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ABSTRACT 

As more and more adolescents gain access to electronic devices and the Internet, cyberbullying has become a widespread 

issue. One disputable aspect of cyberbullying is whether there are gender differences among cyberbullies and 

cybervictims. The current review analyzed previous studies on gender patterns in cyberbullying among teenagers and 

compare the results with that of traditional bullying. The review shows that research on the gender differences of 

cyberbullying has yielded mixed results. Although some studies find gender differences similar to that found in 

traditional bullying, with boys more likely to be cyberbullies while girls are more often victimized, many studies show 

no significant differences while others find alternative patterns. Several factors may play a role in varying the results, 

for instance, the inconsistent definition and measurement implemented in the studies, the interaction between age and 

gender, and differential gender norms resulted from distinct cultural backgrounds. Investigating the gender differences 

in cyberbullying may give insights into the differential socialization of either gender and help improve cyberbullying 

prevention programs. Therefore, to continue such investigation, future studies are advised to develop a more consistent 

measure of cyberbullying behaviors, to analyze further the effect of culture and age, and to take into consideration non-

binary gender identities. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

With swift advances in technologies, access to the 

Internet and electronic devices has become more and 

more ubiquitous among adolescents. However, time 

spent in the anonymous digital world is not always 

pleasant. With common Internet use, cyberbullying also 

prevails among adolescents. Cyberbullying is defined as 

intentional acts of aggression mediated through 

electronic devices, repeatedly or over time against a 

victim who is in a disadvantageous in defending oneself 

[1]. Examples of cyberbullying includes, and is not 

limited to, sending nasty, name-calling or threatening 

text message to someone, hacking or faking others’ social 

media accounts, and ignoring, defriending or excluding 

someone on social media or online games [2]. 

Cyberbullying has been linked to several unfavorable 

conditions, both physical and psychological [3]. 

Meanwhile, gender differences in cyberbullying remain 

disputable. 

Gender patterns in cyberbullying have generated 

mixed results [4], [5]. Despite the abundance of data 

available regarding the gender differences, little research 

actually focuses on addressing this result [6], [7]. Gender 

patterns in cyberbullying prevalence and specific 

aggression/victimization behaviors may shine some light 

on the development of intervention and prevention 

programs [8]. More importantly, cyberbullying, whether 

being the cybervictim or the cyberbully, is an important 

aspect of adolescents’ social behaviors. Looking into the 

gender differences in cyberbullying may allow us to gain 

some insights on how these youngsters are socialized 

differentially based on their gender and how they perform 

their gender identity through such social behaviors [9]. 

Therefore, the current review discusses the gender 

differences among cyberbullies and cybervictims and 

compare the differences between traditional bullying and 

cyberbullying in terms of gender patterns. 
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2. GENDER DIFFERENCES IN 

CYBERVICTIMS AND CYBERBULLIES 

Gender differences in cyberbullying have yielded 

mixed results. In regard to cyberbullying victimization, 

some research shows that adolescent girls are more often 

the subject of cyberbullying [10], [11], while others find 

no significant gender difference [12], [13]. Fanti and 

Colleagues [14] found boys more likely to be victimized 

online than girls. As for cyberbullies, several studies 

conclude that boys are more likely to be the cyberbully 

[11], [14]–[16]. In contrast, other research finds either 

gender equally likely to be bullies on the Internet [10], 

[17], [18]. Most research in the field investigates gender 

differences with a binary definition of gender-male or 

female. Among the few studies that discuss adolescents 

with non-binary gender identities, one study found non-

binary adolescents at higher risks of victimization than 

their cisgender peers [19]. Although studies with 

significant results conform to the gender stereotypes that 

males are more aggressive and females are more 

vulnerable, due to the abundance of studies showing non-

significant data, it remains inconclusive whether gender 

differences actually exist in cyberbullying.  

