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Abstract

Bullying victimization and cyberbullying victimization are pervasive phenomena with documented adverse psychological
consequences. Although loneliness has been conceptualized as both an antecedent and outcome of victimization experiences,
the nature of these relationships remains insufficiently understood. This systematic review synthesizes evidence on the rela-
tionships between bullying victimization, cyberbullying victimization, and loneliness, while examining conceptualizations
and assessment of loneliness. Following PRISMA guidelines, 7253 articles were evaluated, including 100 studies meeting
inclusion criteria. Selected studies included samples from a variety of countries, balanced in terms of gender and with ages
ranging from childhood to adulthood. Most studies emphasized loneliness as distress arising from perceived deficiencies in
social relationships, with measurement approaches varying considerably. The findings reveal complex, bidirectional relation-
ships between victimization and loneliness, with stronger associations in adolescent samples compared to younger children
or adults. While traditional bullying consistently demonstrated significant associations with loneliness, the cyberbullying-
loneliness relationship showed greater variability. Some factors such as bystander behaviour or school connectedness mod-
erated this relationship, being this protective effect stronger for girls. This review identifies critical gaps in understanding
how different forms of loneliness interact with victimization across developmental stages and cultural contexts, providing a
foundation for designing targeted interventions that address loneliness in victimized youth, particularly during adolescence.
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Introduction

Peer relationships play a major role in the well-being and
quality of life of youth during the developmental period of
adolescence (Caputi et al., 2017). Close social relationships
can have a positive effect on the minimization of relevant
problems, such as the consequences of peer victimization
(Kendrick et al., 2012). Research shows that high levels of
peer victimization and loneliness are associated with lower
levels of psychological resilience (Ime, 2024) and internal-
izing and somatic symptomatology (Lghre, 2012). While
diverse studies have recognized the connection of bullying
victimization and cybervictimization to feelings of lone-
liness, little information exists about the directionality or
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multiple variables. The present study addresses this research
gap through a systematic review.

Peer Victimization and Cybervictimization

Bullying and peer victimization are overlapping concepts,
but the former is considered a category of peer aggression. In
addition, unlike bullying, peer victimization does not neces-
sarily involve power imbalance and refers to a broader range
of behaviors that sometimes do not feature the key elements
of bullying (power imbalance, intention, and repetition). As
few studies have examined the discrepancies between bully-
ing and peer victimization and the distinction is not always
clearly drawn (Finkelhor et al., 2012), this systematic review
addresses both phenomena as related concepts that exist on
a spectrum of peer relationship problems.

Bullying, a phenomenon that has been studied for dec-
ades, is characterized by prolonged and reiterative expo-
sures to negative behaviors of peers with the intentionality
of harm, repetition over time, and power imbalance (Olweus,
1998). Cyberbullying, a newer form of bullying, consists of
an action done repeatedly on social media by one or more
people toward others with the intention to harm (Kowalski
et al., 2010). Both forms of victimization have a negative
impact on the victims’ health in the short and long term
(Garaigordobil, 2018). The possible consequences of vic-
timization to the victim range from decreased well-being
and self-esteem (Evangelio et al., 2022), social difficul-
ties, withdrawal (Pabian & Vandebosch, 2019), and other
externalizing and internalizing symptoms (Garaigordobil &
Machimbarrena, 2019) to mental disorders, such as posttrau-
matic stress disorder, depression, anxiety, and even suicide
ideation (Moore et al., 2017).

Despite the heterogeneity of the data, bullying and cyber-
bullying victimization are prevalent problems among adoles-
cents. For instance, 23% of students report being victims of
bullying at least several times per month (Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2019).
A study conducted in 44 countries showed that 11% of boys
and girls between 11 and 15 years of age reported being
bullied at least two to three times per month (Cosma et al.,
2024). In another study, 15-22.5% of students reported
having experienced cyberbullying (Andrade et al., 2021).
Even if research in this field tends to study the two forms
of violence separately, most victims of cyberbullying are
also exposed to traditional school bullying (Modecki et al.,
2014).

