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ABSTRACT

This study explores the experiences of young persons who have become victims of
cyberbullying in the Ayawaso-West Municipality of Accra, Ghana. The aims of the research
were to find out the forms of cyberbullying experienced by the youth, how it affected them,
their coping strategies and the reporting mechanisms available to them. The study used a
qualitative, phenomenological approach, and involved individual in-depth interviews with
Twenty (20) young persons and one key informant from the Cyber Security Authority of

Ghana. The study was guided by the Integrated Model of Victimisation as its theoretical base.

The findings of the study revealed that young persons in Accra experienced the various forms
of cyberbullying that exist and that the lack of awareness of the cyberbullying phenomenon
persists, as most of the victims did not know that what they experienced at the time was
cyberbullying. Females were also more likely to face harassment related to their private videos
or photos being distributed online without their consent than their male counterparts.
Cyberbullying affects youths negatively mentally, physically, emotionally and
psychologically, academically and socially. Young people adopt several ways to cope with the
issue of cyberbullying either through technological or social support and parents and school
authorities are not seen as reliable available reporting mechanisms for youth who experience

cyberbullying.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.0 Background of the Study

Bullying is aggressive goal-directed behaviour that harms another individual within the context
of a power imbalance (Volk et al., 2014). The old thought that bullying takes place only within
the school area or on the streets has been dispelled by the emergence of the internet, which has
introduced a new form of bullying (Antiri, 2016). Nowadays, bullies have taken to the use of
technology to perpetuate the act of bullying (Yaro, 2020). Cyberbullying has been categorised
under bullying as one occurring in the digital realm/medium of electronic text (Wong &
Bullock, 2011). It has been defined as deliberate, repetitive behaviour exhibited with the goal
of hurting other people through electronic mail, text messages, social networks and gaming
sites (Webber & Ovedovitz, 2018).

The Information Technology industry has brought in a lot of innovative breakthroughs that has
led to the increase in the rate of penetration of the internet as well as the consistent growth of
internet users in developing nations (International Telecommunication Union, 2021). After the
COVID-19 pandemic, there was a rise in internet usage, due to measures such as lockdown and
social distancing, which caused firms and educational institutions to shift from in-person
communication to internet-based services, compelling the youth to spend majority of their time
at home, thus increasing the amount of time spent on the internet for purposes other than
academics, like gaming and other social activities (De et al., 2020; Onukwuli et al., 2023).
People under the age of 18 account for about one-third of all internet users worldwide (Statista,
2023). Africa has also seen a rise in the mobile device adoption which has boosted internet

access on the continent and has its young people as the most connected demographic globally,
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showing that 71% of those between the ages of 15 to 24 are online, compared to 48% of the
overall population (UNICEF, 2019).

Africa has seen an increase from 120 million in 2014 to 270 million in 2019 in internet use
(Okae & Gyasi, 2013). In Ghana, internet use is prevalent across all age groups, but youth (ages
15-29) have the highest usage rate (80%), followed closely by the 30-40 age cohort (78%)
which is a similar pattern to what is observed in developed economies like the US (Ghana
Statistical Service, 2021). Young people use the internet for various reasons, of which the major
ones include communicating with friends and family, education, finding information, identity
building, entertainment, gambling, and job hunting. It is known that involvement in online
activities presents prospects for social development in young people (Navarro et al., 2016).
The unique and exceptional nature of cyberspace makes it an ideal environment for aggression
(Liang, 2024). One of such is anonymity, where the identity of users is concealed, thereby
emboldening them to carry out actions that cannot be traced back to them. Jealousy, conflicts,
revenge and resentment from previous relationships, presence of disability or difference in
physical appearance, along with the growing usage of mobile phones and networked computers
are among the root causes of cyberbullying (Otchere et al., 2021). Other risk factors include
increased online activity, social media usage, prior experiences of bullying, family conflict,
mental health issues (Kowalski et al., 2014; Hertz et al., 2017).

However, there is evidence that raises concerns about the negative impact of the internet on
children and youth (McDool et al., 2020), with one of the most prevalent being cyberviolence
which is described as any online action that assaults or endangers a person physically,
psychologically, emotionally (Alotaibi, 2019). Cyberviolence can take many different forms
such as harassment (including bullying), threat texts, stalking, revenge porn, outing which
involves revealing embarrassing or secret information about someone, sextortion, flaming —

the use of abusive and offensive languages, fraping which involves taking over someone’s
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account to post sensitive information that can humiliate them, denigration which is posting
false information that can damage someone’s image, impersonation (Mukred et al., 2024).
Young persons are the most vulnerable to cyberviolence and account for majority of the victims
(Al-Zahrani, 2015).

Very few researchers in Ghana have looked into the concept, manner, nature, and extent of
cyberbullying. Sam et al. (2018) suggest that this absence of research on this type of bullying
may be related in part to how bullying is viewed in the Ghanaian society. Also, because the
nation of Ghana is still relatively new to the internet, cyberbullying is still a relatively
undiscovered phenomenon. As a result of the little research available surrounding the
phenomenon, there exist youth who experience the phenomenon daily, some of whom are not
even aware (Kwode et al., 2020). Sam et al. (2018) further note that cyberbullying may be a
“normality” among Ghanaian youths, not in the sense that it is socially accepted or encouraged,
but rather that it has become a frequent and familiar aspect of young people’s digital
interactions. This observation reflects a worrying trend of desensitization, where repeated
exposure to online harassment, ridicule, and impersonation may cause youth to perceive such
behaviours as typical, inevitable, or unworthy of formal reporting. In some cases, victims do
not even identify their experiences as cyberbullying, further reinforcing its normalized status.
The study also points to the absence of consistent adult intervention and limited public
discourse about online harm as contributing factors to this normalization. Moreover, in a
context where digital literacy is still developing and reporting mechanisms are not widely
understood or trusted, many young people may internalize cyberbullying as “part of being
online.”

In February 2018, the Ghanaian Parliament began debating potential legislation to address
rising incidents of cyberbullying and other forms of online harm, such as the non-consensual

sharing of intimate images. However, consensus on the appropriate legal framework could not
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be reached at the time, delaying immediate regulatory action. This legislative impasse was later
resolved with the passage of the Cybersecurity Act, 2020 (Act 1038), which marked a major
step forward in Ghana’s digital governance efforts. The Act established the Cybersecurity
Authority (CSA) as the national body responsible for overseeing cybersecurity policy,
standards, education, incident response, and enforcement mechanisms.

The CSA operates at both macro and micro levels. At the macro level, it develops national
cybersecurity strategies, regulations, and accreditation systems. At the micro level, the
Authority directly engages with the public by offering accessible mechanisms for individuals
and organizations to report cyber incidents, including cyberbullying, through online forms,
dedicated email addresses, and hotline numbers. These platforms are intended to empower the
public to act when facing digital threats, and they reflect the Authority’s commitment to both
institutional oversight and individual protection. By bridging national-level regulation with
grassroots-level reporting and support, the CSA plays a critical role in responding to and
mitigating cyber-related harms in Ghana (CSA, 2024).

Given Ghana's notably high rate of internet usage among youth, which ranks among the highest
in Africa, alongside the relatively recent development of national cybersecurity frameworks
such as the 2020 Cybersecurity Act and the establishment of the Cyber Security Authority, the
Ghanaian context offers both a distinctive and illustrative case for the examination of
cyberbullying (CSA, 2024). This context is distinctive due to the rapid expansion of digital
access among Ghanaian youth, which frequently surpasses awareness, parental guidance, and
institutional readiness. Concurrently, the fundamental challenges associated with anonymity,
platform affordances, and the social stigma linked to reporting abuse are global. Consequently,
while this study is grounded in the lived experiences of Ghanaian youth, it also seeks to
generate insights applicable to other nations experiencing similar transitions in digital

connectivity and youth online engagement. This dual framing positions Ghana not only as a
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context of concern but also as a valuable lens through which the broader effects of
cyberbullying can be more comprehensively understood.

Moreover, activities like the International Day Against Violence and Bullying in Schools,
including cyberbullying, which happen every year, have also been organised to create
awareness of cyberbullying among children and youth in schools (UNESCO Ghana
Commission, 2021). Social media platforms like Twitter, Snapchat, and Instagram have also
developed policies and tools to address forms of cyberbullying flagged by their users
(Milosevic, 2016). Despite these interventions that have been put in place, the problem of

cyberbullying still exists and is increasing in Ghana (Ghansah, 2022).

1.1 Statement of Problem

Cyberbullying has emerged as a widespread and damaging form of online violence, particularly
among youth, due to the increasing use of digital devices and platforms for communication,
entertainment, and social networking (Webber & Ovedovitz, 2018; Wong & Bullock, 2011).
Defined as deliberate, repeated aggression carried out using electronic means, cyberbullying
can result in severe emotional, psychological, and academic consequences for its victims,
including depression, anxiety, withdrawal, and even suicidal ideation (Maurya et al., 2022;
Sanders, 2019).

In Ghana, internet usage among young people is rapidly increasing, with 80% of individuals
aged 15-29 being active internet users (Ghana Statistical Service, 2021). However, this rise in
connectivity has not been accompanied by sufficient awareness, digital literacy, or institutional
mechanisms to protect users from harm. A few studies have examined the occurrence of
cyberbullying in Ghana, but they have largely employed quantitative methods, focusing on

prevalence and demographic trends, particularly among adolescents in school settings (Sam et
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al., 2018; Otchere et al., 2021; Kwode, 2020). These studies have shown that many young
people experience cyberbullying frequently and may even perceive it as a normal part of online
life, leading to desensitization and underreporting.

Yet, little is known about how young Ghanaians personally interpret these experiences, what
coping strategies they use, and how they engage with available reporting systems. In many
cases, cultural factors such as fear of family shame, social stigma, or parental punishment may
prevent victims from speaking out (Cassidy et al., 2013; Parris et al., 2012). Moreover, while
digital platforms provide tools for reporting abuse, many youths distrust their effectiveness or
are unaware they exist (Agbeko & Kwa-Aidoo, 2018).

This study, therefore, addresses the gap in qualitative research on cyberbullying among
Ghanaian youth by exploring the lived experiences of individuals aged 15-29. It investigates
how young people describe and respond to cyberbullying, the psychological and social impacts
they face, the coping strategies they adopt, and the barriers that influence their willingness or
ability to report these incidents. By doing so, the study aims to inform policy, practice, and

education around digital safety and youth protection in Ghana.

1.3 Research Objectives

The objectives of this study were:

1. To explore the forms of cyberbullying experienced by young people in Ghana.

2. To find out the ways cyberbullying affects young people who have experienced the

phenomenon in Ghana.

3. To identify the coping strategies employed by young people who have experienced the

phenomenon in Ghana.
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4. To explore the reporting mechanisms available to young people who have experienced

the phenomenon in Ghana.

1.4 Research Questions

The research questions which were formulated to guide this study were:
1. What are the forms of cyberbullying experienced by young people in Ghana?
2. In what ways does cyberbullying affect young people who have experienced the
phenomenon in Ghana?
3. What are the coping strategies employed by young people who have experienced the
phenomenon in Ghana?
4. What reporting mechanisms are available for young people who have experienced

cyberbullying in Ghana?

1.5 Significance of the Study

The goal of this study is to bring clarity to the phenomenon of cyberbullying. It is hoped that
the findings of the study will aid policymakers, social workers, Non-Governmental
Organisations, students of social work and other researchers.

1. Contribution to Policy

The findings of the study could provide policymakers in charge of communication with
insightful data on ways by which cyberbullying manifests, the types and how it affects youth,
thereby aiding the creation of relevant policies and intervention programmes to prevent and
address cyberbullying and its effects especially among youth in Ghana.

2. Contribution to Social Work Practice

Cyberbullying is an emerging trend worldwide whose effects can affect every area of youth’s

lives. The study could be useful for social workers especially in schools to identify sudden
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behavioural changes in students caused by cyberbullying victimisation. Additionally, findings
could be useful to help distressed youth victims of cyberbullying by collaborating with other
school staff and school administrators to set up structures that prevent cyberbullying on and off
school grounds, as well as widening their understanding as to the motives behind cyberbullying
activities to be able to educate the wider public.

3. Contribution to Research

As several gaps exist on cyberbullying in the Ghanaian context, there is need for more research
to be conducted within the scope of cyberbullying. Findings from the study could provide new
and insightful knowledge on the experiences of youth, and can be used by researchers as
reference material for future studies on cyberbullying. Records of interviews, observations and
interview guides are valuable assets for future researchers exploring the cyberbullying
phenomenon in Ghana.

4. Contribution to Social Work Education

The findings of the research could offer valuable insight for social work education, particularly
in the areas of trauma-informed practice, online safety and adolescent well-being. By exploring
the complexities of cyberbullying and its impact on youths, social work students could gain a
deeper understanding of the role of technology in shaping social relationships and the
importance of addressing digital literacy and online citizenship in practice. Furthermore,
integrating this research into social work education can enhance the profession’s response to
cyberbullying and foster a new generation of practitioners equipped to address the complex

challenges of the digital age.

1.6 Organisation of the Study

The study is organised into five chapters. Chapter One introduces the background, statement

of the problem, research objectives and questions, significance of the study, and organisation
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of the study, Chapter Two reviews existing literature on cyberbullying, focusing on the various
types, effects, coping strategies and reporting and grievance control mechanisms, as well as the
theoretical perspective underpinning the study. Chapter Three outlines the research
methodology including the design, study area, populations, sampling strategy, methods of data
collection, handling and data analysis procedures. Chapter Four presents the study’s findings,
including demographic characteristics of participants and the discussion of the findings.
Chapter Five concludes the study with the summary of the findings, conclusions,

recommendations for stakeholders and implications or social work.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

Cyberbullying, a pervasive and complex issue, has garnered significant attention from
researchers, policymakers and practitioner in recent years. To understand the nuances of
cyberbullying and its effects on young persons, it is essential to examine the existing body of
knowledge. This chapter highlights the literature reviewed and theoretical perspective
underpinned for this study. Available literature would be comprehensively reviewed based on
the objectives under the subheadings of forms of cyberbullying experienced by youth, the ways
cyberbullying affects youth, their coping strategies, and available reporting mechanisms to
youth who have experienced the phenomenon. Additionally, the Integrated Model of

Victimisation and its relevance to the study are discussed in the latter part of this chapter.

