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Cyberbullying in the university setting. Relationship with family environment and emotional intelligence

Currently, the enormous quantity of research on cyberbullying during adolescence contrasts with those studies 

carried out in the university environment. The objective of this study was to analyze the predictive capacity of 

family environment and emotional intelligence with regard to cyberbullying in university students. The 

European Cyberbullying Intervention Project Questionnaire, the Social Climate in the Family Scale and the 

Trait Meta-Mood Scale-24 were administered to a sample of 1,282 university students (594 men and 688 

women) between the ages of 18 and 46 (M = 21.65; DT = 4.25). The results revealed that a deteriorated family 

environment increases the probability of being both a victim and an aggressor of cyberbullying, whereas a 

favorable family environment decreases this probability. Likewise, the dimensions of emotional intelligence 

were predictive variables of participation as victims or aggressors of cyberbullying. The conclusions of this 

study are of special relevance given that they do not only bring about a problem that has a little knowledge of 

the university setting, but because they also note that intervention programs should consider the influence of 

the family environment during the early adulthood period, as well as the relevance of emotional level of these 

university students.

Keywords: cyberbullying; victims; aggressors; family environment; emotional intelligence; university students.
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1. Introduction

Recently, there has been increasing concern over the maltreatment between peers taking place in new spaces, 

scenarios or virtual realities. The increasing and generalized use of the new information and communications 

technology (ICT) has led to new forms of school bullying or cyberbullying. Cyberbullying is defined as «a type 

of aggressive and intentional behavior that repeats frequently over time through the use, by an individual or 

group, of electronic devices, on a victim who cannot easily defend him/herself » (Smith et al., 2008, p. 376). 

Therefore, the bullies, belonging to this new generation having a mastery of the ICT, take advantage of the 

multiple resources that the technological advances offer them in order to carry out this aggressive behavior 

towards their peers. Multiple and varied means are used, including email, instant text messages, bribes, 

threats, the publication of confidential information, identity theft, the manipulation of photographs, the recording 

of physical aggressions that are later disseminated, etc. 

Currently, the existence of cyberbullying in developed countries is estimated to even exceed the levels of 

traditional bullying (Buelga, Cava, Musitu, & Torralba, 2015). Although the prevalence of cyberbullying varies 

based on distinct factors, in general, scientific studies suggest an increase in its prevalence amongst youth 

between the ages of 12 and 14, decreasing over the later years of adolescence (Tokunaga, 2010). However, 

more and more studies are indicating ongoing cyberbullying, with a high percentage of cases, in the university 

environment, having prevalence rates of around 20% (Dilmac, 2009; Finn, 2004; Macdonald & Roberts-

Pittman, 2010). Thus, Finn (2004) interviewed 2,002 US university students, finding that between 10 and 15% 

of them affirmed to having received repeated emails or instant messages with a threatening, insulting or 

aggressive content, and over half of the students had received unwanted pornography. Along the same lines, 

Dilmac (2009) found that 22.5% of the examined university students affirmed to having intimidated another 

student at least once and 55.3% reported to having been a victim of cyberbullying at least once in their life. 

On the other hand, the enormous number of studies on traditional bullying and cyberbullying during 

adolescence contrasts with the limited number of works that have been carried out in the university setting. 

However, the few studies that do exist with university samples have revealed the negative impact of 

cyberbullying both in aggressors as well as in victims. So, recently, it has been found that university students 

who are victims of cyberbullying have high levels of anxiety, depression, stress, low self-esteem and self- 

efficacy, helplessness, irritability, loneliness, rage sleep disorders, difficulties in concentrating and 

absenteeism (Aricak, 2016; Faucher, Jackson, & Cassidy, 2014; Schenk & Fremouw, 2012), and in the more 

extreme cases, even suicidal ideation (Schenk & Fremouw, 2012), whereas the aggressors reveal 

externalizing behaviors that are associated with a lack of empathy with the victims, aggressive behavior the 

consumption of drugs and absenteeism (Aricak, 2009; Hinduja & Patchin, 2007). Similarly, the victims of 

cyberbullying have a high probability of abandoning their university studies, with the serious labor 

repercussions that this may imply (Myers & Cowie, 2017). Despite the serious consequences of cyberbullying 

in the university setting, few studies have considered its relationship with other personal and family variables. 

