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CYBERBULLYING AMONG FEMALE COLLEGE STUDENTS IN SIVAGANGA DISTRICT, TAMIL NADU
Abstract
The present study investigates cyberbullying experiences among female college students in Sivaganga District, Tamil Nadu. Cyberbullying has emerged as a significant psychological and social concern among young women, owing to increased internet accessibility and the pervasive use of social media platforms. The study addresses the growing exposure of female college students to online harassment, threatening communications, fake profile creation, social exclusion, and emotional distress mediated through digital platforms. The primary objectives were to examine the level of cyberbullying experiences among female college students and to identify significant differences based on selected demographic variables. A quantitative survey design was adopted. A sample of 300 female college students studying in and around Karaikudi, Sivaganga District, was selected through random sampling. The investigator developed and standardized a Cyberbullying Experience Scale comprising 40 items across four dimensions: Online Harassment, Social Media Victimization, Emotional Disturbance, and Privacy Threats. Data were analysed using descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) and inferential statistics (independent samples t-test and one-way ANOVA). Findings revealed that the majority of respondents experienced a moderate level of cyberbullying. Statistically significant differences were identified with respect to college location (rural vs. urban), student residence (hostellers vs. day scholars), and level of social media usage. Urban college students and those with high social media engagement reported comparatively higher cyberbullying experiences. The study concludes that cyberbullying constitutes a serious concern among female college students and underscores the urgent need for digital safety education, awareness programmes, psychological counselling support, and robust institutional policies to foster safer online environments.
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1. Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital technology and social media has fundamentally transformed communication patterns among young people, particularly college students. While online platforms provide valuable opportunities for learning, networking, and social interaction, they have simultaneously created new avenues for harassment and victimization. Cyberbullying has consequently emerged as a major social and psychological issue affecting adolescents and young adults worldwide. Kowalski (2018) defines cyberbullying as encompassing behaviours such as flaming, denigration, impersonation, exclusion, cyberstalking, and online harassment conducted through digital media. Victims often hesitate to report incidents due to fear of losing access to technology or social platforms, rendering the problem largely invisible to institutional authorities.

Research has demonstrated that cyberbullying extends beyond physical educational spaces, operating across interconnected online and offline environments. Bork-Hüffer, Mahlknecht, and Kaufmann (2021) explained that bullying now stretches across “hybrid spaces,” where digital communication enables harassment to persist beyond school or college hours. Similarly, Chun et al. (2020) noted inconsistencies in cyberbullying measurement methods and underscored the need for reliable, culturally adaptable assessment tools.

Social media usage has been consistently identified as a significant predictor of cyberbullying experiences. Craig et al. (2020) found that frequent social media use increases the likelihood of both experiencing and engaging in cyberbullying. Al-Rahmi et al. (2018) further reported that peer pressure, online interaction patterns, and intensity of social media engagement strongly influence cyberbullying behaviour among university students. Gender and cultural context also mediate these experiences; studies by Ibrahim et al. (2022) and de Souza et al. (2022) revealed that females are disproportionately vulnerable to indirect and relational forms of cyberbullying.

The psychological, academic, and social consequences of cyberbullying are well-documented. Baier et al. (2019) and Hinduja and Patchin (2019) reported that cyberbullying contributes to anxiety, depression, emotional distress, and suicidal tendencies among students. Academic performance and student retention are also negatively affected (Alotaibi, 2019; Bernardo et al., 2023). In India, cybercrimes against women, including cyberstalking and online harassment, are increasing rapidly due to expanding digital access and limited awareness of digital safety (Chudasama & Gajjar, 2023; Sankhwar et al., 2024). Against this backdrop, understanding cyberbullying experiences among female college students has become an urgent priority for developing effective awareness programmes, counselling support, and institutional interventions. The present study therefore aims to investigate cyberbullying among female college students in Sivaganga District, Tamil Nadu.

2. Review of Literature

Cyberbullying has emerged as one of the most pressing challenges confronting young people in the digital era. The widespread proliferation of smartphones, social networking platforms, instant messaging applications, and online learning environments has increased opportunities for communication but has simultaneously amplified the scope of online harassment. Female college students are particularly vulnerable, given their active participation in social media spaces and the gender-specific nature of many online attacks.