2.0 Forms of Cyberbullying Experienced by Youth

Cyberbullying has become a pervasive issue among youth in today’s age. Research indicates
that cyberbullying encompasses various forms of aggressive behavior online. Kowalski et al.
(2014) highlight that cyberbullying can involve direct forms, such as sending threatening
messages or spreading rumors online. Additionally, indirect forms of cyberbullying, such as
excluding individuals from online groups or spreading embarrassing content without their
consent, are also prevalent especially on social media and texting platforms (Kowalski et al.,
2014; Kowalski et al., 2020).

Other studies such as Agbeko and Kwa-Aidoo’s (2018), Khine et al. (2020) and Ulah et al.
(2022), have highlighted specific forms of cyberbullying including fraping which is
impersonation, harassment which refers to when a cyberbully repeatedly sends insulting
messages on social media, denigration which refers to dissing someone online including

transmitting or publishing tales or slander about someone in order to get them into trouble or
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to harm their friendships or reputation, outing which involves sharing of secrets, embarrassing
information or photos and videos without the person’s permission, flaming and cyberstalking
which repeated, intense harassment and denigration that includes threats or creating a
significant amount of fear in the victim. With the most prevalent being fraping.

Additionally, young people report receiving cyberthreats in the form of threats or "distressing
material," which are generic words that give the impression that the person is agitated and may
be thinking about hurting someone else.

On Facebook especially, students were mostly exposed to shame, impersonation, blackmail,
and cyberstalking as forms of cyberbullying (Kamau, 2017).

Other forms of cyberbullying which are not grouped into types but are experienced by youth
include someone making fun of them, someone making or manipulating videos or photos of
them to distribute through social networks, eliminating or blocking from groups to leave them
without any friends, calling of cell phones and hanging up to bother or frighten them
(Alsawaqa, 2021). These findings from literature suggest that cyberbullying can manifest in
different ways, making it crucial to understand the specific forms it takes among youth in

Ghana.

2.1 Ways Cyberbullying Affect Youth

The effects of cyberbullying are more detrimental than that of traditional bullying (Campbell,
2005), this is because these offensive posts stay online and cause the victims to be
inconvenienced for a long time. Cyberbullying victimization can have a detrimental, recurring
effect on the individual, in contrast to traditional bullying. (Schunk et al., 2022). Although,
Sam et al. (2018) indicates that the psychological wellbeing of those who have experienced the
phenomenon did not differ from that of those who had not experienced the phenomenon, they
speculate that cyberbullying might be an everyday acceptable behavior among Ghanaian youth.
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However, other literature suggests that cyberbullying affects youth in their physical,
psychological, emotional and academic lives (Kwode et al., 2020) and manifests in different
ways.

Cyberbullying negatively impacts academic performance, as victims experience decreased
motivation to excel in school (Hinduja & Patchin, 2012). Some youth receive so much negative
comments and become afraid of themselves and doubt their abilities which also deters them
from concentrating in school. Closely related to this, is youth admitting to skipping school to
avoid being picked on, repeating a grade, paying less attention to their school work, and even
having thoughts of quitting school, all as a result of cyberbullying and online violence
(UNICEF, 2019, Farhangpour et al., 2019). Thus, victims experience decreased academic
achievement and increased dropout rates in some cases (Kowalksi et al., 2014).
Cyberbullying affects youth’s social relationships. While some who experience cyberbullying
become depressed, frustrated, begin to intentionally avoid family and friends, embrace social
isolation leading to decreased social support and difficulties forming healthy relationships
(Kowalski et al., 2014; Hertz et al., 2017). Research also consistently shows that cyberbullying
leads to increased stress, anxiety, and depression among youth. are paranoid, feel self -
conscious, have suicidal thoughts, engage in self-injury, are humiliated, ashamed and hurt
(Otchere et al., 2021; Farhangpour et al., 2019), others resorted to joining gangs to avoid being
bullied again because bullies frequently target people who are weak, socially isolated, or who
might not be aware of social rules. Joining such gangs also expose them to learning bad
behaviours (Irabor & Osebor, 2021; Lee et al., 2023).

It is also noted that other youths who experienced cyberbullying encounter health problems
such as anxiety, headache, appetite loss, and trouble sleeping (Beckman et al., 2012; Schneider
et al., 2012; Kowalski and Limber, 2013). The constant exposure to harassment, humiliation

or exclusion can lead to increased stress, anxiety and depression. These negative emotions can
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further exacerbate physical health issues such as headaches, sleep disturbances and even gastro-
intestinal problems. Moreover, cyberbullying can also impact a young person’s self-esteem,
confidence and overall mental well-being leading to social withdrawal, decreased academic
performance and even suicidal thoughts or behaviours. The pervasive nature of digital
technology means that cyberbullying can be relentless, making nit challenging for victims to

escape the negative effects.

2.2 Coping Strategies of Youth Who Experience Cyberbullying

Coping with cyberbullying can be difficult. Youth who have experienced cyberbullying adopt
various coping strategies preferable to them. Coping strategies are actions (as well as feelings
and thoughts) that are effective (or ineffective) in combating cyberbullying. (Perren et al.,
2012). Coping strategies manage and alleviate stress, anxiety or other difficult emotions that
can arise from traumatic incidents like cyberbullying. There are both positive and negative
coping strategies. Positive coping strategies will include seeking social support, utilising
technological features and seeking help from authorities or professionals. Negative coping
strategies will include avoidance of the platform, retaliating or doing nothing.

According to existing studies, limiting the aggressor's ability to communicate by utilizing the
technical features of the instrument that was used to carry out the act was the most common
way of coping with cyberbullying victimization (Machakova et al., 2013; Orel et al., 2017;
Sléglova and Cerna, 2018). This involves blocking the bully, reporting the bully to the authority
in charge of the media tool, and retaliation on the same platform. This type of coping strategy
helped the youth who had experienced cyberbullying to feel in charge of the situation and not
feel like a victim.

Another type of coping strategy adopted by youth who had experienced cyberbullying which

can be classified as passive coping strategies includes avoidance of the platform on which the
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act was perpetuated, ignoring or doing nothing about the incident due to fear of being attacked,
and devotion to hobbies to distract themselves (Heiman et al., 2019; Machackova et al., 2013).
Seeking social support has also been identified as one of the successful ways to cope with the
experience of cyberbullying (Chan & Wong, 2017). Here, social support would be the
individuals or groups offering practical, emotional, and informational support or groups to
those affected by cyberbullying. This support can come from family members, friends, peers,
teachers, mental health professionals, online communities and forums, helplines and hotlines
and school counsellors. While some believe they can tell people mostly parents and teachers to
help them with the incident through providing solutions or encouragement, the few who do not
tell parents, teachers or authorities, decide to tell their friends (Frisen et al., 2014; Hellfeldt et
al., 2019). Holt and Espelage (2007) found that it was majorly the support from friends that
was effective especially in reducing the psychological impact of cyberbullying for the victims.
One of the negative coping strategies young persons used involved resorting to drug use to

handle psychological distress from the incident (Cenat et al., 2018).

2.3 Available Reporting Mechanisms for Cyberbullying

Effective reporting mechanisms are crucial in mitigating the effects of cyberbullying. These
reporting and grievance control mechanisms are usually developed by organisations,
government, organisations and technology companies. They’re aimed at providing a safe and
supportive environment for individuals to report incidents and seek help.

Internet service providers and social networking sites provide a number of services that can be
utilised in dealing with the incident of cyberbullying. They have a duty to educate each user on
the platform on the reporting mechanism available to deal with the incident of cyberbullying

(Upadhyay et al., 2023).
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Although it is expected of schools to have policies against cyberbullying, these policies often
have little effect and can cause more harm than good, as incidents can be announced in the bid
to warn bullies, causing more trouble and humiliation for the victims (Hartzler, 2021).
According to Pennel et al. (2022), teachers are obligated to report to parents or guardians, a
decision most students find unwelcoming, hence their reluctance to report incidents of
cyberbullying. Students welcome an anonymous reporting system (Faucher et al., 2020).
Also, as cyberbullying occurs outside the school setting and so many youths who have
experienced cyberbullying cannot and do not report to school authorities because the incidents
usually happen at home. (Agbeko & Kwa-Aidoo, 2018).

In most cases, youth who have experienced cyberbullying are scared or reluctant to report
incidents to their parents, teachers or other adults because they feel they could be punished, or
perhaps forfeit their computers, laptops, internet, or cell phone privileges (Jacob et al., 2015;
Ngo et al, 2021). According to Daneback et al. (2018), youth who had experienced
cyberbullying did not report for a number of reasons, the most common being that thought they
could manage on their own, while the least common being that they did not trust anyone or
were afraid that telling would make the situation even worse. In Ghana, students who
experience cyberbullying can report incidents to various authorities like the Cyber Security
Authority, school’s administration or guidance counsellors who can provide support and
escalate the issue if necessary. Students can also reach out to organisations focused on
promoting online safety and digital rights, which may offer guidance and assistance. These
reporting opportunities provide students with avenues to seek help and address cyberbullying

incidents.
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2.4 Theoretical Perspective: Integrated Model of Victimisation

Various theoretical perspectives exist to explain the occurrence of cyberbullying. This study
explored the experiences of youth victims of cyberbullying, with the decision to use the
Integrated Model of Victimisation.

Just World Theory (Lerner, 1980) notes that people generally believe the world is fair, so when
they suffer unmeritorious harm, it disrupts their sense of justice. Shattered Assumptions
(Janoff-Bulman, 1992) explains how traumatic events can undermine basic beliefs about safety,
trust, and benevolence in one’s environment. Selective Evaluation (Taylor et al., 1983)
describes the cognitive strategies, such as minimizing harm or attributing blame elsewhere, that
victims use to protect their self-image. By weaving these three lenses together, the Integrated
Model of Victimisation offers a dual focus on both the observable facts of an event (its type,
frequency, and severity) and the internal, meaning-making processes through which
individuals label themselves as victims and cope with their experiences. The model also
attempts to address how different factors interact to influence the likelihood of an individual
being victimised. Further, it draws attention to how victims' labels and perceptions of an
incident affect how they react to it later on, namely whether they believe that an incident was
criminal, leading to the perception of themselves as victims. The Integrated Model of
Victimisation provides a nuanced understanding of non-involvement with the criminal justice
system by accounting for subjective perceptions, societal influences and practical barriers,

thereby underscoring the need for a victim-centred approach.
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Fohring proposes that instead of concentrating on just one facet of victimisation, attention

must be directed towards what a broader context might actually entail

beliefs about the world, self and others
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Figure 1: Integrated Model of Victimisation (Fohring, 2014)

In reference to Figure 1 (Fohring, 2014), the cycle starts with the beliefs one has about one’s
self and the world which Lerner (1980) proposes and Janoff-Bulman (1992) which existed
before the victimizing event. When an incident of victimization occurs, the model reflects the
challenges or shattering of these beliefs inherent in the works of Janoff-Bulman and Frieze
(1983), Taylor et al. (1983), Bard and Sangrey (1979), Pilgrim (2003) and Green and Diaz
(2007). According to the above proposed model, individuals who are able to either successfully
cope with crime or employ any of the techniques of Selective Evaluation (outlined by Taylor
et al., 1983 and Fohring, 2012) will be able to stay out of victimhood, which will reduce their
likelihood of reporting crimes or seeking victim assistance. Conversely, those who are

struggling will be more likely to define themselves as victims (van Dijk, 2009), which will

reduce the barriers to reporting and using services.
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The model also shows how one might uphold a set of fundamental ideas about the self and the
world by either effective coping mechanisms or the eventual healing and integration of the
victimising experience. Thus, the model forms one comprehensive model of the victimization
experience — taking into consideration preconceived notions but also viewing them as a strong
indicator of authorities' involvement.

There are five key elements of the model which include objective victimisation, subjective
victimisation, mediating and moderating factors, identity formation and labelling and social
and cultural context. The researcher utilised these elements because they emphasize the
interplay between the actual experiences of harm and how the individual perceives and
internalises the experience, allowing for a nuanced understanding of the experiences of youth

victims of cyberbullying.

a. Objective Victimisation

This refers to the factual occurrence of a victimising event such as a crime, accident or
harmful incident, it emphasises measurable factors like the type of harm, frequency and
duration, severity and situational context. Fohring highlights that while objective victimisation

is important, it does not fully determine how individuals experience or respond to harm.

b. Subjective Victimisation

This highlights the victim’s personal interpretation and emotional reaction to the event. It
recognises that individuals may perceive victimisation differently based on their mental state,
cultural background or social influences. It thus highlights that individuals may not label
themselves as victims even after an objectively harmful event. Others however may perceive

minor incidents as highly traumatic.
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c. Mediating and moderating factors

Mediators explain the relationship between victimisation and its outcomes, while moderators
affect the strength or direction of those effects. These include variables such as demographics,
coping mechanisms, resilience, social support and prior experiences that influence the

processing of victimisation.

d. Labelling and identity formation

Fohring emphasises the role of social acknowledgement in shaping a victim’s identity. These
include adoption of the victim label that can lead to self-stigmatisation or empowerment,
recognition and validation which will help them process the experience positively, stigma and

rejection which can exacerbate feelings of isolation and prolong trauma.

e. Social and Cultural Context

The model situates victimisation within broader societal and cultural frameworks such as
cultural norms, institutional response which influence how victims are treated and perceived
and social narratives which involve attitudes toward victimhood whether supportive or

dismissive that impact recovery.

The model also incorporates a wide range of factors including individual characteristics, social
and environmental context, and opportunity and routine activities to explain why some people
are more likely to experience and interpret victimisation than others. These elements are

interconnected and provide a holistic view of victimisation.

28



a. Individual Characteristics
These involve personal traits and circumstances that influence both the likelihood of
victimisation and how it is perceived. These key factors include demographics like age and

gender, psychological traits like resilience or anxiety, prior experiences and risky behaviours.

b. Social and Environmental Context
The model emphasizes the importance of external surroundings and relationships in shaping
victimisation risk and experiences. These key factors include social networks like support
systems, cultural norms like societal attitudes, community characteristics and institutional

support.

c. Opportunity
This is a core element in victimisation that explains how specific circumstances create
conditions for harm. These include proximity to offenders, vulnerability, accessibility of

targets.

d. Activities of Routine
According to this theory, victimization will happen when the characteristics of a suitable target,
a motivated criminal, and the lack of guardianship come together. Daily routines, lifestyle

choices and guardianship can either expose or reduce individuals to risk.

