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Indications are that cyberstanders can be negatively affected by witnessing cyberbullying 
incidents and are even more likely than direct victims of cyberbullying to report 
symptoms of stress. However, cyberbystanders are understudied in the cyberbullying 
literature because most research predominantly focuses on perpetrators or direct victims 
of cyberbullying. This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of adolescent 
cyberbystanders who witnessed cyberbullying in the COVID-19 era. Twenty adolescent 
cyberbystanders were purposely selected to participate in this study. The qualitative data 
was analysed using inductive thematic analysis. The findings demonstrated that 
cyberbullying has various detrimental effects that include educational, psychological, and 
emotional consequences for those exposed to it. It is recommended that anti-
cyberbullying programmes should be incorporated into the curriculum so that teachers 
and educational psychologists can emphasise the negative impact of cyberbullying on 
bullies, victims and bystanders. With more awareness of the detrimental consequences of 
cyberbullying on all parties involved, adolescents may become more competent in 
UHVSHFWLQJ�SHRSOH¶V�ULJKWV�DQG�SULYDF\�ZLWKLQ�F\EHUVSDFH�  

 

Keywords: cyberbullying, cyberbystanders, educational, psychological and emotional 
consequences, adolescents, COVID-19 

First submission 28th March 2022; Accepted for publication 12th September 2022. 

Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic altered how people lived their daily lives. The lockdown introduced as a measure 

to contain the spread of the COVID-19 virus had a drastic and global impact on the social life of adolescents 
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(Schmidt et al., 2020). The sudden school break and home confinement were reported to have multiple 

consequences on the social life of adolescents (Luijten et al., 2021). According to Lee and Rhew (2020), the 

disruption in social relations due to social distancing measures might increase anxiety and loneliness among 

adolescents. Previous research revealed that DGROHVFHQWV¶�VRFLDO�DQ[LHW\�DQG�ORQHOLQHVV�DUH�SRVLWLYHO\�FRUUHODWHG�

with social media and internet addiction (Dalbudak et al., 2013; Koyuncu et al., 2014; Weinstein et al., 2015). 

In the COVID-���HUD��6RXWK�$IULFDQ�DGROHVFHQWV¶�XVH�RI�GLJLWDO�SODWIRUPV�IRr social and educational 

purposes increased (Mkhize & Gopal, 2021). The shift to a remote form of contact following the outbreak of 

COVID-19 further necessitated using digital platforms for social and educational purposes (Mkhize & Gopal, 

2021). As the use of the internet and information technology for social and educational purposes increase, 

adolescents prone to bullying behaviour are provided with increased opportunities to perpetrate aggressive 

behaviour online and also possibly, are more likely to cyberbully (Barlett et al., 2016; Cara, 2022; Paek et al., 

2022). Cyberbullying is a devastating type of bullying that has emerged due to technological advancements in 

the twenty-first century (Singh & Steyn, 2014). Cyberbullying is an act of harming others repeatedly and 

purposefully through electronic media (Kowalski et al., 2020).  

Adolescents are the most frequent and fastest-growing users of the internet and information 

technology; hence they are most likely to be victims of cyberbullying (Grunin et al., 2020; Messias et al., 

2014). Research findings on the prevalence of cyberbullying among South African adolescents showed that 

cyberbullying incidents in the COVID-19 era have continued to escalate (Mkhize & Gopal, 2021). For 

example, a study by Mkhize and Gopal (2021) to assess cyberbullying perpetration and victimisation among 

adolescents in South Africa amidst the COVID-19 pandemic revealed that most participants reported cyber-

victimisation in various forms, ranging from offensive messaging and exclusion to cyber-stalking and trolling. 

The prevalence of cyberbullying in the COVID-19 era among adolescents is not a concern exclusive 

to South Africa; it is a global phenomenon (Klatt, 2021; Rideout et al., 2021). For instance, research on 

adolescents in 11 European countries indicated that 49 per cent of the participants had experienced 

cyberbullying during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown (Lobe et al., 2021). In another study, Rideout et al. 

(2021) reported that one in four adolescents in the United States of America encountered online harassment, 

social cruelty, denigration, impersonation or electronic bullying in the present COVID-19 era.  

Wide accessibility and utilisation of electronic and mobile devices have led to a spike in internet use, 

even from home. The prevalence of cyberbullying among adolescents is also on the rise because perpetrators 

of cyberbullying within cyberspace are usually anonymous (Naik, 2020). The anonymity advantage that allows 

perpetrators to conceal their identities to hurt victims makes it difficult to enforce punitive measures to curb 

the moral disorderliness inherent in bullying behaviour (Englander et al., 2013; Kowalski et al., 2020). 

Anonymity results in the proliferation of different forms of cyberbullying behaviour among adolescents.  

Cyberbullying victimisation has been associated with several short and long-term consequences for 

adolescents' general well-being, psychological functioning and mental health (Carvalho et al., 2018; Nixon, 

2014). According to Savage and Tokunuga (2017), adolescents involved in cyberbullying victimisation are at 
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higher risk of developing negative outcomes, including aggression, depression, substance abuse, hostility, low 

self-esteem, anxiety and even suicidal attempt.  

)XUWKHUPRUH��=\FK� HW� DO�¶V� �����) research findings indicated that cyberbullying victims exhibited 

feelings of isolation, loneliness, peer rejection, and decreased self-confidence. Studies also indicated that 

adolescent cyber-victims reported internalised problems such as feelings of sadness, fearfulness, social 

withdrawal, emotional exhaustion, somatic symptoms, shame, worry and mood fluctuations as major impacts 

of their cyberbullying experiences (Cole et al., 2017; Fisher et al., 2016; González-Cabrera et al., 2018; Guarini 

et al., 2019). Similarly, cyberbullies themselves are also subject to consequences. Research reveals that as a 

result of their cyberbullying behaviour, cyberbullies experience higher levels of anger and social anxiety, lack 

of social skills and low self-esteem (Musharraf et al., 2018; Nixon, 2014).  

