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Abstract

Objective: Cyberbullying has been a major concern among adolescents in recent years
and has attracted a wave of research. However, the various dimensions of this problem
are not well understood. Accordingly, the aim of the study was to identify the factors
affecting the formation of cyberbullying in students.

Method: The The present study is a qualitative study of the type of content analysis in
terms of its applied purpose and data collection method. The statistical population of
the study was all male students in the second year of high school in Ardabil in the
academic year 2024-2025, of which 11 people were selected as a statistical sample
through purposive sampling after screening and considering the saturation point. The
data collection tool included a semi-structured interview and the cyber-
bullying/victimization experiences questionnaire (CBVEQ); Antoniadou et al., 2016).
In the present study, data analysis was performed using a two-stage open and
categorical coding method and SPSS software was used to determine the kappa
coefficient.

Results: Based on the findings, 40 concept codes were identified from the initial
coding, and after applying secondary and categorical coding, 13 sub-concepts and 5
main categories were obtained, including: sadism, lack of empathy, difficulty in
emotional self-regulation, impulsive behaviors and online disinhibition.

Conclusions: According to the results obtained, various factors are effective in the
formation of cyberbullying, and paying attention to them can play a key role in
controlling and preventing cyberbullying behaviors in students.
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Introduction

Today, adolescents are among the highest
consumers of social media platforms. In this regard, Tu
(2025) believes that the main motivations for
adolescents using social media are to stay connected
with friends, better understand people, and present
themselves to others. Moreover, Sala et al. (2024) have
stated that the use of social media facilitates
interactions among adolescents. Despite these real or
perceived benefits, social media can become a space
where antisocial behaviors such as bullying and
harassment are more likely to occur. In this context,
Bozzola et al. (2022) have argued that increased
participation in social media exposes adolescents to
greater risks associated with it, one of the most
common of which is cyberbullying. Specifically,
several studies have addressed the relationship between
social media use and cyberbullying (Nobakht et al.,
2025; Pang et al., 2025).

Cyberbullying is a form of bullying that occurs
through digital devices such as mobile phones,
computers, and tablets (Ray et al, 2023). Overall, the
issue of cyberbullying has become an increasing
concern in theoretical and methodological approaches
(Sheikh-al-Islami et al., 2025), to the extent that in
recent years, a wave of research has emerged
internationally, focusing on examining the nature of
cyberbullying, estimating its prevalence, or identifying
the factors influencing it (Kowalski et al., 2019).
However, some authors have highlighted the challenges
of classifying and defining the spectrum and diversity
of cyberbullying behaviors, contrasting them with
traditional bullying, and pointed out the limitations
arising from the lack of clear definitions of cyber-
violent behaviors (Santre, 2023). As reported in a
recent study by Peter & Petermann (2018), 24 different
definitions of cyberbullying were proposed between
2012 and 2017.

Additionally, Rejeb et al. (2025) argued that
cyberbullying behaviors are highly dependent on the
environment in different countries and are influenced
by the educational system, school environment, cultural
norms, and interpersonal relationships. Therefore,
identifying the factors influencing the formation of
cyberbullying should be done with consideration of the
culture of the society. This study can provide valuable
insights for researchers to further explore the hidden
dimensions of this issue and, secondly, it can offer

suitable preventive and therapeutic strategies for
psychologists, school counselors, and psychotherapy
centers based on the identified factors in the cultural
context of our country. Therefore, the present study
was conducted to identify the factors influencing the
formation of cyberbullying among students.

Method

The present study is a qualitative research of the
thematic analysis type, conducted through face-to-face
interviews with students. The statistical population of
the study consisted of all male students in the second
cycle of secondary school in Ardabil city during the
academic year 2023-2024. The sample size for the study
was 11 students, selected using purposive sampling,
after screening based on the Cyberbullying-
Victimization Experience Questionnaire (Antoniadou et
al., 2016) and selecting those with scores higher than the
cut-off score (cut-off score 30; Antoniadou et al., 2016).
It is important to note that the sampling of students
continued until the process of exploration and analysis
reached theoretical saturation. Since the researcher
reached this saturation after interviewing 11
participants, 11 students were selected as the sample
from the 15 students who had been screened.

In the present study, the interviews were conducted
in person with note-taking and were also recorded (with
the permission of the interviewees). The mean and
standard deviation of the interview duration were 34.19
+ 5.31 minutes. The interviews were held at one of the
counseling centers in Ardabil city (the Ibn Sina
Counseling and Psychotherapy Center). Additionally,
despite registering information in the protocols, an
immediate review of the text took place after each
interview, and necessary notes were added. The
recorded interviews were generally transcribed on the
same day, and the transcription included details such as
the time and location of the interview, its duration, and
the participant’s code.

The coding of the interviews in this study involved
open coding and axial coding, based on the three-stage
coding method by Strauss & Corbin (1997). Since the
aim of this study was to identify the concepts and
categories  influencing  students’  cyberbullying
experiences, the third stage of coding, which involves
selective coding (identifying the core category and
finding relationships between various categories and the
central category; Kalantari, 2020), was not performed.
The researcher was able to identify the influential



concepts and categories after completing the first two
stages of coding. Finally, the data were manually coded
after the interviews were completed. Additionally, SPSS
software was used to calculate the kappa coefficient.

Results

According to the findings, the mean age and
standard deviation of the students' age group were
17.36 £ 1.05 years. Among the students, 28.57% were
in the first grade, 42.86% in the second grade, and
28.57% in the third grade. The amount of time spent
using virtual space showed the lowest frequency
between one and two hours (14.28%), while the highest
frequency was above three hours (57.15%). The least
frequent occurrence of bullying was reported as three
instances (14.28%), while the most frequent was more
than five instances (42.85%) of bullying in the current

year. Additionally, one participant (9.90%) had
divorced parents, and 10 participants (90.10%) had
parents who were not divorced.

