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Abstract 

Cyber victimization is a new phenomenon that keeps increasing with every year, and although 
the interest in research has grown, little is still known about ways to minimize the outcomes of 
cyber victimization on mental health. This thesis aimed to investigate whether psychological 
flexibility could act as a moderator on the relationship between cyber victimization and trait 
anxiety in Swedish youth. Gender was used as a control variable. Participants were recruited 
on Facebook, and data was collected via an online questionnaire that contained gender, age, 
Adolescent Cyber-Victimization Scale, Avoidance and Fusion Questionnaire for Youth, and 
Penn State Worry Questionnaire for Children. The sample consisted of 102 Swedish youths 
(females, N = 74, males, N = 28) aged 16 to 25 years (M = 20.34, SD = 2.88). A multiple linear 
regression showed that psychological flexibility and cyber victimization significantly predicted 
anxiety. The results for psychological flexibility as a moderator on the relationship between 
cyber victimization and anxiety, and for gender as a predictor for anxiety, were non-significant. 
The results provide a deeper understanding of the role of psychological flexibility in mental 
health in youth, but further research is needed on psychological flexibility as a moderator. 
Future research should focus on more clinical groups with increased sample size and add a 
wider gender perspective.  

Keywords: Cyber victimization, psychological flexibility, trait anxiety, gender, youth 

Abstrakt 

Att bli utsatt för nätmobbning är ett nytt fenomen som fortsätter att öka för varje år, och trots 
att intresset för forskning har växt, så vet man fortfarande lite om sätt att minska utfallet av 
nätmobbning på mental hälsa. Den här studien syftade till att undersöka huruvida psykologisk 
flexibilitet kan agera som en moderator på relationen mellan nätmobbning och ångest hos 
svenska ungdomar. Kön användes som kontrollvariabel. Deltagarna rekryterades på Facebook 
och data samlades in via ett onlineformulär som innehöll kön, ålder, Adolescent Cyber-
Victimization Scale, Avoidance and Fusion Questionnaire for Youth, och Penn State Worry 
Questionnaire for Children. Antalet deltagare var 102 svenska ungdomar (kvinnor, N = 74, 
män, N = 28) i åldern 16 till 25 år (M = 20,34, SD = 2,88). En multipel linjär regression visade 
att psykologisk flexibilitet och nätmobbning signifikant predicerade ångest. Resultaten för 
psykologisk flexibilitet som en moderator på relationen mellan nätmobbning och ångest, och 
för kön som prediktor av ångest, var icke-signifikanta. Resultaten bidrar med en ökad förståelse 
för vilken roll psykologisk flexibilitet har i mental hälsa hos unga, men fortsatt forskning 
behövs på psykologisk flexibilitet som en moderator. Framtida forskning borde fokusera på 
mer kliniska grupper med ökad urvalsstorlek och lägga till ett bredare genusperspektiv.  

Nyckelord: Nätmobbning, psykologisk flexibilitet, ångestbenägenhet, kön, unga 
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The moderating role of psychological flexibility on the relationship between cyber 
victimization and anxiety in Swedish youth 

The growth in social media use has increased the risk of becoming a victim of 
cyberbullying over the last years (Statens medieråd, 2019). The effects cyberbullying can have 
on the victims’ mental health are extensive and can haunt them for a long time (Pabian & 
Vandebosch, 2019). Adolescence is particularly a critical time for the development of mental 
health, and a poor emotional well-being in adolescence tends to predict maladjustment in 
adulthood (Oppo et al., 2019), which is why it is important to search for new ways to improve 
the mental health in youth. Although researchers are beginning to pay more attention to how 
and why cyberbullying happens and possible ways to lower the rate, little research has been 
focused on how to cope with being cyberbullied. While a few studies have found a link between 
cyber victimization and anxiety (Tözün & Babaoglu, 2018), as well as between psychological 
flexibility and anxiety (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010), the potential interactions between cyber 
victimization and psychological flexibility with regard to anxiety has, however, not been 
examined. Given that no previous attempts have been made, this study aims to be a first step 
in investigating the moderating role of psychological flexibility on the association between 
cyber victimization and anxiety in Swedish youth.  

Cyberbullying and cyber victimization 

Since 2012 the use of social media and Internet among Swedish adolescents has 
increased and reached a peak where more than 95% are on social media regularly (Statens 
Medieråd, 2019). In the same study, they found that almost all of the adolescents (>98%) aged 
16-18 use Internet every day, and more than 70% use Internet for more than 3 hours per day. 
With the increase in social media and Internet use, the risks of being subjected to unpleasant 
experiences such as cyberbullying has increased exponentially (Statens Medieråd, 2019). In 
2018, between 9 and 19% of Swedish adolescents aged 13-18 years reported that they had been 
threatened, victims of cyberbullying, or that someone had posted pictures of them without 
permission online or via cellphone in the last 12 months (Statens Medieråd, 2019). Two years 
prior, the numbers were 6-13% for the same age-group (Statens Medieråd, 2019). Studies on 
cyber victimization among adults have shown that the prevalence is highest in ages 18-25 years 
(Wang, Yogeeswaran, Andrews, Hawi, & Sibley, 2019), with numbers similar to those in high 
school-aged adolescents (Jenaro, Flores, & Frías, 2018). 

