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SUMMARY
Psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools: A critical review
Keywords: critical review, cyberbullying, psychological effects, schools, South African.

Cyberbullying is a global issue. While there are many benefits associated with the use
of Information and Communication Technologies, research indicates that there are also
potential risks of being vulnerable to cyberbullying. Cyberbullying can lead to various
psychological effects. Therefore, the literature suggests that a study should be conducted to
provide a comprehensive understanding of the psychological effects of cyberbullying in
South African schools. This critical review research study aimed to synthesise and analyse
the existing scientific literature on the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South
African schools. The following steps were implemented for this critical review research
study: Step 1: Selecting and defining the review topic, Step 2: Identifying sources of relevant
scientific literature, Step 3: Selecting and deselecting prominent literature, Step 4: Data
extraction, Step 5: Analysing and synthesising extracted data, Step 6: Presenting the review
findings and discussion, and Step 7: Conclusion and recommendations.

The search and appraisal process of this critical review yielded eight studies that
focused on the psychological effects of cyberbullying in a South African school context.
Thematic analysis was used to synthesise all the included scientific literature. The following
themes emerged from data analysis: Theme 1: Cyberbullying increases the risk of mental
health issues, Theme 2: Involvement in cyberbullying results in negative emotions, and
Theme 3: Cyberbullying leads to social and behavioural issues. The findings showed that
cyberbullying significantly affects the psychological well-being of South African school
learners. Therefore, these findings can increase the knowledge of school teachers, school

learners, practitioners, and healthcare providers, and subsequently better inform prevention



and intervention efforts related to minimising cyberbullying and its associated psychological

effects.
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SECTION 1: OVERVIEW
Introduction

Section 1 of this mini-dissertation provides a comprehensive literature overview of
the research topic and its components. This section begins by clarifying the term
cyberbullying by providing its definition, characteristics as well as types of cyberbullying.
Thereafter, risk factors associated with cyberbullying behaviour and victimisation are
discussed as found in the current body of literature. Furthermore, incidents of cyberbullying
among school learners are discussed to provide trends in various contexts. Additionally, a
definition of psychological well-being is provided before discussing the psychological effects
of cyberbullying among school learners in order to clarify how psychological well-being was
conceptualised in this research study. The legislation to address aggressive behaviour among
South African school learners is also provided. Furthermore, the problem statement, in-depth
information on method of investigation, ethical considerations, and scientific rigour are
provided in this Section 1 of the mini-dissertation.
Cyberbullying

Smith (2016) defines bullying (also referred to as traditional bullying) as a form of
aggressive behaviour aimed at causing harm or discomfort upon another school learner; this
aggressive behaviour is often repetitive and there is an imbalance of power between the
perpetrator and the victim, leaving the victim defenceless in such situations. Bullying among
school learners has been a concern for many years, but with the advent of technology, it has
taken on a new form (Chan & Wong, 2015). In recent times, bullying has extended its reach
through Information Communication Technologies (ICTs) such as mobile phones, social
networks, web pages, e-mails, and blogs (Campbell & Bauman, 2018; Hymel & Swearer,
2015). The use of ICTs has revolutionised school violence and developed new violent

dynamics among school learners, including cyberbullying (Beghin, 2020).



Cyberbullying did not exist in previous years, but the growing increase in the use of
ICTs introduced this new form of bullying, and it appears to be more prevalent among school
learners (Blaya et al., 2018; Sezer & Tuncer, 2021; Zainudin et al., 2016). However, despite
the increasing prevalence of cyberbullying, there are still discrepancies in its definition within
the literature, as highlighted by Saleem et al. (2022) and Vismara et al. (2022). The rapid
development and the widespread use of ICTs have played a significant role in cyberbullying
dynamics, making it challenging for researchers to keep up with the ever-changing nature of
cyberbullying (Annis, 2017; Harmer & Lumsden, 2019; Smith 2015). However, it is essential
to establish a clear and consistent definition of cyberbullying to address this issue effectively.
Therefore, Hinduja and Patchin (2015, p. 11) define cyberbullying as "willful and repeated
harm inflicted through the use of computers, cell phones, and other electronic devices".
Additionally, Olweus (2016) defines cyberbullying as a type of bullying where perpetrators
anonymously use ICTs such as text messages, e-mails, chatrooms, websites, phone calls,
picture, or video clips to cause feelings of discomfort in the victims. Therefore, in this critical
review research study, cyberbullying is defined as an aggressive and intentional act that is
carried out through ICTs, that a school learner or group of school learners repeatedly exerts
on another school learner who cannot defend themselves due to a lack of power (Campbell &
Bauman, 2018; Smith, 2019).

Cyberbullying has gained significant attention in the last decade, but there is still no
clear consensus on its conceptualisation and defining characteristic, as well as the differences
and similarities between cyberbullying and traditional bullying (Menesini, 2012; Scheithauer
et al., 2021). Menesini (2012) and Sticca and Perren (2013) further argue that definitions of
cyberbullying are based on those of traditional bullying, implying common characteristics
between the two. On the other hand, Bonanno and Hymel (2013) assert that certain

characteristics differentiate cyberbullying from traditional bullying. The most distinct



characteristics that differentiate cyberbullying from traditional bullying are aspects such as an
increased potential anonymity and online disinhibition, increased potential of audience, time
it occurs and the use of ICTs to carry out this behaviour (Menesini et al., 2013; Sticca &
Perren, 2013). Therefore, characteristics of cyberbullying are discussed below; these
characteristics will help to understand what constitutes cyberbullying.
Characteristics of Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying exhibits several distinct characteristics. According to Cross et al.
(2015) and Tran et al. (2018), cyberbullying has the following characteristics: firstly,
perpetrators transmit negative, false, hateful, secretive and personal information of other
school learners through ICTs. Secondly, the intention of the perpetrator is to hurt or harm the
victim emotionally or psychologically (Cross et al., 2015; Tran et al., 2018). Thirdly, there is
a power imbalance in which a school learner (perpetrator) is stronger than the other school
learner (victim) (Cross et al., 2015; Tran et al., 2018). Fourthly, the perpetrator can be an
individual or an online group, and they may act more aggressive than they would if they were
confronting the victim face-to-face due to online disinhibition and the lack of accountability
cues (DeHue et al., 2008; Hughes & Louw, 2013; Tran et al., 2018). Fifthly, cyberbullying
can take place at night or during the day, which can affect the victim and make it difficult to
escape (Bonanno & Hymel, 2013; Tran et al., 2018). Sixthly, perpetrators can attack
anonymously or use a false identity that could have a huge impact on the victim (Tran et al.,
2018). Lastly, the potential audience is immense, and information could be re-shared and
spread on different social networks or websites (Cross et al., 2015; Smith & Slonje, 2010;
Tran et al., 2018).

Furthermore, cyberbullying messages posted on social networks can either be direct
or indirect (Sarna & Bhatia, 2017). Direct cyberbullying messages can be observed when a

school learner sends an abusive or disrespectful message in the form of images, audios,



videos, and text with the intention of directly torturing or harassing another school learner
(Sarna & Bhatia, 2017). Indirect cyberbullying messages can be observed when a school
learner intentionally wants to torture or attack another school learner by indirectly sending
unpleasant content, such as lies and rumours about them, tagging their embarrassing images
for others to view, and does not want to socialise with the other school learner being
cyberbullied (Sarna & Bhatia, 2017). Additionally, cyberbullying can be in various forms
(Bailey, 2013). To understand the nature of cyberbullying, it is necessary to take into account
various types of cyberbullying (Scheithauer et al., 2021).

Types of Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying can occur in various ways, each involving distinct harmful behaviours
through the use of ICTs. These types are as follows:

Flaming. A type of cyberbullying in which a school learner fights another school
learner through ICTs by using angry and vulgar language (Bailey, 2013; Martinez-
Monteagudo et al., 2020).

Harassment. When a school learner constantly sends rude, insulting, offensive, and
nasty messages to another school learner (Bailey, 2013).

Cyberstalking. When a school learner repeatedly harasses, criticizes, and threatens
another school learner, which in turn cause fear in that school learner (Bailey, 2013;
Martinez-Monteagudo et al., 2020).

Denigration. When a school learner spreads rumours and gossip about another school
learner on social networks with the intention to ruin their friendships or reputations (Bailey,
2013).

Impersonation. When a school learner pretends to be someone else and sends or
posts contents that will get another school learner in trouble or ruin their friendships and

reputation (Bailey, 2013).



Outing. When a school learner shares the secrets of another school learner, unpleasant
information, and embarrassing images on social networks (Bailey, 2013).

Trickery. When a school learner tricks another school learner into revealing
embarrassing information and secrets, then shares it on social networks (Bailey, 2013).

Exclusion. When a school learner intentionally and cruelly excludes another school
learner from a social network group (Bailey, 2013; Martinez-Monteagudo et al., 2020).

