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WHAT INFLUENCES CYBERBULLYING:
A TEST OF GENERAL STRAIN THEORY
Rachel Kail, MS
The University of Texas at Dallas, 2016
ABSTRACT

Supervising Professor: Nicole Leeper Piquero, PhD

A great deal of research has evaluated the negative consequences of bullying victimization
across traditional and online forms of bullying. However relatively little research has evaluated
the potential causes for these negative interactions within the cyberbullying literature. Agnew’s
(1992) General Strain Theory provides a potential theoretical explanation for these negative
online interactions. The purpose of this study was to extend the GST literature to a newly
developed form of delinquent behavior and evaluate strain as a potential explanation of
cyberbullying perpetration among a sample of approximately 150 college students. Results
revealed that increased levels of strain were associated with higher engagement in cyberbullying
behavior. Further results are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Since the development of the technological world, reliance upon social media, the Internet, and
constant connectivity have been at an all-time high. Today, American teenagers spend almost
nine hours a day consuming some form of media (Common Sense Media, 2015). Children
between the ages of 8 and 12 years old share similar patterns, spending approximately six hours
a day using some sort of technology, whether it be the phone, computer, or gaming system
(Common Sense Media, 2015). Unfortunately, not all of the technological interactions with other
people are as positive as they should be. Approximately 30% of school-aged children report
experiencing some form of cyberbullying while online (Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). Defined as
the “willful and repeated harm inflicted through the medium of electronic text” (Patchin &
Hinduja, 2006, p.152), cyberbullying has garnered a great deal of attention both through media
outlets and academic scrutiny due to growing reports of cyberbullying’s relationship with
depression, aggression, anxiety, suicidal thoughts, and many other negative outcomes
(Tokunaga, 2010; Kowalski & Limber, 2013).
Unfortunately, not a great deal is known about what influences an individual’s decision to
engage in cyberbullying while online. The current study proposes that when individuals
experience an increased level of strain in their lives, they are more likely to engage in
cyberbullying behaviors.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