The form of bullying where digital devices are used to post, send or share content about 
others that is negative, harmful, mean, or false is known as cyberbullying (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 2019). The most common ways of cyberbullying are through 
social media, text messages, and instant messaging through social media apps (U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, 2019). The subtype of cyberbullying most 
commonly mentioned in research, and with the highest prevalence, is cyber victimization (i.e., 
being bullied on the Internet) (Kubiszewski, Fontaine, Huré, & Rusch, 2013; Palladino, 
Nocentini, & Menesini, 2019). The lifetime prevalence of cyber victimization is approximately 
5-7% (Jadambaa et al, 2019; Låftman, Modin, & Östberg, 2013). Compared to the other 
subtypes, cyber victims are also more likely to suffer from internalizing symptoms 
(Kubiszewski et al., 2013; Palladino et al., 2019). 

In a large meta-analysis on cyber victimization from 2014, the most common outcomes 
of cyber victimization were reported as depression, lower self-esteem, anxiety, stress, suicidal 
ideation, loneliness, drug and alcohol use, poorer academic performance, emotional problems, 
lower life satisfaction, conduct problems, fewer prosocial behaviors, and somatic symptoms 
(Kowalski, Giumetti, Schroeder, & Lattanner, 2014). Previous research on cyberbullying has 
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also found that the outcomes of cyberbullying can affect the victim several years after the last 
instance of cyberbullying (Pabian & Vandebosch, 2019). The long-term negative effects 
included lower self-esteem, different types of anxiety (Pabian & Vandebosch, 2019), 
depression, and suicidal ideation (Tözün & Babaoglu, 2018). Considering the many negative 
outcomes of cyber victimization and the long-lasting effects it can have, the need for more 
research on possible coping strategies to combat the symptoms is evident. The majority of the 
previous research has focused on possible risk factors for cyberbullying, causes, prevention, 
and the effects of it, but less research has been focused on different coping strategies. This was 
also recognized by Pabian and Vandebosch (2019), who recommended that future research 
should look into whether coping strategies affect the outcomes of cyber victimization. 

Anxiety 

Anxiety is one of the most common psychological disorders with a lifetime prevalence 
of approximately 30% (American Psychiatric Association, 2017). The lifetime prevalence is 
higher for females than males, where 30.5% of females experience some form of anxiety during 
the lifetime, compared to 19.2% for males (Statens beredning för medicinsk utvärdering [SBU], 
2005). In a Swedish national health survey, results showed that having mild symptoms of 
anxiety is common in the whole Swedish population, with the highest prevalence in 
adolescence (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2019). The survey showed that the prevalence for mild 
anxiety in adolescents aged 16-24 has been at about the same level since 2012, and in 2018, 
46% of females and 33% of males reported having mild anxiety (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 
2019). The prevalence for severe anxiety between 2012 and 2018 for males has been steady at 
approximately 5-9%, while there has been a steeper increase for females, from 11% to about 
22%, in the same time span (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2019).  

Anxiety is characterized by an anticipation for future situations that leads to fear and 
worry that is out of proportion for the situation (American Psychiatric Association, 2017). The 
anxiety often leads to physiological symptoms such as muscle tension, irritability, sweating, 
increased pulse, trembling, and dizziness (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). It can also 
cause restlessness, problems with sleep, and concentration (American Psychiatric Association, 
2013). The anxiety about the future event and the physical symptoms may cause the person to 
try to avoid situations that may trigger it, which ultimately hinders their ability to function 
normally, by for example avoiding going to school (American Psychiatric Association, 2017). 
Studies have shown that anxiety has a tendency to become chronic and is strongly associated 
with behaviors such a suicidal ideation (Oppo et al., 2019).  

Spielberger (1966) divides anxiety into state or trait anxiety. State anxiety refers to a 
current state of anxiety and is a temporary emotional reaction to a stressful situation 
(Spielberger, 1966). Everyone can feel state anxiety sometimes, but the frequency, duration 
and severity of the state anxiety varies from person to person (Spielberger, 1966). Trait anxiety, 
on the other hand, refers to the person’s predisposition to react to different situations and stimuli 
with state anxiety (Spielberger, 1966). Trait anxiety is a quite stable personality trait and people 
with trait anxiety often tend to worry and have a general view of the world as being threatening 
and dangerous (Spielberger, 1966). This study will focus on trait anxiety because trait anxiety 
has been found to be a quite stable characteristic of the personality, which makes it possible to 
study in this setting. People with a higher trait anxiety are also more likely to show signs of 
anxiety under the same conditions compared to individuals with lower trait anxiety (Endler & 
Kocovski, 2001). 