Cyberbullying is broadly defined as the intentional and repeated use of digital technologies to harass, threaten, humiliate, or intimidate individuals through electronic communication platforms. Kowalski (2018) identified its key manifestations as flaming, denigration, impersonation, outing, trickery, exclusion, and cyberstalking. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously and without geographical or temporal constraints, thereby amplifying its psychological impact.

The increasing digitalization of educational and social life has significantly contributed to the growth of cyberbullying among college students. Bork-Hüffer et al. (2021) explained that bullying now occurs across “hybrid spaces” where online and offline interactions overlap, preventing students from escaping harassment after leaving their campuses. Craig et al. (2020) found that frequent social media use heightens the risk of both cyberbullying victimization and perpetration; Al-Rahmi et al. (2018) similarly observed that peer pressure, online interaction intensity, and high social media engagement contribute substantially to cyberbullying behaviour among university students.

The gendered dimensions of cyberbullying have received considerable scholarly attention. Ibrahim et al. (2022) reported that gender significantly shapes cyberbullying behaviour, with females more likely to be subjected to indirect and relational forms of online aggression. De Souza et al. (2022) further emphasized that cultural background and gender influence how cyberbullying is experienced and interpreted among university students. Studies conducted in India corroborate these findings, documenting rising instances of online harassment, cyberstalking, and image-based abuse targeting women (Chudasama & Gajjar, 2023; Sankhwar et al., 2024).

The consequences of cyberbullying span psychological, emotional, social, and academic domains. Baier et al. (2019) found that cyberbullying significantly increases depression, anxiety, stress, and psychosomatic symptoms. Hinduja and Patchin (2019) demonstrated associations between cyberbullying and suicidal ideation among adolescent victims. Alotaibi (2019) observed that cyberbullying reduces academic achievement, class attendance, and learning motivation, while Bernardo et al. (2023) reported heightened dropout intentions among cyberbullying victims at the university level. These findings collectively indicate that cyberbullying is not merely an online phenomenon but a serious educational and public mental health concern.

The theoretical framework of the present study draws upon Social Learning Theory (Bandura) and Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner). Social Learning Theory posits that behaviours are acquired through observation, imitation, and social interaction. In digital environments, students may learn aggressive online behaviours from peers, influencers, or online communities, with peer reinforcement potentially normalizing such conduct. Ecological Systems Theory, by contrast, situates cyberbullying within multiple intersecting social systems—family, peer networks, educational institutions, social media platforms, and broader cultural norms—highlighting the role of protective factors such as supportive family environments, institutional policies, and positive peer relationships. Zych, Farrington, and Ttofi (2019) affirmed that empathy, emotional regulation, and robust social support reduce involvement in bullying and cyberbullying behaviours. The conceptual framework of the present study treats college location, student residence, and social media usage level as independent variables, while cyberbullying experience—operationalized across four dimensions (Online Harassment, Social Media Victimization, Emotional Disturbance, and Privacy Threats)—constitutes the dependent variable.

3. Methodology

3.1 Objectives

The specific objectives of the study were:

· To assess the level of cyberbullying experiences among female college students in Sivaganga District.

· To examine significant differences in cyberbullying experiences based on college location (rural vs. urban), student residence (hostellers vs. day scholars), and level of social media usage.

· To analyse the dimensional distribution of cyberbullying experiences among respondents.

3.2 Hypotheses

· The following null hypotheses were formulated and tested:

· H₁: There is no significant difference in cyberbullying experiences based on college location among female college students.

· H₂: There is no significant difference in cyberbullying experiences based on student residence among female college students.

· H₃: There is no significant difference in cyberbullying experiences based on level of social media usage among female college students.

3.3 Research Design

The study adopted a quantitative descriptive survey research design, which is appropriate for examining existing conditions in their natural settings without experimental manipulation. This design enabled the systematic collection of factual data on cyberbullying experiences as self-reported by participants within their educational environments.

