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Abstract

The ubiquity of cyberspace has resulted in a surge in reported cyberbullying cases globally. Despite
numerous studies investigating the impact of cyberbullying on students, research addressing its
prevalence in the Middle East remains scarce. This exploratory study aims to assess the prevalence
of cyberbullying among university students in six Middle Eastern countries: Jordan, Egypt, Iraq,
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Qatar. The study seeks to identify common cyberbullying forms and
examine students' responses to each, considering variations based on gender, year of study, study
discipline, and country. A descriptive approach is followed to achieve the study objectives. A
random sample of 2,642 students (1,887 female) participated in the study by completing an online
survey about their experience with seven forms of cyberbullying, and the strategies they used to
deal with each. A relatively low prevalence of cyberbullying is found among the sample, with
57.6% reporting that they never experienced any form of cyberbullying and 20% reporting
experiencing cyberbullying only once. The most common forms of cyberbullying were exclusion
(56%), harassment (51%), and flaming (44%). While differences in the prevalence of cyberbullying
are found according to gender in two forms, stalking and flaming, no statistical differences
according to study discipline are evident. Students in their later years are more likely to experience
all forms of cyberbullying than students in their early years (p < 0.05). The differences are
significant across countries, with Jordan being highest, followed by Egypt then Kuwait. Self-
defending and confrontation are found to be the most common responses to cyberbullying. Overall,
the sample reported using active responses to cyberbullying more than passive responses. Females
and students in the arts and humanities are more likely to respond actively to cyberbullying
compared to males and students enrolled in science disciplines (all p < 0.05). The findings of the
study provide a better understanding of the prevalence of this phenomenon in the region and assist
stakeholders in planning preventive strategies.
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Introduction

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, educational institutions worldwide shifted to online and
hybrid instruction modes (Katlen et al., 2022; Koh & Daniel, 2022; Rawashdeh et al., 2021).
University students now rely on course management systems, video conferencing, and social
media networking sites to engage in both educational and social interactions (Alghanmi & Nyazi,
2022; Almaiah et al., 2020; Jacob & Pillay, 2023; Katlen et al., 2022). These technologies offer
students opportunities to interact, and share resources with others, and thus promote student
learning and social interaction (Almomani et al., 2021; Kilinc et al., 2023; Knowles et al., 2023).
While these technologies facilitate learning and collaboration, the extensive use of cyberspace has
given rise to undesirable behaviours, notably cyberbullying (Anténio et al., 2023; Barlett et al.,
2021; Shin & Choi, 2021; Zakuan & Saian, 2022). Cyberbullying, a specific form of online
aggression, manifests across digital platforms, including social media, messaging apps, and online
forums (Al Qudah et al., 2020; Pang et al., 2023).

Cyberbullying involves deliberate and repeated harm, threats, or embarrassment using digital
media by an individual or a group (Céceres-Reche et al., 2019; Shaikh et al., 2020). Examples
include threats, online mockery, unauthorized disclosure of personal information, spreading
rumours, exclusion, identity impersonation, and online attacks (Ademiluyi et al., 2022; Yi &
Zubiaga, 2023). Cyberbullying can be categorized into distinct behaviours such as harassment,
exclusion, denigration, flaming, masquerade, outing, and stalking (Kowalski et al., 2019). Flaming
entails transmitting angry, rude, or vulgar messages, while harassment involves repeated
messaging. Cyberstalking includes threats, denigration involves sending cruel and possibly untrue
information, masquerading is pretending to be someone else, outing is sharing private information,
and exclusion is maliciously leaving someone out of an online group (Ademiluyi et al., 2022;
Shaikh et al., 2020).

While cyberbullying differs from traditional bullying in its absence of physical aggression, it is
strongly linked to social, emotional, and academic problems (Donat et al., 2020; Peled, 2019;
Shaikh et al., 2020). Cyberbullying victims commonly experience emotional and psychological
issues, reporting feelings of loneliness, sadness, anger, stress, and frustration (Al Qudah et al.,
2020; Lee et al., 2023; Zakuan & Saian, 2022). Additionally, students subjected to cyberbullying

exhibit difficulties adapting to university life, an increased likelihood of dropout, and a decline in
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academic performance and achievement (Bernardo et al., 2020; Martinez-Monteagudo et al., 2019;
Peled, 2019).

Cyberbullying has been investigated extensively among children and adolescents (Hinduja &
Patchin, 2023; Zhu et al., 2021). However, attention has recently shifted to investigating this
phenomenon in higher education settings (Shaikh et al., 2020). Research results suggest that
cyberbullying is becoming a growing international phenomenon among university students in most
countries across the world (Adebayo et al., 2020; Ifon, 2023; Kaur & Saini, 2023; Khine et al.,
2020; Lee & Sanchez, 2018; Lee et al., 2023). Despite the international attention paid to
cyberbullying, the field lacks studies in the Middle East region and Arab World, meaning
information about the frequency of cyberbullying among university students in this area is scarce
(AlQaderi et al., 2023).

