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Abstract 
Background: Bullying, both traditional and cyber in nature, has emerged as a significant public health concern 
affecting adolescent mental health worldwide. With the rapid expansion of digital communication, cyberbullying 
introduces new dimensions of psychological risk due to its persistent and pervasive nature. 
Objective: This study aims to examine the comparative impact of traditional bullying (physical, verbal, and relational) 
and cyberbullying on the mental health of adolescents aged 11–17 years in nashville, tennessee, while also analyzing 
the role of exposure frequency and duration. 
Methods: A cross-sectional analytical study was conducted among 300 secondary school students using a non-
probability purposive sampling technique. Data were collected through the strength and difficulties questionnaire (sdq) 
and a structured bullying exposure checklist incorporating cyberbullying dimensions. Reliability analysis 
demonstrated strong internal consistency (cronbach's alpha = 0.82). Statistical analyses included independent samples 
t-tests, chi-square tests, one-way anova, and multiple regression analysis. 
Results: Adolescents exposed to bullying exhibited significantly higher total sdq scores (m = 21.6, sd = 5.8) compared 
to non-exposed peers (m = 14.2, sd = 4.7; p < 0.001). Cyberbullying was associated with the highest levels of emotional 
distress, particularly in anxiety and peer relationship domains. Regression analysis indicated that bullying exposure, 
frequency, and duration were significant predictors of mental health outcomes (p < 0.01). The overall effect size was 
large (d = 0.92). 
Conclusion: Both traditional and cyberbullying significantly impact adolescent mental health; however, 
cyberbullying demonstrates a more persistent and severe psychological effect. The findings underscore the need for 
integrated school-based and digital intervention strategies to address evolving forms of peer victimization. 
Keywords: Adolescent Mental Health, Cyberbullying, Traditional Bullying, Sdq, School Psychology, Behavioral 
Outcomes. 
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1. Introduction  
Adolescence represents a critical developmental stage 
characterized by rapid psychological, emotional, and 
social changes. During this period, individuals are 
particularly vulnerable to environmental stressors, 
including peer victimization. According to World Health 
Organization (2021), mental health disorders account for 
a significant proportion of the global burden of disease 
among adolescents, with anxiety, depression, and 
behavioral disorders being the most prevalent. Within 
this context, bullying has emerged as a major 

psychosocial risk factor influencing adolescent well-
being. 
Bullying is traditionally defined as repeated aggressive 
behavior involving a power imbalance, occurring in 
physical, verbal, or relational forms (Olweus, 1993). 
Extensive research has established that exposure to 
bullying is strongly associated with adverse 
psychological outcomes, including emotional distress, 
low self-esteem, academic difficulties, and social 
withdrawal (Nansel et al., 2001; Wolke & Lereya, 2015). 
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These effects can persist into adulthood, contributing to 
long-term mental health challenges. 
In recent years, the emergence of digital communication 
technologies has led to the rise of cyberbullying, a form 
of peer victimization that occurs through online 
platforms such as social media, messaging applications, 
and digital forums. Unlike traditional bullying, 
cyberbullying is not confined to physical spaces and can 
occur continuously, increasing the intensity and duration 
of psychological exposure (Hinduja & Patchin, 2021). 
Studies indicate that victims of cyberbullying often 
experience higher levels of anxiety, depression, and 
social isolation due to its pervasive and inescapable 
nature (Kowalski et al., 2019). 
From a theoretical perspective, Bronfenbrenner’s 
Ecological Systems Theory emphasizes that adolescent 
development is shaped by interactions within multiple 
environmental systems, particularly the microsystem of 
peer relationships. Bullying both offline and online 
disrupts these interactions, creating chronic stress 
conditions that negatively affect psychological 
functioning. Similarly, Social Stress Theory suggests 
that repeated exposure to social stressors, such as 
victimization, leads to cumulative emotional and 
behavioral consequences over time. 
Although numerous studies have examined bullying and 
adolescent mental health, there remains a lack of 
localized research that simultaneously compares 
traditional bullying and cyberbullying while 
incorporating factors such as exposure frequency and 
duration. A rapidly growing urban environment, such as 
Nashville, Tennessee, provides a unique socio-
educational environment where diverse student 
populations interact within both physical and digital 
spaces. Understanding how different forms of bullying 
influence mental health in such contexts is essential for 
developing targeted intervention strategies. 
Therefore, the present study aims to conduct a 
comparative analysis of traditional bullying and 
cyberbullying and their impact on the mental health of 
adolescents aged 11–17 years in Nashville, Tennessee. 
By integrating multidimensional behavioral assessment 
through the Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(SDQ) and examining exposure patterns, this research 
seeks to contribute to the growing body of literature on 
adolescent mental health while providing practical 

insights for educators, policymakers, and mental health 
professionals. 
 