3.4 Population and Sample

The study population comprised all female college students enrolled in arts and science colleges located in and around Karaikudi, Sivaganga District, Tamil Nadu. A total of 300 female college students were selected for the main study using a simple random sampling technique, ensuring equal probability of selection and minimizing sampling bias. Prior to the main study, a pilot study was conducted at Alagappa Government Arts College and Umayal Ramanathan College for Women with a sample of 80 female college students to assess the feasibility, clarity, and internal consistency of the research instrument. Revisions were made based on pilot feedback before administering the final tool.

3.5 Research Instrument

The primary data collection instrument was the Cyberbullying Experience Scale, developed and standardized by the investigator. The scale comprised 40 items rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree), encompassing five dimensions: Online Harassment, Social Media Victimization, Emotional Disturbance, Privacy Threats, and Academic and Social Impact. The scale was developed following an extensive review of literature and validated through expert consultation with specialists in education and psychology. Content validity was established through expert review, and necessary modifications were incorporated based on their recommendations. Reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s Alpha method, which yielded a coefficient of 0.82, confirming the instrument’s high internal consistency.

3.6 Data Collection and Analysis

Primary data were collected directly from respondents through structured questionnaires administered in person. Secondary data, including books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and research reports on cyberbullying and digital behaviour, provided the theoretical and empirical foundation for the study. Data were analysed using both descriptive and inferential statistical techniques. Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, and percentage analysis) were used to characterize the distribution and level of cyberbullying experiences. Inferential statistics—specifically, the independent samples t-test and one-way ANOVA—were applied to test the hypotheses and identify statistically significant group differences. All analyses were conducted at significance levels of p < 0.05 and p < 0.01.

4. Results

The present study examined cyberbullying experiences among 300 female college students in Sivaganga District, Tamil Nadu, using a standardized Cyberbullying Experience Scale. Results are presented in relation to the level of cyberbullying, dimensional analysis, and group differences based on selected demographic variables.

4.1 Level of Cyberbullying Experiences

Table 1: Distribution of Respondents by Level of Cyberbullying Experience
	Level
	Score Range
	N
	Percentage (%)

	Low
	Below 80
	64
	21.3

	Moderate
	80–140
	176
	58.7

	High
	Above 140
	60
	20.0

	Total
	—
	300
	100.0


The results indicate that the majority of respondents (58.7%, n = 176) experienced a moderate level of cyberbullying. While this suggests that extreme cases are not the norm, the fact that 20.0% (n = 60) reported high-level cyberbullying experiences represents a significant proportion warranting targeted intervention. Only 21.3% (n = 64) reported low levels of cyberbullying, confirming that online harassment is a pervasive, if not universally intense, experience among the study population.

4.2 Dimensional Analysis of Cyberbullying

Table 2: Mean and Standard Deviation of Cyberbullying Dimensions
	Dimension
	Mean
	SD

	Online Harassment
	34.52
	6.84

	Social Media Victimization
	36.11
	7.02

	Emotional Disturbance
	32.46
	6.21

	Privacy Threats
	33.88
	6.77

	Overall Cyberbullying Experience
	136.97
	21.45


Among the four dimensions, Social Media Victimization recorded the highest mean score (M = 36.11, SD = 7.02), indicating that social networking platforms constitute the primary arena for cyberbullying among the respondents. Online Harassment recorded the second highest mean (M = 34.52), followed by Privacy Threats (M = 33.88) and Emotional Disturbance (M = 32.46). The overall mean cyberbullying experience score of 136.97 falls within the moderate range, corroborating the findings presented in Table 1.

4.3 Differential Analysis

4.3.1 College Location

Table 3: t-Test Results for Cyberbullying Experiences by College Location
	Group
	N
	Mean
	SD
	t-value

	Rural
	145
	131.44
	19.87
	3.12*

	Urban
	155
	142.15
	22.34
	—


* Significant at p < 0.05 level
The independent samples t-test revealed a statistically significant difference in cyberbullying experiences between urban (M = 142.15) and rural (M = 131.44) college students (t = 3.12, p < 0.05). Urban students reported higher cyberbullying experiences, suggesting that greater digital connectivity and social media engagement in urban environments increase vulnerability to online victimization. Accordingly, null hypothesis H₁ is rejected.

