



 Exploring Traditional and Cyber Bullying: A Study among Nigerian Adolescents in a Secondary School in Rivers State, Nigeria
ABSTRACT
Introduction: Traditional or offline bullying is a wide spread phenonium recognized over the years as a serious public health issue. While we are still trying to curb the traditional bullying in schools, adolescents are now experiencing cyberbullying as the use of internet among this age group is on the rise. There is paucity of study on cyberbullying among adolescents in our setting. This study is aimed to determine the burden of the different forms of bullying among adolescents in Obio/Akpor Rivers State.
Methodology: A school-based cross-sectional descriptive study was conducted among adolescents attending a secondary school in a sub-urban community in Rivers State. Systematic sampling method was used to recruit participants; the study tool was a self-completed questionnaire filled by the students in school.  SPSS version 26 was used for analysis. T-test was used to calculate the mean and standard deviations while chi-square test was used to determine the relationship between two categorical variables, a p-value of ≤ 0.05 was considered significant.
Result: Three hundred adolescents aged 13-19 years participated in the study, mean age was 15.65 ± 0.87 years. Two hundred and seventy-two (90.7%) of them defined bullying as Physical/verbal insult that can occur offline or online, 273 (91.0%) of the participant had witnessed bullying, while 74 (24.7%) had bullied someone in the past. The prevalence of traditional bullying (physical, 52.0 %; verbal, 67.3%) was higher than cyberbully (17.3%). Social and moral effects were more common among those who experienced cyberbullying (34.6% and 23.1% respectively) compared to the 22.2% and 7.3% of those who reported in-person or traditional bullying. However, this relationship was observed to significant for moral effect only (χ2= 11.95, p = 0.004)
Conclusion: Traditional bullying is common in our school, with students as bystanders while others are being bullied. Cyberbullying is not rare among adolescents, and tend to have a significant negative effect on the wellbeing of adolescent compared to the traditional bullying. Awareness needs to be drawn to the growing burden and impact of in-person and cyberbullying among adolescents and to put in place measures to reduce the incidence both offline and online bullying. 
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INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _Hlk218901946]Bullying is an aggressive behaviour or intentional ‘harm doing’ by a person or group, generally carried out repeatedly and over time, and involving a power differential, targeted towards a victim. (1) Traditional bullying described as deliberate and hurtful behaviours that repetitively occurs with the intent to harm an individual is comprised of three types- physical, verbal and psychological categories (2).  With the advent of social media and promulgation of digital device use in the developing countries, the traditional concept of “in-person” bullying is now additionally burdened by the concept of cyber aggression which can culminate in Cyberbullying. Cyberbullying has now become a global phenomenon which transcends various sociodemographic categories and is presently a phenomenon of concern among adolescents and young adults. Studies have opined that traditional/in-person or offline bullying has same features and correlates to cyberbullying, others have discoursed that there are great differences. (3) 
There is paucity of reports on Cyberbullying in our subregion, previous works by Alex Hart et.al(4) demonstrated that over a decade ago, the prevalence of in-person bullying was high. In the year 2015, 82% of children reporting being victims of bullying while 64.5% reported being perpetrators. Another study in Rivers State by Gabriel-Job et al (5), showed that 56.6% of the students were victims of bullying while 32.4% perpetrated the act and 11.0% were bystanders. The most predominant bullying behaviour from the study were physical assaults and forcefully taking things that does not belong to them. (5) None of these studies addressed the issue of cyberbullying, an important social issue that has the tendency to negatively affect the physical and psychosocial well-being of children and adolescents. (6) 
In our environment, the dynamics of the burden of Bullying in this present dispensation is yet to be understudied especially with the influences of exposure of school children to the internet, social media and other aspects of the cyber space. Furthermore, interventions to curb bullying behaviour in schools is still rudimentary and mostly limited to punitive measures by school authorities. Some measures and Campaigns are being led to mitigate the menace of in-person /traditional and cyber bullying worldwide but the awareness of these measures appear to be under the radar and less popular in developing countries.(7,8)  Examining  the traditional and cyberbullying is important, a situation that is under reported in literatures on bullying. This will X-ray the possible psychosocial impact bullying has on adolescents and how digital behaviours intersects with offline bullying like the well-known school-based bullying.
This school-based study was designed to determine the burden of bullying, determine the prevalence of cyberbullying among school going adolescents in Obio-Akpor LGA and also assess their perception of control measures of traditional bullying and Cyberbullying. The finding from this study can be used to improve health policies in school including adolescent mental health and enhance the safety of their digital space.
The operational definition of Cyberbullying adopted for this study is that put forward by Owolabi et al(9)  where it was defined as the “sharing or sending of insults, abuses, taunts, and other similar forms of messages through video, texts, and audio from a perpetrator who is the bully to a victim, usually by the internet and other electronic means”.
Research Questions
1. What is the burden of bullying experienced by adolescents in Secondary Schools?
2. What is the prevalence of Cyberbullying?
3. Is there a difference in the social and emotional effects of Traditional bullying and Cyberbullying among secondary school children?
4. What is the perception of Students on the measures to mitigate bullying?
Methodology
Setting: This study was carried out in a public secondary school located in a sub-urban community in Obio/Akpor Local Government Area of Rivers State, Nigeria. Though a sub-urban community, it has a close proximity to a government owned university, thus information and communication technology infrastructures are common and the use of smart phones and other devices that use internet abounds hence students including adolescents are prone to cyberbullying and other forms of bullying. 
Sample size: The formulae for sample size calculation for single population was used. With a 1.96 confidence level of 95.0%, a proportion of cyber perpetrators from a previous study of 9.6% (15), an error margin placed at 0.05 and a non-response rate set at 10.0%, the sample size of 300 was obtained. 
Study design: This was a descriptive cross-sectional study carried out from October 2025-November 2025.
Study participants: Participants were adolescents aged 10 years to 19 years old attending the selected secondary school. In addition to the consent obtained from the parents of students that were less than 18 years, assent was also obtained from them, while students who were 18 years and above consent was obtained from them.
Study tool: A self-administered questionnaire was used to obtain data. Data obtained includes demographics, history of bullying and bullying behaviour experienced, effect of bullying and the student’s perception about bullying and how to stop cyberbullying. The questionnaire was administered to the participants in school and same was retrieved after completion. It took each participant about 5-10 minutes to complete the questionnaire.
Sampling method: The secondary school was purposively selected. A systematic random sampling was done; for every third student aged 10-19 years who entered the school gate on the day of the study was recruited into the study. 
Data Analysis: SPSS version 26 was used for analysis. Descriptive as well as inferential statistics were done. T-test was used to calculate the mean and standard deviations while chi-square test was used to determine the relationship between two categorical variables. Results were presented as percentages, frequencies and graphs. A p-value of ≤ 0.05 was considered significant. 