Furthermore, school learners consider denigration, impersonation, and outing as the
most harmful type of cyberbullying, as this content can spread quickly and exist for a long
time online (Brewer & Kerslake, 2015; Naruskov et al, 2012). Additionally, there are various
risk factors associated with cyberbullying behaviour and victimisation among school learners.
Risk Factors Associated with Cyberbullying Behaviour and Victimisation
Frequent Use of ICTs

Studies found that school learners who frequently accessed ICTs are at a higher risk of
cyberbullying victimisation than those who do not have access to ICTs (Islam et al., 2020;
Uludasdemir & Kucuk, 2019). In recent years, ICTs have become increasingly important in
the lives of school learners (Alkamel & Chouthaiwale, 2018; Valtonen et al., 2019). School
learners use these ICTs for various purposes. Some school learners use ICTs to engage,
exchange, discuss, and distribute information for the benefit of others and to help find
solutions to problems through the use of audios, videos, and images (Sarna & Bhatia, 2017).
On the other hand, some school learners misuse ICTs for their personal gains, such as
enjoyment or showing their dominance by abusing, insulting, or harassing other school
learners (Sarna & Bhatia, 2017). Furthermore, Uludasdemir and Kucuk (2019) found
Facebook (89%) and Instagram (72.1%) to be the most used social networks to carry out

cyberbullying behaviour.



Age and Grade

Studies have shown a direct relationship between the age and grades of school
learners and their engagement in cyberbullying perpetration. As school learners grow older,
their involvement in cyberbullying tends to increase (Shaikh et al., 2020). Additionally, it has
been found that school learners who are older than the norm for their grade are more likely to
be cyberbullying perpetrators, and they often target younger school learners (Payne & Van
Belle, 2017; Radebe & Kyobe, 2021).

According to Cross et al. (2015), this trend could be attributed to the older school
learners' increased access to smartphones, which enables them to participate in cyberbullying
more readily. Therefore, as older students gain more independence and technology becomes
more accessible, they may utilise these tools to target and harm younger school learners
through various online platforms.

Gender

Gender plays a significant role in the cyberbullying phenomenon, as various studies
have demonstrated distinct patterns of victimisation and perpetration based on gender.
Notably, research indicates that female school learners are more susceptible to becoming
victims of cyberbullying compared to their male counterparts (Myers & Cowie, 2019). Weber
et al. (2019) attribute this trend to the perception that female victims are less likely to be
blamed, particularly when the perpetrator is male. On the other hand, Smith (2016) argues
that female school learners are also more likely to engage in cyberbullying, especially
exclusion, while boys tend to be more involved in physical bullying. Greenwood (2023)
proposes that the higher involvement of females in cyberbullying could be due to the fact that
cyberbullying does not require physical strength, making it a more feasible option for them.

Additionally, Barlett and Coyne (2014) found that female school learners are more likely to



engage in cyberbullying perpetration during the early stages of adolescence, while male
school learners become more active in this behaviour during later stages of adolescence.
Lack of Monitoring and Support

The lack of monitoring and support from parents, school teachers, and law
enforcement has been identified as a significant risk factor associated with cyberbullying
incidents (Payne & Van Belle, 2017; Radebe & Kyobe, 2021). Despite school teachers'
awareness of cyberbullying incidents, Molluzzo and Lawler (2014) argue that they often lack
the knowledge and tools to prevent and address these issues effectively. Moreover,
Uludasdemir and Kucuk (2019) highlight the risks posed by providing school learners with
internet access without proper monitoring, as it can increase the likelihood of victimisation
and negatively impact the psychological well-being of the school learners. Therefore, it
becomes crucial for parents to actively monitor their children's internet use to mitigate the
potential risks of cyberbullying they may encounter (Kasikci et al., 2014).

On the other hand, social support has been recognised as a protective factor against
cyberbullying and its psychological effects. Hellfeldt et al. (2020) and Liu et al. (2019) found
that individuals who received social support were less likely to experience cyberbullying and,
in turn, had lower levels of depression and anxiety compared to those without support.
Having a support system allowed these individuals to better understand and manage their
emotional reactions, reducing the need to turn to the internet as an escape (Hellfeldt et al.,
2020; Liu et al., 2019; Shaikh et al., 2020).

Incidents of Cyberbullying among School Learners

Between 2004 and 2013, cyberbullying incidents in the United States of America
(USA) showed a gradual increase, as reported by Farhangpour et al. (2019). More recent
findings by Vigderman (2020) revealed that 56% of school learners in the USA became

victims of cyberbullying, potentially influenced by increased access to technology. However,



a Pew Research Center Survey conducted in 2022 among USA school learners showed that
46% of those aged 13 to 17 years had experienced cyberbullying at some point in their lives,
indicating a potentially varying trend (Vogels, 2022). Among the cyberbullying experiences
reported, offensive name-calling was the most common (32%), followed by spreading false
rumours (22%), receiving unsolicited explicit images (17%), and having explicit images
shared without consent (7%) (Vogels, 2022). Age-wise differences were also observed, with
49% of school learners between 14 and 17 years reporting cyberbullying victimisation
compared to 42% among those aged 13 to 14 years (Vogels, 2022).

Przybylski (2019) conducted a survey in March 2018 to explore the prevalence of
cyberbullying among British school learners aged 14 to 15 years. The findings revealed that
33.5% of these school learners had been victims of cyberbullying (Przybylski, 2019).
Additionally, around 9.3% of them reported experiencing cyberbullying more than two to
three times a week (Przybylski, 2019). The types of cyberbullying reported varied, with 26%
of the school learners being teased, 19.4% receiving unwanted messages of a sexual nature,
and 16.3% facing hate speech (Przybylski, 2019).

Another study conducted by Sorrentino et al. (2019) examined the prevalence and
nature of cyberbullying and cybervictimisation among school learners aged 7 to 19 years in
various European countries. The results showed that the rates of cyberbullying differed across
countries and genders. For instance, 27.8% of Bulgarian female school learners reported
experiencing cyberbullying, while the percentage was 20.7% for Italian females, 19.9% for
Greek females, and 19.0% for French females. Among male school learners, 46% of
Bulgarian males, 17.8% of Italian males, 17.6% of French males, and 17.5% of Cypriot and
Greek males reported being victims of cyberbullying (Sorrentino et al., 2019). Interestingly,

these findings seem to align with the incidence of cyberbullying in South Africa.



In 2018, Institut Public de Sondage d'Opinion Secteur (IPSOS) (Public Sector
Opinion Survey Institute) Public Affairs conducted a global cyberbullying survey involving
20,793 participants from 28 countries. The survey revealed that South Africa had the highest
overall incidence of cyberbullying (IPSOS, 2018). News24 (2020) reported that 54% of
parents in South Africa acknowledged being aware of school learners in their community
who had become victims of cyberbullying. Another two studies conducted in South Africa
found that a significant 46.8% of teenagers admitted to being victims of cyberbullying, which
is consistent with international statistics (Popovac & Leoschut, 2012). These figures
emphasise the severity of the issue in the country.

Beyond the distressing incidents of cyberbullying highlighted above, researchers such
as Arslan and Allen (2021) and Ljepava et al. (2019) have established strong links between
cyberbullying and its detrimental effects on psychological well-being, including adverse
impacts on mental health and behavioural issues.

Psychological Well-being

Mental health, as defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) (2022), is a state
of well-being that empowers individuals to cope with life's challenges, realise their potential,
and contribute positively to their communities. The WHO (2022) further argues that mental
health is an essential aspect of overall health and well-being that allows both our individual
and collective abilities to make decisions, form relationships, and shape the world around us.
Taking a positive psychology perspective, general well-being is a complex term that can be
divided into two categories: an objective well-being, which refers to having sufficient
resources to meet a person’s basic need in accordance with social values and norms, and a
subjective well-being, which refers to subjective experiences of the person (Norwich et al.,
2022). Subjective well-being is often referred to as happiness and flourishing and has two

different perspectives, hedonic perspective, which focuses on emotional well-being, and



eudaimonic perspective, which focuses on optimal functioning which is considered to make a
‘good life’ (McLellan & Steward, 2015; Norwich et al. 2022).

Some models of well-being have integrated hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives in
order to provide a comprehensive understanding of well-being, Keyes' mental health model,
for instance, considers mental health as comprising emotional, psychological, and social
components (Keyes, 2013). Within this model, psychological well-being is based on Ryff's
theory (1995) and encompasses dimensions such as autonomy, personal growth, positive
relationships, environmental mastery, self-acceptance, and purpose in life (Gongora &
Solano, 2017). Keyes’ model classifies mental health or psychological well-being into three
levels, namely: flourishing, which indicates high levels of well-being, languishing, which
indicates low levels of well-being, and moderate mental health, which is between flourishing
and languishing (Wissing et al., 2021). Therefore, this critical review research study
conceptualised psychological well-being from Keyes’ model. According to Semanchin Jones
et al. (2015) and Vaillancourt et al. (2016), school learners face various complexities of
psychological well-being, such as psychological effects due to cyberbullying.

Psychological Effects of Cyberbullying on School Learners

According to Vaillancourt et al. (2016), cyberbullying has been found to have more
severe psychological effects on school learners compared to other forms of bullying,
significantly impacting on their health and overall well-being. Involvement in cyberbullying
has been associated with adverse mental health outcomes and could lead to long-term
consequences, including a dysfunctional lifestyle (Fahy et al., 2016; Guo et al., 2021;
Hussein, 2022; Tustin et al., 2014). Furthermore, the psychological and health issues caused
by cyberbullying can affect the well-being and development of school learners significantly
(Carvalho et al., 2021; Hellfeldt et al., 2020). Numerous studies, such as those conducted by

Beghin (2020), Lucas-Molina et al. (2022), and Marciano (2020) have revealed that victims
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of cyberbullying often report mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, suicidal
thoughts, reduced concentration, feelings of alienation, and negative self-esteem.
Additionally, perpetrators of cyberbullying tend to display antisocial behaviour and are less
likely to engage in prosocial behaviours; they may also experience social difficulties, engage
in substance use, and exhibit aggressive behaviour (Campbell et al., 2013; Carvalho et al.,
2017; Sticca et al., 2013).

