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Abstract: Cyberbullying is a common social maladjustment that has negative repercussions on the
wellbeing and development of adolescents, but numerous questions remain as to the relationship
between cyberbullying and social anxiety in adolescence. This study analyzes cyberbullying profiles
(screening of harassment among peers) and assesses whether these profiles vary with respect to the
level of social anxiety (social anxiety scale for adolescents). The sample consisted of 1412 Spanish
secondary education students aged 12 to 18 (M = 14.36, SD = 1.65). Latent class analysis and
ANOVA were performed. Analyses revealed three profiles: high cyberbullying (high victimization,
aggression, and aggression-victimization), low cyberbullying (moderate victimization, aggression,
and aggression-victimization), and non-cyberbullying. The cyberbullying patterns varied significantly
for all social anxiety subscales. Students with the high cyberbullying profile (bully–victims) presented
high scores on social avoidance and distress in social situations in general with peers, whereas these
students presented lower levels of fear of negative evaluation and distress and social avoidance in
new situations as compared to the low cyberbullying (rarely victim/bully) and non-involved student
profiles. Implications for psychologists and educational counselors and cyberbullying preventive
interventions are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decade, a major increase has been seen in news of bullying carried out by school-aged
children using the new information and communication technologies (ICT). The ICT and social networks
have become indispensable communication tools, especially for youth. This widespread use has
offered many advantages; however, it has also led to some new violent behaviors resulting from the
inappropriate use of these technologies. So, some students having a great domain of the ICT have
taken advantage of these new virtual scenarios to engage in aggressive behavior towards their peers
(such as insults, humiliation, coercion, the publication of confidential information, threats, denigration,
violation of privacy, social exclusion, the spreading of rumors, identity theft, the dissemination of
physical assaults, etc.). This phenomenon, known as cyberbullying, is defined as “a type of aggressive
and intentional behavior that repeats frequently over time through the individual or group use of
electronic devices with a victim that is unable to easily defend him/herself” ([1], p. 376).

The prevalence of cyberbullying has varied considerably in the studies that have been carried
out until now. International reviews have reported mean prevalences ranging from 4% to 36% for
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cybervictimization and 16 to 18% for cyberaggression [2,3]. In a recent meta-analysis, Modecki,
Minchin, Harbaugh, Guerra, and Runions (2014) found variations in prevalence ranging from 5 to
32% for cyberaggressors (mean of 16%) and between 2 and 56% for victims of cyberbullying (mean of
15%) [4]. These large variations may be due to differing conceptualizations of cyberbullying, the cut-off

point criteria used to establish the frequency, the time framework established (an incident taking place
during the past two months, last year, at any time, etc.), the type of methodology used, sample age
range, etc.

1.1. Roles in Cyberbullying

The scientific literature has established three main roles with regard to this issue: victims,
aggressors, and non-involved [5,6], with this being the most parsimonious classification. It is possible
for aggressors to have previously been victims, with these students becoming aggressors in an attempt
to earn a reputation of being strong and capable of defending themselves, and thus, the aggressor/victim
role is created [6–9]. Studies have analyzed student roles in cyberbullying through the creation of cut-off

scores that are based on statistical distributions that permit the assignment of the participants to one of
these roles [5,10,11]. So, modification of the cut-off points alters the number of students belonging to a
specific group, such that the stricter the established cut-off point, the lower the proportion of student
aggressors [10], suggesting that these cut-off points may be relatively arbitrary.

This problem may be overcome using person-centered analytical approaches, such as cluster
analysis and latent class analysis (LCA). With these analyses, student groups are generated based on
specific indicators, permitting the creation of distinct groups based on the students’ real participation,
with members of the same group having similar experiences that are distinct from those of other groups
to which they do not belong. So, Aoyama, Bernard-Brak, and Talbert (2011), using cluster analysis
with a sample of 133 US adolescents, identified four groups of roles involved in cyberbullying. The
majority of the sample belonged to the “least involved” group (51.1%), 12.8% were “highly involved as
bully and victim”, 10.5% were “more bully than victim”, and 9.8% were “more victim than bully” [12].
Along these lines, Schultze-Krumbholz et al. (2015), using LCA in an extensive sample of 6260 youth
from six European countries, found that the majority of the sample belonged to the “non-involved”
group (70.1%), while the “bully/victim” group was made up of 26.1% of the students and, a last group,
the so-called “perpetrator with mild victimization” group, consisted of 4% of the selected sample [13].

Barboza (2015) used LCA to identify four categories: “highly victimized by both bullying and
cyber bullying behaviors” (3.1%); “victims of relational bullying, verbal bullying, and cyber bullying”
(11.6%); “victims of relational bullying, verbal bullying, and physical bullying but were not cyber
bullied” (8%); and “non-victims” (77.3%) [14]. Hollá (2016), found three groups of students using LCA
in a sample of 1619 Slovakian children and adolescents aged 11 to 18. Here, 52.9% of the students
belonged to the “uninvolved” group while 42.7% were part of the “victims” group and 4.4% belonged
to the “victims–aggressors” group [15].