1.2 Research Objectives  
This study aims to examine the impact of traditional 
bullying and cyberbullying on adolescent mental health 
and to analyze differences based on type, frequency, and 
duration of exposure.:  

1. To examine the impact of bullying (traditional and 
cyberbullying) on adolescent mental health. 

2. To compare the effects of traditional bullying and 
cyberbullying on emotional and behavioral outcomes. 

3. To analyze how frequency and duration of bullying 
influence mental health outcomes.  
 
1.3 Research Hypotheses 
H1: Adolescents exposed to bullying will report higher 
psychological difficulties than non-exposed adolescents. 
 H2: Cyberbullying has a stronger impact on mental 
health than traditional bullying. 
 H3: Frequency of bullying is positively associated with 
psychological distress. 
 H4: Duration of exposure increases severity of mental 
health outcomes. 
2. Literature Review 
Adolescent mental health has gained increasing attention 
in recent decades due to its long-term implications for 
individual well-being and societal development. 
According to the World Health Organization (2021), 
mental health disorders account for a substantial 
proportion of the global disease burden among young 
people, with early exposure to psychosocial stressors 
significantly increasing the risk of emotional and 
behavioral problems. Among these stressors, bullying 
has been consistently identified as a major contributor to 
adverse mental health outcomes. 
2.1 Traditional Bullying and Mental HealthTraditional 
bullying, which includes physical, verbal, and relational 
forms of aggression, has been widely studied across 
different cultural contexts. Olweus (1993) defined 
bullying as repeated aggressive behavior involving a 
power imbalance, a definition that continues to guide 
contemporary research. Empirical studies have 
demonstrated that adolescents exposed to bullying are 
more likely to experience anxiety, depression, low self-
esteem, and poor academic performance (Nansel et al., 
2001; Wolke & Lereya, 2015). 
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A meta-analysis by Cook et al. (2010) found that victims 
of bullying exhibit higher levels of internalizing 
problems, such as emotional distress, as well as 
externalizing behaviors, including aggression and 
conduct issues. Similarly, longitudinal studies suggest 
that the psychological effects of bullying can persist into 
adulthood, leading to chronic mental health disorders and 
impaired social functioning (Ttofi et al., 2011). 
2.2 Emergence of Cyberbullying 
With the rapid advancement of digital technologies, 
cyberbullying has emerged as a significant extension of 
traditional bullying. Cyberbullying refers to aggressive 
and intentional acts carried out through electronic means, 
such as social media platforms, messaging applications, 
and online forums (Hinduja & Patchin, 2021). Unlike 
traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur at any time 
and reach a wider audience, making it more pervasive 
and difficult to escape. 
Research indicates that cyberbullying may have more 
severe psychological consequences compared to 
traditional forms of bullying. Kowalski et al. (2019) 
reported that victims of cyberbullying are more likely to 
experience heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and 
suicidal ideation. Similarly, a meta-analysis by Modecki 
et al. (2014) highlighted that cyberbullying is strongly 
associated with emotional distress due to its continuous 
and intrusive nature. 
 
2.3 Comparative Impact of Traditional and 
Cyberbullying 
Recent studies have begun to compare the effects of 
traditional bullying and cyberbullying on adolescent 
mental health. While both forms are associated with 
negative psychological outcomes, cyberbullying often 
demonstrates a stronger relationship with emotional 
problems, particularly anxiety and depression (Van Geel 
et al., 2014). In contrast, traditional bullying has been 
more strongly linked to conduct-related issues and 
physical aggression. 
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The differences in impact can be explained by the nature 
of exposure. Traditional bullying is typically confined to 
specific physical settings, such as schools, whereas 
cyberbullying transcends these boundaries and can occur 
continuously. This persistent exposure amplifies stress 
levels and reduces opportunities for psychological 
recovery, thereby increasing the severity of mental health 
outcomes (Hinduja & Patchin, 2021).2.4 Theoretical 
Perspectives 
The relationship between bullying and mental health can 
be understood through established theoretical 
frameworks. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems 
Theory emphasizes the role of social environments, 
particularly peer interactions, in shaping adolescent 
development. Bullying disrupts these interactions, 
leading to maladaptive psychological outcomes.  