Psychological flexibility 
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Psychological flexibility is a complex construct to define, and its role in mental health 
has often been neglected due to the fact that the construct is slippery (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 
2010). However, psychological flexibility is a primary goal in human existence (Kashdan & 
Rottenberg, 2010) and research has shown that it has a salutary effect (Fonseca, Trindade, 
Mendes, & Ferreira, 2020). Psychological flexibility refers to many dynamic processes that 
develop over time (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). These dynamic processes refer to a person's 
ability to completely stay in contact with the present moment and be aware of the thoughts and 
feelings it holds, and, depending on what the situation provides, continue or shift the behavior 
to meet one’s own goals and values (Sutcliffe, Sedley, Hunt, & Macaskill, 2019). These 
processes can be displayed by a person’s ability to adapt to shifting demands, balance 
conflicting needs, change perspective and convert psychological resources (Kashdan & 
Rottenberg, 2010).  

Psychological flexibility is a key construct in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 
(ACT) (Fledderus, Bohlmeijer, Smit, & Westerhof, 2010), where different strategies, such as 
noticing thoughts rather than being caught up in them, are used to expand the psychological 
flexibility (Arch et al., 2012). Having psychological flexibility does not equal having no 
negative emotions or symptoms (Gloster, Klotsche, Chaker, Hummel, & Hoyer, 2011). Rather, 
psychological flexibility refers to being able to reason and relate to emotions flexibly regardless 
of whether they are positive or negative emotions (Gloster et al., 2011). For example, if 
individuals with psychological flexibility have anxiety, they might try to shift their thoughts 
and find different ways to reduce the anxiety. By contrast, if individuals with psychological 
inflexibility have anxiety, they might stop doing things they enjoy, and try to avoid the 
situations that cause anxiety. Psychological flexibility plays a significant role in promoting 
adjustment through resilience (i.e., how well a person can adapt after a major life-event) (Elliott 
et al., 2019).  It also has a connection to adaptive coping skills (Fonseca et al., 2020). Even 
though research has shown evidence for the value of psychological flexibility, there is a lack 
of information on psychological flexibility in youth and adolescence. This shortage of research 
shows the importance of focusing on psychological flexibility in youth.  

The association between cyber victimization and anxiety 

As reported above, the effects of cyber victimization on mental health are extensive, 
but the overall consensus seems to be that internalizing symptoms, such as anxiety and 
depression, are the most common outcomes of cyber victimization (Fisher, Gardella, & Teurbe-
Tolon, 2016; Kubiszewski et al., 2013; Palladino et al., 2019). Furthermore, the association 
between cyber victimization and anxiety has been found to last several years after the last 
instance of cyber victimization (Pabian & Vandebosch, 2019). In a study on Norwegian youths 
aged 15-16 years, a stronger association was found for cyber victimization and anxiety, than 
for traditional victimization and anxiety (Sjursø, Fandrem, & Roland, 2016). They also found 
that although depression has an association with cyber victimization, depression has a stronger 
association with traditional bullying victimization (Sjursø et al, 2016). Research has also found 
a connection between stressful life-events (i.e., significant situations that can have a large 
negative impact on a person’s mental health) and anxiety, where the stressful life-events were 
found to increase the risk of anxiety (Hassanzadeh et al., 2017). Considering the comprehensive 
research that has been made on the association between cyber victimization and anxiety, and 
the findings that the effects of falling victim to cyberbullying can last several years, it is 
important to continue the research to find different ways to cope with the anxiety caused by 
cyber victimization. This study will focus on trait anxiety, because cyber victimization has a 
connection to a higher level of anxiety, worry and fear (Rodríguez-Enríquez, Bennasar-Veny, 
Leiva, & Yañez, 2019), which is a part of trait anxiety.  
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The association between psychological flexibility and anxiety 

Psychological flexibility is an important aspect of psychological health (Kashdan & 
Rottenberg, 2010), and low psychological flexibility is often found in anxiety (Fonseca et al., 
2020; Gloster et al., 2011). Studies have linked psychological flexibility to fewer psychological 
problems, and a higher emotional well-being in adults with mild or moderate psychological 
distress (Fledderus et al., 2010). This connection may exist because being able to live in the 
moment, accepting the internal experiences, and continue the value-based action could promote 
a healthy adaption to major life events, and mental health (Fonseca et al., 2020). Another 
hypothesis suggested for the connection between psychological flexibility and anxiety is that 
feeling unable to shift one’s own thoughts and to be unable to act according to one’s own values 
could cause anxiety after a traumatic event (Makriyianis et al., 2019). Psychological flexibility 
has been significantly negatively correlated with anxiety, and psychological inflexibility has 
been a predictor for higher anxiety scores among adults (Tirch, Leahy, Silberstein, & Melwani, 
2012), which is why this study will extend this finding to a younger group. 