In a more recent study, Betts, Gkimitzoudis, Spenser, and Baguley (2017), using a sample of
440 British students aged 16 to 19, identified four student profiles using a cluster analysis technique:
“not involved” (33%), “rarely victim and bully” (40%), “typically victim” (26%), and “retaliator”
(1%) [16]. In a subsequent study, Schultze-Krumbholz, Hess, Pfetsch, and Scheithauer (2018) used
LCA on a sample of 849 German students (11 to 17 years of age), determining five groups: “prosocial
defenders”, “communicating outsiders”, “aggressive defenders”, “bully–victims”, and “assistants” [17].
A summary of studies on cyberbullying with a person-centered analytical approach are presented in
Table 1.

So, past empirical research supports the presence of distinct profiles in relation to cyberbullying.
However, the results of these studies differ, most likely due to the distinct conceptualizations of
cyberbullying, the type of methodology used, or the frequency considered necessary to consider the
behavior “cyberbullying”. These inconclusive results support the need to continue analyzing the roles
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in cyberbullying to offer greater clarification about its functioning and to develop actions aimed at the
effective prevention of the cyberbullying.

Table 1. Summary of the studies reviewed.

Source Country Subjects Method Classes

Aoyama et al., 2011 USA
133 high school

students
(Mage = 15.7)

Cluster analysis

51.1% least
involved 12.8%

highly bully and
victim 10.5% more
bully than victim
9.8% more victim

than bully

Barboza, 2015 USA 5589 students
(aged 12–18) LCA

77.3% non-victims
11.6% victims of

relational and
verbal bullying and
cyberbullying 8%

victims of
relational, verbal

and physical
bullying 3.1%

highly victimized
by both bullying

and cyberbullying

Betts et al., 2017 United Kingdom 440 students
(aged 16–19) Cluster analysis

33% not involved
40% rarely victim

and bully 26%
typically victim 1%

retaliator

Hollá, 2016 Slovakia 1619 students
(aged 11–18) LCA

52.9% uninvolved
42.7% victims 4.4%
victims–aggressors

Schultze-Krumbholz
et al., 2015

Poland, Spain, Italy,
United Kingdom,
Germany, Greece

6260 students
(aged 11–23) LCA

70.1%
non-involved 26.1%

bully/victim 4%
perpetrator with

mild victimization

Schultze-Krumbholz
et al., 2018 Germany 849 students

(aged 11–17) LCA

52.2% prosocial
defenders 28.4%
communicating
outsiders 9.5%

aggressive
defenders 7.1%

bully–victims 2.8%
assistants

1.2. Cyberbullying Roles and Social Anxiey

Numerous studies have demonstrated the negative consequences of cyberbullying on all of
the individuals involved [18,19]. So, although the most evident effects tend to be found on the
victims, there is also an increased risk of suffering from psychosocial and emotional imbalances for
aggressors and the non-involved individuals. The bidirectional relationship between cyberbullying
and internalizing problems has been widely corroborated [20–24]. These problems include social
anxiety, which involves a fear of negative evaluation, and general and specific social avoidance of new
situations or individuals [25].
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Various studies have strongly corroborated how victims of cyberbullying present high levels
of social anxiety [26–28]. Navarro, Serna, Martínez, and Ruiz-Oliva (2015) suggest that students
having high levels of social anxiety and, therefore, limited social skills in face-to-face interactions, may
turn to the Internet and social networks to communicate and establish new friendships, interacting
more frequently with strangers and, therefore, being more often exposed to on-line victimization [29].
On the other hand, distinct studies have indicated that on-line bullies tend to choose their victims from
those individuals who have high levels of social anxiety, and therefore, who are less able to defend
themselves [29–31]. Other authors have suggested that a bi-directional cycle is produced, in which
students suffering from social anxiety are exposed to higher levels of victimization and repeated
bullying may increase their already high levels of social anxiety [32].

Less attention has been paid to the assessment of social anxiety in those students who are
cyberbullies. Kowalsky et al. (2008) found that cyberbullies reported similar levels of social anxiety
as the non-involved students [28]. Similarly, Pabian and Vandernbosch (2016) concluded that social
anxiety is not a risk factor for engaging in cyberbullying behavior [33]. Other studies, however, have
found high levels of general anxiety in cyberbullies [34]. Harman, Hansen, Cochran, and Lindsey (2005)
suggested a possible relationship between social anxiety and being a perpetrator of cyberbullying,
indicating that those adolescents with limited social skills in face-to-face interactions may use the
digital media to escape from their social fears, feeling less restricted and less inhibited, and therefore
may be more likely to engage in aggressive on-line behavior [35]. But currently, few studies exist on
social anxiety in student cyberbullies.

As for the aggressor/victim role and its relationship with social anxiety, Kowalski et al. (2008) found
that victims of cyberbullying have high levels of social anxiety, followed closely by the aggressor–victim
group. Similarly, they found that this last group of students revealed higher levels of general anxiety
than the “pure” cybervictim students and students who were not involved [28]. Along the same
lines, Kowalski and Limber (2013) found that the group of aggressors–victims reported high levels
of anxiety [36]. Recently, Fahy et al. (2016) performed a longitudinal study on a sample of 2480
adolescents, aged 12 to 13, finding that the cybervictim and cyberbully–victim groups had a higher
probability of reporting social anxiety one year after experiencing cyberbullying [21].

