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Abstract: Background: Family relationships and self-esteem are relevant variables into the under-
standing of cyberbullying. However, little is known about the mediating role of self-esteem in
the connections between cyberbullying and parenting. The study had two goals: (1) to analyze
the relation between being a cybervictim and/or cyberaggressor and self-esteem, parents’ accep-
tance/coercion, and parenting styles and (2) to explore whether self-esteem is a mediator in the
relationship between parents’ acceptance/coercion and being a cybervictim/cyberaggressor. Method:
The sample comprises 3026 Spanish adolescents (51.5% girls and 48.5% boys) aged 12–18 years
(Mage = 14.39; SD = 1.69). The study has a cross-sectional design, retrospective ex-post with multiple
measurements. Results: (1) cybervictims and cyberaggressors have low self-esteem, and their parents
have a low level of involvement/acceptance and a high level of coercion/imposition towards their
sons/daughters, (2) participants whose parents were authoritarian obtained significantly lower scores
in self-esteem and higher scores in cybervictimization/cyberaggression, whereas those whose parents
were indulgent obtained significantly higher scores in self-esteem and lower scores in cybervictimiza-
tion/cyberaggression, and (3) it was found a mediation of self-esteem in the relationship between the
involvement/acceptance of both parents and being a cybervictim, as well as between the father’s
coercion/imposition and being a cyberaggressor. Conclusion: An adequate level of self-esteem, high
parental acceptance/involvement, and a reasonably low level of coercion/discipline as the parenting
style can have very positive effects on the prevention of cyberbullying.

Keywords: cyberbullying; self-esteem; parenting styles; adolescence; violence

1. Introduction
1.1. Contextualization

Cyberbullying has been defined as an aggressive behavior carried out using electronic
means by a group or an individual repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot
easily defend him or herself [1]. From this perspective, cyberbullying is a systematic abuse
of power, and it has been identified as an important problem amongst youth in the last
decade [2–5].

Parents as significant socialization agents explicitly or implicitly transmit social values
to their children and have a considerable impact on the development of social behavior.
Indeed, past evidence has confirmed that children are more likely to behave pro-socially
if parents: (1) are capable to promote children’s safe attachment; (2) provide examples of
altruistic behaviors; (3) reinforce and support children’s spontaneous behaviors of help,
cooperating, and sharing; (4) transmit to their children that they should not harm other
people; (5) make their children restore any harm they have inflicted to others; and (6) adopt
a style of inductive discipline on the basis of which they discuss the rules [6,7]. Moreover,
the family may be the key aspect as a protection and/or risk factor for the onset of violent
behavior [8].
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The family is one of the systems that has undergone the most changes due to historical,
social, economic, and cultural factors. These changes have led to numerous studies aimed
at defining what a family is and the different types of family we find in contemporary
society [9–11]. The classification of the different current studies of the family is based on
the economic and demographic context, the families’ anthropological behavior, the number
of their components, and the interactions among them [12].

This family diversity is the reflection of the evolution of society over time, where
everyone has a place and plays an important role within a nucleus, with or without kinship.
Moreover, it confirms that what has traditionally been known as the “normal family” has
ceased to exist, and now, the “normal” is the diversity that makes each family unique,
special, and different, and, therefore, not necessarily all types of family, even as socialization
agents, represent the culture in which they are registered or transfer the social values of
that culture to their children [13].

Research examining protective factors against the development of mental issues has
shown the importance of self-esteem in the promotion of personal well-being, mental
health, and academic and professional achievement [14,15]. Self-esteem is often defined as
a favorable or unfavorable attitude toward the self [16].

Within this contextualization, the present study analyzes the relationship between
being a cybervictim or cyberaggressor and self-esteem and the parents’ level of accep-
tance/coercion, as well as with different parenting styles. Moreover, it explores whether
self-esteem is a mediator of the relationship between parents’ acceptance/coercion and
being a cybervictim and/or cyberaggressor.

1.2. Cyberbullying and Self-Esteem

Relationships between self-esteem and victimization has been extensively studied.
Past research has shown that, in childhood, practically any kind of victimization is likely
to have a negative impact on self-esteem [17]. Studies exploring the relationship between
cyberbullying and self-esteem, in general, shows that the victims have lower levels of
self-esteem than people who are not involved in cyberbullying situations [18–23]. The
findings confirm the deterioration of the self-esteem and self-confidence of students who
are the target of continued cyberbullying by their classmates. Further, in another study
carried out with cybervictims, 86% of them admitted that suffering cyberbullying had
some effect on them, and the most common areas of impact were self-confidence (78%) and
self-esteem (70%) [24]. Vilchez [25] has also found a significant inverse correlation between
cybervictimization and aggressive-cybervictimization with self-esteem.

The results of studies on cyberaggressors’ self-esteem are contradictory. Some stud-
ies state that cyberaggressors have lower levels of self-esteem than people who are not
involved in cyberbullying [18,21]; other studies find a negative relation between being a
cyberaggressor and self-esteem [22,23], and one study found a positive relation—that is, a
good level of self-esteem in cyberaggressors [26]. These discrepant results reveal the need
for more research on the topic of study.

Past research has shown that there are factors that make children and adolescents more
exposed to cyberbullying victimization, such as social anxiety and social competence [27].
In this last study, the results revealed that increasing worry about others’ evaluation
(closely related to self-esteem) is associated with cyberbullying victimization, and likewise,
children with poor social skills and difficulties to interact with peers are at greater risk of
suffering cyberbullying.