Considering the rapid increase in cyberbullying incidents among school learners,
efforts must be made to explore preventive and mitigative approaches to address the
psychological effects of cyberbullying on South African school learners, as emphasised by
Ngo et al. (2021). Various legislation has been enforced in South Africa since the mid-
twentieth century to address violence against school learners and protect their rights while
promoting their safety (Motswi & Mashegoane, 2017).

Legislation to Address Aggressive Behaviour against South African School Learners

In South Africa, the protection of school learners' human rights, particularly their
right to physical safety and psychological well-being, is governed by various legislation that
aims to create a safe and conducive learning environment. This legislation includes:

South African School Act 84 of 1996

This act provides a legal framework for the rights and responsibilities of school
learners, school teachers, and parents in the school environment (Republic of South Africa
[RSA], 1996, 15 November). The act also encourages the establishment of codes of conduct
and measures to prevent and address bullying, violence, and discrimination in schools (RSA,

1996, 15 November).
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Films and Publications Act 65 of 1996

This act deals with publications, including online content (RSA, 1996, 8 November).
It can be used to address cyberbullying involving explicit or harmful content that targets
school learners (RSA, 1996, 8 November).
Electronic Communications and Transactions Act 25 of 2002

This act includes provisions against spam, harassment using ICTs, and unauthorised
access to computer systems (RSA, 2002). These provisions can be used to address certain
aspects of cyberbullying (RSA, 2002).
Children’s Act 38 of 2005

This act focuses on the rights and protection of children in South Africa, including
school learners (RSA, 2006). It provides measures for safeguarding children's well-being,
protection from abuse, and promoting their development (RSA, 2006).
Protection from Harassment Act 17 of 2011

This act addresses various forms of harassment, including online harassment and
cyberbullying (RSA, 2011). It provides a legal route for victims to obtain protection orders
against perpetrators engaged in harassment (RSA, 2011).
Cybercrimes Act 19 of 2020

Radebe and Kyobe (2021) and Reyneke and Jacobs (2018) further state that the
Cybercrimes Act 19 of 2020 could potentially be useful in addressing cyberbullying among
South African school learners. This Act criminalises acts of cybercrimes which include
cyberbullying. The Act, as it stands, prohibits any forms of imparting data which are harmful
to those affected and provides protection to the integrity of citizens, including school
learners, from being harassed (RSA, 2021). Section 16 of the Act prohibits disclosure of
intimate images of persons without their consent (RSA, 2021); this in practice has been seen

as an arising issue which contributes to cyberbullying where persons post explicit pictures of
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others either for malicious personal gains or for purposes of ruining their dignity/image
(Musoni, 2019).

These laws are designed to safeguard children's rights, including their protection from
any form of aggression or harm within and outside educational settings (Motswi &
Mashegoane, 2017). However, despite the legislative efforts, research has indicated that
incidents of cyberbullying among school learners persist at concerning levels (Kavuk-
Kalender & Keser, 2018; Wolke et al., 2017).

Problem Statement

Research indicates that there is a notable increase in the use and accessibility of ICTs
among young people, making school learners increasingly vulnerable to cyberbullying
(Cilliers & Chinyamurindi, 2020; Kim & Faith, 2020; Mabika & Dube, 2017; Popovac &
Leoschut, 2012). However, despite this growing trend, cyberbullying studies in South Africa
have not kept up with the rapid increase of ICTs usage (Mkhize & Gopal, 2021; Namane,
2017; Popovac & Leoschut, 2012). As a result, there is a need to better understand the
psychological effects of cyberbullying on South African school learners (Cilliers &
Chinyamurindi, 2020; Hutson et al., 2017; Sobba et al., 2017). Therefore, the following
research question guided the research study (a critical review of literature): What has been
found in the scientific literature regarding the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South
African schools?

Aim of the Critical Review Research Study

The aim of the research study, a critical review, was to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools.
Therefore, this research study aimed to synthesise and analyse the existing scientific literature

on the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools by identifying
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recurrent themes in the literature. The knowledge will improve prevention and interventions

to minimise cyberbullying and the psychological effects experienced by school learners.
Method of Investigation

Approach and Design

A critical review approach was used to conduct the research study. This critical review
approach enabled the researcher to retrieve all the scientific literature that focused on the
psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools. It further enabled the
researcher to synthesise and analyse the contribution of existing scientific literature (Grant &
Booth, 2009). Moreover, it allowed the researcher to discuss up-to-date information regarding
the current scientific literature on the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African
schools critically and comprehensively to inform future research (Bauman, 2014).

To conduct this critical review research study, the researchers (Ms Tebogo Matlou
[primary reviewer] and Prof Werner de Klerk [secondary reviewer]) made use of the seven
steps of conducting critical reviews proposed by De Klerk and Pretorius (2019). These seven
steps are as follows: Step 1: Selecting and defining the review topic, Step 2: Identifying
sources of relevant scientific literature, Step 3: Selecting and deselecting prominent literature,
Step 4: Data extraction, Step 5: Analysing and synthesising extracted data, Step 6: Presenting
the review findings and discussion, and Step 7: Conclusion and recommendations.

Step 1: Selecting and Defining the Review Topic

According to De Klerk and Pretorius (2019), during this step it is important to focus
on the scope of the review, the type and description of the literature to be included in the
critical review research study, as well as the reflection to avoid subjectivity and bias. The
scope of this critical review research study focused on scientific studies published in the last
five years (i.e. 2017 to 2022) on the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African

schools. According to Pautasso (2013), it is important to keep the review study focused and
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use recent publications. Moreover, Barlett et al. (2021) state that cyberbullying has increased
drastically following the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, various studies that focus on
cyberbullying have been conducted from 2017 as well as during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Tahat et al., 2020; Twardowska-Staszek et al., 2018).

Furthermore, the critical review research study focused on primary and/or secondary,
South African schools, the age of the population group ranging from 6 to 18 years. Table 1

outlines the type of literature included in this critical review research study.

Table 1
Types of Literature included in the Research Study

Criteria

Include or exclude?

Full-text journal studies
Peer-reviewed studies
Non-peer reviewed studies
Quantitative studies
Quialitative studies

Mixed method studies
Review studies

PhD theses

Masters’ dissertations/mini-
dissertations

Conference proceedings
Studies published in

languages other than English
and/or Afrikaans

Include. The literature had the scientific rigour required
to be included in the study.

Include. The literature had the scientific rigour required
to be included in the study.

Exclude. Studies may not meet the requirements of
scientific rigour and necessary ethical considerations.
Include. All methodologies can be included in this
critical review and may be of significance.

Include. All methodologies can be included in this
critical review and may be of significance.

Include. All methodologies can be included in this
critical review and may be of significance.

Include. All methodologies can be included in this
critical review and may be of significance.

Include. The study will most likely meet the
requirements of scientific rigour and the necessary
ethical considerations.

Include. The study met the requirements of scientific
rigour and the necessary ethical considerations.
Exclude. Studies may not meet the requirements of
scientific rigour and necessary ethical considerations.
Exclude. The researchers used the studies conducted in
the South African context that are published in English.
Therefore, only studies published in English were
included.
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Step 2: Identifying Sources of Relevant Scientific Literature

During this step, a systematic approach should be followed when identifying sources
of relevant scientific literature, and this includes peer-reviewed literature, as highlighted by
De Klerk and Pretorius (2019). After consultation with Mrs Gerda Beukman (North-West
University [Faculty of Health Sciences] librarian specialist), the primary researcher used the
keywords outlined in Table 2. Furthermore, Boolean search was utilised to identify sources of
information relevant to this critical review research study. The following databases were
accessed on the North-West University library website: Academic Search Complete, Springer
Nature Journals, SocINDEX with Full Text, APA PsycArticles, Health Sources:
Nursing/Academic Edition, Applied Sciences & Technology Source, CINAHL with Full Text,

MasterFILE Premier, African Journals, SPORTSDiscus with Full Text and Emerald Insight.

Table 2

Keywords and Boolean Configuration

Keywords Field Justification

Level 1 ‘Psychological effects” OR  TX (all text) Not much scientific
‘psychological wellbeing’ literature specifies the
OR ‘psychological psychological effects in
impacts’ the title or Abstract, but

much scientific literature
relevant to the proposed
critical review research
study was retrieved when
using ‘TX (all text)’.

Level 2 ‘cyberbullying” OR ‘cyber TX (all text) Not much scientific
bullying” OR ‘cyber- literature specifies the
bullying’ OR ‘online type of bullying in the
harassment” OR ‘online title. See the comment
bullying’ mentioned above.

Level 3 ‘School’ TX (all text) Not much scientific

literature mentions the
school in the title and
Abstract.

Level 4 ‘South Africa’ TX (all text) Not much scientific
literature mentions South
Africa in the title.
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Step 3: Selecting and Deselecting Prominent Literature

During this step, the primary researcher focused on factors such as databases
(mentioned in Step 2), time range (mentioned in Step 1), population group (mentioned in Step
1) and inclusion and exclusion criteria to determine relevance.