Therefore, the evidence underscores that adolescents involved in cases of cyberbullying (victims,
aggressors, or bully–victims) manifest higher levels of social anxiety. Besides, low social skills and
interpersonal anxiety can promote the use of ICT as means of social contact and increase the risk of
being victimized or perpetrating electronic harassment. However, it remains to be clarified whether the
different groups/roles differ in the symptoms of social anxiety (as fear of negative evaluation, distress,
social avoidance, etc.) and in different social situations.

1.3. The Present Study

Based on all of this, our study has two objectives. First, using a sample of Spanish adolescents,
it aims to identify whether or not there are combinations of different cyberbullying roles that lead to
distinct profiles, which are defined based on a greater or lesser weight of each of the cyberbullying
dimensions (victimization, aggression, and aggression-victimization) within each profile. Second,
examine the differences in social anxiety using distinct cyberbullying profiles. The following hypotheses
were created based on past empirical research carried out in the adolescent population:

Hypothesis 1(H1). The following cyberbullying profiles are expected to be found: (1) victims (high scores
on victimization and low scores on aggression and aggression-victimization); (2) bullies (high scores on
aggression and low scores on victimization and aggression-victimization); and (3) bully–victims (high scores
on aggression-victimization and low scores on victimization and aggression); (4) not involved (low scores on
aggression, victimization, and aggression-victimization).
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Hypothesis 2(H2). It is anticipated that the group with high scores on victimization and low scores on
aggression and the group with mainly high scores on aggression and victimization will have more social anxiety
than the other groups.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

The sample consisted of secondary education students from the autonomous community of
Valencia (Spain). Two-stage random sampling was conducted. In the first stage, 18 public and
charter/semi-private secondary schools were randomly selected. Once the schools were selected,
in the second stage of sampling, four classes were randomly selected from each school. Due to the
random sampling method, the socioeconomic status and ethnic composition of the overall sample were
assumed to be representative of the community population. Initially, 1462 students were recruited,
of which 50 (3.4%) were excluded due to failure to provide parental consent or errors found in their
responses. The final sample consisted of 1412 Spanish secondary education students (653 males and
759 females), aged 12 to 18 (M = 14.36; SD = 1.65). Student distribution based on gender and academic
year of study was as follows: 244 in 7th grade (118 males and 126 females), 253 in 8th grade (107 males
and 146 females), 250 in 9th grade (123 males and 127 females), 242 in 10th grade (E.S.O.) (112 males
and 130 females), 278 in 11th grade (127 males and 151 females), and 145 in 12th grade (66 males and
79 females). Using the Chi-squared test of homogeneity of the frequency distribution, it was verified
that there were no statistically significant differences between the groups gender x class year (x2 = 7.21;
p = 0.29).

2.2. Instruments

Screening of harassment among peers (SPH, [37]) is a self-reporting instrument that permits
assessment of bullying and cyberbullying behavior. In this study, only the scores for victimization,
aggression, and aggression-victimization were used from the cyberbullying scale. This scale assesses 15
bullying behaviors carried out via electronic means (sending offensive or insulting messages, making
offensive calls, spreading photos or videos over YouTube, making anonymous calls to scare, threaten,
or bribe), allowing for the identification of victims, aggressors, aggressors-victimized, and observers
of cyberbullying. The cyberbullying questionnaire consists of a total of 45 items and a Likert-like
response format with four options (1 = never; 4 = always). The response system is triangular, since the
assessed individual should identify whether or not he/she has suffered from the 15 bullying behaviors
as a victim, if he/she has engaged in these behaviors as a perpetrator, or if he/she has witnessed them
being carried out on another individual or have been aware of their occurrence during the past year.
The psychometric studies carried out in the original study support the test’s internal consistency
(α > 0.82) [37]. In this study, the internal consistency rates of the subscales were found to be adequate:
victimization (α = 0.95), aggression (α = 0.96), and aggression-victimization (α = 0.98).

Social anxiety scale for adolescents (SAS-A, [25]) is a self-reporting questionnaire that measures
social avoidance, fears, and worries of adolescents during social situations. It consists of 22 items
(18 of which are self-descriptions and 4 are neutral items that are not considered in the scoring) which
are responded to using a Likert scale of 5 points (1 = never; 5 = always). The SAS-A consists of
three subscales: fear of negative evaluation (FNE; 8 items) which measures the fears and concerns
due to potentially negative peer assessments (e.g., “I’m afraid that others will not like me”); social
avoidance and distress in new situations (SAD-New; 6 items), which assesses social avoidance and
discomfort felt during new social situations and with non-familiar individuals (e.g., “I feel nervous
when I’m around certain people”); and social avoidance and distress-general (SAD-General; 4 items),
which assesses social inhibition, discomfort, and distress that, in general, are experienced in social
situations (e.g., “It’s hard for me to ask others to do things with me”). The questionnaire’s appropriate
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psychometric properties have been confirmed in samples of American, Spanish, Chinese, Portuguese,
Finnish, and French adolescents, with internal consistency indicators (Cronbach’s alpha) exceeding
0.70 for the SAS-A subscales [38]. In this study, the values indicate an adequate reliability of the three
subscales: FNE (α = 0.79); SAD-New (α = 0.75); and SAD-General (α = 0.70).