Another variable associated with self-esteem is psychological well-being. The study
conducted by Navarro, Ruiz-Oliva, Larrañaga, and Yubero [28] found that cyberbullying
victims informed of the worse levels of subjective well-being than children not involved in
cyberbullying. Similar results have been found in subsequent research [29,30].

Consequently, research is increasingly analyzing social and emotional resources that
facilitate coping with cyberaggression by peers—that is to say, protective factors [31,32].
According to these studies, the increase of social and emotional abilities, such as self-
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esteem, can have a significant effect on the improvement of health, subjective well-being,
and reducing antisocial behaviors, as well as ameliorate the potentially negative effects
of cyberbullying. Indeed, research has highlighted the predominant role of self-esteem
in predicting adolescents’ psychological adjustment and, by extension, the benefits of
developing self-esteem for mental health and well-being among students [33,34].

1.3. Cyberbullying and Parenting Styles

In general, studies have revealed that scarce parental attention/control and low family
cohesion are associated with cyberbullying (see Buelga, Martínez-Ferrer, and Musitu [35]).
The research by Ybarra and Mitchell [36] was one of the first studies to link cyberbullying
with family variables. They found that poor family relations (parents’ scarce monitoring,
poor emotional bonds, and high level of discipline) were related to more frequent cyberag-
gression and victimization. Low and Espelage [37] showed that parents’ excessive control
is associated with higher levels of the perpetration of cyberbullying. Accordingly, various
studies [38,39] have found that low levels of affection and support and the predominance
of rejection and aggression towards the children are related to problems of aggressiveness
and hostility. Negative family communication is associated with reports of poor parental
support, which relates, in turn, with high levels of cyberbullying [40,41], and high family
conflict is associated with cybervictimization [42]. Consistent with this, another study [43]
showed that two family facets seem to be similarly important against cyberbullying: the
perception of family support and perception of rules within the family. While a lack of
family support was more associated with cybervictimization, a lack of family rules was
more related to cyberaggression. In addition, it has been found that parents’ affection and
communication prevent maladaptive behaviors in adolescents [44].

Various studies emphasize that a democratic parenting style, characterized by induc-
tive discipline, affection, and positive control, play a decisive role in the children’s social
and behavioral adaptation and in personality aspects such as self-esteem [45–48]. Some
studies have shown that family support is a protective factor for cybervictimization and
cyberaggression [49,50]. In Spain, some studies with adolescents have shown that the
indulgent style, based primarily on affection (parents’ affective involvement) and not on
parental imposition, is associated with better psychological and emotional adjustment [51],
socialization [52], and can act as a protective factor for cyberbullying victimization [53].

In contrast, parenting styles characterized by coercive and punitive practices and low
affection are related to violence. In general, the authoritarian parenting style is related
to greater engagement in proactive and reactive violent behaviors [54]. There is a link
between authoritarian and careless styles, characterized by low implication/acceptance,
and children participation more in cyberbullying behavior as perpetrators [55]. On the
contrary, Dehue, Bolman, Vollink, and Pouwelse [56] found that authoritative parenting
styles (characterized by warm and responsive behaviors) were less likely to be related to
youth’s cyberbullying behaviors. They also found that youths with neglectful parents were
more frequently involved in cyberbullying as aggressors.

Complementarily, past research has found that permissive parenting styles play an
important role in parental underestimation of youth’s risky social interactions online [57].
Additionally, research has shown that cybervictims informed of having parents with higher
parental stress who used more permissive educational styles, and cyberaggressors informed
of having parents with a low level of parental competence [58].

1.4. Self-Esteem as a Protective Factor

Despite the research efforts made to understand the psychosocial mechanisms that can
help to prevent cyberbullying, little is known about the factors that can improve resilience
to overcome cyberbullying. Resilience has been broadly defined as the ability to overcome
adverse situations with positive results. Resilience can be fostered by protective factors and
inhibited by risk factors. Numerous studies have analyzed the self-esteem and parenting
styles of cybervictims and cyberaggressors [59,60], but no prior studies have explored the
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mediating role of self-esteem in the connections between parental involvement/acceptance
and coercion/imposition and cyberbullying—that is, the role that self-esteem may play as
a protective factor against cyberbullying and, in consequence, its role in the prevention
of violence.

1.5. Goals and Hypotheses

Considering the important prevalence of cyberbullying and its negative
consequences [2,61,62], this study analyzes the relationship between being a cybervictim
or cyberaggressor and self-esteem and the parents’ level of acceptance/coercion and with
parenting styles (negligent, authoritarian, indulgent, and authoritative). It also explores
whether self-esteem mediates the relationship between parents’ acceptance/coercion and
being a cybervictim or cyberaggressor.

With these goals in mind, and with reference to the findings of prior works, the study
proposes four hypotheses:

H1. Cybervictims will have a low level of self-esteem, whereas the aggressors will have a medium-
high level of self-esteem.

H2. The parents of cybervictims and cyberaggressors will show a low level of involvement/acceptance
towards their children, and the cyberaggressors’ parents will resort to many coercive and disciplinar-
ian behaviors and impositions as their parenting style.

H3. The authoritarian parenting style will be related to low self-esteem and high scores on the
indicators of cyberbullying (cybervictimization, cyberaggression, cyberobservation, and aggressive
cybervictimization). However, the indulgent style (combination of high levels of parental warmth
and involvement and low levels of strictness and imposition) will be a protective factor against
cyberbullying and the factor that most favors self-esteem.