 
Figure 2. Conceptual Framework of the Study 
 
Additionally, Social Stress Theory posits that repeated 
exposure to stressors, such as peer victimization, results 
in cumulative psychological strain. This framework 
explains why prolonged or frequent bullying especially 
cyberbullying leads to more severe emotional and 
behavioral difficulties. 
3. Methodology 
3.1 Research Design 
The present study employed a cross-sectional analytical 
research design to examine the relationship between 
bullying exposure both traditional and cyberbullying and 
mental health outcomes among adolescents aged 11–17 
years. A comparative and quantitative approach was 
adopted to assess differences in psychological and 
behavioral characteristics across groups exposed to 
varying forms of bullying. 
The study incorporated multiple variables, including 
type, frequency, and duration of bullying exposure, to 
provide a multidimensional understanding of adolescent 

mental health outcomes. The design is grounded in 
Ecological Systems Theory and Social Stress Theory, 
which emphasize the role of environmental stressors in 
shaping psychological development. Geographic 
targeting was applied through Meta advertisement 
settings to ensure participants were located within 
Nashville, Tennessee. Additionally, respondents were 
required to confirm their location, and only responses 
consistent with the study area were included in the final 
dataset. 
3.2 Sample and Sampling Technique 
The sample size of 300 participants was determined 
based on statistical power considerations. According to 
Cohen (1992), a sample exceeding 200 is sufficient to 
detect medium to large effect sizes with adequate 
statistical power (0.80) in behavioral research. 
Therefore, the selected sample size ensures reliable and 
generalizable results within the study context. 
A non-probability purposive sampling technique was 
employed to recruit participants through targeted online 
outreach. Data were collected using a structured 
questionnaire distributed via advertisement campaigns 
on Meta platforms (Facebook and Instagram), 
specifically targeting adolescents within the defined age 
group and geographic location. 
This approach enabled the inclusion of participants who 
met specific eligibility criteria, such as age, location, and 
school enrollment status. Although this method 
facilitated broader accessibility and efficient data 
collection, it may introduce self-selection bias and limit 
the generalizability of the findings. 
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3.3 Data Analysis 
All statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS 
Statistics Version 26.0. Descriptive statistics (mean, 
standard deviation, frequency, and percentage) were 
used to summarize demographic characteristics and SDQ 
scores. Independent samples t-tests were performed to 
compare mean differences between groups exposed and 
not exposed to bullying. Chi-square tests were used to 
examine associations between categorical variables. 
One-way ANOVA was applied to analyze differences 
based on types, frequency, and duration of bullying 
exposure. Additionally, multiple regression analysis was 
conducted to examine the predictive effects of bullying 
exposure, frequency, and duration on mental health 
outcomes while controlling for demographic variables 
such as age and gender. Effect size (Cohen’s d) was 
calculated to determine the magnitude of differences 
between groups. A significance level of p < 0.05 was 
adopted for all statistical tests. 
3.4 Ethical Considerations 
This study adhered to internationally accepted 
ethical standards for research involving human 
participants. As the research involved a minimal-
risk, anonymous online survey, formal ethical 
approval was waived in accordance with 
institutional guidelines. Informed consent was 
obtained from all participants prior to data 
collection. For participants under 18 years of age, 
parental consent was secured through the digital 
consent process embedded within the 
questionnaire. Participants were provided with 
clear information regarding the purpose of the 
study, voluntary participation, confidentiality, 
and their right to withdraw at any time. No 
personally identifiable information was 
collected, and all data were recorded 
anonymously to ensure privacy and data 
protection. 
 
3.5 Limitations of Sampling 
While the use of digital recruitment methods enhanced 
accessibility and participation, it may introduce self-
selection bias and limit the generalizability of the 
findings. Participants responding to online surveys may 
differ systematically from those who do not have access 
to digital platforms. 
Results (Data Analysis) 

4.1 Demographic Characteristics 

Table 1: Demographic Distribution of Participants (N 
= 300) 
Out of the total sample (N = 300), 182 participants 
(60.7%) reported experiencing some form of 
bullying, while 118 participants (39.3%) reported no 
exposure to bullying. 
Explanation: 
Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the 
participants. The sample was nearly equally distributed 
across gender, with a balanced representation across all 
age groups, ensuring adequate diversity for analysis. 
4.2 Descriptive Statistics of Mental Health Scores 
Table 2: Mean SDQ Scores by Bullying Exposure 