Cyberbullying frequently occurs in the context of many cyberbystanders (Chen et al., 2020; Pouwels 

et al., 2016). Cyberbystanders are those who observe cyberbullying within or beyond their personal social 

networks; whose reactions range from inaction to intervention. According to a study by Jenaro and colleagues 

(2018), cyberbystanders were present in 68% of cyberbullying scenarios. That is to say, cyberbullies, 

cybervictims and cyberbystanders are all frequently involved in cyberbullying incidents.  

Cyberbystanders are important, but often understudied in cyberbullying literature, even though there 

are indications that they may be harmed by bullying incidents that they witness (Doumas & Midget, 2020; 

Niblack & Hertzog, 2015). For instance, Barlinska et al. (2013) investigated how adolescent cyberbystanders 

reacted to cyberbullying. Their study indicated that witnessing cyberbullying increased the likelihood of 

psychological distress among adolescents. Similarly, Caravita et al. (2016) studied the emotional, 

psychological, and behavioural responses of young people who watched cyberbullying videos. The results 

indicated that exposure to cyberbullying as a cyberbystander produced a higher risk of stress and negative 

emotions among young people. The findings of these studies indicate that the consequences of cyberbullying 

might not be limited to cyberbullies or cybervictims only but extend to those who witness cyberbullying as a 

cyberbystander (Allison & Bussey, 2016).  

Doumas and Midgets (2020) as well as Wright et al. (2018) argued that witnessing a distressing 

occurrence either online or offline may cause bystanders to think or feel differently about themselves. Such 

feelings and thoughts could probably stem from empathy for the direct victims and fear of becoming the next 

target (Bonanno & Hymel, 2013). Cyberbystanders may experience emotional and behavioural problems such 

as increased degrees of trauma, frustration, sadness, discomfort and sensitivity due to fear of potential direct 

victimisation and cognitive dissonance (Midgett & Doumas., 2017; Hase et al., 2015). Cognitive dissonance 

GHYHORSV� ZKHQ� RQH¶V� YLHZV�� EHOLHIV�� RU� DWWLWXGHV� FRQIOLFW� ZLWK� RQH¶V� DFWLRQV� DQG� EHKDYLRXU�� 7KHUHIRUH��

cyberbystanders may experience cognitive dissonance in situations where they believe cyberbullying is wrong 

and want to interfere on behalf of the victim but are unable to do so because they are terrified of becoming the 

next victim (Doumas & Midgets, 2020).  
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Furthermore, the theory of learned helplessness (Seligman, 2006) could help to understand the 

negative emotional and behavioural reactions that cyberstanders may experience when witnessing 

cyberbullying. The theory of learned helplessness states that emotional distress may result when there is a real 

or perceived absence of control over the outcome of a situation. According to Samnani (2013), when an 

individual encounters a negative event or situation they perceive to be uncontrollable, they may believe that 

their efforts will be unrelated to outcomes and will feel a sense of helplessness. However, the tendency to 

experience learned helplessness can be reduced when an individual has a sense of control over a situation or 

event, indicating a lowered state of anxiety and fear. 

Drawing from the theory of learned helplessness, the willingness but inability of cyberbystanders to 

stop the cyberbullying incidents they witness may also generate feelings of helplessness which can lead to 

internalising problems. Consequently, fear of subsequent direct victimisation, and cognitive dissonance 

combined with feelings of helplessness, can contribute to cyberbystanders having adverse reactions to 

witnessing cyberbullying (Doumas & Midgets, 2020; Zych et al., 2019).  

Despite indications that cyberbystanders can be harmed and are more likely than direct victims of 

cyberbullying to report symptoms of psychological stress such as empathic distress, anxiety, sadness, guilt, 

shame, disbelief, and self-blame, (Allison & Bussey 2016; Pabian et al., 2016; Wang & Kim 2021), research 

on cyberbystanders has yet to garner adequate attention (Panumaporn et al., 2020; Wright et al., 2018). 

According to Desmet et al. (2016), the cyberbystander has received little attention in the cyberbullying 

literature because most research on cyberbullying predominantly focuses on perpetrators or direct victims of 

cyberbullying. This is because the consequence of cyberbullying victimisation is perceived to be less visible 

in cyberbystanders (Englander, 2013; Panumaporn et al., 2020). As a result, direct victims of cyberbullying 

receive greater attention because of the perceived more severe negative impact of cyberbullying on them 

(Fisher et al., 2016), while cyberbystanders who may suffer emotional scars as a result of witnessing 

cyberbullying victimisation are likely to be mostly overlooked when it comes to cyberbullying research 

(Allison & Bussey, 2016). 

Since cyberbullying incidents frequently involve three major parties (Balakrishnan, 2018), and 

cyberbullies, cybervictims and cyberbystanders co-exist in cyberspace (Cara, 2022; Paek et al., 2022), the 

experiences of cyberbystanders who witness cyberbullying deserve more study as well (Kowalski et al., 2020; 

Midget & Doumas, 2017). This is especially important because cyberbystanders make up the majority of 

participants in cyberbullying incidents and research, and, as stated above, cyberbullying may have negative 

consequences for all parties involved (Bastiaensens et al., 2014; Leukfeldt & Yar, 2016).  