Determining Relevance. Following the computerised Boolean search using the
keywords in Table 2, the primary researcher first read the titles of the presented search
results; those that had the keywords included in the title were grouped into one computerised
folder named “Title screening” (De Klerk & Pretorius, 2019). The primary researcher
secondly read the abstracts of those selected scientific literature to determine if keywords
were included in the abstract, and a new computerised folder named “Abstract screening”
was created for those that have keywords in the abstract (De Klerk & Pretorius, 2019). Lastly,
the primary researcher read the full text of the selected scientific literature, and all those that
were relevant were placed in a final folder named “Selected scientific literature for data
extraction” (De Klerk & Pretorius, 2019). This process was repeated twice to ensure that no
scientific literature that is part of the inclusion criteria was missed or excluded.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria. Only scientific studies conducted in South African
schools on the psychological effects of cyberbullying were included in this critical review
research study. Those conducted in countries other than South Africa were excluded from this
critical review research study, as they were regarded as irrelevant to this critical review
research study. Furthermore, scientific literature published from 2017 to 2022 was included
and any other scientific literature published before 2017 was excluded (see Step 1).

Method of Quality Appraisal. In this critical review research study, the primary
reviewer (Ms Tebogo Matlou) and the secondary reviewer (Prof Werner de Klerk) were
involved in the quality appraisal. There are no formal guidelines for quality appraisal in

critical reviews (Grant & Booth, 2009). Therefore, SALSA (Search, Appraisal, Synthesis, and
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Analysis) was used as an analytical framework to analyse the quality of the existing literature
on the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools (Grant & Booth,
2009). The quality appraisal was performed manually by the primary reviewer under the
supervision of the secondary reviewer due to the lack of a structured approach/analytical
framework (Grant & Booth, 2009).
Step 4: Data Extraction

During this step, a data extraction table was compiled, and the researcher organised
the data in a systematic way that helped in the data analysis process (De Klerk & Pretorius,
2019). Table 3 explains what data were extracted and the reason thereof.

Table 3

Data Extracted from the Identified Scientific Literature

Data Extracted Brief Motivation

Method The method provided the researchers with relevant information
regarding the approach used to determine the psychological
effects of cyberbullying in South African schools and to ensure
that it aligns with the criteria described in Table 1.

Sample The researchers focused on the psychological effects of
cyberbullying in South African schools.
Findings/Results The findings/results enabled the researchers to answer the

research question regarding what has been found in the scientific
literature regarding the psychological effects of cyberbullying in
South African schools.

Conclusion The conclusion was important in answering the research
question, as it also summarised the study findings.

Step 5: Analysing and Synthesising Extracted Data

This critical review research study utilised the qualitative analysis/synthesis process,
specifically thematic analysis, to ensure rigour, as well as to conduct this critical review
research study in a systematic manner (De Klerk & Pretorius, 2019).

Thematic Analysis. Thematic analysis allowed the researcher to fulfil the aim of the
critical review research study, which was to synthesise and analyse the existing scientific

literature on the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools. Six steps on
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how to conduct thematic analysis, as introduced by Braun and Clarke (2006), were followed
in this critical review research study. These steps include Step 1: Familiarising oneself with
the data, Step 2: Generating initial codes, Step 3: Searching for themes, Step 4: Reviewing
themes, Step 5: Defining and naming themes, and Step 6: Producing the report.

Step 1: Familiarising Oneself with the Data. During this step, the primary researcher
read the relevant scientific literature for this critical review research study multiple times to
become familiar with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The primary researcher also made
notes while reading the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). During this process, the primary
researcher began to recognise information that answered the research question of this critical
review research study (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Step 2: Generating Initial Codes. In this step, the primary researcher compiled a
preliminary list of codes by highlighting codes that could potentially answer the research
question of this critical review research study (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Step 3: Selecting Themes. After a preliminary list of codes was compiled, the
researcher further organised and grouped codes with the same meaning by colour-coding
them. The researcher further looked for patterns in the grouped codes and developed themes
in the extracted data, which helped to answer the research question of this critical review
research study (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Step 4: Reviewing Themes. The themes compiled by the researcher were reviewed by
comparing them with the extracted data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). According to Braun and
Clarke (20006), this will, in turn, ensure the study’s rigour.

Step 5: Defining and Naming Themes. Following the revision of the themes, a
description and a name were given to the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Step 6: Producing the Report. The report was compiled in a way that answers the

research question of this critical review’s research question and in a manner that enables the
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reader to validate that the themes are reflections of the extracted data (Braun & Clarke,
20006).
Step 6: Presenting the Review Findings and Discussion

During this step, the researcher presented the review findings that answered the
research question of the critical review research study (De Klerk & Pretorius, 2019). The
review findings were structured logically and critically; furthermore, a summary of the
included scientific literature was presented in a table to help guide future research (De Klerk
& Pretorius, 2019).
Step 7: Conclusion and Recommendations

This critical review research study finally reached a conclusion based on the critical
analysis of the researcher. Recommendations emerged from the critical analysis and synthesis
of the scientific literature included in this critical review research study (De Klerk &
Pretorius, 2019). Furthermore, this will be beneficial to the body of review studies (De Klerk
& Pretorius, 2019).

Ethics

The ethical issues of this critical review research study were minimal, as this research
study used existing data from the primary literature on the psychological effects of
cyberbullying in South African schools. Furthermore, the following ethical guidelines
proposed by Wager and Wiffen (2011) were followed: transparency, avoiding redundant
(duplicate) publication, avoiding plagiarism, and ensuring accuracy.
Transparency

According to Wager and Wiffen (2011), it is essential to acknowledge those involved
in this critical review research study. All those who contributed to this critical review study
were acknowledged in the author list and acknowledgements. Wager and Wiffen (2011)

further emphasise the importance of declaring any sources of support or funding, as well as
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relevant competing interests involved in this critical review research study to ensure
transparency. Therefore, the researchers declare that they have no conflict of interest.
Additionally, the financial assistance from the North-West University Faculty Bursary and the
North-West University Master's Bursary allowed the researcher to cover the costs of this
critical review research study.

Moreover, it is important to note that the primary reviewer (Ms Tebogo Matlou) is a
registered Master of Health Sciences Research Psychology Programme student at North-West
University (2022-2023) and completed ethics training during her Bachelor of Health Sciences
Honours Psychology, in 2021 (Training and Resources in Research Ethics Evaluation). The
primary reviewer worked under the supervision of the secondary reviewer (Prof Werner de
Klerk), who is a registered Research Psychologist and has experience in conducting critical
reviews as well as thematic analysis.

Avoiding Redundant (duplicate) Publication

According to Wager and Wiften (2011), redundant (duplicate) publications should be
avoided. Therefore, this critical review research study will only be published in the South
African Journal of Psychology to avoid redundant publication.

Avoiding Plagiarism

According to Wager and Wiffen (2011), plagiarism should be avoided. Therefore, the
researcher ensured that the work of other authors was correctly referenced in both the in-text
citations and the reference list. The reference list was also included by following the
guidelines of the 7th edition of the American Psychological Association (APA 7 edition).
Ensuring Accuracy

To ensure accuracy, the primary reviewer conducted the data extraction process

properly and the process was executed more than once. The secondary reviewer supervised
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the process to avoid bias (Wager & Wiffen, 2011). Reviewers adhered to inclusion and
exclusion criteria (also see Table 1) to ensure accuracy.

This critical review research study has no impact on human participants, and ethical
clearance was obtained from the Health Research Ethics Committee (HREC) of North-West
University (NWU-00114-22-A1).

Scientific Rigour

Scientific rigour is important as it allows the study to be precise and detailed so that it
can convey findings more accurately (Gnyawali & Song, 2016). Furthermore, Lincoln and
Guba (1985) identify four criteria to ensure rigour, namely credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability.

Credibility

Credibility refers to confidence in the truth of the research findings (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). According to Stahl and King (2020), credibility can be ensured through prolonged
engagement. The researchers engaged with the identified scientific literature and became
familiar with the recurring themes. Another way to ensure credibility is to involve informants;
therefore, the secondary reviewer monitored the progress and findings of the primary
reviewer (Stahl & King, 2020). Moreover, both primary and secondary reviewers followed
the process of determining relevance as described in Steps 3 and 5.

Dependability

Dependability refers to the consistency of the research findings and whether the
research can be repeated (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To ensure dependability, the primary
reviewer adhered to specific guidelines. Firstly, the process of quality appraisal was followed
(Step 3). Secondly, the primary reviewer thoroughly analysed and synthesised the extracted
data of from the included studies (Step 5). Lastly, the reviewers incorporated the steps

proposed by De Klerk and Pretorius (2019) for conducting critical reviews. Integrating these
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steps and processes contributed to the dependability of the research findings. According to
Stahl and King (2020), data should be inspected or reviewed by a secondary reviewer to
ensure that the data are factual. Therefore, the secondary reviewer monitored the entire
research process.
Confirmability

Confirmability refers to the objective reality and neutrality of the research study
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This critical review followed the seven steps in conducting critical
reviews put forth by De Klerk and Pretorius (2019) to ensure confirmability. Moreover, the
secondary reviewer monitored the progress of the primary reviewer and the research findings
to avoid bias of the researcher (Stahl & King, 2020).
Transferability

Transferability refers to the applicability of research findings in other contexts
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Both primary and secondary reviewers followed the same steps as
outlined in this critical review research study to ensure transferability. Another way to ensure
transferability, as proposed by Stahl and King (2020), is that there should be a detailed
description that provides enough information for the application from one context to another.
This critical review provided more information and details about the scientific literature
included in this proposed research study.