The inclusion of the above in the model helps to understand the multifaceted nature of

victimisation, as it highlights how personal, social and situational factors combine to influence

not only the likelihood of victimisation but also its interpretation and impact.
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2.5 Application of the Integrated Model of Victimisation to The Study

Applying the integrated model of victimisation to the study on the experiences of youth victims
of cyberbullying provides a comprehensive framework to understand both the subjective and
objective dimensions of the issue. Objective victimisation will refer to the actual acts of
cyberbullying experienced by these young people which can include the types of harm such as
direct actions such as harassment, outing or flaming and indirect actions such as exclusion or
denigration which involve spreading false rumours about an individual, frequency and duration
of harm for those who encounter regular, repeated cyberbullying, severity of harm, platform-
specific dynamics which can facilitate the distinct types of cyberbullying and eventually
influence the nature of victimisation.

Subjective victimisation here will focus on how young people interpret and internalise the
cyberbullying experiences. This includes the perception of harm where some youth may
downplay cyberbullying while others feel deeply affected, emotional responses including
reactions such as fear, embarrassment, anger or helplessness, social comparison and identity
formation as young people often navigate their self-identity online and being cyberbullied can
undermine their self-confidence and self-worth.

Mediating factors will include coping strategies such a blocking, seeking support or
internalising the harm, parental and peer support which can buffer the emotional impact of
cyberbullying, and cultural attitudes like societal norms around cyberbullying like the toughen
up culture can affect how young people perceive and report the incidents. Moderating factors
will include demographics, previous victimisation and technological illiteracy.

The social and environmental context of cyberbullying emphasises the broader factors that
influence victimisation socially and environmentally. The social factors will include peer
dynamics, parental monitoring and the school environment. Environmental factors will include

platform policies, and cultural and legal norms.
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Opportunity factors such as proximity to offenders because cyberbullying is mostly perpetrated
by peers, accessibility involving a constant online presence, visibility by posting personal
content, explain how young people expose themselves to online risk. Routine activities like
social media usage, guardianship absence and gaming communities create opportunities for
cyberbullying to thrive.

Labelling and identity formulation in cyberbullying shows up in the acceptance or rejection of
the victim label by adolescents, and young people either being empowered by their

victimisation or acing stigma.

2.6 Usefulness of the Integrated Model of Victimisation to The Study

The Integrated Model of Victimisation was useful because it provided a holistic framework to
analyse the issue, whereby not only the occurrence of cyberbullying was addressed but also the
subjective, social and environmental factors that shape how it is experienced and understood.
The model helped the researcher to identify risk and protective factors by examining how
individual characteristics, social environments and routines shape young people’s exposure to
cyberbullying. The model was also useful in highlighting mediators like parental support and
coping mechanisms of youth who had experienced cyberbullying. The insights from the model
also helped the researcher to design targeted interventions such as educational programs, digital
literacy training or support services for victims.

The model also emphasises subjective victimisation which was critical for understanding
young people’s unique experiences of cyberbullying and in turn develop effective interventions
that resonate with them. The inclusion of psychological theories in the model like identity
formulation, mental health and social relationships were invaluable for understanding not just
the immediate effects but also the longer-term consequences of cyberbullying.

In conclusion, the integrated model of victimisation was highly relevant to the study a it

captured the multifaceted nature of cyberbullying, centred on young people’s personal
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experiences and perceptions, explored the interplay of individual, social and technological
factors and provided actionable insights for prevention and intervention of cyberbullying

among youth.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

3.0 Introduction

This chapter discusses the research methodology. Various components of the research
methodology including the research design, study area, target population, study population,
sample size, sampling technique, data collection, data handling and analysis, ethical

considerations and limitations of the study are outlined.

3.1 Research Design

This study used a qualitative approach to explore the experiences of youth victims of
cyberbullying. Qualitative research provides detailed narrative descriptions as opposed to
quantitative research (Lewis, 2015). A qualitative research method was particularly appropriate
for this study because it allowed for an in-depth exploration of the subjective experiences,
perceptions and social contexts of the young persons who have experienced cyberbullying.
Cyberbullying is also a sensitive topic and a qualitative method will allow for a more
empathetic and ethical approach to the research.

This study used an in-depth qualitative design, employing semi-structured interviews to capture
participants lived experiences of cyberbullying. This approach facilitated exploration of the
subjective meanings, perceptions, and social contexts in which these experiences occurred, and
is well suited to addressing sensitive topics ethically and empathetically (Lewis, 2015; Creswell
& Creswell, 2017) Through this method, an in-depth understanding of the experiences of the

participants who are victims of cyberbullying were gained.
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3.2 Study Location

The Greater Accra Region of Ghana was specifically chosen for this study. The Greater Accra
region is the smallest of the 16 administrative regions in Ghana. The area is about 3,245square
kilometres and is said to be the second most populated region in the country. It is divided into
29 Local Government Areas (LGAs). Most of the LGAs are urban and urban LGAs house more
than 80% of the region’s residents. The LGAs are classified into districts, municipalities and
metropolitan areas, with the metropolitan areas being the most urban. The Greater Accra
includes the country’s capital city, Accra.

The study was particularly conducted in Accra, the capital of the republic of Ghana. Being one
of the most urbanised cities in Ghana, Accra has undergone significant development (World
Population Review, 2022), and is the most populous city in the country, with a rapidly growing
population of over 2 million. As a globalising city, Accra has seen a rapid rise in digital
technology and internet use particularly among the youth.

The Ayawaso-West Municipal is one of the 261 Metropolitan, Municipal and District
Assemblies (MMDAS ) in Ghana and forms part of the 29 MMDA in the Greater Accra Region.
The Ayawaso-West Municipal Assembly was carved out of the Accra Metropolitan Assembly
with its capital as Dzorwulu (Ghana Districts, 2021). The Ayawaso-West Municipality is a
contemporary and multicultural one, with residents from a wide range of sociocultural
backgrounds in the Municipality. There are 6 public and 58 private kindergarten, 6 public and
75 private basic schools, 7 public and 30 private junior high schools, 5 private senior high
schools, one vocational school, and 2 public, 4 private universities in the Ayawaso-West
Municipality.

The researcher chose three universities and three secondary schools, in the Ayawaso-West
Municipality from which participants were recruited. These include the University of Ghana,

Legon, The University of Professional Studies Accra, Winsconsin University, American
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International School, International Community School and the Lapaz Senior High School. This

was due to their proximity to the researcher.

3.3 Target Population

The target population is known as the specific subset or segment within the larger population,
which is the primary focus of a study (Banerjee & Chaudhury, 2010). The target population of
this study was youth victims of cyberbullying. The study also targeted key informants like

officials in charge of cyberbullying cases at the Cyber Security Authority of Ghana.

3.4 Study Population

The study population is the subset of the target population available for study (Banerjee &
Chaudhury, 2010). The study population for this research comprised youth between the ages
of 15-35, living and schooling in the University of Ghana, the University of Professional
Studies Accra, Wisconsin University, American International School, International
Community School and the Lapaz Senior High School in the Ayawaso-West Municipality, who
had been victims of cyberbullying in the years 2022 to 2023.

Key informants can provide expert knowledge, access to participants, contextual understanding
and ethical guidance (Crossham & Johanson, 2019). Alongside twenty youth interviews, the
researcher interviewed one senior official from Ghana’s Cyber Security Authority who
oversees the public reporting portal. Although only one officer was available for the interview
due to the CSA’s busy schedule, his insights into institutional reporting processes, case
escalation, and policy implementation provided critical context for understanding the
real-world functioning (and gaps) of formal mechanisms, linking youth accounts and

enhancing both the validity and practical relevance of our findings.
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3.5 Sampling Techniques and Recruitment

Purposive and snowball sample techniques were used to recruit and select participants who had
been victims of cyberbullying between 2022 and 2023. Purposive sampling ensures that the
persons with the characteristics needed are available and able to supply the necessary and
appropriate details (Lewis & Shepherd, 2006). The use of purposive sampling technique
researcher enabled the researcher to better match the sample to the objectives of the research,
thus improving the rigour of the study and trust-worthiness of the data and results. Finding
hidden populations is frequently accomplished through the nonprobability survey sample
selection technique known as “snowball sampling”, which depends on respondents who were
first sampled referring additional people who they think possess the desired trait (Johnson,
2014). Combining snowball and purposive sampling was beneficial because it allowed the
researcher to access the hard-to-reach population of the study, while still ensuring that the
selected participants meet the specific criteria of the study.

The researcher employed a purposive sampling technique in recruiting the key informant. A
key informant who had worked in the Cyber Security Authority of Ghana, incident reporting
department for more than two years was purposively recruited for the study. Identifying and
selecting individuals that are especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a
phenomenon of interest to enrich the study is always recommended. (Cresswell & Clark, 2011).
Convenience sampling technique was used to select the schools from which participants were
chosen for the study due to ease of accessibility, which also allowed for timely data collection
The researcher consulted the Cyber Security Authority of Ghana office to recruit participants
who had experienced cyberbullying in the last year for the study. The researcher sent a request
letter for assistance in getting participants and was directed to the communications office where

incidents of cyberbullying were usually reported. Unfortunately, the authority got back to the
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researcher that persons who had reported at the cyberbullying authority could not be used for
the study.

The researcher then visited the chosen universities in Ayawaso West Municipality to seek for
participants by announcing about the research intention in classes through the help of the class
representatives and dropping a contact through which the researcher could be reached. For the
senior high schools, the researcher visited the administrative heads in the selected schools and
introduced herself, explained the purpose of the research and dropped her contact for interested
participants to reach out. Those who initially reached out were then asked if they knew others
who fit the inclusion criteria. Participants who reached out to the researcher were streamlined
to fit the inclusion criteria. A preliminary interaction was also held with the participants to
confirm their eligibility and participation in the study. The research was thoroughly explained
to the participants and consent was sought from them to proceed with the study. To recruit the
key informant, the researcher reached out to the Cyber Security Authority office, informed
them of the study, and the contact of an officer who had worked for at least two years and in

charge of incident reporting was given to the researcher.

3.6 Sample Size

In order to get rich qualitative data, the researcher sampled twenty-one (21) participants
comprising of both male and female students, and a key informant. This consideration was
based on the guidelines for phenomenological studies made by Creswell (1998) which
suggested between 5 and 25 and Morse (1994) which suggested at least 6 participants as ideal
for a phenomenological study. The researcher conducted twenty-one (21) individual in-depth
interviews; twenty (20) interviews with youth between the ages 15 and 35, who have
experienced cyberbullying and one (1) key informant from the Cyber Security Authority of

Ghana.
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3.7 Inclusion Criteria

Only young persons within the ages 15-35 who have experienced cyberbullying in the last year
2022/2023 and live and school in Ayawaso-West Municipality were eligible to partake in the
study. This was done to be able to get recent lived experiences.

The key informant who was recruited had worked in the incident reporting department of the
Cybersecurity Authority of Ghana in the last year to ensure that they were abreast of the
phenomenon and experienced in dealing with incidents and ensure credibility and richness of

the data collected.

3.8 Exclusion Criteria

Young persons who had not experienced cyberbullying in the years 2022 and 2023 were
excluded from the study. Key informants who work in the Cybersecurity Authority of Ghana
but not in the incident reporting department in the years 2022 and 2023, were excluded from

the study.

3.9 Data Collection Methods

Data for the study was gathered through primary sources. A semi-structured interview guide
was developed by the researcher and used to collect data from the participants of the study.
This approach was used in order to gain genuine understanding of participants experiences and
foster trust between the researcher and participant. Creswell and Creswell (2017) recommend
the use of in-depth interviews in soliciting information from research participants. Two (2)
semi-structured interview guides consisting of open-ended questions in English in line with the
objectives of the study and existing literature were developed to collect data from the victims
of cyberbullying and the key informant from the office of the Cyber Security Authority of

Ghana.
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Interviews were conducted in English. Eleven (11) of the participants were interviewed in face-
to-face meetings, while ten (10) participants were interviewed through two audio-conferencing
apps namely WhatsApp and Zoom which were both based on their preference and convenience
of timing and location. The interviews were audio-recorded with permission sought for from
participants. Each individual interview lasted between 15 and 20 minutes at public places and
online.

Demographic information was also taken from the participants, which consisted of gender, age,
and current school grade/level; after the researcher had explained the details of the study to all

the participants.

3.10 Data Handling

All recordings were secured on the researcher’s hard drive with a password for privacy. All the
audio recordings were transcribed into English verbatim by the researcher to ensure that no
details were missed, were stored in a secure folder on the researcher’s laptop, and backed-up
on the researcher’s google drive to prevent data loss. The researcher used pseudonyms to

protect the identity of participants in the study.

3.11 Data Analysis

The six (6) steps of qualitative data analysis as outlined by Creswell and Creswell (2017) were
used to make meaning of the qualitative data collected. This began with the organisation and
familiarisation of the data by transcribing the recorded interviews verbatim and ensuring the
files were saved in a centralised, organised folder with easily identifiable name (e.g.,
Participant 1 interview) to prepare them for analysis. Secondly, the researcher read through

the data thoroughly multiple times to gain a deep understanding of the information in the data,
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and identify preliminary themes or ideas. As the researcher read through, initial thoughts and
observations were noted down (e.g., Participants mention a lot of emotional distress connected
to cyberbullying).

Thirdly, the researcher coded the data by categorising the data into smaller segments that
represented important aspects of participants’ experiences. For example, quotes about
participants emotional reaction to the incidents were coded under “emotional impact”. Next,
the researcher grouped related codes into broader themes to help interpret the data in relation
to the research questions. For example, several codes related to the impact of cyberbullying
were grouped under the “health effects”. The researcher then described and presented the
themes by using narrative passages to convey the findings of the analysis, and finally

interpreted the findings of the analysis done.

Table 1: Sample of generation of codes and themes

mine was too

and she said

she didn’t

Data Initial Category Theme Sub Theme | Interview
Excerpt Code Question
“My babe Isolation Emotional | Effects of Social Impact | How did the
broke up with Impact Cyberbullying cyberbullying
me because event affect
not only her any of your
image was relationships?
tarnished,
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know what to
believe and
she would not
want to be in
a relationship
anymore.
Even her
friends that I
was cool with
before did not
pick my calls
when I was

trying to get

them to beg

her for me”

“The Low-self | Emotional | Effect of Health What
messages esteem Impact cyberbullying | Effects feelings did
made me feel you
worthless. | experience
even started after the
questioning incident?
my self-

worth”
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“I reported
the page to
Instagram
and after
some hours,
my report
was approved
and they took
the page
down, only
for a similar
account to
pop up in my
dm for the
same thing,
with the same

threats.

Reporting
to the

platform

Taking
action

against the

bully

Coping

Mechanisms

Technological

solutions

Was anything
done to stop

the incident?

“The constant
harassment
online made
me stop using
social media

for a while”

Social

media

withdrawal

Behavioural

impact

Effect of

cyberbullying

Social impact

How did the
incident
make you

feel?

