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Abstract
The main purpose of this research was to carry out a systematic review of the 

most recent scientific literature on suicidal behavior in victims of cyberbullying. 
Five databases, Web of Science, Scopus, Psycinfo, Psycarticles and PubMed, were 
consulted to examine the research published between 2018 and 2020 (both 
included). After eliminating duplicate papers and applying the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria, the final study consists of 21 articles. The results of these 
studies on the prevalence of cyberbullying and suicidal behavior (including 
ideation, planning, and/or attempts) in adolescent students were analyzed, as 
well as the data on the chain of suicidal behavior in victims of cyberbullying and 
the psychosocial risk factors associated with cyberbullying and suicidal behavior. 
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Variations were found across the studies in the prevalence of cyberbullying and 
suicidal behavior. In all the studies, relationships between cybervictimization 
and suicidal behavior were observed. Suicidal ideations and attempts were 
significantly more prevalent in cyberbullying victims, and this was a risk factor 
for suicidal behavior in adolescent students. These findings confirm the need 
to implement effective programs in schools worldwide for the prevention of 
cyberbullying and suicidal behavior in adolescence.

Key words: cyberbullying, suicidal behavior, adolescents, students, systematic 
review

Resumen
El propósito principal de este trabajo ha sido realizar una revisión sistemática 

de la literatura científica más actual sobre la conducta suicida en víctimas de 
cyberbullying. Se han consultado cinco bases de datos, Web of Science, Scopus, 
PsycInfo, PsycArticles y PubMed con el fin de examinar los trabajos publicados 
entre 2018 y 2020 (ambos inclusive). Después de eliminar los trabajos duplicados 
y de aplicar los criterios de inclusión y exclusión, el estudio final consta de 21 
artículos. Se han analizado los resultados de estos trabajos sobre la prevalencia 
del cyberbullying y de la conducta suicida (incluyendo ideación, planificación 
y/o tentativa) en el alumnado adolescente, se han examinado los datos sobre 
la cadena de la conducta suicida en las víctimas de cyberbullying, así como 
los factores psicosociales de riesgo asociados al cyberbullying y a la conducta 
suicida. Se encontraron variaciones entre los estudios en cuanto a la prevalencia 
del cyberbullying y de la conducta suicida. En todos los trabajos se observaron 
relaciones entre la cibervictimización y la conducta suicida. Las ideaciones y 
tentativas suicidas fueron significativamente más prevalentes en las víctimas 
de cyberbullying, siendo éste un factor de riesgo de la conducta suicida en 
los adolescentes. Estos hallazgos confirman la necesidad de implementar en 
el contexto escolar en todos los países del mundo programas eficaces para la 
prevención del cyberbullying y de la conducta suicida en la adolescencia.

Palabras clave: cyberbullying, conducta suicida, adolescentes, alumnado, 
revisión sistemática

Introduction

The use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs 
hereinafter) has spread so quickly and become so extended in today’s 
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society that it is difficult to find an adolescent who does not use his 
or her smartphone or laptop daily (Buelga et al., 2019). The problem 
arises when instead of ICTs being used in positive ways, such as to 
promote positive interpersonal relationships with peers (Ortega-Barón et 
al., 2021), they are used to cause harm to others.

Cyberbullying is defined as the use of electronic devices by one or 
more people to intentionally and repeatedly attack someone who cannot 
easily defend him or herself (Kowalski et al., 2014). This type of online 
bullying can be direct (threats, insults, isolation, etc.) or indirect (identity 
theft, hacking, manipulation/distribution of photos or videos, etc.). The 
prevalence of cyberbullying is highly variable according to the studies; it 
ranges from 5% to 72% (Zych et al., 2016), with an average incidence of 
23% for cybervictims, 16% for cyberbullies, and 18% for the dual role of 
cyberbully-victim (Buelga et al., 2017). However, there is more agreement 
among the authors about the fact that more cyberbullies are boys and 
more cybervictims are girls. Moreover, more cyberbullying victims are 
observed in students in the first stage of secondary school (junior high), 
and more cyberbullies and cyberbully-victims are found in older students 
(Kowalski et al., 2014).

Several factors can explain the global problem of cyberbullying. One 
of the causes is the availability and almost complete presence of the 
smartphone in the young population in recent years (Buelga et al., 2019). 
In Spain, 41.4% of 11-year-old preadolescents have this device, and 95.7% 
have a smartphone at age 15 (National Institute of Statistics [INE], 2020). 
In addition, the anonymity of the Internet means that many victims do not 
know the identity of their cyberbully, and they feel particularly vulnerable 
because they do not really know who is attacking them (Kowalski et al., 
2014). This helplessness and hopelessness felt by victims is exacerbated 
by the 24/7 accessibility (24 hours a day, 7 days a week), viral nature, and 
loss of control over harmful contents uploaded to the Internet (Ortega-
Barón et al., 2019).

Therefore, cyberbullying can cause even more harm to the victim than 
traditional bullying (Estévez et al., 2020; Navarro et al., 2015), and the 
distress increases when the victim experiences various victimizations 
(Cava et al., 2020; González-Cabrera, Machimbarrena, Fernández-
González, et al., 2019; Quintana-Orts et al., 2021). The fact is that most 
of the time there is a situation of poly-victimization, where traditional 
bullying overlaps with cyberbullying (González-Cabrera, Machimbarrena, 
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Ortega-Barón, et al., 2019; Víllora et al., 2020). In this regard, Kowalski 
et al. (2014) find that approximately 80% of traditional bullying victims 
are also victims online. 