Cyberbullying
Research involving cyberbullying did not emerge until relatively recently. Instead, it
developed out of necessity to address a new and unique form of bullying that evolved from the
use of technology, social media, and other forms of online communication that were previously
unavailable (Hinduja & Patchin, 2007). Despite its recent development, the literature discussing
cyberbullying has addressed issues in many different areas.
Currently, approximately 30% of children under the age of 17 report being the victim of
some form of cyberbullying while online (Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). However, prevalence has
been reported to range anywhere from 10% to 58% depending on the sample and definition of
cyberbullying used by the researchers (Slonje & Smith, 2008; Beran & Li, 2008; Tokunaga,
2010). Part of the difficulty in defining and operationalizing exactly what constitutes
“cyberbullying” comes from the various nuances and types of cyberbullying that different age
groups can experience (Doane et al., 2013; Ybarra et al., 2012; Slonje & Smith, 2008).
Patchin and Hinduja (2006, p.152), define cyberbullying as “willful and repeated harm
inflicted through the medium of electronic text.” With this broad definition, they suggest that
although cyberbullying may pose its own unique challenges, it is simply a new form of bullying
occurring over a different platform and can be treated and evaluated in much of the same manner
as the bullying we see in schools (Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). They argue that this definition
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encapsulates many of the constructs associated with traditional bullying, including repetition and
intentional behavior that causes harm (Patchin & Hinduja, 2011). Patchin and Hinduja (2006)
also suggest that many of the characteristics seen in traditional bullying, such as power
differentials, can also be found in online adaptions for cyberbullying. Therefore, because of the
similar behavioral and emotional outcomes and overlap seen between the characteristics of
online bullies and traditional bullies (Patchin & Hinduja, 2006; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004),
research has begun to argue that cyberbullying and traditional bullying need to be looked at in
tandem.
Although cyberbullying is primarily discussed as a problem associated with adolescent
populations, there is some literature suggesting that traditional and cyberbullying behaviors
extend beyond the realm of middle and high school aged students. MacDonald and RobertsPittman (2010) recently found that almost 22% of college students reported being the victim of
cyberbullying. Furthermore, Schenk and Fremouw (2012) found that those college students who
reported being victims of cyberbullying behavior had significantly lower mental health markers,
including increase levels of suicidal ideations and higher levels of depression and anxiety. These
findings may indicate that regardless of the age group this behavior is occurring within, the
emotional and behavioral outcomes of cyberbullying victimization appear to be quite similar
(Schenk, A. M., & Fremouw, 2012 ; Tokunaga, 2010).
For example, studies evaluating victimization by traditional bullying and cyberbullying
have revealed that these two forms of bullying seem to have very similar outcomes among both
middle school and high school students (Hinduja & Patchin, 2010; Schneider et al., 2012). In a
synthesis of the research, Tokunaga (2010) found that individuals who experience cyberbullying
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often have increased behavioral and emotional problems including: more school absences, lower
grades, and higher levels of social anxiety, anger, and depression. These outcomes mirror those
of traditional bullying victimization almost exactly (Gini & Pozzoli, 2009); unfortunately,
because it is likely that a victim of cyberbullying is also experiencing traditional bullying, it is
difficult to disentangle the outcomes between these two forms of bullying (Schneider et al.,
2012; Beran & Li, 2008).
Further similarities between traditional bullying and cyberbullying can also be found in
those that tend to engage in the behavior. Li (2007) reported that approximately 30% of middle
school students who engaged in traditional bullying at school were also found to be cyberbullies
while online. This suggests that we may be able to understand why people engage in
cyberbullying by looking at the literature that discusses why individuals engage in traditional
bullying. Kowalski and Limber (2007) also found that cyberbullies and traditional bullies tend to
both report feelings of depression, anxiety and other similar characteristics. Moreover,
cyberbullying and traditional bullying seem to share the finding that bullies are often also the
victims of bullying behavior, suggesting that the bully/bully-victim paradigm that we see in
traditional bullying, continues to hold true when evaluating cyberbullying (Kowalski & Limber,
2013; Li, 2007).
Clearly cyberbullying shares many of the core components seen in traditional bullying.
They both utilize willful and repetitive behavior while exploit power differentials between the
bully and the victim (Patchin & Hinduja, 2011; Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). However,
cyberbullying has several starkly different characteristics. Perhaps the most notable is the
potential for anonymity (Li, 2007). For example, Yabrra and Mitchell (2004) found that while
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only 31% of victims knew who their online harasser was, 84% of cyberbullies knew their
victim/target. This inability to name an aggressor and the public nature of cyberbullying has been
perceived as a worse, or more hurtful situation than that of traditional bullying (Sticca & Perren,
2013).
In addition to occurring in a public, sometimes anonymous environment, the techniques
used to bully individuals have evolved in order to be adapted to an online environment (Doane et
al., 2013; Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). Doane et al.’s (2013) research sought to unpack and identify
these new methods and techniques and resulted in creating a cyberbullying questionnaire that
looked at cyberbullying behavior across 4 different purposes or goals: (1) malice, (2) public
humiliation, (3) unwanted contact, and (4) deception. Several of these categories reflect the
different forms of traditional bullying. Malice, in particular can be seen in traditional bullying in
the form of calling someone mean names, being rude, or teasing (Doane et al., 2013). However,
because the threat of physical intimidation is no longer present in cyberbullying exchanges,
different forms of harassment developed including sending sexual pictures and threats, to sharing
private pictures or information on a public space (Doane et al., 2013). Therefore, it should be
noted that Doane et al.’s (2013) questionnaire was developed using a sample of college
undergraduates, allowing for the ability to ask potentially sensitive questions that may not be
deemed acceptable for adolescent samples.
In order to begin to explain what can lead to an individual engaging in cyberbullying, a
look at the literature on traditional bullying is required. Bowers, Smith, and Binney (1992) found
that children who perceived lower family cohesion were more likely to engage in traditional
bullying at school. Kowalski and Limber (2013, p.S14) also found that children who engage in
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bullying behaviors report higher levels of depression and anxiety and suggest that these negative
outcomes may be both “consequences of and precursors to bullying.” Therefore, because these
findings are related to negative emotions and stress or strain, the current study proposes that
Agnew’s (1992) General Strain Theory may be able to offer a potential explanation for
individuals’ engagement in cyberbullying behavior.
General Strain Theory
Strain theories developed from the idea that people are pressured into crime (Agnew,
1992). This school of thought argues that individuals resort to delinquent behavior when they are
unable to achieve certain goals. For example, classical strain theories (Merton, 1938; Cloward &
