 

population is not representative. Therefore the research findings are not generalizable for 

Dutch youth from 10 to 17 years old.  

 

4.7 Ethics 

This study has been conducted under the Research Ethics Code of Practice concerning Human 

Subjects of the University of Leicester. The Universities Ethics Committee approved the 

research study before any work was conducted that involved human subjects. In addition, this 

study was subject to the research ethics code of the NHL University of applied sciences 

Moreover, a consortium of youth and healthcare organizations and the police surround the 

national research program to which this study is supplementary. Because the questionnaire 

involves children and contains some sensitive questions, before conducting the actual survey, 

the consortium gave feedback on (the suitability of) the questions. For that purpose, a 

qualitative pretest was also held among several parents and their children. By conducting the 

research under these conditions, the study has protected the rights, interests and dignity of its 

participants. Nevertheless, some ethical issues warrant specific attention here. 

                                                 
3 In Holland, secondary school is divided into several educational levels. The VMBO level is the lowest and the 
VWO level is the highest form of secondary school education.  



 32 

Research participants were recruited via schools. Therefore, a letter and an 

information package about the study were sent to the schools that were approached for 

cooperation in the study (appendix A). Two schools were approached for cooperation in the 

survey. Both were willing to cooperate. In addition, two other schools and the board of one 

local soccer club were approached to cooperate in the focus groups. These organizations were 

also willing to cooperate in the study.  

Subsequently, because the study involves children, parental consent had to be 

obtained. Therefore, all parents of the participating children received a letter which informed 

them about the study (appendix B). Parents were given the option to disallow their child(ren) 

to participate in the study by filling out a special coupon that was attached to the letter and 

returning this coupon to the researcher. Children who weren’t allowed to participate in the 

study were excluded from participation. Overall, 10 children were not allowed to participate 

in the study. 

Moreover, consent was also obtained from the participants themselves. Each 

participant was informed about the study and their right to withdraw participation at any time. 

Since the research was anonymous, no personal written consent forms were stored. No 

children refused to participate in the study themselves. 
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5. Results 
 
This chapter is divided into two sections. Section 5.1 is about offenders of cyberbullying. In 

section 5.2, victims of cyberbullying are discussed. Both sections contain information about 

the nature and prevalence of cyberbullying, general characteristics of bullies / victims and a 

discussion of research results regarding the hypotheses that underlie this study. Finally, the 

effects of cyberbullying on victims are discussed. 

 

5.1 Offenders of cyberbullying 

 

5.1.1 Nature and prevalence    

This study measured the prevalence of cyberbullying through an explicit measure (how often 

have you cyberbullied another person) and by asking respondents about their experiences with 

forms of cyberbullying (e.g. how often have you called another person names). Combining 

the results of the explicit measure and the diverse forms of cyberbullying,  17.8 percent 

(N=81) of the respondents in this study reported having cyberbullied another person in the 

past couple of months. Table 2 differentiates between the explicit and the implicit measures. 

The nature and prevalence of cyberbullying N % 

traditional bullying 58 12.7 

Cyberbullying (explicit measure) 14 3.1 

Calling names / threatening 19 4.2 

Sending offensive pictures or movies 1 0.2 

Spreading gossip / rumours 55 11 

public posting, sending, or forwarding personal images or movies 6 1.3 

Exclusion 22 4.8 
Table 2: nature and prevalence 

 
Respondents reported being a traditional bully more often than being involved in any form of 

cyberbullying. Although the differences seem to be significant, chi square tests - except for 

the difference between traditional bullying and spreading gossip or rumours in cyberspace 

(p=.000) - revealed no reliable results due to the small number of cyberbullies. Forms of 

bullying that were reported the most are: spreading gossip and rumours (11%), exclusion 

(4.8%) and calling somebody names or threatening another person (4.2%).  

The results indicate that bullies do not perceive spreading rumours, calling somebody 

names or excluding another person as cyberbullying behaviour. After all, the prevalence 

reported on the explicit measure for cyberbullying is lower than the prevalence rates reported 

for these forms of cyberbullying. 
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5.1.2 Offender characteristics 

 

Gender 

Table 3 presents the gender distribution of non-cyberbullies and cyberbullies. Of the non-

cyberbullies 56.3 percent are boys and 43.7 percent are girls. Of the cyberbullies, 46.9 percent 

are boys and 53.1 percent are girls. The differences found are not significant. 

 
The gender of cyberbullies 

 No cyberbully Cyberbully 

 N % N % 

Male 211 56.3 38 46.9 

Female 164 43.7 43 53.1 

Total 375 100 81 100 
Table 3: gender  

 
However, as figure 1 shows, significant gender differences were found for involvement in 

forms of (cyber) bullying. 
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Figure 1: gender* involvement in forms of (cyber)bullying 

 

Based on a chi square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) it can be 

stated with 90% certainty that boys are significantly more involved in traditional bullying 

than girls (p=.071): 15.3 percent of the male respondents and 9.7 percent of our female 

respondents bullied somebody else in the traditional manner. A significant difference in 
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gender was also found between respondents who spread rumours and respondents who 

exclude another person in cyberspace. Girls spread significantly more rumours online than 

boys (p=.003) and boys exclude others more often on the internet than girls (p=.004). No 

further gender differences were found. 

 

Age   

Table 4 presents the age distribution of cyberbullies compared to the age distribution of non-

cyberbullies. Cyberbullies seem to be between 14 and 16 years old more often than non-

cyberbullies. However, the differences found are not significant. 

The age of cyberbullies 

 no cyberbully cyberbully 

 N % N % 

10 24 6.4 4 4.9 

11 35 9.3 3 3.7 

12 69 18.4 10 12.3 

13 80 21.3 17 21 

14 59 15.7 20 24.7 

15 69 18.4 17 21 

16 30 8 9 11.1 

17 9 2.4 1 1.2 

Total (N=456) 375 100 81 100 
Table 4: age  

 
An analysis was also conducted to see if there were any age differences with regard to 

involvement in forms of cyberbullying. This analysis did not reveal reliable results because of 

the low number of bullies within each age category and is therefore disregarded. 

 

Educational level 

Table 5 compares the educational level of cyberbullies to the educational level of non-

cyberbullies. The educational level of cyberbullies does not significantly differ from the 

educational level of non-cyberbullies. 

 
The educational level of cyberbullies 

 no cyberbully cyberbully 

 N % N % 

Primary School 59 15.7 10 12.3 

Secondary school 'vmbo' 142 37.9 38 46.9 

Secondary school 'havo-vwo' 174 46.4 33 40.7 

Total (N=456) 375 100 81 100 
Table 5: educational level 
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However, as figure 2 illustrates, there are some significant differences when educational level 

and involvement in forms of cyberbullying are compared.  
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Figure 2: educational level*forms of cyberbullying (* p<0.10; ** P<0.05) 

 

Firstly, there is a significant difference in involvement in traditional bullying between 

respondents from the various educational levels (p=.002). 20.3 percent (n=14) of the 

respondents within primary school reported being a traditional bully, compared to 16.8 

(N=30) percent of the VMBO respondents from secondary school and 6.8 (N=14) percent of 

the HAVO/VWO respondents. Furthermore, the results indicate that, with 90 percent 

certainty, there are significantly fewer cyberbullies in the ‘HAVO-VWO’ group of 

respondents compared to the other educational levels (p=.056). In addition, respondents from 

the ‘VMBO’ group reported calling somebody names or threatening another person online 

significantly more often than respondents from the other groups (p=.045). Exclusion is also 

significantly more prevalent within the VMBO respondents than in the other groups (p=.015).   
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5.1.3 The Rational Choice Hypothesis 

 

Hereafter, the research results regarding to the rational choice hypothesis are presented. 
 