I told my

friends

Seeking

social

Taking

action

Coping

mechanism

Social

Support

How did you

deal with the
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immediately
it happened;
they were
very
supportive;
we tried to
trace the
account
together but
didn’t
succeed.
They even
came to visit
me to cheer
me up. After
we played
games, they
said we
should go
drink and
forget about
it. This was
actually how
I started

drinking a lot,

support

from peers

feelings you

were having?
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I never really
used to fancy
drinking, but

now I know it

helps get my

mind of

things”

Many of them | Do not Reporting Available nil Why don’t
don’t report report reporting youth report
because it is mechanisms cyberbullying
not a face-to- incidents?

face thing
that you can
go and react,
so they would
rather ignore
and move on
with life. I
also feel that
education
about
cyberbullying
is not well
spread in

terms of how
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and who to

report to”

3.12 Ethical Considerations

Institutional Review Board (IRB) Ethical Clearance and Approval: The researcher sought
for and obtained ethical clearance from the Ethics Committee for Humanities (ECH) University

of Ghana before proceeding with the research.

Confidentiality: The researcher ensured that the identities of participants were not revealed to
any third party and also ensured that the information given could not be used to trace their
identities. The researcher used pseudonyms in place of the actual names of research participants

to protect their identity.

Informed Consent: Participants were given consent forms for their approval to be part of the
research. The researcher also sought permission from participants before their voices were

recorded. All the participants were informed of the purpose and objectives of the study.

Assent: Written assents were obtained from child participants after the purpose of the research

was explained in clear, simple language.

Voluntary Participation: Participation in the study was voluntary and participants were given

the option to opt out of the study at any point.

Plagiarism: The authors of all the literature used by the researcher were duly referenced to

avoid plagiarism.
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3.13 Credibility and Trustworthiness

To ensure credibility and trustworthiness, the researcher utilized member checking and peer
debriefing. Member checking provided an opportunity to the researcher to seek clarification
and confirmation on the data by contacting a few participants to review the themes and
interpretation of the data, ensuring they accurately represent their experiences. The researcher
also discussed the entire research process with supervisors to identify possible loopholes in the
study. Debriefings enhance skills and strengthen the quality and trustworthiness of the data

(McMahon & Winch, 2018).

3.14 Limitations of the Study

Due to the small, non-random sample, the findings of this study cannot be generalized to all
Ghanaian youth. The study focused on a single municipality (Ayawaso West), and participants
were selected through purposive, snowball, and convenience sampling. While this approach
enabled access to relevant and information-rich cases, it limits the representativeness of the

sample.

Additionally, the reliance on self-reported data may be influenced by participants’ memory,
willingness to disclose, or personal biases. To address these limitations and improve the
trustworthiness of the findings, several strategies were used. First, data triangulation was
employed by comparing youth interview responses with insights from a key informant at the
Cybersecurity Authority. Second, member checking was conducted by returning summary
transcripts to participants for confirmation and clarification. Third, a detailed description of
participants' experiences and contextual backgrounds was provided to allow readers to
determine how and where findings may be relevant to other settings. These steps enhance the
credibility, dependability, and transferability of the study’s findings despite the sampling and

site-specific limitations.

46



CHAPTER FOUR

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

4.0 Introduction

This chapter serves as the core of this research, presenting the findings derived from the data
collection process and providing an in-depth discussion of their implications. This chapter
begins with a demographic overview of the participants and then systematically organising and
summarizing the results in alignment with the research objectives. The findings are presented
under the objectives: forms of cyberbullying experienced by youth, how cyberbullying affect
youth, coping mechanisms for cyberbullying and available reporting mechanisms for youth
who have experienced cyberbullying. Following the presentation of findings, the chapter delves
into an interpretive discussion, comparing the results with existing literature and the theoretical

perspective used in the study.

4.1 Demographic Characteristics

The study sampled twenty-one (21) participants, which included one (1) key informant. The
key informant had more than two (2) years’ experience working with the incident reporting

department of the cybersecurity office.

Of the twenty (20) participants who were recruited for the study, nine (9) were males and
(eleven) 11 were females. Ten (10) participants each were recruited from both the university
and the senior high schools. In the senior high schools, there were five (5) participants in year
thirteen (13), four (4) participants in year twelve (12) and one participant in year eleven (11).
In the universities, there were three (3) participants in level four hundred (400), six (6)
participants in level three hundred (300) and one (1) participant in level two hundred (200).

Seven (7) of the participants were between age fifteen (15) and eighteen (18), three (3) of the
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participants between the ages nineteen (19) and twenty-two (22) and ten (10) between the ages

of twenty-three (23) and twenty-six (26). The demographic information of the youths who had

experienced cyberbullying are highlighted in the section below.

Table 2: Demographic Information of Youth who have Experienced Cyberbullying

Participant ID | Sex | Age | School Level of Education
Participant 1 M 24 Wisconsin University 300L

Participant 2 F 25 Wisconsin University 300L

Participant 3 M 20 Wisconsin University 200L

Participant 4 F 23 Wisconsin University 400L

Participant 5 M 25 University of Professional Studies 300L

Participant 6 F 26 University of Professional Studies 300L

Participant 7 F 24 University of Professional Studies 400L

Participant 8 M 24 University of Ghana 400L

Participant 9 F 23 University of Ghana 300L

Participant 10 M 26 University of Ghana 300L

Participant 11 M 18 International Community School YRI13 (A-LEVEL)
Participant 12 F 16 International Community School YRI11 (SHS 2)
Participant 13 F 19 International Community School YRI13 (A-LEVEL)
Participant 14 F 16 American International School YRI12 (SHS 3)
Participant 15 M i American International School YRI12 (SHS 3)
Participant 16 M 19 American International School YR13 (A-LEVEL)
Participant 17 F 18 American International School YR13 (A-LEVEL)
Participant 18 M 18 Lapaz Community Snr High School SHS 2
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Participant 19 F 18 Lapaz Community Snr High School SHS 3

Participant 20 F 17 Lapaz Community Snr High School SHS 3

4.2 Objective One: Forms of cyberbullying experienced by youth

This section focuses on addressing the first research objective which is identifying the various
forms of cyberbullying experienced by youth in Ayawaso-West Municipality. Participants in
the study experienced different types of cyberbullying grouped under direct and indirect types
of cyberbullying on platforms such as Instagram, WhatsApp, Twitter, Facebook and Snapchat.
Just one participant revealed that he experienced the incident on a gaming site. Almost all the

participants also revealed they did not know who was behind the cyberbullying incident.

4.2.1 Direct forms of cyberbullying

Participants in the study reported experiencing various direct forms of cyberbullying, including
harassment, flaming, cyberstalking, threats, and denigration. These incidents occurred across
multiple online platforms such as social media, messaging apps, email, and online gaming. The
findings reveal not only the diversity in the forms of cyberbullying but also the deeply personal

and emotionally distressing nature of these experiences.

One participant, a 25-year-old male, described how a perpetrator attempted to extort money by

threatening to release intimate images:

I was home one day when a random Snapchat account messaged me that they had my
babe’s nudes from my phone and they were going to leak them if I didn’t pay money

into their account before 6pm that day (Male, 25years, 3001).

This case highlights the exploitative use of personal relationships and intimate content as

leverage to demand money. The specific mention of a “random Snapchat account” emphasizes
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the anonymity afforded to perpetrators, which can make it challenging for victims to identify
or confront them. The sense of urgency imposed by the threat ("before 6 pm") adds to the
psychological pressure, reflecting how cyberbullies manipulate time to heighten victim

vulnerability.

Another participant, a 26-year-old female, recounted an incident involving threats and

cyberstalking:

... a few days later I got some messages on my Facebook account which were pictures
of me from the party with threatening messages that they had videos of me and some
boys together at the party and were going to release these videos to our school
platforms and other platforms that I was on. I thought it was a prank or something so [
didn’t respond. But later that evening, I received the same messages in my email

(Female, 26years, 3001).

This narrative corroborates the earlier finding of leveraging personal content to intimidate
victims. However, it also introduces the element of multi-platform persistence. The
perpetrator's escalation from Facebook to email demonstrates how cyberbullies adapt and
expand their tactics to ensure their threats reach victims. The participant’s initial reaction of
disbelief; that it might be a "prank", highlights a common challenge in addressing
cyberbullying: the difficulty victims face in discerning the seriousness of such threats, often

leading to delayed responses.

The experiences of hacking and impersonation, as described by a 20-year-old male participant,

bring a new dimension to the study:

My WhatsApp was hacked and there was and there was a broadcast message being
circulated to my contacts with my name and image and a short message stating that [

was a debtor who had borrowed 5000 cedis from said agency and was not to be
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associated with till the debt was paid, and that whoever wanted to help me pay was

welcome to transfer the money to an account (Male, 20years, 200I).

This account adds a financial and reputational angle to cyberbullying. Unlike the earlier cases
focused on threats and intimidation, this incident involved public defamation and manipulation
of the victim’s social network. The broadcast message served dual purposes: humiliating the
victim and exploiting their contacts for financial gain. This finding resonates with broader
issues of cybercrime but also underscores the devastating social consequences for the victim,

as their name and image were weaponized to tarnish their reputation.

A key informant provided valuable insights into the prevalence of flaming, emphasizing its

normalization in digital interactions:

If you look at the incidents that people report, you realize that most of them are
incidents of abusive texts, which is what is commonly called flaming. Both children and
adults exchange words and insults on social media just to humiliate another person.

You hear things like ‘you are ugly’, ‘vour head is like this’ (Male, KI).

This observation ties into the broader theme of verbal abuse and its trivialization in online
spaces. Flaming often appears as a low-level form of cyberbullying but can escalate into more
targeted and harmful behaviours, as seen in the earlier accounts. The informant’s remarks also
suggest a cultural desensitization to such exchanges, which may normalize abusive behaviour

and reduce the likelihood of victims seeking help.

In all, these findings reveal the multifaceted nature of direct cyberbullying. While each account
provides a unique lens; extortion, threats, defamation, or verbal abuse, they also interconnect
to paint a broader picture of how technology is used to exploit, intimidate, and harm. The
persistence and adaptability of perpetrators, coupled with the anonymity afforded by digital

platforms, complicate intervention efforts. These accounts underline the urgent need for
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preventive measures, reporting mechanisms, and educational initiatives to address the growing

menace of cyberbullying.

4.2.1.1 Indirect forms of cyberbullying

Participants described indirect forms of cyberbullying that, while less overt than direct attacks,
inflicted significant emotional distress. These forms included exclusion from online spaces,
social manipulation, fraping (unauthorized access to someone’s social media account to post
inappropriate content), trolling, and harassment by proxy. The findings reveal the subtle but
pervasive nature of these behaviours and their capacity to cause harm, often by leveraging

collective dynamics or exploiting vulnerabilities.

A 23-year-old female participant recounted an instance of harassment by proxy, which

unfolded after she participated in a social media debate:

“You know abortion is a trending topic on social media, so I posted a comment on a
twitter thread, just sharing my own opinion on the discussion on abortion. You needed
to see the flood of comments from people I had never even interacted with before. They
called me names, told me I was stupid, and even made personal attacks about my

appearance’”

Her experience highlights how controversial topics, amplified by social media's viral nature,
can escalate into harassment. The participant’s remark that the aggressors were strangers
indicates how indirect bullying often extends beyond known circles, fuelled by anonymity and
collective behaviour online. Harassment by proxy; where individuals recruit others to join in
the bullying, compounds the victim’s sense of helplessness, as the attacks become widespread
and impersonal. This incident illustrates how social media algorithms, which amplify popular

or contentious content, can unintentionally facilitate cyberbullying.
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Adding another dimension, a 19-year-old male participant shared his experience of exclusion

from an online gaming group:

“I am a lover of videogames and sometimes I even pay to be part of groups to compete
with other players. I had been part of this gaming community for months, suddenly 1
was kicked out of the group, no explanation, no warning of any kind. I tried to reach
out to my former teammates individually and I was blocked by them, no response. It
was later I realised one of the players must have had a grudge against me” (Male, 19,

YR 13).

This account offers a different perspective on indirect cyberbullying, focusing on social
manipulation and exclusion. Unlike the previous example, where the harassment was public
and direct, this form of bullying involves silent ostracism, depriving the victim of community
and collaboration. The lack of explanation and abrupt nature of the exclusion deepens the
emotional impact, leaving victims to grapple with uncertainty and isolation. This finding
underscores the unique challenges posed by cyberbullying in niche online communities, where

interpersonal conflicts can escalate into collective exclusion.

Both narratives underscore a critical nuance of indirect cyberbullying: its reliance on collective
dynamics. While the first example illustrates how online harassment by proxy amplifies harm
through numbers, the second demonstrates how social manipulation weaponizes group
dynamics to isolate and exclude. Despite their differences, both forms share a common thread;
the use of subtle, yet deeply personal, tactics to erode victims’ sense of belonging and self-

worth.

These findings also reveal the enduring impact of indirect cyberbullying. While direct bullying
often involves overt aggression, indirect behaviours are insidious, often leaving victims to

question their standing, relationships, or even self-perception. Moreover, the digital
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permanence of these acts; whether in the form of sustained harassment or enduring exclusion,

magnifies their effects.

4.2.2 OBJECTIVE 2: How cyberbullying affects youth

Under the second objective which was to find out the ways cyberbullying affected youths,
many of the participants said the cyberbullying incident affected them negatively in different

aspects from which the following themes were derived, health, academic and social impact.

4.2.2.1 Health Impact

The participants' narratives revealed the profound health consequences of cyberbullying, which
affected them across multiple dimensions: mental, physical, psychological, emotional, and
behavioural. Words frequently used by participants; such as anxiety, stress, fear, confusion,
depression, frustration, insomnia, low self-esteem, and avoidance, painted a vivid picture of

the emotional toll cyberbullying took on them.

One participant shared the distress she experienced when faced with the possibility of intimate

videos being leaked:

Whenever my parents were not home, I would be in deep thoughts and cry myself to
sleep. If  wasn’t crying or sleeping then I was thinking. I couldn 't even eat well because
it bothered me a lot. I was scared that they would eventually leak these videos if I didn’t
send money to them. I thought of the shame of resuming for the session after everyone

had seen my videos during the holiday. (Female, 26years, 300L)

The participant’s voice in expressing this concern highlights the profound emotional toll
cyberbullying exerts, triggering intense fear and shame that disrupts fundamental routines such

as eating and sleeping. The participant’s struggles with crying, loss of appetite, and insomnia
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illustrate how the psychological burden of cyberbullying spills into physical health, creating a
vicious cycle of distress. When coupled with extortion, as in this case, the situation becomes
even more overwhelming, as victims grapple with the dual pressures of managing threats and
anticipating public humiliation. This amplifies feelings of vulnerability and isolation, leaving
the victim in a state of persistent anxiety and emotional paralysis, unable to seek relief or

support.