Although more research about psychological flexibility is needed, psychological 
flexibility seems to be an underlying concept behind anxiety and can help to explain the 
psychological impairment and functioning in anxiety that otherwise would go unexplained 
(Gloster et al., 2011). One often associates psychological inflexibility with anxiety (Kashdan 
& Rottenberg, 2010), since people that engage in experiential avoidance (i.e., are unwilling to 
stay in contact with some of the aspects in a situation) often have anxiety (Kashdan & 
Rottenberg, 2010), and psychological flexibility is the opposite of experiential avoidance 
(Tirch et al., 2012). Research has also found a connection between psychological inflexibility, 
and generalized anxiety disorder (Levin et al., 2014). People with anxiety tend to engage in 
inflexible behaviors, such as worrying over situations (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). 
Generalized anxiety disorder is characterized by fear and worry (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013), just as trait anxiety (Spielberger, 1966). Given the convincing evidence 
that psychological flexibility is associated with anxiety, and that research has found a 
connection between psychological inflexibility and generalized anxiety in both adults (Levin 
et al., 2014), and a sample of college students (Tavakoli, Broyles, Reid, Sandoval, & Correa-
Fernándes, 2019), it would be reasonable to hypothesize that a higher level of psychological 
flexibility would be associated with a lower level of trait anxiety among youth. 

Psychological flexibility as a moderator between cyber victimization and anxiety  

While no previous research has been conducted on psychological flexibility as a 
possible moderator between cyber victimization and anxiety in youth, there are studies on 
psychological flexibility as a moderator for other associations in adults. For example, 
psychological flexibility has been found to be a moderator between major negative life events 
(e.g., divorce, illness or death in the family) and depressive symptoms, with a buffering role 
against the negative effects of major life events (Fonseca et al., 2020). Fonseca et al. (2020) 
suggested that it would be interesting for future research to investigate if psychological 
flexibility also acts as a moderator on the connection between major life events and anxiety. 
Research has also found psychological flexibility to be a moderator between risk factors (e.g., 
stress, low social support, and threatening life events) and mental health outcomes, such as 
depression and anxiety in an adult Swiss population, where psychological flexibility acted as a 
protective factor (Gloster, Meyer, & Lieb, 2017). Based on the research that has been found on 
psychological flexibility as a moderator between different stressful life-events and outcomes 
on mental health among adults, it would be interesting to see whether psychological flexibility 
could act as a moderator between cyber victimization and anxiety among youth as well.  
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Previous research has found an association between cyber victimization among 
adolescents and fear for one’s own safety, indicating that cyber victimization could be 
considered a trauma (Sourander et al., 2010). Therefore, based on the hypothesis that a person’s 
psychological inflexibility could cause anxiety after a traumatic event (Makriyianis et al., 
2019), it would be reasonable to argue that psychological flexibility could act as a moderator 
on the relationship between cyber victimization and anxiety, wherein psychological flexibility 
could promote a healthy adaption to major life events and mental health (Fonseca et al., 2020) 
and promote adjustment through resilience (Elliott et al., 2019). Positive coping-strategies has 
been found to have a moderating role between cyber victimization and mental distress, such as 
anxiety and depression (Worsley, McIntyre, & Corcoran, 2019). Research has shown that 30% 
of the people with coping flexibility report less anxiety symptoms shortly after a stressful life-
event, regardless of what coping-strategy they use (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). 
Psychological flexibility seems to create coping mechanisms that match with the stressor that 
one is being confronted with (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010) and therefore has a connection to 
adaptive coping skills (Fonseca et al., 2020), but the research seems to be lacking in this area, 
particularly in adolescents. Given that the research has shown that there is a connection 
between cyber victimization and anxiety, it would be reasonable to hypothesize that 
psychological flexibility could promote a person’s coping skills after cyber victimization and 
reduce the effect it has on anxiety. Figure 1 shows how psychological flexibility is 
hypothesized to act as a moderator between cyber victimization and anxiety.   

 

 
Figure 1 The moderating role of psychological flexibility on the relationship between cyber 
victimization and anxiety. 

