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ABSTRACT

With the expansion of the internet and digital communication technologies, a
new form of aggression cyberbullying has emerged as a salient behavioral
challenge among adolescents. This study examined whether cyberbullying can be
predicted by students’ responsibility and social cognition, and whether media
literacy mediates these relationships among upper-secondary students. Using a
cross-sectional and a correlational design, a sample of 235 students from
Komijan County, Iran in academic year 2023-2024 was selected via multistage
cluster sampling. Measures included the Cyberbullying—Victimization
Experiences Questionnaire (Antoniadou et al., 2016), the Student Responsibility
Scale (Louis, 2001), the Social Cognition Questionnaire (Nejati et al., 2018), and
the Youth Media Literacy Test (Ghorbani et al., 2016). Data were analyzed using
structural equation modeling (SEM). Results indicated that both responsibility
and social cognition significantly predicted cyberbullying (p <0.05). Media
literacy also exerted a significant direct effect on cyberbullying (p <0.05).
Mediation tests showed a significant indirect effect of social cognition on
cyberbullying through media literacy (p < 0.05), whereas the indirect pathway
from responsibility via media literacy was not significant (p >0.05). Overall, the
findings highlight the joint importance of individual cognitive factors and media-
related competencies in explaining cyberbullying. The results contribute to
theoretical frameworks on adolescent online behavior and suggest that
strengthening students’ media literacy alongside fostering social-cognitive skills
may be pivotal for prevention and intervention efforts.
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Introduction

Cyberbullying refers to aggressive, repetitive, and intentional behaviors carried out through
digital tools, encompassing threats, insults, ridicule, spreading rumors, disclosing personal
information, and other forms of psychological harassment that directly or indirectly target the
victim. In explaining this behavior, the role of the interaction between individual and
environmental factors, and particularly moral self-regulation, in the formation or inhibition of
harmful behaviors is emphasized (Bulgarelli et al., 2022). Based on Albert Bandura’s (1993)
Social Cognitive Theory, characteristics such as social cognition and responsibility can act as
internal inhibitory resources against cyberbullying.

Social cognition refers to a set of cognitive processes through which an individual perceives
and interprets the mental states, emotions, and intentions of others; components such as
empathy and theory of mind are considered core elements of this construct. Research evidence
indicates that deficits in social cognition are associated with decreased empathy and increased
aggressive behaviors in online interactions, whereas higher levels of it are accompanied by
better regulation of digital behaviors and reduced involvement in cyberbullying (Bortfeld &
Bange, 2024).

Responsibility is another key construct in predicting social behaviors in cyberspace, defined
as an individual’s readiness to accept the consequences of their behavior, commitment to
fulfilling duties, respect for the rights of others, and adherence to social rules and norms (Lewis,
2001). Studies show that adolescents with higher levels of responsibility not only refrain from
engaging in harmful actions such as cyberbullying but may also adopt a more proactive stance
against this phenomenon and support victims (Knauf & Eschenbeck, 2025).

Alongside these individual factors, media literacy, as a key contextual variable, plays a
significant role in regulating digital behaviors. Media literacy is a set of knowledge and
analytical skills that enables an individual to critically comprehend, evaluate, and produce
media messages. Media literacy can both directly reduce cyberbullying and, as a mediating
mechanism, explain the effect of social cognition and responsibility on this behavior. Although
previous studies have examined each of the variables of social cognition, responsibility, and
media literacy separately in relation to online aggressive behaviors, the simultaneous
investigation of these three constructs within a structural model, with an emphasis on the
mediating role of media literacy, has received less attention. Therefore, the novelty of the
present research lies in presenting an integrated model in which the indirect role of social
cognition and responsibility in predicting cyberbullying through media literacy is examined.
Accordingly, the present study seeks to answer the question of whether social cognition and
responsibility, mediated by media literacy, can predict cyberbullying among students.

