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Abstract
This descriptive scoping aims to understand how the prevalence of cyberbullying has been estimated across studies. A systematic
scoping review of cyberbullying empirical studies was conducted by using three bibliographic databases to search for papers
published between January 2004 and August 2014. A protocol was defined to identify the relevant papers. Papers selected were
included in a data sheet developed by the authors to record specific findings. In total, 159 studies were included in the scoping
review. Most of the prevalence studies were conducted in the last 4 years, mainly in North America (n ¼ 77) and in Europe
(n ¼ 65). High methodological heterogeneity was found among the studies, which may contribute to explain variability in
prevalence estimates. Cyberbullying experiences were assessed through several different perspectives: focused only on victims,
focused only on perpetrators, or focused on both victims and perpetrators (without differentiating between if they are victims or
perpetrators). Most of the studies tend to assess cybervictimization experiences. However, even considering the same
perspective, the same country, and the same recall period, a high variability in the estimates was observed. As a main conclusion,
the way in which the prevalence of cyberbullying is estimated is influenced by methodological research options.
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Introduction

Cyberbullying is a form of aggression in which electronic

means, such as e-mail, mobile phone calls, text messages,

instant messenger contact, photos, social networking sites, and

personal webpages, are used with the intention of causing harm

to another person through repeated hostile conduct (Ortega

et al., 2012).

Most adolescents and young adults use social networks and

mobile phones to communicate and interact with each other

(Kiriakidis & Kavoura, 2010). Consequently, the widespread

use of technologies has complexified interpersonal relation-

ships by making changes in the forms of communication that

have evolved from face-to-face to online interactions. This

evolution, although positive in bringing together people who

are geographically apart, also has a negative side, such as

cyberbullying, that may result from easy access and therefore

abuse of technology (Nixon, 2014).

Although cyberbullying is a relatively new field in research,

it has been suggested that cyberbullying among adolescents is

associated with a greater risk of psychological, behavior, and

health problems (Gamez-Guadix, Smith, Orue, & Calvete,

2014; Nixon, 2014; Sinclair, Bauman, Poteat, Koenig, & Rus-

sell, 2012; Völlink, Bolman, Dehue, & Jacobs, 2013; Ybarra &

Mitchell, 2004) and a high risk of suicide (Bonanno & Hymel,

2013; Messias, Kindrick, & Castro, 2014; Sampasa-Kanyinga,

Roumeliotis, & Xu, 2014; Sinclair et al., 2012). In addition, the

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2014) has already

considered cyberbullying to be a serious public health threat

among youth. Therefore, this recent phenomenon deserves par-

ticular attention, given the consequences it may bring to ado-

lescents’ well-being and health.

Besides the possibility of perpetrators remaining anon-

ymous (Baas, de Jong, & Drossaert, 2013; Huang & Chou,

2010; Williams & Guerra, 2007), cyberbullying also has the

potential of a widespread accessibility of victims and an infi-

nite audience through the use of communication technologies

(Shariff & Hoff, 2007).

However, the lack of an established definition and conse-

quently difficulty in operationalizing it may undermine the

acquisition of accurate and comparable estimates across studies.

Despite increased interest in this topic, there has been little

discussion about estimates of cyberbullying prevalence. Thus,
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we undertook a descriptive systematic scoping review of the

literature to understand how the prevalence of cyberbullying

has been estimated across studies.

Method

The current scoping review was guided by the methodological

framework proposed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). The

framework outlines a five-stage approach including identifying

the research question; searching for relevant studies; selecting

studies; charting data; and collating, summarizing, and report-

ing the results.

Identifying the Research Questions (Stage 1)

To guide the current scoping review, we focused on the fol-

lowing main research question: How has the prevalence of

cyberbullying been estimated across studies?