The high prevalence and negative effects of cyberbullying have mainly resulted in studies on the identification 

of potential predictors of this problem, in order to prevent and intervene in these behaviors. In general, 

aggressive behaviors result from the interaction between the student’s individual characteristics and 

development contexts (Benbenishty & Astor, 2005), with family environment being a significant context. Thus, 
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distinct studies have highlighted the relationship between family environment and the involvement as both 

victims and aggressors, in violent acts (Matjasko, Needham, Grunden, & Feldman, 2010). Numerous studies 

have suggested that a family environment that supports cohesion, social support, confidence amongst its 

members and open and empathetic family communication provides resources that facilitate a child’s social 

adjustment and the establishment of positive relationships with his/her peers, thereby contributing to prevent 

the child from being the object of cyberbullying or from participating in bullying behaviors (Estévez, Murgui, 

Musitu, & Moreno, 2008). Furthermore, it has been shown that family environment influences the attitude of 

the children with respect to social rules and behaviors, being directly related to school violence (López-Pérez, 

2017). Likewise, in a positive family environment, the children tend to be more sensitive to the wishes and 

expectations of their parents, offering an indirect social control of the family with respect to the violation of 

rules, and, therefore, in the participation of children in acts of intimidation via the Internet (Pettit, Bates, & 

Dodge, 1997). On the other hand, a negative family environment with a lack of an affective and safe 

relationship, in which problems with communication, conflicts, limited parental availability, difficulty in 

establishing limits, permissiveness with regards to antisocial behavior and coercive punishment and 

authoritarian parenting styles predominate, favor a decrease in social resources, which may result in greater 

vulnerability to being bullied or intimidated by the child’s peers or the tendency to be involved in violent acts 

(Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). Likewise, empirical studies have highlighted an increased predisposition of children 

towards anti-social and violent behaviors if they have witnessed family or marital conflicts in their homes 

(Hawkins et al., 2000). An over-exposure to parental conflicts may cause children to behave in an aggressive 

manner in their everyday life, possible transferring this aggression to the virtual environments that may feel 

safer to them given their apparent anonymity and rapid dissemination (Tanrikulu & Campbell, 2015). On the 

other hand, a deteriorated family environment may cause children to devote more time to electronic devices 

in order to distance themselves from family conflicts or to make up for a lack of interpersonal relationships 

(Gomes-Franco & Sendín, 2014), which may lead to a greater predisposition and opportunity to commit 

intimidating acts over the Internet. 

On the other hand, one of the personal characteristics that has been the most often considered in studies on 

school bullying is emotional intelligence (EI). Mayer and Salovey (1997) define EI as the ability to: (a) 

accurately perceive, assess and express emotions; (b) to access and generate feelings that facilitate thinking; 

(c) to understand emotions and emotional knowledge; and (d) to regulate emotions and promote emotional 

and intellectual growth. Thus, EI has generally been considered to be a protective factor against the 

appearance of problematic behaviors such as school bullying or cyberbullying (Elipe, Morán-Merchán, Ortega-

Ruíz, & Casas, 2015). Empirical evidence suggests that both victims of cyberbullying as well as aggressors of 

the same tend to have a low level of emotional intelligence (Garaigordobil & Oñederra, 2010). Extremera and 

Fernández-Berrocal (2004) used a sample of adolescents to confirm that those students who were less likely 

to justify aggressive acts had greater skills in distinguishing their emotions (emotional understanding) and to 

repair negative emotions and prolong positive ones. Thus, emotional attention, understanding and regulation 

have been considered potential predictors of victimization (Schwartz, Proctor, & Chien, 2001). Victims of 

cyberbullying tend to pay excessive attention to feelings, but often lack the necessary skills to adequately 

understand and regulate their emotional experience (Hunter & Borg, 2006; Nabuzoka, Rønning, & Handegård, 

2009). As for the cyberbullies, numerous studies suggest that they have a lack of empathy towards their victims 

and low levels of emotional intelligence. Liau, Liau, Teoh and Liau (2003) found that the students having the 

lowest emotional intelligence revealed higher levels of aggressive and delinquent behaviors. Along these lines, 
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Vásquez et al. (2010) using a sample of Colombian university students, found that the non-aggressors had 

adequate emotional intelligence as compared to the aggressors. 