Conclusion

Section 1 of this mini-dissertation presents a literature overview and provides the
reader with a comprehensive discussion of aspects relevant to this research study. ICTs plays
a significant role in the lives of school learners; however, frequent use of these ICTs has been
identified as a major contributing risk factor to the cyberbullying victimisation. Considering
the incidents of the cyberbullying mentioned above, cyberbullying can be regarded as a

global issue which needs attention. It is evident that cyberbullying poses a threat to the
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psychological well-being of school learners as both victims and perpetrators of cyberbullying
experience various psychological effects following the experience of cyberbullying.
Therefore, this critical review study may provide a comprehensive understanding and
awareness of the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools. It is
important to consider risk factors associated with cyberbullying, as well as the psychological
effects of cyberbullying, when implementing cyberbullying interventions aimed at mitigating

the incidents and the psychological effects of cyberbullying.
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Abstract

Cyberbullying is a global issue. The increased use of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICTs) poses potential risks of being vulnerable to cyberbullying.
Cyberbullying can therefore result in various psychological effects. As a result, research is
needed to provide an understanding of the psychological effects of cyberbullying in a South
African school context. This research study utilised a critical review approach to identify
current literature that focuses on the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African
schools. The scientific literature (n = 8) included was thematically analysed and findings
showed that cyberbullying increases the risk of mental health issues, involvement in
cyberbullying results in negative emotions and cyberbullying leads to social and behavioural
issues. The research study concludes that it is important for school learners to be provided
with social support, cyberbullying awareness and cyberbullying interventions which will help
to curb the incidents of cyberbullying among South African school learners.

Keywords: critical review, cyberbullying, psychological effects, schools, South

African.
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Introduction

With the rise in ICTs use, cyberbullying has become a global concern among school
learners (Sezer & Tuncer, 2021). ICTs have seamlessly integrated into the lives of school
learners (Valtonen et al., 2019), with smartphones being the preferred internet access devices
in South Africa (Oyedemi & Mogano, 2018). South Africa's smartphone user count reached
26.3 million in 2023 (Statista, 2023). Notably, 66.8% of South African school learners aged 5
to 24 years had smartphone and internet access in 2020 (Statistics South Africa, 2022). While
ICTs offer benefits like convenient online communication, they also bear negative impacts on
school learners (Sarna & Bhatia, 2017). Regrettably, some school learners misuse these
technologies, using them to dominate peers through abuse, harassment, and insults, resulting
in high cyberbullying incidents (Sarna & Bhatia, 2017).
Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying is an aggressive and intentional act performed through ICTs that one or
more school learners repeatedly exert on another school learner who cannot defend
themselves due to power imbalance (Campbell & Bauman, 2018). This form of bullying is
particularly severe due to the perpetrators' anonymity, leading to heightened aggression and a
substantial impact on victims (Tran et al., 2018). The online nature of cyberbullying allows
for a broad audience and rapid spread across various social media platforms, creating
challenges for victims to escape (Tran et al., 2018).
Incidents of Cyberbullying among South African School Learners

In 2018, Institut Public de Sondage d'Opinion Secteur (IPSOS) (Public Sector
Opinion Survey Institute) Public Affairs conducted a global cyberbullying survey involving
20,793 participants from 28 countries, South Africa had the highest incidence of
cyberbullying among all countries (IPSOS, 2018). According to News24 (2020), 54% of

South African parents were aware of cyberbullying victims in their community. As a result,
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there is a strong link between cyberbullying and psychological well-being, including mental
health and behavioural issues (Arslan & Allen, 2021).
Psychological Effects of Cyberbullying on School Learners

The psychological effects of cyberbullying have a strong negative effect on school
learners’ development, health, mental health, and well-being, and can lead to long-term
consequences such as a dysfunctional lifestyle (Hussein, 2022). Studies such as that of
Beghin (2020) and Lucas-Molina et al. (2022) revealed that cyberbullying victims usually
report mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, suicidal thoughts, reduced
concentration, feelings of alienation, as well as negative self-esteem. Furthermore,
perpetrators exhibit antisocial behaviour, reduced engagement in prosocial behaviours, social
difficulties, substance usage, and aggression (Carvalho et al., 2017). Given the escalating
statistics of cyberbullying incidents, Ngo et al. (2021) emphasise the efforts to explore
approaches to prevent and alleviate the psychological effects of cyberbullying on South
African school learners.

Cyber safety policies have been implemented in some schools. These policies focused
on mitigating cyberbullying through measures like restricting smartphone and internet use
during school hours, and blocking access to platforms such as Facebook and explicit content
(Cilliers & Chinyamurindi, 2020). Concurrently, within the South African school context,
potential assistance in tackling cyberbullying is seen through legislation like the Cybercrimes
Act 19 of 2020, which prohibits any forms of imparting data which are harmful to those
affected and provides protection to the integrity of citizens, including school learners from
being harassed (Republic of South Africa [RSA], 2021). However, despite the
implementation of legislation and policies, cyberbullying incidents persist, particularly

among South African school learners (Kavuk-Kalender & Keser, 2018).
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Problem Statement

Research indicates an increase in the use and access to ICTs among young people,
resulting in school learners being vulnerable to cyberbullying (Cilliers & Chinyamurindi,
2020; Kim & Faith, 2020). Cyberbullying studies have not kept up with the rapid increase in
ICTs in South Africa (Mkhize & Gopal, 2021; Namane, 2017). As a result, there is a need to
better understand the psychological effects of cyberbullying (Cilliers & Chinyamurindi,
2020). Furthermore, Odora and Matoti (2015) argue that the emergence of cyberbullying
should be considered a distinct phenomenon affecting many youths’ lives, families as well as
communities, and if this is not taken into consideration, it could reach undesirable crisis
levels, subsequently inflicting detrimental effects on the broader society.

Therefore, this research study synthesised and analysed the existing scientific
literature on the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools, to provide a
comprehensive understanding thereof. Therefore, the following research question guided the
research study: What has been found in the scientific literature regarding the psychological
effects of cyberbullying in South African schools?

Method
Research Design

This research study followed a critical review approach (De Klerk & Pretorius, 2019),
which enabled the researchers to retrieve all the scientific literature on the psychological
effects of cyberbullying in South African schools and further synthesise and analyse the
contribution of the existing scientific literature (Grant & Booth, 2009).

Search Approach

For this critical review, the following databases were used to retrieve relevant

scientific literature: Academic Search Complete, Springer Nature Journals, SocINDEX with

Full Text, APA PsycArticles, Health Sources: Nursing/Academic Edition, Applied Sciences
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& Technology Source, CINAHL with Full Text, MasterFILE Premier, African Journals,
SPORTSDiscus with Full Text and Emerald Insight. The following keywords and Boolean
characters were used in the search: psychological effects OR psychological well-being OR
psychological impacts AND cyberbullying OR cyber bullying OR cyber-bullying OR online
harassment OR online bullying AND School AND South Africa. The librarian specialist from
the North-West University was consulted throughout the search process.

Eligible studies were those published from 2017 to 2022, full-text journal studies,
peer-reviewed articles, theses or dissertations, reviews or quantitative, qualitative or mixed-
method studies that were written in English. Furthermore, only studies conducted in South
African schools on the psychological effects of cyberbullying were included in this critical
review research study. The search initially yielded 166 studies, of which only eight were

included for analysis. Figure 1 illustrates the search and inclusion strategy:

Records identified via electronic search (n = 141) Studies identified through hand search (n = 25)
Titles and abstracts screened for relevance (n = 166) I Studies excluded with reason (n = 131)
Full-text of studies assessed for inclusion (n = 35) » Full-text studies excluded with reason (n = 27)

4

Studies included for thematic analysis (n = 8)

Figure 1. Search and inclusion map.
Search Procedure
The search was conducted by the first author and the co-author monitored the entire

research process. SALSA (Search, Appraisal, Synthesis, and Analysis) was used as an
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analytical framework to analyse the quality of the existing literature on the psychological
effects of cyberbullying in South African schools (Grant & Booth, 2009), as there are no
formal guidelines for quality appraisals in critical reviews. The researchers followed the
seven steps of conducting critical reviews proposed by De Klerk and Pretorius (2019).
Ethical Considerations

This research study obtained ethical approval from the Health Research Ethics
Committee (NWU-00114-22-A1) of the Faculty of Health Sciences at North-West
University, South Africa.
Data Extraction

The first author extracted the data and the co-author reviewed the final data extraction

to ensure accuracy. The data extracted from these studies are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1
Data Extraction Table

Author(s) and Title

Method

Sample

Results/Findings

Conclusion

Adewoye (2022).

Article: Adolescent
cyberstanders’ experience
of cyberbullying in the era
of COVID-19 in South
Africa.

Farhangpour et al. (2019).

Article: Emotional and
academic effects of
cyberbullying on students
in a rural high school in
the Limpopo Province,
South Africa.

Approach: Qualitative
approach.

Measures: Written
narratives, semi-structured
interviews.

Approach: Mixed-method
approach.

Measures: Cyberbullying
survey questionnaire and
qualitative interview
schedule in writing.

Sample size: N=20 grade
8 school learners (n=10
males, n=10 females)
aged 13 to 14 years.

Context: One of the
schools in Mamelodi,
Tshwane, Gauteng, South
Africa.