 

The Current Study  

Mkhize and Gopal (2021) as well as Cilliers and Chinyamurindi (2020), reported that studies on 

cyberbystanders in South Africa are relatively scarce. Cyberspace, which has become an integral part of 

DGROHVFHQWV¶� HYHU\GD\� OLIH�� HVSHFLDOO\� LQ� WKH�&29,'-19 era, allows a potentially unlimited audience. This 
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prompted the initiation of this study to offer adolescent cyberbystanders a voice, better comprehend their lived 

experiences of witnessing cyberbullying during the COVID-19 era, and contribute to the body of knowledge 

on the topic. Specifically, this study addressed the following research question: What is adolescent 

F\EHUE\VWDQGHUV¶�H[SHULHQFH�RI�F\EHUEXOO\LQJ�LQ�WKH�HUD�RI�&29,'-19 in South Africa? 

 

Method  

Research Design and Approach  

The philosophical assumption supporting this research led to the adoption of an interpretivism paradigm that, 

by definition, seeks to explain the world through the lens of people's lived experiences (Morgan & Pretorius, 

2013; Sefotho, 2018). A phenomenological research approach was used because this study aimed to examine 

the phenomenon of witnessing cyberbullying as well as its social and contextual implications.  Creswell (2014) 

asserts that phenomenology is appropriate when the phenomenon being studied is difficult to measure, and 

new insights are needed. The objective of the study was to understand how witnessing cyberbullying affects 

the emotional and psychological well-being of adolescent cyberbystanders, so a phenomenological research 

design was utilised to explore the phenomenon as participants narrated it.  

 

Sampling strategies and research participants 

Twenty adolescent cyberbystanders who had responded to an invitation letter to participate in the study were 

purposefully selected. The invitation letter was pasted on the school notice board after securing the consent 

and approval of the school principal. The criteria for inclusion and exclusion were contained in the letter. 

Participants had to be a student at the school chosen for the research site, an early adolescent between the ages 

of 13 and 14 years, a bystander to cyberbullying in the last three months and had to be in Grade 8. As a result, 

all learners who appeared to meet all the inclusion criteria were included in the initial round of the sampling 

process. One of the schools in Mamelodi, predominantly attended by black students from low socio-economic 

status families, was chosen as the research site. The school ground was conveniently chosen for the interviews 

to minimise potential disruption IRU�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV��,W�LV�DVVXPHG�WKDW�WKH�VFKRRO
V�SUR[LPLW\�WR�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�

homes would further motivate them to attend the interview sessions.  

In the first phase, 50 early adolescent learners were divided into two groups in a classroom and asked 

to write about the cyberbullying incidents they witnessed in the last three months. Ten of the 50 stories 

collected did not meet all the inclusion criteria, indicating that participants should be a cyberbystander rather 

than perpetrators or direct victims. As a result, learners who said they were perpetrators or direct victims in 

their stories were not included. The final 20 participants, 10 males and 10 females, were chosen for the study 

based on the level of self-reflection and details shown in their written narratives of cyberbullying incidents 

they had witnessed.  
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Instrumentation 

As Yin (2016) points out, an interview is a significant data gathering source in qualitative phenomenological 

research. Semi-structured individual face-to-face interviews were undertaken to learn more about and 

understand the experiences of participants who were bystanders to cyberbullying in the COVID-19 period. 

McMillan and Shumacher (2014) noted that an important feature of qualitative research is that data is collected 

in natural settings where participants live or work and where they could exhibit their usual behaviour. The 

interviews were conducted in a classroom so that participants could respond naturally and honestly. The 

interviews were specifically conducted after school hours for two weeks in order not to disrupt any school 

activities. During the interviews, field notes were taken as a backup plan and a reflective journal was used to 

keep track of observations. Each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes.  

The participants were given ample opportunities to express their feelings and experiences of 

witnessing cyberbullying. For example, they were asked to describe how being a cyberbystander affected them. 

The questions were arranged so that each one led to the next. For instance, participants were asked if they 

intervened or not when they witnessed cyberbullying. As a follow-up, they were then asked to describe how 

they felt about not being able to intervene when they witnessed cyberbullying.  

 

Ethical procedures 

After getting the necessary ethical clearance, a meeting was arranged with the potential participants to describe 

the project and obtain their written agreement and consent from their guardians or parents. The participants 

were informed about the purpose of the study, the nature of the scheduled interviews, and the types of questions 

they should expect. They were also told that their personal information would not be shared with anyone and 

that their privacy would be protected by using pseudonyms. A registered counselling psychologist was also 

hired to help with a debriefing session at the end of the data collection session.  

 

Data analysis 

The data was analysed using inductive thematic analysis. According to Braun and Clarke (2013), the aim of 

using inductive thematic analysis in qualitative research is to examine, identify, and record patterns in data. 

The themes were analysed using a coding process that began with familiarising with the data, producing initial 

codes, checking for themes, scrutinising the themes, and defining and labelling the identified themes to 

construct meaningful patterns. Transcripts were reviewed carefully until saturation was reached with the 

information supplied. After reading and re-reading the interview transcripts, there was enough information to 

identify and classify codes representing themes from the data. The search continued for possible themes by 

identifying all of the codes. The codes found to be similar were grouped and given names. A comparison of 

all the prospective themes was done to produce a summary of the themes. Three different independent coders 

were used to cross-validate the emerging themes. This process is believed to increase the credibility of the 

themes identified and lowered unhelpful subjectivity. After each interview, two coders met to discuss notes 
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and compare their findings. Differences that emerged were handled by a third coder, who looked over the 

undecided responses and selected an appropriate category without knowing what the other independent coders 

had chosen. 

A further review of the initial transcripts to ensure all participants' perspectives were sufficiently 

conveyed in the themes. Comments from the reflective notebooks were incorporated in developing the themes. 

Verbatim excerpts were also used to illustrate each theme. Lastly, two more processes were implemented to 

ensure appropriate data trustworthiness. Firstly, the participants had to endorse the findings of the data to avoid 

distortion or misinterpretation of the content and context of the data. This was done through member checking, 

allowing participants to cross check the themes that emanated from the interviews and confirm that the 

interpretation of the data truly captured their voices of the participants. Secondly, the data was compared to 

existing literature to see if any similarities or differences needed to be investigated further. 