Result
Table 1. Bullying encounter
	Variables
	Frequency (n=300)
	Percentage (100%)

	Age of student
	
	

	≤ 15 years
	127
	42.3

	> 15 years
	173
	57.7

	Mean age ±SD
	15.65 ± 0.87
	Range (13-19)

	What do you know about bullying 
	
	

	Recurrent intimidation
	22
	7.3

	Physical/verbal insult offline or online
	272
	90.7

	Leads to depression
	3
	1.0

	Denial of fundamental rights
	3
	1.0

	Have you witnessed bullying
	
	

	Yes
	273
	91.0

	No
	27
	9.0

	Have you ever bullied another person
	
	

	Yes
	74
	24.7

	No
	226
	75.3



Results from the table above show that the mean age of students in the study was 15.65 years (ranging from 13 to 19 years). About 42.3% were 15 years or below and 57.7% were above 15 years. Majority of the students described bullying as physical or verbal insults that may occur online or offline (90.7%), some described it as recurrent intimidation (7.3%), while few describe it as denial of fundamental rights (1.0%). The study reveals that about 91% of students have witnessed bullying and 74 (24.7%)  of them have bullied another person.


Table 2. Type of bullying seen and how it affects students of secondary schools
	Variables
	Frequency (n)
	Percentage (100%)

	Type of bullying experienced (n≠300)
	
	

	Physical
	156
	52.0

	Verbal
	202
	67.3

	Cyber bullying
	52
	17.3

	How cyber bullying affect students (n≠300)
	
	

	Socially
	100
	33.3

	Mentally
	52
	17.3

	Emotionally
	102
	34.0

	Morally
	30
	10.0

	Not in any way
	58
	19.3

	How Verbal or physical bullying affect students (n≠300)
	
	

	Socially
	70
	23.3

	Mentally
	89
	29.7

	Emotionally
	100
	33.3

	Morally
	24
	8.0

	Not in any way
	50
	16.7



Results from table 2 above report that over 50% of the students have experienced physical bullying, 67.3% have experienced verbal bullying and about 17.3% have experienced cyber bullying despite still being in secondary school. Cyber bullying affected the students predominantly socially (33.3%) and emotionally (34.0%), less likely mentally (17.3%) and least likely morally (10.0). Physical or verbal bullying affected about 33.3% of students emotionally, 29.7% mentally, 23.3% socially and least likely morally.