Sample size: N=80 grade
8-10 school learners
(n=30 males, n=50
females) aged 12-18 years
old. Qualitative interview
schedule (n=6).

Context: Rural high
school in a village in the
north of the Limpopo
Province, South Africa.
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The findings of the study
indicated that
cyberbullying has
negative effects on the
psychological well-being
of school learners, which
include feelings of guilt,
self-blame, fear and
insecurities, difficulty in
concentrating, and
emotional and behavioural
negativity.

The results indicated that
the majority of the
participants were
negatively affected
emotionally and
academically. Participants
reported a lack of
confidence (21%),
depression (35%),
frustration (6%), self-
conscious and suicidal
thoughts (23%) as a result
of cyberbullying.

Anti-cyberbullying
programmes should be
included in the curriculum
which will raise
awareness of the negative
effects of cyberbullying to
the public as well as
school learners.

Cyberbullying is an issue
in a rural high school and
might be experienced by
school learners in the
same context. Moreover,
school learners suffer
because they lack
knowledge on how to
prevent and cope with the
negative effects of
cyberbullying.



Author(s) and Title

Method

Sample

Results/Findings

Conclusion

Mong (2019).

Dissertation:
Cyberbullying and its
effects on the mental well-
being of adolescents.

Motswi & Mashegoane
(2017).

Article: The role of sex in
the prevalence rates and
psychological
consequences of
cyberbullying among
learners in the Limpopo
Province, South Africa.

Payne & Van Belle
(2017).

Approach: Quantitative
approach.

Measures: Daphne
Cyberbullying
Questionnaire, Mental
Health Continuum Short
Form and Patient Health
Questionnaire-9.

Approach: Quantitative
approach.

Measures: Olweus
Bully/Victim
Questionnaire, 10-item
Kessler Psychological
Distress Scale.

Approach: Quantitative
approach.

Sample size: N=187 grade
8-11 school learners
(n=101 females, n=86
males) aged 13-19 years
old.

Context: Schools in the
Matlosana municipal
district in the North West
Province, South Africa.

Sample size: N=324 grade
8-10 school learners (n=

141 male, n=183 females).

Mean age was 15.21
years.

Context: Five secondary
schools in the Kgakotlou
school circuit, Capricorn
District, Limpopo
Province, South Africa.

Sample size: N=1258
school learners, grade 6-
10 (n=518 male, n=740
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The results showed that
there is a correlation
between cyberbullying
and Major Depressive
Disorder (MDD)
depression level of
victims was significantly
higher than non-victims.
Victims experienced
severe (19%), moderately
severe (15%), moderate
(18%), mild (30%) and
minimal (18%) levels of
depression.

The results indicated a
statistically significant
main effect of
cyberbullying on the
experience of
psychological distress.
Therefore, school learners
involved in cyberbullying
had higher psychological
distress compared to those
who were not involved in
cyberbullying.

The participants in the
study reported feelings of
anger, being upset,

Victims and cyberbullies
are at risk of depression
which leads to suicidal
behaviour.

Cyberbullying has
consequences on
secondary school learners’
personal well-being and
health. Therefore,
Cyberbullying prevention
and interventions need to
be implemented in
schools.

Cyberbullying has
negative impacts such as
feelings of fear, anger and



Author(s) and Title

Method

Sample

Results/Findings

Conclusion

Article: The nature and
impact of cyberbullying
and Cyber-harassment in
South African schools.

Piliso (2020).

Thesis: The dynamics of
cyberbullying in girls’ and
boys’ schools: Multiple
case studies of secondary
schools in Kwazulu-Natal.

Measures: The research
instrument focused on the
work of Smith (2008),
which incorporated the
key elements of the
Revised Olweus
Bully/Victim and
DAPHNE questionnaires.

Approach: Mixed-method
approach.

Measures: Survey
questionnaire, Focus
group interviews and
semi-structured
interviews.

female) aged between 11
and 17.

Context: Five primary
schools and three
secondary schools in Cape
Town, Western Cape
Province, South Africa.

Sample size: N= 316
Grade 8 school learners
aged 12-16 years old.
Focus group (n=16 school
learners), semi-structured
interviews (n=7 school
teachers).

Context: High schools in
the western part of
Durban, KwaZulu-Natal
Province, South Africa.
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depression,
embarrassment, stress,
concern and fear.

The participants in the
study reported lower self-
esteem, feeling angry/
furious, sad and
embarrassed, lonely,
rejected and had suicidal
thoughts as a result of
cyberbullying.

depression, as well as
suicidal ideation.

The results further
indicated that existing
antibullying programmes
are not adequately
addressing cyberbullying
behaviours, therefore,
existing anti-bullying
strategies should be
improved.

The victims experienced
negative psychological
effects, including feeling
uncomfortable, scared,
unhappy, insecure upset
and a lack of trust.
Therefore, cyberbullying
awareness is needed to
mitigate cyberbullying
among school learners.



Author(s) and Title

Method

Sample

Results/Findings

Conclusion

Sinthumule & Ngonyama
(2022).

Avrticle: Cyberbullying in
public schools: Causes
and effects on learner
academic performance.

Approach: Qualitative
approach.

Measure: Semi-structured
interview.

Sample size: N=10 (n=5
school learners, n=5
school teachers).

Context: Secondary
schools in one of the
districts in the Limpopo
Province, South Africa.

The findings of the study
showed that cyberbullying
impacts negatively on
psychological, emotional,
social and academic
aspects of school learners.
Participants reported poor
academic performance,
absenteeism and loss of
concentration.

Interventions should be
implemented to support
victims. Parents and
school teachers should
support school learners to
alleviate the psychological
effects of cyberbullying.
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Data Analysis

Thematic analysis steps proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) were used to ensure
rigour. The first author first read the data more than once to familiarise oneself with the data.
Secondly, a preliminary list of codes was generated. Thirdly, the pattern in the codes was
identified and themes were developed. Fourthly, themes were reviewed by comparing them
with the extracted data. Fifthly, themes were defined and named, and lastly, the report was
compiled in a way that answered the research question.

Findings and Discussion

The following three themes emerged from the data: 1. Cyberbullying increases the
risk of mental health issues, 2. Involvement in cyberbullying results in negative emotions,
and 3. Cyberbullying leads to social and behavioural issues. Each of the main themes is
further supported by related subthemes. These themes and subthemes and related studies are
discussed below.
Theme 1: Cyberbullying increases the Risk of Mental Health Issues

Cyberbullying is a concerning phenomenon that not only impacts victims' mental
health, but also leaves enduring effects on perpetrators and cyber-bystanders (Elbedour et al.,
2020). Participants in the studies included commonly reported increased risks of mental
health issues, including depression, psychological distress, and suicidal ideation linked to
cyberbullying.
Increased Risk of Depression

Five of the included studies demonstrated a clear link between cyberbullying and
increased risk of depression (Farhanpour et al., 2019; Mong, 2019; Motswi & Mashegoane,
2017; Payne & Van Belle, 2017; Sinthumule & Ngonyama, 2022). Depressive disorders,
outlined by The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-

5), involve feelings of sadness, emptiness, or irritability, significantly impacting on an
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individual's somatic and cognitive functioning (American Psychiatric Association (APA),
2013). Mong (2019) found a correlation between cyberbullying and Major Depressive
Disorder (MDD) among both perpetrators and victims. However, victims exhibited
significantly higher levels of depression compared to the perpetrators (Mong, 2019). This
finding is consistent with findings from several international studies which found that
cyberbullying predicts an increase in depressive symptoms (Bowes et al., 2015; Przybylski &
Bowes, 2017). Gadmez-Guadix et al. (2013) further argue that depressive symptoms also
predict an increased likelihood of becoming a victim of cyberbullying, indicating a vicious
cycle in this regard.

The negative impact of cyberbullying on mental health extends to academic
performance among school learners. Graham (2023) found that cyberbullying victimisation
and depressive symptoms are associated with lower academic achievements among South
African school learners. Given the significance of academic success in long-term career
prospects (Negru-Subtirica & Pop, 2016), it is imperative to address cyberbullying in South
African schools effectively.