Methodology

In terms of its objective, this study is fundamental, and in terms of its methodology, it is
correlational, utilizing structural equation modeling (SEM). The statistical population comprises
all senior high school students in Komijan city during the 2023-2024 academic year. The
sample size was determined based on recommendations for the structural equation modeling
method; for models with typical complexity and at least 50 degrees of freedom, a minimum of
200 individuals is suggested (Hoyle & Gottfredson, 2015). Accordingly, 250 individuals were
selected using a multi-stage cluster sampling method. After data screening, 15 questionnaires
were excluded due to incomplete responses or illogical response patterns (e.g., selecting the
same option for all questions), and ultimately, 235 questionnaires were included in the final
analysis. The research instruments included the Cyberbullying Experience Questionnaire (CEQ)
(Antoniadou et al., 2016), the Student Responsibility Scale (SRS) (Lewis, 2001), the Social
Cognition Questionnaire (SCQ) (Nejati et al., 2018), and the Media Literacy Test (MLT)
(Ghorbani et al., 2016). Data analysis was conducted utilizing structural equation modeling in R
software version 4.3.2.
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Result

In this study, the structural equation modeling method was employed to simultaneously analyze
the relationships among the variables. An examination of the assumptions of this method—
including multivariate normality of the data, the absence of multivariate outliers, and the
presence of an adequate correlation structure among the research variables—indicated that the
dataset possesses the necessary adequacy for conducting advanced statistical analyses, including
structural equation modeling. The results of Bartlett’s test of sphericity (P=0.01, df=55,
¥2=2014.52) showed that the correlation matrix between the research variables differs
significantly from the identity matrix, establishing the adequacy of correlations among the
variables for executing SEM-based analyses.

To evaluate the fit of the conceptual research model, various fit indices were utilized, such as
%2, the ratio of 2 to degrees of freedom (y2/df), RMSEA, GFI, CFI, TLI, and IFI. The obtained
values for the fit indices fall within the acceptable range. Specifically, an RMSEA value of less
than 0.08 and comparative fit indices (CFI, TLI, and IFI) greater than 0.90 indicate a good fit of
the structural model to the research data. The results of the structural equation model are
presented below. The estimates related to the measurement model and the structural model—
including the factor loadings of the indicators, direct path coefficients between the constructs,
measurement errors, and the indirect effects resulting from mediation—are reported in Table 1.
This table allows for the simultaneous comparison of unstandardized coefficients, standardized
coefficients, standard errors, and the significance level of each path, providing a comprehensive
basis for evaluating the adequacy of the proposed model.

Table 1. Structural path coefficients, factor loadings, and direct and indirect effects in the
cyberbullying structural equation model

. B p- p
LI EE I 2 LU AT e Unstandardized o ‘ value  Standardized
Social Cognition —
Media Literacy 0.60 0.12 491 <0.001 0.42
Responsibility —
Media Literacy 0.15 0.06 2.54 0.01 0.21
Structural paths Media Literacy —
(direct) Cyberbullying -0.07 0.03 -2.29 <0.001 -0.19
Responsibility —
Cyberbullying -0.18 0.03 -6.53 <0.001 -0.66
Social Cognition —
Cyberbullying -0.12 0.04 -240 0.02 -0.22
Cyber Perpetration — | ) ) i 061
Cyberbullying '
Cyber Victimization 1.48 0/17 834 <0.001 0.71
— Cyberbullying
Self —
Responsibility ! ) ) i 0.98
Others = 0.57 0.03 17.94 <0.001 0.86
. Responsibility
Factor loadings
Self-awareness—
(measurement . o 1 - - - 0.92
Social Cognition
model) Threat Detection—
reat Letection 0.97 0.06 16.62 <0.001 0.84
Social Cognition
Mind Reading — 0.68 0.04 18.61 <0.001 0.81
Social Cognition
Environmental
Perception — Social 0.50 0.03 15.57 <0.001 0.77
Cognition

