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The role of empathy for adolescents’ 

cyberbullying behaviour 

 

 

Abstract  

The negative relationship between empathy and aggressive behaviour has been 

demonstrated in meta-analyses (e.g., Jolliffe & Farrington 2004). On the basis of these 

findings it was hypothesized that a lack of empathic responsiveness may also be a 

characteristic of cyber bullies. In the present study 2,070 students of Luxembourg 

secondary schools completed an online survey that included a German version of the 

Cyberbullying questionnaire (Smith et al. 2008) and a newly developed empathy scale. 

ANOVAs indicated significant differences between cyber bullies and non-cyber bullies. 

Most importantly, it was observed that cyber bullies demonstrated less empathic 

responsiveness than non-bullies. The findings confirm and substantially extend the 

research on the relationship between empathy and aggressive behaviour. From an 

educational point of view the findings suggest that training of empathy skills might be 

an important tool in decreasing cyberbullying.  
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1. Introduction  

School violence and bullying are serious societal problems (Smith 2003), also in 

Luxembourg (Huberty & Steffgen 2008; Steffgen & Ewen 2004). Many teachers and 

school administrators recognize the problem of school bullying. However, only few are 

aware that students may also suffer from harassment in electronic communication. The 

present study aims at expanding the understanding of this new phenomenon, called 

cyberbullying (Smith et al. 2008). To do so, this study presents a definition of 

cyberbullying. In addition, particular attention will be devoted to the role of empathy in 

this new form of aggressive behaviour.  

 

1.1 Definition of cyberbullying 

Cyberbullying has emerged as a recent phenomenon resulting from the advancement of 

new communication technologies. In current definitions, it has been described as the 

deliberate and repeated harm inflicted through the use of computers, cell phones, and 

other electronic devices (Hinduja & Patchin 2009), carried out as an aggressive act by a 

group or individual, against a victim who cannot easily defend him or herself (Smith et 

al. 2006). 

Cyberbullying may occur in various forms, including flaming/trolling, harassment, 

cyber stalking, denigration, impersonation/identity theft, outing, photo shopping, 

exclusion, threatening with physical harm or happy slapping (Willard 2006). The latter 

issue denotes that traditional bullying and cyberbullying may even occur in 

combination: with happy slapping, an unsuspecting person is recorded while being 

harassed or physically abused, and the resultant digital photo or video is uploaded to a 

web site or otherwise sent around for public viewing.  
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A great number of electronic communication tools provide opportunities for 

cyberbullying, including cell phones (e.g., phone call, text message, picture/video clip 

bullying), or the Internet (e.g., email, instant messaging, via websites, chat room 

bullying). 

Studies in different European countries, USA, Canada and Australia report a prevalence 

rate of cyber victimisation of 3% to 26%, and cyberbullying of 6% to 17% (Campbell 

2005, Li 2006, NCH 2005, Smith et al. 2008, Ybarra & Mitchell 2004). 

Unlike traditional bullies, cyber bullies benefit from greater anonymity. Although there 

are some technological possibilities to identify the cyber perpetrator, in many cases the 

victims may not have the knowledge or administrator rights to identify the user of an 

anonymous email account or a mobile phone card (Hinduja & Patchin 2009). In 

addition, cyber bullies have a more unique sense of power and control and a stronger 

feeling of imperviousness to sanctions than traditional bullies. Altogether, cyberbullying 

appears to be a more pervasive phenomenon, which may occur anywhere and at any 

time (Willard 2006). With respect to the specific characteristics of current 

communication technologies there seems to be no place to hide for those becoming 

victims of cyberbullying. In contrast, the perpetrators benefit from the breadth of the 

audience and the greater invisibility compared to traditional forms.  
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Irrespective of the differences mentioned above, the question emerges whether or not 

cyberbullying is only a covert form of psychological bullying (Smith et al. 2008). Overt 

forms of aggression include direct face-to-face confrontations between the perpetrator 

and the victim, for example through verbal insults or physical attacks. Covert 

aggression, on the other hand, implies a harm, which is indirectly delivered through 

third parties. By rumour spreading, social exclusion or stealing friends the perpetrator 

may remain less apparent. 