Certainly, cyberbullying is a global public health problem (Dennehy 
et al., 2020; John et al., 2018; Kwanya et al., 2021) whose impact has been 
associated with several indicators of psychosocial maladjustment, among 
which suicidal behavior stands out due to its severe consequences. In 
the meta-analysis by Van Geel et al. (2014), the authors show that 20% 
of cyberbullying victims have suicidal ideations, and between 5% and 8% 
have attempted self-harm. Suicidal ideation is the first link in the chain 
of suicidal behavior; it is a predictor of future attempts and completed 
suicide (Yazdi-Ravandi et al., 2021). The World Health Organization 
[WHO] (2019) reports that suicide in young people from 15 to 19 years 
old is the second leading cause of death in girls and the third leading 
cause in boys. In Spain, as in the rest of the world, suicide in young 
people has increased considerably in recent years (INE, 2021). Thus, 
whereas in 2008 and 2009 there were 88 suicides in adolescents from 15 
to 19 years old, in 2018-2019 the figure rose to 138 suicides.

Given this background, the main purpose of this study was to 
conduct a systematic review of the most recent scientific literature on 
cyberbullying and suicidal behavior in adolescent students. Specifically, 
we were interested in discovering a) the prevalence of cyberbullying 
and suicidal behavior in different countries and continents, and the 
differences found according to the sex and age of the adolescent; b) 
the results on suicidal behavior in victims of cyberbullying; and c) the 
risk and protective factors associated with cyberbullying and suicidal 
behavior. 

Method

We followed the criteria of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
reviews and Meta-Analyses protocol, PRISMA-P (Shamseer et al., 2015). 
The study was also included in the International Prospective Register of 
Systematic Reviews (PROSPERO, ID: CRD42021259414).

The information search was carried out between October and 
December 2020 (both included), and five databases were consulted: 
Web of Science, Scopus, PubMed, PsycInfo, and PyscArticles. The search 
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terms (in title, abstract, or keyword) were: Cyberbullying AND Suicidal 
(OR Suicide) AND Victims (OR Victimization). The search focused on the 
past three years (2018, 2019, 2020), in order to include the most recent 
evidence about the topics studied. 

The inclusion criteria for the papers were that they had to: a) analyze 
suicidal behavior in victims of cyberbullying; b) be published between 
2018 and 2020; c) examine this topic in students from 11 to 18 years old); 
and d) be written in English or Spanish. The following were excluded: 
a) articles that did not provide relevant results on the topic; b) articles 
with samples in populations of adults and/or with special characteristics; 
c) studies not published in English or Spanish; d) papers that were not 
scientific articles.

Results

Study selection

In the initial information search phase (Figure 1), 316 articles were 
found in the five databases consulted, with the largest number found 
in Scopus (n = 83). The references for these 316 articles were imported 
into the Zotero bibliography manager, eliminating duplicate papers (n 
= 204). After the screening process (Figure 1), 45 full-text articles were 
evaluated, and 24 of them were excluded because they did not meet the 
eligibility criteria. The literature review for our analysis, finally, consists 
of 21 studies. The screening and eligibility process and the final study 
selection were performed by two authors of this manuscript. Cohen’s 
Kappa coefficient of agreement between the researchers in the screening 
phase was κ = 0.714, and κ = 0.833 in the phase of eligibility and final 
selection of the articles.
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FIGURE 1. PRISMA Flow chart for study selection
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Characteristics of the selected studies

The studies were carried out on all the continents except Africa. They 
were conducted in North America (n = 8); the United States stood out 
with five studies, and Canada had three. In addition, there are several 
studies from Asia (n = 7), carried out in South Korea, Japan, Vietnam, 
China, and Taiwan. Likewise, several studies were conducted in Europe 
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(n = 5), predominantly in Spain with three studies; and one study was 
carried out in Australia. 

Compared to 2018 (n = 4), twice as many articles were produced in 
2019 (n = 8) and in 2020 (n = 9). In terms of journals and publication 
categories, the psychiatry category stands out (n = 8), as well as the journal 
Psychiatry Research with three articles (14.2%), published in 2018, 2019, 
and 2020, respectively. Articles published in the public, environmental, 
and occupational health category (n = 6) and the psychology category (n 
= 5) can also be highlighted. Moreover, 80% of the articles from Asia were 
published in the BMC series in various health science journals. 