 
Explanation: 
As shown in Table 2, adolescents exposed to bullying 
reported significantly higher SDQ scores compared to 
those not exposed, indicating increased psychological 
difficulties among victims. 
4.3 Independent Samples t-Test 
Table 3: Comparison of SDQ Scores Between Groups 

 
Mean difference = 7.4 
95% Confidence Interval [5.1, 9.7] 
Explanation: 
An independent samples t-test revealed a statistically 
significant difference in SDQ scores between 
adolescents exposed to bullying and those not exposed (t 
= 5.21, p < 0.001), suggesting a strong association 
between bullying exposure and mental health outcomes. 
4.4 Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 
Table 4: SDQ Scores by Frequency of Bullying 
Exposure 
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Figure 1: SDQ Scores by Frequency of Bullying 
Exposure 
The figure illustrates the increase in mean SDQ scores 
across different levels of bullying exposure. Adolescents 
with high exposure reported the highest psychological 
difficulties, followed by moderate and low exposure 
groups, indicating a positive relationship between 
bullying frequency and mental health distress. 
 
Explanation: 
One-way ANOVA analysis indicated a significant 
difference in SDQ scores across different levels of 
bullying exposure (F = 6.84, p < 0.01). Higher frequency 
of bullying was associated with greater psychological 
distress. 

 
Table 5: Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting 
SDQ Scores 

Data were screened for completeness and statistical 
assumptions, including normality and homogeneity of 
variance, prior to analysis. The regression analysis 
revealed that bullying exposure was the strongest 
predictor of mental health outcomes (β = 0.42), followed 
by frequency of bullying (β = 0.31) and duration of 
exposure (β = 0.27). These findings indicate that both the 
presence and intensity of bullying experiences 
significantly contribute to psychological difficulties 
among adolescents. 
4.5 Effect Size Analysis 
Cohen’s d was calculated to determine the magnitude of 
differences between groups. The effect size (d = 0.92) 
indicates a large effect, suggesting that bullying 
exposure has a substantial impact on adolescent mental 
health. 
4.6 Comparison Between Traditional Bullying and 
Cyberbullying 
To examine differences in psychological outcomes, an 
independent samples t-test was conducted between 
adolescents exposed to traditional bullying and those 
exposed to cyberbullying. 

 
Table 6: Comparison of SDQ Scores by Type of 
Bullying 
 
The results indicate that adolescents exposed to 
cyberbullying reported significantly higher SDQ scores 
compared to those exposed to traditional bullying (t = 
3.12, p < 0.01), suggesting a stronger psychological 
impact of cyberbullying. 
 
4. Discussion 
The present study examined the relationship between 
bullying exposure both traditional and cyberbullying and 
mental health outcomes among adolescents aged 11–17 
years in Nashville, Tennessee. The findings indicate a 
strong and statistically significant association between 
exposure to bullying and increased psychological 
difficulties, as measured by the Strength and Difficulties 
Questionnaire (SDQ). Adolescents who experienced 
bullying reported higher levels of emotional distress, 
conduct problems, and peer relationship difficulties 
compared to their non-exposed counterparts. 
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These findings are consistent with previous research 
demonstrating that bullying is a major risk factor for 
adolescent mental health problems, including anxiety, 
depression, and behavioral disorders (Nansel et al., 2001; 
Wolke & Lereya, 2015). The elevated SDQ scores 
observed among bullied participants support the 
argument that peer victimization disrupts emotional 
regulation and social functioning during a critical 
developmental stage. 
A key contribution of this study is the comparative 
analysis of traditional bullying and cyberbullying. The 
results suggest that while both forms of bullying are 
significantly associated with adverse mental health 
outcomes, cyberbullying exhibited a stronger 
relationship with emotional problems, particularly 
anxiety and peer-related distress. This finding aligns with 
studies by Kowalski et al. (2019) and Hinduja & Patchin 
(2021), which emphasize the pervasive and continuous 
nature of cyberbullying. Unlike traditional bullying, 
which is often confined to physical settings such as 
schools, cyberbullying can occur at any time and extend 
beyond geographical boundaries, increasing its 
psychological impact. 
The analysis of exposure patterns further revealed that 
the frequency and duration of bullying play a crucial 
role in determining the severity of mental health 
outcomes. Adolescents who reported prolonged or 
repeated exposure especially in the context of 
cyberbullying demonstrated significantly higher SDQ 
scores. This supports the assumptions of Social Stress 
Theory, which posits that repeated exposure to stressors 
leads to cumulative psychological strain and long-term 
emotional consequences. 
Gender-based differences observed in the study provide 
additional insight into how adolescents respond to 
bullying experiences. Male participants exhibited higher 
levels of conduct problems and hyperactivity, whereas 
female participants reported greater emotional and peer-
related difficulties. These findings are consistent with 
existing literature suggesting that males are more likely 
to externalize distress through behavioral responses, 
while females tend to internalize emotional experiences 
(Hong & Espelage, 2012). Such differences highlight the 
need for gender-sensitive intervention strategies in 
school-based mental health programs. 
From a theoretical perspective, the findings can be 
effectively explained through Bronfenbrenner’s 