2.3. Procedure

Initially, meetings were held with the principals of the participating schools, explaining the study
objectives and requesting their collaboration. Then, permission was granted from local and regional
governmental institutions as well as the consent of the Ethics Committee of the university supporting
the project (UA-2018-02-21), so that the study could be carried out. At this point, a letter was sent to the
parents of the students requesting their written consent for their children’s participation in the study.
The questionnaire was administered to the students in an anonymous and collective manner. Mean
administration times were 15 min (SPH) and 15 min (SAS-A). Standards regarding research on human
subjects were respected, in accordance with the ethical principles of the Declaration of Helsinki.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

Latent class analysis (LCA) was used to identify the distinct cyberbullying profiles. These profiles
were established based on the aggregate scores of the distinct behaviors of victimization, aggression,
and aggression-victimization of cyberbullying (Authors have also conducted LCA with all separately
items of SPH and found similar latent classes as the LCA with three subscales). Because all the roles did
not have the same number of items, the aggregate scores were transformed into z scores to calculate
the LCA. Based on the profile presented by the students, they were included in one of these classes.
The election of the number of classes needed to identify a better representation of the data was carried
out using the lowest indicator of the Bayesian information criteria (BIC) and the Akaike information
criterion (AIC) and the value closest to one for entropy [39] as the adjustment indices. Then, ANOVAs
were performed to verify whether or not differences existed in social anxiety between the distinct
groups and the post hoc Bonferroni test was used to determine which groups presented statistically
significant differences. Finally, Cohen’s d (standardized difference between means) [40] was used to
assess the magnitude of said differences. Its interpretation is as follows: 0.20 ≤ d ≤ 0.50, suggests a
small effect size, 0.51 ≤ d ≤ 0.79 is moderate, and d ≥ 0.80 is a large effect size. The XLSTAT version
2019 and SPSS Statistics 26 programs were used for conduct LCA and ANOVAs, respectively.

3. Results

3.1. Cyberbullying Profiles

LCA was used, taking into account the scores of the three cyberbullying behaviors (victimization,
aggression, and aggression-victimization). As seen in Table 2, the class obtaining the best fit
for the BIC, AIC, and entropy indicators was that consisting of three profiles. The first profile,
non-cyberbullying, consisted of a total of 603 students (42.70%) having very low scores on the subscales
of victimization, aggression, and aggression-victimization, identified as “not involved”. The second
profile, high cyberbullying, with 424 students (30.02%) having high levels of victimization, aggression,
and aggression-victimization, identified as “bully–victims”. The third profile, low cyberbullying,
consisting of 385 students (27.26%), had moderately low scores on the three analyzed subscales of
cyberbullying, identified as “rarely victim and bully”. Figure 1 shows the LCA solution including the
z scores for victimization, aggression, and aggression-victimization.
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Table 2. Fit indices of the latent class analysis (LCA).

No. of Classes BIC AIC Entropy Number of
Parameters

2 2616.85 2548.56 0.973 13
3 197.16 302.22 0.967 20
4 1780.81 1922.63 0.964 27
5 2496.42 2675.03 0.948 34
6 3070.73 3286.13 0.952 41

BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion; AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; Values in bold revealing the best model fit.
Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2019, 16, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 13 
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3.2. Inter-Group Differences in Social Anxiety

Table 3 shows the results of the ANOVAs comparing each trait of social anxiety between the three
cyberbullying profiles. The analyses reveal statistically significant differences for the three SAS-A
subscales. Specifically, students included in the low cyberbullying (“rarely victim and bully”) and
the non-cyberbullying (“not involved”) profiles had significantly higher scores on fear of negative
evaluation and social avoidance and discomfort in new social situations than students in the high
cyberbullying (“bully–victim”) profile. On the other hand, adolescents in the profile with high scores
(“bully–victim”) presented significantly higher scores on social avoidance and discomfort in social
situations in general, as compared to students in the other two profiles. Furthermore, those in the low
cyberbullying (“rarely victim and bully”) profile had significantly higher scores in discomfort and
social avoidance in new situations and in social situations in general, as compared to the group of
students who were not involved in cyberbullying.

The effect size for the differences found in the comparisons between the high cyberbullying
(“bully–victim”) profile and the other profiles was high for the fear or negative evaluation subscale
(d > 0.84), moderate for the discomfort and social avoidance in new situations subscale (d > 0.53),
and low for the subscale of social avoidance in general (d < 0.48). The magnitude of the differences
found between the profiles of low cyberbullying (“rarely victim and bully”) and non-cyberbullying
was very small in all cases (Table 4).
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Table 3. Means and standard deviations of social anxiety between classes and statistical significance.

Non-Cyberbullying High
Cyberbullying

Low
Cyberbullying F p η2

M SD M SD M SD

FNE 20.43 4.19 16.83 4.39 20.94 4.40 117.06 0.00 0.142
SAD-New 16.28 4.42 14.05 3.92 16.93 4.14 54.88 0.00 0.072
SAD-General8.24 3.32 9.71 2.53 8.89 3.35 27.53 0.00 0.038

FNE = Fear of negative evaluation; SAD-New = Social avoidance and distress with peers in new situations or with
unfamiliar peers; SAD-General = Social avoidance and distress that was generally experienced in the company
of peers.