Similarly, a 20-year-old male participant described the anxiety and hypervigilance he endured

during his ordeal:

I was constantly on edge, checking my phone every minute, as I was worried if another
message would pop up on the issue or what the scammer was going to do next. (Male,

20years, 200L)

In the distress of being scammed, the participant’s account underscores the relentless
psychological burden inflicted by cyberbullying, where victims are ensnared in a cycle of fear
and anticipation. The constant vigilance—checking their phone repeatedly—reveals how
deeply the incident disrupts their sense of safety and control, leaving them unable to disconnect
from the source of anxiety. This state of hyper-awareness fosters a pervasive sense of
uncertainty, as victims cannot predict the perpetrator’s next move, amplifying their dread. The
emotional toll lingers long after the initial event, seeping into daily life and eroding their mental
well-being. The participant's experience reflects the far-reaching impact of cyberbullying,
which not only harms victims in the moment but also leaves enduring scars that can hinder

their ability to trust or feel secure online.

Some other participants shared:

1 felt betrayed, frustrated, and disappointed. All my money and gaming progress, gone.

It meant I had to start all over again, solo before finding another group. The worst part
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was thinking I had friends on the group, but no one stood up for me; they just went

along with it (Male, 19, YRI3).

This was further elaborated by a female respondent who felt anxious and wanted to stop using

social media in general;

1 felt shaken, anxious and scared. I didn’t know how to make it stop. I didn’t like being
the target of twitter attacks. I started questioning deleting my account or just ghosting

on social media from that time on (Female, 23years, 300L).

In this instance, the emotional distress is intensified by a dual loss: not only is there the tangible
loss of assets, such as money or progress within a group, but also the profound realization of
social betrayal. The participant's sense of being let down by those they considered friends
magnifies the emotional toll, as the absence of support from their peers adds a relational
dimension to the hardship. This compounded impact fosters a deeper sense of frustration, as
the victim feels not only deprived but also abandoned. The feeling of being isolated in a
situation where they should have had solidarity or empathy from others intensifies the
emotional pain, leaving the participant grappling with both the physical and emotional weight

of the betrayal.

The psychological and emotional consequences of cyberbullying are profound, often causing
a shift in how victims perceive themselves and their interactions with others, both online and

offline. One participant explained that;

1 started to believe what they were saying about me. It felt like I truly wasn’t good
enough, like I was disgusting because of my size. I began to skip meals without my
parents knowing, exercise excessively till I became ill and couldn’t even move again

(Male, 18years, SHS2)
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This was corroborated by a female participant indicating the long-term behavioural changes

she begun to adopt;

L used to be outgoing and confident online, but after it happened, I was no longer myself.
I avoided social media, privatised my account, felt anxious when I got new DMs from
people I didn’t know, just walking on eggshells online basically, because I was worried,

I would be targeted again (Female, 19years, YRI3).

It is important to note here that, the male participant's narration exemplifies how cyberbullying
can distort self-perception, leading him to internalize the hurtful comments about his
appearance. The belief that he was “disgusting” because of his size prompted dangerous
behaviours, such as skipping meals and excessive exercise, which ultimately harmed his
physical health. This illustrates how the emotional toll of cyberbullying can manifest in severe
physical consequences, driven by a desperate attempt to conform to external, often unrealistic,
standards imposed by online harassment. Similarly, the female participant’s experience
highlights a shift in her social behaviour. Once outgoing and confident, she became
increasingly anxious and withdrawn, isolating herself from social media and others due to the
fear of being targeted again. Her decision to privatize her account and avoid new interactions
underscores how cyberbullying can induce a state of hypervigilance, where every new
encounter online is met with dread. These narratives collectively reveal the long-term
psychological impact of cyberbullying, which not only affects victims in the moment but also

disrupts their overall sense of identity, safety, and well-being.

The gravity of cyberbullying’s impact becomes evident when we consider its potential to drive
individuals to the brink of self-destruction. A key informant’s account highlights just how dire
the situation can become, illustrating the severe emotional toll that persistent online harassment

can inflict. He shared:
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I remember one of the ladies that called that she was actually going to kill herself
because she could not bear the words that the people on the group were saying to her

and that they were all liars and haters. (Male, KI)

This chilling statement underscores the life-threatening consequences of cyberbullying, where
the relentless emotional abuse and degradation felt by the victim culminate in thoughts of
suicide. The informant’s recollection reveals that for some victims, the onslaught of hurtful
words and online attacks isn’t just an isolated distress; it can trigger profound feelings of
hopelessness and despair, which may lead them to contemplate drastic actions like self-harm
or even suicide. This emphasizes that the effects of cyberbullying are not just psychological,
but can have devastating, real-world consequences if left unaddressed. The emotional pain
caused by being relentlessly targeted online can erode a person’s sense of worth, and in extreme

cases, it may feel insurmountable, pushing them to view suicide as their only escape.

The narratives consistently show that cyberbullying has severe health consequences for young
people, affecting their emotional stability, mental health, and physical well-being. The
experiences of anxiety, fear, and shame were compounded by behavioural changes like
avoidance and hypervigilance, highlighting the long-lasting psychological impact. In extreme
cases, cyberbullying led to harmful behaviours, including disordered eating, excessive

exercise, or suicidal ideation.

These findings suggest a need for targeted mental health support for victims of cyberbullying.
counselling services, awareness campaigns, and digital literacy programs could help equip
young people with the tools to navigate and cope with such experiences. Additionally,
interventions must prioritize addressing the root causes of cyberbullying to prevent its

occurrence and safeguard youth mental and physical well-being.
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4.2.2.2 Academic Impact

The overwhelming emotional toll of cyberbullying is not only evident in the physical and
mental health of the victims but also in their academic lives. For many, the distress caused by
online harassment leads to a dramatic drop in motivation and focus, directly affecting their
performance and engagement in school. This was especially true for participants who found it
difficult to concentrate on their studies or participate in school activities, as their minds were

consumed by the shame and fear stemming from the cyberbullying.

One male participant, reflecting on the emotional toll of his experience, revealed:

Oh, school? I lost interest that time, I didn’t want to go to classes because of her and
her friends staring at me in class as though I did it. I know rumours would have even
spread in our year. Why would I bother myself, even my assignments, I paid someone
to do it for me that time, because it was really hard for me to focus. (Male, 25years,

3001)

Here, the participant’s avoidance of school and reluctance to attend classes highlights how the
fear of public judgment, especially from peers, can create an overwhelming sense of shame
that interferes with academic responsibilities. This fear of being judged by classmates and
teachers, coupled with the emotional strain, led him to disengage entirely from his studies, even
resorting to outsourcing his assignments. His inability to concentrate further underscores the

profound psychological impact cyberbullying can have on academic motivation.

Similarly, another participant described how her ability to focus was compromised:

I would sit in class and my mind would wander to the mean comments they left on my

page; I could hardly focus on the classes I had that period and I saw it in my grades at
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the end of the session. Even when [ was studying at home, I'll just get distracted thinking

about these horrible words. (Female, 23years, 3001)

In this instance, the participant highlights the pervasive nature of cyberbullying's impact—it
doesn’t just affect the victim in isolated moments but continues to disrupt their thoughts and
actions long after the incident. The distractions caused by the hurtful words on her social media
page ultimately resulted in lower grades, as she struggled to concentrate on her studies. Her
account is a powerful example of how emotional turmoil spills over into academic life, leaving

victims feeling mentally scattered and incapable of focusing on their educational goals.

Furthermore, the emotional distress from cyberbullying manifested in feelings of disgrace and
a loss of self-worth, which in turn led to disengagement from academic pursuits. A female

participant shared her experience:

1 felt disgraced in school because even some of our teachers later got to find out what
had happened and were looking at me someway after that. Oh, I knew that I would not
become a prefect in the school, and I stopped stressing myself to get top grades.

(Female, 17years, SHS3)

The participant’s perception of being looked down upon by teachers and peers exacerbated her
feelings of humiliation, leading her to withdraw from academic aspirations. The decision to
stop striving for academic excellence, including giving up on the ambition of becoming a
prefect, highlights the deep-rooted impact of cyberbullying on a student’s confidence and sense
of self-worth. This disengagement not only affects academic performance but also affects long-

term motivation and career ambitions.

A similar sentiment was echoed by another male participant:

My grades dropped from As to Cs, and it took me a while t get back on track. It’s

frustrating because I know I am capable of more. The incident really messed with my
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head and I started doubting myself and lost focus in class because I was anxious about

what people were saying online. (Male, 18years, SHS2)

In this case, the participant’s academic decline reflects the emotional toll of cyberbullying,
which led to self-doubt and anxiety. The frustration of knowing that he was capable of better
but being unable to perform due to the ongoing psychological distress is a stark representation

of how cyberbullying can undermine a person’s confidence and academic capabilities.

Lastly, another participant shared how his inability to concentrate affected his overall

engagement in school:

I avoided school activities for a while, I was not motivated to do anything besides
sleeping and crying, even in class, I could not concentrate, hence my grades suffered

forit. (Male, 17years, YRI2)

This account illustrates the total disengagement from school activities and academics, where
the emotional distress from the cyberbullying incident led to a deep sense of apathy and a lack
of motivation. The participant’s avoidance of school and inability to concentrate on classes due
to the emotional weight of the situation further emphasizes the devastating impact

cyberbullying can have on students' academic lives.

The collected narratives provide a comprehensive view of how cyberbullying negatively
impacts both the mental health and academic performance of victims. These accounts highlight
that the emotional distress caused by cyberbullying, including anxiety, depression, and social
isolation, leads to significant disengagement from academic life. Victims often struggle with
concentration, which in turn affects their ability to retain information, solve problems, and
perform well in school. The fear of judgment from peers and teachers, along with the constant
stress of online harassment, further compounds the issue, making it difficult for students to

focus on their studies. As a result, many participants reported a decline in academic
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performance, with grades dropping and a noticeable lack of motivation to participate in school
activities, including social events and extracurriculars. This emotional and cognitive burden
creates a barrier to effective learning, hindering both immediate academic success and long-
term educational development. Moreover, some victims became so overwhelmed that they
opted to avoid school altogether, contributing to absenteeism. These interconnected challenges
reveal how the psychological toll of cyberbullying extends far beyond emotional distress,
leading to a complete disruption of the victim’s academic engagement and overall educational

experience.

4.2.2.3 Social Impact

The participants’ accounts reveal a significant, multifaceted impact on their social relationships
and personal trust following their experiences with cyberbullying. Trust, an essential
component of any relationship, was notably damaged as many victims were left uncertain about
who was behind the harassment, making it difficult for them to trust those around them. This

lack of trust was especially damaging in close friendships and romantic relationships.

One male participant described how his friends, instead of supporting him, distanced

themselves and allowed the rumours to take hold, saying;

I was very distraught because even my friends believed I could really be a debtor,
instead of them to stand up for me or even ask me, they rather distanced themselves
from me and would be staring at me in school. It just taught me not to fully think people

knew me. (Male, 20years, 200L)

This betrayal, particularly from those he thought he could rely on, undermined his sense of
belonging and deepened the emotional distress caused by the harassment. His loss of trust in
others is a powerful example of how cyberbullying can erode foundational relationships,

leaving the victim isolated and vulnerable.
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Another participant shared how the impact extended to romantic relationships, noting,

My babe broke up with me because not only her image was tarnished, mine was too
and she said she didn’t know what to believe and she would not want to be in a
relationship anymore. Even her friends that I was cool with before did not pick my calls

when [ was trying to get them to beg her for me. (Male, 25 years, 300L)

The strain on his relationship not only highlights the emotional toll of cyberbullying but also
underscores how reputational damage can reach into personal and intimate spheres. When his
ex-girlfriend and her friends distanced themselves, it illustrated how cyberbullying does not
only affect the victim but can ripple outwards, damaging connections with those closest to
them. This dissolution of personal relationships further compounded his social isolation,
showing how deeply these incidents can influence not just the victim's immediate circle but

also their broader social network.

The experience of social withdrawal and avoidance was another key theme expressed by
participants, particularly when they were overwhelmed by insecurity and fear. One participant,

explained;

I went from being this outgoing bubbly girl to being on my own. I stopped showing up
for major school events, parties and hangouts I was commonly known to attend. You
know when you re not sure who is watching you or seeking to do you harm again, the
best thing was to avoid people and large gatherings. I felt insecure, scared and anxious

in the midst of people. (Female,24years, 400L)

Her withdrawal from social events was rooted in a deep sense of fear and insecurity, feeling
vulnerable to potential harassment and judgment. This fear led to avoidance of not just the

bullies but the entire social scene, contributing to a profound sense of isolation. Her story
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reflects how cyberbullying can distort a person's sense of safety, making them retreat into

themselves and avoid interactions that once brought joy.

The broader social consequences of cyberbullying are starkly evident in these narratives. The
emotional distress that stems from harassment impacts not only the victim’s immediate
psychological well-being but also disrupts their ability to maintain healthy relationships. The
social isolation that follows can have long-term repercussions, diminishing the victim's social
skills, trust, and empathy, which are vital for forming meaningful connections. In addition to
emotional pain, the loss of friendships and romantic relationships represents a significant blow
to the individual’s social identity and support system. Furthermore, this disconnection can
perpetuate a cycle of loneliness and further mental health issues, such as anxiety and
depression, reinforcing the destructive nature of cyberbullying. The damage goes beyond just
the immediate incident, as it leaves lasting scars on the victim’s ability to interact and engage

with others, creating a barrier to personal growth and social reintegration.

4.2.3 Objective 3: Strategies to cope with Cyberbullying

In dealing with the trauma of cyberbullying, participants described using a variety of coping
strategies that can be categorized into technological, social support, and emotional, cognitive,
and behavioural methods. The third objective of this study explores how these strategies were

employed by victims to navigate the harrowing experience of being targeted online.

4.2.3.1 Technological Solution

One of the most common strategies employed by victims involved using technological tools
provided by the platforms themselves. These included blocking the perpetrator, reporting

abusive content, or even deleting accounts entirely. For some victims, these actions yielded a
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sense of immediate relief, while others found these methods insufficient in fully resolving the

1ssue.