Involvement in traditional- and cyberbullying 

First, it was expected that traditional bullies would also bully in cyberspace. Moreover, it was 

assumed that there would be a new group of bullies that exclusively bully while online. Table 

6 presents to what extent there is an overlap in involvement in traditional bullying and 

cyberbullying. 

 

Rational Choice perspective: the overlap of traditional bullying and cyberbullying 

  no traditional bully traditional bully Total 

no cyberbully N 341 33 374 

% within cyber  91.2 8.8 100 

% within traditional  85.9 56.9 82.2 

 % of total 74.9 7.3 82.2 

cyberbully N 56 25 81 

% within cyber  69.1 30.9 100 

% within traditional  14.1 43.1 17.8 

 % of total 12.3 5.5 17.8 

Total N 397 58 455 

% within cyber 87.3 12.7 100   
  % within traditional 100 100 100 
Table 6: overlap traditional and cyberbullying 

 

This study found that traditional bullies now also bully while online: although 56.9 percent of 

the traditional bullies are not a cyberbully, 43.1 percent of the traditional bullies are. 

Moreover, there is a new group of bullies: a majority of 69.1 percent of the cyberbullies do 

not bully while offline.  

In addition, an analysis was conducted to control the overlap between involvement in 

traditional bullying and involvement in the different forms of cyberbullying. The result of this 

analysis confirms the aforementioned finding. For example, 70 percent (N=35) of the 

respondents who spread rumours online, did not report bullying another person offline. 

Moreover, from those respondents who reported having traditionally bullied somebody else in 

the past couple of months, 26 percent (N=15) has also spread rumours about another person 

online.  

 

Anonymity and cyberbullying 

According to the Rational Choice perspective, the perceived anonymity of cyberspace makes 

cyberbullying a form of behaviour that poses little risk of getting caught and punished. The 
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focus groups confirmed this assumption. A boy, for example, stated that: ‘bullying on the 

internet is, due to the possibility to be anonymous, much easier than traditional bullying’. 

The survey also tested to what extent cyberbullying behaviour is conducted anonymously. 

Two groups of bullies were differentiated for this analysis: (1) all-round bullies and (2) 

cyberbullies only. All-round bullies are defined as those who bully offline as well as online. 

The second group consists of those who exclusively bully in cyberspace. Table 7 presents the 

results of this analysis. 

The anonymity of cyberbullies 

   
Did the person you cyberbullied 
know your identity? 

  Yes No 
I don't 
know total 

all-round bully  
(bullies off and online) N 12 5 8 25 

  
% within all-round bully 
(row) 48 20 32 100 

  % within identity (column) 44.4 31.2 21.1 30.9 

  % of total 14.8 6.2 9.9 30.9 

cyberbullies only N 15 11 30 56 

  
% within all-round bully 
(row) 26.8 19.6 53.6 100 

  % within identity (column) 55.6 68.8 78.9 69.1 

 % of total 18.5 13.6 37 69.1 

Total N 27 16 38 81 

 
% within all-round bully 
(row) 33.3 19.8 46.9 100 

 % within identity (column) 100 100 100 100 

 % of total 33.3 19.8 46.9 100 
Table 7: anonimity 

 
Overall, 33.3 percent of the cyberbullies reported that the person they cyberbullied knew their 

identity and 19.8 percent indicated that their victims did not knew their identity. However, 

46.9 percent reported not knowing whether their last victim knew their identity. Therefore, no 

definite conclusions can be drawn about the anonymity of cyberbullies. 

In addition, there seems to be no difference in the extent to which all-round bullies and 

those who only bully in cyberspace bully anonymously: 20 percent of the all-round bullies 

and 19.6 percent of those who only bully in cyberspace report cyberbullying anonymously. 

However, 48 percent of the all-round bullies report that their last victim knew their identity 

compared to 26.8 percent of those who exclusively cyberbully. Thus, fewer respondents who 

only bully in cyberspace report that their victims know their identity. In addition, it is notable 

that of the 16 respondents who reported bullying anonymously a majority of 68.8 percent 

(N=11) are those who exclusively bully in cyberspace.  
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Nevertheless, a Chi-square test reveals that the differences found between all-round 

bullies and those who only bully in cyberspace are not significant. Therefore, these results 

should be interpreted with care. In addition, no significant differences were found with regard 

to anonymity between respondents who were and respondents who were not involved in 

forms of cyberbullying. 

 

Perceived risks of cyberspace 

The focus groups indicated that the risks of getting caught and punished for bullying another 

person in cyberspace are notably smaller than the risks of getting caught and punished for 

traditional bullying. In addition, in the survey cyberbullies were asked how big they perceive 

the chance of getting caught and punished for offline and for online bullying. Since no 

significant differences were found between all-round bullies and those who only bully in 

cyberspace, the following graph presents the view of all cyberbullies on the perceived risks of 

cyberspace (Fig. 3). 
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Figure 3: getting caught and punished 

 

Although the difference between getting caught and punished for offline and online bullying 

seems to be significant (p=.000), due to the low number of cyberbullies the chi square test 

was not reliable, even after combining the categories very big and big and very small and 

small. However, as the results illustrate, the risk of getting caught and punished for online 
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bullying, as perceived by cyberbullies, is notably smaller than the perceived risk of getting 

caught and punished for offline bullying.  No differentiation is made in the perceived risk of 

getting caught and punished for the various forms of cyberbullying, because the analysis 

revealed no reliable or significant results.  

 

The extent of disinhibition 

During the focus groups, a respondent mentioned that he had been anonymously cyberbullied. 

When he found out who the boy was that bullied him, it turned out to be a ‘pathetic boy’ from 

school ‘who has no guts in real life’. In this case, cyberspace possibly ‘disinhibited’ the 

behaviour of the bully. To check whether the internet has a disinhibitive effect on bullies, this 

study tested to what extent youth feel freed from restraints on their behaviour in cyberspace.  

Cyberbullies were found to experience a significantly greater disinhibition effect than 

non-cyberbullies (p=.008). The mean score for non-cyberbullies on the disinhibition scale 

was 2.63. The mean score for cyberbullies was 2.76. A similar analysis was conducted for the 

various forms of cyberbullying measured in this study. Due to the low number of bullies 

within the sample, only the results of the most prevalent forms will be mentioned here. It was 

found that those who call names or threaten somebody else score significantly higher than 

those who don’t (p=.003), those who spread rumours about others score significantly (P<0.10) 

higher than those who don’t (p=.061) and those who exclude others in cyberspace also score 

significantly higher than those who don’t (p=.002).  