The present study  

Whereas there is a rising trend of cyber victimization in the digital age, the research is 
not keeping up with the quickly changing technology and the new apps that are being used by 
youth. Although the association between cyber victimization and anxiety has been found in 
several previous studies (Kowalski et al., 2014; Ronis & Slaunwhite, 2019; Tözün & Babaoglu, 
2018; Worsley et al., 2019), there is still a lack of research on coping strategies for anxiety 
caused by cyber victimization. There has also been a lot of research made on the association 
between psychological flexibility and anxiety (Fonseca et al., 2020; Gloster et al., 2011; 
Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). However, the previous research has left a gap in whether 
psychological flexibility could act as a moderator on the association between cyber 
victimization and anxiety among youth. The present study intends to be a first step in 
understanding the moderating effect of psychological flexibility on the relationship between 
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cyber victimization and anxiety. The study aims to make a unique contribution in filling the 
gap that previous research has left, and also bring useful knowledge for reducing the adverse 
effects of being a victim of cyberbullying. The information could be helpful for both parents 
and school personnel who want to help the youth in reducing the effects of cyber victimization, 
but also for the youth themselves.   

The present study chose to focus on youth based on previous findings that cyber 
victimization is most common in adolescence, and the prevalence of being a victim of 
cyberbullying in adulthood is highest in the ages between 18-25 (Wang et al., 2019). 
Adolescence is also an important period in the development of a person’s mental health (Oppo 
et al., 2019). Poor emotional well-being in adolescence can predict continuing challenges, such 
as anxiety in adulthood (Oppo et al., 2019). With experiential avoidance, psychological 
inflexibility is hypothesized to be a providing factor in the development, continuity and growth 
of different psychological problems, such as anxiety in youth (Oppo et al., 2019).  

In this study gender will be controlled. Gender is controlled because it is held constant 
during the study and therefore allows to examine the relationship between cyber victimization 
and anxiety. Gender was chosen as a control variable based on previous research which has 
found gender differences for both anxiety (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2019; SBU, 2005) and 
cyber victimization (Beckman, Hagquist, & Hellström, 2013; National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2019; Tözün & Babaoglu, 2018). In adolescence boys tend to externalize problems 
showing more aggression, while girls tend to internalize problems, reporting more anxiety 
(Crick & Zahn–Waxler, 2003). This could also be true for cyber victimization, because girls 
tend to be more emotionally affected by cyber victimization than boys are (Ortega, Elipe, Mora-
Merchán, Calmaestra, & Vega, 2009). 

Aim of the thesis 

Because it is unclear whether psychological flexibility is a protective mechanism 
against negative life events among youth (Fonseca et al., 2020), such as cyber victimization, 
the present thesis is intended to be a first step towards understanding if psychological flexibility 
and cyber victimization interacts with each other in predicting anxiety among Swedish 16-25-
year-olds. Examining psychological flexibility as a possible moderator of the effect of being 
cyberbullied and anxiety may bring a better understanding of how to reduce the negative 
consequences of being a victim of cyberbullying. This study will use retrospective data and 
will focus on cyber victimization that has occurred in the last year, because retrospective data 
has been suggested to be quite solid over time, and not to be manipulated by the current 
emotional states (Brewin, Andrews, & Gotlib, 1993).  

The first hypothesis is that cyber victimization will be linked to higher levels of anxiety. 
The second hypothesis is that higher level of psychological flexibility will be associated with 
lower levels of anxiety. The third hypothesis is that psychological flexibility will moderate the 
association between cyber victimization and anxiety. Because of the gender differences, gender 
will be used as a control variable for anxiety. Figure 2 shows the hypothesized model.  
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Figure 2 Hypothesized model.  

Method 

Participants 

The participants in this study were Swedish 16-25-year-olds (M = 20.34, SD = 2.88). 
The participants were recruited via Facebook. A total of 105 persons answered the 
questionnaire, of which one person denied consent to use the data in this study. Of the 
consenting sample 71.2% of the participants identified themselves as females, 26.9% as males 
and 1.9% were unsure of their gender. The two participants who reported their gender as 
“unsure” were considered as missing cases, and therefore, the total sample used in the analyses 
was 102 persons.  

Procedure 

The data was collected through an online questionnaire created with Google Forms with 
four parts: background information (gender and age), cyber victimization, psychological 
flexibility and generalized anxiety. The questionnaire took approximately 10 minutes to 
complete. The data was collected in February 2020 during a one-week period. A pilot test was 
performed on five people to detect any possible issues with the questionnaire before 
participants were recruited. No compensation for participation was given. To ensure that 
participants could only answer the form once, the requirement was to be logged in to a google 
account to answer. To receive replies on all questions, the participants were also required to 
answer all questions in each part of the form in order to move on to the next part. Therefore, 
apart from the participant who denied consent and those who identified their gender as 
“unsure”, there were no missing values in the data.  

Instruments 

The self-rating questionnaires used in this study included: Penn State Worry 
Questionnaire for Children (PSWQ-C, Chorpita, Tracey, Brown, Collica, & Barlow, 1997), 
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Avoidance and Fusion Questionnaire for Youth (AFQ-Y, Greco, Murrell, & Coyne, 2005), and 
Adolescent Cyber-Victimization Scale (CYBVICS, Buelga, Martínez-Ferrer, Cava, & Ortega-
Barón, 2019). PSWQ-C was used to measure generalized anxiety and trait anxiety, AFQ-Y was 
used for measuring the person’s psychological flexibility and CYBVICS measured to what 
extent a person had experienced cyber victimization. The questionnaire also included 
background questions about sex and age. Existing Swedish translations were used for PSWQ-
C and AFQ-Y. CYBVICS was translated to Swedish and back-translated to English, to ensure 
that the Swedish version was equal to the original.  

