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The present study aimed to investigate the relationship between perceived emotional
neglect in childhood and cyberbullying among youth, with a focus on the mediating
role of emotional dysregulation. A descriptive correlational design employing path
analysis was used. The sample consisted of individuals aged 18 to 30 years, and data
were collected using standardized instruments: the 10-item Cyberbullying
Questionnaire, the 28-item Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ), and the 10-
item Gross Emotion Regulation Questionnaire. The findings indicated that
childhood emotional neglect not only directly predisposes individuals to
cyberbullying behaviors but also strengthens this relationship indirectly through
increased emotional dysregulation. In other words, difficulties in regulating
emotions as a consequence of emotional neglect increase the likelihood of engaging
in negative behaviors in cyberspace. These results underscore the importance of
psychological interventions aimed at enhancing emotional regulation skills and
raising parents’ awareness of their children’s emotional needs. Additionally,
educational and support programs designed to strengthen the social and emotional
competencies of youth may play a critical role in preventing cyberbullying. Finally,
the findings highlight that social support and healthy emotional relationships during
childhood are crucial in reducing the tendency toward cyberbullying, and that
preventive interventions at both family and community levels can have a positive
impact.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

With the rapid expansion of digital communication technologies and the widespread use of social media
among youth, cyberbullying has emerged as one of the most serious psychological and social risks of
the digital era. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying is intensified by the anonymity, broad reach,
and permanence of online content, which amplify its negative consequences.

Research indicates that individuals who engage in cyberbullying or become its victims often
experience emotional vulnerabilities, low self-esteem, interpersonal difficulties, and impaired emotion
regulation. Among early-life factors contributing to these vulnerabilities, childhood emotional
neglect—a subtle yet deeply damaging form of maltreatment—plays a central role. Emotional neglect
deprives children of warmth, responsiveness, and emotional support, which are essential for developing
healthy emotion regulation skills. Deficits in emotion regulation can lead individuals to rely on
maladaptive strategies, such as suppression or impulsive expression, thereby increasing their likelihood
of engaging in aggressive online behaviors.

Despite the importance of this topic, few studies in Iran have examined the emotional mechanisms
linking early emotional neglect to cyberbullying. The present study addresses this gap by investigating
the mediating role of emotion regulation strategies in the relationship between perceived childhood
emotional neglect and cyberbullying among young adults.

Objectives

The main objective was to examine whether emotion dysregulation mediates the relationship between
perceived childhood emotional neglect and cyberbullying. By testing a conceptual model through path
analysis, the study aimed to determine both the direct and indirect effects of childhood emotional
neglect on cyberbullying behaviors.

Method
This descriptive correlational study was conducted among young adults aged 17 to 35 years residing in
Zanjan. A total of 801 participants were initially recruited through convenience sampling, of whom 706
completed questionnaires were retained for analysis after applying exclusion criteria (missing data >
15% or patterned responding).

Data were collected using three standardized instruments:

The 10-item Cyberbullying Questionnaire (Minescinni et al., 2011)

The 28-item Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ), focusing on the emotional neglect subscale

The 10-item Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gross & John, 2007), assessing cognitive
reappraisal and expressive suppression

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Zanjan (IR.ZNU.RWEC.1403.023), and
informed consent was secured from all participants. Data analysis involved Pearson correlation, path
analysis, and structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS-24. The measurement model
demonstrated acceptable fit indices (y?/df =2.41; CFI1=0.93; TLI=0.91; RMSEA = 0.048), supporting
the adequacy of the latent constructs.

Results

Correlation analyses revealed significant positive associations between childhood emotional neglect
and cyberbullying (r = 0.182, p < .01), emotional neglect and emotion dysregulation (r = 0.206, p <
.01), and emotion dysregulation and cyberbullying (r = 0.220, p < .01). Cognitive reappraisal showed
significant negative associations with both emotional neglect (r = —-0.171, p <.01) and cyberbullying (r
=-0.270, p < .01), whereas expressive suppression correlated positively with cyberbullying (r = 0.220,
p <.01).

Path analysis confirmed these findings: childhood emotional neglect had significant direct effects on
cyberbullying (B = 0.21, p < .001) and on emotion dysregulation (B = 0.27, p < .001). Emotion
dysregulation also exerted a significant direct effect on cyberbullying (B = 0.31, p < .001). Bootstrap
analysis with 5000 samples supported the mediating role of emotion dysregulation, revealing a
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significant indirect effect of emotional neglect on cyberbullying (B = 0.08, 95% CI [0.05-0.13]). These
results indicate that emotion dysregulation partially mediates the relationship between childhood
emotional neglect and cyberbullying.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore the critical role of childhood emotional neglect in shaping emotional
vulnerabilities that increase the risk of cyberbullying in young adulthood. These results align with
developmental and trauma-based theories, including Widom’s cycle-of-violence model, which posits
that early emotional deprivation disrupts emotion regulation capacities, fostering maladaptive coping
strategies and aggressive behaviors later in life.

Individuals exposed to emotional neglect tend to use fewer adaptive strategies, such as cognitive
reappraisal, and rely more on suppression or impulsive emotional responses, predisposing them to
harmful online behaviors. These findings emphasize the importance of preventive interventions that
strengthen emotion regulation skills, enhance parental emotional responsiveness, and develop family-
based programs to support children’s emotional needs.

Additionally, educational and community-level programs aimed at promoting healthy emotional
expression and reducing risky online behaviors can play a vital role in decreasing cyberbullying. Future
research is recommended to employ longitudinal designs, integrate multi-informant data, and explore
mediating socio-emotional factors across diverse age groups and cultural contexts.
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