Increased Levels of Psychological Distress and Suicidal Ideation

In addition to the increased risk of depression, five of the included studies
(Farhangpour et al., 2019; Motswi & Mashegoane, 2017; Payne & Van Belle, 2017; Piliso,
2020; Sinthumule & Ngonyama, 2022) found alarming effects on psychological distress and
suicidal ideation among its victims and perpetrators due to cyberbullying. Motswi and
Mashegoane (2017) found significantly higher levels of psychological distress compared to
those not involved in such incidents. Moreover, this finding is supported by a growing body
of international studies which found that cyber victimisation among school learners
exacerbates mental health issues, leading to increased psychological distress and a higher risk

of suicidal ideation and potential suicide attempts (Quintana-Orts et al., 2022; Smith, 2015;
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Van Geel et al., 2014). The majority of participants in an international study conducted by
Dennehy et al. (2020) attributed suicide of school learners to cyber victimisation as they
witnessed this on Facebook. However, research has identified supportive parenting and pre-
existing depression as mediating factors between victimisation and suicide attempts (Smith,
2015).
Theme 2: Involvement in Cyberbullying result in Negative Emotions

The findings of this critical review study highlight the profound impact of
involvement in cyberbullying, leading to negative emotions among those affected. The
included studies (Adewoye, 2022; Farhangpour et al., 2019; Payne & Van Belle, 2017; Piliso,
2020) showed that victims, perpetrators, and cyber-bystanders experience a range of negative
emotions following exposure to cyberbullying incidents. They often experience increased
frustrations, anger and sadness, increased fear, insecurities, and guilt, as well as
embarrassment. These negative emotions in turn affect their overall well-being.
Increased Frustrations, Anger and Sadness

Four of the studies (Adewoye, 2022; Farhangpour et al., 2019; Payne & Van Belle,
2017; Piliso, 2020) included in this review consistently demonstrate that victims and cyber-
bystanders experience heightened frustrations, anger, and sadness as a result of
cyberbullying. In contrast, perpetrators may experience a sense of satisfaction or relief
following their actions, while victims tend to feel overwhelmed by anger and sadness (Piliso,
2020). These findings are in line with previous research conducted by Bauman et al. (2013)
and Huang et al. (2021) among school learners in America and China. Therefore, it is evident
that cyberbullying can lead to a range of negative emotions, affecting the psychological well-
being of those involved (Spears et al., 2015). According to Dennehy et al. (2020), victims do

not report the incidents as it is often regarded as a sign of weakness.
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Increased Fear, Insecurities and Guilt

The emotional impact of cyberbullying extends beyond frustrations, anger, and
sadness. Three of the included studies (Adewoye, 2022; Farhangpour et al., 2019; Payne &
Van Belle, 2017) indicated that both victims and cyber-bystanders also experience emotions
of fear, insecurities, and guilt. A study conducted by Adewoye (2022) revealed that cyber-
bystanders reported feeling guilty and self-blame for not being able to help victims; they
further expressed fears of becoming the next targets themselves. This constant fear influenced
their perceptions of social media platforms negatively (Adewoye, 2022). An international
study conducted by Nappa et al. (2021) found that self-efficacy and attitude may also
influence cyber-bystanders to not intervene in the situation. Wachs et al. (2019) also argue
that perpetrators may perceive a lack of intervention as an implicit consent to keep up their
behaviour, which further results in a constant state of fear among victims, thereby affecting
their mental health.
Embarrassment

Two of the included studies (Payne & Van Belle, 2017; Piliso, 2020) showed that
cyberbullying victimisation has a significant emotional impact, often leading to feelings of
embarrassment among the victims. For instance, a victim was labelled a Rastafarian in a
study conducted by Piliso (2020), leading to embarrassment and ultimately prompting the
victim to cut off their hair. This concurs with international research by Huber (2023), which
also emphasised that posting images could intensify victim distress, particularly causing
embarrassment, compared to text-based content. Farhangpour et al. (2019) argue that this
emotional response arises not only from the embarrassment of being victimised, but also the
inability to control the extent of exposure and the audience witnessing the humiliating

actions.
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Theme 3: Cyberbullying Leads to Social and Behavioural Issues

This theme discusses social and behavioural issues that can arise from cyberbullying,
which include increased loneliness and rejection, decreased self-esteem and confidence, and
decreased concentration.
Increased Loneliness and Rejection

Two of the studies (Piliso, 2020; Sinthumule & Ngonyama, 2022) showed that
cyberbullying often leads to increased loneliness and rejection, leading to feelings of
disconnection from their peers. Consequently, victims experience reduced feelings of
acceptance, lower levels of optimism, and have fewer friendships (Zalaquett & Chatters,
2014). In an international study by Pelfrey and Weber (2014), participants highlighted the
fear of checking social media due to the distress caused by hurtful comments, leading to
negative self-perception. As a coping mechanism, victims might begin avoiding social
interactions and situations, both online and offline, in an effort to protect themselves from
further harm (Piliso, 2020).
Low Self-esteem and Confidence

Two of the included studies (Farhangpour et al., 2019; Piliso, 2020) showed that
cyberbullying lowers school learners’ self-esteem and confidence, especially during group
presentations. As a result, victims may start doubting themselves and develop a negative self-
image. This finding concurs with an international study conducted by Dennehy et al. (2020),
where it was highlighted that the words and actions of perpetrators tend to linger in the minds
of victims. The constant reading and analysis of hurtful posts contribute to a cycle of negative
overthinking, impacting on various aspects of their lives (Dennehy et al., 2020).
Consequently, victims start internalising the claims made by perpetrators, leading to a

detrimental impact on their self-esteem and confidence (Dennehy et al., 2020).
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Loss of Concentration

Two of the included studies (Adewoye, 2022; Sinthumule & Ngonyama, 2022)
showed that cyberbullying affects concentration levels. According to Adewoye (2022), this
results from cyber-bystanders’ fear of becoming victims themselves. A study conducted by
Sinthumule and Ngonyama (2022) revealed that participants found it challenging to focus on
their academic tasks and fully engage in classroom activities as they focused on their negative
experiences and often neglected social interactions. These findings are consistent with
international studies conducted by Pelfrey and Weber (2014) and Hidayah et al. (2022).
Furthermore, studies by Farhangpour et al. (2019) and Sinthumule and Ngonyama (2022)
suggest that these consequences of cyberbullying could extend to poor academic performance
and, in extreme cases, lead to school dropout.

Recommendations

From the studies included in this critical review, it is evident that cyberbullying is an
issue in South African schools. Therefore, there is a great need for cyberbullying awareness
as well as interventions that do not only address prevention of cyberbullying in South African
schools, but also coping strategies to victims. South African schools should be provided with
cyber safety training opportunities, social-emotional learning and mentoring for all the school
learners (Hajnal, 2021). Furthermore, school teachers should be equipped with knowledge to
understand the cyber safety issues and cyber safety should be a part of the school curriculum.
Schools should also consider school-based programmes such as counselling in the school
premises for victims, perpetrators, and cyber-bystanders.

Limitation of the Research Study

The findings from this critical review of scientific literature are limited due to the

search terms and databases used; thus, other relevant literature may not have been identified.

The timeframe of the search could have excluded relevant literature which could potentially
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provide more insights. Moreover, the researchers aim that the findings of this study will
inform and provide a foundation for future studies that focus on the psychological effects of
cyberbullying in South African schools.
Conclusion

South African school learners experience various psychological effects following
cyberbullying which impact negatively on their psychological well-being. Therefore,
providing school learners with social support, cyberbullying awareness, and implementing
cyberbullying interventions will help to curb the incidents of cyberbullying among South

African school learners.
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SECTION 3: CRITICAL REFLECTION

This section of the mini-dissertation provides the personal reflection of the
researcher’s experiences (Ms Tebogo Matlou) throughout the research study as well as the
research process.

Critical Reflection

This critical reflection explores each step of the research process as experienced by
the researcher when conducting this critical review research study. The researcher mainly
focuses on the data collection phase, the data analysis phase, and the discussion of findings of
the research study. This critical reflection gives a thorough description of the research study
and the research process followed.

As a registered Master of Health Sciences Research Psychology Programme student
at North-West University (2022-2023), | chose to focus on the psychological effects of
cyberbullying in South African schools as my research topic due to its profound relevance in
today's digital age and its potential to impact significantly on the psychological well-being of
school learners. I did not have any preconceived beliefs or biases about the topic. The topic
was solely chosen based on my interest in conducting research on the mental health of school
learners. My passion for education provided a strong and meaningful foundation for my
interest in the mental health of school learners. Mental health issues among school learners
can impact significantly on their academic performance and overall quality of life. However,
positive mental well-being plays an important role in school learners ability to learn, grow,
and thrive within an educational environments. Ultimately, fostering positive mental well-
being in school learners is essential for their overall success and well-being.

| firstly read the existing literature focusing on mental health of South African
learners to identify a research problem, | discovered that cyberbullying is an issue among

South African learners and that it affects their psychological well-being. Therefore, |
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identified a need for a study to provide a comprehensive understanding of the psychological
effects of cyberbullying, particularly in the South African context, as technology has rapidly
advanced. By shedding light on the psychological effect of cyberbullying, | hoped to
contribute to bridging this knowledge gap and advocate for measures that safeguard the
psychological well-being of South African school learners in the digital age.

My journey as a student in the Master of Health Sciences Research Psychology
Programme has been instrumental in preparing me for this research study. The academic
background, coursework, and research skills I have acquired have provided me with the tools
and knowledge necessary to undertake this challenging but important research study.

Prior to commencing with the study process, it became imperative to assess its
feasibility through a preliminary search to determine whether there were existing studies on
the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools. Therefore, I consulted
the Library Information Specialist at North-West University, Mrs Gerda Beukman, to assist
in assessing the feasibility of the study. The search results showed that a critical review is the
most feasible approach and can be utilised considering the volume of the scientific literature
that was revealed. It was during this early phase of my research study that I reached out to my
dedicated and experienced supervisor, Prof Werner de Klerk. Prof de Klerk, with his
extensive background in research methodologies, offered his unwavering support. This gave
me confidence in conducting this critical review research study, a challenging yet essential
task in the pursuit of understanding the psychological effects of cyberbullying among South
African school learners. | felt reassured that, with his guidance and support, I was well-
equipped to carry out this research study.