So, taking into account the fact that the study of cyberbullying in the university setting is relatively recent and 

given the limited research on individual and family based factors, it is relevant to offer predictive studies that 

may detect which factors may lead one to be a victim or an aggressor of cyberbullying, so as to create 

intervention programs that adjust to educational level, which may alieve this problem. Therefore, the objective 

of this study focuses on analyzing the predictive power of the family environment and of EI in being a victim or 

an aggressor of cyberbullying in the university setting. Considering the prior empirical evidence, it is anticipated 

that family environment shall be predictive of being a victim or aggressor of cyberbullying (Hypothesis 1). 

Likewise, it is anticipated that the factors of EI shall be predictive variables for being either a victim or an 

aggressor of cyberbullying (Hypothesis 2). 

2. Methodology

2.1.Participants 

Convenience sampling was carried out on students from Spanish public and private universities of the 

Valencia community. The sample consisted of 1,328 university students aged from 18 to 46 (M = 21.65; SD = 

4.25), of which 46 (3.5%) were excluded due to errors or omissions in their responses or because they did not 

wish to participate in the study. The final sample consisted of 1,282 students (594 men and 688 women), who 

were studying in 1st and 4th years of the Teaching Degree in Early Childhood Education (n = 319), the Teaching 

Degree in Primary Education (n = 356), the Psychology Degree (n = 220), the Degree in Physical Activity and 

Sports Sciences (n = 203) and the Degree in Business Administration and Management (n = 184). The ethnic 

make up of the sample was as follows: 90.4% Spanish, 5.38% Latin Americans, 2.97% other Europeans, 

0.73% Asians and 0.52% Arabs. The Chi-squared test of uniformity of frequency distribution was used to verify 

that there were no significant differences between the gender x year group (2 = 3.85; p = .312).

2.2. Instruments

European Cyberbullying Intervention Project Questionnaire (ECIPQ; Del Rey et al., 2015).

Cyberbullying was assessed using the Spanish version of the European Cyberbullying Intervention Project 

Questionnaire (Del Rey et al., 2015). It includes 22 items on two scales, Cyber victimization (11 items) and 

Cyber aggression (11 items) responding through a Likert like scale of 1 to 5 (1 = never; 2 = once or twice; 3 = 

once or twice a month; 4 = once a week; 5 = more than once a week). The items from the two scales refer to 

actions such as using offensive language, excluding or spreading rumors, identity theft, being excluded or 

ignored or image manipulation, all of which are carried out via electronic means and which took place over the 

past two months. The scale has revealed adequate internal consistency rates (Casas, Del Rey, & Ortega, 

2013). In this study, the two subscales demonstrated sufficient reliability with Cronbach’s alpha values of .85 

(cyber victimization) and .76 (cyber aggression).

Family Environmental Scale (FES; Moos, Moos, & Tricket, 1987; Spanish adaptation by Fernández-

Ballesteros & Sierra, 1989). 
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It consists of 90 items that are grouped into three factors: Relationships, Development and Stability. The 

Relationships factor assesses the degree of communication in the family and consists of three subscales: 

Cohesion, Expressiveness and Conflict. The Development factor assesses the importance of certain personal 

development processes on the family that may be strengthened or not by the family life. This factor consists 

of five subscales: Autonomy, Performance, Intellectual-cultural, Social-recreational and Morality-religious. The 

Stability factor assesses the structure and organization of the family as well as the level of control exercised 

by certain family members over others. The Stability factor combines two subscales: Organization and Control. 

The Spanish adaptation of the scale has revealed sufficient rates of reliability and validity (Fernández-

Ballesteros & Sierra, 1989). In this study, the reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) was .84 (Relationships), .79 

(Development) and .88 (Stability).