 

Findings 

Theme 1: Willingness to intercede 

The participants in this study expressed readiness to intervene when they witnessed cyberbullying. They 

recounted the cyberbullying instances they observed in the COVID-19 era and whether they intervened on 

behalf of the victim or not. Most participants interviewed showed a desire to stand up for the victims of 

cyberbullying if they had their way. The first participant replied that ³,�GLG�IHHO�OLNH�DVVLVWLQJ�KHU�DQG�XUJLQJ�

WKH�EXOO\�WR�VWRS�DEXVLQJ�KHU�RQOLQH´, while participant 2 remarked: ³Yes, I do feel like I should intervene when 

I witness cyberbullying. I wish I could step in and intervene whenever I see bullying online´ Participant 15 

expressed a similar willingness ³I feel like that to help the victim, but if I can't, I just switch off my data and 

log out of the internet´ 

The participants were moved by the victims' plight and expressed sympathy for them. They were well 

aware that cyberbullying was unacceptable and wished they had the power to defend the victims. Participant 

6 said, although he sympathised with the victim, the fear of being cyberbullied overwhelmed his desire to help. 

He further stated it thus: ³<es, I want to send a message online to the bully to stop. But I'm worried and afraid 

because they may turn to me to bully me too like they're doing to the victim´ It looked like cyberbystanders 

were caught up in a situation where they wanted to support victims in a cyberbullying scenario but were also 

concerned about their vulnerability and safety.  

 

Theme 2: Feeling guilt and self-blame for failing to intervene  

Nearly all of the participants blamed themselves and expressed regret for not intervening to help cyberbullying 

victims. Participant 4 stated:  

 

Yes, when I observe cyberbullying, I feel quite guilty. Sometimes, I wish I could identify the 
cyberbully and confront him or her, but when I think that the bully can even turn to me, I step back, 
and I feel guilty. 
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When asked how she felt about not being able to intervene when she witnessed cyberbullying, 

Participant 5 expressed dissatisfaction in herself. She said:  

 

,�GRQ¶W�IHHO�JRRG�DW�DOO�EHFDXVH�,�FRXOGQ¶W�KHOS�WR�VWRS�WKH�VSUHDG�RI�JRVVLS�DQG�UXPRXUV�DERXW�WKH�
victim, and I know she got hurt, to me, it is like I failed her. 
 
Participant 8 also felt she betrayed her friend when the cyberbully spread false messages about her 

online to damage her reputation by failing to intercede on her behalf when she saw her being cyberbullied. As 

a result, she blamed herself and believed she was responsible for the victimisation her friend suffered. She 

remarked: 

 
Yaa, I blame myself; I wish I could have assisted or called the attention of everyone who cares to 
listen that the rumour about my friend is not true, but I was unable to do so. Therefore, I blame 
myself. 
 

It was noted that most participants felt remorse for not defending the victims when they witnessed 

cyberbullying. After making this observation, a remark was made in the research journal:  

 
After conducting individual semi-structured interviews with participants, I discovered that the majority 
of them engaged in personalisation, which resulted in self-blame and trauma-related guilt in their 
reactions to witnessing cyberbullying [Reflective journal 13/6/2021].  
 

Participant 13, when describing how he felt about himself for not being able to protect victims who 

were being cyberbullied, verified this observation when he remarked; ³I do feel awful and guilty, and I do hold 

myself accountable�´ 

Cyberbystanders appear to experience feelings of self-blame and remorse when they take personal 

responsibility for the cyberbullying they witnessed and believe they were the sole cause because they were 

powerless to stop it. 

 

Theme 3: Concentration problems as a result of fear of direct victimisation 

Most of the participants reported having trouble paying attention in class and in their daily activities because 

of fear of direct victimisation. They expressed these difficulties multiple times during the interview. Participant 

4 said:  

 
Sometimes when I'm in class, it really bothers me. Even when I'm preparing for test, I find myself 
WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�WKH�PHDQ�SLFWXUHV�DQG�YLGHRV�WKH\�SRVWHG�RQ�WKH�YLFWLPV¶�)DFHERRN�SDJH�MXVW�WR�KXUW�
him. 
 

Participants 10 added:  

 
I can't focus in class and even sometimes at home because my head is always worried that they'll 
F\EHUEXOO\�PH´��3DUWLFLSDQW���QRWHG���\HV��,�JHW�FDUULHG�DZD\�DQ\WLPH�,�WKLQN�DERXW�WKH�LQWLPLGDWLQJ�DQG�
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harmful text messages they send to my friend. I feel like it is me that is getting those harmful text 
messages. 
 

Participant 8 explained that she occasionally forgets she is in class, even while the lesson is on, because 

her mind is far away. She said: 

 
Even when my teacher is teaching me or when my parents are talking to me, my mind wanders, and 
even if they ask me questions, I will simply stare at them because I am not paying attention due to the 
cyberbullying I witnessed. 
 

Cyberbystanders' emotional uneasiness and doubt appear to be exacerbated by the anxiety created by 

fear of being directly victimised, difficulty maintaining concentration on academic work and experiencing 

learning difficulties at school.  

 

Theme 4: Emotional and behavioural negativity 

As a result of witnessing cyberbullying, the majority of participants reported unpleasant emotions and 

behaviour. Participant 5 narrated her experience when she said: 

 
When I witnessed cyberbullying, it makes me sad because this is not the first time that the bully will be 
sending rude and cruel comment to the victim for everyone to see. He does that several times, he 
continues to intimidate people online. So, I'm nervous.  
 