TABLE I. Summary of characteristics of the articles sorted by year of publication

Year Authors Country Journal

2020 Abrahamyan et al. Portugal
Journal of Child & Adolescent Mental 

Health
2020 Baiden & Tadeo USA Child Abuse & Neglect
2020 Islam et al. Australia Psychiatry Research
2020 Kim, Walsh, et al. USA Journal of School Nursing

2020 Kim, Shim, et al. South Korea Children and Youth Services Review

2020 Nagamitsu et al. Japan BMC Pediatrics

2020 Nguyen et al. Vietnam BMC Public Health

2020 Perret et al. Canada Journal of child psychology and psychiatry
2020 Sampasa-Kanyinga et al. Canada Epidemiology and Psychiatric Sciences

2019 Alhajji et al. USA Global Pediatric Health

2019 Chang et al. Hong Kong Psychiatry Research
2019 Hinduja & Patchin USA Journal of School Violence
2019 Iranzo et al. Spain Psychosocial Intervention
2019 Kim et al. Canada The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry

2019 Kuehn et al. USA
Crisis- The Journal of Crisis Intervention 

and Suicide Prevention
2019 Peng et al. China BMC Psychiatry

2019 Wang et al. Taiwan BMC Public Health

2018 Extremera et al. Spain Frontiers in Psychology
2018 Lucas-Molina et al. Spain Psychiatry Research
2018 Rodelli et al. Belgium Preventive Medicine
2018 Wiguna et al. Indonesia Asian Journal of Psychiatry
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Study of the sample population of the analyzed articles

The sample population is composed of 105,437 students in compulsory 
secondary education (7th-10th grade) and high school (11th-12th grade) 
between 11 and 18 years old. Almost all the studies included the entire 
educational cycle. An exception is the study by Nguyen et al. (2020), 
whose sample consisted only of students in the 6th grade (11 years old). 
In most of the articles, the distribution of students by sex is proportional, 
except in the longitudinal study by Kim, Walsh et al. (2020), whose 
sample has twice as many boys as girls. In addition, 90.4% (n = 19) of 
the studies are based on a cross-sectional design, whereas 9.6% (n = 2) 
use a longitudinal design. 

Prevalence of cyberbullying and suicidal behavior 

The prevalence of cyberbullying in the cybervictim role ranges from 1.8% 
in Japan (Nagamitsu et al., 2020) to 22.1% in the United States (Hinduja 
& Patchin, 2019) (Table II). This percentage increases to 52% in the study 
by Wigunaa et al. (2018) in Indonesia for the dual role of cybervictim-
cyberbully. The prevalence of traditional bullying victimization is reported 
by several studies (Baiden & Tadeo, 2020; Hinduja & Patchin, 2019; 
Nguyen, et al., 2020), as well as the continuation of offline victimization 
in the online context (Baiden & Tadeo, 2020; Islam et al., 2020; Peng 
et al., 2019). Wang et al. (2019) in Taiwan find that 9.4% of children in 
school are victims of cyberbullying and traditional bullying. In Spain, in 
the study by Iranzo et. al. (2019), the authors find significant relationships 
between cybervictimization and school victimization. 

Four studies provide data on the prevalence of cybervictimization by 
gender, and three of them point to a considerably higher percentage of 
cybervictims among girls (Alhajji, et al., 2020, Sampasa et al., 2020; Wang 
et al., 2019). With regard to age, Perret et al. (2020) conclude that the 
highest prevalence of cybervictimization occurs at 15 years of age, which 
coincides with the results from Lucas-Molina et al. (2018) for boys, but 
not for girls, whose age of highest risk is 14 years old. 

Regarding suicidal behavior, almost all the studies provide data on 
the first phase of the suicidal chain, analyzing the incidence of suicidal 
thoughts in students. The prevalence of suicidal ideation presents, as in 
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cyberbullying, considerable variability, ranging from 6.8% - 7.1% (Nguyen 
et al., 2020; Wigunaa, et al., 2018) to 23.2% - 25.7% (Lucas-Molina et al., 
2018; Nagamitsu et al., 2020). However, in many studies, the prevalence 
of suicidal ideation is between 15% and 20% (Baiden & Tadeo, 2020; 
Chang et al., 2019; Rodelli et al., 2018). Only three studies provide data on 
suicide planning, with the incidence also varying between 2.9% (Nguyen 
et al., 2020) and 14.5% (Alhajji et al., 2019). Nine studies report the 
prevalence of suicide attempts, which range from 1.4% to 8.5% (Nguyen 
et al., 2020). There is more risk of suicidal behaviors in girls (Iranzo et al., 
2020; Kim, Walsh et al. (2020). Regarding age, the results are inconclusive 
(Lucas-Molina et al., 2018; Perret et al., 2020). Thus, whereas in Canada, 
Peret et al. (2020) find that the age of highest risk of suicidal ideation 
and attempts is 17 years old, Nagamitsu et al. (2020), with a sample of 
22,419 students in Japan, conclude that the age of highest risk of suicide 
attempts is 14-15 years old. 

Cybervictimization and suicidal behavior

All the studies find significant relationships between cyberbullying and 
suicidal behavior. On the one hand, studies reveal that more than one-
third of cybervictims (Abrahamyan et al., 2020; Peng, et al., 2019), and 
even almost half and more than half (Alhajji et al., 2020; Nagamitsu et 
al., 2020), have suicidal ideations. Almost 20% of cybervictims have made 
suicide attempts in the study by Nagamitsu et al. (2020), and 11.1% of 
11-year-old cybervictims have attempted suicide according to the study 
by Nguyen et al. (2020).