Trait Meta-Mood Scale-24 (TMMS-24; Fernández-Berrocal, Extremera, & Ramos, 2004). 

To evaluate EI, a Spanish adaptation of the TMMS-48 scale created by Salovey, Mayer, Goldman, Turvey and 

Palfai (1995) was used. The Spanish version contains 24 items that are answered via a Likert like scale of 5 

points (1 = Completely disagree; 5 = Completely agree). The items were distributed in three scales: Emotional 

Attention (attention that the individual pays to his/her emotions), Emotional Understanding (ability to 

understand, identify and label his/her affective states) and Emotional Repair (ability to regulate one’s 

emotions). The original version of the validated scale (Fernández-Berrocal et al., 2004) presents satisfactory 

internal consistency rates (Emotional Attention, α = .84; Emotional Understanding, α = .82; Emotional Repair, 

α = .81). In this study, the reliability (α) was .87 for Emotional Attention, .84 for Emotional Understanding and 

.87 for Emotional Repair.

2.3.Procedure

An interview was conducted with the directors of the participating university departments in order to explain to 

them the objective of the study and to promote their collaboration. Questionnaires were collectively 

administered in the classroom, informing participants of the voluntary nature of their participation as well as 

the confidentiality of the results obtained. Researchers were present during the questionnaire administration 

in order to resolve any doubts and to emphasize that no questions should be left unanswered. The mean time 

for the administration of the questionnaires was 10 minutes for the ECIPQ, 20 minutes for the FES and 10 

minutes for the TMMS-24. The ethics committee of the Universidad de Alicante approved the study. Likewise, 

all standards related to studies on humans were respected, in accordance with the ethical principles of the 

Helsinki Declaration. 

2.4.Statistical analysis

To examine the predictive or classification capacity of the family social environment and of EI on cyberbullying, 

binary logistic regression analysis was performed in forward steps based on the Wald test. Logistic modeling 

permitted the estimation of what occurred in an event, action or result (e.g., being the victim of cyberbullying) 

in the presence of one or more predictors (e.g. EI). This probability is estimated via the odd ratio (OR) statistic. 

If the OR is greater than one, the independent variable is associated with an increase in the likelihood of the 

event, that is, in the probability that this event shall take place. On the other hand, if the OR is less than one, 
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an increase in the independent variable implies a decrease in the likelihood of the event or in the probability 

that it will occur. To carry out these analyses, the variables were dichotomized in: (a) not a victim: scores equal 

to or lower than the quantile 25 in the Cyber victimization subscale; (b) victim: scores equal to or higher than 

the quantile 75 in the Cyber victimization subscale; (c) not an aggressor: scores equal to or lower than the 

quantile 25 in the Cyber aggression subscale; and (d) aggressor: scores equal to or higher than the quantile 

75 in the Cyber aggression subscale.

3. Results

3.1.Frequency of cyber victimization and cyber aggression

First, the data indicates that 81.4% (n = 1,044) of the students have never been victimized via electronic 

means, whereas 18.6% (n = 238) noted having been victims of cyberbullying over the past two months through 

social media or email. On the other hand, 80.6% (n = 1,033) affirm that they are not cyberbullies whereas 

19.4% (n = 249) declare that they have bullied a peer over the Internet during the past two months. 

3.2.Prediction of being a victim of cyberbullying based on family environment and EI

As for family environment, the model created to predict being a victim of cyberbullying in the total sample 

permits a correct estimation of 81.4% of the cases (χ2 = 45.549; p = .001) with the variables Morality-

Religiousness, Intellectual-Cultural Development, Cohesion, Expressiveness and Conflict forming a part of the 

prediction equation. The adjustment value (Nagelkerke’s R2) of the predictive model is situated at .057. The 

OR of the logistic model indicates that students presented: (a) 22% and 25% more probability of being the 

victim of cyberbullying for each unit increase in the Morality-Religiousness and Conflict scale, respectively and 

(b) 16%, 14% and 14% less probability of being a victim of cyberbullying with each unit increase in the 