Anxiety. PSWQ-C is a self-rating questionnaire including 14 items that measures 
pathological worry in children and adolescents, that can be found in generalized anxiety 
disorder. The answers consist of a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (never true) to 3 (always 
true). The maximum point for a participant is 42, where higher scores indicate a higher 
tendency to worry. PSWQ-C has a high internal consistency and favorable psychometric 
properties (Pestle, Chorpita, & Schiffman, 2008). PSWQ-C has no Swedish norms. However, 
the questionnaire has shown good psychometric properties in a Danish study (Esbjörn, 
Reinholdt-Dunne, Caspersen, Christensen, & Chorpita, 2012). The internal consistency in this 
study was excellent (Cronbach's alpha, α = .92). 

Psychological flexibility. AFQ-Y is a 17-item self-rating questionnaire. The questions 
are constructed to measure psychological inflexibility. AFQ-Y measure levels of cognitive 
fusion (i.e., attaching a thought to an experience), experiential avoidance, and behavioral 
ineffectiveness in the presence of unwanted internal experiences, based on ACT theory. The 
participants rated how true each item is for them on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (Not 
at All True) to 4 (Very True). The highest score for a participant is 68. Higher scores indicate 
a higher level of psychological inflexibility. The test measures psychological flexibility if the 
scores are reversed, which is what was done in this study. AFQ-Y has shown a good internal 
consistency and the validity has been assessed as good (Greco, Lambert, & Baer, 2008). The 
questionnaire has also yielded good psychometric properties among Swedish adolescents 
(Livheim, Tengström, Bond, Andersson, Dahl, & Rosendahl, 2016). The internal consistency 
in this study was excellent (Cronbach's alpha, α = .93). 

Cyber victimization. CYBVICS consists of 18 self-reported items that measure 
adolescents’ experiences of cyber victimization (i.e. being a victim of cyberbullying) in the 
past 12 months. The items are reported on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 
(Many times). The items are divided into two factors: direct (e.g., someone sending or ignoring 
messages) and indirect (e.g., someone hacked your accounts) cyber victimization. The 
psychometric properties among Spanish urban adolescents were found to be good (Buelga et 
al., 2019). The internal consistency in this study was excellent (Cronbach's alpha, α = .90).  

Analysis plan 

First, the internal consistency of the questionnaires will be calculated with Cronbach’s 
alpha. Second, descriptive statistics for the questionnaires will be examined, including means, 
standard deviations and minimum and maximum scores. Third, correlation analysis will be 
conducted on the study variables. Fourth, a multiple linear regression will be run to examine 
the interaction between cyber victimization and psychological flexibility in predicting the 
dependent variable (i.e., anxiety), and gender will also be added to the model. Lastly, if the 
results of the interaction in the linear regression is significant, follow-up analyses will be 
conducted using the simple slopes analysis by Aiken and West (1991). All statistical analyses 
will be carried out using JASP (JASP Team, 2019) and Microsoft Excel (Microsoft 
Corporation, 2018).  
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Ethical considerations 

The questionnaire included informed consent describing the confidential and voluntary 
nature of the study, and information about how to get access to the findings. The participants 
signed an informed consent in which they approved to have their answers used in this study. 
No identifiable data were collected from the participants, and data were presented at group 
level only, ensuring anonymity. The questionnaires used in the form were valid and reliable for 
youth to ensure accessibility for those aged 16-18 years, as well as for those over 18 years. 

Results 

Descriptive data for the study variables are presented in Table 1. Table 2 shows the 
correlations between the study variables. 
 
Table 1. 
 
Descriptive Statistics for the questionnaires 
  Cyber victimization Psychological flexibility Anxiety 
M 

 
23.48  45.04  22.26 

 

SD 
 

7.14  14.21  9.14 
 

Minimum 
 

18  8  4 
 

Maximum 
 

58  68  40 
 

 
 
Table 2. 
 
Correlations between the study variables. 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 
1. Gender -    
2. Cyber victimization -0.10 -   
3. Psychological flexibility 0.24* -0.45*** -  
4. Anxiety -0.25* 0.46*** -0.73*** - 

Note: Gender: 1 = female, 2 = male 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
 

Significant negative correlations were found between cyber victimization and 
psychological flexibility, and psychological flexibility and anxiety at the p < .001 level. A 
significant positive correlation was also found between cyber victimization and anxiety at the 
p < .001 level. Significant correlations were found for gender and anxiety, and also gender and 
psychological flexibility, at the p < .05 level. 