An examination of the global literature on the prevalence of cyberbullying, as highlighted by Zhu
etal. (2021), underscores significant variations across countries. From a socio-cultural psychology
perspective, human behaviour is learned through interaction with others and culture plays a crucial
role in shaping people’s social behaviours (Henrich, 2015). Consequently, it is anticipated that
different cultures would manifest different cyberbullying practices, forms, and responses.
Comprehending the diverse responses to cyberbullying is paramount, considering the potential for
escalation and disproportionate reaction (Eristi & Akbulut, 2019). Although a comprehensive
exploration of the responses of university students facing cyberbullying is lacking in the literature,
existing studies identify broad categories such as seeking revenge, initiating a dialogue, ignoring,
forgiving, or avoiding cyberbullying (Cao & Lin, 2015; Eristi & Akbulut, 2019; Na et al., 2015).
These responses can be broadly classified into problem-focused and emotion-focused strategies
(Vollink et al., 2013). Problem-focused responses involve addressing the person or environmental
relationship directly, encouraging social support, or confrontation. On the other hand, emotion-
focused responses come into play when resources are limited, often manifesting as avoidance or
feelings of helplessness. While problem-focused strategies aim at resolution and prevention,
emotion-focused strategies manage the emotional impact without necessarily addressing root
causes (Johannsdottir & Olafsson, 2004; Zapf & Gross, 2001). Understanding these responses is
crucial for developing effective interventions and support systems to mitigate the impact of

cyberbullying.
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Gender is a pivotal demographic factor in cyberbullying, extensively explored among university
students (Marr & Duell, 2021; Shaikh et al., 2020). Females, in comparison to males, are less likely
to perpetrate cyberbullying and more likely to be victims (Pérhola et al., 2020; Raselekoane et al.,
2019), a trend documented across various cultures (Adebayo et al., 2020; P6rhola et al., 2020).
However, it is important to investigate how student gender affects the prevalence of cyberbullying
behaviour among university students in the Middle East region. Additionally, students' majors are
a significant factor known to influence cyberbullying behaviours. For instance, a study of Egyptian
undergraduates shows that students enrolled in social science majors reported higher rates of
experiencing cyberbullying than those in medical or natural faculties (Arafa & Senosy, 2017).
Students in medical specialties, due to the demanding nature of their majors, mostly use the internet
for academic purposes, potentially reducing their encounters with cyberbullying (Saied et al.,
2016).
Study Objectives
This study aims to comprehensively assess the prevalence of cyberbullying in the Middle East,
covering six countries: Jordan, Egypt, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Qatar. It seeks to identify
common forms of cyberbullying experienced by university students and explore variations based
on gender, study discipline, study level, and country. Additionally, the research investigates
students’ responses when facing cyberbullying, examining differences based on gender, study
discipline, year of study, and country. Specifically, the study aims to answer the following
questions:

1. How prevalent is cyberbullying according to university students?

2. What are the most common forms of cyberbullying experienced by university students?

3. How does cyberbullying vary according to students’ gender, country, year of study, and

discipline?
4. What are university students’ responses when they confront the various forms of
cyberbullying?
5. Do university students’ responses to cyberbullying differ according to gender, country,

year of study, or discipline?
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Methods

Research Design

A descriptive research approach is followed to achieve the study objectives (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). The researchers employ a self-report survey to collect data from university students about
cyberbullying during online classes, to identify the most common forms of cyberbullying and the
students’ responses to these forms. Demographic data about students’ gender, country, year of
study, and discipline, provides valuable insight into the similarities and variations of cyberbullying

within online courses across six nations.
Participants

A total of 2,642 students (755 male, 1,887 female) participated voluntarily in the study during the
2022 Spring semester. The participating students were enrolled in online elective courses at Six
universities in six countries in the Middle East region: Egypt, Irag, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait,
and Qatar. In elective courses, students represent almost all study disciplines, genders, and years
of study.

We include a total of 2642 participants in the final analysis. Most participants are female (71.4%)
and study disciplines related to the arts and humanities (59.2%). The greatest proportion of the
sample originate from Iraq (32.2%), Saudi Arabia (17.6%), and Jordan (14.0%). About 50% of the

participants are in their early years of university education (years 1 and 2) (see Table 1).

Table 1
Participant distribution according to demographic variables
Demographics Study Disciplines
Arts & Humanities Sciences Total
Gender Female 1288 (82.3%) 599 (55.6%) 1887 (71.4%)
Male 277 (17.7%) 478 (44.4%) 755 (28.6%)
Year of Study First 353 (22.6%) 296 (27.5%) 649 (24.6%)
Second 471 (30.1%) 204 (18.9%) 675 (25.5%)
Third 377 (24.1%) 273 (25.3%) 650 (24.6%)
Fourth 253 (16.2%) 231 (21.4%) 484 (18.3%)
Fifth 69 (4.4%) 47 (4.4%) 116 (4.4%)
Sixth 41 (2.6%) 26 (2.4%) 67 (2.5%)
Country Jordan 229 (14.6%) 149 (13.8%) 378 (14.0%)

233



Journal of Social Studies Education Research 2024: 15 (3), 229-256

Egypt 232 (14.8%) 139 (12.9%) 371 (13.7%)
Iraq 483 (30.9%) 368 (34.2%) 851 (32.2%)
KSA 183 (11.7%) 283 (26.3%) 466 (17.6%)
Qatar 298 (19.0%) 64 (5.9%) 362 (13.7%)
Kuwait 140 (8.9%) 74 (6.9%) 214 (8.1%)

Total 1565 (59.2%) 1077 (40.8%) 2642 (100.0%)

Data Collection Tool

A survey to assess the prevalence of cyberbullying is developed by the researchers based on
cyberbullying literature and assessment tools (Betts et al., 2017; Dredge et al., 2015; Elipe et al.,
2017).