Table 4. Cohen’s d index to post hoc Bonferroni contrast between the means scores and the three classes
in the factors of social anxiety.

High Cyberbullying-
Non-Cyberbullying

High Cyberbullying-
Low Cyberbullying

Low Cyberbullying-
Non-Cyberbullying

FNE 0.84 *** 0.94 *** 0.12
SAD-New 0.53 *** 0.72 *** 0.15 *

SAD-General 0.48 *** 0.28 ** 0.19 **

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; FNE = Fear of negative evaluation; SAD-New = Social avoidance and distress
with peers to new situations or unfamiliar peers; SAD-General = Social avoidance and distress that was generally
experienced in the company of peers.

4. Discussion

The first objective of this study was to analyze the cyberbullying profiles in adolescents using SPH
scores for victimization, aggression, and aggression-victimization [37] using latent class analysis. The
second objective was to examine the differences in social anxiety (fear of negative evaluation, anxiety,
and social avoidance in new situations and discomfort and social avoidance in social situations in
general) using distinct cyberbullying profiles.

In contrast to that established in the first hypothesis, in which it was expected to find four
groupings based on the traditional concept of bullying (victims, bullies, bully–victims, and not
involved), the results of the LCA suggest a better fit for the solution of the model with three classes: non
cyberbullying (not involved), high cyberbullying, and low cyberbullying. Thus, a profile of adolescents
who are not involved in cyberbullying cases is found (42.7%), scoring very low on victimization,
aggression, and aggression-victimization; another group with high scores on behaviors corresponding
simultaneously to cybervictims and cyberaggressors, or “bully–victims” (30%), and a third group
with moderately low scores on cyberbullying behaviors, or the “rarely victims and bullies” (27.26%).
These findings are in line with those found by Hollá (2016) and Schultze-Krumbholz et al. (2015) who
used the LCA methodology to find three independent groups of cyberbullying [13,15]. However, they
differ with respect to the composition and percentage of subjects included. The prevalence of “not
involved” subjects obtained in this study is much lower than findings from past studies [13–15,17,20]
which found rates of 52% to 77% of adolescents who were not involved in the cyberbullying cases.
However, the percentage found by Betts et al. (2017), in a sample of youth aged 16 to 19 (33%) is
higher [16]. Another discrepancy is found for the “bully–victim” profile, with the percentage of
victims and bullies varying substantially from one study to another. So, we find studies that have a
similar prevalence to that of our study [13] while in others [12,14,15,17] the prevalence of this profile
is much lower (3–12%). The third profile found in this study, the “rarely victim and bully” group, is
characterized by being involved to a greater degree in all of the cyberbullying behaviors (victimization,
aggression, and aggression-victimization) as compared to the not-involved group, but not at the levels
that are typical of the “bully–victim” group (high cyberbullying). For this profile, similarities and
differences were found with respect to past study results. So, despite the fact that certain studies
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using Person-centered analytical approaches have failed to detect this profile [12–15,17], others have
identified this as a group consisting of a high percentage (40%) of adolescents [16]. So, in comparison
to the findings from past studies, and reinforcing the conclusions reached by Betts et al. (2017) the
results of this study suggest that the frequency of participation in cyberbullying is perhaps the factor
that best determines the student grouping for on-line bullying. This finding may be based on the very
nature of cyberbullying, since exposure to cyberbullying is not limited to a specific space and time
(e.g., school) as occurs with traditional bullying, but rather, depends on the time spent “connected”
and the extent of adolescent participation in the cyberbullying situations.

As for the lack of an exclusive victim or aggressor profile in this study, despite differing from
certain studies [15,17], this evidence appears to be based on the ever-increasing simultaneous nature of
cyberbullying perpetration and victimization behaviors. As suggested by Schultze-Krumbholz et al.
(2015), the perpetrators of cyberbullying are not free from suffering from ICT victimization experiences,
since the victims may confront their cyberbullies more easily than in a physical environment, where
there may be greater differences in status and power position between the individuals involved [13].
Furthermore, the lack of a “pure” aggressors or victims group and the presence of motivation for
revenge may support the growing evidence, suggesting that youth can use ICT to intimidate others
in response to the very cybervictimization that they have suffered, turning them into a so-called
“bully–victim” [13,16].

To analyze the second study objective, three latent classes were considered, along with their mean
scores on social anxiety. Inter-class differences were found on scores for fear of negative evaluation,
discomfort, and social avoidance in new situations, and discomfort and social avoidance in social
situations in general. The “bully–victim” profile (high cyberbullying) presented scores that were
significantly higher in discomfort and avoidance in social situations in general, as compared to the “not
involved” and “rarely victim and bully” profiles. These results partially confirm the second hypothesis
that suggests that the group with high scores on aggression and victimization had greater social anxiety
than the other groups, and reinforces findings from other studies that suggested greater levels of social
anxiety in victims [26–28,33] and in bully–victims [28,36]. This suggests that adolescents who are more
intensely involved in cyberbullying behaviors and who are aggressors/victims are more distressed,
socially uncomfortable, and more likely to avoid most social situations in which they are expected to
relate with peers. These typical behaviors of generalized social anxiety are more disabling over the long
term [41] and may potentially cause social interaction problems, inhibiting social behavior with peers
in real life environments and causing the individuals to take refuge in virtual scenarios (e.g., social
networks, chats, on-line games) in an attempt to develop social relationships with others (who are
often strangers). These dynamics of social interaction may affect the social development of the youth,
often times damaging their learning of adaptive social skills and abilities, increasing the probability of
their continuing to be victimized on-line and, therefore, maintaining the on-line bullying [29].