For example, a 20-year-old male participant shared his experience of trying to tackle the

situation:

I messaged the number that was spreading the lies to stop but didn’t get any response.
Then because it was an MTN number, I called the MTN office to find out who it was or
if they could block the number, they said they would handle it but I don’t know if they
did. I created a counter BC (broadcast) that I shared to all my contacts to disregard
the message they had gotten from that number about me being a debtor. (Male, 20

years, 200L)

This account highlights the challenge of effectively using service providers to combat online
harassment. While the participant took the initiative to contact the telecom provider, he was
left uncertain about the outcome, illustrating the potential ineffectiveness of such technological
solutions. In addition, he created a counter-broadcast to reassure his contacts, indicating a
proactive effort to control the narrative. However, this solution also had limitations, as it was
a response aimed at an audience he could still reach, rather than addressing the harasser

directly.
Similarly, another 17-year-old male participant opted to delete his account entirely:

I deleted my account because I couldn’t just bear the messages that were coming in
asking if it was true, asking who did it, if I was involved and all sort of annoying
questions. At least, as [ was not online, I didn’t know what was going on in the platform

and nobody could reach me (Male, 17years, YRI2)

This strategy was employed as a way to escape the relentless barrage of harassment. By

removing himself from the online platform, he created a sense of distance and control,
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temporarily severing his connection to the source of distress. While this provided short-term
relief, it also suggests a lack of long-term coping mechanisms, as deleting an account does not

address the underlying emotional or psychological impacts of the cyberbullying.

However, for some, technological solutions were met with mixed results. An 18-year-old

female participant reported:

I reported the page to Instagram and after some hours, my report was approved and
they took the page down, only for a similar account to pop up in my dm for the same

thing, with the same threats. (Female, 18 years, SHS3)

Her experience highlights the cyclical nature of cyberbullying. While the initial report led to
the removal of the harmful account, the emergence of a new account with similar threats
underscores the persistence of online harassment. It also reflects a broader issue with the
effectiveness of reporting systems, while platforms may take down offensive content, they do

not always prevent new forms of harassment from arising.

While many participants sought technological solutions, others took a more confrontational
approach, choosing to directly engage with the perpetrators. A participant shared her

experience:

They were harassing me on Twitter, you know how sexist men can be. I tried ignoring
at first but it escalated and I decided to fight back. I gave them fire for fire, I responded
to every of the comments on the page that were trolling me with insults. After a while it
became very exhausting, but I was happy I gave them a taste of their own medicine.

(300L).

This "fire for fire" approach, where victims retaliate by mirroring the aggressive behaviour of
the bullies, can initially provide a sense of empowerment and control. However, it often leads

to emotional exhaustion, as the participant later acknowledged: "After a while it became very
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exhausting, but I was happy I gave them a taste of their own medicine."” This coping strategy,
while providing immediate emotional relief, may not be sustainable in the long term. It
highlights the emotional toll of engaging in online confrontations and the potential for burnout

in continuously defending oneself against persistent online harassment.

A Key Informant working in the field of cyberbullying interventions further elaborated on the

coping mechanisms used by victims. The informant stated;

Many of them report by using the cyberbullying authority service. We collaborate with
many external organizations such as the Psychology Association of Ghana and we refer
the victims to them once the report is made and they need counselling. We also advise
them to block the perpetrator to avoid repetition, and to desist from putting out personal

information about themselves that can lead to such incidents. (Male, K1)

This participant helps shed light on the role of the Cybersecurity Authority and other external
organizations that collaborate to assist victims. According to the informant, victims are often
referred to counselling services once a report is made, and blocking the perpetrator is
recommended as a preventive measure. This highlights the importance of not only
technological interventions but also the need for psychological support in helping victims cope

with the aftermath of cyberbullying.

Conclusively, technological solutions; such as blocking, reporting, and account deletion, play
a crucial role in helping victims cope with cyberbullying. Platforms like Facebook, Instagram,
and Twitter offer tools to combat harassment, but these tools alone are often insufficient in
addressing the deeper emotional and psychological impacts. The role of the Cybersecurity
Authority, though underutilized by many victims, presents a critical resource for those who are
aware of it. However, as evidenced by the participants' stories, many individuals resort to more

immediate and personal coping mechanisms, including direct confrontation with the
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perpetrators, which can lead to temporary relief but may also exacerbate emotional distress.
The findings underscore the importance of not only enhancing technological solutions but also
providing adequate psychological support and education about available resources to ensure a

comprehensive approach to dealing with cyberbullying.

4.2.3.2 Seeking Social Support

Social support emerged as a crucial coping strategy for victims of cyberbullying. Participants
sought support from family, friends, teachers, mental health professionals, and online support
groups. However, most participants preferred confiding in their friends rather than family
members, suggesting that the nature of relationships significantly influenced victims’
willingness to seek help. While some benefited from supportive and judgment-free
environments, others were hesitant to reach out due to fear of stigma, labelling, or cultural

norms that discourage vulnerability.

For the few participants who sought help from family members, the outcomes were generally

positive. A 20-year-old male participant shared:

1 told my family members who were at home with me because they know I can never do
such. They helped in spreading the broadcast message on their statuses since we shared
some similar contacts that had gotten the message about me being a debtor. (Male, 20

years, 200L)

From the narration, the role of trust and a supportive family dynamic in alleviating the
emotional burden of cyberbullying is eminent. The participant's ability to confide in his family
suggests an environment free of judgment, where his family believed in his innocence and
actively worked to restore his reputation. Their collective effort in spreading the counter-

message shows how family can act as a united front, offering both emotional and practical
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support in times of crisis. Such trust and collaboration can play a pivotal role in empowering

victims to confront and manage the situation effectively.

In contrast, other participants found it easier to confide in their friends rather than their families.

A 25-year-old male participant explained:

1 told my friends immediately it happened; they were very supportive; we tried to trace
the account together but didn’t succeed. They even came to visit me to cheer me up.
After we played games, they said we should go drink and forget about it. This was
actually how I started drinking a lot, I never really used to fancy drinking, but now I

know it helps get my mind of things. (Male, 25 years, 300L)

This response underscores the pivotal role friends play in providing immediate emotional relief
and companionship during difficult times. Howeyver, it also highlights a potentially negative
coping mechanism; alcohol consumption. While the friends’ intent to distract and console the
participant was well-meaning, their suggestion inadvertently introduced a harmful habit. This
raises questions about the quality of social support offered by peers and whether such support,

while comforting, could lead to unintended consequences.

Similarly, another participant, a 23-year-old female, described how her friends actively

supported her online:

When I told my friends, they came online and told me to start deleting the mean
comments while they replaced it with good ones. My comment section was like a
battlefield. My friends also assisted me in reporting them. They didn’t let me feel too

bad. (Female, 23years, 300L)

This account demonstrates the proactive nature of social support from friends, who not only
helped the victim mitigate the impact of cyberbullying but also took direct action to combat it.

The metaphorical description of the comment section as a "battlefield" highlights the intensity
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of the situation and the solidarity shown by her friends. By replacing mean comments with
positive ones, the friends created a protective buffer, helping to counteract the negativity and
restore the victim's self-esteem. Such actions emphasize the importance of a collective

approach to combating online harassment.

A younger participant, a 17-year-old female, shared a more personal form of social support:

After it happened, my friend Anna became my rock. She listened attentively, validated
my emotions, and always offered words of encouragement. Her unwavering support
and non-judgemental attitude helped me process my feelings and regain confidence.

Her presence reminded me I wasn 't isolated. (Female, 16years, YRI11)

This narrative highlights the therapeutic role of emotional validation and empathy in social
support. Unlike the previous examples, which focused on action-oriented support, this
participant benefited primarily from a friend's attentive listening and emotional
encouragement. The friend's non-judgmental attitude provided a safe space for the participant
to express her feelings and rebuild her self-esteem, underscoring the importance of emotional

availability in fostering resilience among cyberbullying victims.

Despite the evident benefits of social support, cultural barriers such as stigma, labelling, and
societal expectations often discourage participants from seeking help. Many participants
expressed fear of being perceived as weak or overly sensitive, particularly by their families or
peers. The toughen-up culture prevalent in many African societies normalizes bullying
behaviours and stigmatizes vulnerability. This societal norm often silences victims and
discourages them from reporting incidents or seeking external help. As a result, victims may

internalize their pain, perpetuating feelings of isolation and helplessness.
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4.2.3.3 Emotional, Cognitive and Behavioural Coping

For some participants, isolation and emotional withdrawal became primary coping mechanisms
in dealing with the effects of cyberbullying. These individuals avoided social interactions,
concealed their struggles, and distanced themselves from online platforms to mitigate the
emotional toll. This behaviour underscores the deep sense of shame, helplessness, and

vulnerability often experienced by victims.

A 26-year-old female participant shared her experience:

I had plans for the holiday with my friends but I couldn’t tell my friends that I had been
blackmailed and used all my money to bail myself out. [ kept on lying to them, sometimes
I’ll say I'm ill, other times I have chores or cramps. I was mostly home alone that period

and sometimes I will cry, other times [ will find how to entertain myself so I don't think

too much (Female, 26years, 300L)

This response highlights the extent to which victims may go to protect their social image and
avoid judgment. The participant’s choice to lie to her friends rather than disclose her situation
reflects a fear of stigma and a lack of confidence in receiving non-judgmental support. The
combination of isolation and distraction served as a coping mechanism, allowing her to process
her emotions privately. However, the avoidance of addressing the core issue may have delayed

emotional recovery and reinforced feelings of loneliness.

Another participant, a 17-year-old male, described his response to the eyberbullying incident;

I deleted my account because I couldn’t just bear the messages that were coming in
asking if it was true, asking who did it, if I was involved and all sort of annoying
questions. At least, as I was not online, I didn’t know what was going on in the platform

and nobody could reach me (Male, 17years, YRI2)
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This narrative reveals a common strategy of disconnecting from the source of distress to regain
a sense of control. By deleting his account, the participant shielded himself from further
harassment and the triggering nature of unsolicited messages. While this approach offered
immediate relief, it also underscores the emotional burden of constantly being subjected to
invasive questions and judgments. His actions illustrate the psychological impact of
cyberbullying, which can lead victims to abandon their digital presence entirely, often at the

cost of severing beneficial online connections.

For some participants, the shame and emotional distress extended beyond the digital realm,

affecting their physical and academic lives. A 23-year-old female participant narrated:

To me it’s a shameful thing so I didn’t even have the courage to tell anyone. I stayed in
my hostel and cried a lot. I had missed some classes already because I could not even
be answering stupid questions from anybody. The days I could not skip class, I would

go late and leave immediately to avoid the stares and gossips. (Female, 23years, 400L)

This account underscores the pervasive nature of cyberbullying, where its effects spill over into
daily life, disrupting academic routines and social interactions. The participant's fear of
judgment and ridicule kept her isolated, preventing her from seeking support. Her withdrawal
from classes and deliberate attempts to avoid social scrutiny highlight the interplay between
shame and self-isolation. The avoidance of classes and interaction reflects the internalized

stigma and the need to shield oneself from perceived or real judgment by others.

Isolation and withdrawal as coping mechanisms reflect the significant emotional burden that
cyberbullying places on victims. These responses, though seemingly protective, can have long-
term consequences, including prolonged emotional distress and disrupted social or academic
development. Participants who isolated themselves often did so to avoid judgment, protect their

privacy, or escape overwhelming feelings of shame and embarrassment.
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However, this form of coping may also hinder recovery. Emotional withdrawal prevents
victims from accessing social support, which research shows is crucial for overcoming the
psychological impacts of bullying. Furthermore, disengagement from academic or social
environments can exacerbate feelings of loneliness and alienation, leading to a cycle of

negative emotions.

These findings highlight the importance of creating safe and supportive environments where
victims feel encouraged to seek help without fear of judgment. Schools, families, and peer
groups play a critical role in fostering such environments, emphasizing empathy, non-
judgmental support, and open communication. By addressing the underlying stigma and
normalizing vulnerability, society can empower victims to seek healthier coping mechanisms

and reduce the adverse effects of cyberbullying.

4.2.4 Objective 4: Available Reporting Mechanisms

The issue of reporting cyberbullying often comes down to the awareness and willingness of
victims to engage with available support systems. Many participants, when asked about the
options they had, revealed that despite having several potential reporting mechanisms in place
such as; the Cybersecurity Authority, school authorities, and in-app reporting features, most
did not know about or use them effectively. This is evident in the comment of a 26-year-old

female who admitted;

1 didn’t think there was anyone I could report to that could help me, I didn’t even know
there was a thing as cybersecurity authority, maybe they could have done something if
1 had called them. After I told my friend, things happened really fast and I acted out of

fear when I saw more threats so I just paid them the money. (Female, 26years, 300L)
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Her reflection reveals a common barrier: ignorance. Without awareness of the existence of
institutions like the Cybersecurity Authority, victims remain unaware of the available

resources, leaving them feeling isolated and helpless in the face of harassment.

Additionally, some participants explicitly mentioned the difficulties of turning to more
familiar, traditional avenues for help, such as parents or friends. One 18-year-old male

explained;

1 could not report to my parents because they will ground me and seize my game console
and I would not be able to do anything for the holiday, you know how parents are, my

parents can be funny, so I decided to just keep it to myself. (Male, 18years, YRI3)

This comment highlights the tension between seeking help from authority figures, who may
not understand the gravity of cyberbullying, and the fear of punitive reactions. The need for
privacy and the fear of further consequences makes reporting to parents seem unappealing. The
idea of losing personal freedoms, such as access to gaming devices, further discourages the

victim from seeking support.

The sense of embarrassment and fear of judgment also prevented victims from seeking help,

as illustrated by the words of a 25-year-old male:

Honestly, reporting wasn't an option for me, because I felt embarrassed. I thought it
would make me look weak or overdramatic. Growing up, I was taught to ‘toughen up’
and handle problems myself. I was also worried about there being a reaction from the

people behind it. (Male, 25years)

This individual’s hesitation speaks to a larger societal pressure that discourages vulnerability,
especially among young men, who may feel that asking for help undermines their perceived
strength or maturity. This cultural expectation of self-reliance often leads to victims

internalizing their trauma instead of seeking external support. Such reluctance not only leaves
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the victim to navigate the distress on their own but also perpetuates the stigma surrounding

mental health and cyberbullying.