More important than the prevalence data is the evidence
that shows that either form of victimization has long-lasting
consequences to the victims, even if the victimization stops
at some point. Chronically victimized youth present more
physical (Espinoza et al., 2015) and mental health prob-
lems (Biebl et al., 2011), psychological disadjustment, and
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academic difficulties (Halliday et al., 2021) than those who
are less victimized. A longitudinal study showed that sta-
ble and intermittent victims showed poorer health-related
quality of life than those who were not victims and even
those that were victims only at one point in time (Gonzalez-
Cabrera et al., 2021). A recent meta-analysis points out that
both face-to-face bullying and cyberbullying have additive
and severe impacts on depression, suicidal ideation, non-
suicidal self-injury, suicide attempts, and psychological
well-being (Li et al., 2022). Lastly, adults who were vic-
timized in their childhood perceived the effects in terms
of socialization and various psychological problems, such
as difficulties in resolving conflicts and maintaining rela-
tionships in their adulthood (Pabian & Vandebosch, 2019).
Understanding the enduring repercussions of bullying and
cyberbullying requires an investigation of various contribut-
ing factors, with a focus on loneliness, which has emerged
as a significant variable in previous studies.

Loneliness

Loneliness is a multifaceted phenomenon defined as an
unpleasant experience that occurs when a person’s network
of social relations is deficient in some important way, both
quantitatively and qualitatively (Korzhina et al., 2022).
Although no consensus has been reached regarding the
dimensions of loneliness, two main factors of loneliness
(emotional and social factors) have been established using
the UCLA Loneliness Scale, which is a subjective assess-
ment of the social network and support available (Borges
et al., 2008).

Paradoxically, despite communication and information
technologies enabling constant connection with others
(Nowland et al., 2018), loneliness levels have increased
considerably during the last decade and can be considered a
stable and global phenomenon (Twenge et al., 2021). Ado-
lescents, considered a vulnerable population due to their
developmental stage (Aboujaoude et al., 2015), usually face
a wide range of social, familiar, and personal changes that
affect their experience of loneliness (Bowker et al., 2014).
A meta-analysis revealed that the prevalence of loneliness
among adolescents across countries ranged from 9.2% to
14.4% (Surkalim et al., 2022).

The development of loneliness involves the interaction
of multiple situational factors associated with numerous
physical and psychosocial problems (Hawkley & Cacioppo,
2010), such as low-quality social interactions, low social
competence (Cacioppo et al., 2006), low self-esteem, and
depression. The impact of loneliness on health is clear, and
its consequences can even continue to adulthood (Goosby
et al., 2013). The need for social connection and feelings of
loneliness are inherent to human nature. However, loneliness
becomes an issue when it generates a pattern of deleterious
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thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Cacioppo & Patrick,
2008), which is sometimes understood as “social pain”
(Laursen & Hartl, 2013).

Despite being a widely used construct, the definition and
operationalization of loneliness—Ilike those of bullying and
cyberbullying—remain controversial, as evidenced by vari-
ous instruments used to measure it and the different ways
it is conceptualized. These inconsistencies underscore the
need for further research to refine assessment methods and
conceptual clarity.

Current Study

Given the large body of research on bullying/cyberbullying,
feelings of loneliness, and their associations, this system-
atic review aimed to summarize the main results to gain
understanding of the subject from existing knowledge. In
this process, analyzing the main definitions of loneliness is
key to forming a general idea of the dimensions of the vari-
able being assessed (Objective 1). In addition, it is impor-
tant to classify the self-reported instruments used to assess
it (Objective 2). Lastly, the research gap on the relation-
ships between bullying, cyberbullying, and loneliness can
be addressed by gathering the results of previous studies,
identifying key issues for future research, and taking into
consideration the mediating or moderating variables that
may affect these relationships. Thus, it is essential to clarify
whether solitude and loneliness play the same role in the
victimization or cybervictimization context (Objective 3).