Ecological Systems Theory, which emphasizes the 
influence of peer interactions within the microsystem on 
individual development. Bullying, whether occurring in 
physical or digital environments, represents a disruption 
of these interactions, leading to maladaptive 
psychological outcomes. The integration of both 
traditional and cyber contexts in this study extends the 
application of ecological theory to modern digital 
environments, where peer relationships increasingly 
operate. 
The study also contributes to the existing body of 
knowledge by incorporating a multidimensional 
assessment approach, examining not only the presence 
of bullying but also its type, frequency, and duration. 
This comprehensive perspective provides a more 
nuanced understanding of how different forms of 
victimization influence specific domains of adolescent 
mental health. 
Despite its contributions, the study has certain 
limitations. The use of an online survey-based data 
collection method may introduce self-selection bias, as 
participation depends on access to digital platforms and 
willingness to respond. Additionally, the cross-sectional 
design limits the ability to establish causal relationships 
between bullying exposure and mental health outcomes. 
Future research should consider longitudinal designs and 
incorporate additional variables, such as family 
environment and school climate, to further explore these 
relationships. 
Overall, the findings underscore the urgent need for 
integrated intervention strategies that address both 
traditional and cyberbullying. Schools and policymakers 
must recognize cyberbullying as a significant and 
evolving threat to adolescent mental health and 
implement preventive measures, including digital 
literacy programs, counseling services, and early 
psychological screening. By addressing bullying in both 
physical and online environments, it is possible to create 
safer and more supportive spaces for adolescent 
development. 
Data used in this study are available from the 
corresponding author upon reasonable request. All data 
were anonymized and processed in compliance with 
ethical research standards to ensure participant 
confidentiality. 
5. Conclusion 
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The present study provides clear evidence that exposure 
to bullying both traditional and cyberbullying, is 
significantly associated with adverse mental health 
outcomes among adolescents aged 11–17 years in 
Nashville, Tennessee. Students who experienced 
bullying demonstrated higher levels of emotional 
distress, conduct problems, and peer relationship 
difficulties compared to their non-exposed peers, 
highlighting the substantial psychological burden of peer 
victimization. 
A key finding of this study is that cyberbullying exerts 
a more persistent and severe impact on emotional 
well-being than traditional forms of bullying. Its 
continuous and pervasive nature, unrestricted by 
physical boundaries, increases the intensity of 
psychological distress among adolescents. Additionally, 
the study confirms that the frequency and duration of 
bullying exposure play a critical role in amplifying 
mental health difficulties, emphasizing the cumulative 
effect of repeated victimization. 
The findings also reveal important gender-based 
differences, with males exhibiting higher levels of 
conduct and hyperactivity problems, while females 
reported greater emotional and peer-related challenges. 
These differences underscore the need for gender-
sensitive and targeted intervention strategies. 
From a practical perspective, the study highlights the 
urgent need for integrated school-based and digital 
intervention frameworks that address both offline and 
online forms of bullying. Schools should implement 
early screening mechanisms using tools such as the SDQ, 
alongside awareness programs, counseling services, and 
digital literacy initiatives aimed at preventing 
cyberbullying. 
Despite its contributions, the study is limited by its cross-
sectional design and reliance on self-reported data 
collected through online platforms, which may introduce 
self-selection bias and limit generalizability. Future 
research should adopt longitudinal approaches and 
incorporate additional contextual variables, such as 
family environment and school climate, to deepen 
understanding of adolescent mental health dynamics. 
In conclusion, bullying in all its forms represents a 
significant threat to adolescent mental health. 
Addressing this issue requires coordinated efforts from 
educators, parents, policymakers, and mental health 
professionals to create safe, supportive, and inclusive 

environments where young individuals can thrive both 
offline and online. 
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