Ohlin, 1960) primarily discussed and evaluated the idea that an individual’s inability to achieve
monetary success or middle class status would lead to criminal behavior. However, those that
experience this pressure or strain may not always resort to delinquent or criminal behavior as a
coping method and may instead reject traditional goals, or find new and inventive ways to
achieve them (Merton, 1938). Unfortunately, classical strain theories eventually fell under heavy
criticism. Although classical strain theories were readily applicable to property crimes or crimes
within lower socioeconomic statuses, explaining why crime occurred within middle-class
populations proved difficult (Tittle & Meier, 1990).
Agnew (1992) revitalized strain theory, effectively making it much broader in scope and
generalizable to many more forms of criminal and delinquent behavior. In his
reconceptualization, he identified three different forms of strain: (1) failure to achieve goals, (2)
the removal of positively valued stimuli, and (3) the introduction of negative stimuli (Agnew,
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1992). The introduction of these two new components to strain allowed him to encapsulate
differing experiences that could potentially result in strain or stress.
The failure to achieve goals is a familiar concept that was carried over from discussions
of classical strain theories (Merton, 1938). Agnew (1992) simply allowed the failure to achieve a
goal to extend beyond the realm of economic and social status gains. Instead, he defined it as the
disjuncture between an individual’s aspirations and their actual achievements (Agnew, 1992).
This meant that sources of strain could come from everywhere and could range from college
students experiencing lower academic outcomes than those they had aspired to (Ford &
Schroeder, 2009), to the more commonly discussed inability to gain employment and blocked
economic opportunities (Baron & Hartnagel, 1997). This development opened up a wide range
of possibilities for what could potentially cause strain.
Furthermore, Agnew (1992) introduced the concept of the removal of positive stimuli and
the presentation of negatively valued stimuli to the strain literature. He described potential
examples of these two new factors as the death or illness of a serious friend, parental divorce, or
the experience of child abuse and criminal victimization, respectively (Agnew, 1992).
Since Agnew (1992) first introduced GST, he has outlined several different forms and
characteristics of strains that are more likely to result in delinquent behavior. For example,
Agnew (2001) suggests that strains that are perceived as unjust and high in magnitude are more
likely to result in an individual resorting to criminal behavior as a coping method. Furthermore,
he identifies strains such as negative life events and negative relationships with adults are more
likely to result in delinquency than shortcomings in educational and occupational goals (Agnew,
2001).
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Strain, however, does not always play a direct role in delinquent behavior. Instead,
Agnew (1992) suggests that negative emotions may play a mediating role between strain and
delinquency. Anger, disappointment, depression and fear, can all be the result of strain (Agnew,
1992). However, as Agnew (1992) describes and research has suggested, anger appears to be
more influential and more likely to result in illegitimate coping methods (Broidy, 2001). This
may be due to anger’s connection with aggression (Agnew, 1992) and as an emotion that is
directed outwards, whereas the other negative emotions have been described as self-directed
(Jang, 2007).
Since Agnew’s (1992) reconceptualization of strain theory, many different researchers
have tested the concepts of GST, (e.g. Agnew & White, 1992; Broidy, 2001, Paternoster &
Mazerolle, 1994), and it continues to hold a prominent role in the criminological literature. This
is primarily due to the strengths associated with this theory and the implicated generalizability of
Angew’s (1992) reconceptualization.
For example, Broidy (2001) tested many of the core characteristics of GST and found
support for many of Angew’s (1992) hypothesized relationships. She found that each of GST’s
(Angew, 1992) three sources of strain were related to negative emotions and that anger was a
common response when individuals experienced unfair goal blockage and stressful life events
(Broidy, 2001). This anger was then significantly more likely to result in individuals engaging in
illegitimate coping methods (Broidy, 2001). This lends support to Agnew’s (1992) belief that
negative emotions may play a mediating role in delinquency. Furthermore, strain has also been
shown to have a direct effect on delinquency. For example, when evaluating GST, social control,
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and the effects of delinquent peers, Paternoster and Mazerolle (1994), found that strain still
played a direct role in delinquent behavior when controlling for other theoretical constructs.
In addition to growing empirical support, GST has also been applied to many different
forms of delinquency including self-harm (Hay & Meldrum, 2010), drug use (Ford & Schroeder,
2009; Baron, 2004), and violent crime (Baron, 2004) and has begun to shed light on the gender
(Broidy & Agnew, 1997; Jang, 2007) and ethnic (Jang, 2007; Pérez, Jennings, & Gover, 2008)
differences in delinquent behavior.
Cyberbullying and General Strain Theory
Because general strain theory has been shown to be associated with multiple types of
delinquency (Hay & Meldrum, 2010; Ford & Schroeder, 2009; Baron, 2004) and across multiple
age groups and genders (Jang, 2007; Ford & Schroeder, 2009), the current study aims to apply
GST to an individual’s engagement in cyberbullying behavior.
In addition to being an exceedingly versatile theory, GST was outlined as a general
theory of crime that could be used to explain all forms of deviance. For this reason, Patchin and
Hinduja (2011) argue that it could be used to explain traditional and cyberbullying behaviors by
suggesting that individuals would engage in cyberbullying behavior as a form of “corrective
action” for the strains they are exposed to by allowing them to experience a sense of power and
control.
Although bullying is typically viewed and evaluated as a source of strain, Moon, Hwang
and McCluskey (2011) evaluated General Strain Theory, Differential Association Theory, and a
General Theory of Crime in relation to bullying behaviors among a sample of 13 year olds.
While they found that that differential associations, strain and low self-control were all
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associated with traditional bullying when evaluated on their own, only General Strain Theory
“maintained significant explanatory power” when all three theories were evaluated in a single
model (Moon, Hwang & McCluskey, 2011, p. 865). In a different analysis involving macro-level
strain and traditional bullying and aggressive behavior in schools, anger was found to have a
significant effect on conflict with peers (Brezina, Piquero, & Mazerolle, 2001).
Patchin and Hinduja (2011) followed this line of thought and looked at the relationship
between experienced strain and its effect on school-aged children’s likelihood to engage in
traditional and cyberbullying behaviors. Using a large data set comprised mostly of students age
10 to 16, they found that those students that reported experiencing strain or anger and frustration
were significantly more likely to engage in both traditional bullying and cyberbullying (Patchin
& Hinduja, 2011).
Considering Patchin and Hinduja’s (2011) findings alongside previous literature
discussing the depression, frustration and anger often experienced by bullies, the relationship
between strain, stress and engaging in cyberbullying is limited but encouraging. Additional
research may be able to provide further support for this theoretical construct and negative online
behavior. Therefore, the current study suggests that individuals that experience higher levels of
strain and negative emotions would be more likely to engage in higher levels of cyberbullying
behavior.