Based on the findings, a total of 99 initial codes
were identified from the interviews. Then, by
eliminating overlapping concepts and merging closely
related ones, 40 distinct concepts were identified. After
performing the selective coding (secondary stage), 13
sub-concepts were identified, which included:
enjoyment of bullying, bully behaviors, curiosity, lack
of understanding of the victim, victim behaviors,
bully’s emotions, bully’s feelings, self-regulation,
intolerance, lack of control over situations, fearlessness
of the deterrent force, familiarity status, and imitation
tendencies. The identified categories are presented
below through axial coding (Table 1).

Table 1. Categorization of the Concepts Identified in the Interviews through Axial Coding

Categories Concepts Categories Concepts
Enjoyment of Bullying Inhibition Control Problems
Sadism Bully's Behaviors Online Disinhibition Familiarity Status

Curiosity
Bully's Emotions
Bully's Feelings
Self-Regulation

difficulty in emotional
self-regulation

Impulsive Behaviors

Lack of Empathy

Imitativeness
Intolerance
Lack of Control over Situations
Lack of Understanding of the Victim
Victim's Behaviors

Table 1 presents the categorization of the concepts
identified in the interviews through axial coding. The
purpose of axial coding is to establish relationships
between the categories generated in the open coding
phase. This process is typically based on the
paradigmatic model and helps the theorist to facilitate
the theory-building process (Kalantari, 2020).
Accordingly, a total of five main categories were
identified as follows:1. Sadism (with the concepts of
enjoyment of bullying, bully behaviors, and curiosity)
2. Lack of Empathy (with the concepts of lack of
understanding of the victim and victim behaviors) 3.
difficulty in emotional self-regulation (with the
concepts of bully’s emotions, bully’s feelings, and self-
regulation) 4. Impulsive Behaviors (with the concepts
of intolerance and lack of control over situations) 5.
online disinhibition (with the concepts of problems
with the deterrent force, familiarity status, and
imitativeness)

Conclusions

This qualitative study aimed to identify the factors
influencing the formation of cyberbullying among
adolescents. In this study, five main categories were
identified, including sadism, lack of empathy, difficulty
in emotional self-regulation, impulsive behaviors, and
online disinhibition. The role of each of these
categories is discussed below.

Sadism: sadism is defined as the tendency to derive
pleasure from the suffering of others (Bonfa-Araujo et
al., 2025). According to Panatik et al. (2022), sadism is
highlighted as a unique and significant predictor of
cyberbullying.

Lack of Empathy: Based on the interviews with
the students, it was found that the formation of
cyberbullying is influenced by the category of lack of
empathy. Empathy is the ability to recognize and
respond to the mental states of others (Weisz & Cikara,
2021). Armstrong et al. (2023) have stated that
adolescents engaged in cyberbullying, in contrast to
face-to-face bullying, cannot see the distressed
reactions of the victim, and this factor can increase their
lack of empathy.



Difficulty in emotional self-regulation: Emotional
self-regulation plays a crucial role in social functioning,
social competence, emotional and cognitive well-being,
and the control of impulsive behaviors (Andres, 2025).
Emotional self-regulation refers to strategies that
individuals use to manage their emotions in distressing
situations (Geng et al., 2024). Evidence suggests that
individuals with difficulty in emotional self-regulation
are less able to control their emotions when
experiencing negative emotional states (Edler &
Valentino, 2024).

Impulsive Behaviors: Impulsive behavior is defined
as the preference for immediate rewards, a tendency
toward risk-taking, seeking new sensations, finding
simple ways to achieve rewards, and quick individual
responses (Hou et al., 2024). It is believed that
cyberbullying can manifest in violent and impulsive
behaviors. The higher the impulsivity of an individual,
the more likely they are to engage in risky behaviors
such as bullying (Jahani-Zangir et al., 2025).

Online disinhibition: online disinhibition refers to
the belief in a lack of control and concern about the
consequences of one's actions in the online world (Zhao
et al., 2022). Due to the effects of lack of inhibition
online, adolescents with higher levels of online
disinhibit ion are more likely to engage in
cyberbullying (Yang et al., 2021).

In summary, the present study used a qualitative
approach to identify the factors influencing the
formation of cyberbullying among adolescents. In this
study, the key indicators of cyberbullying formation
were derived from qualitative interviews with 11
adolescents, each of whom, based on their
understanding of their own experiences, reported
different factors influencing the formation of
cyberbullying. In a comprehensive view, it can be said
that each of the identified sub-factors and main
categories can play a key role as influential variables in
controlling and even preventing cyberbullying
behaviors among adolescents. Therefore, the results
obtained from this research can serve as a significant
tool for researchers, counselors, and psychotherapists in
preventing and treating this issue.

This study faced certain limitations, including the
lack of Persian academic resources on cyberbullying

(correlational and predictive studies), the study being
conducted only on male students (gender limitation),
bilingualism (occasionally some students used Turkish
during interviews to clarify their meaning), and the
cultural context of the study's sample (Ardabil city).
Therefore, it is suggested that such studies be
conducted on other groups (e.g., university students,
adolescents in correctional facilities, etc.), as well as
across genders and in various regions, to ensure that
cultural and social differences are taken into account,
leading to a more accurate identification of the factors
influencing this issue. Finally, the researchers believe
that the indicators identified in this study, due to their
role in the formation of cyberbullying, can provide the
necessary foundation for reducing this issue. Moreover,
the information obtained can be wused in the
development of educational/therapeutic packages for
preventing and treating this problem.
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1. cyber-bullying/victimization experiences questionnaire
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