Intellectual-Cultural Development, Cohesion and Expressiveness scales, respectively (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Results derived from the binary logistic regression for the probability of being a cyber victim based 

on family environment

B S.E. Wald p OR CI 95%

Intellectual-

Cultural 

Development 

-0.22 0.05 23.30 .000 0.84 1.14-1.35

Morality-

Religiousness

0.20 0.05 16.73 .000 1.22 1.11-1.34

Cohesion -0.17 0.05 11.97 .000 0.86 0.81-0.98

Expressiveness -0.15 0.04 11.90 .001 0.86 0.80-0.94

Conflict 0.22 0.05 17.88 .000 1.25 1.13-1.38

Constant -3.60 0.44 67.93 .000 0.03

Note. B = coefficient; S.E. = standard error; p = probability; OR = odds ratio; C.I. = confidence interval at 95%.
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As for EI, the logistic regression model created to predict being a victim of cyberbullying permits a correct 

estimation of 81.4% of the cases (χ2 = 17.155; p = .001) with the variables Attention, Understanding and Repair 

coming to form a part of the equation. The adjustment value (Nagelkerke’s R2) of the predictive model is 

situated at .072. The OR of the logistic model indicates that the students have a 3% greater probability of being 

a victim of cyberbullying for each one unit increase in the Attention scale, however students have a 4% and 

6% lower probability of being a victim of cyberbullying with each one unit increase in the scales of 

Understanding and Repair, respectively (see Table 2). 

Table 2. Results derived from the binary logistic regression for the probability of being a cyber victim based 

on EI

B S.E. Wald p OR CI 95%

Attention 0.03 0.01 5.80 .016 1.03 1.01-1.05

Understanding -0.04 0.01 8.56 .003 0.96 0.94-0.99

Repair -0.04 0.01 10.56 .001 0.94 1.02-1.06

Constant -2.14 0.34 40.39 .000 0.12

Note. B = coefficient; S.E. = standard error; p = probability; OR = odds ratio; C.I. = confidence interval at 95%.

3.3.Prediction of being a cyberbully with respect to family environment and EI

As for family environment, the model created to predict being a cyberbully permits the correct estimation of 

80.6% of the cases (χ2 = 22.980; p = .000) with the following predictor variables forming a part of the equation: 

Organization, Cohesion, Expressiveness and Family Conflict. The adjustment value (Nagelkerke’s R2) of the 

predictive model is situated at .042. The OR ratio of the logistic model indicates that the Students have a 22% 

greater probability of being a cyberbully for each one unit increase in the Conflict factor and a 12%, 15% and 

11% lower probability of being a cyberbully for each one unit increase in the Organization, Cohesion and 

Expressiveness scale, respectively (see Table 3).

Table 3. Results derived from the binary logistic regression for the probability of being a cyberbully based on 

family environment

B S.E. Wald p OR CI 95%

Organization -0.10 0.05 4.44 .035 0.88 1.00-1.21

Cohesion -0.09 0.05 3.52 .006 0.85 0.99-1.20

Expressiveness -0.12 0.04 7.29 .007 0.89 0.82-0.97

Conflict 0.12 0.03 7.28 .005 1.22 1.03-1.22

Constant -1.95 0.47 17.53 .000 0.143

Note. B = coefficient; S.E. = standard error; p = probability; OR = odds ratio; C.I. = confidence interval at 95%.
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As for EI, the data has allowed for the creation of a logistic regression model that permits the creation of correct 

estimates with respect to the probability of being a cyberbully based on the scores obtained on EI. The 

proposed model permits the correct estimate of 80.6% of the cases (χ2 = 41.570; p = .000). The OR indicates 

that university students are 7% less likely to be aggressors for each one unit increase in the Understanding 

scale (see Table 4). 

Table 4. Results derived from the binary logistic regression for the probability of being a cyberbully based on 

EI  

B S.E. Wald p OR CI 95%

Understanding -0.07 0.01 38.02 .000 0.93 0.91-0.95

Constant -0.56 0.29 3.70 .005 0.57

Note. B = coefficient; S.E. = standard error; p = probability; OR = odds ratio; C.I. = confidence interval at 95%.