 

5.1.4 The Self-Control Hypothesis 
 

Because the Rational Choice perspective does not explain why certain youngsters make the 

rational decision to cyberbully while others don't, the Self-Control Theory is tested in this 

study. It is assumed that cyberbullies have a lower extent of self-control than non-

cyberbullies.  

 

Testing a self-control construct 

Since the construct used to measure self-control was not reliable, this study measured to what 

extent cyberbullies score different on the various items in the construct than non-cyberbullies. 

Table 8 presents the results. 
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Cyberbullying and self-control  

 no cyberbully cyberbully 

 
(almost) 
never sometimes often 

(almost) 
never sometimes often 

 % % % % % % 

I am able to concentrate** 7.2 44 48.8 14.8 54.3 30.9 

I say things without first thinking 
them over 28.5 57.3 14.1 22.2 58 19.8 

I save money on a regular basis 13.3 33.3 53.3 16 37 46.9 

I buy things spontaneously 56.3 32.5 11.2 50.6 35.8 13.6 

I plan things I have to do carefully** 20.3 52.8 26.9 31 53.5 15.5 

I get bored fast* 33.3 45.6 21.1 23.5 44.4 32.1 

I do things spontaneously 10.4 57.9 31.7 12.3 55.6 32.1 
Table 8: self-control (*P<0.10; ** P<0.05)         

 

The results reveal that, for all items, cyberbullies seem to have a lower extent of self-control 

than non-cyberbullies. For example, 7.2 percent of the non-bullies reported never being able 

to concentrate compared to 14.8 percent of the cyberbullies. The differences between 

cyberbullies and non-cyberbullies are only significant for the item about concentration 

(p=.005), the item about planning things carefully (p=.049) and the item about getting bored 

(p=.061).  

An analysis that compared the extent of self-control between respondents who have 

and respondents who have not conducted the most prevalent forms of cyberbullying confirms 

the aforementioned finding. The results suggest that respondents who called names or 

threatened, who spread gossip or rumours or who excluded others in cyberspace have a lower 

level of self-control than non-cyberbullies. For example, respondents who reported calling 

another person names are significantly less able to concentrate (p=.001), more often say 

things without first thinking them over (p=.016) and get bored faster (p=.000) than 

respondents who did not report calling another person names in the past couple of months.  

 

Attachment with parents 

To determine the level of attachment between parents and their children, respondents were 

asked how they get along with their parents (table 9).  

How do you get along with your parents 

 no cyberbully cyberbully 

 N % N % 

Very good 234 62.4 42 51.9 

Good 123 32.8 30 37 

not good. not bad 18 4.8 9 11.1 

Total 375 100 81 100 
Table 9: attachment with parents 
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Overall, respondents seem to get along with their parents quite well. There were no 

respondents that reported getting along with their parents poorly or very poorly. However, 

there is a significant difference between cyberbullies and non-cyberbullies (p=.048). 

Cyberbullies report that their relationship with parents is not as good as the relationship 

between non-cyberbullies and their parents. 51.9 percent of the cyberbullies report getting 

along very well with their parents compared to 62.4 percent of the non-cyberbullies. 

Moreover, 11.1 percent of the cyberbullies reported a relationship with parents that is not 

good and / or not bad, compared to 4.8 percent of the non-cyberbullies.  

 An analysis that compared how well respondents that did, and how well respondents 

that did not report conducting the most prevalent forms of cyberbullying, confirms the 

aforementioned findings. Overall, respondents who called somebody names, who spread 

rumours or who excluded another person in cyberspace report having an inferior relationship 

with their parents. However, the difference was only significant for those who called another 

person names or threatened somebody in the past couple of months (p=.017). 

  

The extent of parental supervision 

The second factor that influences the level of self-control among youth according to the Self-

Control Theory is the extent of parental supervision. Therefore, respondents were asked 

whether parents monitor their online behaviour (Table 10).  

Do your parents monitor your online behaviour? 

 no cyberbully cyberbully 

 N % N % 

yes, often 18 4.8 2 2.5 

yes, sometimes 112 29.9 16 19.8 

no, never 129 34.4 34 42 

I don't know 116 30.9 29 35.8 
Table 10: parental monitoring 

 
No significant difference was found in the extent of parental monitoring between bullies and 

non-bullies. A comparison between the involvement in forms of cyberbullying and the extent 

of parents monitoring online behaviour of the respondents also found no significant 

differences.  However, overall the results indicate that the online behaviour of cyberbullies is 

monitored less than the online behaviour of non-cyberbullies. For example, 42 percent of the 

cyberbullies indicate that their parents never monitor their online behaviour compared to 34.4 

percent of the non-cyberbullies. 
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Rules and consequences 

Respondents were subsequently asked whether their parents set rules; whether they adhere to 

the rules and to what extent parents control whether their children adhere to the rules. 

 

A Chi-square test for independence (With Yate Continuity Correction) indicated that, with 90 

percent certainty (P<0.10), there is a significant difference in the extent in which parents set 

rules for using the internet between cyberbullies and non-cyberbullies (p=.069). 42 percent of 

the parents of cyberbullies set internet rules compared to 53.9 percent of the parents of non-

cyberbullies. 

Are there rules about what you can and can't do online? 

 no cyberbully cyberbully 

 N % N % 

No 173 46.1 47 58 

Yes 202 53.9 34 42 

Total 375 100 81 100 
Table 11: internet rules 

 
A comparison between the involvement in the most prevalent forms of cyberbullying and the 

extent in which parents set rules showed that parents of respondents who called names or 

threatened somebody in cyberspace set internet rules significantly less than parents of 

respondents who have not called names or threatened another person on the internet (p=.041). 

In addition, although not significant, the results indicate that parents of respondents who 

spread rumours or exclude others in cyberspace also set less internet rules than parents of non 

cyberbulies  

 

Furthermore, as table 12 illustrates, cyberbullies seem to adhere to the rules less than non-

cyberbullies.  

Do you adhere to the internet rules 

 no cyberbully cyberbully 

 N % N % 

Never 3 1.5 2 5.9 

usually not 5 2.5 3 8.8 

Sometimes 23 11.4 7 20.6 

Usually I do 97 48 14 41.2 

Always 74 36.6 8 23.5 
Table 12: adhering to internet rules 

 
14.7 percent of the cyberbullies report never or usually not adhering to the internet rules, 

compared to 4 percent of the non-cyberbullies. Moreover, 64.7 percent of the cyberbullies 

indicate usually or always adhering to the internet rules compared to 84.7 percent of the non-
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cyberbullies. A chi square test indicates that the difference found is significant (p=.044), 

however – even after combining the answer categories never and usually not, and usually and 

always – the test was not reliable because over 20% of the cells had an expected count of less 

than 5. 

A comparison between the involvement in the most prevalent forms of cyberbullying 

and the extent to which respondents adhere to the rules showed similar results: those who call 

another person names, spread rumours or exclude somebody else in cyberspace seem to 

adhere to internet rules of parents less than those who are not involved in these forms of 

bullying. However, these results were not significant. 