Therefore, to conduct the research study, a critical review approach (De Klerk &
Pretorius, 2019) was used and enabled the researcher to answer the research question: What

has been found in the scientific literature regarding the psychological effects of cyberbullying
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in South African schools? According to Grant and Booth (2009), critical reviews synthesize
and analyse scientific literature found from various sources. This critical review research
study was guided by the seven steps guidelines for conducting critical reviews proposed by
De Klerk and Pretorius (2019). These steps are as follows: Step 1: Selecting and defining the
review topic, Step 2: Identifying sources of relevant scientific literature, Step 3: Selecting and
deselecting prominent literature, Step 4. Data extraction, Step 5: Analysing and synthesising
extracted data, Step 6: Presenting the review findings and discussion, and Step 7: Conclusion
and recommendations. Initially, the steps seemed easy, but they became a bit challenging as |
progressed through the research process.

Ethical considerations and scientific rigour were adhered to throughout the research
process. It is noteworthy to emphasise that this critical review research study did not aim to
compare different therapeutic methods or to review the effectiveness of interventions.
Furthermore, as this research study solely utilised existing data extracted from primary
literature sources focusing on the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African
schools, it did not involve human participants. Consequently, the research study’s ethical
issues were minimal. Nonetheless, | remained vigilant about adhering to ethical guidelines. |
understood the importance of proper citation and referencing as ethical integrity is a
fundamental aspect of research, and it is important to maintain it at every stage.

The process of scientific rigour was followed to report the findings and conclusions
accurately (Gnyawali & Song, 2016). | ensured rigour by utilising four criteria proposed by
Lincoln and Guba (1985), namely credibility, confirmability, dependability and
transferability. Furthermore, | adhered to the ethical guidelines proposed by Wager and
Wiffen (2011). Those who contributed to this critical review study were acknowledged in the
author list and acknowledgement. There were no competing interests in this critical review

research study.
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To ensure the transparency of the research, the critical review was conducted by the
primary reviewer (Ms Tebogo Matlou), who had previously completed ethics training in 2021
(Training and Resources in Research Ethics Evaluation). The secondary reviewer, Prof
Werner de Klerk, a registered Research Psychologists with extensive experience in
conducting critical reviews and thematic analysis, monitored the entire research process.

Section 2 of this mini-dissertation (article) will only be published in the South African
Journal of Psychology to prevent duplicate or redundant publications. | avoided plagiarism
by correctly referencing the work of other authors in both the in-text citations and reference
list using the guidelines of APA 7" edition. | also adhered to the inclusion and exclusion
criteria to ensure accuracy of the research findings.

Data Collection

Upon receiving ethical approval, | found myself in a state of anticipation, as the
reality of the research was about to start, and | was ready to put the plan outlined in the
research proposal into action. However, | could not help but feel a bit anxious. | had gone
through the initial stages of my academic research, but this was a significant step forward into
the actual data collection process. The responsibility weighed on me as | was committed to
conducting this research to the best of my abilities. However, the seven steps guidelines for
conducting critical reviews proposed by De Klerk and Pretorius (2019) alleviated my anxiety
as they provided a clear framework to follow. This framework ensured that my data
collection process was systematic and purposeful.

Nonetheless, a sense of assurance prevailed because the keywords were already
determined with the assistance of Mrs Gerda Beukman during the feasibility phase. The
following keywords were used in the search procedure: psychological effects OR
psychological well-being OR psychological impacts AND cyberbullying OR cyber bullying

OR cyber-bullying OR online harassment OR online bullying AND School AND South Africa.
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Furthermore, Boolean search operators “AND” and “OR” were used to retrieve relevant
search terms. The analytic framework, SALSA (Search, Appraisal, Synthesis and Analysis),
was effective in processing the data and it also determined what scientific literature reported
about the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools. At the outset, | felt
overwhelmed by the volume of available literature, making it challenging to identify the most
relevant sources. The thought of possibly missing important studies in my initial searches was
a constant concern.

Initially, the search yielded 141 results, but this number increased to 166 following an
additional hand search. However, 23 of the retrieved scientific literature were exact
duplicates and were eliminated. A total of eight studies were deemed relevant to this critical
review research study following a rigorous screening of title, abstract and full text conducted
to determine the relevance of the scientific literature to be included. | adhered to the inclusion
and exclusion criteria and diligently took notes when conducting the search process. I, the
primary reviewer (Ms Tebogo Matlou), conducted the literature search and the supervisor
acted as a secondary reviewer and monitored the process and also examined data extraction
table generated from the included studies. Despite consultation, | found the initial search
results to be overwhelming, as they required considerable effort to filter relevant literature.
This led to frustration and a feeling of information overload. The process was tedious due to
the need to sift through numerous scientific literatures, eliminate duplicates, and refine search
strategies. However, this challenging phase of my research process allowed me to gain
experience in research methodologies, literature search strategies, and critical thinking. These
skills will undoubtedly benefit me throughout my academic journey and beyond, as they are
essential in any research process.

Overall, the data collection was an intricate process marked by trial and error. There

were moments when | had to revisit my data collection, repeating it more than once. While it
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may have been somewhat frustrating, it ultimately improved the rigour of the study and also
helped me to retrieve a comprehensive set of relevant scientific literature published from
2017 to 2022. In hindsight, I see this entire experience as a valuable learning opportunity that
has shaped my understanding of research processes and the importance of perseverance and
thoroughness in research.

Data Analysis Process

Approaching the data analysis phase, | maintained a positive outlook, even though it
was time consuming. | did not intend to rush this phase, as it was the most important phase
that would enable the researcher to develop the themes that address the research question of
this critical review research study. To conduct this phase, the researcher used the thematic
analysis steps proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) which provided a clear structure for
understanding the data. As the first step, | became familiar with the data. This step was not
particularly challenging for me, given my prior familiarity with the scientific literature while
compiling the data extraction table. | read the included scientific literature several times when
compiling the data extraction table. However, I still read both data extraction table and the
scientific literature several times, which allowed me to understand and get the essence of the
findings of each scientific literature included.

Secondly, I highlighted preliminary codes that could potentially answer the research
question. Generating these codes posed no significant difficulty; as | progressed, | noticed
similar codes and patterns regarding the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South
African school learners. | used code-recode procedure within a one-week interval, to ensure
the dependability of the data analysis, leading to the emergence of additional codes.

Thirdly, themes were developed from the generated codes. This step was the most
challenging part of the process. I firstly organised and grouped codes with the same meaning

by colour-coding them. | then developed the themes and subthemes by finding patterns in the
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grouped codes, and meticulously ensured that each theme is distinct from the others and that
it is an accurate representation of the data.

Fourthly, I reviewed the themes two days after the initial theme development. | had
more subthemes but during this step, | combined subthemes that had the same meaning.

Fifthly, the themes were revised and given names. | ensured that they address the
research question. The themes were compared with the data extracted to ensure that |
captured the essence of each study correctly.

Finally, after navigating through the complexities of the thematic analysis, | produced
a comprehensive report that captured the themes and subthemes, drawing meaningful
conclusions from the data.

Overall, the process of thematic analysis was not a linear process; it was marked by
continual back-and-forth traversal between steps to ensure meticulous execution at each
stage. While essential for rigour, the iterative nature of data analysis did at times feel a bit
frustrating. Progress often felt slow as | moved back and forth between steps to refine codes
and themes. However, | came to appreciate that this iterative process yielded valuable
insights into the psychological effects of cyberbullying in South African schools. This also
gave me confidence to conduct thematic analysis in future.

Findings and Discussion

Upon the completion of the data analysis and synthesis phase, | had to write up and
discuss the findings of the study, which included the themes and subthemes developed during
the data analysis phase. This task required the ability to summarise and present complex
information concisely, which | recognised as a vital skill in academia. Conducting a critical
review had significantly improved my capacity to articulate findings clearly and

communicate effectively.
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I understood the importance of conveying the findings of each included scientific
literature in a clear, concise, logical and interesting way that answers the research question, as
guided by Puks (2016). I used a table to review each of the included scientific literature,
which not only provides the reader with the necessary information, but also ensured a
structured and summary of each of the studies. The interpretations of each finding were
discussed and each finding (i.e. themes and subthemes) is supported by a broad range of
international and South African studies, but mostly international studies.

The findings of the research study were as follows: cyberbullying increases the risk of
mental health issues, involvement in cyberbullying results in negative emotions and
cyberbullying leads to social and behavioural issues. Of particular interest was the reveal that
the impact of cyberbullying extended beyond the victims and perpetrators to encompass
cyber-bystanders, constituting a complex network of psychological effects. Furthermore,
these psychological effects of cyberbullying do not only affect the psychological well-being
of school learners, but extend to their academic performance as well.

After completing the findings and discussion, | reported the limitations of the study
and provided recommendations for necessary stakeholders and future researchers. These were
followed by a concluding paragraph. The final sections of the study, including limitations,
recommendations, and the concluding paragraph, did not pose significant difficulties
compared to the other phases of the study. It was gratifying to see the comprehensive results
of the research study come together and to provide valuable insights into the psychological
effects of cyberbullying on South African school learners, a topic of significant importance in
today’s digital age.

Conclusion
The implementation of this mini-dissertation felt like a never-ending process. There

were moments when | questioned whether | would ever reach the finish line. However, in
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retrospect, this study served as a valuable learning experience, that promoted essential skills
such as critical thinking, scientific writing skills, and the importance of maintaining a logical
argumentation flow throughout the research process. Throughout this journey, | had the
opportunity to cultivate a deeper understanding of and confidence in the execution of critical
reviews and thematic analysis. These skills and insights have not only contributed to the
successful completion of this mini-dissertation, but have also improved my academic writing

which I will use as a future researcher.
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