On the other hand, regarding the degree of risk, the study by 
Chang et al. (2019) concludes that the probability of suicidal ideation 
in cybervictims increases 148%. In addition, some studies find that the 
risk of suicidal ideation in cybervictims increases considerably when 
they are also victims of school bullying (Abrahamyan et al., 2020; 
Baiden & Tadeo, 2020; Islam et al., 2020). Articles on sex differences in 
cybervictims’ suicidal behavior agree that girls are at a greater risk of 
ideations (Abrahamyan et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2019; Kuehn et al., 2019; 
Rodelli et al., 2018) and self-harm attempts (Kuehn et al., 2019). This 
partially agrees with the study by Alhajji et al. (2019). Although these 
authors note that the risk of suicidal ideation is higher in girls, the risk 
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of suicide planning and attempts is higher in cybervictimized boys. With 
regard to age, Perret et al. (2020) find that there is a higher prevalence of 
suicidal ideation at the age of 15 in cybervictims, and of suicide attempts 
at the age of 17. In addition, Rodelli et al. (2018) find in Belgium that 
suicidal ideation is more frequent between the ages of 12 and 14. 

Factors associated with cyberbullying and suicidal behavior

Some studies express interest in some individual psychological risk factors 
associated with suicidal ideation: depressive symptomatology (Baiden & 
Tadeo, 2020), sadness and hopelessness (Abrahamyan et al., 2020), low 
self-esteem (Kim, Shim, et al. 2020), negative emotions (Iranzo et al., 
2019), and dissatisfaction with life (Chang et al., 2020). Likewise, other 
authors are interested in individual factors that buffer suicidal behavior 
in cybervictims, such as emotional intelligence (Extremera et al., 2018) 
and healthy lifestyles (Rodelli et al., 2018). 

In some studies, on family variables, authors such as Nagamitsu 
et al. (2020) and Sampasa et al. (2020) find that poor quality family 
relationships between parents and children increase the risk of suicidal 
ideation in cybervictimized children. In contrast, parental acceptance 
(Nguyen et al., 2020) and satisfaction with family life (Chang et al., 2019) 
decrease the effect of cyberbullying on suicidal ideation and self-harm 
attempts. Regarding the school context, Kim, Walsh, et al. (2020) find in 
their longitudinal study that school connectedness (sense of belonging, 
relationships with peers and teachers) significantly reduces the impact 
of cyberbullying on suicidal behavior. In contrast, academic pressure 
(Nguyen et al., 2020) and negative experiences at school (Wang et al., 
2020) increase the likelihood of suicidal ideation and attempts in students. 
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TABLE II. Summary of the results of the studies (n= 21) on cyberbullying and suicidal behavior

Year Author
Participants 
and country

Prevalence of 
cyberbullying 

(CB) and other 
data on CB

Prevalence 
of suicidal 

behavior (SB) 
and other 
data on SB 
from the 
sample 

Results on SB 
in victims of 
cyberbullying 

(CVs)

Factors associ-
ated with CB 

and SB

2020
Abra-

hamyan 
et al.

2,602 stu-
dents from 

7th grade to 
12th grade, 
12 -18 years 
old, Portugal 

(45.2% ♂, 
54.8% ♀).

No data available.

12 months
11.3% suicidal 

ideation (13.4% 
♀, 9.2% ♂).

35.75% CVs 
have had suicidal 
ideations (38.5% 

♀, 33% ♂)
CVs have 5 

times + risk of 
suicidal ideations 
(6.8 ♀, 5 ♂), and 
7.7 times + when 

there is also 
bullying (9.7 ♀, 

5.8 ♂).

+ prevalence of 
suicidal ideation 
in adolescents 

with sadness and 
hopelessness, 

involved in 
physical fights, 
and members 

of single-parent 
families.

2020
Baiden & 
Tadeo

14603 
students 14 - 
18 years old, 

USA.
(48 % ♂, 52% 

♀).

Past 12 months
 5.1 % cybervic-

tims
9.1% cybervic-

tims + victims of 
school bullying (1 
out of every 10 

students).

 12 months 
18% suicidal 
ideations. 

CVs have twice 
the risk of 

suicidal ideation, 
and 3 times + 
when there is 
also bullying.. 

High correlation 
between depres-
sive symptoms 

and suicidal 
ideation.

2020
Islam 
et al.

2166 
students, 

grades 7-12, 
12-17 years 

old, Australia 
(52.3% ♂, 
47.7% ♀).

 12 months
11.8% cybervic-

tims
 11.2% cybervic-
tims + bullying.

 12 months 
7.8% suicide 

ideation 
5.9% planning
2.5% tentative
Las ♀ report 

+ suicidal 
behaviors.

CVs have 8.4+ 
risk of suicidal 

planning, 
4.7 + of attempt

and 5.2 + of 
attempt and 

planning. 
When bullying is 

also present. 
8.8 times + risk 

of planning, 
4.8 times + of 

attempt, 
5.36 + of 

attempt and 
planning

People with 
depression, 

anxiety are + at 
risk of being bul-
lied; aggravates 
mental health of 

victims.
The path from 
cyber victimiza-
tion to mental 
disorders is 
stronger.
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2020
Kim, Walsh, 

et al.

93 students 
from

8th grade (T1, 
T2), 9th grade 

(T2), 10th 
grade (T3), 
13- 16 years 

old, USA 
(66.7% ♂, 
33.3% ♀).

 30 days:
By sex:

♂: 16% cyberbul-
lies, 5% cyber-

victims, 16% dual 
role. 