According to Midgett and Doumas (2017), cyberbystanders' negative behavioural and emotional 

responses to witnessing cyberbullying may be influenced by the fear of being directly victimised. Participant 

3 alluded to this assertion by saying: 

 
I feel scared because those cyberbullies can pick on me also. I feel they can share my personal pictures 
or personal information online that I don't want everyone to see. Whenever I have this thought in my 
mind, I have sleepless night(s) and bad dreams. 
 

Anger, despair, restlessness, mistrust, frustration and moodiness may accompany thoughts of becoming 

the next victim of cyberbullying. This is reaffirmed in the experience of Participant 2 when he said,  

 
I feel restless because witnessing cyberbullying makes me unhappy, it depresses me because I am unable 
to do much at school because of fear. 
 

When asked how witnessing cyberbullying impacts her mood generally, participant 7 responded by 

saying: 

 
I don't trust anyone online because I feel like they too can be a cyberbully. I always believe they too 

are part of those hiding their identity to threaten others. 
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Theme 5: Feelings of fear and insecurities 

This theme highlighted cyberbystanders' concerns about their vulnerability to bullying victimisation. Thinking 

about their vulnerability and the fear of being the next target of cyberbullying, along with negative feelings 

like anger, despair, and restlessness, reduced their capacity to engage socially online.  

Participants were asked to describe how they felt about their online safety after witnessing 

cyberbullying. They stated unequivocally that they feel insecure online because they are constantly afraid of 

being cyberbullied. Participant 11 remarked: 

 
I don't feel safe online at all because even someone I know can pretend to be someone else just to send 
mean or embarrassing message directly to me just to hurt me like they did to others I witnessed. So, I 
don't think I am safe online.  
 

Participant 4 admitted feeling insecure online due to his worry of being the next target of bullies. He 

said: 

I am not sure if I can feel safe online because there are [a] lot of cyberstalkers online, and most times 
they hide their identity. There is no one to report them to. I am afraid they can make a fake profile to 
send threatening message[s] to me.  
 

Almost all the participants appeared to have feelings of insecurity, which they attributed to thoughts and 

fears of becoming the next victim after witnessing bullying. Participants 3said:  

 
It does affect my likeness for social media generally. Sometimes I even consider deleting all my social 
media accounts because I see a lot of people abuse and attack another person online. 
 

The digital environment is expected to be safe where adolescents, referred to as digital natives, can 

interact and socialise freely without harassment, intimidation and fear. However, this may not be the case for 

cyberbystanders who are continuously preoccupied with fears, anxiety and concerns about being directly 

victimised.  

 

Discussion  

The digital platforms' use for educational purposes and social interaction amongst adolescents significantly 

increased during the COVID-19 lockdown (Mkhize & Gopal, 2021). Research evidence suggests that as 

DGROHVFHQWV¶� DFDGHPLF� DQG� VRFLDO� OLYHV�ZHUH� GLVSODFHG� due to the virtual environment during COVID-19, 

adolescents prone to bullying behaviour were possibly more likely to cyber bully (Barlett et al., 2016; Paek et 

al., 2022). The findings of this study show how cyberbystanders react emotionally and behaviourally when 

they witness cyberbullying during the Covid-19 epidemic.  

First, cyberbystanders experienced cognitive dissonance because they believed cyberbullying was bad 

and intended to intervene on behalf of the victim, but they were afraid of being the next victim; thus, their 

intention did not convert into defending action. According to Salmivalli (2014), while most bystanders feel 
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uneasy about not taking a defensive role and sympathising with victims, the fear of becoming the next victim 

of bullying outweighs the desire to intervene and defend the victims. However, cyberbystanders in this study 

did not report promoting bullying behaviour by cheering, laughing or hailing the bullies, in contrast to findings 

of earlier studies (Padgett & Notar, 2013; Polani et al., 2012), which point to the bystanders' moral 

disengagement and lack of empathy. Instead, despite being unable to help, they expressed their disapproval of 

bullying. 

Secondly, cyberbystanders reacted by blaming themselves and feeling guilty for failing to defend the 

victims. This finding is similar to that of Hutchinson (2012), who found that bystanders may feel more stress 

and shame for failing to speak up to the bully on behalf of the victim. Thirdly, because of the fear of direct 

victimisation, cyberbystanders had trouble concentrating on academic work. It appeared that adolescents might 

experience emotional and physical distress due to their fear of being directly victimised in the future, which 

may interfere with their ability to concentrate on their schoolwork. This finding corroborated Midgett and 

Doumas' (2017) finding that bullying bystanders may feel afraid and distracted in school. 

After witnessing cyberbullying, intrusive thoughts and visualisations filled the minds of the 

cyberbystanders, causing them to identify with the grief and suffering of the victim. As a result of the 

cyberbullying instances they witnessed, they felt like co-victims, which elicited unpleasant emotions and 

behaviours like restlessness, worry, grief, anger, mistrust, and sadness. This finding supported Hutchinson's 

(2012) point of view that bystanders are more prone than bullied victims to have secondary trauma symptoms 

such as despair, anxiety and insecurity, as a result of witnessing bullying, 

Lastly, concerns about being the next victim of cyberbullying also created feelings of fear and 

insecurity, which negatively influenced cyberbystanders' perceptions of social media and their willingness to 

socialise online. This finding indicated that if adolescents think the digital environment is unfriendly, they may 

be denied the opportunity to use digital technology and social media to enhance socialisation and, 

consequently, develop a phobic attitude towards social media and the internet. The willingness but inability to 

intervene on behalf of the victim, feelings of fear and insecurities as well as emotional and behavioural 

negativity experienced by cyberbystanders mirrors the tenet of the learned helplessness theory proposed by 

Seligman (2006). This theory states that emotional distress may arise when there is a real or perceived absence 

of control over the outcome of a situation.  