Methods
Protocol and Eligibility Criteria

This systematic review was conducted in accordance with
the aims and methods described in the first protocol pre-
sented in the International Prospective Register of System-
atic Reviews (PROSPERO: CRD42022380369) and the
guidelines for Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) (Page et al., 2021).
Articles should meet the following criteria to be selected for
the study: (a) original studies and not reviews, book chap-
ters, or special issues; (b) studies written in Spanish or Eng-
lish that examined the relationship between bullying and/or
cyberbullying victimization and feelings of loneliness; and
(c) studies that evaluated the variables with tools that present
guarantees of validity and reliability.

Studies about victims of domestic violence, cyber-
dating abuse, grooming, and other kinds of violence were
excluded from the study. Other exclusion criteria were
studies that included participants older than 18 years that

did not retrospectively assess the variables related to peer
victimization or cybervictimization, articles not written in
English or Spanish, and studies that did not use self-reported
instruments or had insufficient guarantees of validity and
reliability.

Search Strategy

The literature search was conducted on December 14, 2024,
in the following databases: Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC,
PsycINFO, Psicodoc, PubMed, and ProQuest Psychology,
using the following terms and Boolean operators in the titles,
abstracts, and keywords: (“peer-victim*” OR “bullying” OR
“peer victim*” OR “peer intimidation” OR “cyberbullying”
OR “cybervictim*”) AND (“loneliness” OR “lonel*” OR
“alon*” OR “solitude”). Additional searches for articles and
their reference lists were made on Google Scholar to identify
more eligible studies.

Study Selection

Figure 1 summarizes the process carried out in the identi-
fication, screening, and selection of studies. The database
search retrieved 7253 articles. After removing duplicates
using Microsoft Excel tables and owing to the large num-
ber of results, two independent researchers performed two
screening tests, one by title, leaving out 208 articles, and the
other by abstract. The Kappa concordance index (Landis &
Koch, 1977) in the abstract screening was positive (k=0.81).
Discrepancies were resolved by consensus and consulting
two more investigators. The eligibility of 128 articles were
assessed by screening their full texts, and the articles that
did not meet the eligibility criteria were removed from the
review. Twelve more studies were included after additional
searches. Finally, of 140 articles, 100 were included in the
systematic review about the relationships between bullying
and cyberbullying victimization and feelings of loneliness
or solitude.

Risk of Bias and Quality Assessment

The Newcastle—Ottawa Quality Assessment Scale (NOS)
was used to assess the quality of the studies included in the
review. This tool, developed to assess the quality of the stud-
ies selected for systematic reviews or meta-analytic reviews,
estimates the quality of studies on the basis of the following
criteria: selection, comparability, and exposure. According
to this system, a study that scores less than 5 points has poor
quality, whereas those with 6 points has fair quality (van
Aalst et al., 2022; Wells et al., 2000).

Table 1 shows the quality assessment of 98 studies
(excluding the qualitative ones from the total of 100) using
the NOS tool for both case—control and cohort studies. As
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Identification of studies via databases and registers ]

Records removed before screening:
Duplicate records removed (n = 3563)

v

Fig. 1 Study selection process
represented on the PRISMA [
flow diagram. Note. Reasons to ) —
exclude studies were: (1) studies Records identified from:

. . . Databases (n = 7253)
pot written in English or Span— E Scopus (1 = 1788)
ish; (2) studies not exploring G Web of Science (n = 2330)
the variables object of study; = ERIC (1 = 318)
(3) studies not reporting results g Proquest Psychology (1 = 552)
on one of the variables or not = Psicodoc (n = 56)
relating these variables to one Psycinfo (n = 1466)
another; (4) studies only using S, Pubmed (n =743)
assessment methods based on ) v

nominations to assess peer-
victimization or loneliness and
not including any self-reported

Records screened: (n = 3690)

Records excluded: (n = 3482)

measure; (5) studies assessing
victimization in adults with no i

retrospective measures

Reports sought for retrieval:

A4

Reports not retrieved: (n = 80)

Reports excluded (n = 40):
Reason 1: (n=1)
Reason 2: (n =26)