Critical Perspective 1 - - - 0.84
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: B p- p
Effect Type Path /Indicator Unstandardized SE ‘ value Standardized
— Media Literacy
Skill Diversity —
Media Litertgcy 0.60 0.05 10.88 <0.001 0.71
Positive Attitude —
Media Literacy 0.58 0.06 13.63 <0.001 0.87
Social Cognition —
Media Literacy — -0.06 - - <0.05 -0.12
Indirect effect Cyberbullying
(mediating) Responsibility —
Media Literacy — -0.01 - - >0.05 -0.06
Cyberbullying

As the results in Table 1 indicate, the variables of responsibility and media literacy have a
significant negative direct effect on cyberbullying. Regarding indirect effects, it was observed
that social cognition has a significant indirect effect on cyberbullying through media literacy,
with a significance level of less than 0.05 indicating the mediating role of media literacy in this
relationship. However, the indirect effect of responsibility through media literacy was not
significant, with a value of —0.01 and a significance level greater than 0.050.050.05. Overall, the
findings suggest that the reduction of cyberbullying is primarily explained by the direct effects
of responsibility and media literacy, and only social cognition has a significant indirect effect on
this variable.

Conclusions

The research findings demonstrated that responsibility significantly predicts cyberbullying. This
result corroborates the perspectives of Bandura’s (2016) social cognitive theory, which
emphasizes the internalization of social norms and the reinforcement of self-monitoring in
individual behaviors. Through adherence to moral and social norms, responsibility compels
individuals to regulate their behaviors to prevent harm to others. Individuals with high levels of
responsibility not only show less inclination to engage in aggressive behaviors in cyberspace but
also break the cycle of victimization and harassment by fostering positive and constructive
interactions.

Another finding of the current study indicated that social cognition significantly predicts
cyberbullying. In explaining this finding, it can be stated that social cognition, by creating a
greater ability to understand the emotions, intentions, and behavioral consequences of others,
makes individuals act more consciously and responsibly regarding the negative impacts of their
own behaviors. Furthermore, according to the social information processing theory (Hagger &
Hamilton, 2022; as cited in Kazemi et al., 2023), deficiencies in the stages of social perception
and interpretation can lead to misinterpretations of interpersonal stimuli, thereby increasing the
likelihood of aggressive behaviors.

Another finding revealed that media literacy does not play a mediating role in the
relationship between responsibility and cyberbullying. To elucidate this finding, it can be argued
that media literacy, although considered an essential skill for regulating online behavior, has
less influential power compared to stable personality traits due to its learnable, contextual, and
environmentally influenced nature. Therefore, it may not be able to play a substantial mediating
role in interaction with responsibility. Overall, the absence of media literacy’s mediating role in
this path somewhat underscores the fundamental determinism of stable personality traits in
moral online behaviors—characteristics that compel the individual toward moral and social self-
regulation even in the complex and changing conditions of the digital environment.

Another finding of the present study showed that media literacy plays a mediating role in the
relationship between social cognition and cyberbullying. In explaining the aforementioned
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finding, it can be stated that social understanding skills can lead to a reduction in harmful online
behaviors particularly when combined with the ability to analyze content, interpret media
situations, and comprehend communication mechanisms in the digital space. Within this
framework, the combination of social cognition and media literacy forms a complementary
model in digital self-monitoring that can serve as the foundation for effective educational
programs.

Finally, the current research presents a three-dimensional model in which responsibility has a
direct and deterrent role in reducing cyberbullying, social cognition impacts online behaviors
with the support of media literacy, and media literacy, as an analytical and perceptual
mechanism, strengthens the capacity for digital self-monitoring. This study faced limitations
regarding sampling, the selection of senior high school students in Komijan City, and the use of
self-report questionnaires, which warrants caution in generalizing the findings. Future research
could increase the validity of the results by segregating gender, utilizing larger samples, and
employing supplementary tools such as interviews and multi-stage methods. Furthermore, based
on the results, it is recommended that teaching guidelines related to media literacy and socio-
cognitive skills be given attention in educational environments to sustainably reduce
cyberbullying.
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