 

Implications for emotional education 

This study, which focused on how adolescents experience cyberbullying as cyberbystanders in the COVID-19 

pandemic, is especially relevant because most studies on cyberbullying have concentrated on just the 

experiences of adolescents who are bullies or direct victims of cyberbullying. The findings of this study support 

previous studies that suggest cyberbullying is a collective phenomenon that includes cyberbystanders as well 

as cyberbullies and cybervictims (Chen et al., 2020; Doumas & Midgets, 2020). The findings of this study also 

demonstrated that cyberbystanders could suffer emotional, psychological and academic consequences. This 
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information may be useful to school counsellors, teachers, educational psychologists, and social workers in 

understanding the effects and consequences of cyberbullying on cyberbystanders' emotions, cognition and 

social adjustment, when developing strategies to assist victims and bystanders of cyberbullying.  

 

Limitation of the study  

This study utilised a relatively small number of participants. Therefore, the findings may not be widely 

generalised. Also, response bias in a qualitative study may be difficult to control, as there is a likelihood that 

the participants in this study may have responded in a way they felt was expected. Participants were reassured 

however, that there were no right or wrong responses and that their responses would be kept secret to minimise 

response bias.  

 

Conclusion and recommendations 

This research adds to the knowledge on cyberbullying bystanders in South Africa. Studies on cyberbystanders 

have received little attention in the literature (Panumaporn et al., 2020; Wright et al., 2018). One reason for 

this could be that there have been few attempts to create more collaborative encounters, which, of course, 

makes data on cyberbystander experiences scarce. This study allowed cyberbystanders to share their 

experiences and emotional reactions to witnessing cyberbullying.  Based on the findings of this study, it is 

recommended that anti-cyberbullying programmes should be incorporated into the curriculum. This will 

ensure that teachers, counsellors and educational psychologists can emphasise the emotional, psychological, 

and educational impact of cyberbullying and also emphasise that cyberbullying has detrimental consequences 

for everyone exposed to it. With more information on the negative consequences of cyberbullying on all parties 

LQYROYHG��DGROHVFHQWV�PD\�EH�HTXLSSHG�WR�UHVSHFW�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�ULJKWV�DQG�SULYDF\�ZLWKLQ�F\EHUVSDFH��,W�LV�

also recommended that teachers should train cyberbystanders how to recognise and practice good behavioural 

strategies to lessen the impact of witnessing cyberbullying. Lastly, legislation to combat cyberbullying should 

also be enacted and implemented. 

 

Disclosure  

There was no conflict of interest in this study. 

 

References 

Allison, K. R., & Bussey, K. (2016). Cyberbystanding in context: A review of the literature on witnesses' 

responses to cyberbullying. Children and Youth Services Review, 65, 183-194. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.03.026 

Balakrishnan, V. (2018). Actions, emotional reactions and cyberbullying ± From the lens of bullies, victims, 

bully-victims and bystanders among Malaysian young adults. Telematics & Informatics. 5(24), 59-75 



 
ISSN 2073 7629 

 
© 2022 CRES                       Volume 14, Number 2, November 2022                                           pp  

 

48 

Barlett, C. P., Gentile, D. A., & Chew, C. (2016). Predicting cyberbullying from anonymity, Psychology of 

Popular Media Culture, 2(5), 171-181. 

%DUOLĔVND��-���6]XVWHU��$���	�:LQLHZVNL��0����������&\EHUEXOO\LQJ�DPRQJ�DGROHVFHQW�E\VWDQGHUV��5ROH�RI�WKH�

communication medium, form of violence, and empathy. Journal of Community & Applied Social 

Psychology, 23, 37±51.  

Bastiaensens, S., Vandebosch, H., Poels, (2014). Cyberbullying on social network sites: An experimental 

study into bystanders' behavioural intentions to help the victim or reinforce the bully. Computers in 

Human Behavior, 31(1), 259±271. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.10.036 

Bonanno, R. A., & Hymel, S. (2013). Cyberbullying and internalizing difficulties: Above and beyond the 

impact of traditional forms of bullying. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 42(5), 685±697. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-013-9937-1 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 

3(2), 77-101, https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Cara. (2022). Cyberbullying in University Students Before and After Covid-19 Lockdown, Educacion XX1, 

25(1), 67-91. 

Caravita, C. S., Colombo, B., & Stefanelli, S (2016). Emotional, psychophysiological, and behavioural 

responses elicited by the exposition to cyberbullying situations: Two experimental studies. 

Psicologia Educativa, 22(1), 49-59. 

Carvalho, M., Branquinho, C., &Gaspar deMatos, M. (2018). Emotional symptoms and risk behaviors in 

adolescents: Relationships with cyberbullying and implications on well-being. Violence and Victims, 

33(5), 871±885. https://doi.org/10.1891/0886-6708.VVD- 16-00204. 

Chen, G., Zhang, W., Zhang, W., & Deater, D. K. ��������$�³GHIHQGHU�SURWHFWLYH�HIIHFW´�LQ�PXOWLSOH�UROH�

combinations of bullying among Chinese adolescents. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 35(7±8), 

1587±1609. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260517698278 

&LOOLHUV��/�	�&KLQ\DPXULQGL��:����������3HUFHSWLRQV�RI�F\EHU�EXOO\LQJ�DPRQJVW�VWXGHQWV¶�WHDFKHUV�LQ�WKH�

Eastern Cape province of South Africa.  South African Computer Journal, 32(1), 15-24 

Cole, D. A., Zelkowitz, R. L., Nick, E., Martin, N. C., Roeder, K. M., Sinclair-McBride, K., & Spinelli, T. 

(2016). Longitudinal and incremental relation of cybervictimization to negative self-cognition and 

depressive symptoms in young adolescents. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 44(7), 1321±

1332. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-015-0123-7. 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods approaches. Sage. 

Dalbudak, E., Evren, C., & Aldemir, S. (2013). Relationship of internet addiction severity with depression, 

anxiety, and alexithymia, temperament and character in university students. Cyberpsychology, 

Behavior, and Social Networking, 16(4), 272-278.  