CHAPTER 3
METHODS

Sample
The data used in this study was obtained by surveying several criminology undergraduate
classes at the University of Texas at Dallas during the end of the 2016 spring semester. The
survey was reviewed and approved by the University of Texas at Dallas’s IRB board and
participants were informed that the survey was voluntary and anonymous in addition to being
provided with a consent form detailing the purpose of the research. Participants then completed a
short 15-minute survey while in class, evaluating them on their levels of strain, negative
emotions, cyberbullying behavior, and basic demographic information. This resulted in a sample
of 148 participants.
Variables
Dependent Variable
The measure of cyberbullying used in this study was adapted from Doane et al.’s (2013)
perpetration scale within the Cyberbullying Experiences Survey. This scale examines
cyberbullying across four different categories, including (1) public humiliation, (2) malice, (3)
unwanted contact, and (4) deception. In order to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the
sample’s level of cyberbullying behavior, the core characteristics and items identified within each
of Doane et al.’s (2013) four categories of perpetration were included in the survey. This resulted
in a nine item measure that allowed the researcher to evaluate behaviors ranging from relatively
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minor forms of cyberbullying (e.g. “Called another person mean names…”) to more severe forms
of cyberbullying (e.g. “Threatened to use physical violence or hurt someone…”). Participants were
asked to rate on a scale from 1 to 4, the number of times they had engaged in these types of online
behaviors within the past six months, with the response of 1 indicating they had not engaged in a
particular behavior, and 4 indicating they had engaged in that behavior five our more times. This
was recoded to a scale of 0 to 3, with 0 indicating they had never engaged in cyberbullying and 3
indicating they had engaged in cyberbullying five or more times in the past six months. These nine
items were averaged together in order to obtain a cyberbullying scale ranging from 0 to 3.
In addition to evaluating participants’ involvement in cyberbullying, this study was
interested in evaluating the effect of potential anonymity associated with being behind a screen
(Patchin & Hinduja, 2006; Li, 2007). Therefore, if a participant indicated that they had engaged in
cyberbullying one or more times in the past six months, they were then asked to respond to two
additional questions. The first question was to evaluate the potential disinhibition of being behind a
computer screen and asked participants if they would have said or done the cyberbullying behavior
they identified, in person, with a simple yes or no response. The second question was used to
evaluate the level of familiarity between the cyber-bully and the cyber-victim, by asking them how
well they knew individual that they had cyberbullied. Participants could choose from the following
responses: not well/never met (a), just met online (b), just met in person (c), knew well online (d),
knew well in person (e).
Independent Variables
Strain was measured by replicating the questionnaire used by Patchin and Hinduja
(2011). This questionnaire utilized strains commonly experienced by adolescents and young
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adults and focused on academic, relational and economic strains that would be applicable to a
sample of undergraduates. It resulted in a nine item measure that asked participants to report the
number of times they had experienced various sources of strain such as receiving a bad grade in
class, or getting into an argument with a family member or friend within the past six months on a
scale from 1 to 4, with 1 indicating that they had not experienced that source of strain, and 4
indicating they had experienced that source of strain five or more times in the past six months.
This was later recoded to a scale of 0 to 3. Responses to these nine items were averaged together
to obtain a measure of their average strain, ranging from 0 to 3. A complete list of the items
measuring strain can be found in the Appendix.
Furthermore, the mediating variable of GST, negative affect, was evaluated by asking
participants to rate how much they agreed with a statement evaluating their negative emotions on
10 items. Many of these questions were also pulled from Patchin and Hinduja’s (2011) study and
used a 1 to 4 scale ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree”. These were later
coded to range from 0 to 3 in order to make comparisons between the strain and negative affect
variables. Responses to these 10 items were averaged together to obtain the negative affect scale
and ranged from 0 to 3.
Control Variables
Because previous literature has suggested that individuals who are high in negative
emotionality and low in constraint may be more likely to engage in delinquent behavior as a
problem solving or coping method (Agnew et al., 2002), and that self-control may also play a
role in bullying and cyberbullying behavior (Moon, Hwang & McCluskey, 2011), this research
controls for the level of self-control. As such, participants were asked to complete the Grasmick
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et al.’s (1993) self-control scale. This consisted of 24 items and had participants evaluate the
associated statements on a scale from 1 to 4, with 1 corresponding to strongly disagree and 4
corresponding to strongly agree. These responses were then averaged in order to obtain a selfcontrol scale ranging from 1 to 4.
Participants were also asked to report on how many times they had engaged in academic
dishonesty within the past six months. This section of the survey was adapted from a
questionnaire used to evaluate academic dishonesty in nursing schools (McCabe, 2009), however
items that were not relatable to non-nursing school environments were not included. The
resulting measure consisted of 10 items ranging from 1 to 4, with 1 indicating that they had never
engaged in that form of academic dishonesty, and 4 indicating that they had engaged in academic
dishonesty 5 or more times in the past 6 months.
In order to evaluate the level of victimization in relation to cyberbullying perpetration, a
short 11-item victimization scale was used that reflected many of the questions seen in the
cyberbullying section. It used the same Likert scale of 1 to 4, with 1 indicating no victimization
in the six months, and 4 indicating five or more occurrences of victimization in the past six
months. The final two questions also provided space for respondents to identify other forms of
bullying or harassment they had experienced either online or in person.
Finally, participants were asked to report limited demographic information including age,
gender, GPA, ethnicity and academic grade level.