4. Discussion and conclusions

The objective of this study was to analyze the relationship between family atmosphere and EI with respect to 

cyberbullying, in both victims as well as aggressors of the university setting. Most studies have corroborate 

the close relationships existing between personal and family variables and traditional school bullying, however 

there have been few studies that refer specifically to cyberbullying. Similarly, it is even more difficult to find 

studies on cyberbullying in the university setting. This study attempts to address this situation, assessing the 

predictive capacity of personal and family based variables on cyberbullying. 

First, it should be noted that the results of this study reveal that 18.6% of the sample of students that were 

analyzed referred to having suffered from cyberbullying by their peers over the past two months and 19.4% 

declared that they had engaged in some cyberbullying behavior with their peers. This data coincides with that 

found in prior studies that have found a similar prevalence in a university sample (Dilmac, 2009; Finn, 2004). 

On the other hand, the data has confirmed that specific family variables are predictors of cyberbullying both 

regarding victims as well as bullies, supporting hypothesis 1 of this study. Thus, the results reveal that there 

is a greater probability of being a victim as Morality-Religiousness and Conflict increase in the family nucleus, 

while the probability of being a victim is lower when there is an increased Intellectual-Cultural Development, 

Expressiveness and Cohesion in the family environment. These results are in line with those from other studies 

that have highlighted how a deteriorated family environment may become a risk factor for being victimized, 

while the quality of the relationships between the family members protects the student from possible 

victimization by his/her peers (Estévez et al., 2008) since he/she will have family resources that may act as a 

protective factor against cyberbullying. More specifically, many studies have found that a high level of family 

conflict may act as a vulnerability factor for being bullied via digital media (Ortega-Barón, Buelga, & Cava, 

2016), and distinct studies have found that the cyberbullying victims have less family cohesion and 

expressiveness than those who are not victims (Ortega-Barón et al., 2016). In fact, this study finds that the 

degree to which the student perceives the existence of commitment and mutual support between family 

members (Cohesion) and the perception regarding the degree to which family members freely express their 
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feelings (Expressiveness) act as a protective factor against cyber victimization. As for the Morality-

Religiousness factor, although there are currently no conclusive studies, some research has found 

relationships between religiousness and bullying and cyberbullying. Abbotts, Williams, Sweeting and West 

(2004) found that youth who frequently attend mass were more likely to suffer from bullying. Along these lines, 

Garaigordobil, Martínez-Valderrey, Páez and Cardozo (2015) found that in the religious centers, there was 

more bullying and cyberbullying behavior than in the non-religious centers. However, other studies have not 

found significant relationships between the degree of religiousness and cyberbullying (Fu, Land & Lamb, 

2013), thus more in depth studies are necessary on this variable. On the other hand, Intellectual-Cultural 

Development has also acted as a protective factor against cyberbullying, coinciding with other studies that 

affirm that those families paying special attention to the education and intellectual development of their children 

increase the protective factors that may prevent school violence situations (Lee & Kim, 2000). In conclusion, 

it appears that a good family environment may permit functional models of social relations that children may 

transfer to other development contexts (Espegale & Swearer, 2009). 

As for the aggressors, the data from this study has confirmed that the probability of being a cyberbully is 

greater when there is an increase in the level of family Conflict with said probability decreasing when the level 

of Organization, Cohesion and Expressiveness increases in the family environment. This data coincides with 

that from other studies that have associated cyberbullying with a deteriorated family environment while, on the 

other hand, the quality of the relationships between family members protects students from participation in 

violent behavior amongst peers (Estévez et al., 2008). López-Pérez (2017) using a sample of 512 Mexican 

university students, found that cyberbullies belonged to families in which: (1) little attention was paid to the 

family members, with no strong feeling of unity (low Cohesion); (2) members were less likely to share their 

personal problems, spoke little about their feelings or in which the family members did not disclose their 

desires, frequently keeping in their feelings (low Expressiveness); and (3) there were constant conflicts and 

criticism between members (high Conflict). According to De la Torre, García, Villa and Casanova (2008), 

aggressors tend to have hostile relationships with their parents and difficulties in respecting rules, with this 

type of behavior transferring to the scholastic setting. When considering the results, it appears evident that the 

family plays a relevant role both as a protective and a vulnerability factor for participation in cyberbullying, 

offering adaptive or maladaptive resources and transmitting rules and guidelines of behavior that may be 

generalized and transferred from the family setting to the school environment. In fact, some studies suggest 

that the occurrence of cyberbullying in the university setting may be due to the fact that the students are 

following very well established family behavior patterns (López-Pérez, 2017). 