If cyberbullying is a covert form of traditional psychological bullying, then the same 

causal risk and protection factors or psychosocial correlates of becoming the target or 

the perpetrator of traditional bullying might apply also to cyberbullying. In line with 

this notion, recent studies suggested that students’ roles in traditional bullying predicted 

the same behaviour in cyberbullying (Juvonen & Gross 2008; Kowalski & Limber 

2007; Slonje & Smith 2007; Smith et al 2008). Whereas victims of traditional bullying 

were shown also to be targets of online attacks, bullied students proved to be also cyber 

bullies (Ybarra & Mitchell 2004; Ybarra at al. 2007). 
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1.2 Cyberbullying and empathy 

Empathy can be defined as sharing another person’s emotional state (Eisenberg & 

Strayer 1987). Empathy is denoted as the ability to experience a vicarious emotion 

when observing another person in distress, for example. In this context, it is suggested 

to differentiate between sympathy and empathy, with sympathy being a concern for 

another person based on the apprehension or comprehension of the other’s emotional 

state or condition. Empathy, on the other hand, may be defined as an emotional reaction 

elicited by and congruent with another’s emotional state or condition. Thus, Eisenberg 

et al. (2002) recognize sympathy as an affective state different from that of the other, 

whereas empathy is congruent with the affective state of the other. In contrast, Hoffman 

(2001) sees empathy as a feeling that fits someone else’s condition more then one’s 

own, but this feeling must not exactly match that of the other person. For example, 

empathic persons could observe an angry friend and feel themselves angry or sad or 

compassionate, depending on the situation and the reason that caused the angry feeling 

of the friend. 

Other approaches suggest that empathy not only involves an emotional dimension but 

also a cognitive dimension. Here, empathy is defined as the ability to understand and 

share another person’s emotional state or context (Cohen & Strayer 1996). Although no 

consensus has yet been reached among researchers, it is suggested to conceptualize 

empathy as a multidimensional construct with cognitive and emotional components 

(Davis 1994, Jolliffe & Farrington 2004) that have to be taken into account to 

understand empathy as a fundamental emotional ability that develops from the cradle on 

(Hoffmann 2001).  



 7

All the aforementioned approaches conceptualize empathy as a personality trait that 

differs between individuals. This personality trait will be revealed in specific situations 

as state or empathic responsiveness. This may occur, for example, as a reaction to a 

person in distress, which then facilitates altruistic or prosocial behaviour (Batson et al. 

1981). 

The relationship between empathy and aggressive behaviour has been examined with a 

particular focus on adolescence (Miller & Eisenberg 1988). Two meta-analyses 

confirmed the negative relationship between antisocial behaviour and empathy (Jolliffe 

& Farrington 2004, Miller & Eisenberg 1988). Both cognitive and emotional 

components of empathy were shown to mitigate aggressive and violent behaviour 

(Jolliffe & Farrington 2004). 

As yet some research has been conducted on the link between empathy and aggression 

in general. However, only few studies addressed the empathic skills of traditional 

bullies. These studies revealed an inconsistent pattern, which seems to be related to the 

gender of participants. Some studies reported a weak to moderate negative relationship 

between empathy and involvement in bullying others (Correia & Dalbert 2008, 

Endresen & Olweus 2001, Espelage et al. 2004, Jolliffe & Farrington 2006, Nickerson 

et al. 2008). Other studies found a significant difference between prosocial children and 

bullies, but this difference disappeared, when controlled for gender (Warden & 

Mackinnon 2003). Also, a negative relationship between empathy and bullying was 

observed either only for boys (Gini et al. 2007), or only for girls (Jolliffe & Farrington, 

2006, for affective empathy). The latter study differentiated three forms of bullying 

(name calling, violent bullying, and indirect bullying). Differences were found between 
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bullies and non-bullies for boys regarding violent bullying and for girls regarding 

indirect bullying (Jolliffe & Farrington 2006). 