The survey consists of three parts. The first asks for demographic information, including gender,
year of study, study discipline, and country. The second part consists of 28 items that address the
seven forms of cyberbullying (harassment, exclusion, flaming, denigration, masquerade, outing,
and stalking). Four items are used to assess each form of cyberbullying. Students are required to
respond on the frequency of experiencing each form, using a 5-point Likert scale (never happened,
happened once, happens sometimes, happens often, and happens always).

The four items used to assess each form of cyberbullying are followed by six types of expected
response: maintaining silence (internalizing), asking for help from others (help-seeking), ignoring
the matter (ignoring), engaging in conversation with the abuser (confronting), defending oneself
in front of others (self-defending), and trying to get revenge on the abuser (planning revenge).
Students are required to select the type of response they would use if they were confronted by the
specific form of cyberbullying.

Prior to the data collection, the survey was reviewed by a panel of five experts in the field for face
validity and piloted with 30 students to check for clarity. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are
computed to check the reliability of the survey. The coefficient values for the seven forms of
cyberbullying, harassment, exclusion, denigration, flaming, masquerade, outing, and stalking, are
0.788, 0.779, 0.807, 0.786, 0.821, 0.800, 0.776, and 0.903, respectively. All values meet the
benchmark for acceptable reliability (0.7), which indicates that the assessment tool has an
acceptable internal consistency. To check the survey for construction validity, Pearson correlation
coefficients are computed between each item and the total score for the form of cyberbullying the
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item belongs to. All coefficient values are significant (p <0.01). Pearson correlation coefficients
are also computed between the score for each form of cyberbullying (the subscale) and the total
score of the scale. The coefficient values for the seven forms of cyberbullying, harassment,
exclusion, denigration, flaming, masquerade, outing, and stalking, are 0.675, 0.721, 0.824, 0.735,
0.698, and 0.727, respectively. All coefficient values are significant (p <0.01). For further
validation of the survey, confirmatory factor analysis is conducted. The results show that each set
of 4 items loads above the 0.3 thresholds onto its respective factor, confirming the hypothesized 7
forms (factors) of cyberbullying with 4 items (indicators) per form, demonstrating convergent
validity. The reliability coefficients for the 7 forms are a = 0.70, 0.64, 0.58, 0.56, 0.79, 0.45, and
0.38. The model fit indices: ¥2 = 1059.24, df = 324, p <.001, CF1 =0.78, TLI = 0.74, RMSEA =
0.089 (90% CI: 0.083 - 0.094). The cyberbullying survey items are listed in Appendix 1.

Data Collection

Instructors who teach online elective courses at six public universities in the six countries were
invited to facilitate the distribution of the survey link to their students. The instructors who agreed
to cooperate with the researchers invited their students to participate by responding to the survey
and informing them that their participation was voluntary, and that their responses would remain
anonymous. The instructors shared the survey link with their students by email. The responses
from all participating classes in the six countries were gathered using the Survey Monkey tool and

uploaded to SPSS for data analysis.
Data Analysis

The data have been cleaned, organized, and analysed using SPSS version 25. Descriptive statistics
are used to present the data. Categorical variables are presented as frequencies (n (%)), while
continuous variables are presented as means + standard deviations. Associations between
categorical variables are assessed using the chi-squared test where applicable. Mean differences
across groups are examined using the independent sample t-test or ANOVA. The prevalences of
cyberbullying and its forms are calculated as the frequency of any response other than “never

happened” on the Likert scale. A p-value of less than 0.05 is considered statistically meaningful.
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Findings

The prevalence of cyberbullying, and the most common forms of cyberbullying among university
students

The percentages of students who reported experiencing cyberbullying in general and all its forms
(from happened once to happens always) are calculated to assess the prevalence of cyberbullying
and the most experienced forms. In our sample, 57.6% reported that they never experienced any
form of cyberbullying. A further 20% reported experiencing cyberbullying once.

The most experienced forms are exclusion (56%), harassment (51%), flaming (44%), and outing
(41%). Meanwhile, stalking (36%), denigration (35%), and masquerade (33%) are the least

experienced. Table 2 shows the results.