CHAPTER 4
RESULTS

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics. The sample was relatively evenly distributed with 49%
of the sample being male and 45% white. The average age of the sample was approximately 23
years old (SD = 5.93), and the average GPA was 3.32 (SD=0.52).
Table 1
Descriptive Statistics
M

SD

N

Demographic Variables
Age
White
Male
GPA

23.31
0.45
0.49
3.32

5.93
0.50
0.50
0.52

144
143
144
125

Independent Variables
Strain
Negative Affect
Self Control

0.79
0.96
2.40

0.53
0.48
0.19

148
148
148

Dependent Variable
Cyberbullying

0.16

0.31

148

In order to identify the percentage of the sample that had engaged in cyberbullying, each
of the nine cyberbullying items were dichotomized, with 0 indicating that they had never
engaged in cyberbullying and 1 indicating that they had engaged in that form of cyberbullying at
least once in the past six months. This item analysis (Table 2) indicated that the most common
form of the cyberbullying within the sample was name-calling and hurtful teasing. This is
consistent with previous work on traditional and cyberbullying suggesting that name-calling and
15
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hurtful teasing was the most commonly reported form of bullying (Patchin & Hinduja, 2011;
Doane et al., 2013). Most notably, 38.4% of the sample reported having “called another person
mean names, made fun of, or teased in a hurtful way online or over text” at least once in the past
six months and approximately 46.6% of the sample indicated that they had engaged in at least
one form of cyberbullying.
Table 2
Dependent Item Prevalence Analysis
Called another person mean names, made fun of, or teased in a hurtful way
Sent inappropriate/nude photos to another person without their permission
Threatened to use physical violence or hurt someone
Told someone that I wished they would hurt themselves or that someone would hurt
them
Concealed or faked my identity in order to get private or personal information
Shared someone’s private or personal information with the public online
Shared private, personal, or sexually explicit photos of another person
Spread false rumors about someone
Targeted someone in some other mean, rude or inappropriate way
Total

%
38.4%
7.4%
8.8%
6.1%
7.5%
9.5%
6.9%
3.4%
6.8%
46.6%

Next, the relationship between strain and negative emotions was examined. Consistent
with the theoretical framework, increased levels of strain were significantly associated with
higher levels of negative emotions. There were no significant effects amongst any of the control
variables. Results are presented in Table 3.

Strain
Male
White
Age
GPA
Constant
*p < .05

Table 3
OLS Regression Analysis Predicting Negative Affect
Coef.
.211*
.053
-.014
-.010
.044
.856*

SE
.089
.090
.089
.006
.092
.371
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Finally, the relationship between cyberbullying behaviors, strain, and negative affect, was
examined. Results for Models 1, 2 and 3 can be found in Table 4.
Table 4
OLS Regression Analysis Predicting Cyberbullying
Model 1
Model 2
Coef.
SE
Coef.
SE
.216**
.073
.203**
.072
.062
.057
.149*
.059
.145*
.058
-.126*
0.51
-.125*
.052
-.009*
.004
-.008*
.004
.007
.038
.005
.037

Strain
Negative Affect
Male
White
Age
GPA
Self Control
Constant
.150
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001