As mentioned above, cyber bullies remain more anonymous than traditional face-to-face 

bullies. This anonymity, or distance, between the perpetrator and the victim implies that 

perpetrators will be prevented from observing the immediate consequences of their 

behaviour. Therefore, cyber bullies may even experience less empathy for their victims 

than traditional bullies. Alternatively, cyberbullying may particularly attract persons 

with low trait empathy. However, and in contrast to findings with traditional bullying, 

first research findings do not support this role of empathy for cyberbullying. Cyber 

bullies were not found to show a lack of empathy in comparison to victims, bully-

victims, and non-involved persons (Almeida et al. 2008).  

Given these inconclusive findings, the aim of the present study was to further examine 

the role of empathy for cyberbullying. In particular, the hypothesis was tested that cyber 

bullies show less empathy than non-cyber bullies. 

 

2. Method  

The methods section will start with a description of the study sample. Next, the 

measures used will be described. 
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2.1 Participants and Procedure 

The sample consisted of 2,070 students. A total of 941 (45.5%) boys and 1,127 (54.5%) 

girls who attended 7th to 13th grade classes in Luxembourg secondary schools (56.9% 

were 7th to 9th graders) participated (2 missing values). A total of 73.3% (or 22 of 30) of 

all secondary schools in Luxembourg participated. The mean age of the sample was 

15.9 years (SD = 2.3; range: 12 - 24). Participants received school permission to 

participate before data were collected as an online survey using PCs in the computer 

science room. Each class was tested at once with each student working on a separate 

PC. Also, students participated voluntarily and were allowed to end the questionnaire 

whenever they wanted. Nevertheless, almost all students answered the questions, such 

that only few participants (1.1%) had to be excluded from analyses because of missing 

data. 

 

2.2 Measures 

Cyberbullying questionnaire. A German short version of the cyberbullying 

questionnaire (30 items) was used (Smith et al. 2006). Each item used a 6-point ordinal 

scale (almost daily, several times a week, about once a week, about once in a month, 1-3 

times a year, never). Students indicated how often they had become victim, perpetrator, 

or witness of traditional bullying, or cyberbullying, in the current school year (the study 

was conducted at the end of the school year). 

In addition to these six items, participants were also given 24 additional items that more 

closely focused on cyberbullying. In particular, they were asked how often they had 

become victim of cyberbullying or actively cyber bullied others, both inside or outside 
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school and for each of six media types (i.e., text message, picture/video clip, phone call, 

email, websites/chat room, or instant messaging). 

Empathy scale. A novel scale was designed for the present study. Empathy was 

measured with three context specific items. Students indicated their agreement to 

statements on a 5-point Likert scale (“fully agree”, “slightly agree”, “partly 

agree/disagree”, “slightly disagree”, “totally disagree”; König & Steffgen 2008). 

Statements included, for example, “Persons being harassed or threatened via cell phone 

or Internet deserve so.” (Cronbach’s α = .69; rit range .46 to .57).  

In addition, anxiousness about being cyber bullied was tested with three items 

(Cronbach’s α = .79; rit range .59 to .70; e.g., “I am afraid of being harassed or 

threatened via cell phone or Internet.”). Finally, preference for “virtual” contacts was 

tested with four items (Cronbach’s α = .68; rit range .46 to .51; e.g., “It’s easier to make 

friends online than in everyday life.”). Both anxiousness and preference for “virtual” 

contacts used the 5-point Likert scale mentioned earlier. 

Demographic questionnaire. To test for demographic pattern of involvement in 

cyberbullying, students recorded their gender, age, and overall years in school. 
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3. Results  

To gain a basic understanding of the situation in Luxembourg, the extent to which 

students experience cyberbullying was examined. Given that adolescents’ experiences 

of bullying may enhance the understanding of cyberbullying, traditional bullying was 

also investigated. Next, the role of empathy for both cyberbullying and traditional 

bullying was analyzed. This was done with respect to different modes of 

communication and whether bullying occurred inside and outside school. Finally, the 

relationship between becoming a victim of both traditional and cyberbullying was 

tested. 