However, the adolescents in the “rarely victim and bully” and “not involved” profiles revealed
higher levels of fear of negative evaluation and greater social avoidance in new social situations as
compared to those in the “bully–victim” (high cyberbullying) profile. These unexpected findings
are surprising, since, despite the fact that it was expected that the group with the highest scores of
victimization and aggression (“bully–victim”) would score higher in social anxiety than the other
groups, the results suggest that those in the “rarely victim and bully” profile are the most likely to
avoid relations with peers who are strangers and to feel the most fear of being negatively evaluated
(this characteristic is shared with the not involved profile). On the one hand, these results suggest
that adolescents having a moderately low participation in cases of cyberbullying may present fear
and concern that their peers will judge them negatively, leading them to avoid situations in which
they must interact with others who they do not know well. This result may be explained by the
impact of anxiety on minors during early stages of cyberbullying. So, it has been found that during
early adolescence, anxiety in the case of social evaluation was the variable that was the most likely to
explain being a victim, while anxiety in the face of school punishment was the factor that most likely
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determined being an aggressor or aggressor-victimized [42]. This reinforces evidence from past studies
regarding the bidirectional and positive association between the symptomology of social anxiety and
victimization [43–45] and the perpetration of cyberbullying [21,34,35,43]. So, adolescents who are less
socially skilled in face-to-face interactions may use the digital media to hide from their social fears
and feel less inhibited and restricted, potentially increasing their connectivity and participation in the
Internet and the social networks, and thereby increasing their probability of engaging in or suffering
from aggressive on-line behavior [46]. Thus, adolescents who are involved in moderately low levels of
cyberbullying may have already demonstrated a low level of self-confidence and feelings of insecurity,
characteristic of social anxiety, leading them to avoid social relationships with their peers.

On the other hand, the results suggest that adolescents who are not involved in cyberbullying,
although not actively participating in these behaviors, may observe this on-line bullying of others,
leading them to be concerned or distressed about the possibility of being criticized or made fun of
themselves. Along these lines, some studies have identified problems of psycho-emotional adjustment
in the cyberbullying observers [18,24,47] as well as a low self-concept and feelings of sadness, impotence,
guilt, and fear. So, these negative emotional consequences may lead to a greater aversion and fear
related to others who they do not know, for fear of becoming a victim [46].

This study has certain limitations that should be considered when carrying out future studies.
First, the sample type used is a limitation, given that the results cannot be generalized to students
from other education levels (primary or higher education levels) due to the different developmental
characteristics of each level. Future studies should analyze whether or not the findings obtained differ
(or not) at other academic levels. Second, given that this is a cross-sectional study, it is impossible
to establish causal relationships; so, in the future, longitudinal studies with an experimental design
should be carried out. Third, the “not involved” group is quite heterogeneous and tends to be made up
of distinct behavioral and attitudinal profiles of “bystanders” [17]. The measurement and control of this
issue should be the subject of further study. Finally, limitations also result from the lack of consensus
regarding the definition of cyberbullying (e.g., roles and behaviors), and therefore, this definition
should be updated in response to the constant technological advances being made in this area.

5. Conclusions

This study provides novel information that is of great relevance to the study of cyberbullying
during the period of adolescence. On the one hand, it uses a person-centered analytical approach,
LCA, surpassing the potential limitations of arbitrariness of the distinct cut-off points established
for each measurement instrument. Also, it provides valuable information as to the grouping of
adolescents into three cyberbullying profiles based on the frequency of their participation in behaviors
of victimization, aggression and aggression-victimization, and not in the roles that have traditionally
been identified in bullying. The findings from this study highlight the need to consider: a “not
involved” profile, consisting of 42.7% of the adolescents who attain very low scores on the three
cyberbullying behaviors; a profile with high scores on the three behaviors, the “bully–victims” who are
one third of the adolescents and who present the most disabling of social anxiety symptoms over the
long term, since they experience discomfort and avoid relationships in most social situations; and a
third profile consisting of a high percentage of adolescents who are involved in cyberbullying, but in a
minor way (27.3%), and that demonstrate feelings of fear of negative evaluation and avoidance of social
situations with unknown individuals. These findings should be considered in terms of prevention
and intervention in the psycho-educational area, since adolescents, even when only involved in these
cyberbullying cases in a limited manner, may have emotional repercussions such as social fears and
the avoidance of peer relations. These results lead to the possibility of improved characterization
of classes or profiles for cyberbullying during adolescence, permitting the design of more effective
preventive strategies. So, intervention programs that are intended to reduce the risk of cyberbullying
in secondary education should consider the decrease in social anxiety and the learning of social skills
and competencies for all identified profiles, even though those adolescents in the “bully–victim” profile
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may require a prioritized intervention to decrease their levels of discomfort and social avoidance in the
scholastic environment.
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Pyżalski, J.; Plichta, P.; Del Rey, R.; et al. A Comparison of Classification Approaches for Cyberbullying and
Traditional Bullying Using Data from Six European Countries. J. Sch. Violence 2015, 14, 47–65. [CrossRef]