♀: 32% cyberbul-
lies, 8% dual role. 
No student re-

ported only cyber 
victimization; all 

cybervictims were 
also cyberbullies.

♀ + risk of sui-
cidal behaviors.

Cybervictimiza-
tion, associ-

ated with suicidal 
behaviors.

Connectedness 
with school 

(sense of belong-
ing, relationships 

with peers, 
teachers) is a 

protective factor 
of CB in suicidal 

behavior.

2020
Kim, 
Shim, 
et al.

7412 students 
7th grade to 
12th grade, 
12- 18 years 
old, South 

Korea (58% 
♂, 42% ♀).

Cyber-victimiza-
tion has a direct 
effect on loneli-
ness, depression, 

anxiety.

Negative 
emotions have 
a direct effect 

on suicidal 
ideation.

Direct effect 
between CB and 
suicidal ideation, 
stronger effect 
with traditional 

bullying.

Negative emo-
tions mediate 

the effects of CB 
and bullying on 
suicidal ideation

Self-esteem 
moderates the 

effect of negative 
emotions on 

suicidal ideation. 

2020
Nag-

amitsu, 
et al.

22419 
students in 
grades 7-12, 
ages 13-18, 

Japan.

 30 days 
1.8% experienced 

CB.

 12 months 
25.7% suicidal 

ideations
5.4% attempts

9th grade, 
14-15 years 

old (3rd ESO) + 
high percentage 

of attempts 
(5.9%).

Suicidal idea-
tions high in 
7th grade, 

12-13 years old 
(25.7%) and 
in 11th grade 

16-17 years old 
(27.6%).

52.0% of CVs 
have had suicidal 

ideations,
19.9% attempts. 
Almost twice as 
many attempts 
in ♀ (6.6% vs. 

3.5%).
Cybervictimiza-
tion major risk 

factor for 
ideation and 

attempts in all 
school grades.

7th-9th grade: 
Stress in fam-

ily relationships 
with parents and 

stress due to 
traditional bul-
lying + elevated 
risk factors for 

suicidal behavior.
10th-12th grade: 

bullying and 
stress due to 

sexual identity.

2020
Nguyen 

et al.

648 students 
in 6th grade, 
11 years old, 

Vietnam. 
(52.3% ♂, 
47.7% ♀).

 30 days:
9% cybervictims
17.6% bullying 

victims.

 12 months, 
7.1% suicidal 
ideation, 2.9% 
suicidal plan-

ning, 1.4% 
suicide attempt.  

19.6% of the CVs 
have had suicidal 
ideations, 21.1% 
planning, 11.1% 

attempts.

Perceived aca-
demic pressure 

is related to 
suicidal ideation 
and suicide at-

tempts.
Perceived 

parental accept-
ance decreases 
suicidal ideation 
and self-injury.
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2020
Perret 
et al.

Cohort of 
2120 ado-

lescents fol-
lowed at 12, 

13, 15, and 17 
years of age, 

Canada.

Longitudinal study:
1.8% cybervictims 

15 years old: 
higher prevalence 
of CV (4.3% some-
times, 1.2% very 

often),
19.3% ♀, 10.7% 

♂).

 12 months 
Prevalence of 
suicide idea-

tion/attempt in 
non-victimized 

students. 
13 and 15 

years: 2.7%.
17 years: 4.6%.

Between 2.29 
and 4. 20 + of 

suicidal ideation 
and attempts in 

CVs.

Prevalence of 
suicidal ideation/
attempts in CVs: 
15 years: 22.7%.
17 years: 40.6%. 

Victim of tradi-
tional bullying is 
associated with 
suicidal behavior 

over time.
CB is an immedi-
ate + risk factor 
for suicide in the 
first two years of 

bullying.

2020
Sampasa-
Kanyinga 

et al.

5478 stu-
dents, grades 

7 to 12, 
12- 20 years 
old, Canada 
(52.2% ♂, 
47.8% ♀).

12 months
18.7% cybervic-

tims
(15.4% ♂, 22.2% 

♀).

 12 months
12.4% suicidal 

ideations
(8.5% ♂, 16.3% 

♀),
3.2% attempts 
(1.8% ♂, 4.6% 

♀).

CVs have 2.38 
+ risk of suicidal 

ideations and 
2.07% + of at-

tempts.

Poor parent-
child relation-
ships and the 

male gender are 
risk factors for 
suicidal ideation 

in CVs. 

2019
Alhajji 
et al.

15465 
students from 
9th grade to 
12th grade, 
USA (51.3% 
♂, 48.7% ♀).

12 months 
15.5% cybervic-

tims
(32% ♂, 68% ♀).

 12 months
 17.6% suicidal 

ideations,
14.5% planning.

Cybervictims: 
41.2 % have 

ideations
34.5%, suicide 

planning.
♀ have 2.5 

times + prob-
abilities of being 
cybervictimized 
and 2 times + of 
suicidal ideations.
♂ have 2.5 times 
+ probabilities of 
suicide planning.

Cybervictims 
transfer their 

negative experi-
ence to others.

2019
Chang 
et al.

3,522 
students 7th 
grade to 12th 
grade, 13 - 17 

years old, 
Hong Kong

(56.2% ♂, 43. 
8% ♀).