A multiple linear regression was run to examine the relationships between cyber 
victimization, psychological flexibility, and gender in predicting the dependent variable (i.e., 
anxiety). The model containing gender, cyber victimization, psychological flexibility and the 
interaction between cyber victimization and psychological flexibility was significant and 
explained a large proportion of the variance in anxiety scores (R2 = .56, F(4, 97) = 31.02, p < 
.001). Psychological flexibility significantly and negatively predicted anxiety scores, B = -5.78, 
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t(97) = -8.15, p < .001, whereas cyber victimization significantly and positively predicted 
anxiety scores, B = 1.94, t(97) = 2.18, p < .05. Gender and the interaction term between cyber 
victimization and psychological flexibility did not significantly predict anxiety. 

Discussion 

With the growing use of the Internet and social media among youth, it is not surprising 
that young people would also use social media to hurt each other. The increasing use of the 
Internet and social media has therefore brought up a potential risk of becoming a victim of 
cyberbullying (Statens medieråd, 2019). The technology is quickly changing and the research 
on cyber victimization is not keeping up with our understanding of the new apps, such as 
Snapchat or Whatsapp, that are being widely used by youth. The existing research has shown 
that cyber victimization among Swedish adolescents has been growing steadily in the last years 
(Statens Medieråd, 2019), and that the risk of experiencing internalizing symptoms such as 
anxiety increases as an effect of the cyber victimization (Kubiszewski et al., 2013; Palladino et 
al., 2019). How much anxiety a person experiences and reacts with varies between individuals 
(Spielberger, 1966), but the symptoms are similar, where the anxiety can lead to physiological 
symptoms, avoidance, restlessness, and problems with sleep and concentration (American 
Psychiatric Association, 2013). With concentration problems as a symptom of anxiety 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013), and poorer academic performance and conduct 
problems as a common outcome of cyber victimization (Kowalski et al., 2014), it is not 
surprising that school officials are trying to find ways to combat cyber bullying and its effects 
(Palladino et al., 2019).  

Cyber victimization has been found to have a long-term impact on people’s lives 
(Pabian & Vandebosch, 2019), but the previous research has left a void in how to cope with 
cyber victimization, which this study tried to address. Previous research found that cyber 
victimization can increase anxiety (Tözün & Babaoglu, 2018), and that a higher level of 
psychological flexibility can reduce anxiety (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). However, the 
relationship between cyber victimization and psychological flexibility when it comes to anxiety 
had not been studied. Therefore, this study aimed to be the first to investigate the moderating 
role of psychological flexibility on the relationship between cyber victimization and anxiety. 
For measuring anxiety, trait anxiety was chosen, because trait anxiety is more permanent than 
state anxiety, and people with trait anxiety have a tendency to react more strongly to stressful 
situations (Spielberger, 1966). In addition, no research had previously explored the relationship 
between cyber victimization and trait anxiety, which is why this study chose to investigate how 
cyber victimization is related to trait anxiety. 

The first hypothesis was that cyber victimization would be linked to higher levels of 
anxiety. The results in both the correlation matrix and the linear regression indicate a significant 
association between cyber victimization and anxiety, which is consistent with the previous 
research on cyber victimization and anxiety (Fisher et al., 2016; Kubiszewski et al., 2013; 
Palladino et al., 2019). However, previous research had not specified the type of anxiety that 
had been examined in the studies. Therefore, this result is a new contribution to research on 
cyber victimization and trait anxiety.  

The second hypothesis was that higher levels of psychological flexibility would be 
associated with lower levels of anxiety. The results demonstrate a significant negative 
correlation between psychological flexibility and anxiety, where higher scores on 
psychological flexibility was associated with lower scores of anxiety. Therefore, these findings 
are in line with prior research (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010; Tirch et al., 2012). This finding 
adds to the body of knowledge in this area, given that previous research has only established 
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this relationship in adults and young adults (Tirch et al., 2012; Tavakoli et al., 2019), while the 
present study found this association in youth.  

The third hypothesis was that psychological flexibility would moderate the association 
between cyber victimization and anxiety. The results between these variables are non-
significant, and therefore no follow up analyses were made. This inconclusive result might 
have been caused by the small sample size used in this study, or a large individual variance in 
ratings on the questionnaires, which will be discussed further under limitations of the study. 
No previous research had been made on psychological flexibility as a moderator on the 
relationship between cyber victimization and anxiety. Although results were inconclusive in 
this study, there are findings that support psychological flexibility as a buffering and protective 
factor in mental health outcomes from experiencing difficult life-events (Fonseca et al., 2020; 
Gloster et al., 2017). Further research to rule out possible limitations is therefore suggested to 
determine the moderating role of psychological flexibility in cyber victimization. 