 

3.1 Prevalence of bullying in Luxembourg 

With respect to becoming a victim of either traditional bullying or cyberbullying, 11.5% 

of the students reported being bullied by traditional bullying frequently (almost daily, 

several times a week, about once a week, about once in a month), 17.8% only 1-3 times 

a year, and 70.7% never during the last school year. With respect to cyberbullying, 

4.3% of the students reported having experienced cyberbullying frequently, 9.8% only 

1-3 times a year, and 85.9% never.  

The prevalence rates for traditionally bullying other students were 14.0% frequently, 

18.1% only 1-3 times a year, and 67.9% never during the last school year. With respect 

to cyberbullying, 5.0% reported having bullied others frequently, 5.6% only 1-3 times a 

year, and 89.4% never.  
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In terms of becoming a witness 40.3% reported having witnessed traditional bullying 

frequently, 30.7% only 1-3 times a year, and 29.0% never. With respect to 

cyberbullying, the numbers were 17.0% frequently, 22.9% only 1-3 times a year, and 

60.1% never.  

Overall, cyberbullying was more often experienced outside school (N=598) than inside 

school (N=287). These results are in line with other research findings (Smith et al. 

2008).  

In addition, gender differences were found for traditional bullying and cyberbullying. 

Girls were more likely to become victims of cyberbullying than boys (χ2 = 23.06; p < 

.001). However, this was not the case for becoming perpetrators of cyberbullying (χ2 = 

0.24; n.s.). On the other hand, boys were more often traditional bullies than girls (χ2 = 

23.48; p < .001). No significant gender differences were found in the probability of 

becoming a victim of traditional bullying (χ2 = 1.08; p = .31) or of becoming a witness 

of traditional bullying (χ2 =.04; p = .44), or a witness of cyberbullying (χ2 = 2.43; p = 

.07), respectively.  

 

3.2 Traditional bullying, cyberbullying, and empathy 

To test for mean differences in a general approach of cyberbullying, a series of 2 

(bullies vs. non-bullies) x 2 (boys vs. girls) ANOVAs were performed. Cyber bullies 

(bullying another student at least once a month) show a greater lack of empathy for 

others being victimized than do non-cyber bullies (F(1, 2,065) = 25.20; p < .001, for the 

main effect). However, no differences were found between victims and non-victims of 

cyberbullying (see Table 1 for group means). Also, there was no significant gender 

effect  (F(1, 2,065) = 1.84; p = .18). 
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- Insert Table 1 - 

With respect to traditional bullying, a similar pattern of results was observed. 

Traditional bullies show a greater lack of empathy than non-bullies (F(1, 2,063) = 20.17; p 

< .001, for the main effect), and, again, no differences were found between victims and 

non-victims of bullying (see Table 2 for group means). In contrast to other findings 

(Gini et al. 2007), bullying behaviour of both boys (F(1, 939) = 28.57; p < .001) and girls 

(F(1, 1127) = 33.35; p < .001) was significantly associated with lower levels of empathic 

responsiveness. 

- Insert Table 2 - 

Compared to those who have not become victims of bullying, victims of traditional 

bullying are also more anxious being cyber bullied (F(1, 2,062) = 9.14; p < .01, for the 

main effect, see Table 3 for group means). This is especially true for the female sample 

(F(1, 1127) = 22.32; p < .001).  

 

3.3 Empathy and cyberbullying via mobile phone or Internet 

Two 2x2 ANOVAs were performed to further explore the differences in empathy 

between cyber bullies and non-cyber bullies, depending on the specific media used for 

perpetration, with gender serving as second independent variable. To perform this 

analysis, a group variable for Internet bullies was computed, combining acts of bullying 

in chat rooms, via email, and instant messenger. The resulting group variable for mobile 

phone bullies comprised acts of bullying via mobile phone calls, sending pictures or 

sending short messages to the victim. Any student using one of the respective forms of 

bullying at least once a month within the last school year was considered a cyber bully. 