 12 months 
11.9% cybervic-

tims.

 12 months 
21. 8% suicidal 

ideations.
 
 

148% increased 
likelihood of 

suicidal ideation 
in cybervictims

3 times + risk of 
suicidal ideation 
in cybervictims. 

Satisfaction with 
life partially 

mitigates effect 
of CB on suicidal 

ideation. 

2019

Hinduja 
& Patchin

2670 students 
12 - 17 years 

old, USA.
(49.6% ♂, 
49.9% ♀).

30 days
Cybervictimization 

ranges accord-
ing to bullying 

behavior.
The + prevalent:
 22.1% (someone 
posted mean or 

hurtful comments 
about me), 19.6% 
(someone spread 

rumors about me).

 12 months 
16.1% suicidal 

ideation (16.7% 
♀ y 15.3% ♂).
2.1% attempts 
(2.2 % ♀ y 2% 

♂).

Cybervictims 
have 1.6 times 

+ risk of suicidal 
ideation and 1.02 
times + risk of 

attempts, 
When bullying 
is also present, 
cybervictims 

have 5.4 times 
+ risk of suicidal 
ideation and 11.4 
times + risk of 

suicide attempts.

Older students 
(15-17 years) 

+ risk of 
suicidal behavior 

(ideation and 
attempt).
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2019
Iranzo 
et al.

1062 students 
7th grade to 
12th grade, 
12- 18 years 
old, Spain.
(51.5% ♂, 
48.5%♀).

12 months
Cyberbully-

ing is positively 
associated with 

bullying; relation-
ships higher with 
relational bullying, 
followed by verbal 

bullying.

Last week 
suicidal idea-

tion Significant 
sex differences; 
♀ score higher 

on suicidal 
ideation.

Suicidal idea-
tion associated 
with psycho-

logical distress 
and perceived 

stress..

Direct effects 
between cyber-
victimization and 
suicidal ideation, 

and indirect 
effects of these 

variables through 
perceived stress, 

loneliness, 
psychological 
distress, and 
depressive 
symptoms. 

The variables 
of psychological 
distress, stress, 

loneliness, 
depressive 

symptomatology, 
and psychological 
discomfort are 
antecedents of 

suicidal ideation.

2019 Kim et al.

4940 students
 Grades 7 to 
12, 13 -17 
years old, 

Canada (43. 
3% ♂, 56. 7% 

♀).

 12 months 
10.5% cybervic-

tims (2 or + times) 
(13. 3% ♀ and 

7.8% ♂).

 12 months 
13.5% suicidal 
ideations (18% 
♀ and 9.1% ♂).

Cybervictims 
have 3.5 + risk 

of having suicidal 
ideations (4.6 ♀ 

and 2.4 ♂).

Cybervictimized 
♀ have + risk 
of consuming 
substances, 

non-significant 
association 

for ♂.

2019
Kuehn 
et al.

10404 
students, 7th 
grade to 12th 
grade, from 
12-19 years 

old, USA

 12 months 
19.0% cybervic-
tims: 11.3% for 

LGTB, 
5. 4% academic 

difficulties.

 12 months 
8.5% suicide 

attempt.

Cybervictimiza-
tion increases 

the risk of 
suicide attempt 
by 10.4% in the 

presence of 
the covariates: 

female sex, 
sleep problems, 
fights, obesity, 
computer time, 
traditional bully-

ing, etc.

LGBT sexual 
orientation is 

associated with 
bullying (r=.20) 
and CB (r=.26).

2019
Peng 
et al.

2647 
students, 7th 
grade to 9th 

grade, 12 - 14 
years old, 

China.
(48. 8% ♂, 
51.2% ♀).

 12 months 
9% cybervictims, 

3.5% victims of CB 
+ bullying 

 12 months
 23.1% suicidal 
ideation (19.4% 
♀ y 14.0 % ♂)
3.0% ideation 
+ self-injury 

(4.2% ♀ y 2% 
♂).

4.2% suicide 
attempt (5.9% 
♀ y 2.6% ♂).

Cybervictims: 
27.4% have 

suicidal ideation, 
6.2% suicidal 
ideation and 

self-harm, 6.8% 
suicidal attempts.
Cybervictims + 
Bullying: 35.9% 

suicidal ideation, 
7.6% suicidal 
ideation and 

self-injury, 14.1% 
attempts.

CB risk factor 
for suicidal 

ideation and 
self-injury with 

ideation.
CB + bullying 
risk factor for 

suicide attempts.

Polyvictimiza-
tion (CB and 
bullying) + 

vulnerable group 
for emotional 

maladjustment. 
Psychopathologi-

cal symptoms: 
risk factors in a) 
suicidal ideation; 
b) ideation and 
self-injury; c) 

suicide attempts.
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2019
Wang 
et al.

2028 students 
in 10th grade 

and 11th 
grade, 14- 20 

years old, 
Taiwan

(48. 6% ♂, 
51.4% ♀).

 2 months
9.9% cybervictims, 

(61% ♀).
13.3% victims of 

traditional bullying
 9.4% victims of 
CB + bullying 

(70% ♀).

 30 days
Suicidal idea-

tion
 6.6% cybervic-

tims, 
15.6% cybervic-
tims + victims 

of bullying.