H4. Self-esteem will be a mediator variable of the relation between both the parents’ involve-
ment/acceptance and coercion/imposition and cybervictimization and cyberaggression.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The study was conducted with a cross-sectional design. Participants inclusion criteria
were: (1) aged 12–18 years old, (2) students in secondary and high schools and (3) enrolled
in public or private schools from urban or rural settings in the Basque Country (Northern
Spain). The sole exclusion criterion was diagnosis of intellectual or learning disability that
could interfere in the responses to the assessment instruments. This yielded an overall
sample of 3026 participants, aged 12–18 years old (Mage = 14.39; SD = 1.69). Participants
were 1469 boys (48.5%) and 1557 girls (51.5%). Participants were enrolled in compulsory
secondary education (75.4%) and high school (24.6%) in various public (45.6%) and private
(54.4%) schools. Some (19%) participants were in the first year of secondary school (Year 7),
20% were in the second year (Year 8), 17.8% were in the third year (Year 9), and 18.6%
were in the final year of secondary school (Year 10). Some (13.6%) participants in high
schools were in year 11 and 10.9% were in year 12. Regarding schools’ locations, 79.8% of
the participants came from schools located in urban settings, and 20.2% came from schools
in rural settings. The distribution of the sample by sex and age is presented in Table 1. The
sample size was calculated taking into account the population of students of compulsory
secondary education and high school of 101,757 in Basque Country. Using a confidence level
of 99%, with a sampling error of 0.024 and a population variance of 0.50, the representative
sample was estimated to be 2802 students. To achieve that sample, a stratified, proportional,
and randomized sampling technique was used, taking into consideration the proportion
of the schools in each province of Basque Country and balancing the following variables
(socioeconomic–cultural level and type of school: public–private, urban–rural, secular–
religious, etc.).
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Table 1. Description of the sample: frequency and percentage of boys and girls in the three age groups.

12–13 Years 14–15 Years 16–18 Years Total

Boys 543 (51.2%) 536 (49%) 390 (44.8%) 1469 (48.5%)
Girls 518 (48.8%) 558 (51%) 481 (55.2%) 1557 (51.5%)
Total 1061 (100%) 1094 (100%) 871 (100%) 3026 (100%)

2.2. Procedure

The following phases took place: (1) Directors of the randomly selected schools were
contacted, inviting them to participate. (2) An interview was carried out with those directors
who agreed to participate in order to describe the project and hand out the informed consent
forms for the parents; if the director of the selected center declined the participation, the
procedure was repeated with the next center on the list. (3) After reception of the parents’
consent, the research team administered the assessment instruments. The administration
took place in two 30-min assessment sessions.

2.3. Assessment Instruments

Three scales with adequate psychometric guarantees of reliability and validity were
applied to measure the dependent variables.

Cyberbullying. Screening of peer harassment [63,64]. This test assesses 15 cyberbullying
behaviors (1 = Offensive/insulting messages; 2 = offensive/insulting calls; 3 = Assaulting,
recording and hanging on Internet; 4 = Broadcasting private photos/videos; 5 = Taking
photos in dressing rooms, beach, etc. to broadcast; 6 = Anonymous frightening calls;
7 = Blackmailing; 8 = Sexual harassment by mobile/internet; 9 = Identity theft; 10 = Theft
of password; 11 = Rigging photos/videos and broadcasting them; 12 = Isolating on social
networks; 13 = Blackmailing without broadcasting intimacy; 14 = Death threats; and
15 = Slandering and spreading rumours to discredit someone). The test is made up of
45 items that evaluate the roles performed in cyberbullying: cybervictim, cyberaggressor,
and cyberobserver. Participants read each behavior and report the frequency with which
they suffered, executed, or observed it during the past year. Each behavior is scored
(never = 0, sometimes = 1, several times = 2, and always = 3), and a direct overall score is
obtained for each role, respectively. The order of questions for victims, aggressors, and
observers was counterbalanced. The test yields percentile scores and 4 indexes: level of
cybervictimization, cyberaggression, cyberobservation, and aggressive cybervictimization.
Reliability studies confirm a high internal consistency (α = 0.91). The factor analysis
yielded a three-factor structure that explained 40.15% of the variance. Studies of convergent
validity showed positive correlations between cyberaggression and aggressive conflict
resolution, neuroticism, antisocial behavior, school problems, psychopathological disorders,
etc. and negative correlations with empathy, responsibility, emotional regulation, and
social adjustment.

SES. Self-Esteem Scale [16]. This scale contains 10 items focusing on global feelings of
self-appraisal. Participants must read the items and rate them on a 4-point scale ranging
from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). The reliability of the scale has been broadly
documented. For example, McCarthy and Hoge [65] reported consistency coefficients
(Cronbach’s alpha) ranging from 0.74 to 0.77 and a test–retest reliability of 0.63 (interval of
7 months) and 0.85 (interval of two weeks). The validity of the scale as a one-dimensional
measure of self-esteem has also been confirmed in several studies [16,66]. Cronbach’s alpha
reliability in the current sample was satisfactory (α = 0.82).