Another participant expressed doubts about the effectiveness of reporting mechanisms,

particularly online platforms, saying;

1 didn’t report because I didn’t think anyone would take it seriously. Twitters reporting
process seemed complicated, and I doubt the action I like would have been taken. What
if there was a backlash and my account was suspended? I also thought people will say

I am overreacting. Looking back, I wish I had reported. (Female, 23years, 400L)

This quote underscores a prevalent concern about the efficiency and responsiveness of
reporting systems. Even when reporting mechanisms are available, such as those on Twitter or
other social media platforms, the complexity and perceived ineffectiveness of these systems
deter victims from using them. The fear of backlash, such as having one’s account suspended
or being labelled as an overreactor, compounds this hesitation, ultimately silencing victims and

leaving them vulnerable.

A key informant also highlighted the broader issue of awareness and education about reporting

mechanisms. He pointed out;

Many of them don’t report because it is not a face-to-face thing that you can go and
react to, so they would rather ignore and move on with life. I also feel that education
about cyberbullying is not well spread in terms of how and to whom to report. (Male,

Kl)

This statement reveals a fundamental issue: the lack of face-to-face interaction with the
reporting process makes it harder for victims to trust and engage with it. Additionally, the
informant emphasized the insufficient education on how to report cyberbullying, which only

deepens the sense of helplessness among potential victims.
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Taken together, these narratives and insights paint a picture of a system that is failing to
adequately support cyberbullying victims. The combined issues of ignorance, embarrassment,
and doubts about the effectiveness of reporting mechanisms create a barrier to help-seeking
behaviours, leaving many victims to suffer in silence. The lack of education and awareness
about available resources exacerbates the problem, suggesting that greater efforts are needed

to inform and empower youth on how to protect themselves and seek support in the digital age.

4.3 Discussion of findings

The study’s findings provide valuable insights into the experiences of cyberbullying victims,
highlighting the forms, impact, coping strategies and reporting mechanisms available to youth
who have experienced cyberbullying, in line with the objectives of the study. The following
discussion will delve into the implications of these findings, if they align with existing literature

and their significance.

4.3.1 Forms of cyberbullying experienced by youth

Cyberbullying among youth in the Ayawaso West Municipality presents itself in multiple
forms. It ranges from outing, fraping, and denigration to trolling, stalking, and cyber-sexual
harassment. These forms are not random occurrences. Rather, they follow predictable patterns
tied to young people's daily digital routines. According to the Integrated Model of
Victimization, victimization is most likely to occur where there is a convergence of motivated
offenders, available targets, and a lack of effective guardianship. Digital platforms, such as
WhatsApp, Snapchat, and Facebook, which are frequently accessed by Ghanaian youths, create

such convergences by fostering constant visibility, accessibility, and unmonitored interactions.
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The model suggests that habitual engagement in social media increases both exposure to and
proximity with potential offenders. Youth who routinely post personal images or status updates
heighten their visibility and vulnerability, thereby inviting attention or malicious responses.
Studies in other contexts affirm this trend. Hinduja and Patchin (2013), for instance, found that
adolescents who post photos online or share intimate content are more likely to be cyberbullied,
especially on visual-based platforms. Similarly, Schultze-Krumbholz et al. (2015) found that
routine posting and commenting behaviour predicted online victimization among German
youth. These findings are in harmony with this study, where the most common form of abuse
reported (outing, or the non-consensual sharing of private images) was experienced by 12 of

the 20 participants, with a disproportionate impact on females.

The gendered nature of this victimization is an important finding. Among the 12 female
participants in this study, eight experienced image-based abuse, confirming previous research
that suggests females are more likely to suffer from forms of cyberbullying that involve social
humiliation or sexual exploitation (Heiman & Olenik-Shemesh, 2013; Mishna et al., 2010).
This gender pattern is not merely incidental but reflects deeper cultural scripts around female
respectability, modesty, and shame. When intimate content 1s shared without consent, female
victims face intensified reputational damage, often enduring harsher social consequences than
their male counterparts. Such dynamices align with prior research in sub-Saharan Africa, where
cultural stigma around female sexuality amplifies the psychological burden of such violations

(Alabi, 2016).

Moreover, the anonymity afforded by many online platforms further empowers offenders,
reducing the likelihood of retaliation or accountability. Participants in this study frequently
reported being unable to identify their harassers. This perceived distance from consequences
emboldens aggressors while simultaneously disempowering victims, as echoed in Moore et al.
(2012), who argued that anonymity fosters a sense of impunity among cyberbullies. However,
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anonymity is not always the norm. As Rice et al. (2015) caution, a significant portion of
cyberbullying (over 65% in their study) was perpetrated by individuals known to the victim,
often schoolmates or ex-friends. This duality was also seen in the current study, where some
cases of outing were linked to ex-partners or classmates, highlighting how both strangers and

known peers can weaponize digital platforms.

4.3.2 How Cyberbullying Affects Youth

The psychological, social, academic, and physical consequences of cyberbullying experienced
by youth in Ayawaso West Municipality reflect not only individual trauma but broader socio-
cultural dynamics that amplify harm. The Integrated Model of Victimization notes that
victimization is shaped not only by situational exposure but also by how victims interpret,
internalize, and respond to these experiences. In this study, participants revealed layered
impacts, from emotional distress to social withdrawal and academic disengagement, which

illustrate the compounding nature of online harassment.

Psychologically, all 20 participants reported experiencing some form of emotional disruption
following their victimization. Descriptions included hypervigilance, anxiety, persistent
sadness, and in some cases, suicidal ideas. The severity of these symptoms was particularly
acute among female participants, eight of whom recounted suicidal thoughts after the non-
consensual distribution of intimate images. These findings resonate with Yang et al. (2021),
who found that cyber-sexual harassment significantly increases risks of depression and self-
harm among adolescent girls. Similarly, Otchere et al. (2021), in their study of Ghanaian youth,
reported widespread emotional distress linked to cyberbullying, particularly among those
targeted with image-based abuse. The lasting emotional damage often stems not only from the
event itself but from the perceived irreversibility of digital harm; once something is online, it

cannot be easily taken back.
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This subjective appraisal (how individuals evaluate the event and its implications) is a central
mechanism in the IMV. Victims who feel helpless, ashamed, or exposed tend to experience
deeper psychological wounds. As seen in this study, many participants internalized blame or
imagined that peers were laughing at them, leading to intense self-consciousness. This
perception aligns with Janoff-Bulman’s (1992) “shattered assumptions” theory, which suggests
that trauma arises when victims’ core beliefs about the world (safety, fairness, trust) are
disrupted. For these youth, the digital violation of trust (often by close acquaintances) fractured

their sense of control and predictability, leading to depressive symptoms and chronic anxiety.

Socially, most participants described withdrawing from peer interactions. Sixteen participants
avoided social gatherings, stopped responding to messages, or deactivated their accounts. This
mirrors findings from Sourander et al. (2010), who noted that social isolation was one of the
most consistent outcomes of cyberbullying. In Ghana, where communal belonging and peer
relationships are central to adolescent identity, such withdrawal can be particularly damaging.
Participants in the study often cited fear of ridicule or community judgment as reasons for
isolating themselves. Fredstrom et al. (2011) similarly found that trust erosion was a key reason
cyberbullying victims withdrew from social spaces, especially when perpetrators were once

trusted friends or classmates.

Academically, eleven participants reported that their school performance suffered. Several
indicated difficulty concentrating, skipping classes, or even avoiding school altogether. One
participant recalled obsessively checking their phone during lessons to monitor what people
were saying about them. These findings are consistent with research by Farhangpour et al.
(2019) and Kowalski et al. (2014), who found that cyberbullying leads to reduced academic
motivation, absenteeism, and even grade repetition. For many Ghanaian youth, academic
performance is closely tied to familial expectations and future opportunity. Hence, the
disruption of their educational journey introduces both personal and structural risks.
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Physically, twelve participants reported sleep disturbances, changes in appetite, and chronic
headaches, which are classic symptoms of prolonged stress. Such psychosomatic effects
highlight how cyberbullying transcends emotional harm and affects the body. Schneider et al.
(2012) identified similar patterns, where sustained exposure to cyberbullying was linked to
physical complaints and poor health outcomes among adolescents. These bodily manifestations

further confirm the pervasive and embodied nature of online trauma.

Embedded within these outcomes are gendered and cultural mediators that shape the intensity
and interpretation of harm. In Ghanaian society, cultural expectations around resilience,
gendered respectability, and shame play a crucial role in how youth process cyberbullying.
Female participants expressed deep fear of reputational damage and social ostracism,
especially when image-based abuse was involved. In contrast, male participants reported
feeling pressured to remain stoic or dismissive, even when suffering internally. These
internalized norms often prevent help-secking and exacerbate mental health challenges.
Mishna et al. (2010) and Alabi (2016) highlight similar cultural scripts in their work, noting

that victims often silence themselves due to fear of being perceived as weak or dishonourable.

Importantly, the Integrated Model of Victimisation also highlights the role of guardianship, or
the lack thereof, in moderating harm. Many participants in this study described the absence of
adult support or formal interventions, which reinforced their sense of helplessness. Without
trusted authority figures to validate their experiences or intervene meaningfully, youth are left
to cope alone. This absence of institutional or familial response transforms a one-time violation

into a long-lasting crisis, deepening emotional scars and delaying recovery.
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4.3.3 Coping Strategies to Deal with Cyberbullying

Coping with cyberbullying is not a uniform experience. Young people’s strategies to handle
online victimisation are shaped by their perception of the incident, the resources available to
them, and the broader social and cultural scripts that define what is considered appropriate
behaviour. In this study, participants adopted a range of coping strategies that fell broadly into
four categories: technical solutions, social coping, avoidance, and maladaptive behaviours.
These reflect the ways youth attempt to navigate feelings of powerlessness, social judgment,

and emotional turmoil.

A dominant coping strategy reported was the use of technical mechanisms, such as blocking
the bully or reporting the account. Most participants said this was their first response because
it was the most immediate and accessible tool. One participant explained, “I blocked them on
WhatsApp and just stopped checking my messages”, while another shared, “I reported it on
Instagram, but I never got a reply.”” These actions often served to regain a sense of control over
a digital space that had become threatening. These findings echo those of Orel et al. (2017),
who noted that technical controls give victims short-term relief and a perception of agency,
even when actual resolution is limited. Similarly, Machackova et al. (2013) found that such

coping can restore psychological stability, though it rarely prevents further harassment.

The effectiveness of technical coping was often undermined by the limitations of the platforms
themselves. In several cases, perpetrators returned with new accounts or continued the abuse
through other channels. These recurring incidents diminished the victims” trust in these tools
and often led them to abandon digital engagement altogether. This aligns with findings by
Milosevic (2016) and Agbeko & Kwa-Aidoo (2018), who observed that reporting mechanisms

on social media platforms are inconsistent and lack timely enforcement, reducing their
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deterrent effect. These accounts show that while technical responses may offer initial relief,

they are not substitutes for deeper systemic or relational support.

Beyond platform-based solutions, social coping (particularly confiding in peers) emerged as
the most psychologically meaningful strategy for many participants. Eighteen of the twenty
participants mentioned speaking to a friend or a peer at some point. Friends were often
perceived as non-judgmental and understanding. As one youth put it, “My friend helped me
stay calm. She told me it wasn’t my fault.” These peer-to-peer interactions were not only
emotionally validating but also helped victims make sense of the incident and resist
internalising blame. This reflects the findings of Chan & Wong (2017) and Holt & Espelage
(2007), who demonstrated that peer support, particularly among adolescents, is associated with

better emotional outcomes following cyberbullying.

However, this reliance on peers also signals a deeper gap in institutional or adult support. Only
one participant reported confiding in a parent, and none engaged school authorities. Reasons
for this included fear of being blamed, losing device privileges, or being shamed for “inviting”
the abuse. These responses are shaped by cultural expectations that youth must be resilient or
discreet about matters involving sexuality or public embarrassment. In many Ghanaian homes,
conversations around digital safety are minimal, and victims often fear worsening their
situation by speaking up. Cassidy et al. (2013) noted similar dynamics in Canadian adolescents,
where fear of adult reaction led to secrecy, but the cultural layer in Ghana intensifies this

silence.

Avoidance was another frequently reported strategy. Several participants deleted their
accounts, stopped using their phones, or completely withdrew from digital spaces. One
participant stated, “I didn’t want to see anything, so I just left the group and stopped going

online.” This form of passive coping helped reduce immediate anxiety but came at the cost of
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social disconnection and increased isolation. Heiman et al. (2019) refer to this as a “short-term
escape” strategy, which offers momentary comfort but can reinforce a sense of defeat if not

coupled with emotional processing or external support.

A particularly concerning finding was the use of maladaptive coping, especially among male
participants, who reported using alcohol to numb emotional pain. One male student said, “My
boys gave me bitters. It helped me sleep that night.” While only a minority (3 of 8 male
participants) disclosed such behaviour, the fact that substance use was normalized among peer
groups is significant. It suggests that gendered scripts around toughness and emotional
suppression push boys toward unhealthy outlets. These behaviours align with Cénat et al.
(2018) and Machackova et al. (2013), who found that male victims of cyberbullying are more

likely to externalise distress through substance use or aggression, rather than seek support.

What becomes clear is that coping strategies are not just psychological responses. They are
shaped by the interaction between individual perceptions, cultural messages, and systemic
support, or lack thereof. Many young persons in this study were navigating harm in social
environments where vulnerability is stigmatised, adult intervention is distrusted, and
institutional safeguards are either weak or non-existent. These conditions restrict the range of
positive coping options available and often force youth to rely on strategies that offer temporary

relief rather than long-term resolution.

4.3.4 Available Reporting Mechanisms

While digital platforms provide technical avenues for reporting abuse, the study found that

youth engagement with formal reporting mechanisms (both online and offline) was low,
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inconsistent, and largely ineffective. Most participants were aware of basic platform features
like blocking or reporting, but very few trusted these tools to offer genuine protection. The lack
of follow-through by platforms, cultural stigmas around disclosure, and the fear of reprisal or
dismissal were powerful deterrents. These patterns reflect not just individual decisions, but a

broader failure of systems meant to protect vulnerable users.

Among the twenty-youth interviewed, only a handful reported using in-app tools such as
Facebook’s “report” button or WhatsApp’s “block™ feature. Even when used, participants
expressed frustration that their complaints were either ignored or led to no visible resolution.
Several mentioned that harmful posts or messages remained up even after being flagged. One
participant stated, “I reported the post twice, but it was still there. Then they created another
account.” This aligns with findings from Agbeko and Kwa-Aidoo (2018) in Ghana and
Livingstone et al. (2011) in Europe, both of which observed a high level of dissatisfaction with
platform responsiveness. The IMV's guardianship dimension is particularly relevant here:
while digital platforms are technically “guardians,” they often fail in their protective role,

leaving youth to navigate these violations alone.