Table 2

Participant responses about the prevalence of cyberbullying

Cybe;bullymg Never happened Happened once Hapgens Happens often Happens always

orm N (%) N (%) SOE?,‘/IO‘;“ N (%) N (%)
Harassment 5186 (49.0%) 2583 (25.0%) 1568 (15.0%) 690 (7.0%) 506 (5.0%)
Exclusion 4614 (44.0%) 2785 (26.0%) 1733 (16.0%) 793 (8.0%) 610 (6.0%)
Denigration 6880 (65.0%) 1741 (17.0%) 896 (9.0%) 526 (5.0%) 476 (5.0%)
Flaming 5837 (56.0%) 2370 (23.0%) 1224 (12.0%) 669 (6.0%) 415 (4.0%)
Masquerade 6986 (67.0%) 1526 (15.0%) 864 (8.0%) 577 (5.0%) 548 (5.0%)
Outing 6144 (59.0%) 1988 (19.0%) 1186 (11.0%) 643 (6.0%) 522 (5.0%)
Stalking 6720 (64.0%) 1733 (16.0%) 1010 (10.0%) 560 (5.0%) 487 (5.0%)
Total 42367 (57.6%) 14726 (20.0%) 8481 (11.5%) 4457 (6.1%) 3564 (4.8%)

Differences in cyberbullying according to students’ gender, study discipline, year of study, and
country

The results of the two independent groups t-test show no statistically significant differences
between males and females in five of the forms. However, differences are found in two forms,
stalking, and flaming. For flaming the difference indicates that females experience this form of
cyberbullying more than males (t-value = 2.691, p-value=.007), the difference in stalking is in

favour of females (t-value = 2.039, p-value = 0.042). Table 3 shows the results.
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Cyberbullying Gender N Mean Std. deviation t df p-value

form

Harassment Female 1870.00 7.72 3.67 -0.152 1293.978 .879
Male 744.00 7.74 3.91

Exclusion Female 1874.00 8.22 3.68 0.359 2619 720
Male 747.00 8.16 3.78

Denigration Female 1873.00 6.63 3.58 -0.587 1217.706 .557
Male 734.00 6.73 4.00

Flaming Female 1869.00 7.36 4.04 2.691 2608 .007
Male 741.00 6.89 3.96

Masquerade Female 1860.00 6.65 4.05 -1.406 1271.795 .160
Male 741.00 6.91 4.38

Outing Female 1862.00 7.19 4.20 -0.147 2596 .883
Male 736.00 7.21 4.25

Cyberstalking Female 1861.00 6.70 3.95 -2.039 1275.174 .042
Male 739.00 7.07 4.23

The results of the t-test show no statistically significant differences between students’ experiences

of cyberbullying across study disciplines (arts and humanities vs. sciences) for all forms of

cyberbullying. This result indicates that cyberbullying does not differ according to the study

discipline.

However, comparisons between students’ years of study (early years (1-2) vs. late years (3-6))

using the t-test show statistically significant differences (p-value <0.01) in their experiences of

cyberbullying and its forms. Students in their late years of study experience all forms of

cyberbullying more than students in their early years. Table 4 shows the results of the differences

in cyberbullying according to gender, study discipline, years of study, and country.

Table 4
Mean differences, using t-test, between year of study experiencing cyberbullying forms
Cyberbullying  Year of study N Mean  Std. deviation t df p-value
form
Harassment 1-3 1950.00 763  3.73 -2.221 2611 .026
4-6 663.00 800 3.76
Exclusion 1-3 1961.00 8.02  3.67 -4.259 2618 .000
4-6 659.00 873  3.77
Denigration 1-3 1952.00 657  3.67 -1.986 2604 .047
4-6 654.00 6.90 3.80
Flaming 1-3 1952.00 7.09 3.98 -3.019 2607 .003
4-6 657.00 764 412
Masquerade 1-3 1947.00 6.63 4.10 -1.936 1074.675 .053
4-6 653.00 700 431
Outing 1-3 194400 710 420 -2.060 2595 .040
4-6 653.00 749 423
Cyberstalking 1-3 1946.00 6.71  4.00 -1.961 2597 .050
4-6 653.00 7.07 4.11
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A one-way analysis of variance is used to compare students’ experiences of cyberbullying across
the six counties. Tye F-value for the differences between countries in the forms of cyberbullying
and the total score are 16.741, 29.287, 13.315, 18.748, 16.195, 15.334, 20.790, which are
statistically significant values (p-value <0.01), which indicates that there are statistically
significant differences in the forms of bullying and the total score due to country (see Table 5).
Post-hoc analysis reveals the direction of the differences between the countries. The results of the
Scheffé test reveal statistically significant differences (p < 0.01) among all counties in general and
among all forms of cyberbullying, with Jordan being the highest followed by Egypt, then Kuwait,
Iraq, Qatar, and KSA. Figure 1 shows the differences between countries in cyberbullying and its
forms.

Table 5

Mean differences, using ANOVA, between countries in terms of experiencing cyberbullying forms

Cyberbullying  Region Mean + SD Sum of df (within) Mean square F p-value
Form squares
Harassment Jordan 89+39 1136.73 5 (2608) 227.346 16.741 .000
Egypt 8.1+37
Iraq 78%40
KSA 6.8+3.3
Qatar 7.0+£33
Kuwait 7.7+33
Exclusion Jordan 9.9+39 1911.285 5 (2615) 382.257 29.287 .000
Egypt 8.6 +3.6
Iraq 75%3.7
KSA 74+34
Qatar 8.2+3.3
Kuwait 8.9+38
Denigration Jordan 8041 891.214 5 (2601) 178.243 13.315 .000
Egypt 6.5+33
Iraq 6.6+4.0
KSA 6.1+35
Qatar 6.3+£3.2
Kuwait 6.4+3.2
Flaming Jordan 89+43 1467.651 5 (2604) 293.53 18.748 .000
Egypt 75%3.9
Iraq 7.0+4.2
KSA 6.5+3.7
Qatar 6.6 +3.5
Kuwait 7.3+3.7
Masquerade Jordan 85+45 1355.349 5 (2595) 271.07 16.195 .000
Egypt 6.7+4.0
Iraq 6.4+43
KSA 6.2+3.8
Qatar 6.4+£3.6
Kuwait 6.6 4.0
Outing Jordan 89+46 1313.323 5 (2592) 262.665 15.206 .000