The studies are conducted under different cultures 

and nationalities. The majority are conducted in North 

America and Europe [12], [17], [18], [20]. Noticeably, 

even though participants in these studies are from similar 

western backgrounds, these studies have yielded 

conflicting results. Similar inconsistency has also been 

found in other continents: studies conducted in Asia 

found males more prevalent in cyberbullying in 

Hongkong, Taiwan, and Mainland China [21], while 

research in Turkey and South Korea showed no gender 

difference in both cyberbullies and cybervictims [22], 

[23]. In Australia, Perren and colleagues [15] found boys 

more likely to be cyberbullies while other research with 

Australian teenagers found either gender equally prone to 

cyberbullying [24], [25]. Moreover, studies investigating 

gender patterns in cyberbullying have adopted various 

definitions of cyberbullying. Some research stressed the 

aggressiveness, repetitiveness, and intentionality of the 

behavior [12], [14], [18], while others, usually earlier 

ones, simply defined cyberbullying as bullying involving 

electronic devices [9], [15], [17]. The majority of the 

studies employed questionnaires to measure 

cyberbullying, nevertheless, with different definitions, 

the measuring scales also varied. Some studies gave out 

a definition or a description of cyberbullying and asked 

directly if the participant has perpetuated or received 

such behaviors [5], [12], whereas others surveyed about 

specific cyberbullying actions [14], [15], [17], [18]. 

Commonly measured actions are sending 

nasty/threatening messages via email or text [14], [15], 

[17] and leaving mean comments on social media or 

websites [14], [15]. Besides these verbal aggressions, 

some research also investigated more indirect actions of 

cyberbullying, such as the exclusion of online companies 

and the impersonation or hacking of one's online [18].  

3. GENDER DIFFERENCES IN 

TRADITIONAL BULLYING: IN 

COMPARISON WITH CYBERBULLYING 

Research on cyberbullying are largely guided by that 

of traditional bullying [26]. While the debate of gender 

differences in cyberbullying is ongoing, studies of such 

patterns in traditional bullying are less disputable. It is 

worth comparing their respective research in gender 

differences since results from traditional bullying may 

lead the investigation in cyberbullying. Traditional 

bullying is defined as peer victimization characterized by 

three key components: ill intentionality, repeated 

perpetuation and disproportion of strength between the 

victim and the bully [27]. Various literature also identifies 

these characteristics as key parts of cyberbullying [1], 

[26]. Examples of traditional bullying behaviors are 

physical aggression such as kicking, beating, or pushing 

someone, often a peer, damaging or occupying one's 

property, and embarrassing, insulting, or name-calling 

someone [2]. Gender patterns in traditional bullying have 

been widely found: Overall, boys are more likely to bully 

others than girls [5], [28]. In terms of victimization, most 

studies show that teenage girls are more likely to be 

victimized than boys [28], others report no significant 

differences [5], [15]. In comparison, as illustrated above, 

though some studies in cyberbullying have found similar 

patterns, many find such gender differences insignificant. 

A few studies even found differential results, with boys 

more likely to be both the cyberbully and the cybervictim 

[14], [29]. 

4. DISCUSSION 

Overall, the current review finds studies on the gender 

differences in cyberbullying generating heterogeneous 

and therefore inconclusive results. In comparison, studies 

on traditional bullying have established that teenage boys 

are more likely to be bullies than girls, and that teenage 

girls are more often the victims. Although some studies 

on cyberbullying find gender patterns consistent with that 

of traditional bullying, many show no gender difference 

or find alternative patterns.  

Several factors may play a role in diversifying the 

results in cyberbullying. Firstly, as discussed earlier, 

studies have adopted various definitions of cyberbullying 

and have used different questionnaire items as 

measurements, with some measured verbal aggression 

and others included relational aggression [15], [17], [18]. 