Identifying Relevant Studies (Stage 2)

We conducted a scoping review on cyberbullying by searching

PubMed1, PsycINFO1, and Web of Science™ for peer-

reviewed literature publications between January 2004 and

August 2014. We used the following broad-based research

expression (‘‘cyberbullying’’ OR ‘‘cyber-bullying’’ OR ‘‘Inter-

net harassment’’ OR ‘‘Internet bullying’’), which was adjusted

for each database. Upon completion, the searches from each

database were documented, and references were imported into

database-specific folders where duplicates were eliminated.

Selection of Studies (Stage 3)

The strategy used retrieved 808 articles. Duplicates were

removed (n ¼ 302) and the remaining articles (n ¼ 506) were

reviewed by two authors (SB and SS). Through a preliminary

search, two independent authors (SB and SS) reviewed the title

and abstracts and those that did not address the research ques-

tion of the study were excluded (n ¼ 238). At this stage of the

review, any uncertainty with a title and abstract would not

eliminate the study.

Then, a total of 268 studies were forwarded to the next stage

of screening. In this step, studies were excluded if they (1) were

not published in English, French, Portuguese, or Spanish; (2)

focused on specific populations such as individuals with

chronic illness or physical or mental disabilities; (3) focused

on sexual orientation–related or workplace bullying; (4) did not

focus on adolescence; or (5) were reviews or experimental or

intervention studies (109 studies were excluded for any one of

these reasons). The full text of studies assessed as relevant or

unclear was independently evaluated by two reviewers (SB

and SS). Discrepancies were resolved by consensus or a third

party (SF). This scoping review includes 159 full articles focused

on prevalence. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic

Reviews and Meta-Analyses checklist (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff,

& Altman, 2009) and flow diagram were used as a guide in the

reporting of this scoping review (presented in Figure 1).

Charting Data (Stage 4)

We collected and sorted key pieces of information from the

selected articles. Data to be extracted from the large quantity of

published research literature included standard information

such as author, year of publication, country, sample size, age,

and methodology (data available upon request). Additionally,

information on prevalence (by gender, if available), recall

period, and instrument used to assess cyberbullying were

extracted from the articles.

Collating, Summarizing, and Reporting Results (Stage 5)

We synthesized the data according to the research question pre-

viously defined. The increase of publications in the last years

and the geographic distribution of studies performed were ini-

tially described using graphs. Then, the cyberbullying preva-

lence was summarized and shown according to country,

instrument used, recall periods (defined by the survey question

that could cover different periods: lifetime, last year, last

6 months, last month, or last week), and type of involvement (only

victims, only aggressors, and both victims and perpetrators).

Results

The publication of studies on cyberbullying has been increas-

ing over the years. As shown in Figure 2, the first studies on this

topic were published in 2004 and their number increased pro-

gressively until 2010. A 3-fold increase was observed between

2011 and 2012 when compared with 2010. Overall, the studies

are distributed worldwide; the highest number of prevalence

studies was carried out in North American countries (77 stud-

ies, with 61 coming from the United States), followed by Eur-

opean countries (65 studies, with 13 studies conducted in

Spain; data available upon request).

Cyberbullying Prevalence

Among the prevalence studies (n ¼ 159 studies), we found that

cyberbullying experiences were assessed from several different

perspectives: victims (focused only on the assessment of vic-

tims of cyberbullying episodes), perpetrators (focused only on

the assessment of perpetrators of cyberbullying episodes), and

both victims and perpetrators (focused on these experiences

without differentiating between victims and perpetrators).

However, most of the studies tended to assess the experiences

of cybervictimization.