Combined bul-
lying (traditional 
bullying and CB) 
in the dual role 
of bully-victim is 
associated with 
suicidal ideation, 

and also with 
being a boy ♂

Bullying and CB 
overlap.

Other risk 
variables in com-

bined bullying 
in the dual role 
of victim and 

bully are negative 
experiences at 

school and Inter-
net addiction.

2018
Extrem-
era et al.

1660 
students, 7th 
grade to 12th 
grade, 12- 18 

years old, 
Spain

(49.6% ♂,
50. 4% ♀).

Cybervictimiza-
tion is negatively 
associated with EI 
and self-esteem.
+ cybervictimiza-

tion in ♀.

+ risk of sui-
cide (ideations 
and behavior) 

in ♀.

+ Relationship 
between suicide 
risk and cyber-
victimization. 

EI has a buffer 
effect between 
cybervictimiza-
tion and suicide 

risk.

2018
Lucas-
Molina 
et al.

1664 
students, 9th 
grade to 12th 
grade, 14 -19 

years old, 
Spain. 

(47% ♂, 53% 
♀).

2 months
6.4% cyber-victims 

by Internet 
8.6% cybervictims 
by mobile phone.
+ prevalence of 

cybervictimization 
in adolescents + 
young adults, 15 

years old in ♂, 14 
years old in ♀.

 12 months
23.2% suicidal 

ideation.
There are + 
suicidal idea-

tions in the ♀.
No significant 
differences by 

age.

Direct positive 
relationship 
between the 

three types of 
cyberbullying and 
suicidal ideation.

Subjective 
wellbeing and the 

female gender 
indirect variables 
between cyber-
victimization by 
mobile phone 
and traditional 
bullying with 

suicidal ideation.  

2018
Rodelli 
et al.

1037 
students, 7th 
grade to 12th 
grade, 12 -18 

years old, 
Belgium (50% 
♂, 50% ♀).

 6 months
7.4% cybervíctims 
9% cyberbullies

49.5% spectators 
of CB

 6 months
22% suicidal 
ideations.

Female cybervic-
tims and cyber-
bullies and with 
younger ages 

(12-14 years) + 
risk of suicidal 

ideation.

Healthy lifestyles 
(diet, sleep, 

physical activity) 
decrease suicidal 
ideation in cy-
bervictims and 
cyberbullies.

2018
Wigunaa 

et al.

2917 adoles-
cents 11- 18 
years old, 
Indonesia

 6 months
5.1% cybervictims
 2. 4% cyberbul-

lies, 
52.% cybervictim/

cyberbully

12-14 years + risk 
of having the role 
of cybervictim and 

cyberbully.
15-17 years + risk 

of dual role.

6.8% suicidal 
ideation 

6.3% self-injury 
2.4% suicide 

attempt 

Being a victim 
of CB increases 
the risk of self-

injury.

♀ cybervictims 
and cyberbullies 
have 1.90 + risk 
of suicide idea-
tions and 2.11 + 
risk of attempts.

Male cybervic-
tims/cyberbullies 

have + risk of 
externalizing 

behavior: smok-
ing, alcohol 

consumption, 
and self-injury, 

whereas ♀ 
have + risk of 

internalizing with 
suicidal ideation 
and attempts.



Buelga, S., Cava, M-J., Moreno Ruiz, D., Ortega Barón, J., Cyberbullying and suiCidal behavior in adolesCent students: a systematiC review

58 Revista de Educación, 397. July-September 2022, pp. 43-66
Received: 09-06-2021    Accepted: 29-09-2021

Conclusions

The main purpose of this study was to conduct a systematic review 
of the most recent scientific literature on cyberbullying and suicidal 
behavior (including ideation, planning, and/or attempts) in adolescent 
students. Regarding the first objective of this study on the prevalence 
of cyberbullying, significant variability was observed across the studies 
(Lucas-Molina et al. 2018; Nagamitsu et al., 2020; Sampasa et al., 2020), 
and even within the same country (Alhajji et al., 2020; Baiden & Tadeo, 
2020). The prevalence of cybervictimization ranged from 1.8% in Japan 
(Nagamitsu et al., 2020) to 22.1% in the United States (Hinduja & Patchin., 
2019). The conceptual and methodological divergence between different 
studies in assessing the problem of cyberbullying (Kowalski et al., 2014), 
as well as the sociocultural context of the participants (Chun et al., 2020), 
may explain these variations across studies.

Despite these divergences between some of the studies, it is worth 
mentioning that a certain consensus was found among the North 
American authors regarding the time interval for measuring cyberbullying. 
All the studies carried out in the United States (except the study by 
Hinduja & Patchin, 2019), Canada, and Australia measure cyberbullying 
in the previous 12 months. In Asia and Europe, the time period varies 
considerably: the past 30 days (Nagamitsu et. al, 2020, Nguyen et al. 
2020), two months (Wang et al., 2019), six months (Rodelli et al., 2018, 
Wigunaa et al., 2018), and 12 months (Peng et al., 2019; Lucas-Molina, 
2018). This might explain why the mean prevalence of cybervictimization 
in North America is higher (15%) than what was found in studies from 
Asia and Europe, dropping to 7% when cyberbullying is measured in a 
shorter time interval. In previous studies carried out in Spain by Buelga 
et al. (2010) and by Navarro et al. (2015), in which cyberbullying is 
assessed in the previous 12 months, the prevalence obtained by the 
authors ranges, as in North America, between 20 and 25%.