 

In addition, respondents were asked to what extent their parents control whether or not they 

adhere to the rules (Table 13).  

To what extent do your parents control the internet rules? 

 no cyberbully cyberbully 

 N % N % 

Never 24 12 6 18.2 

usually not 30 15 4 12.1 

Sometimes 36 18 8 24.2 

Usually I do 44 22 5 15.2 

Always 12 6 1 3 

I don’t know 54 27 9 27.3 

Total 200 100 33 100 
Table 13: parental control on internet rules 

 

Overall, parents of cyberbullies control whether their children adhere to the internet rules less 

than parents of non-cyberbullies. 30.3 percent of the cyberbullies reported that their parents 

never or usually not control the internet rules that apply to them, compared to 27 percent of 

the non-cyberbullies. Moreover, 18.2 percent of the cyberbullies indicated that their parents 

usually or always control the internet rules that apply to them, compared to 28 percent of the 

non-cyberbullies. However, a Chi-square test indicated – even after recoding the answers to 

four categories - that this difference was not significant. Similar, non-significant, results were 

found when controlling for the most prevalent forms of cyberbullying.   
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5.2 Victims of cyberbullying 
 

5.2.1 Nature and prevalence 

Overall, 19.3 percent (N=88) of the respondents in this study reported being a victim of 

cyberbullying in either the explicit measure or the measure of the diverse forms. Table 14 

differentiates between the explicit and the implicit measures. 

 The nature and prevalence of (cyber) bullying Victimization N 

victim of traditional bullying 15.1 69 

victim of cyberbullying (explicit measure) 4.6 21 

called names or threatened 7.0 32 

received offensive pictures or movies 2.6 12 

gossip and rumours 11.0 50 

public posting, sending, or forwarding personal images or movies  1.3 6 

Exclusion 3.3 15 
Table 14:  nature and prevalence 

 
The explicit measures show that being a victim of traditional bullying (15.1%) occurs more 

often than being a victim of any form of cyberbullying. Although the differences seem to be 

significant, chi square tests - except for the difference between traditional bullying and 

spreading gossip or rumours in cyberspace (p=.000) - revealed no reliable results due to the 

small number of victims. Victims report gossiping and spreading rumours (11%) and calling 

names or being threatened (7%) as the most prevalent forms of cyberbullying.  

As was the case with offenders of cyberbullying, victims also apparently do not 

perceive spreading rumours and or calling names or threatening somebody as forms of 

bullying, since they report higher scores on the measures of this forms than on the explicit 

measure for cyberbullying. 

 

5.2.2 Victim characteristics 

 

Gender 

Table 15 presents the gender distribution of non-victims and victims (Table 15). 

The gender of victims 

 No victim  Victim  

 N % N % 

Male  202 54.9 47 53.4 

Female 166 45.1 41 46.6 

Total 368 100 88 100 
Table 15: gender 
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No significant gender differences between victims and non-victims of cyberbullying were 

found. In addition, an analysis was also conducted to see whether there were gender 

differences in victimization of one of the forms of cyberbullying. A Chi-square test for 

independence (With Yate Continuity Correction) indicated that, with 90 percent certainty 

(P<0.10), boys are significantly more often excluded in cyberspace than girls (p=.080). No 

other significant gender differences were found.  

 

Age distribution 

Table 16 presents the age distribution of victims and non-victims in the sample. No 

significant differences in age between victims and non-victims were found.  

 

The age of victims  

 No victim  Victim 

 N % N % 

10 23 6.2 5 5.7 

11 31 8.4 7 8 

12 66 17.9 13 14.8 

13 81 22 16 18.2 

14 56 15.2 23 26.1 

15 72 19.6 14 15.9 

16 31 8.4 8 9.1 

17 8 2.2 2 2.3 

Total (N=456) 368 100 88 100 
Table 16: age 

 

An analysis that was conducted to see if there were any age differences between cyberbullies 

and non-cyberbullies and the forms of cyberbullying they use, did not reveal reliable results 

and will therefore be disregarded. 

  

Educational level 

This study found no significant differences in the educational level of victims compared to the 

educational level of non-victims, as shown in Table 17. 

The educational level of victims 

  No victim  Victim  

  N % N % 

Educational level Primary School 55 14.9 14 15.9 

 Secondary school 'vmbo' 140 38 40 45.5 

 Secondary school 'havo-vwo' 173 47 34 38.6 

 Total (N=456) 368 100 88 100 
Table 17: educational level 
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However, as figure 4 illustrates, there are some significant differences when educational level 

and involvement in forms of cyberbullying are compared.  
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Figure 4:  educational level*forms of cyberbullying (* p<0.10; ** P<0.05) 

 
Firstly, a significant difference in educational level and victimization of traditional bullying 

was found (p=.000). Traditional bullying occurs significantly more often in primary school 

than in the various levels of secondary school. 29 percent of the primary school respondents 

reported being the victim of traditional bullying compared to 16.1 percent of the secondary 

school respondents from the VMBO and 9.7 percent of the HAVO/VWO respondents.  

Furthermore, a significant difference in educational level and victimization of cyberbullying 

was found (p=.079). Victims of cyberbullying are more often VMBO students (7.2%), than 

primary school pupils (4.3%) or HAVO-VWO students (2.4%). In addition, victims who 

reported being threatened or called names are significantly more often VMBO students 

(11.1%) than primary school pupils or HAVO-VWO students (4.3%) (p=.022). No other 

significant differences between educational level and victimization of forms of (cyber) 

bullying were found.  
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5.2.3 The Routine Activity Theory Hypothesis 

In line with the Routine Activity Theory, it is assumed that there is a convergence of three 

minimal elements in cyberspace: a likely offender, a suitable target and the absence of a 

capable guardian.  

 

The presence of motivated offenders 

Firstly, the presence of motivated offenders in cyberspace was examined. 17.8 percent of the 

respondents (N=81) reported being involved in (a form of) cyberbullying. These respondents 

were subsequently asked, through a multiple choice question, why they bullied somebody else 

in cyberspace. The results indicate that cyberbullies have divergent motivations for their 

behaviour. The following table provides an overview of reported reasons to bully somebody 

else in cyberspace (Table 18). 

Motivation of cyberbullies 

 N % 

Because he or she bullies me to 25 25 

To take revenge 22 22 

For fun 17 17 

Because of a disagreement in an online game 5 5 

Because my friends also bully 4 4 

Because I am jealous of the person I bully 1 1 

Other: the respondent did not see the last incident as bullying 21 21 

Other: no valid reason 5 5 

Total 100 100 
Table 18: motivation 

 
The most prevalent motivations for cyberbullying are: because bullies are bullied themselves 

and, as a reaction, they bully back (25%), because bullies wanted to take revenge for 

something the victim did to them (22%) and for fun (17%). Another answer that was 

frequently given indicated that respondents do not see forms of cyberbullying, such as calling 

another person names or spreading rumours about somebody else, as bullying. In that case 

respondents for example answered: ‘I haven’t bullied anyone’. 