Figure 3 shows the prevalence according to country includ-

ing only those countries with five or more studies. A high

variability in the estimates of cyberbullying was observed

between and within countries regarding the nature of cyberbul-

lying involvement. The highest median prevalence was found

in the group of studies from Canada (23.8%, varying between

1.9% and 65.0%) and China (23.0%, varying between 11.2%
and 56.9%) when considering victims, while the lowest median

prevalence was observed in studies from Australia (5.0%),

Sweden (5.2%), and Germany (6.3%).
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We observed that among prevalence studies, different recall

periods were used. Most studies asked about victims’ experi-

ences in the last year (n ¼ 55) and in the last 6 months (n ¼ 49

studies). With regard to the former recall period, overall victi-

mization varied from 1.0% to 61.1%, perpetration from 3.0% to

39.0%, and both victims and perpetrators varied from 1.5% to

72.0%. If the last 6 months were considered, the prevalence of

victimization varied from 1.6% to 56.9% and perpetration var-

ied from 1.9% to 79.3%. Although only a few studies showed

results stratified by gender, the available information showed

that last year victimization among females ranged from 3.7% to

36.0%, and among males from 1.8% to 28.4%, while aggres-

sion varied between 3.7% and 9.0%, and 0.9% and 20.4% for

girls and boys, respectively. Also, the studies defined adoles-

cents differently (e.g., ages 12–18, ages 10–17, ages 12–15),

which may explain some of the variability across studies.
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Figure 2. Line graph showing the number of prevalence studies
published per year since 2004.

Other languages (n = 12)

Specific populations (n = 19)

Reviews, opinion articles (n = 10)

Experimental and intervention studies
(n = 19)

Quantitative studies with no cyberbullying
prevalence (n = 49)

Full text articles retrieved (n = 268)

808 articles

302 duplicates excluded

506 articles reviewing abstract

238 excluded for not meeting
inclusion criteria

109 excluded

Final included studies (n = 159)

Sc
re

en
in

g
E

lig
ib

ili
ty

Id
en

tif
ic

at
io

n
In

cl
ud

ed

280 PsycINFO®217 PubMed® 311 Web of Science™

Qualitative studies (n = 33)
Without focus on prevalence (n = 205)

Figure 1. Flow diagram of the study selection process.
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However, the association between age and cyberbullying was

not consistent across studies (presented in table 1).

Discussion

This descriptive scoping review allowed for the identification

of studies on cyberbullying and how these studies are

distributed worldwide as well as the description of the preva-

lence of cyberbullying among adolescents and how it differs

according to different contexts and methodological options.

This may be helpful to better understand how prevalence stud-

ies have been conducted, by discussing the main difficulties

associated with achieving consensus and maximizing compar-

ability among studies.

Figure 3. Number of cyberbullying studies according to country and type of prevalence: victims, perpetrators, and both victims and perpe-
trators (including only countries with �5 studies).

Table 1. Cyberbullying Prevalence According to Different Recall Periods and to the Type of Involvement Assessed (Victims, Perpetrators, and
Both Victims and Perpetrators).

Recall Periods

Prevalence Range

n Victims (%) n Perpetrators (%) n Both Victims and Perpetrators (%)

Lifetime (n ¼ 41)
Overall 33 4.9–65.0 19 1.2–44.1 14 5.0–64.3
Female 7 2.6–61.0 7 4.5–52.4 2 5.8–45.1
Male 7 3.3–46.5 7 6.1–47.6 2 16.3–54.9

Last year (n ¼ 55)
Overall 42 1.0–61.1 20 3.0–39.0 17 1.5–72.0
Female 8 3.7–36.0 4 3.7–9.0 2 5.1–23.6
Male 8 1.8–28.4 4 0.9–20.4 2 5.2–15.1

Last 6 months (n ¼ 49)
Overall 38 1.6–56.9 25 1.9–79.3 21 0.5–63.4
Female 11 1.4–36.3 4 1.3–5.6 5 0.3–7.3
Male 11 0.6–32.4 4 1.1–9.3 5 0.2–11.1

Last month (n ¼ 13)
Overall 10 5.30–31.3 9 4.9–31.5 3 19.0–60.0
Female 2 12.8–17.0 1 14.8 0 —
Male 2 11.0–13.4 1 16.0 0 —