In addition, some studies, such as the one by Baiden & Tadeo 
(2020), showed that a high percentage of adolescents are victims of 
cyberbullying and traditional bullying, which is consistent with the idea 
of the continuation and overlapping of offline and online victimization 
(González-Cabrera, Machimbarrena, Ortega-Barón, et al., 2019). Moreover, 
in line with previous studies (Kowalski et al., 2014), girls were found 
to be more vulnerable than boys to both types of victimization (Alhajii 
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et al. 2020; Sampasa et al. 2020; Wang, 2019). With regard to age, the 
studies by Perret et al. (2020) and Lucas-Molina et al. (2018) agree with 
previous studies (Yubero et al., 2017) by showing a higher prevalence of 
cybervictimization in early adolescence (Buelga et al., 2010; John et al., 
2018).

Regarding the prevalence of suicidal behavior, almost all the studies 
assessed this variable using the previous 12 months as a criterion, and 
they all provide data on suicidal ideation. The prevalence of the first 
antecedent of suicide, that is, ideations in students, ranges between 17 
and 20% in Asia (Chang et al., 2019; Nagamitsu et al., 2020; Peng et al., 
2019), Europe (Lucas-Molina et al., 2018; Rodelli et al., 2018), and the 
United States (Alhajji et al., 2020; Baiden & Tadeo, 2020). Only three 
studies provide data on suicide planning (Alhajii et al., 2019; Islam et 
al., 2020; Nguyen et al., 2020). The prevalence of suicide planning and 
suicide attempts in adolescent students in the United States ranges from 
8.5% (Kuehn et al., 2019) to 14.5% (Alhajji et al. 2019). Findings from 
studies that analyzed gender differences in suicidal behavior agree that, 
as in cybervictimization, being a female is a risk factor (Iranzo et al., 
2019; Kim, Walsh, et al., 2020). 

Regarding the second objective of our review, all the studies find 
significant relationships between cyberbullying and suicidal behavior 
(Abrahamyan et al., 2019, Iranzo et al., 2019; Peng et al., 2020). Studies 
that provide data on the prevalence of suicidal ideation in cybervictims 
report high percentages, ranging from 30% in Portugal (Abrahamyan et 
al., 2019) to 52% in Japan (Nagamitsu et al., 2020). In addition, 20% of 
Japanese adolescent cybervictims (Nagamitsu et al., 2020) and 11.1% of 
11-year-old Vietnamese cybervictims (Nguyen et al., 2020) had attempted 
self-harm in the past year. The young age of Vietnamese cybervictims 
who, with hardly any life history, attempt to take their own lives and 
have a very high risk of subsequent attempts (Okamura et al., 2021; 
WHO, 2019), is very disturbing. It is true that, in Asia, a current priority in 
countries such as Japan is suicide prevention in young people, through 
municipal policies that allow greater early targeting and intervention in 
high-risk groups (Okamura et al., 2021).

Regarding the degree of cyberbullying risk in suicidal behavior 
(Hinduja & Patchin, 2019; Kuehn et al., 2019; Sampasa et al., 2020; 
Wigunaa et al., 2018), Chang et al. (2020) observed that cybervictims 
are 148 times more likely to have suicidal ideations and five times more 
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likely to plan and carry out self-harm attempts (Islam et al., 2020). The 
risk of suicidal behavior in the victim increases when traditional bullying 
also takes place (Abrahamyan et al., 2020; Baiden & Tadeo, 2020; 
Hinduja & Patchin, 2019). These data point to the idea of the cumulative 
and negative risk of victimization experiences for the victim’s mental 
health (Cava et al., 2020; González-Cabrera, Machimbarrena, Fernández-
González, et al., 2019).

Finally, suicidal behavior in cybervictims can be buffered by some 
individual, family, and school factors. Emotional intelligence (Extremera et 
al., 2018) and healthy lifestyles -diet, sleep, and physical activity- (Rodelli 
et al., 2018) are some individual factors suggested in some studies in 
this review. In addition, parental acceptance and family satisfaction are 
family protective factors that decrease the impact of cyberbullying on 
suicidal ideation and self-harm (Chang et al., 2019). Likewise, school 
connectedness - sense of belonging, relationships with peers and 
teachers - buffers the negative impact of prolonged cyberbullying on 
suicidal behavior (Chang et al., 2019). 

This review has some limitations; first, there are differences in the 
conceptualization and measurement of cyberbullying and suicidal behavior 
across the studies. Second, although the time period for article inclusion 
is quite recent (2018-2020), the data for the studies were collected before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and these issues may have worsened during the 
pandemic. Third, most of the studies are cross-sectional, which keeps us 
from establishing a cause-effect relationship between cyberbullying and 
suicidal behavior. Fourth, there are sociocultural differences between the 
studies that must be taken into account when interpreting their results. 

Despite these limitations, this international review provides very 
interesting data on cyberbullying and suicidal behavior in adolescent 
students. These results ratify the WHO (2019) imperative on the global 
priority of establishing effective action plans for the prevention of suicide 
in the youth population and the healthy use of ICTs in the school context.
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