  Table 3. Attitude and awareness towards bullying
	Variables
	Frequency (n=300)
	Percentage (100%)

	You would share your thoughts, experiences and problems about bullying to your family and friends
	
	

	Yes, because I trust them
	34
	11.3

	Yes, because I want to them to be aware
	151
	50.3

	No, because I don’t trust them
	25
	8.3

	No, because I don’t want them to worry
	90
	30.0

	Aware of anti-bullying media campaigns
	
	

	Yes
	51
	17.0

	No
	249
	249

	Support antibullying social media campaigns (n=51)
	
	

	Yes, through liking their post
	18
	35.3

	Yes, through commenting on their post
	9
	11.8

	Yes, through sharing their post on my own account
	6
	17.6

	No, I ignore their post
	18
	35.3

	Do you share your thoughts about bullying online
	
	

	Yes
	39
	13.0

	No
	261
	87.0

	Willing to help put up social media campaigns
	
	

	Yes
	173
	57.7

	No
	12
	4.0

	Maybe
	76
	25.3

	I don’t have the confidence
	39
	13.0

	How do anti bullying campaigns affect your emotional status
	
	

	Positively
	89
	29.7

	Negatively
	30
	10.0

	None
	181
	60.3

	Anti-bullying social media campaign should take actions outside cyber world
	
	

	Yes
	211
	70.3

	No
	21
	7.0

	Maybe
	34
	11.3

	I don’t know
	34
	11.3

	Anti-bullying campaigns affect your insight about bullying
	
	

	Yes
	149
	49.7

	No
	151
	50.3

	Ways anti-bullying media campaign affects your situation (n≠300)
	
	

	Mentally
	52
	17.3

	Socially
	101
	33.7

	Emotionally
	192
	64.0



Table 3 displays the level of awareness and attitude of students towards bullying. About half the study population (50.35) acknowledged that they would share their thoughts, experiences and issues of bullying to family and friends because they want them to be aware, about 30% revealed they would not do that because they don’t want their families and friends to worry, 8.3% refuse sharing because they do not trust their family and friends. Only about 51 students of the study population were aware of anti-bullying campaigns, and of this value, 35.3% liked such posts, 11.8% comment on such post, 17.6% reshare on their own accounts and 35.3% ignore such posts. About 13.0% revealed that they share their thoughts on bullying on media platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. Most of the students (57.7%) were willing to help social media campaigns, 25.3% were willing to consider the idea of helping, 4% were not willing to help and 13% lacked the confidence to do so. Over 70% of the students agreed that anti-bullying campaigns should take actions outside the cyber world owing that it has helped them emotionally (64%), socially (33.7%), and mentally (17.3%).













Table 4. Comparison between the effects of in-person bullying and cyber bullying
	Variables
	Type of bullying
	χ2
	P value

	
	In-person (n≠248)
	Cyber
(n≠52)
	
	

	Socially
	55 (22.2)
	18 (34.6)
	0.05
	0.829

	Mentally
	71 (28.6)
	12 (23.1)
	1.45
	0.229

	Emotionally
	79 (31.9)
	15 (28.8)
	0.76
	0.388

	Morally
	18 (7.3)
	12 (23.1)
	11.95
	0.004


Table 4 above shows the effect of in-person bullying and cyberbully on the social, mental, emotional and moral wellbeing of the students. Although, the effect on the mental and emotional wellbeing was not significant. However, those that experienced in -person bullying was more affected in these domains compared to those that experienced cyberbullying. Social and moral effects were more common among those who experienced cyberbullying 34.6% and 23.1% respectively compared to the 22.2% and 7.3% of those who reported in-person bullying this relationship was observed to be significant for moral effect only p = 0.004.




Fig 1. A pie chart showing the student’s response to effective way to solve bullying
The chart above shows the distribution of responses to the question ‘most effective way to solve bullying. The question was an open-ended question and the responses were categorized based on their similarities. About 9% of the students believes bullying can be solved by sending the victims and the perpetrators to therapy, 45% of the student opt for punishment of the bullies and about 46% indicated that adequate student education would help reduce the incidence of bullying.