Egypt 71+39
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Iraq 6.8+4.2
KSA 6.7+3.9
Qatar 70x4.1
Kuwait 73+42
Cyberstalking  Jordan 84143 1214.21 5 (2594) 242.842 15.334 .000
Egypt 6.9+3.9
Iraq 6.6+4.1
KSA 6.2+3.8
Qatar 6.4+38
Kuwait 6.7+3.6
Total Jordan 61.1+24.8 55617.15 5 (2466) 11123.43 20.790 .000
Egypt 512+218
Iraq 48.9 £24.7
KSA 455+219
Qatar 479+219
Kuwait 50.3 £20.0
Prevalence of cyberbullying
I 1832
746
Cyberbullying - 67.2

86.2

Stalking

Outing

Masquerade mm Jordan
m=m Egypt
== Iraqg
=Em Saudi Arabia
Flaming
=3 Qatar
31.9 = Kuwait
318
Denigration .
5.8
534
68.7
608
Exclusion :2;
59.3
75.1
53.3
39.8
Harassment e 47.9
571
59.3
L) ) L]
0 20 40 60 80 100
Percentage
Figure 1

Prevalence of cyberbullying forms classified according to country.

The most common responses to each form of cyberbullying among university students
Frequencies of student responses to each form of cyberbullying and the overall responses are calculated.

Table 6 shows the results.
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Table 6
Participant responses to cyberbullying forms.
Response
Cyberbullying
Forms internalizing help-seeking ignoring confronting self- planning
defending revenge

Harassment 156 (5.9%) 203 (7.7%) 803 (30.4%) 642 (24.3%) 753 (28.5%) 85 (3.2%)
Exclusion 135 (5.1%) 491 (18.6%) 663 (25.1%) 727 (27.5%) 557 (21.1%) 69 (2.6%)
Denigration 101 (3.8%) 461 (17.4%) 381 (14.4%) 552 (20.9%) 924 (35.0%) 223 (8.4%)
Flaming 99 (3.7%) 278 (10.5%) 715 (27.1%) 640 (24.2%) 789 (29.9%) 121 (4.6%)
Masquerade 89 (3.4%) 679 (25.7%) 500 (18.9%) 525 (19.9%) 640 (24.2%) 209 (7.9%)
Outing 108 (4.1%) 396 (15.0%) 474 (17.9%) 809 (30.6%) 651 (24.6%) 204 (7.7%)
Stalking 107 (4.0%) 500 (18.9%) 474 (17.9%) 790 (29.9%) 562 (21.3%) 209 (7.9%)
Total 795 3008 4010 4685 (25.0%) 4876 (26.0%) 1120 (6.0%)

(4.0%) (16.0%) (22.0%)

In general, our sample reports self-defending and confronting as the most common responses to
cyberbullying. For harassment, the most common response is ignoring. Confronting is the most common
response to exclusion, outing, and stalking. Help-seeking is mostly used for masquerade, while self-

defending is the most common response to denigration and flaming.

Differences in responses to cyberbullying according to gender, study discipline, year of study, and country.
The chi-square test is used to determine the differences between the students’ forms of responses to the
various forms of cyberbullying. Before performing the analysis, the six responses are classified into active
responses, which are help-seeking, confronting, self-defending, and planning for revenge, and passive
responses, which are internalizing and ignoring, to facilitate the comparisons.

In general, the sample reports using active responses to cyberbullying more than passive responses. Across
all forms of cyberbullying, females tend to use active responses to cyberbullying more than males, and the
results are statistically significant (p < 0.01) for denigration, masquerade, outing, and stalking. Interestingly,
students in arts and humanities report using active responses to all forms of cyberbullying more than
students in sciences disciplines, with all differences statistically significant (p < 0.01). Comparing student
responses to cyberbullying according to years of study, all differences are not significant, indicating that
students in their early and late years of study apply active responses to deal with cyberbullying. Table 7
shows the chi-square results comparing responses to cyberbullying forms according to gender and study
discipline, while Figure 2 shows the differences between countries.

Table 7

Chi-squared results comparing responses to cyberbullying forms according to gender and study disciplines.