Last week (n ¼ 1)
Overall 1 14.4 1 2.9 1 8.4
Female 0 — 0 — 0 —
Male 0 — 0 — 0 —
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Our option of using a broad research expression in our scop-

ing strategy is related with our concern of covering all pub-

lished papers, as we are aware that the first studies may not be

indexed using the key word ‘‘cyberbullying.’’ Our strategy was

to assess a larger number of published studies even if we had to

exclude them later. Also, although we are analyzing studies

published over a decade, the majority were published in the

last 4 years. The publication of scientific articles addressing

this phenomenon has been increasing, with a substantial rise

observed between 2011 and 2012. A possible explanation

for this increase may be the real rise in research on this

topic during this period but also the indexation of the key

word cyberbullying, which started later in some databases.

Most studies were conducted in North America (United

States and Canada) followed by Europe (mostly in Spain).

The differences across countries or regions may be

explained by, on the one hand, the impact some campaigns

had in media or cyberbullying suicide cases (Lester,

McSwain, & Gunn, 2013; Pokin, 2007) that occurred in

these countries and therefore increased awareness and expo-

sure. On the other hand, the low occurrence and visibility of

this phenomenon in some regions explain the lack of stud-

ies. Also, we cannot discard that some papers on cyberbul-

lying prevalence may be published in databases different

from those included in this scoping review. Besides, we

should note that for the country analysis, we only consid-

ered countries that had five or more studies on cyberbully-

ing, which limits the country comparison. Our option of

including countries with five studies was based on the dis-

tribution of studies across countries. Also, the language cri-

teria may hamper the inclusion of countries that may have

publications in other languages.

We found that the prevalence of cyberbullying varied

greatly from country to country which may reflect real differ-

ences in its occurrence across countries. In fact, differences in

cyberbullying across countries are expected because this

phenomenon is significantly influenced by cultural contexts

(Barlett et al., 2014). However, our analysis also showed

differences in prevalence within countries. This large intra-

country variability may create difficulty in obtaining the real

prevalence estimate for each country. Although some of the

differences may be explained by regional intracountry differ-

ences, the use of different methods or research strategies could

have contributed to the observed variability. In line with

other publications, we should also note that most of the coun-

tries have a small number of studies which may contribute to

high variability in the estimates, while countries with a high

number of studies seem to show lower variability in the esti-

mates (Hamm et al., 2015).

Additionally, the use of different options related to recall

period (lifetime, last year, last 6 months, last month, or last

week), different perspectives of cyberbullying experience (vic-

tims, perpetrators, or both victims and perpetrators), and dif-

ferent instruments (scales or study-specific questions that are

developed by authors) may contribute to the differences

observed between studies.

Although it was not a focus of this scoping review, we

observed that most studies have used questions developed

by respective study authors to measure the prevalence of

cyberbullying. However, some studies used questions from

large-scale surveys to measure the prevalence of cyberbullying.

The Youth Internet Safety Survey and the Youth Risk Behavior

Survey were the most commonly used questionnaires.

A previous review on instruments used to measure cyber-

bullying showed that the diversity of instruments is also a

consequence of a lack of consensus regarding the concept and

its definition (Berne et al., 2013), which may also be related to

the variability in cyberbullying estimates. Consequently, we

found it difficult to compare the median prevalence assessed

by different instruments. The inconsistency in a cyberbullying

definition (Ortega et al., 2012; P. K. Smith et al., 2008) and the

consequent difficulty in operationalizing it may contribute to

the development of multiple instruments to measure the pre-

valence of cyberbullying (Berne et al., 2013). The development

of a standard instrument to measure cyberbullying that may be

culturally adapted, allowing for the comparison of prevalence

across settings, would be useful.

Given that it was not possible to establish a comparison of

prevalence estimates obtained through the different instru-

ments used, we have described the estimates according to the

different study options. When authors designed their own

instruments, a high variability was still observed. Although the

most used recall period was the last year, lifetime and the last

6 months were also used quite often as options. Even when

limiting the analysis to the same recall period or the same

instruments, a high variability in the estimates was obtained.