14. Barboza, G.E. The Association between School Exclusion, Delinquency and Subtypes of Cyber-and
F2F-Victimizations: Identifying and Predicting Risk Profiles and Subtypes Using Latent Class Analysis.
Child Abus. Negl. 2015, 39, 109–122. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Hollá, K. Cyberbullying as a Negative Result of Cyber-Culture of Slovak Children and Adolescents: Selected
Research Findings. J. Lang. Cult. Educ. 2016, 4, 40–55. [CrossRef]

16. Betts, L.R.; Gkimitzoudis, A.; Spenser, K.A.; Baguley, T. Examining the Roles Young People Fulfill in Five
Types of Cyber Bullying. J. Soc. Pers. Relat. 2017, 34, 1080–1098. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01846.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18363945
http://dx.doi.org/10.1515/ijamh.2012.005
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22909909
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2014.06.007
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25168105
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13632752.2012.704318
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0886260514555006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2012.0087
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2014.0371
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2014.04.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.4018/ijcbpl.2011010103
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2014.961067
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2014.08.007
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25194718
http://dx.doi.org/10.1515/jolace-2016-0015
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0265407516668585


Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 406 12 of 13

17. Schultze-Krumbholz, A.; Hess, M.; Pfetsch, J.; Scheithauer, H. Who is Involved in Cyberbullying? Latent
Class Analysis of Cyberbullying Roles and Their Associations with Aggression, Self-Esteem, and Empathy.
Cyberpsychology 2018, 12. [CrossRef]

18. Garaigordobil, M. Prevalencia y consecuencias del cyberbullying: Una revisión [Prevalence and consequences
of cyberbullying: A review]. Int. J. Psychol. Psychol. Therapy 2011, 11, 233–254.

19. Quintana, C.; Rey, L. Traditional Bullying, Cyberbullying and Mental Health in Early Adolescents: Forgiveness
as a Protective Factor of Peer Victimization. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public. Health 2018, 15, 2389. [CrossRef]

20. Aoyama, I.; Saxon, T.F.; Fearon, D.D. Internalizing Problems among Cyberbullying Victims and Moderator
Effects of Friendship Quality. Multicult. Educ. Tech. J. 2011, 7, 92–105. [CrossRef]

21. Fahy, A.E.; Stansfeld, S.A.; Smuk, M.; Smith, N.R.; Cummins, S.; Clark, C. Longitudinal Association between
Cyberbullying Involvement and Adolescent Mental Health. J. Adolesc. Health 2016, 59, 502–509. [CrossRef]

22. Fisher, B.W.; Gardella, J.H.; Teurbe-Tolon, A.R. Peer Cyber-Victimization among Adolescents and the
Associated Internalizing and Externalizing Problems: A Meta-Analysis. J. Youth Adolesc. 2016, 45, 1727–1743.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

23. Kowalski, R.M.; Giumetti, G.W.; Schroeder, A.N.; Lattanner, M.R. Bullying in the Digital Age: A Critical
Review and Meta-Analysis of Cyber-Bullying Research among Youth. Psychol. Bull. 2014, 4, 1073–1137.
[CrossRef]

24. Wright, M.F.; Wachs, S. Adolescents’ Psychological Consequences and Cyber Victimization: Moderation of
School-Belongingness and Ethnicity. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2019, 16, 2493. [CrossRef]

25. La Greca, A.M. Manual for the Social Anxiety Scales for Children and Adolescents-Revised; University of Miami:
Miami, FL, USA, 1999.

26. Dempsey, A.G.; Sulkowski, M.L.; Nichols, R.; Storch, E.A. Differences between Peer Victimization in Cyber
and Physical Settings and Associated Psychosocial Adjustment in Early Adolescence. Psychol. Sch. 2009, 46,
962–972. [CrossRef]

27. Juvonen, J.; Gross, E.F. Extending the School Grounds? Bullying Experiences in Cyberspace. J. Sch. Health
2008, 78, 496–505. [CrossRef]

28. Kowalski, R.M.; Limber, S.P.; Agatston, P.W. Cyberbullying. Bullying in the Digital Age; Blackwell Publishing:
Malden, MA, USA, 2008.

29. Navarro, R.; Serna, C.; Martínez, V.; Ruiz-Oliva, R. The Role of Internet Use and Parental Mediation on
Cyberbullying Victimization among Spanish Children from Rural Public Schools. Eur. J. Psychol. Educ. 2015,
28, 725–745. [CrossRef]

30. La Greca, A.M.; Stone, W.L. Social Anxiety Scale for Children-Revised: Factor Structure and Concurrent
Validity. J. Clin. Child Psychol. 1993, 22, 17–27. [CrossRef]

31. Olweus, D.; Breivik, K. Plight of Victims of School Bullying: The Opposite of Well-Being. In Handbook of
Child Well-Being; Ben-Arieh, A., Casas, F., Frønes, I., Korbin, J.E., Eds.; Springer Netherlands: Dordrecht,
The Netherlands, 2014; pp. 2593–2616.