Cyberbullying  Type Female Male p-value Arts & Sciences p-
form humanities value
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Harassment
Exclusion
Denigration
Flaming
Masquerade
Outing

Stalking

Passive 672 (35.6%) 287 (38.0%) .263 525 (33.5%) 434 (403%)  .000
Active 1215 (64.4%) 468 (62.0%) 1040 (66.5%) 643 (59.7%)
Passive 566 (30.0%) 232 (30.7%) .711 450 (28.8%) 348 (32.3%) 050
Active 1321 (70.0%) 523 (69.3%) 115 (712%) 729 (67.7%)
Passive 305 (16.2%) 177 (23.4%) .000 249 (15.9%) 233 (21.6%)  .000
Active 1582 (83.8%) 578 (76.6%) 1316 (84.1%) 844 (78.4%)
Passive 569 (30.2%) 245 (32.5%) .248 448 (28.6%) 366 (34.0%)  .003
Active 1318 (69.8%) 510 (67.5%) 1117 (71.4%) 711 (66.0%)
Passive 378 (20.0%) 211 (27.9%) .000 302 (19.3%) 287 (26.6%)  .000
Active 1509 (80.0%) 544 (72.1%) 1263 (80.7%) 790 (73.4%)
Passive 371 (19.7%) 211 (27.9%) .000 307 (19.6%) 275 (25.5%)  .000
Active 1516 (80.3%) 544 (72.1%) 1258 (80.4%) 802 (74.5%)
Passive 377 (20.0%) 204 (27.0%) .000 303 (19.4%) 278 (25.8%)  .000
Active 1510 (80.0%) 551 (73.0%) 1262 (80.6%) 799 (74.2%)
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Figure 2

Responses to each cyberbullying form classified according to country.
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Discussion, Conclusion and Implications

To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first comprehensive report on cyberbullying
incidence and prevalence across six Arab countries during the digital shift to online learning
environments. We note important gender differences in the experience of cyberbullying (mostly
flaming and stalking) and highlight the most prevalent forms of cyberbullying among our sample.
Our results demonstrate important comparisons between cyberbullying experiences across Arab
countries. Furthermore, our study delves into various response patterns used by students to counter
cyberbullying.

The study finds a relatively low prevalence of cyberbullying, with 57.6% of students reporting
never experiencing cyberbullying and 20% reporting experiencing cyberbullying only once. These
results may be partially attributed to the strong cultural values around respect, close-knit
communities where individuals are more likely to know each other, and the influence of Islam
which emphasizes ethical behaviours. Additionally, some Middle Eastern countries have
implemented educational initiatives and strict cybercrime laws aimed at deterring physical and
cyber harassment. It is important to note that this study took place at a time when digital
transformation of learning was occurring due to COVID-19 lockdowns. Although one would
expect higher rates of cyberbullying due to the digitalization of everyday life, published evidence
indicates otherwise. In a meta-analysis of cyberbullying behaviours before and after the pandemic,
the overall pooled prevalence of cyberbullying was significantly less during the pandemic
compared to before (Huang et al., 2023). Such results could be largely explained due to the
measures undertaken to prevent the further spread of the infection which had administrative
managers or teachers oversee and track the well-being and safety of their staff and students which,
in turn, might have enhanced their awareness of, and responsiveness to, the individual social and
emotional health of those under their care (Azizi et al., 2021; Bacher-Hicks et al., 2022).

While the factors mentioned may discourage cyberbullying, it remains important to continue
monitoring this issue and approach it sensitively, recognizing the diversity across the region and
the complexity of cultural dynamics. Although this lower percentage seems positive, online
environments can change over time and the reasons behind trends are multifaceted. The body of
literature provides varying results regarding the prevalence of cyberbullying across nations. A

study conducted among adolescents in 40 countries reports a rate of 3% of cyberbullying among
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the participants, whereas a Malaysian study demonstrates a much higher rate of 86% among high
school students (Craig et al., 2009). Discrepancies in these reported percentages could be attributed
to a lack of agreed definitions of what cyberbullying entails and the inherent differences in each
studied population. Furthermore, published studies use different study designs and cover different
periods which may substantially influence the results.

The most common form of cyberbullying found in this study is social exclusion, closely followed
by harassment. A similar study among Egyptian undergraduates shows that harassment is the most
prevalent aspect of cyberbullying overall (Arafa & Senosy, 2017). The study indicates that, among
their sample of 6,740 students, 61.8% of those who experienced cyberbullying had encountered
harassment at least once in 6 months. A possible explanation for this phenomenon might relate to
the inherent characteristics of cyberbullying. As cyberbullying can be done through any electronic
device, cyberbullies can remain anonymous. The harassment and exclusion forms of cyberbullying
often do not involve any legal action that could be taken, unlike other forms (Willard, 2007).
Female students are found to be significantly more likely to experience cyberbullying than their
male counterparts, specifically flaming and stalking. Gender differences in cyberbullying vary
within published studies. A self-report survey of 3,112 school-age children in Australia finds
results consistent with ours, with females being more prone to being cyber victims (Campbell et
al., 2012). In contrast, other studies report higher rates for males as victims of cyberbullying with
many others indicating no significant differences between genders (Akbulut & Eristi, 2011; Beran
& Li, 2006; Juvonen & Gross, 2008). Evolutionary psychological perspectives can provide an
important contextual basis for gender differences in cyberbullying and victimization (Buss &
Schmitt, 2019). Gender differences in aggression and violence indicate that males typically have
a higher tendency to contribute to these behaviours (Bjorklund & Ellis, 2014; Cross et al., 2011;
Tooby & Cosmides, 2015). Implementing conceptual frameworks of cyberbullying and
cyberaggression could provide valuable insights to better understand the varying results (Wyckoff
etal., 2019).