DeSmet, A., Bastiaensens, S., van Cleemput, K., (2016). Deciding whether to look after them, to like it, or 

leave it: A multidimensional analysis of predictors of positive and negative bystander behavior in 

https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1891/0886-6708.VVD-%2016-00204


 
ISSN 2073 7629 

 
© 2022 CRES                       Volume 14, Number 2, November 2022                                           pp  

 

49 

cyberbullying among adolescents. Computers in Human Behavior, 57, 398±415. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.12.051 

Doumas, D. M., & Midgett, A. (2020). Witnessing cyberbullying and internalizing symptoms among middle 

school students. European Journal of Investigation in Health, Psychology and Education, 10(4), 

957±966. https://doi.org/10.3390/ejihpe10040068 

Englander, E. (2013). Bullying and Cyberbullying: What every educator needs to know. Mass: Harvard 

Education Press. 

Fisher, B. W., Gardella, J. H., & Teurbe-Tolon, A. R. (2016). Peer cybervictimization among adolescents 

and the associated internalizing and externalizing problems: A meta-analysis. Journal of Youth and 

Adolescence, 45(9), 1727±1743. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0541-z. 

González-Cabrera, J., León-Mejía, A., Beranuy, M., Gutiérrez-Ortega, M., Alvarez-Bardón, A., & 

Machimbarrena, J. M. (2018). Relationship between cyberbullying and health-related quality of life 

in a sample of children and adolescents. Quality of Life Research, 27(10), 2609±2618. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11136-018- 1901-9. 

Grunin, L., Yu, G., & Cohen, S. S. (2020). The relationship between youth Cyberbullying behaviors and 

their perceptions of parental emotional support. International Journal of Bullying Prevention,15, 27-

46. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42380-020-00080-5 

Guarini, A., Menin, D., Menabò, L., & Brighi, A. (2019). RPC teacher-based program for improving coping 

strategies to deal with cyberbullying. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public 

Health, 16(6), 948 -963. https://doi.org/10.3390/ ijerph16060948. 

Hase, C. N., Goldberg, S. B., Smith, D., Stuck, A., & Campain, J. (2015). Impacts of traditional bullying and 

cyberbullying on the mental health of middle school and high school students. Psychology in the 

Schools, 52(6), 607±617. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21841 

Hutchinson, M. (2012). Exploring the impact of bullying on young bystanders. Educational Psychology in 

Practice, 28, 425±442. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2012.727785 

Jenaro, C., Flores, N., & Frias, C. (2018). Systematic review of empirical studies on cyberbullying in adults: 

What we know and what we should investigate. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 38, 113±122. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2017.12.003. 

Klatt, K. (2021). Cyberbullying rises during covid-19 Pandemic. Retrieved from 

https://www.therecoveryvillage.com/realtalk/blog/cyberbullying-rising-during-covid/ 

Kowalski, R. M, Limber, S. P. & Agatston, P. W. (2020). Cyberbullying: Bullying in the digital age. Wiley- 

Blackwell 

Koyuncu, T., Unsal, A., & Arslantas, D., (2014). Assessment of internet addiction and loneliness in 

secondary and high school students. Journal of the Pakistan Medical Association, 64(9), 998-1002  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11136-018-
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42380-020-00080-5
https://doi.org/10.3390/
https://doi/
https://www.therecoveryvillage.com/realtalk/blog/cyberbullying-rising-during-covid/


 
ISSN 2073 7629 

 
© 2022 CRES                       Volume 14, Number 2, November 2022                                           pp  

 

50 

Lee, C., & Rhew, I. (2020). Increases in Loneliness Among Young Adults During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

and Association with Increases in Mental Health Problems. Journal of Adolescent Health, 67(5), 

714-727. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.08.009 

Leukfeldt, E. R., & Yar, M. (2016). Applying Routine Activity Theory to cybercrime: A theoretical and 

empirical analysis. Deviant Behavior, 37, 263-280. https://doi.org/10.1080/01639625.2015.1012409 

Lobe, B., Velicu, A., Staksrud, E., Chaudron, S., & Di Gioia, R., (2021). How children(10-18) experienced 

online risks during the Covid-19 lockdown. Publications Office of the European Union, 

Luxembourg.  https://doi.org/10.2760/066196, JRC124034. 

Lockdown Ciberacoso en Estudiantes Universitarios Antes Y Durante el Confinamiento Por laCovid-19. 

Educación XX1: Revista de La Facultad de Educación, 25(1), 67-91. 

https://doi.org/10.5944/eduxx1.30525 

Luijten, M. A. J., van Muilekom, M. M., Teela, L., Polderman, T. J. C., Terwee, C. B.,... (2021). The impact 

of lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic on mental and social health of children and 

adolescents. Quality of Life Research, 30, 2795±2804. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11136-021-02861-x 

McMillan, J. H., & Schumacher, S. (2014). Research in education: A conceptual introduction (5th ed.). 

Longman. 

Messias, E., Kindrick, K., & Castro, J. (2014). School bullying, cyberbullying, or both: Correlates of teen 

suicidality in the 2011 CDC youth risk behavior survey. Comprehensive Psychiatry, 55(5), 1063±

1068. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2014.02.005 

0LGJHWW��$���	�'RXPDV��'��0����������(YDOXDWLRQ�RI�D�EULHI��VFKRROဨEDVHG�EXOO\LQJ�E\VWDQGHU�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�

for elementary school students. Professional School Counselling, 20(1), 172±183. 

https://doi.org/10.5330/1096-2409-20.1.172 

Mkhize, S., & Gopal, N. (2021). Cyberbullying perpetration: Children and youth at risk of victimization 

during Covid-19 Lockdown. International Journal of Criminology and Sociology, 10, 525-537 

Morgan, B., & Pretorius, G. (2013). Choosing a topic. In J. G Maree (Ed.). Complete your thesis or 

dissertation successfully (pp. 18-27). Juta and Company Ltd. 