32. Siegel, R.S.; La Greca, A.M.; Harrison, H.M. Peer Victimization and Social Anxiety in Adolescents: Prospective
and Reciprocal Relationships. J. Youth Adolesc. 2009, 38, 1096–1109. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

33. Pabian, S.; Vandenbosch, H. An Investigation of Short-Term Longitudinal Associations between Social
Anxiety and Victimization and Perpetration of Traditional Bullying and Cyberbullying. J. Youth Adolesc.
2016, 45, 328–339. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

34. Campbell, M.A.; Slee, P.T.; Spears, B.; Butler, D.; Kift, S. Do Cyberbullies Suffer Too? Cyberbullies’ Perceptions
of the Harm They Cause to Others and to Their Own Mental Health. Sch. Psychol. Int. 2013, 34, 613–629.
[CrossRef]

35. Harman, J.P.; Hansen, C.E.; Cochran, M.E.; Lindsey, C.R. Liar, Liar: Internet Faking but Not Frequency of Use
Affects Social Skills, Self-Esteem, Social Anxiety, and Aggression. Cyberpsychology 2005, 8, 1–6. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

36. Kowalski, R.M.; Limber, S.P. Psychological, Physical, and Academic Correlates of Cyberbullying and
Traditional Bullying. J. Adolesc. Health 2013, 53, S13–S20. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

37. Garaigordobil, M. Cyberbullying. Screening of Peer Harassment; TEA Ediciones: Madrid, Spain, 2013.
38. Delgado, B.; García-Fernández, J.M.; Martínez-Monteagudo, M.C.; Inglés, C.J.; Marzo, J.C.; La Greca, A.M.;

Hugon, M. Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents and School Anxiety Inventory: Psychometric properties in
French adolescents. Child Psychiatry Hum. Dev. 2019, 50, 13–26. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

http://dx.doi.org/10.5817/CP2018-4-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph15112389
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/17504971111142637
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2016.06.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0541-z
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27447707
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0035618
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16142493
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pits.20437
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2008.00335.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10212-012-0137-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/s15374424jccp2201_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10964-009-9392-1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19636774
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10964-015-0259-3
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25687265
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0143034313479698
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2005.8.1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15738687
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2012.09.018
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23790195
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10578-018-0818-4
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29860615


Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 406 13 of 13

39. Schreiber, J.B. Latent Class Analysis: An Example for Reporting Results. Res. Social. Adm. Pharm. 2017, 13,
1196–1201. [CrossRef]

40. Cohen, J. Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences, 2nd ed.; Erlbaum: Hillsdale, NJ, USA, 1988.
41. Bögels, S.M.; Alden, L.; Beidel, D.C.; Clark, L.A.; Pine, D.S.; Stein, M.B.; Voncken, M. Social Anxiety Disorder:

Questions and Answers for the DSM-V. Depress. Anxiety 2010, 27, 168–189. [CrossRef]
42. Delgado, B.; Escortell, R.; Martínez-Monteagudo, M.C.; Aparisi, D. School Anxiety as an Explanatory Variable

of Cyberbullying in Spanish Students of Primary Education. Behav. Psychol. 2019, 27, 239–255.
43. Estévez, E.; Estévez, J.F.; Segura, L.; Suárez, C. The Influence of Bullying and Cyberbullying in the

Psychological Adjustment of Victims and Aggressors in Adolescence. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2019,
16, 2080. [CrossRef]

44. Navarro, R.; Yubero, S.; Larrañaga, E.; Martínez, V. Children’s Cyberbullying Victimization: Associations
with Social Anxiety and Social Competence in a Spanish Sample. Child Indic. Res. 2012, 5, 281–295. [CrossRef]

45. Ruíz-Martín, A.; Bono-Cabré, R.; Magallón-Neri, E. Ciberbullying y Ansiedad Social en Adolescentes: Una
revisión sistemática. Rev. De Psicol. Clínica Con Niños Y Adolesc. 2019, 6, 9–15. [CrossRef]

46. Myers, C.A.; Cowie, H. Cyberbullying across the Lifespan of Education: Issues and Interventions from
School to University. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2019, 16, 1217. [CrossRef]

47. Delgado, B.; Escortell, R.; Martínez-Monteagudo, M.C.; Ferrández-Ferrer, A.; Sanmartín, R. Cyberbullying,
self-Concept and Academic Goals in Childhood. Span. J. Psychol. 2019, 22, e46. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sapharm.2016.11.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/da.20670
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16122080
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12187-011-9132-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.21134/rpcna.2019.06.1.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16071217
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/sjp.2019.46
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31709965
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Roles in Cyberbullying 
	Cyberbullying Roles and Social Anxiey 
	The Present Study 

	Materials and Methods 
	Participants 
	Instruments 
	Procedure 
	Statistical Analysis 

	Results 
	Cyberbullying Profiles 
	Inter-Group Differences in Social Anxiety 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