More troubling is the lack of awareness and engagement with national structures like the Ghana
Cybersecurity Authority. When asked about formal reporting procedures, most participants
were unfamiliar with such institutions. Even those who had heard of the Cybersecurity
Authority did not know how to contact them or doubted they would be taken seriously. This
reflects significant gaps in digital literacy and civic education. Youth not only lack information
about reporting mechanisms but also feel alienated from systems that seem bureaucratic,
unresponsive, or stigmatizing. The subjective appraisal component of the IMV model helps
explain this pattern: if a victim believes that a reporting channel is futile or may even cause

further harm, they are unlikely to engage with it.
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Equally important are the cultural scripts and social dynamics that discourage reporting. Most
participants did not inform parents, teachers, or school administrators about their experience.
Female participants feared shame, blame, or reputational damage, especially in cases involving
the non-consensual distribution of intimate images. One participant remarked, “If my mum
found out, I wouldn’t have a phone again. They’ll think it’s my fault.” This fear is not
unfounded; studies like Parris et al. (2012) and Cassidy et al. (2013) document similar fears
among youth in North America, but these concerns are often intensified in collectivist contexts
like Ghana, where family honour and social image are deeply intertwined. The emotional cost
of disclosure, then, becomes too high; victims are caught between the need for help and the

fear of punishment or stigma.

Interestingly, while school authorities were sometimes viewed as more approachable than
family, they were not perceived as particularly effective. Some participants recalled vague
school announcements about “appropriate behaviour online,” but none reported the presence
of structured policies or dedicated staff to handle cyberbullying cases. The absence of school-
based reporting protocols aligns with Hartzler (2021), who found that even when schools
acknowledge cyberbullying, most lack a proactive or student-centred response plan. Without
clear institutional guardianship, students are left to navigate these harms with limited support,

contributing to the chronic underreporting of cyberbullying in Ghana.

Furthermore, there was a disconnect between perceived and actual reporting behaviours. While
participants claimed to be unaware of or hesitant toward reporting options, some still engaged
in informal reporting, telling a friend, asking peers to intervene, or seeking comfort in social
groups. This form of “horizontal” reporting reflects a survival strategy, where youth rely on

informal networks in the absence of trusted formal channels. These behaviours are supported

85



by Dredge et al. (2014), who found that informal peer-based reporting is often the first and
only step for cyberbullying victims. The IMV’s emphasis on environmental context and
subjective evaluation supports this finding: young people weigh the emotional and social risks
of reporting and often choose the path of least resistance, even if it means sacrificing justice or

resolution.

Taken together, these findings paint a picture of institutional neglect, digital inefficiency, and
cultural silence. The absence of clear, confidential, and youth-friendly reporting structures
deepens the psychological impact of cyberbullying and prevents early intervention. For young
victims, the lack of trusted guardianship, whether technological, familial, or institutional,
becomes a second form of victimisation, reinforcing the belief that help is neither accessible
nor safe. The emotional labour of self-protection thus falls squarely on the victim, perpetuating

cycles of distress, silence, and withdrawal.

Policy implications are significant. There is a need for robust digital literacy programs that
include not just safe internet use but also concrete pathways for reporting abuse. Schools should
adopt specific, youth-driven protocols to handle digital harassment, including anonymous
complaint mechanisms and trained personnel. National structures like the Cybersecurity
Authority must also improve outreach and accessibility, ensuring their services are known,
trusted, and responsive. Without these shifts, the structural barriers to reporting will continue
to outweigh the perceived benefits, leaving Ghanaian youth vulnerable and unsupported in the

face of growing digital threats.
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CHAPTER S

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.0 Introduction

This final chapter provides a comprehensive summary of the key findings presented in the
previous chapter on the experiences of youth with cyberbullying in Ayawaso-West
Municipality. The chapter then synthesizes the findings to draw conclusions about the research
questions and objectives, highlighting the contributions of the study to the existing body of
knowledge. Finally, this chapter provides recommendations for policymakers, practitioners and

future researchers, based on the insights gained from the study.

5.1 Summary of Findings

The study on cyberbullying experiences of youth in Ayawaso-West Municipality delved into
the lived experiences of the victims of cyberbullying, shedding light on how they were affected
and how they coped with the incidents of cyberbullying. Young persons in Ayawaso-West
Municipality experience the various forms of cyberbullying that exist with the most prevalent
from the study being outing (posting private personal images or communication) on various
social networking sites and anonymity playing a major role in perpetration of the act. Findings
also revealed that there is still a lack of awareness of the cyberbullying phenomenon, as most
of the victims did not know that what they experienced at the time was cyberbullying. Females
were also more likely to face harassment related to their private videos or photos being

distributed online without their consent than their male counterparts.

Cyberbullying affects youths negatively mentally, physically, emotionally and
psychologically, academically and socially. These effects manifested in form of anxiety, social

isolation, fear, shame, trust issues, embarrassment, withdrawals, alcohol and drug use,
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absenteeism and in worse cases, drop out from school. Females were more likely to have
suicidal thoughts than their male counterparts as they perceived the consequences of
cyberbullying incident as more harmful, as they usually face cyber-sexual harassment which
deeply erodes self-esteem and body image. Sociocultural expectations and gender norms
amplify emotional distress and females also tend to internalise and ruminate on these hurtful

incidents, exacerbating depression and anxiety.

The study also found that senior high school students experienced more of peer-to-peer
cyberbullying, as they were more likely to be influenced by their social circles in schools, while
university students experienced more online harassment from strangers or acquaintances, as
they are more likely to engage in online discussions and debates. Also, some of the senior high
school participants perceived the incident as more severe and damaging as opposed to some
university students who perceived it as less severe, a they had developed more coping
mechanisms and were already desensitised to online harassment. Alao worthy of note is the
observation that senior high school participants were quick to blame themselves and believed
they should have been more careful online as opposed to the participants in university who

placed more responsibility on the perpetrator for the incident.

Young people adopt several ways to cope with the issue of cyberbullying. Technological
solutions are observed to be the first option employed by youth to handle cyberbullying
incidents which usually involve blocking, reporting or even deleting one’s account, and many
platforms provide opportunity for users to report perceived threats and suspicious behaviours
from other users. Young people seek social support mostly from friends because parents cannot
be trusted to handle the situation. In most cases, their friends made them feel secure and helped
them deal with the situation. Some young people also employ an avoidance strategy where they

ignore the bully or avoid thoughts about the incident by deleting their accounts or going offline.
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Males were often lured into alcohol/drug use by peers. Other youth victims also adopt

aggressive strategies by responding to the bully but only when they knew who was behind it.

Parents and school authority are not seen as reliable authorities to report to as young people
feel they wouldn’t be able to handle the situation or might make matters worse due to their
lack of knowledge on cyber related matters. Most young people did not also report incidents
of cyberbullying due to ignorance as to where and whom to report to, as well as feelings of
shame and embarrassment. The youth were ignorant about the cybersecurity authority and
how it could have played a role in mitigating cyberbullying issues. Young persons who have
experienced cyberbullying in the presence of others wished cyber-bystanders could have

done more for them.

5.2 Conclusions

The study concludes that young persons in Ayawaso-West Municipality are not exempt from
the different forms of cyberbullying that exist and are faced by young persons worldwide,
where anonymity also plays a big role, underscoring the need for increased awareness and
intervention strategies to address the phenomenon. There 1s still a knowledge gap about the
phenomenon of cyberbullying as many are unaware, they experience it, which highlights the

need for increased awareness and education regarding the signs of such harmful behaviour.

The study concludes that the effects of cyberbullying are negative and detrimental to the health
and life of young persons, making it a phenomenon that needs to be paid attention to. Youths
are affected negatively mentally, physically, emotionally and psychologically, academically

and socially.
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Young persons in Ayawaso-West Municipality employ various successful coping strategies
which are useful in dealing with cyberbullying incidents and its effects. Understanding these

diverse responses is crucial for developing effective interventions to support affected youth.

A significant number of youths refrain from reporting cyberbullying incidents primarily due
to a lack of awareness regarding reporting channels and feelings of shame. Parents and school
authority cannot offer the needed support young people need to deal with cyberbullying,
which underscores the need for improved communication channels to empower youth in
reporting such incidents. There is a desire for greater intervention and support from cyber-

bystanders as they play a role in addressing and mitigating the effects of online harassment.

5.3 Recommendations

The study indicates the fact that youth experience the various forms of cyberbullying on
different social networking sites, but are unaware of it. As the internet is growing, the rate of
cybercrime will also increase, thus all stakeholders must collaborate and work together to curb
the harmful act by increasing awareness to close the knowledge gap and develop intervention
strategies to address the phenomenon. These stakeholders include school counsellors, the

Cybersecurity Authority, parents, social workers and the Ministry of Education.

More importantly, the study found that cyberbullying has negative and detrimental effects on
youths. It is recommended that educating young people on cyber safety behaviours, social
skills, legal consequences of cyberbullying perpetration and conflict management to reduce
their susceptibility to being targets of cyberbullying, as well as decrease online aggression will

be useful in addressing and managing cyberbullying.
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Cyberbystanders who are witnesses of cyberbullying incidents can play the role of defending
and protecting victims from being further harassed which can in turn alleviate the intended
harm. Children and youth should therefore be encouraged by parents and teachers to speak up

in situations where others are being bullied.

Finally, youths refrain from reporting cyberbullying incidents primarily due to a lack of
awareness regarding reporting channels and feelings of shame and inability to rely on parents
and school authorities. There is a need for improved communication channels by school
authorities and parents to foster a safe reporting environment for young persons. Every school

should have robust cyberbullying policies that can assist in managing cyberbullying incidents.

5.4 Implications for Social Work

The findings of the study point to cyberbullying as a novel form of bullying that is growing.
According to the NASW, social workers are urged to be competent and advance their
knowledge in their field of specialization, Therefore, social workers especially in schools
must be aware, educated and adequately prepared to ensure their adaptation and safe and

effective provision of service in a world which 1s complicated and changing.

School authorities and parents are perceived as unable to deal with cyberbullying, indicating
the need for social workers and the Cybersecurity Authority to collaborate in providing
training and workshops for teachers, parents and staff on recognising signs, responding

effectively, and promoting digital citizenship.

There is still a lack of knowledge of the cyberbullying phenomenon in Ghana. Social workers

can join non-governmental organisations in raising awareness in communities on prevention
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and management strategies, as well as develop response protocols for cyberbullying

incidents, ensuring timely support for victims.

Many schools do not have policies against cyberbullying. Social workers play a vital role in
advocating for comprehensive cyberbullying policies in schools. This would require
collaboration with educators, administrators and parents to develop policies addressing
cyberbullying prevention, reporting and response. School social workers can also facilitate

student-led initiatives, empowering young people to take ownership of their online safety.

Several gaps exist in the Ghanaian context of cyberbullying. Social work researchers can
research on the gaps that prove insightful like the prevalence of cyberbullying in Ghana,
cyberbullying behaviour acceptance and culturally specific dimensions of cyberbullying in

Ghana.
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topic under study. information gathered will be used for academic purposes only and will be
kept confidential. Responses cannot be traced back to you in any way as your name will not
be attached to your input. Your participation in this study is voluntary and you can choose to

withdraw participation or opt out at any time

A. Participant Information
School: What school do you attend?
Grade: What grade are you in?
Gender: Male or female

Age: How old are you?

| OBJECTIVE | KEY QUESTION | PROBE QUESTIONS
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Forms of cyberbullying Could you please tell me When did the cyberbullying
experienced by youths about your experience with | begin?

cyberbullying How did it begin?

What was your first response
or thought?

On which online platform did
you experience
cyberbullying?

Did you know who was
behind it?

How often did it occur?

How long did it occur?

Did the method by which you
were cyberbullied change
throughout the experience?

How did it stop?

How Cyberbullying Affects | Could you please tell me How do you think your

Youths about your life after experience with being
cyberbullying cyberbullied has changed
you?

Is there anything you would
have done differently?
Did it affect any of your

relationships?
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Coping Strategies employed
by youth who have

experienced cyberbullying

What strategies did you
use to cope with or

manage being cyberbullied

When you were going through
cyberbullying what feelings
did you experience? How did
you deal with those feelings?
Did you learn anything about
coping or managing
cyberbullying?

Did you do anything to
attempt to stop the
cyberbullying? If yes, was it
effective?

Did you tell anyone about the
cyberbullying? If yes, who did
you tell and why did you
choose to tell that person? If
not, why not?

Did you receive support from
anywhere else like student
groups or community or
counselling at the university

or secondary school?

QGrievance control

mechanisms available

Did you report the incident

when it occurred?

Did you report the incident? If
yes, to whom and why? Was
anything done to try to stop it?
If yes, what intervention took
place?

What would you say about
discussions on anti-bullying

initiatives?
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What do you think can be
done to prevent or stop

cyberbullying?

108



APPENDIX 3

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR KEY INFORMANTS FROM YHR CYBERSECURITY

AUTHORITY ON YOUNG PERSONS EXPERIENCES OF CYBERBULLYING IN

AYAWASO-WEST MUNICIPALITY

My name is Oyesimisola Fagbenro, a final year MPhil student in the Department of Social Work at

the University of Ghana, Legon. I am researching the topic “Cyberbullying: exploring the experiences

of young persons in Ayawaso-West Municipality” in partial fulfilment of a Master of Philosophy

Degree in Social Work. Your contributions will help us understand the topic under study. Information

gathered will be used for academic purposes only and will be kept confidential.

Responses cannot be traced back to you in any way as your name will not be attached to your input.

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you can choose to withdraw participation or opt out

at any time.

A. Participant Information

How long have you worked with Cybersecurity Authority /

What department do you work in?

Gender: M/F

Objectives

Key Questions

Probe Questions

Forms of cyberbullying
experienced by youths

What forms of cyberbullying
have you witnessed being
experienced by youths?

Which of these forms are
nouvelle and which are old?

Ways Cyberbullying Affects
Youths

In what ways have you seen
cyberbullying experience affect
youths?

What other ways can
cyberbullying affect youths?

Coping Strategies employed by
youth who have experienced
cyberbullying

What coping strategies have
you witnessed cyberbullying
victims use after an incident?

Are there better coping
strategies you suggest they can
employ?

Reporting and grievance
control mechanisms

What reporting and grievance
control mechanisms are
available to youths who have
experienced cyberbullying?

What is the rate of reporting
from the Ayawaso West
Municipality at the
Cybersecurity Authority?

Why do youths not report cases
of cyberbullying?
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What mechanisms do you
suggest be brought to light for
youths who experience
cyberbullying?

How does Cybersecurity
Authority handle cyberbullying
reports?
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