.189

.097

.197

Model 3
Coef.
.191*
.042
.142*
-.123*
-.007
.013
.230
-.469

SE
.074
.055
.057
.050
.004
.038
.135
.427

In the first model, increased levels of strain were found to be significantly related to
cyberbullying behaviors even after controlling for demographic control variables. This
confirmed the hypothesis that as exposure to stress and strain increased, respondents were more
likely to report engaging in cyberbullying.
Unfortunately however, the second model did not indicate that negative emotions were
significantly related to individuals level of cyberbullying behavior. Although the effect of strain
does decrease, negative affect is not related to cyberbullying. However, when evaluating strain
and negative affect in tandem, the results indicated that strain still exerts a direct significant
effect on cyberbullying, even when negative affect did not.
Within both these models, findings show significant relationships between age, gender
and ethnicity and cyberbullying. Specifically, as participants got older, they were less likely to
engage in cyberbullying and White participants reported fewer cyberbullying behaviors while
males were significantly more likely to engage in cyberbullying than females.
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Finally, the third model evaluated the potential effects of self-control on cyberbullying
behavior and found no significant relationship between self-control and cyberbullying. However,
with the addition of self-control, age was no longer a significant predictor of cyberbullying.
Because the finding that males were significantly more likely to engage in cyberbullying
differed from previous studies’ results (Doane et al., 2013; Connell et al., 2014), the item
analysis presented in Table 5 was conducted to evaluate what may have been driving this effect.
This revealed that in addition to males being more likely to report having “called another person
mean names. . .”, males were significantly more likely to report having “shared private, personal,
or sexually explicit photos of another person online or over text.” Future research should address
the potential gender differences within the various types of cyberbullying.
Table 5
Cyberbullying Item by Gender T-Test
Called another person mean names, made fun of, or teased in a hurtful way
Sent inappropriate/nude photos to another person without their permission
Threatened to use physical violence or hurt someone
Told someone that I wished they would hurt themselves or that someone
would hurt them
Concealed or faked my identity in order to get private or personal
information
Shared someone’s private or personal information with the public online
Shared private, personal, or sexually explicit photos of another person
Spread false rumors about someone
Targeted someone in some other mean, rude or inappropriate way
*p < .05 **p < .01

Male
1.77**
1.12
1.16
1.15

Female
1.36**
1.08
1.08
1.04

1.17

1.08

1.14
1.18*
1.05
1.16

1.06
1.01*
1.05
1.05

CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The current study aimed to evaluate the potential causes of cyberbullying and apply General
Strain Theory to a recently developed area of deviant behavior. The researcher found that a large
proportion of the college sample reported engaging in some form of cyberbullying, suggesting
that this behavior may extend well beyond the typical adolescent population within which
cyberbullying has traditionally been associated with. However, this finding may be tempered by
some of the survey items and categories of cyberbullying measured within this college
population. For example, questions regarding sharing sexually explicit photos are not commonly
asked among younger samples. Unfortunately, the occurrence of these behaviors within adult
populations may be becoming more common as the emerging generations grow up with social
media sites and are therefore already immersed within the online subculture. The current sample
certainly suggests that cyberbullying is not unheard of outside of the typical adolescent bullying
age range.
General Strain Theory was used as a theoretical guide to attempt to explain why college
students may engage in cyberbullying, and results show mixed support. Although there was a
clear direct relationship between strain and cyberbullying behavior as predicted by GST, the
measure of negative emotions did not have a significant effect on cyberbullying. This finding
may be attributed to the fact that the negative affect measure includes both anger and frustration.
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Future tests should separate out the different types of negative emotions to see if the same results
hold true.
In spite of this limitation, the results indicate that GST may be applicable in explaining
negative online interactions and behavior, which is an area not thoroughly evaluated within the
GST literature. Applying strain as both a result and potential cause of bullying behaviors may
begin to shed some light on the vicious cycle of these interactions and provide a potential
intervention point to introduce more positive coping methods.
Inconsistent with previous research, however, was the finding that males were
significantly more likely to report engaging in cyberbullying behaviors. As mentioned above,
males were more likely to have reported “call[ing] another person mean names, mak[ing] fun of,
or [teasing]. . .” someone in a hurtful way while online or over text. However, they were also
significantly more likely to report having “shared private, personal, or sexually explicit photos of
another person online or over text.” This particular item is one that is not often evaluated within
middle school samples due to the inclusion of sexually explicit content. However, this may
indicate gender differences in the types of cyberbullying seen online, similar to gender
differences within traditional bullying behaviors (e.g. Doane et al., 2013; Connell et al., 2014),
and may suggest the need to consider different forms of cyberbullying as having different
predictors or influences.
However, it is also important to keep in mind that this was a relatively small sample,
collected from a single, southern university and lacked a random sampling design. In addition to
this, the data collected utilized a cross-sectional design and required asking participants to recall
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both their cyberbullying behaviors and levels of strain. The use of retrospective and self-report
data could therefore possibly result in underreporting.
Strain has been shown to be correlated with many different forms of delinquency and
bullying (Hay & Meldrum, 2010; Baron, 2004). The current study explored the relationship
between strain, negative emotions, and cyberbullying within a college-aged sample and found
that although strain seems to play a direct role on cyberbullying behaviors, negative emotions
(including anger and frustration) had less of an effect. In spite of this, cyberbullying has now
been shown to be both a source of strain and a potential outcome, suggesting the need for
policies to help individuals cope with the stressful experiences they may face both within the
online or virtual world. Therefore, the current research echoes that of previous literature in the
need for prevention efforts and open lines of communication so that students feel comfortable
approaching school faculty (Patchin, & Hinduja, 2011).
It is important to keep in mind that although many people report experiencing and
engaging in cyberbullying, the internet and social media also allow people to connect with other
individuals in a positive way. For example, the Internet allows individuals to interact with family
and friends with whom they may have had little or no contact with before should they not be able
to virtually connect. Therefore social media can act as both a safe space and a potential source of
strain. Future research should focus on the potential racial and gender differences associated with
cyberbullying and potential methods to decrease the negative coping of harassing other
individuals whilst online.