ESPA-29. Parental Socialization Scale for Adolescence (in Spanish, Escala de Social-
ización Parental en la Adolescencia) [67]. This scale measures the parents’ socialization
styles. Participants rated the father’s and mother’s actions independently in 29 relevant
situations. Of the 29 situations proposed, 16 are negative (items example: “If I am dirty
and poorly dressed” or “If I am disobedient”) and 13 are positive (items example: “If
I do not skip classes and arrive punctually every day” or “If I pick up and take care
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of things at home”). The scale allows identifying 4 educational styles of the father and
mother along the involvement/acceptance–coercion/imposition continuum: authoritative
parents (high involvement/acceptance and high coercion/imposition), indulgent parents
(high involvement/acceptance and low coercion/imposition), authoritarian parents (low
involvement/acceptance and high coercion/imposition), and neglectful parents (low in-
volvement/acceptance and low coercion/imposition). The results of the factor analysis
confirmed the theoretical structure of the bidimensional model satisfactorily [67]. The
internal consistency coefficients obtained in the current sample was high (ESPA mother
α = 0.91 and ESPA father α = 0.93).

2.4. Data Analysis

Firstly, in order to analyze the relations between being a cybervictim and cyberag-
gressor with the parents’ degree of involvement/acceptance and coercion/imposition,
we performed a partial correlational analysis (taking into account the effect of sex, age,
and socioeconomic level) of the score in cybervictimization and cyberaggression with
self-esteem and with the father’s and mother’s level of involvement/acceptance and
coercion/imposition. Subsequently, to determine which parenting style favors higher
self-esteem and lower scores on the indicators of cyberbullying (cybervictimization, cy-
beraggression, cyberobservation, and aggressive cybervictimization), after confirming the
basic assumptions, we conducted an analysis of variance with the scores obtained on the
three assessment instruments, and, complementarily, we performed a post hoc analysis
to compare the groups (Bonferroni) in the four educational styles. Lastly, in order to an-
alyze whether self-esteem mediates between the parents’ involvement/acceptance and
coercion/imposition and the probability of becoming a cybervictim or cyberaggressor, we
performed a linear regression analysis.

3. Results
3.1. Relations of Cybervictimization and Cyberaggression with Self-Esteem and with the Degree of
Parents’ Involvement/Acceptance and Coercion/Imposition

The results of the partial correlation between cybervictimization and cyberaggression
with self-esteem and the level of the father’s and mother’s involvement/acceptance and
coercion/imposition are presented in Table 2. As can be observed (see Table 2), significant
negative correlations were found between cybervictimization/cyberaggression and the
level of both parents’ involvement/acceptance and self-esteem. Significant positive cor-
relations were also found between cybervictimization/cyberaggression and both parents’
coercive/imposing style. Therefore, adolescents and youths who, in the past year, have
suffered cyberbullying (cybervictims) and those who have perpetrated it (cyberaggressors)
are more likely to have low self-esteem, as well as parents with a low level of acceptance
of their children; low involvement in their lives; and a high level of coercion/imposition
(rules, limits, punishments, etc.) in the education of their sons and daughters. Nevertheless,
we note that the magnitude of the correlations is low in general.

Table 2. Partial correlations of cybervictimization and cyberaggression with self-esteem and with
parents’ acceptance–coercion.

Cybervictimization Cyberaggression

Self-esteem −0.12 *** −0.07 ***
Mother’s involvement/acceptance −0.05 * −0.09 ***

Mother’s coercion/imposition 0.09 *** 0.07 **
Father’s involvement/acceptance −0.08 *** −0.08 ***

Father’s coercion/imposition 0.10 *** 0.08 ***
* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.



Children 2022, 9, 1795 7 of 14

3.2. Parenting Styles: Influence on Self-Esteem and on the Level of Cybervictimization,
Cyberaggression, Cyberobservation, and Aggressive Cybervictimization

The results of the analysis of variance and the post hoc group comparisons (Bonferroni)
of parenting styles, self-esteem, and cyberbullying are presented in Table 3. The data (see
Table 3) confirm that the authoritarian educational style is the most harmful, because the
adolescents and youths whose parents were authoritarian obtained significantly lower
scores in self-esteem and significantly higher scores in all the indicators of cyberbullying
(cybervictimization, cyberaggression, cyberobservation, and aggressive cybervictimiza-
tion). In contrast, the most positive educational style was the indulgent style, because the
adolescents whose parents used this educational style had significantly higher scores in
self-esteem and lower scores in all the indicators of cyberbullying.

Table 3. Means, standard deviations, analysis of variance, and post hoc (Bonferroni) analysis of the
parenting styles with self-esteem and with indicators of cyberbullying.

Mother

Negligent Authoritarian Indulgent Authoritative
F(3, 3022) Post Hoc

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Self-esteem 29.50 (4.83) 28.33 (5.26) 30.21 (4.84) 30.11 (5.57) 8.71 *** 2 < 3,4
Cybervictimization 0.73 (1.95) 1.03 (2.44) 0.59 (1.46) 0.81 (1.84) 3.44 * 2 > 3

Cyberaggression 0.41 (1.52) 0.81 (3.57) 0.26 (1.92) 0.34 (1.28) 4.66 ** 2 > 3,4
Cyberobservation 2.88 (3.16) 4.94 (5.83) 2.80 (3.87) 3.46 (4.23) 15.85 *** 2 > 1,3,4; 4 > 3

Aggressive-cybervictimization 1.14 (3.18) 1.84 (4.96) 0.85 (3.02) 1.14 (2.64) 5.23 *** 2 > 3,4

Father

Negligent Authoritarian Indulgent Authoritative
F(3, 3022) Post Hoc

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Self-esteem 29.70 (4.81) 28.56 (5.04) 30.31 (5.10) 30.26 (5.51) 8.20 *** 2 < 1,3,4
Cybervictimization 0.79 (1.95) 1.03 (2.41) 0.46 (1.09) 0.80 (1.81) 5.91 *** 2,4 > 3

Cyberaggression 0.43 (2.36) 0.69 (3.21) 0.20 (0.92) 0.33 (1.38) 3.63 * 2 > 3
Cyberobservation 3.14 (4.18) 4.64 (5.16) 2.83 (3.95) 3.49 (4.22) 10.75 *** 2 > 1,3,4

Aggressive-cybervictimization 1.22 (3.88) 1.72 (4.52) 0.66 (1.60) 1.13 (2.78) 6.21 *** 2 > 3

Notes. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001. (1) = Negligent, (2) = Authoritarian, (3) = Indulgent, and (4) = Authoritative.