Results from traditional bullying have shown that boys 

are more likely to be involved in physical and verbal 

forms of bullying and less likely to be involved in 

relational bullying [30]. In the case of cyberbullying, it is 

plausible that such pattern persists, therefore, studies that 

do not include relational forms of cyberbullying may 
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skew their results toward males. Another potential 

confounding factor is age. Although this review is 

dedicated to the analysis of cyberbullying among 

adolescents, the studies still have participants of varying 

age ranges. For instance, Fanti and colleagues [14] 

surveyed participants in their early adolescence, aged 

from 11 to 14 years. In comparison, Slonje and Smith 

[13] incorporated an ampler range of adolescents, 

sampling participants from 12 to 20 years old. Age as a 

confounding factor can potentially skew the results as the 

interaction effect between age and gender have been 

found in cyberbullying. Baker and Tanrikulu [22] found 

that gender together with age is related to being a 

cyberbully but not a cybervictim. Specifically, 14-year-

old female students were found significantly more likely 

to be cyberbullies than their younger peers, while boys of 

different ages did not differ. C. Barlett and Coyne [16] 

have concluded that age is a moderator for gender’s effect 

on being a cyberbully: More females report to be 

cyberbullies in their early adolescents, and more males 

are cyberbullies in late adolescence. On top of that, 

Björkqvist and colleges [31] have found that prevalence 

of indirect aggression in girls grows larger as 

participants’ age increases, suggesting that the use of 

indirect aggression is dependent on teenagers' maturation 

and the formation of their social network, with which 

relational bullying is made possible. It is possible that in 

the case of cyberbullying, because females mature faster 

verbally and socially, they are capable of utilizing verbal 

(nasty text message) and relational means (defriending on 

social media) to bully others on the Internet earlier than 

males are, resulting in discrepant gender patterns of 

cyberbullying in different age groups. Last but not least, 

culture plays an important role in the gender differences 

of cyberbullying. The analysis by C. Barlett and Coyne 

[16] has shown that gender differences in cyberbullying 

are found in North America, Europe, and Asia, with Asia 

having the largest effect size, and not for Australia. Social 

norms for both genders are determined by one's culture, 

and it is likely that aggressiveness of the male is more 

socially approved in some regions of the world than the 

others, resulting in larger gender differences in 

cyberbullying.  

Gender patterns have been found more consistently in 

traditional bullying than in cyberbullying, and this 

discrepancy could be accounted for by the distinct 

characteristics of the two phenomena. Despite 

commonalities, traditional bullying and cyberbullying 

are different in several aspects [26]: anonymity, one 

crucial risk factor for cyberbullying behavior [32], [33]; 

accessibility of the victims [34]; and presence of 

intervention [26]. All these factors could play a role in 

skewing the gender prevalence. Take anonymity as an 

example: In patriarchal societies, masculine features such 

as pugnacity and dominance are regarded as favorable for 

males, whereas conventionally feminine features such as 

submissiveness and tenderness are cultivated in females 

[35]. As a result, aggressive behaviors like bullying are 

more socially acceptable when done by males as 

compared to by females. The double standard of social 

desirability may partially account for the pattern that boys 

are more likely to bully others. Nevertheless, in the 

anonymous cyber world, an online account can provide 

invisibility of identity, with which also comes the 

invisibility of gender identity. Without the burden of 

social expectations for their gender, it is possible that girls 

are less refrained from deviant behaviors such as 

cyberbullying, rebalancing the gender differences among 

the cyberbullies. Moreover, traditional bullying behaviors 

can be categorized as physical (e.g., beating someone), 

verbal (e.g. name-calling), and relational (e.g. spreading 

rumors or excluding someone from a social group) [36], 

[37]. Relational bullying is also referred to as the indirect 

form of aggression, as opposed to verbal and physical 

bullying as the direct form [38]. The overall gender 

pattern found in traditional bullying conforms to the 

social norms that male is the more aggressive sex, 

nonetheless, research reveals that both sexes have their 

aggressive side, only that they take different forms. 

Studies have supported that boys are more likely to 

engage in physical and verbal aggression, whereas girls 

more often perpetuate relational bullying or indirect 

forms of aggression [31], [38]. On the other hand, the 

nature of cyberbullying determines that it cannot fit into 

this categorization, as physical aggression cannot be 

mediated through the Internet. Since there are gender 

differences within the sub-categories of traditional 

bullying, it is likely that the lack of a physical component 

of cyberbullying accounts for the discrepancy of gender 

differences in the two phenomena.  