When separated by means used for perpetration, a closer look at cyber bullies reveals 
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that both mobile phone bullies (F(1, 2,065) = 44.20; p < .001, for the main effect), as well 

as Internet bullies (F(1, 2,065) = 31.61; p < .001, for the main effect) show a greater lack of 

empathy than non-cyber bullies. Additionally, the ANOVA comparing Internet bullies 

to non-bullies, there was a significant gender difference with males showing a greater 

lack of empathy than females (F(1, 2,064) = 9.86; p < .01). 

 

3.4 Empathy and cyberbullying inside or outside of school  

An equivalent grouping variable (see 3.3) was computed for cyber bullies perpetrating 

from inside versus outside school, accounting for all methods of cyberbullying that may 

be used. Again two 2x2 ANOVA indicated that cyber bullies both within school (F(1, 

2,060) = 48.27; p < .001, for the main effect) and outside of school (F(1, 2,064) = 46.45; p < 

.001, for the main effect) show a greater lack of empathy than non-cyber bullies. In 

addition, and with respect to cyber bullies outside of school, boys showed a 

significantly greater lack of empathy than girls (F(1, 2,064) = 7.88; p < .01). 

 

3.5 Empathy and cyberbullying: Being both bully and victim 
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It has been argued that differences in empathy between bullies and non-bullies may 

result from the inclusion of persons that are both cyberbullies and victims of 

cyberbullying (Almeida et al. 2008). To further investigate the differences between the 

victim status of cyber bullies and non-cyber bullies, participants were split into four 

groups, taking into account their status both as victims and perpetrators. The resulting 

four groups (neither cyberbully nor victim: “not-involved”, victims-only, cyber bullies-

only, and those who were both cyber bullies and victims: “bully and victim”) were 

compared in a 4x2 ANOVA with gender as second independent variable. Results show 

a significant main effect for the created grouping variable regarding the 

perpetrator/victim status (F(3, 2,056) = 10.87; p < .001, see Table 3 for group means). 

A post-hoc analysis (Scheffé Test) revealed significant differences for the group of 

cyber bullies-only compared to the “not-involved” group (mean difference =.71, p < 

.001) and the victims-only group (mean difference =.69, p < .01), and a tendency 

compared to the “bully and victim” group (mean difference =.60, p = .07). 

- Insert Table 3 - 

 

4. Discussion  

The present study that tested a large sample of adolescents in Luxembourg confirms that 

cyberbullying is less prevalent than traditional bullying and that cyberbullying is 

experienced more often outside than inside of school (Smith et al 2008). Even if 

findings are not directly comparable because of methodological differences (e.g. use of 

different measures) in the studies, the current prevalence rate for Luxembourg appears 

to be rather low. 
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It was found that cyber bullies show less empathy for others being victimized than did 

non-cyber bullies, those who have become both cyber bullies and victims, or who were 

not at all involved in cyber bullying. This finding stands in sharp contrast to the results 

reported by Almeida et al. (2008). In their study, cyber bullies were not found to show a 

lack of empathy in comparison to victims, bully-victims, and non-involved persons, 

perhaps due to the use of a different measure instrument for empathy. 

In addition, only some small gender effects and no effects of media type (Internet versus 

cell phone) or location of the perpetration (inside versus outside of school) were 

observed. Altogether, these findings are in accordance with studies showing a negative 

relationship between empathy and aggression (Miller & Eisenberg 1988).  

It is important to note that the literature on the relation of empathy and bullying is not 

entirely clear-cut. However, the mixed results are likely to reflect differences in a 

specific methodological characteristic: most studies that found an overall negative 

relationship between empathy and bullying used self-reported bullying scales, including 

the present study (Correia & Dalbert 2008; Endresen & Olweus 2001; Espelage et al. 

2004; Jolliffe & Farrington 2006; Nickerson et al. 2008). In contrast, studies that 

yielded mixed or gender moderated effects used peers reporting bullying behaviour 

(Gini et al. 2007; Warden & Mackinnon 2003). 
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The present study further corroborates that a lack of empathy is a risk factor of 

cyberbullying behaviour. Therefore, these findings also have important implications for 

prevention and intervention. Approaches that address the improvement of empathy 

skills might be promising in decreasing traditional bullying as well as cyberbullying. 