APPENDIX
SURVEY

For the following questions, please circle the number corresponding to the number of times you
experienced any of the following scenarios in the past 6 months.
(1) Never (2) Once or Twice (3) Three to Four Times
I received a bad grade in class.

(4) More than Five
1
2
3

4

I got into a bad disagreement with a family member.

1

2

3

4

I got into a bad disagreement with a friend.

1

2

3

4

I was treated unfairly by someone.

1

2

3

4

I broke up with a boyfriend or girlfriend.

1

2

3

4

A close friend or family member of mine died or spent time in the hospital.

1

2

3

4

I experienced financial trouble.

1

2

3

4

I moved to a new school.

1

2

3

4

I was the victim of a crime.

1

2

3

4

For the following questions, please circle the number corresponding to the response that best
describes your feelings for each of the statements.
(1) Strongly Disagree
I lose my temper.

(2) Disagree

(3) Agree

(4) Strongly Agree
1
2
3

4

I let little things irritate me.

1

2

3

4

I stay mad at someone who hurts me.

1

2

3

4

I feel like yelling at a parent or teacher.

1

2

3

4
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I feel like getting even with someone who has harmed me.

1

2

3

4

I feel like other people are always lucky and get all of the breaks in life.

1

2

3

4

I feel like life has been unfair.

1

2

3

4

I am jealous of other people.

1

2

3

4

I feel like a powder keg ready to explode.

1

2

3

4

I feel like physically lashing out against a parent or a teacher.

1

2

3

4

For the following questions, please circle the number corresponding to the response that best
describes your feelings for each of the statements.
(1) Strongly Disagree
(2) Disagree
(3) Agree
I often act on the spur of the moment without stopping to think.

(4) Strongly Agree
1
2
3

4

I devote much thought and effort into preparing for the future.

1

2

3

4

I often do whatever brings me pleasure here and now, even at the
cost of some distance goal.

1

2

3

4

I am more concerned with what happens to me in the long run
rather than in the short run.

1

2

3

4

I frequently try to seek out projects that I know will be difficult.

1

2

3

4

When things get complicated I tend to quit or withdraw.

1

2

3

4

The things in life that are the easiest to do bring me the most pleasure.

1

2

3

4

I like really hard tasks that stretch my abilities to the limit.

1

2

3

4

I feel little need to test myself every now and then by doing
something a little risky.

1

2

3

4

Sometimes I will take a risk just for the fun of it.

1

2

3

4

I find no excitement in doing things for which I might get in trouble.

1

2

3

4

Excitement and adventure are more important to me than security.

1

2

3

4
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If I had a choice, I would almost always rather do something mental
than something physical.

1

2

3

4

I am almost always better when I am on the move than when I am
sitting and thinking.

1

2

3

4

I like to read or contemplate ideas more than I like to get out
and do things.

1

2

3

4

I seem to have more energy and a greater need for activity than
most other people my age.

1

2

3

4

I try to look out for others first, even if it means making things
difficult for myself.

1

2

3

4

For the following questions, please circle the number corresponding to the response that best
describes your feelings for each of the statements.
(1) Strongly Disagree
(2) Disagree
(3) Agree
(4) Strongly Agree
I am very sympathetic to other people when they are having problems.
1
2
3

4

If things I do upset people, it’s their problem not mine.

1

2

3

4

I will try to get the things I want even when I know it’s causing
problems for other people.

1

2

3

4

I don’t lose my temper very easily.

1

2

3

4

Often, when I’m angry at people, I feel more like hurting them than
talking to them about why I’m angry.

1

2

3

4

When I’m really angry, other people better stay away from me.

1

2

3

4

When I have a serious disagreement with someone, I can usually
talk calmly without getting upset.