This may be explained by cultural differences or by other fac-

tors related to the study procedures that we were unable to

identify. In our analysis, we only considered the occurrence

of at least one event during the different recall periods used;

however, there are also studies assessing the frequency of

cyberbullying events within each period (Heirman & Walrave,

2012; P. K. Smith et al., 2008; Vanden Abeele & de Cock,

2013; Wachs, Wolf, & Pan, 2012).

Additionally, the assessment of different perspectives of

cyberbullying experiences also contributes to the challenge in

establishing a comparison between studies and countries.

When authors design the assessment questionnaire, they must

clearly define the type of cyberbullying involvement, for

instance, victims, perpetrators, or both victims and perpetra-

tors. However, our analysis showed a high variability in the

estimates even when results were stratified by the type of

involvement.

This descriptive scoping showed that most studies focused

on cyberbullying victims only. As in other types of violence,

researchers tend to address violence through the perspective of

the victim (Estevez, Musitu, & Herrero, 2005; P. H. Smith,

White, & Holland, 2003), probably because there is a higher

propensity to look at the magnitude of the problem considering

those who were injured rather than those who attacked.

Although we were unable to compare victims’ and perpetra-

tors’ estimates because of differences in the number of studies
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and methodological issues, we can expect to find large differ-

ences between these two types of involvement. Victims may

better disclose their experience than aggressors, although fear

of embarrassment or punishment may contribute to underre-

porting (DeSmet et al., 2014). Aggressors are likely to under-

report their behavior because it is easy to hide (Aboujaoude,

Savage, Starcevic, & Salame, 2015) and they may also fear

punishment.

Additionally, studies that assessed involvement in cyberbul-

lying, assuming the involvement can include victim only, per-

petrator only, or both victims and perpetrators, may be

criticized by some researchers because they do not allow to

disentangle who the victim was and who the aggressor was,

and, in fact, the consequences may be different. However,

recent approaches tend to show some concurrence in rates of

perpetration and victimization, and mainly an overlap in the

rates indicating that those who are victims are also aggressors

(C. T. Allen, Swan, & Raghavan, 2009; Straus & Ramirez,

2007). Although some concurrence usually seems to exist in

violent behaviors among adolescents, the context in which

these episodes may occur is difficult to assess. We do not know

if they become aggressors in a self-defense situation (Varjas,

Talley, Meyers, Parris, & Cutts, 2010), or if they were aggres-

sors in one episode and victims in another (Li, 2007). Indeed, in

terms of prevention strategies, we believe that the most effi-

cient strategy would be working on cyberbullying as a general

problem, by helping adolescents deal with the problem,

whether victim, aggressor, or even bystander.

There is some inconsistency in the literature with regard to

the role of gender in the cyberbullying phenomenon. Some

studies show that rates of victimization are higher among girls

(Buelga, Cava Maria, & Musitu, 2010; Elledge et al., 2013;

Fenaughty & Harré, 2013). However, other studies show that

rates are higher among boys (Calvete, Orue, Estévez, Villar-

dón, & Padilla, 2010; Campbell, Slee, Spears, Butler, & Kift,

2013). In this scoping, only a small number of studies presented

estimates according to gender, which makes it difficult to draw

any conclusion regarding gender differences. Also, we may

speculate that inconsistency in gender differences may be

related to the study, or it could mean that cyberbullying is a

problem that occurs regardless of gender.