Feeling empathy for others seems to be an important prerequisite for preventing such 

unwanted behaviour. Hence, the findings of this study have to be considered during the 

design and development of new anti-cyberbullying trainings. The success of such an 

approach has to await future evaluation. 

However, the present study also has some limitations. For example, data were collected 

online. Therefore generalization of findings may be limited. Furthermore, from a 

methodological point of view, the way in which empathy was measured may have 

contributed to the results. The reliability and validity of the novel instrument (i.e., 

empathy short scale) has to be confirmed in further studies. In addition, only a global 

measure for empathy was used. It has been suggested that affective and cognitive 

components separately contribute to empathy (Davis 1994; Jolliffe & Farrington 2004). 

Future research that includes both aspects of empathy has to show whether the current 

findings hold. 

Another limitation of the study is the domain specificity of the empathy scale for the 

area of media use (Internet and cell phones), so the results obtained may not be 

generalized for empathy at large. 

As the focus of the study was cyberbullying in general, future research should also take 

into account different modes and roles in cyberbullying (e.g. as direct versus indirect 

aggression; Jolliffe & Farrington 2004). 
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Finally, and irrespective of the large sample used in the present study, the cross-

sectional design and the used methodology do not allow interpreting for causal effects. 

Rather, experimental or longitudinal study designs have to be realized.  

In sum, the study highlights the role of empathy in cyberbullying. In contrast to 

previous findings, cyber bullies were found to show less empathy for others than did 

non-cyber bullies. Thus, the findings confirm the importance of implementing empathy 

training in anti-cyberbullying programs. More specifically, skills training for 

adolescents should also include specific components to train empathic responsiveness in 

the context of media use.  
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Table 1: Mean differences of cyber bullies and non-cyber bullies with respect to 
preference for “virtual” contacts, lack of empathy, and anxiousness. Standard deviations 
are given in parentheses 
 

 Non-cyber bullies Cyber bullies F p 

Preference for ”virtual” 
contacts 2.60 (1.01) 2.78 (0.99) 5.27 < .05 

Lack of empathy 2.33 (1.04) 2.87 (1.16) 25.20 < .001 

Anxiousness about being   
cyber bullied 1.95 (1.11) 2.26 (1.24) 13.75 < .001 

 non-victim of    
cyberbullying 

victim of  
cyberbullying   

Preference for ”virtual” 
contacts 2.61 (1.02) 2.67 (0.95) 1.27 n.s. 

Lack of empathy 2.37 (1.06) 2.28 (1.00) 0.15 n.s. 

Anxiousness about being   
cyber bullied 1.96 (1.14) 2.11 (1.03) 4.13 < .05 
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Table 2: Mean differences of bullies and victims with respect to preference for “virtual” 
contacts, lack of empathy, and anxiousness. Standard deviations are given in 
parentheses 

 

 Non-bullies Bullies F p 

Preference for ”virtual” 
contacts 2.60 (1.02) 2.65 (0.96) 1.21 n.s. 

Lack of empathy 2.28 (1.03) 2.84 (1.05) 61.39 < .001 

Anxiousness about being   
cyber bullied 1.99 (1.13) 1.98 (1.13) 0.03 n.s. 

 Non-victim of    
bullying 

Victim of  
bullying   

Preference for ”virtual” 
contacts 2.59 (1.01) 2.68 (0.97) 3.13 n.s. 

Lack of empathy 2.42 (0.99) 2.46 (0.96) 0.44 n.s. 

Anxiousness about being   
cyber bullied 1.93 (1.13) 2.11 (1.11) 9.14 < .01 
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Table 3: Mean differences in lack of empathy differentiated by status of both 
perpetrator and victim. Standard deviations are given in parentheses 

 

 Role of cyber bullies and victims    

 Non-involved Victims-only Bullies-only Bully and 
victim F p 

Lack of 
empathy 

2.33 
(1.04) 

2.36 
(1.08) 

3.04 
(1.15) 

2.44 
(1.09) 10.87 < .001 

 
 
 