1

2

3

4
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The following questions ask about some scenarios. Please circle the number corresponding to the
response that best describes the number of times you have engaged in these behaviors in the past
6 months and then respond to the following two related questions.
(1) Never

(2) Once or Twice

(3) 3 to 4 times

(4) More than 5 times

(a) Not well/never met (b) Just met online
(c) Just met in person
(d) Knew well online
(e) Knew well in person
Called another person mean names, made fun of, or teased him
1
2
or her in a hurtful way online or over text.
If once or more, would you have said/done these things in person?
How well did you know the individual?
a
b
c
Sent inappropriate/nude photos to another person without their
permission via text, email or other messaging device.
If once or more, would you have said/done these things in person?
How well did you know the individual?
a

1

2

b

c

Threatened to use physical violence or hurt someone over the
internet or through text.
If once or more, would you have said/done these things in person?
How well did you know the individual?
a

1

2

b

c

Told someone that I wished they would hurt themselves or that someone
would hurt them via text, email, or online messaging system.
If once or more, would you have said/done these things in person?
How well did you know the individual?
a

1

2

b

c

Concealed or faked my identity online or over an electronic device
in order to get private or personal information from someone.
If once or more, would you have said/done these things in person?
How well did you know the individual?
a

1

2

b

c

Shared someone’s private or personal information with the public
online or over text messaging.
If once or more, would you have said/done these things in person?
How well did you know the individual?
a

1

2

b

c

Shared private, personal, or sexually explicit photos of another person
online or over text.
If once or more, would you have said/done these things in person?
How well did you know the individual?
a

1

2

b

c

Spread false rumors about someone online, over text, or with the use of

1

2

3

4

Yes No
d
e
3

4

Yes No
d
e
3

4

Yes No
d
e
3

4

Yes No
d
e
3

4

Yes No
d
e
3

4

Yes No
d
e
3

4

Yes No
d
e
3

4

26
some other electronic device.
If once or more, would you have said/done these things in person?
How well did you know the individual?
a
Targeted someone in some other mean, rude or inappropriate way with the
use of an electronic device.
If once or more, would you have said/done these things in person?
How well did you know the individual?
a

b

c

1

2

b

c

Yes No
d
e
3

4

Yes No
d
e

For the following questions, please circle the number corresponding to the response that best
describes how often you have engaged in these behaviors in the past 6 months.
(1) Never
(2) Once or Twice
(3) Three to Four times
Received exam or quiz questions from someone who had taken the
exam/quiz earlier in the day/week.

(4) More than Five times
1
2
3
4

Copied from someone else’s exam or quiz paper or received answers from
another student during an exam/quiz.

1

2

3

4

Allowed someone else to copy from my exam or quiz paper or gave
another student answers during an exam or quiz.

1

2

3

4

Took an exam/quiz for another student.

1

2

3

4

Copied a few sentences from a reference source without footnoting it in a
paper.

1

2

3

4

Added a few items to a bibliography that were not used in writing
the paper.

1

2

3

4

Turned in a paper purchased or received from an outside source rather than
writing it myself.

1

2

3

4

Completed a homework assignment for another student.

1

2

3

4

Worked with another student on an assignment when the instructor did not
allow it.

1

2

3

4

Used notes and/or a book on a closed note exam/quiz.

1

2

3

4
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For the following questions, please circle the number corresponding to the response that best
describes how often you have experienced the following in the past 6 months.
(1) Never
(2) Once or Twice
(3) Three to Four times
(4) More than Five times
Someone called you mean names, made fun of or teased you in person.
1
2
3
4
Someone called you mean names, made fun of or teased you online.

1

2

3

4

Been hit, kicked or punched by another student or peer.

1

2

3

4

Someone threatened to use physical violence or harm you in person.

1

2

3

4

Someone threatened to use physical violence or harm you online.

1

2

3

4

Been told to hurt or kill yourself while online, over email, or social media.

1

2

3

4

Received graphic or sexual photos via text or online that you did not want
to see.

1

2

3

4

Someone shared your private or personal information with the public
online.

1

2

3

4

Someone spread false rumors about you online or in person.

1

2

3

4

Experienced online bullying or harassment in some other form than the
ones listed above.
Please describe: ____________________________________

1

2

3

4

Experienced bullying or harassment in person, in some other form than the
ones listed.
Please describe: ____________________________________

1

2

3

4
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The following questions ask for some general information about you.
How old are you?

_________

What gender/sex do you identify with?

____ Male
____ Female
____ Other

What is your current GPA?

___________

What ethnicity/race do you identify with?

____ White (Non-Hispanic)
____ Hispanic
____ African American
____ Asian
____ Other (please specify: _______________ )

What is your current academic level?

____ Freshman
____ Sophomore
____ Junior
____ Senior

Thank you for your time and participation!
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