 

The presence of suitable targets 

Furthermore, the presence of suitable targets in cyberspace was measured. Previous studies 

suggest that youth who are online more often and youth who use the internet for 

communicative purposes more often than their peers more frequently become cyberbully 

victims. Therefore, several measures were included to determine to what extent youth are 

online and for what purposes youth use the internet. First, respondents were asked how much 

time they spend online (Table 19).  
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Time spent online 

 No victim  Victim  

 N % N % 

< 1 hour per day 80 21.7 8 9.1 

1 hour per day 119 32.3 27 30.7 

2 hours per day 96 26.1 28 31.8 

3 hours per day 31 8.4 13 14.8 

4 hours per day 10 2.7 5 5.7 

> 5 hours per day 32 8.7 7 8 

Total 368 100 88 100 
Table 19: time online 

 
A Chi-square test for independence indicated that, with 95 percent certainty (p<0.05), victims 

spend significantly more time online than respondents who reported not being a victim of (a 

form of) cyberbullying (p=.039). An analysis that compared the amount of time victims and 

non-victims of forms of cyberbullying spend online, revealed no reliable results and are 

therefore disregarded. 

 

Next, respondents were asked to indicate which internet applications they use most. The focus 

groups indicated that the internet is mainly used for communicative purposes: especially 

Instant Messaging and Social Networking Sites seem to be popular. The survey found similar 

results: the 387 respondents from secondary school report that the internet is mainly used for 

Instant Messaging (64.3%), playing online games (40.3%) and using Social Networking Sites 

(35.7%). Subsequently an analysis was conducted to see whether the online activities of 

cyberbully victims differ from the online activities of non-victims (Table 20). The results 

reveal that victims of cyberbullying report using Instant Messaging significantly more than 

non-victims (p=.001).  

Online activities 

 No victim  Victim  

 N % N % 

Playing online games 126 40.3 30 40.5 

e-mail  31 9.9 4 5.4 

Surfing / looking for information 45 14.4 5 6.8 

Downloading 36 11.5 8 10.8 

Chatting in a public chatroom 8 2.6 2 2.7 

Instant messaging** 189 60.4 60 81.1 

Blogging 1 0.3 0 0 

Twitter 19 6.1 1 1.4 

Social Networking Sites 112 35.8 26 35.1 

gambling  6 1.9 2 2.7 

Youtube 4 1.3 0 0 

Listening to music 2 0.6 0 0 

** p<0.05     
Table 20: online activities (** P<0.05) 
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In addition, an analysis was conducted to see whether the use of certain internet applications 

increases the chance of being the victim of a form of cyberbullying. The analysis revealed that 

victims who were called names (p=.006) and victims who were spread rumours (p=.001) use 

Instant Messaging significantly more.  

 

The 69 respondents from primary school were asked a slightly different question. Primary 

school respondents had to indicate how often they use the various internet applications. 

Answer categories were, on a 5-point scale, from never to very often. They indicated mainly 

using the internet for similar purposes as secondary school respondents. Internet is mainly 

used to visit Social Networking Sites (72.5%), play online games (42%), to search for 

information (31.8%) or to chat with their friends via Instant Messaging (28.9%). Similar to 

the Secondary school results, primary school victims of cyberbullying seem to use IM more 

often than non-victims. However, because only 14 (20.3%) of the respondents from primary 

school were victims of cyberbullying, the N was too low to find significant differences 

between victims and non-victims (even after combining the answers never and almost never, 

and often and very often). For that same reason, an analysis that was conducted to see whether 

the use of certain internet application increases the chance of being the victim of a form of 

(cyber)bullying did not reveal any reliable results and will be disregarded. 

 

The absence of capable guardians 

As was found in the literature, the focus groups indicated that the extent of parental mediation 

regarding to internet behaviour is low. The survey results regarding the influence of parents as 

capable guardians are presented below.  

 

Attachment with parents 

First, respondents were asked to indicate how well they get along with their parents (Table 

21). 

How do you get along with your parents 

 No victim  Victim  

 N % N % 

Very good 231 62.8 45 51.1 

Good 121 32.9 32 36.4 

not good, not bad 16 4.3 11 12.5 

Total 368 100 88 100 
Table 21: getting along with parents 
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None of the respondents indicated getting along with their parents poorly or very poorly. 

Overall, the respondents in this study get along with their parents quite well. However a 

significant difference was found between victims and non-victims of cyberbullying (p=.007). 

Victims of cyberbullying do not get along with their parents as well as non-victims. The 

percentage of victims that report getting along with parents very well (51.1%) is notably 

smaller than the percentage of non-victims that report getting along their parents very well 

(62.8%). Moreover, almost three times as many victims as non-victims reported getting along 

with their parents ‘not good, not bad’. 

Supplementary analyses confirm the aforementioned finding. Overall, respondents 

who were the victim of a form of cyberbullying reported having a worse relationship with 

their parents. The difference found between victims and non-victims was significant for those 

who were called names (p=.006) and those who were spread rumours about (p=.005). 

 

The extent of parental supervision 

To measure the influence of parents as capable guardians against cyberbullying, subsequently 

several questions were asked about parental supervision and monitoring. Firstly, respondents 

were asked to what extent their parents monitor the time they spent on the internet. The 

following table differentiates between the extent of parental monitoring of victims and non-

victims (Table 22). 

 

Parental monitoring: time spent online 

 no victim  Victim  

 N % N % 

(almost) always 82 22.3 13 14.8 

Sometimes 190 51.6 46 52.3 

Never 96 26.1 29 33 

Total 368 100 88 100 
Table 22: parental monitoring - time online 

 
No significant difference was found in the extent to which parents of victims monitor the time 

their child(ren) spend online compared to the extent of parental monitoring of non-victims. 

However, the results suggest that the time spent online by victims is less monitored than the 

time spent online by non-victims. 14.8 percent of the victims report that the time they spent 

online is (almost) always monitored, compared to 22.3 percent of the non-victims. Moreover, 

33 percent of the victims indicate that the time they spent on the internet is never monitored 

compared to 26.1 percent of the non-victims. In addition, a supplementary analysis was 

conducted that controlled parental monitoring of time spent online for the various forms of 
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cyberbullying. The time spent online by respondents who were called names or threatened,  

is, with 90 percent certainty (P<0.10), significantly less monitored by parents than the time 

spent online by those who were not called names or threatened (p=.085). The results of this 

analysis for the other forms of cyberbullying were not significant and/or reliable and will 

therefore be disregarded. 

 

Next, respondents were asked ‘do your parents monitor your online behaviour?’. The 

following table presents the results (Table 23). 

Do your parents monitor your online behaviour? 

 No Victim Victim 

 N % N % 

yes, often 15 4.1 5 5.7 

yes, sometimes 105 28.5 23 26.1 

no, never 130 35.3 33 37.5 

I don't know 118 32.1 27 30.7 

Total 368 100 88 100 
Table 23: parental monitoring 

 
There is no significant difference between the extent of parental monitoring of victims and 

non-victims of cyberbullying. A comparison between victimization of forms of cyberbullying 

and the extent of parental monitoring of online behaviour of the respondents also found no 

significant differences.   