4.3.2 Residence of Students

Table 4: t-Test Results for Cyberbullying Experiences by Student Residence
	Group
	N
	Mean
	SD
	t-value

	Hostel Students
	118
	141.36
	20.76
	2.48*

	Day Scholars
	182
	133.89
	21.14
	—


* Significant at p < 0.01 level
Hostel students (M = 141.36) reported significantly higher cyberbullying experiences compared to day scholars (M = 133.89), with t = 2.48 (p < 0.01). This finding suggests that hostel residents, characterized by prolonged and less supervised internet access, face greater exposure to online harassment. Null hypothesis H₂ is accordingly rejected.

4.3.3 Social Media Usage Level

Table 5: One-Way ANOVA Results for Cyberbullying Experiences by Social Media Usage Level
	Usage Level
	N
	Mean
	SD
	F-value

	Low
	72
	122.18
	18.41
	8.64*

	Moderate
	138
	135.67
	20.32
	—

	High
	90
	148.92
	22.15
	—


* Significant at p < 0.01 level
One-way ANOVA revealed a statistically significant difference in cyberbullying experiences across the three social media usage groups (F = 8.64, p < 0.01). Students classified as high social media users reported the highest mean cyberbullying experience score (M = 148.92), followed by moderate users (M = 135.67) and low users (M = 122.18). This progressive increase in cyberbullying experiences with greater social media engagement demonstrates a robust positive association between online activity levels and victimization risk. Null hypothesis H₃ is rejected.

5. Discussion

The present study examined cyberbullying experiences among female college students in Sivaganga District, Tamil Nadu, and the findings are discussed in relation to prevailing literature. The overall results indicate that the majority of students experienced a moderate level of cyberbullying, with Social Media Victimization emerging as the most prominent dimension. These findings are consistent with the broader scholarly consensus that cyberbullying is a widespread but often moderate-level phenomenon among young adults engaged in sustained digital communication.

The dominance of Social Media Victimization as the leading cyberbullying dimension corroborates Craig et al. (2020), who reported that frequent social media use substantially heightens exposure to cyberbullying behaviours. Al-Rahmi et al. (2018) similarly highlighted the role of online interaction patterns and peer influence in shaping cyberbullying experiences. The present study affirms that social networking platforms constitute the primary space where female students encounter online harassment, reinforcing the well-established link between digital connectivity and victimization risk.

The finding of a significant difference in cyberbullying experiences based on college location, with urban students reporting higher levels, aligns with the argument that greater digital exposure and connectivity in urban settings heighten the risk of online victimization. Bork-Hüffer et al.’s (2021) concept of “hybrid spaces” is particularly illuminating here: urban students’ continuous immersion in overlapping online and offline environments renders them more persistently exposed to cyber interactions and, consequently, to harassment.

With respect to student residence, hostel students reported significantly higher cyberbullying experiences than day scholars. This is attributable to increased unsupervised internet use and prolonged exposure to digital platforms in residential settings, where institutional oversight is limited. Environmental and contextual factors thus emerge as meaningful determinants of cyberbullying vulnerability—a finding consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, which emphasizes the influence of proximal environments on individual behaviour and well-being.

The strong positive relationship between social media usage level and cyberbullying experience identified in this study directly supports the work of Ibrahim et al. (2022), who found that the intensity of social media use is directly associated with cyberbullying victimization. De Souza et al. (2022) further emphasized the role of online behaviour patterns and cultural context in shaping the nature of cyberbullying among university students. The present study confirms that increased digital engagement constitutes a major risk factor for cyberbullying exposure.

Even the moderate level of cyberbullying documented in this study should not be minimized. Baier et al. (2019) demonstrated that even moderate exposure to cyberbullying can significantly impair mental health, increasing anxiety, depression, and psychosomatic symptoms. Hinduja and Patchin (2019) further linked repeated online harassment to heightened psychological distress and suicidal ideation. The identification of Emotional Disturbance as a key dimension in the present study corroborates this concern, suggesting that cyberbullying exerts measurable psychological strain that may indirectly impair academic engagement—a pattern consistent with Alotaibi’s (2019) findings regarding reduced academic achievement and Bernardo et al.’s (2023) observations regarding increased dropout intentions.