National differences in cyberbullying experience are evident in our results, with Jordan and Egypt
having the highest scores. Although one could suggest that the countries participating in this study
are somewhat similar in terms of culture and background, the evident overlap would not exclude
differences in attitudes and definitions of what entails each form of cyberbullying. Furthermore,

such results could be largely explained by how each country classifies and manages cyberbullying,
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whether through educational policy or the legal system (Abu Dalhoum, 2023; Foody et al., 2017;
McKeever, 2022). This does, however, highlight an important issue in cyberbullying research
across the Arab world. Most studies focusing on cross-national or cross-cultural comparisons
regarding bullying in general are conducted between Asian and European countries or the United
States, with a stark lack of representation for Arab or Middle Eastern countries (Scheithauer et al.,
2016; Smith et al., 2016). An accurate assessment of cyberbullying and its associated factors
requires a rigorous methodological approach related to how victimization and bullying are
conceptualized by individuals residing in those countries, with respect to culture and background
(Scheithauer et al., 2016).

Ignoring, self-defending, and confrontation are among the most used responses to cyberbullying
according to our sample. Student responses are analysed into two categories, active responses,
which include, help seeking, confronting, self-defending, and planning for revenge, versus passive
responses, which include internalization and ignoring. Overall, active response forms are more
common than passive responses. Cyberbullying could be regarded as a stressful event for
individuals. Hence, such responses could potentially be seen as ways of coping with cyberbullying.
Lazarus and Folkman's (1984) influential study suggests that these responses in stressful contexts
involve an assessment-driven transactional mechanism, leading individuals to employ either a
problem-focused approach such as problem-solving or seeking assistance, or an emotion-focused
method such as avoidance or disregard. Such categorizations are paralleled by active and passive
coping strategies (Erbicer et al., 2023). This theoretical framework is widely adopted in studies
examining how different age groups respond to a variety of stressful events (Compas et al., 2001).
Different responses can either perpetuate or limit further bullying behaviours. Studies consistently
show that individuals using active responses to cyberbullying are less likely to be victimized while
those who use passive methods, specifically avoidance, often report greater rates of cyberbullying
(Heiman et al., 2019; Yang, 2021).

This study enhances the theoretical comprehension of cyberbullying in a higher education context,
particularly within the framework of the online learning environment. The study expands the
current body of knowledge by specifically examining cyberbullying in the Middle East region,
which has received limited attention in previous research on the topic. The study identifies the
most common forms of cyberbullying experienced by university students, the responses they

exhibit to each form, and whether these forms and responses are affected by students’ country,
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years of study, and gender. The collected data provides valuable insights into the development of
future theoretical frameworks and models in this field.
The study provides vital knowledge for students, educators, mental health specialists, researchers,
and policymakers in higher education institutions. The results raise awareness among university
students living in a technology-rich environment, about what behaviours are considered
cyberbullying, bearing in mind the negative consequences of cyberbullying on students’ academic
and psychological well-being. The findings equip mental health specialists and educators with the
knowledge needed to establish educational initiatives and interventions that aim to raise awareness
and prevent cyberbullying among university students. They provide instructions for establishing a
more secure online learning environment. The study develops a tool for assessing the prevalence
of various forms of cyberbullying, which paves the way for future research into cyberbullying in
the region.
Moreover, this study emphasizes the necessity of implementing comprehensive cyberbullying
regulations in higher education institutions in the region. It supports university administrators and
policymakers’ efforts to establish legislative policies and structures to safeguard students against
cyberbullying.

Conclusions
Given the prevalence of cyberbullying in universities across the globe, it is worthwhile to
investigate this phenomenon at universities in the Middle East region. A relatively low prevalence
of cyberbullying is found among our sample. The most common forms are exclusion, harassment,
and flaming. While differences in the prevalence of two forms cyberbullying, stalking and flaming,
are found according to gender, no differences according to study discipline are evident. Students
in their late years are more likely to experience all forms of cyberbullying than students in their
early years. The differences are significant across countries, with Jordan being highest followed
by Egypt, then Kuwait. Self-defending and confrontation are the most used responses to
cyberbullying. Overall, our sample reports using active responses to cyberbullying more than
passive responses. Females and students in the arts and humanities are more likely to respond
actively to cyberbullying than males and students enrolled in science disciplines. Altogether, the
study findings have valuable theoretical and practical implications for students, educators,

researchers, and policymakers.
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Our study falls prey to several limitations. The cross-sectional design inherently produces bias by
only capturing a snhapshot of cyberbullying and its responses at one point in time, which limits
causal relationship inference. Moreover, the reliance on self-report measures introduces limitations
in individual responses due to social desirability or memory bias. The time at which the study took
place was one of rapid digital transformation in educational spheres due to COVID-19. Albeit this
context is crucial, it may only reflect the particular circumstances of online learning environments
and not fully represent cyberbullying in conventional educational settings.

Future research should focus on employing a more systematic approach to cyberbullying in the
region. Qualitative studies, intervention effectiveness evaluation, and longitudinal data could yield
important insights with regards to this phenomenon, while our study and developed tool may

establish the scaffold for future endeavours.
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Appendix 1

Cyberbullying Survey Items

Mahasneh et al.