 

Rules and consequences 

Furthermore, the influence of parents as capable guardians against cyberbullying was 

measured by asking whether parents set rules, whether respondents adhere to the rules and to 

what extent parents control whether their children adhere to the rules. 

 

The extent to which parents of victims set rules for using the internet does not significantly 

differ from the extent to which parents of non-victims set internet rules. Nevertheless, as the 

figures in the table illustrate, the results indicate that parents of victims set rules to a smaller 

extent (48.9%) than parents of non-victims (52.4%).  

Are there rules about what you can and can't do online? 

 no victim  victim  

 N % N % 

No 175 47.6 45 51.1 

Yes 193 52.4 43 48.9 

Total 375 100 81 100 
Table 24: internet rules 

 



 53 

The results of a supplementary analysis that compared the extent to which parents set rules to 

victimization of the various forms of cyberbullying revealed no significant and/or reliable 

findings and will therefore be disregarded. 

 

Next, respondents were asked whether they adhere to the rules. As table 25 illustrates, 

cyberbully victims seem to adhere to the rules less than non-cyberbullies: 13.9 percent of the 

victims report never or usually not adhering to the internet rules, compared to 3.7 percent of 

the non-cyberbullies. 

Do you adhere to the internet rules 

 no victim Victim 

 N % N % 

Never 4 2.1 1 2.3 

usually not 3 1.6 5 11.6 

Sometimes 19 9.8 11 25.6 

Usually I do 94 48.7 17 39.5 

Always 73 37.8 9 20.9 

Total 193 100 43 100 
Table 25: adhering to internet rules 

 
Moreover, 60.4 percent of the victims indicate usually or always adhering to the internet rules 

compared to 86.5 percent of the non-victims. A chi square test indicates that – after 

combining the answer categories never & usually not and usually & always – the difference 

found is significant (p=.000). A supplementary analysis that compared adhering to internet 

rules for victimization of the various forms of cyberbullying found similar results: those who 

were the victim of any of the forms included in this study adhere to the rules to a smaller 

extent than non-victims. However, these results were not significant. 

 

In addition, respondents were asked to what extent their parents control whether or not they 

adhere to the rules (table 26).  

To what extent do your parents control the internet rules? 

 no victim Victim 

 N % N % 

Never 22 11.6 8 18.6 

Usually not 27 14.2 7 16.3 

Sometimes 34 17.9 10 23.3 

Usually I do 42 22.1 7 16.3 

Always 9 4.7 4 9.3 

I don’t know 56 29.5 7 16.3 

Total 190 100 43 100 
Table 26: parental control on internet rules 
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Overall, parents of victims seem to control whether their children adhere to their internet rules 

to a lesser extent than parents of respondents who were not the victim of cyberbullying. 25.6 

percent of the victims indicated that their parents usually or always control the internet rules 

that apply to them, compared to 26.8 percent of the non-cyberbullies. Moreover, 34.9 percent 

of the victims reported that their parents never or usually not control the internet rules that 

apply to them, compared to 25.8 percent of the non-cyberbullies. Nevertheless, these results 

were not significant. In addition, similar non-significant results were found when controlling 

for the various forms of cyberbullying.  

 

5.2.4 Effects of cyberbullying 

Respondents who reported being the victim of a form of cyberbullying were asked to indicate 

to what extent the last cyberbullying incident upset them. The following graph shows that, 

overall, victims more often indicate being upset than not upset as a consequence of the 

bullying. However, it should be kept in mind that the number of victims for each form of 

cyberbullying is low.  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

called names or

threatened

received offensive

pictures or movies

gossip and rumours public posting,

sending or forwarding

personal images or

movies

Exclusion

I felt upset

neutral

I did not feel upset

 
Figure 5: extent of feeling  upset 

 

In addition, a 13-item construct was used to measure the psychosocial well-being of 

respondents. Answers were (re)coded from 1 (a good psychosocial well-being) thru 5 (a poor 

psychosocial well-being).  Therefore, the higher the score on this construct, the worse the 
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psychosocial well-being of respondents. Overall, the psychosocial well-being of victims of 

cyberbullying is significantly worse than the psychosocial well-being of respondents who did 

not report being a victim of cyberbullying (p=.001). The mean score of non-victims on the 

scale is 2.23 compared to a score of 2.41 for victims of cyberbullying.  

A comparison of the psychosocial well-being between victims of forms of 

cyberbullying and non-victims confirms the aforementioned findings. Respondents who were 

called names or threatened (p=.001), victims of gossip and rumours (p=.004) and victims of 

exclusion, score significantly lower on the well-being scale than non-victims. 

Furthermore, bivariate analysis reveal that victims especially feel more insecure 

(p=.012), they more often feel down or depressed (p=.000), they more often feel nervous or 

tensed (p=.069), they more often feel useless (p=.013) and indicate to have less to be proud of 

than non-victims (p=.004). No significant differences between victims and non-victims were 

found for the other items in the psychosocial well-being construct.  

Next, no significant difference in the effects on psychosocial well-being between 

victims of traditional and victims of cyberbullying was found. Finally, no significant 

difference was found between victims of both traditional as well as cyberbullying and victims 

of cyberbullying only. 
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6. Discussion & Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, the research results and their wider significance are discussed. The chapter is 

divided into five sections. First, the results with regard to offenders will be discussed (section 

6.1). Subsequently the results with regard to victims are addressed (section 6.2). In addition, it 

is discussed to what extent this study contributed to measures against cyberbullying (section 

6.3). Next, the limitations of this study are described (section 6.4). This chapter ends with the 

main conclusions that are derived from the study.  

6.1 Offenders 

 

Nature and prevalence 

In all, 17.8 percent of the respondents reported being the perpetrator of any form of 

cyberbullying in the past months. The most prevalent forms are spreading rumours (11%), 

excluding another person (4.8%) and calling names or threatening (4.2%) somebody else in 

cyberspace. Consistent with literature, traditional bullying is more prevalent than 

cyberbullying. 

 

Characteristics 

Within the total group of respondents that reported being the perpetrator of any form of 

cyberbullying (17.8%) no gender differences were found. However, supplementary analysis 

revealed some significant differences between the involvement of boys and girls in the 

various forms of cyberbullying. As was found in the literature, girls seem to be involved in 

indirect forms of cyberbullying more than boys. Boys seem to be the perpetrators of direct 

forms of cyberbullying more often than girls. In this study girls reported spreading rumours 

significantly more often than boys and boys indicated excluding others significantly more 

often than girls. 

No significant age differences were found between cyberbullies and non-cyberbullies. 

Nevertheless, cyberbullies appear to be between 14 and 16 years old more often than non-

cyberbullies.  