In aggregate, the findings reinforce the understanding of cyberbullying as a multidimensional issue shaped by technological access, social media engagement, and environmental factors. The study provides localized empirical evidence from Sivaganga District, a context underrepresented in the cyberbullying literature, thereby contributing to the knowledge base on online victimization among female students in semi-urban and rural educational settings in India.

6. Significance of the Study

The present study holds significance at multiple levels. In an era where social media platforms permeate daily life, the study provides region-specific empirical evidence on how digital environments shape the psychological and social experiences of young women, filling a notable gap in the predominantly Western and urban-focused cyberbullying literature. The identification of college location, student residence, and social media usage level as significant risk factors offers actionable insights for educational administrators, policymakers, and counselling professionals. The development and validation of a context-sensitive Cyberbullying Experience Scale also represents a methodological contribution, providing a reliable instrument for future research in comparable educational settings. Furthermore, the study contributes to the interdisciplinary fields of educational psychology, digital behaviour research, and women’s safety studies by documenting the nuanced ways in which demographic and behavioural factors interact to shape cyberbullying vulnerability.

9. Conclusion

The present study on cyberbullying among female college students in Sivaganga District, Tamil Nadu, provides meaningful empirical evidence of the growing influence of digital platforms on the psychological and social well-being of young women. The findings clearly establish that cyberbullying is a consistently present, albeit predominantly moderate-level, phenomenon within this population. Social Media Victimization emerged as the most prominent dimension, confirming that online networking platforms are the primary site of harassment and unwanted digital interactions.

The study further demonstrates that demographic and behavioural factors significantly differentiate cyberbullying experiences: students enrolled in urban colleges, those residing in hostels, and those with higher levels of social media engagement were found to be more vulnerable. These findings collectively indicate that increased digital exposure and less regulated online environments are associated with elevated victimization risk, reinforcing the view that cyberbullying is inextricably linked to patterns of internet usage and the social milieu in which students engage digitally.

Beyond its online dimensions, cyberbullying represents a psychological and educational concern with tangible implications for the emotional stability, academic performance, and social adjustment of female students. Higher education institutions therefore bear a responsibility to implement structured cyber safety awareness programmes, digital literacy training, and accessible counselling support services. Concerted collaboration among educators, parents, student communities, and policymakers is indispensable for building safe and responsible digital environments. Ultimately, preventing cyberbullying requires sustained awareness, behavioural education, and robust institutional intervention to safeguard the well-being and academic potential of female college students in the digital age.
. Implications of the Study

7.1 Educational Implications

The findings suggest that colleges and universities should integrate cyber safety education and digital literacy programmes into their curricula to equip students with the knowledge and skills necessary to navigate online environments safely. Institutions should also establish clear grievance redressal mechanisms, reporting pathways, and anti-cyberbullying policies to support victims and deter perpetrators.

7.2 Psychological Implications

The documented association between cyberbullying and emotional disturbance highlights the need for accessible, campus-based mental health support services. Regular counselling sessions, psychoeducational workshops, and peer support initiatives can help students develop coping strategies, emotional resilience, and the confidence to seek help when harassed online.

7.3 Policy Implications

The findings advocate for stronger institutional and governmental policies governing responsible social media use among college students. Special programmatic attention should be directed towards hostel students and high social media users, given their heightened vulnerability. Collaborative partnerships between educational institutions, law enforcement agencies, and technology companies are essential to creating and enforcing safer digital environments for women students.

8. Limitations of the Study

Notwithstanding its contributions, the present study is subject to several limitations. First, the study is confined to female college students in Sivaganga District, Tamil Nadu; therefore, the findings cannot be generalized to other districts, states, or male student populations. Second, the reliance on self-reported data introduces potential for personal bias, social desirability effects, and memory inaccuracies. Third, the cross-sectional survey design captures cyberbullying experiences at a single point in time, precluding the examination of longitudinal trends or causal relationships. Fourth, the study focuses on three demographic variables—college location, residence, and social media usage—while other potentially influential factors such as family dynamics, personality traits, coping styles, and platform-specific behaviour patterns were not examined. Finally, while the structured questionnaire yielded reliable quantitative data, it may not fully capture the complexity, nuance, and lived experience of cyberbullying. Future research should incorporate mixed-methods or longitudinal designs to provide richer, more comprehensive insights into this phenomenon.
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