Studies concerning gender differences in 

cyberbullying have several limitations. Firstly, the term 

“cyberbullying” has been used inconsistently. With 

varying definitions of cyberbullying, research in the field 

has employed different approaches to measuring the 

phenomena, potentially complicating the results. Future 

research should aim at composing a consensual definition 

of cyberbullying as well as a reliable, comprehensive 

measurement for it.  Secondly, as mentioned earlier, 

several factors may serve as confounding variables in the 

research, among which are age and culture. Although the 

current review investigates specifically cyberbullying 

among adolescents, study shows that within this period of 

rapid development, even an age difference of one year 

changes the prevalence of cyberbullying [22]. Future 

studies should pay attention to teasing apart the effect of 

age on cyberbullying and the interaction between age and 

gender. To do so, a more specific age grouping is 

necessary. Moreover, as most of the studies in the field 

are cross-sectional (e.g., [21], [39]), research in the future 

should consider conducting more longitudinal studies in 

order to better grasp the dynamic relationship between 

gender, age and cyberbullying. Similarly, the role of 

culture requires more detailed investigations. Previous 
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research has analyzed the cultural difference in the 

gender patterns among different continents [16], 

however, as this review has shown, national results 

within one continent also vary. Therefore, future 

investigations are advised to analyze gender differences 

at a national level, taking into account not only cultural 

but also political and economic differences of different 

countries. Cultural differences in the gender patterns of 

cyberbullying lack a plausible explanation. Culture is an 

umbrella term that includes the beliefs, customs, habits, 

and language of a group of people [40]. Within culture, 

numerous factors could affect the gender differences in 

cyberbullying. For instance, western culture may have 

traditionally cultivated distinct qualities in males and 

females, nonetheless, there are also currents of political 

movements against this gender stereotyping. Culture is a 

multifaceted factor that incorporates multiple variables. 

Future studies should aim at teasing out from “culture” 

more specific factors accountable for the differential 

gender patterns. Results from less investigated countries 

and those removed from mainstream culture can be 

exceptionally valuable since it may allow for clear 

comparisons with the mainstream results. Last but not 

least, the majority of the studies reviewed have employed 

a binary categorization of gender [12], [24]. Although 

some included a third category [18], very few 

incorporated non-binary gender identities. Studies taking 

into account non-binary genders would be a beneficial 

supplement to this topic. Moreover, some studies used 

the term sex [11]; some used gender [12], [15], and a few 

used the two terms interchangeably [10]. On top of that, 

it is unknown which term and what phrasing were used 

to ask the participants their gender or sex. The two terms 

are different concepts, and non-cisgender participants 

may answer differently depending on the phrasing of the 

questions. Future studies are advised to be more cautious 

with the use of the two terms, choosing based on whether 

the research question is more concerned with the 

biological aspect or with the social aspect of 

cyberbullying.  

Though the previous studies have several limitations, 

they have shown practical implications. Results on 

gender differences in cyberbullying may help improve 

the development of cyberbullying intervention and 

prevention programs. For instance, having found the 

three-way interaction between gender, affective 

empathy, and cognitive empathy on cyberbullying, Ang 

and Goh [8] proposed an empathy training with an 

emphasis on cognitive components of empathy for boys 

and affective components of empathy for girls as a 

supplement for cyberbullying intervention programs. 

Future research may further investigate factors that 

interact with gender so that prevention of cyberbullying 

can be tailored for either gender according to their 

respective characteristics. 

 

5.CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the current review finds mixed results 

in previous studies on the gender differences of 

cyberbullying among adolescents. In contrast, traditional 

bullying has yielded more consistent results, with boys 

more likely to be the bully and girls more likely to be the 

victim. This discrepancy may have to do with the 

distinctiveness of the cyberspace and the differential 

categorizations of the two phenomena. Analyzing gender 

differences in cyberbullying may improve cyberbullying 

prevention by crafting intervention programs differently 

for either gender. Current research on the topic still has 

several limitations, and future studies are advised to reach 

a more consistent definition of cyberbullying, examine 

the influences of age and culture in more detail, and use 

more caution with the wording and categorization of 

gender. 
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