Overall, the educational level of cyberbullies does not significantly differ from the 

educational level of non-cyberbullies. However, there are some significant differences when 

educational level and involvement in forms of cyberbullying are compared: traditional 

bullying occurs significantly more often in primary school than in the various levels of 
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secondary school; there are significantly fewer cyberbullies (explicit measure) in the ‘HAVO-

VWO’ group of respondents compared to the other educational levels; and respondents from 

the ‘VMBO’ group reported calling somebody names and excluding others in cyberspace 

significantly more often than respondents from the other educational levels.  

 

Rational Choice Hypothesis 

Rational Choice Theory states that deviant behaviour is the result of an assessment of costs 

and benefits whereby the benefits outweigh the costs. Since the literature suggests that the 

risks involved with cyberbullying are small, it was expected that cyberbullying is a rational 

choice. The results seem to confirm rather than reject this hypothesis.  

Firstly, it was assumed that, because cyberspace seems to be a low risk environment 

for bullying, compared to the offline world, some traditional bullies would now also bully 

while online. Furthermore it was assumed that there would be a group of bullies that 

exclusively bully in cyberspace. For the latter group, the characteristics of the Internet have 

affected their rational choice. Because of the high risks involved with traditional bullying they 

previously did not conduct this kind of deviant behaviour. However, because of the relatively 

low risks involved with cyberbullying, they do conduct such behaviour. The research results 

confirmed this assumption.  

 Furthermore, the perceived anonymity of cyberspace makes cyberbullying a form of 

behaviour that poses little risk of getting caught and punished. Therefore it was expected that 

cyberbullies would conduct their behaviour anonymously. Since almost half of the 

cyberbullies reported not knowing whether their last victim knew their identity, no definite 

conclusions can be drawn about the anonymity of cyberbullies.  Nevertheless, the results 

indicate that all-round (traditional- and cyber)bullies less often bully anonymously than those 

who exclusively cyberbully. Moreover, of all respondents who reported bullying 

anonymously, a majority of 68.8 percent are those who exclusively bully in cyberspace. Since 

these findings suggest that the perceived anonymity of cyberspace plays a bigger role for 

those who exclusively bully online than for all-round bullies, one could arguably state that 

this result supports the rational choice hypothesis.  

In addition, the risk, as perceived by cyberbullies, of getting caught and punished for 

online bullying is notably smaller than the perceived risk of getting caught and punished for 

offline bullying. 

Finally, cyberbullies indicate feeling free from restraints on their behaviour in 

cyberspace. They experience a significantly greater ‘disinhibition effect’ than non-
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cyberbullies and are therefore less restrained to conduct deviant behaviour such as 

cyberbullying.  

 

Self-Control hypothesis 

Since the Rational Choice hypothesis does not explain why certain youngsters make the 

rational decision to cyberbully while others don’t, Self-Control Theory was used to explain 

engagement in cyberbullying. The results of this study suggest that the theory provides an 

appropriate framework to explain engagement in cyberbullying.  

Firstly, cyberbullies scored worse on all items in a self-control construct, which 

indicates that cyberbullies have a lower extent of self-control than non-cyberbullies. 

Cyberbullies are, for example, significantly less able to concentrate and get bored 

significantly faster than non-cyberbullies.  

According to the Self-Control Theory, a good bond between parents and their children 

is essential to prevent deviance. Although respondents generally report getting along with 

their parents quite well, cyberbullies report that the relationship with their parents is 

significantly poorer than the relationship between non-cyberbullies and their parents.  

Hence, the results of this study indicate that the online behaviour of cyberbullies is 

supervised less than the online behaviour of non-cyberbullies. Since the theory suggests that 

parental supervision is important to prevent deviance, these results confirm rather than reject 

the Self-Control hypothesis. However, since the difference was not significant, this result 

should be interpreted with care. 

 Finally, consistent with the theory, parents of cyberbullies seem to be less able to 

recognize deviant behaviour. Parents of cyberbullies set significantly fewer rules than parents 

of non-cyberbullies. In addition, cyberbullies adhere to these rules less than non-cyberbullies. 

Finally, although not significant, parents of cyberbullies exert less control over their children 

adhering to internet rules than parents of non-cyberbullies. 

 

6.2 Victims 

 

Nature and prevalence 

Overall, 19.3 percent of the respondents reported being a victim of (a form of) cyberbullying.  
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Gossiping and spreading rumours (11%) and being called names or threatened (7%) are the 

most prevalent forms of cyberbullying. Traditional bullying occurs more often than any form 

of cyberbullying.  

 

Characteristics 

Within the group of victims of (any form of) cyberbullying, no significant gender differences 

were found. However, supplementary analysis revealed that boys are excluded significantly 

more often than girls.  

In addition, no significant age differences were found between cybervictims and non-

victims. Nevertheless, the results suggest that victims are 14 years old more often than non-

victims. 

Overall, the educational level of victims does not significantly differ from the 

educational level of non-victims. However, there are some significant differences when 

comparing educational level and involvement in forms of cyberbullying: traditional bullying 

occurs significantly more often in primary school than in the various levels of secondary 

school. Furthermore, victims of cyberbullying (explicit measure) are VMBO students 

significantly more often than primary school pupils or HAVO-VWO students. In addition, 

respondents from the ‘VMBO’ group reported being called names or threatened more often 

than respondents from the other educational levels.  

 

Routine Activity Theory Hypothesis 

According to the Routine Activity Theory (RAT), there has to be a convergence of likely 

offenders, suitable targets and an absence of capable guardians for deviance to occur. This 

study confirmed rather than rejected the RAT hypothesis. 

Firstly, as the prevalence rates suggest, offenders are present in cyberspace. Moreover, 

they seem to be motivated. After all, offenders reported bullying another person mainly 

because they are bullied themselves and as a reaction they bully back or because they want to 

take revenge for something else the victim did to them. Another frequently given answer was 

that cyberbullying was conducted ‘for fun’. Smith et al. (2008: 383) conclude that 

cyberbullies might find it ‘funny’ to share their abusive actions with their gang. Furthermore, 

they state that the ‘fun’ factor could be an alternative to seeking revenge or that cyberbullies 

see it as ‘fun’ when someone else is humiliated. However, cyberbullying for fun can also 

mean that cyberbullies do not have the intention to hurt their victims. Since RAT assumes a 

likely offender to be someone who is motivated and has bad intentions, in the latter case it is 
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impossible to conclude that perpetrators are motivated. Therefore, supplementary research is 

needed to gain more insight in the motivation of cyberbullies.  

Furthermore, suitable targets seem to be present in cyberspace. Previous studies 

suggest that youth who are often online and youth who use the internet for communicative 

purposes more often than their peers more frequently become cyberbully victims. This study 

confirms these findings. Victims spend significantly more time online that non-victims. 

Moreover, victims of cyberbullying report using Instant Messaging significantly more than 

non-victims.  

 Finally, the RAT assumes that an absence of capable guardians is crucial for deviance 

to occur. In accordance with the theory, this study found that parents of victims are less 

capable to protect their children from cyberbullying than parents of non-victims. Firstly, the 

bond between victims and their parents is significantly poorer than the bond between non-

victims and their parents. Furthermore, although no significant differences were found in the 

extent of parental monitoring between victims and non-victims, supplementary analysis 

showed that parents of respondents who were called names or threatened, monitor the time 

their children spend online significantly less than parents of non-victims. Moreover, the 

results indicate that parents of victims set fewer internet rules than parents of non-victims. 