This review only included studies on adolescents, which

represent the most studies performed in the topic of cyberbul-

lying. Only a small number of studies were conducted in other

population groups such as children or young adults. The studies

defined adolescents differently (e.g., ages 12–18, ages 10–17,

ages 12–15). Other studies used school grade instead of age for

sample selection (data available upon request). Although we

are only including studies covering the period of adolescence,

the different age ranges used may have affected prevalence

estimates. It is not clear whether there would be differences

in the level of cyberbullying among adolescents of different

ages, although adolescents of different ages may have different

access to technologies. Some studies suggested that involve-

ment in cyberbullying increases with age (Patchin & Hinduja,

2011; Santos Luque & Romera Félix, 2013), while most studies

that included adolescents whose ages varied widely have not

found significant associations between cyberbullying and age

(K. P. Allen, 2012; Campbell et al., 2013; Dittrick, Beran,

Mishna, Hetherington, & Shariff, 2013).

The variability found among all of the studies included in

this scoping showed that it would be problematic to compare

the estimates when combining all of the methodological

options. Research on violence always arises many challenges,

namely, in measuring violence experiences. It is often difficult

to get a standard procedure and an instrument to be used in

different settings and also even using a standard procedure may

not work in different cultures.

The identification of cyberbullying also depends on how

cyberbullying is defined by study participants, on how the

questions are asked, and on the setting in which data are col-

lected (Aboujaoude et al., 2015; P. K. Smith et al., 2008). We

believe that adolescents’ perception of cyberbullying may have

an influence on prevalence results, particularly when the gen-

eral questions were used to assess prevalence. If adolescents

were asked about cyberbullying experiences, they may be con-

cealing that they were victims when they really are. Thus, the

use of a standardized instrument that asks about the occurrence

of specific types of situations may be less influenced by ado-

lescents’ own definitions of cyberbullying.

We opted to conduct a scoping review because our goal was

to understand how the prevalence of cyberbullying was esti-

mated and what may be contributing to the variability

observed. Our option focused on the description of these stud-

ies and also a discussion of different methodological options,

instead of conducting refined statistical analysis. It was not our

intention to conduct a meta-analysis that would lead to a quan-

titative summary of the results, given that the results needed to

be judged sufficiently similar to support such a synthesis

(Porta, 2008). Although published and indexed articles in

major databases are expected to be methodologically sound,

as they are peer reviewed, we believe that we found consider-

able variation in research quality.

There is a lack of studies on this topic in our country and

therefore we are starting to invest in this field. Thus, in this scop-

ing, we should note that we did not have to handle any of our own

papers, given that we do not have any publications on this topic.

To sum up, we identified high heterogeneity among the

prevalence studies that compromises comparability across

countries. Also, among the countries with available data on

prevalence, the comparison is difficult because of different

methodological options. Different instruments, recall periods,

and perspectives of involvement were identified among the

studies, which limits cross-study and cross-country compari-

sons. As a main conclusion, the way in which the prevalence of

cyberbullying is estimated is influenced by research

methodology.

Key Findings

� Cyberbullying studies showed high heterogeneity in

terms of prevalence estimates;
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� Several instruments have been designed and used to

assess the prevalence, which reveals the difficulty in the

assessment of this phenomenon;

� Different approaches of the phenomenon among adoles-

cents were found across studies in terms of age range,

recall periods, and perspectives of the cyberbullying

experience, such as victimization only, perpetration

only, or both.

Recommendations for Research

� Researchers should be cautious in the interpretation and

comparison of studies on cyberbullying prevalence, par-

ticularly when they intend to generalize the results or

establish comparisons between studies;

� Grounded on the increasing interest in cyberbullying

among adolescents, the construction of a consistent def-

inition of cyberbullying is recommended to ensure the

standard operationalization and harmonization across

studies;

� Although inconsistencies across studies were observed,

this problem seems to be common and studies are scarce.

Thus, it is recommended that the study of cyberbullying

occurrence among adolescents continues by ensuring

compliance with an accurate methodology;

� Effective policies for preventing cyberbullying must be

firmly grounded in scientific research, thus making

accurate estimates and consequently a valid identifica-

tion of the phenomenon’s magnitude essential for the

development of programs to communicate preventive

messages and for policy making.
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