Musharraf, S., Anis-ul-Haque, M., (2018). Cyberbullying in different participant roles: exploring differences 

in psychopathology and well-being in university students, Pakistan Journal of Medical Research, 

57(1) 33±39. 

Naik, S. (2020). Covid-19 in SA: Online learning cybercrime warning. Retrieved from 

https://www.iol.co.za/saturday-star/news/covid-19-in-sa-online-learning cybercrime- warning-

47758259  

Niblack, J., & Hertzog, J. (2015). Factors that influence bystander behaviour in the cyberbully context. 

Sociological studies of women and youth, 19, 47-72. https://doi.org/10.1108/S1537-

466120150000019002 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.08.009
https://doi.org/10.2760/066196
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2014.02.005
https://www.iol.co/


 
ISSN 2073 7629 

 
© 2022 CRES                       Volume 14, Number 2, November 2022                                           pp  

 

51 

Nixon, C. (2014). Current perspectives: The impact of cyberbullying on adolescent health. Adolescent 

Health, Medicine and Therapeutics, 5, 143-158. https://doi.org/10.2147/ahmt.s36456. 

Pabian, S. H., Vandebosch, K. Poels (2016). Exposure to cyberbullying as a bystander: An investigation of 

desensitization effects among early adolescents. Computers in Human Behaviour, 62(9), 480-487. 

Padgett, S., & Notar, C. E. (2013). Bystanders are the key to stopping bullying. Universal Journal of 

Educational Research, 1, 33±41. http://doi.org/10.13189/ujer.2013.010201 

Paek, S., Lee, J., & Choi, Y. J. (2022). The impacts of parental monitoring on cyberbullying victimisation in 

Covid-19 era. Social Science Quarterly, 103(2), 294-305 

Panumaporn, J., Hongsanguansri, S., Atsariyasing, W., & .LDWUXQJULW��.����������%\VWDQGHUV¶�EHKDYLRXUV�DQG�

associated factors in cyberbullying. General Psychiatry, 33, e100187. http://doi.org/10.1136/gpsych-

2019-100187 

Polanin J. R., Espelage D. L., & Pigott T. D. (2012). A meta-analysis of school-based bullying prevention 

programs' effects on bystander intervention behaviour. School Psychology Review, 41(1), 47±65. 

https://doi: 10.1080/02796015.2012.12087375 

Pouwels, J. L., Lansu, T. A. M., & Cillessen, A. H. N. (2016). Participant roles of bullying in adolescence: 

Status characteristics, social behavior, and assignment criteria. Aggressive Behavior, 42(3), 239±253. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21614 

Rideout, V., Fox, S., Peebles, A., & Robb, M. B. (2021). Coping with COVID-19: How Young People Use 

Digital Media to Manage Their Mental Health. Common Sense and Hopelab. 

Salmivalli, C. (2014). Participant roles in bullying: How can peer bystanders be utilized in interventions? 

Theory into Practice, 53(4), 286±292. http://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2014 

Samnani, A. (2013). The early stages of workplace bullying and how it becomes prolonged: The role of 

culture in predicting target responses. Journal of Business Ethics, 113(1), 119-132. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-012- 

Savage, M. W., & Tokunaga, R. S. (2017). Moving toward a theory: Testing an integrated model of 

cyberbullying perpetration, aggression, social skills, and internet self-efficacy. Computers in Human 

Behavior, 71, 353±361. 

Schmidt, S. C. E., Anedda, B., & Burchartz, A.��(LFKVWHOOHU��$���.ROE��6��«� (2020). Physical activity and 

VFUHHQ�WLPH�RI�FKLOGUHQ�DQG�DGROHVFHQWV�EHIRUH�DQG�GXULQJ�WKH�&29,'ဩ���ORFNGRZQ�LQ�*HUPDQ\��D�

natural experiment. Scientific Reports, 10, 21780. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-78438-4 

Sefotho, M. M. (2018). Philosophy in education and research: African perspectives. Van Schaik Publishers 

Seligman, M. E. P. (2006). Helplessness. San Francisco: W. H. Freeman. 

Singh, G. D., & Steyn, T. (2014). The impact of learner violence in rural South African Schools. Journal of 

sociology and social Anthropology, 5(1), 81-93 

http://doi.org/10.13189/ujer.2013.010201
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21614
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-78438-4


 
ISSN 2073 7629 

 
© 2022 CRES                       Volume 14, Number 2, November 2022                                           pp  

 

52 

Wang, S., & Kim K. J. (2021): Effects of victimization experience, gender, and empathic distress on 

E\VWDQGHUV¶�LQWHUYHQLQJ�EHKDYLRXU�LQ�F\EHUEXOO\LQJ��The Social Science Journal. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03623319.2020.1861826 

Weinstein, A., Dorani, D., & Elhadif, R. (2015). Internet addiction is associated with social anxiety in young 

adults. Ann Clin Psychiatry, 27(1), 4-9.  

Wright, M. F., Wachs, S., & Harper, B. D. (2018). The moderation of empathy in the longitudinal association 

between witnessing cyberbullying, depression, and anxiety. Cyberpsychology: Journal of 

Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace, 12(4), 6-22 https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2018-4-6 

Yin, R. K. (2016). Qualitative research from start to finish (2nd ed.). Guilford Press. 

Zych, I., Baldry, A. C., Farrington, D. P., & Llorent, V. J. (2019). Are children involved in cyber bullying 

low on empathy?  A systematic review and meta-analysis of research on empathy versus different 

cyberbullying roles.  Aggression and Violent Behaviour, 45, 83-97 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2018.03.004. 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2018.03.004