3.3. Self-Esteem as a Mediator between Parents’ Acceptance–Coercion and
Cybervictimization/Cyberaggression

To analyze whether self-esteem is a mediator between the parents’ involvement/acceptance
and coercion/imposition and the probability of becoming a cybervictim or cyberaggressor, we
performed a linear regression analysis.

With regard to the mother, on the one hand, we found a perfect or full mediation of
self-esteem in the inverse relation between the mother’s acceptance and being a cybervictim
(total effect, β = −0.22, p = 0.044; partial effect, β = −0.15, p = 0.178; Sobel test, Z = −3.37,
p = 0.001). Therefore, the mother’s low acceptance indirectly predicts being a cybervictim,
because self-esteem is a mediator of the magnitude of the relation existing between these
two variables. When controlling for the effect of self-esteem, the relation between the
mother’s low acceptance and being a cybervictim disappears. The mother’s acceptance is
indirectly related to being a cybervictim, because the relation is mediated by self-esteem.
That is, even if the mother’s acceptance is low, if the adolescent’s self-esteem is high, such
low acceptance does not predict being a cybervictim.

On the other hand, we found a partial mediation of self-esteem in the inverse rela-
tion between the mother’s acceptance and being a cyberaggressor (total effect β = −0.48,
p = 0.001; partial effect, β = −0.44, p = 0.000; Sobel test, Z = −4.37, p = 0.000). This result
shows a partial mediational effect of self-esteem in the relation between the mother’s accep-
tance and being a cyberaggressor. That is, even though the mother’s acceptance is low, if the
adolescent’s self-esteem is high, such low acceptance does not predict being a cyberaggres-
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sor. However, self-esteem was not a mediator between the mother’s coercion/imposition
and being a cybervictim or cyberaggressor.

With regard to the father, on the one hand, we found partial mediation of self-esteem in
the inverse relation between the father’s involvement/acceptance and being a cybervictim
(total effect β = −0.26, p = 0.003; partial effect, β = −0.21, p = 0.023; Sobel test, Z = −3.40,
p = 0.000). Therefore, even though the father’s acceptance is low, if the adolescent’s self-
esteem is high, such low acceptance does not predict being a cybervictim.

Moreover, we found a partial mediation of self-esteem in the direct relation between
the father’s coercion/imposition and being a cyberaggressor (effect total β = 0.49, p = 0.001;
partial effect β = 0.46, p = 0.001; Sobel test, Z = 1.98, p = 0.047). Therefore, even if the
father’s coercion is high, if the adolescent’s self-esteem is high, such coercion does not
predict being a cyberaggressor. However, self-esteem was not a mediator between the
father’s involvement/acceptance and being a cyberaggressor or between the father’s
coercion/imposition and being a cybervictim.

4. Discussion

Firstly, the results showed that adolescents and youths who in the past year have
suffered from cyberbullying (cybervictims) and those who have carried it out on others
(cyberaggressors) are more likely to have low self-esteem. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is par-
tially confirmed, because, although we confirmed that cybervictims have low self-esteem,
cyberaggressors also show low self-esteem, and we hypothesized a medium-high level.
These results point in the same direction as other studies finding low self-esteem in cyber-
victims [18–24]. In addition, the results ratify research showing that cyberaggressors have
lower levels of self-esteem than people who are not involved in cyberbullying [18,21–23].
However, they contradict studies finding that cyberaggressors’ self-esteem was significantly
higher [26]. The discrepancies may be explained by the different instruments used to assess
self-esteem (some measure global self-esteem, whereas others assess self-esteem in different
settings, for example, social, emotional, etc.).

Secondly, the results confirmed that adolescents and youths who, in the past year, have
suffered from cyberbullying (cybervictims) and those who have carried it out on others
(cyberaggressors) are more likely to have parents with low levels of acceptance of their
children; little involvement in their lives; and using high levels of coercion/imposition
(rules, limits, punishments, etc.) in the education of their sons and daughters. Therefore,
Hypothesis 2 is confirmed.

Thirdly, the authoritarian parenting style was the most harmful, because the adoles-
cents and youths whose parents were authoritarian obtained significantly lower scores in
self-esteem and significantly higher scores in all the indicators of cyberbullying (cybervic-
timization and cyberaggression). In contrast, the most positive educational style was the
indulgent style (high involvement/acceptance and low coercion/imposition), because the
adolescents whose parents used this educational style had significantly higher scores in
self-esteem and lower scores in all the indicators of cyberbullying. Therefore, Hypothesis 3
is confirmed.