Victims of cyberbullying adhere to these rules to a significantly smaller extent than non-

victims and, in addition, parents of victims seem to control whether their children adhere to 

their internet rules less than parents of non-victims.   

 
Effects 

Overall, the psychosocial well-being of victims of cyberbullying is significantly worse than 

the psychosocial well-being of respondents who did not report being a victim of 

cyberbullying. Especially respondents who were called names or threatened, victims of gossip 

and rumours and victims of exclusion, score significantly lower on the well-being scale than 

non-victims. Furthermore, bivariate analyses reveal that victims feel more insecure, they more 

often feel down or depressed, they more often feel nervous or tensed, they more often feel 

useless and indicate to have less to be proud of than non-victims. Finally, in contradiction to 

what was found in the literature, no significant difference in the effects on psychosocial well-

being between victims of traditional and victims of cyberbullying was found.  
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6.3 Measures against cyberbullying 

One of the main goals of this study was to contribute to the development of measures against 

cyberbullying. Several findings in this study can be used to inform prevention strategies.  

Firstly, since this study found that boys and girls use different forms of cyberbullying, 

measures should be gender and form specific. Furthermore, forms of cyberbullying especially 

seem to be prevalent amongst VMBO scholars. Therefore, it seems worthwhile to focus 

measures on this group. Hence, it was found that victims spend significantly more time online 

and use Instant Messaging significantly more than non-victims. Therefore, measures to 

prevent victimization should be directed especially towards youth who spent an above 

average amount of time on the internet and, especially, on Instant Messaging.  

 The results indicate that youth feel freed from restraints on their behaviour in 

cyberspace. Moreover, respondents see cyberspace as an environment where the risks of 

bullying behaviour are small. Therefore, the perceived risks of cyberspace should increase. As 

Mesch (2009) also concluded, parents seem to have an essential role in this. Firstly, parents 

have to work on their relationship with their children: cyberbullies as well as victims indicate 

getting along with their parents less well than non-cyberbullies or victims. 

Furthermore, parents should monitor the online behaviour of their children. Although not 

significant, the results suggest that the online behaviour of bullies as well as victims is 

monitored less. Parents of cyberbullies set rules to a significantly smaller extent than parents 

of non-cyberbullies and, although not significant, parents of victims also set fewer rules than 

parents of non-victims. Therefore, setting rules seems to have a preventative effect. 

Furthermore, it is important to control the internet rules, because the findings suggest that 

parents of cyberbullies and victims control internet rules to a smaller extent than parents of 

non-cyberbullies and victims. 

 

6.4 Limitations 

Some limitations of this study warrant attention before drawing a final conclusion.  

This study is about causes of cyberbullying. However, merely correlations between 

variables were found. Therefore, causality cannot be inferred from the results. In addition, 

since respondents were recruited from a random sample of two Dutch schools, the research 

findings are not generalizable for Dutch youth from 10 to 17 years old. Furthermore, due to 

the low number of cyberbullies and victims, a substantial part of the analysis conducted in this 

study did not reveal significant or reliable results. Therefore, it is recommended that future 
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research is conducted amongst a larger, representative group of respondents. Despite the fact 

that all correlations found confirm rather than reject the hypotheses that underlie this study, 

the aforementioned limitations indicate that the results should be interpreted with care.  

Furthermore, due to the small number of cyberbullies and victims in the sample, it was 

impossible to distinguish between the Bully/Victim Questionnaire response alternatives. 

Therefore, the results presented relate to all cyberbullying incidents, whether they occurred 

once or twice in the past months or several times a week. Although disagreements exist about 

what ‘repeatedly’ is and over how long a period of time bullying has to occur (Slonje and 

Smith, 2008; David Ferdon and Feldman Hertz, 2007), it is questionable whether – 

considering the definition of cyberbullying – all incidents in this study should be called 

bullying. After all, if cyberbullying occurred only once or twice in the past months it seems to 

be incidental rather than repetitive in nature. To be able to distinguish between incidental and 

repetitive bullying, the number of respondents in future research should be larger. 

In addition, the commonly used definition for cyberbullying is questionable. As long 

as cyberbullying is only an extension of traditional bullying, the elements of intention, 

repetition and power imbalance are easy to determine. However, to determine these elements 

in bullying behaviour that exclusively takes place in cyberspace is no sinecure. Firstly, to 

determine ‘repetition’ in cyberspace is problematic. For example, if a victim rereads an 

aggressive posting on the internet about him or her or if such a message becomes widely 

disseminated in cyberspace, does it remain one incident or does it become a repeated act 

(David Ferdon and Feldman Hertz, 2007)?  Secondly, the absence of relational clues in 

cyberspace impedes determining the intention of bullying behaviour. As Smith et al. (2008: 

383) illustrate: ‘In cyberbullying, the perpetrator is less likely to see any direct response from 

the victim; this might reduce direct gratification for pupils who enjoy watching pain inflicted 

on others, but might also reduce any inhibition of inflicting pain due to empathy at seeing the 

victim’s distress’. Finally, determining the power imbalance between a bully and a victim in 

cyberspace is complicated. For instance, in traditional bullying there often is an imbalance in 

physical power between the bully and the victim (Campbell, 2005, cited in Walrave et al., 

2009). However, in (anonymous) cyberbullying, components like physical strength do not 

necessarily play a role (Strom & Strom, 2005). Overseeing this critique, it is questionable 

whether the commonly used definition of cyberbullying is applicable.  

Furthermore, this study found that respondents do not see forms of cyberbullying, such 

as calling another person names or spreading rumours about somebody else, as bullying. 
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When respondents who conducted these forms of bullying were asked what their motivations 

for bullying were, some of them reported that they did not bully anyone. For supplementary 

research it is therefore recommended to ask these respondents for their motivations to, for 

example, call names or spread rumours instead of asking them for their motivations to bully. 

Moreover, the results seem to confirm the Rational Choice perspective: respondents 

perceive cyberspace as a low-risk environment and therefore make the rational decision to 

bully. However, considering this finding, it is remarkable that, as was found in the literature, 

traditional bullying is still more prevalent than any form of cyberbullying. Therefore, an 

interesting question for future research is why traditional bullying occurs more often than 

cyberbullying while bullying in cyberspace is perceived to be less risky.  

 

6.5 Final considerations 

Despite the aforementioned limitations, the findings indicate that the criminological 

perspectives that underlie this study provide an appropriate framework to explain causes of 

cyberbullying. Therefore, this study obtained its primary goal to contribute to understanding 

causes of cyberbullying. Furthermore, the study resulted in new insights with regard to 

measures against cyberbullying. Overall, the results indicate the need for more parental 

mediation to reduce cyberbullying. Finally, this study suggests that existing criminological 

theories, which were developed to explain traditional forms of deviance, can also be used to 

explain deviant behaviour in cyberspace.  
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