On the other hand, the dimensions of EI have also been found to be predictor variables for participation as 

victims or aggressors of cyberbullying, as hypothesis 2 suggests. The data has revealed that the probability of 

being a victim is greater when the Attention paid to one’s feelings increases, whereas said probability 

decreases when the level of emotional Understanding and Repair increases. Although the percentages 

obtained in this study were not very high (probabilities ranging between 3 and 7%), the data is in line with that 

from other studies that have corroborated that victims have greater levels of attention to feelings  and lower 

levels of emotional understanding and repair (Hunter & Borg, 2006; Nabuzoka et al., 2009). So, it appears that 

paying excessive attention to one’s feelings without having the capacity to understand and regulate them may 

be detrimental to an individual’s social adjustment. When students pay excessive attention to recognizing their 

emotions, an increase in rumination may occur as well as a poorer social functioning (Extremera & Fernández-

Berrocal, 2004). On the other hand, emotionally intelligent students, that is, those with a greater capacity to 
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perceive, understand and regulate their own emotions and those of others, have the resources necessary to 

tackle stressful classroom events. Thus, the student’s capacity to regulate his/her emotions will help take on 

potentially problematic situations related to cyberbullying. These situations (mocking, intimidation, threats, etc.) 

may lead to negative emotions in the student, but if he/she is capable of understanding and regulating them 

adequately, stress levels may be reduced and they may be successfully tackled. So, for example, in the face 

of rage or frustration that may lead to being insulted or humiliated via electronic means, students with a high 

level of emotional understanding and regulation may use these to modify or regulate their affective states and 

demonstrate an assertive and even tempered state that permits them to handle said problematic situations. 

On the other hand, regarding the aggressors of cyberbullying, the data from this study has revealed that the 

probability of being an aggressor decreases as the student’s emotional Understanding increases. Thus, the 

protective role of emotional Understanding of oneself and others is corroborated to prevent participation in 

bullying behaviors. A greater understanding of emotions helps students to feel a greater level of empathy 

towards their peers, which may drastically reduce their involvement in intimidating behaviors. In general, this 

data supports the studies that consider EI to be a protective variable against bullying and cyberbullying (Elipe 

et al., 2015; Extremera & Fernández-Berrocal, 2004; Garaigordobil & Onederra, 2010; Liau et al., 2003; 

Vásquez et al., 2010).

Finally, there are certain limitations of this study that should be considered. Its cross-sectional design does not 

permit the establishment of causality between the different variables, therefore, it is recommended that in the 

future, longitudinal studies be conducted. On the other hand, the measurement of the variables has been 

carried out based solely on self-reporting, which may result in bias and social desirability, thus it is 

recommended that other complementary assessment measures be used. Likewise, the scarcity of studies 

carried out on cyberbullying in the university environment may hinder the comparison of the results obtained. 

Despite these limitations, the results of this study are of special relevance given that they highlight the fact that 

part of the problem of cyberbullying in the university setting may depend on the quality of the student’s family 

relationships and EI level. These are variables that have yet to receive much attention from the scientific field. 

Thus, the family is seen to play a relevant role as a protective factor from cyberbullying, even in a university 

setting, controlling the behavior of its members and the use of the new technologies. Similarly, EI acts as a 

protective factor to prevent students from being victims as well as aggressors, highlighting the fundamental 

role exercised by emotional regulation in students. Thus, it is corroborated that both variables are relevant 

factors to be taken into consideration when developing social and educational policies, and when developing 

intervention programs to alleviate this problem. 
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Highlights

Cyberbullying also takes place in the university setting.

18.6% have been victims of cyberbullying /19.4% declare to have been cyberbullying aggressors.

Family atmosphere and emotional intelligence influence cyberbullying. 