The results confirm previous findings that have revealed that authoritarian behavior—
high use of physical and verbal coercion, poor family support, hostility, etc.—is related to
violent behaviors in children [54]. In contrast, a high level of family support, high parental
recognition, and high levels of involvement and warmth in the children’s lives are related
to lower levels of violent behavior in these children. These results are in line with other
studies finding that parents’ scarce supervision, poor emotional bonds, and high level of
discipline are related to cyberbullying [36], whereas parents’ excessive control is associated
with cyberaggression [37], and a good relation with one’s parents, based on the positive
expression of feelings, is a protective factor against cybervictimization [43,44,48,51,52]. The
results also ratify other studies showing that adolescents with authoritative parents were
less likely to engage in online cyberbullying [56]. Small differences in the relationship
between parenting styles and cyberbullying (indulgent versus authoritative) found in
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different studies can be explained in terms of cultural differences. Consequently, more
research about more positive parenting styles in different cultures is needed.

Lastly, the results of the mediational analyses found: (1) mediation of self-esteem
in the inverse relationship between the mother’s involvement/acceptance and being a
cybervictim or cyberaggressor (even if the mother’s acceptance is low, this does not predict
being a cybervictim or a cyberaggressor if the adolescent’s self-esteem is high) and (2) me-
diation of self-esteem in the inverse relation between the father’s involvement/acceptance
and being a cybervictim, as well as the in direct relationship between the father’s coer-
cion/imposition and being a cyberaggressor (even if the father’s acceptance is low, this
does not predict being a cybervictim if the adolescent’s self-esteem is high, and even if
the father’s coercion is high, this does not predict being a cyberaggressor if the adoles-
cent’s self-esteem is high). Summing up, self-esteem is a mediator in the relationship
between the involvement/acceptance of both parents and being a cybervictim and between
the mother’s involvement/acceptance and being a cyberaggressor, as well as between
the father’s coercion/imposition and being a cyberaggressor. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is
partially confirmed.

Limitations and Practical Implications

Limitations should be noted when interpreting the results of the current study. Among
others, the use of self-reports with the implied bias of social desirability; therefore, for future
studies, we recommend administering the assessment instruments concerning educational
practices to the parents, as this would allow contrasting the results obtained in this study.
Additionally, the cross-sectional design employed limits our capacity to make causal
inferences regarding the relationships found in the study. Longitudinal studies are needed
to analyze the causal relation that links parental styles and indicators of cyberbullying.

Despite these limitations, the study has important practical implications for school
health professionals The results suggest the importance of implementing at school programs
to promote self-esteem particularly, along with other factors of socioemotional development
(e.g., prosocial behavior, assertive communication, empathy, etc.), due to its efficacy in
decreasing violence and anti-cyberbullying programs that also stimulate transversally
socioemotional development factors [68–73].

Another practical implication is related to the family as a socialization context. The re-
sults suggest the importance of working with the parents to foster their high involvement in
and acceptance of their children, with a medium level of coercion/imposition, which would
help to prevent cyberbullying. Additionally, the results allow us to suggest the importance
of training spaces, where the parents can learn positive educational patterns that inhibit
violent behavior in all its modalities for the development of their children. In these training
contexts, parents could learn: (1) how to stimulate positive and realistic self-esteem in their
children; (2) how to deal constructively with conflicts with their children; (3) to be aware of
the importance of their behavior as a model, as well as the role of the contingencies they
provide for their children’s behaviors; (4) positive ways of communication and dialogue
with their children to know about diverse aspects of their lives (for example, their behavior
on Internet and with their peers); and (5) the negative influence of observation of violent
behaviors (for example, on the Internet, in videogames, etc.).

However, it should be noted that the results of this study are limited by the educational
styles analyzed, which are conditioned in part by the measuring instrument used to assess
the influence of the family (ESPA). From the most current approaches, which recognize
plurality in the exercise of parenting, it is more appropriate to refer to parental practices or
competencies that promote the children’s adequate development and adjustment. There
is growing evidence that the typological approach that indicates the democratic style as
the only valid style is restrictive, because, in certain contexts and/or with certain minors,
other parental educational practices may be more appropriate. It is necessary to take into
account the ecology of parentality that helps us to understand that there is an important
diversity and that there are certain basic parental competencies that should be present but
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that should always be adapted to the specific characteristics and needs of each child and
the specific context of each family [74].

Therefore, in the context of this debate, it is important to include the current approach
of positive parenting, which is a concept that refers to parental behavior based on the
children’s best interests, which cares for and develops their abilities, is not violent and offers
recognition and guidance that include the establishment of limits that allow the child’s
full development [74], emphasizing the need to implement effective parental support
interventions carried out by professionals registered in educational and family support
services and coordinating municipal, autonomic, and ministerial services (Ministry of
Health, Social Services, and Equality, etc.).

With regard to the principles of positive parenting, and in line with the recom-
mendations of the Council of Europe Committee of Ministers, Rodrigo, Máiquez, and
Martín [75,76] proposed six principles of action for positive parenting, which have been
shown to enhance children’s adequate development, promoting their physical and mental
well-being. These principles of positive parenting are: (1) Warm, protective, and stable
affective bonds to make the children feel accepted and loved (this implies the continued
strengthening of family ties throughout their development, changing the forms of expres-
sion of affection with age); (2) A structured environment, providing a model, guidance, and
supervision for the children to learn the rules and values; (3) Stimulation and support for
daily and school learning to promote their motivation and capacities; (4) Recognition of the
children’s value, showing interest in their world, validating their experiences, becoming
involved in their concerns, and responding to their needs; (5) Training the children, enhanc-
ing their self-perception as active agents who are competent and capable of changing things
and influencing others; and (6) Nonviolent education, excluding any form of degrading
physical or psychological punishment.