DISCUSSION: 
This study revealed that the burden of bullying is high among school going adolescents, with 91% of respondents reporting being witnesses of bullying while 25% report being perpetrators of bullying. Our finding demonstrates a high witness prevalence alongside a lower perpetrator prevalence; this indicates that bullying in the school environment is less of a private or one-on-one event with many observers.
The prevalence of bullying behaviour in this study is remarkably less than the previously reported 65% by Alex-hart et al. in 2015,(4) and the 32.4% by Gabriel-Job et al in 2022 (5) both studies were carried out Rivers State, but quite similar (27%) to a recent report by Ighaede-Edwards et al (2025) in Benin City.(11) This disparity in prevalence is remarkable, the lower rates of bullying behaviour compared to previous studies from Rivers State may be an effect of the February 2025 National Policy on Anti Bullying in Nigerian Schools policy – a recently promulgated policy which guides against bullying in schools.(12) 
In this present study, the prevalence of traditional or offline bullying (physical; 52.0% and verbal; 67.3%) was much higher than the Cyberbullying which was 17%. This finding is in keeping with reports by the World Health Organization (15 -16%) among adolescents in a European population, however it is lower than reports from Eastern Nigeria where 45% of an adolescent cohort admitted to experiencing cyber bullying. (Kodichukwumma, 2023) (13). The lower prevalence of cyberbullying in our study may be a consequence of being a single centre study which may have underestimated the overall prevalence. In contrast to our finding, Li et al (2) reported a much lower prevalence of traditional bullying compared to cyberbullying in their study, with a prevalence of traditional bullying of 35.6%, while cyberbullying was reported as 31.4%. This difference could be due to easy access to electronic gadgets and internet in developed countries. 
The finding of this study shows that irrespective of the type of bullying, it is wrought with several untoward effects as it can affect the physical, mental and psychosocial wellbeing of the affected adolescent. This agrees with several other studies that reported a negative impact on the mental and emotional wellbeing of the adolescents. They opined that cyberbullying can lead to psychological trauma that can be a precursor to depression, use of illicit drugs, post-traumatic stress disorder and suicidal thoughts. (14,15,16). Similarly, Li et al (2) asserted that children who experienced cyberbully were more likely to experience psychosomatic symptoms compared to those who experienced traditional bullying. On the other hand, studies have shown that victims of cyberbullying are more likely to be adolescents with health problems as the perpetrator often targets persons with health issues. (15)
Social wellbeing was more affected among children who experienced Cyberbullying in this study than those who had experienced in-person physical or verbal bullying. Studies have shown that cyberbullying can be detrimental to the extent of causing significant social isolation and feeling unsafe.(17) These can culminate in psychopathologies which can affect the overall wellbeing of children and their educational outcomes.(18)
In terms of the attitudes towards bullying, this study highlights the need for effective communication between victims and support systems. This is because a significant proportion of respondents reported some hesitancy in discussing bullying events with their families, and even more so a significant percentage express ignorance on awareness of anti-bullying campaigns; these gaps may act as deterrents to curbing the menace of bullying. At the school front, this brings to the fore the importance of clearly documented protocols in schools for the ease of reporting and abating bullying behaviour as proscribed in the National anti-bullying implementation guidelines.(12)
Beyond the national policy document which does not actively describe cyberbullying guidelines, there are campaigns on social media platforms which are geared towards the prevention and mitigation of cyberbullying, however this present study has shown that such measures are not very popular among respondents.(19,20) Perhaps a combination of in-person and cyber based campaigns as proposed can be adopted as active measures to mitigate cyber and traditional bullying.(8,21) In this present study, participants have described student education and implementation of punitive measures and therapy as modalities to curb bullying in schools, however noting that bullying behaviour is a behavioural problem needing structured psychotherapeutic interventions, the call for therapy is justified in order to modify behavioural traits which promote bullying among school children.(7) 
[bookmark: _Hlk218905624]Conclusion: Traditional or offline bullying is common in our school, with students as bystanders while others are being bullied. Cyberbullying is not rare among adolescents, and tend to have a significant negative effect on the wellbeing of adolescent compared to the traditional bullying. We hereby recommend that the National antibullying policy be ratified and implemented across various private and public schools in Nigeria, that awareness be drawn to the growing burden and impact of in-person and cyberbullying and also call for the active inclusion of antibullying campaigns including psychotherapy in the school health program.
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