In this study gender was used as a control variable. In line with previous research 
(Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2019), the results in the Pearson correlation show that males report 
less anxiety than females, while the linear regression presents non-significant results for gender 
as a predictor for anxiety. This inconsistency could be due to a small sample size or the sample 
selection. 

Limitations 

The results of this study should be illuminated with several limitations in mind. A clear 
limitation in this study is the cross-sectional design, which does not allow conclusions about 
the causality between cyber victimization and anxiety. There is also a possibility that collection 
of longitudinal data could have provided different results. Additionally, the current data do not 
guarantee representativeness of Swedish youth. Moreover, the sample was collected through 
Facebook, which limits the generalizability of the results. The sample size in this study was 
also relatively small, which may explain the non-significant results but also limits the 
generalizability of the results to the general population. The data also consists of more female 
than male participants, which could be explained by the gender differences in prevalence for 
both cyber victimization (Beckman et al., 2013; National Center for Education Statistics, 2019; 
Tözün & Babaoglu, 2018), and anxiety (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2019; SBU, 2005) where 
females generally report a higher prevalence. A larger sample size, with a more even 
distribution between the sexes, could therefore have led to a different and more generalizable 
result. Another possible explanation for the non-significant results could be that the ratings on 
the cyber victimization questionnaire are relatively low (M = 23.48, Max = 90). In addition, it 
is not known if there was a third variable (e.g., social support, personality, internet usage) that 
could explain both variables simultaneously. 

The exclusive use of self-report measures could also be seen as a compromising factor 
for the validity of the data, as well as the retrospective nature of the assessment of cyber 
victimization, although, retrospective data have been suggested not to be manipulated by the 
current emotional states and to be rather stable over time, and therefore the most correct 
collecting method (Brewin et al., 1993). Future studies are therefore encouraged to employ 
multiple methods of assessment, such as observations, physiological measurements, and cross-
informants, to triangulate data. 

Future research 

Since this is the first study to investigate the moderating effect of psychological 
flexibility on the relationship between cyber victimization and anxiety, a number of questions 
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could and should be further investigated. In order to overcome the limitations, future research 
should first and foremost address the limitations of this study. Future research should use 
longitudinal designs and other assessment measures, such as multiple source measures to test 
the moderating effect of psychological flexibility on the relationship between cyber 
victimization and anxiety. Because of the low ratings on cyber victimization in this study, 
future research should focus their study on people with more experience of cyber victimization. 
Also, given that this study’s sample was non-clinical, additional research could test the model 
in clinical samples on patients with clinical anxiety. To increase the generalizability of the 
results, future studies could examine different geographical populations and different age 
groups. The present study was conducted on people in the age range 16-25-year-olds. However, 
cyberbullying also affects younger children and teenagers. Therefore, it is likely that the 
correlation between cyber victimization and anxiety could also be found in younger ages. There 
are also different subtypes of cyberbullying. Future research should therefore address how the 
different subtypes of cyberbullying are related to both trait and state anxiety. In addition, the 
percentage in this study’s sample that reported a different gender identity than male or female 
was too low, making it impossible to have drawn any conclusions, wherefore future studies 
should focus more on if and how the outcomes of cyber victimization differs depending on 
different gender identities. 

Implications 

The results of the present study can be used for a better understanding of the 
relationships between cyber victimization, psychological flexibility and anxiety among youth. 
For example, this study showed that cyber victimization is linked to trait anxiety. The present 
study also increased the understanding that psychological flexibility correlates with trait 
anxiety in youth. According to the present results, anxiety seems to be more common among 
females than males, but because of the non-significant result, more knowledge regarding the 
impact of gender on anxiety is needed. Improved knowledge of cyber victimization and its link 
to anxiety could be of help when developing practical implications, such as guidelines for how 
to reduce the impact of cyber victimization in ways that promote psychological well-being. 
Given the growing social media use and cyber victimization among youth in the digital era, 
such interventions would be of great importance in preventing a lot of unnecessary suffering 
amongst young people. 

Conclusion 

The digital area seems to be changing faster than ever, and the young people live in a 
world where digital is fully immersed into our society. Cyber victimization is a new concept, 
arisen from the increasing use of social media and Internet. The Internet has at the same time 
been creating more opportunities for the youth, but also challenges such as cyber victimization. 
Based on previous literature, this study hypothesized that cyber victimization and 
psychological flexibility would have a connection to anxiety. This study was the first to study 
the moderating role of psychological flexibility on the relationship between cyber victimization 
and anxiety among youth. Even though this study failed to show any significant results 
regarding the moderating effect of psychological flexibility on the relationship between cyber 
victimization and anxiety, it provided useful information for future research. This study showed 
that cyber victimization seems to have a link to trait anxiety in youth, and that psychological 
flexibility also has a connection to trait anxiety in youth. In order to verify the findings in this 
study, future research should address the limitations mentioned in the present study. 
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