How often have you experienced these cases during your online classes?

1- Harassment never happened happens happens happens
happened once sometimes often always

1 Making fun of a
colleague’s post/answer

2 Putting a classmate in
embarrassing situations
during class activities

3 Commenting in a hurtful
way to anger others

4 Provoking others and
threatening them with
offensive text messages

How would you respond in case you were faced with the above?

Response | Maintaining silence and Seeking Ignoring the | Engaging in Defending Planning to get
feeling anxiety help from | matter and conversation oneself in revenge on the
(Internalization) others not being with the abuser | front of abuser

(Help- affected (Confronting) | others (Planning
Seeking) (Ignoring) (Self- Revenge)
Defending)

How often have you experienced these cases during your online classes?

2-  Exclusion never happened happens happens happens
happened once sometimes often always

5 Refusing to accept a
colleague to join a work
or research group

6 Preventing a colleague
from participating in an
educational activity

7 Ignoring comments or
questions posted by a
colleague

8 Excluding a colleague
from electronic chat
rooms

How would you respond in case you were faced with the above?

Response | Maintaining silence and Seeking Ignoring the | Engaging in Defending Planning to
feeling anxiety help from | matter and conversation oneself in get revenge
(Internalization) others not being with the front of on the abuser

(Help- affected abuser others (Planning
Seeking) (Ignoring) (Confronting) | (Self- Revenge)
Defending)

How often have you experienced these cases during your online classes?

3- Denigration never happened happens happens happens
happened once sometimes often always

Spreading malicious
rumours about a colleague
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10

Publishing personal
photos of a colleague after
they were distorted via
social media

11

Slandering a colleague to
his/her friends via
electronic programs

12

Posting videos of a
colleague after they were
distorted on social media

How wou

Id

you respond in case you were faced with the above?

Response

Maintaining silence and
feeling anxiety
(Internalization)

Seeking

help from

others
(Help-
Seeking)

Ignoring the
matter and
not being
affected

(Ignoring)

Engaging in
conversation
with the abuser
(Confronting)

Defending
oneself in
front of
others
(Self-

Planning to
get revenge
on the abuser
(Planning
Revenge)

Defending)

How often have you experienced these cases during your online classes?

happens
always

happens
often

happens
sometimes

4-  Flaming never happened
happened once

13 Sending offensive messages

against a colleague

14 Leading a text war against a

colleague

15 Incitement of prejudice and

hostility against a colleague

16 Comment negatively on

everything a colleague posts

How would you respond in case you were faced with the above?

Planning to
get
revenge on
the abuser
(Planning
Revenge)

Engaging in
conversation
with the abuser
(Confronting)

Defending
oneself in
front of
others
(Self-
Defending)

Maintaining silence and Seeking Ignoring the
feeling anxiety help from | matter and
(Internalization) others not being
(Help- affected
Seeking) (Ignoring)

Response

How often have you experienced these cases during your online classes?

happens
always

happens
sometimes

happens
often

5- Masquerade never happened
happened once

17 Create fake accounts to
post information about a

colleague

18 Stealing a colleague’s
account and using it to

abuse others

Create an account in the
name of a colleague and
use it to communicate
with others

19

20 Impersonating a woman
or a man to deceive

others
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How would you respond in case you were faced with the above?

Response

Maintaining silence and

feeling anxiety

(Internalization)

Seeking

help from

others
(Help-
Seeking)

Ignoring the
matter and
not being
affected

(Ignoring)

Engaging in
conversation
with the
abuser
(Confronting)

Defending
oneself in
front of
others
(Self-
Defending)

Planning to
get revenge
on the abuser
(Planning
Revenge)

How often have you experienced these cases during your online classes?

6- Outing

never
happened

happened
once

happens
sometimes

happens
often

happens
always

21

Publishing
information about a
colleague causing
him/her
embarrassment

22

Taking photos and
videos and
publishing them
without permission
from their owner

23

Publish information
sent privately to a
colleague to
everyone

24

Broadcasting private
conversations/calls
of a colleague
without his/her
knowledge

How would

you respond in case you were faced with the above?

Response

Maintaining silence
and feeling anxiety
(Internalization)

Seeking

help from

others
(Help-
Seeking)

Ignoring the
matter and
not being
affected

(Ignoring)

Engaging in
conversation with
the abuser
(Confronting)

Defending
oneself in
front of
others
(Self-
Defending)

Planning to
get revenge
on the abuser
(Planning
Revenge)

How often have you experienced these cases during your online classes?

7-  Stalking

never
happened

happened
once

happens
sometimes

happens
often

happens
always

25

Collect photos of a
colleague without
permission

26

Tracking the news
of a colleague to spy
on him/her

27

Recording a
colleague’s calls
without his/her
knowledge

28

Spying on a
colleague's private
conversations
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without his/her
knowledge

How would you respond in case you were faced with the above?

Response | Maintaining silence Seeking Ignoring the | Engaging in Defending Planning to
and feeling anxiety help from matter and conversation with oneself in get revenge
(Internalization) others not being the abuser front of on the abuser

(Help- affected (Confronting) others (Planning
Seeking) (Ignoring) (Self- Revenge)
Defending)