However, the task of parenting does not depend exclusively on the parents’ character-
istics. It is exercised within an ecological space where the quality depends on three types of
factors: (1) the psychosocial context, (2) the evolving and educational needs of the child,
and (3) the parents’ ability to exercise positive parenting [77,78]. Parenting is not exercised
in a vacuum but in various ecologies or psychosocial environments that facilitate or hinder
the exercise of such responsibility. For more information on the influence of context, see
Arranz [79,80] and Arranz, Oliva, Sánchez, Olabarrieta, and Richard [81].

As Manzano et al. [78] emphasized, the goal of positive parentality policies is to get
mothers and fathers to train for their teaching roles. In addition, it is important to take into
account the distinction between the parenting dimensions and/or the family context vari-
ables and the strictly parental competences. It is important to note that not all intervention
actions in positive parenthood focus on the families’ acquisition of parental competencies.
There are aspects, such as the economic and educational levels of the families or the neigh-
borhood where they reside, that influence the quality of the family context without being,
per se, parental competencies. In short, it is essential to apply an ecological design [82,83]
that includes positive parentality variables and positive parentality competencies.

In this context, the proposal of the “Currículo Óptimo de Parentalidad Positiva”
(COPP; Optimal Positive Parentality Curriculum) identifies three parental competencies
that include diverse variables to consider during infancy, childhood, and adolescence:
(1) cognitive and linguistic development (including, among others, learning stimulation,
stimulation of cognitive development, stimulation of play, stimulation of the theory of
mind,); (2) socioemotional development (including, among others, stimulation of social ma-
turity, existence of rules and limits, promotion of critical thinking, stimulation of autonomy,
stimulation of self-esteem, emotion regulation, adequate parental control, authorized style
of conflict resolution, promotion of sexual education, and transmission of universal ethical
values); and (3) social context and physical environment (including, among others, the
father’s involvement, low levels of family stress, stable and effective social support network,
quality institutional resources, family sharing of free time, media exposure supervision,
health education, and adequate family housing). In addition, the COPP includes some
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transversal variables, such as appropriate socioeconomic status, educational flexibility,
knowledge of the phases of psychological development, implicit environmental theories,
active listening and empathy, assertiveness, and interaction routines. This proposal in-
cludes the parents’ competencies that must be promoted in order to achieve an exercise of
positive parenting that is effective as a factor in protection against cyberbullying [77,78].

5. Conclusions

The results obtained suggest that an adequate level of self-esteem, high parental ac-
ceptance/involvement, and a reasonably low level of coercion/discipline as the parenting
style can have very positive effects on the decrease of violent peer behavior and on the
prevention of cyberbullying. The authoritarian parental style is related to cyberbullying
and low self-esteem, while the indulgent style is a protector factor against cyberbully-
ing and favors self-esteem. Additionally, self-esteem is a mediator that might help to
explain the psychological mechanisms that underline the link between parental styles and
cyberbullying involvement. The current study makes two specific contributions: (1) It
supports the importance of self-esteem as a protective factor against cyberbullying (cy-
bervictimization/cyberaggression), and this may indicate that adequate prevention and
treatment policies should focus on adolescents’ sense of being a good person, according to
their own criteria of worth. School programs and interventions fostering social emotional
learning are already being designed and implemented worldwide to prevent cyberbul-
lying [84]. (2) It emphasizes the important role of parents in preventing cyberbullying
through their educational behaviors with their children. Intervention programs against
bullying/cyberbullying should extend their focus beyond schools to include families, and
they should start before children enter school [85]. The results suggest promoting the
self-esteem of children and adolescents as a way to neutralize the relationship between the
parent’s involvement/acceptance and coercion/imposition and the possibility of becoming
a cybervictim or cyberaggressor.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, M.G. and R.N.; investigation, M.G.; formal analysis,
M.G.; resources, M.G.; data curation, M.G.; writing—original draft preparation, M.G. and R.N.;
writing—review and editing, M.G. and R.N.; project administration, M.G.; and funding acquisition,
M.G. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This study was financed by the University of the Basque Country (UPV/EHU) (PPG17/31)
and by the Ministry of Science, Innovation and Universities (PSI2017-90650-RED).

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study respected the ethical values required in research
with humans and received a favorable report from the Ethics Committee of the University of Basque
Country (CEISH/112/2012). The study met the ethical values required in research with human
beings, respecting the fundamental principles included in the Helsinki Declaration, in its latest
version, and in the active rules: informed consent and right to information, protection of personal
data, and guarantees of confidentiality, non-discrimination, gratuity, and the possibility of dropping
out of the study in any of its phases.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all parents of the participants
involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: Data are not publicly available.

Acknowledgments: We would like to thank the participants and the schools for their collaboration,
without which this study would never have been possible.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Smith, P.K.; Mahdavi, J.; Carvalho, M.; Fisher, S.; Russell, S.; Tippett, N. Cyberbullying: Its nature and impact in secondary school

pupils. J. Child Psychol. Psychiatry 2008, 49, 376–385. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
2. Buelga, S.; Cava, M.J.; Ruiz, D.M.; Ortega-Barón, J. Cyberbullying and suicidal behavior in adolescent students: A systematic

review. Rev. Educ. 2022, 397, 43–66. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01846.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18363945
http://doi.org/10.4438/1988-592X-RE-2022-397-539


Children 2022, 9, 1795 12 of 14

3. Strohmeier, D.; Gradinger, P. Cyberbullying and cyber victimization as online risks for children and adolescents. Eur. Psychol.
2022, 27, 27–141. [CrossRef]

4. Barragán Martín, A.B.; Molero Jurado, M.d.M.; Pérez-Fuentes, M.d.C.; Simón Márquez, M.d.M.; Martos Martínez, Á.; Sisto, M.;
Gázquez Linares, J.J. Study of cyberbullying among adolescents in recent years: A bibliometric analysis. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public
Health 2021, 18, 3016. [CrossRef]

5. Evangelio, C.; Rodriguez-Gonzalez, P.; Fernandez-Rio, J.; Gonzalez-Villora, S. Cyberbullying in elementary and middle school
students: A systematic review. Comput. Edu. 2022, 176, 104356. [CrossRef]

6. Malonda, E.; Llorca, A.; Mesurado, B.; Samper, P.; Mestre, M.V. Parents or peers? Predictors of prosocial behavior and aggression:
A longitudinal study. Front. Psychol. 2019, 10, 2379. [CrossRef]

7. Tintori, A.; Ciancimino, G.; Palomba, R.; Clementi, C.; Cerbara, L. The impact of socialisation on children’s prosocial behaviour. A
study on primary school students. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 12017. [CrossRef]

8. Labella, M.H.; Masten, A.S. Family influences on the development of aggression and violence. Curr. Opin. Psychol. 2018, 19, 11–16.
[CrossRef]

9. Streit, C.; Carlo, G.; Knight, G.P.; White, R.M.; Maiya, S. Relations among parenting, culture, and prosocial behaviors in US
Mexican youth: An integrative socialization approach. Child Dev. 2021, 92, e383–e397. [CrossRef]

10. Landim, I.; Borsa, J.C. Conceptions of Families: A study on the graphic representations of children from Rio de Janeiro. Estud.
Pesqui. Psicol. 2019, 19, 503–521. Available online: http://pepsic.bvsalud.org/pdf/epp/v19n2/v19n2a10.pdf (accessed on
19 October 2022).

11. Lück, D.; Ruckdeschel, K. Clear in its core, blurred in the outer contours: Culturally normative conceptions of the family in
Germany. Eur. Soc. 2018, 20, 715–742. [CrossRef]

12. Mangone, E. Families in sociocultural change: From structure to relationship. In Non-Binary Family Configurations: Intersections of
Queerness and Homonormativity; Gilley, B.J., Masullo, G., Eds.; Springer: Cham, Switzerland, 2022; pp. 67–80. [CrossRef]

13. Patterson, C.J.; Farr, R.H.; Hastings, P.D. Socialization in the context of family diversity. In Handbook of Socialization: Theory and
Research; Grusec, J.E., Hastings, P.D., Eds.; Guildord Publications: New York, NY, USA, 2014; pp. 328–351.

14. Colmsee, I.-S.O.; Hank, P.; Bošnjak, M. Low self-esteem as a risk factor for eating disorders. Z. Psychol. 2021, 229, 48–69. [CrossRef]
15. Fuentes, M.C.; Garcia, O.F.; Garcia, F. Protective and risk factors for adolescent substance use in Spain: Self-esteem and other

indicators of personal well-being and ill-being. Sustainability 2020, 12, 5962. [CrossRef]
16. Rosenberg, M. Society and the Adolescent Self-Image; Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ, USA, 1965.
17. Soler, L.; Paretilla, C.; Kirchner, T.; Forns, M. Impact of polyvictimization on mental health: The mediator and/or moderator sole

of self-esteem. J. Interpers. Violence 2013, 28, 2695–2712. [CrossRef]
18. Chang, F.; Lee, C.; Chiu, C.; Hsi, W.; Huang, T.; Pan, Y. Relationships among cyberbullying, school bullying, and mental health in

Taiwanese adolescents. J. School Health 2013, 83, 454–462. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
19. Cénat, J.M.; Hébert, M.; Blais, M.; Lavoie, F.; Guerrier, M.; Derivois, D. Cyberbullying, psychological distress and self-esteem

among youth in Quebec schools. J. Affect. Disord. 2014, 169, 7–9. [CrossRef]
20. Wachs, S.; Vazsonyi, A.T.; Wright, M.F.; Ksinan Jiskrova, G. Cross-national associations among cyberbullying victimization,

self-esteem, and internet addiction: Direct and indirect effects of alexithymia. Front. Psychol. 2020, 11, 1368. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
21. Patchin, J.W.; Hinduja, S. Cyberbullying and self-esteem. J. School Health 2010, 80, 614–621. [CrossRef]
22. Sticca, F.; Ruggieri, S.; Alsaker, F.; Perren, S. Longitudinal risk factors for cyberbullying in adolescence. J. Community Appl. Soc.

Psychol. 2013, 23, 52–67. [CrossRef]
23. Yang, S.; Stewart, R.; Kim, J.; Kim, S.; Shin, I.; Dewey, M.; Maskey, S.; Yoon, J. Differences in predictors of traditional and

cyber-bullying: A 2-year longitudinal study in Korean school children. Eur. Child Adolesc. Psy. 2013, 22, 309–318. [CrossRef]
24. Price, M.; Dalgleish, J. Cyberbullying: Experiences, impacts and coping strategies as described by Australian young people. Youth

Stud. Aust. 2010, 29, 51–59. [CrossRef]
25. Vilchez, Y.C. Ciberbullying y Autoestima en Estudiantes de un Colegio de la Provincia de Andahuaylas, 2020 [Cyberbullying

and Self-Esteem in Students of a School in the Province of Andahuaylas, 2020]. Bachelor’s Thesis, Universidad Cesar Vallejo:
Lima, Perú, 2021.
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