Reason 3: (n=9)
Reason 4: (n=2)

Reason 5: (n=2)

none of the studies were case—control studies, evaluating
some of the criteria established in this scale was not appro-
priate. For this reason and regarding the specific case of
this systematic review and the type of articles included in
it, the tool was considered more useful as a checklist of sev-
eral components related to the quality of the studies than
as a system to assess them formally, as it would be in case
of case—control studies. Therefore, although 9 points is the
maximum score that can be obtained with the original NOS
version, after the potentially evaluable items for these studies
were assessed, cross-sectional and longitudinal studies were
given a maximum score of 5, and cohort studies were given
a maximum score of 9, considering the differential nature
of the items used to assess the quality of this type of studies.
Seventy-five studies (76.5%) scored 3 points or higher out
of five, showing fair quality. The rest of the studies scored
1 or 2 points.

The ROBIS tool was used to assess the risk of bias and
relevance of the systematic review, identify the concerns
related to four domains (study eligibility criteria, study iden-
tification and selection, data collection, and study appraisal
and synthesis of findings), and evaluate the risk of bias as
low, high, or unclear (Whiting et al., 2016). After assessing
the concerns in each of the four domains, the risk of bias of
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@ Reports assessed for eligibility:
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Studies included in review:
(n=100)
Reports of included studies:
(n=100)

—

this systematic review was identified as low (see Electronic
supplementary material).

Data Extraction and Qualitative Analysis

Finally, one researcher performed the data extraction pro-
cess, and another researcher revised it to ensure that there
were no missing data. The data were arranged during the
process using Microsoft Excel tables and Zotero. Forms
were used to achieve a standardized extraction of the follow-
ing data: country, year, sample, methodology (measurement
tools), and results.

Although the main objective of this systematic review
was to determine the research and knowledge available to
date on the feelings of loneliness or solitude of victims
of bullying and cyberbullying, two additional goals were
achieved through the selection and analysis of the 100 stud-
ies: (1) describe the different definitions of loneliness that
have been used in research and identify the assessment tools
used to study loneliness, and (2) identify which self-reported
assessment methods are used in this research context.

Table 2 summarizes the different conceptualizations of
loneliness used by the authors of the 100 articles included
in the review and describes the measurement tools used
to assess loneliness in these studies. Table 3 presents the
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Table 1 Newcastle—Ottawa quality assessment scale for studies included in the review

Study

Domains

Selection
2% max
4% max.
for cohort
studies

Comparabil-
ity

2% max

2% max.

for cohort
studies

Exposure
Outcome
1* max
3* max.
for cohort
studies

Total

5% max
9* max
for cohort
studies

Study characteristics
based on Newcastle—Ottawa Quality
Assessment Scale

Atik and Giineri (2013)

Baker and Bugay (2011)

Balootbangan et al. (2023)

Batool (2023)

Bayat et al. (2021)

Berguno et al. (2004)
Boivin and Hymel (1997)

Boivin et al. (1995)

Bonsaksen et al. (2024)

Borg and Willoughby (2022)

Brewer and Kerslake (2015)

Brighi et al. (2012)

Buchanan & McDougall (2021)

Qualitative
k

ok

kok

Qualitative
£

ok

Kok

sk

ek

ok

%

Qualitative

4%

2%

1*

2%

4%

Qualitative
2*

4%

4%

4%

2%

3k

4%

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

o Control for variables

o Estimation of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

o No information on control variables
o No report of missing data

o Self-reports

o Representative sample

e No information on control variables
e No report of missing data

o Self-reports

o Representative sample

e No information on control variables
e No report of missing data

o Self-reports

o Representative sample

e Control for variables

e Estimation of missing data

Qualitative

e Self-reports

e Representative sample

o No information on control variables
e No report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample
e Control for variables

e Report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample
e Control for variables

e Report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

o Control for variables

e Estimation of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables (victimization —
perpetration)

e No report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample

o Control for variables

e No report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample

o Control for variables

e Estimation of missing data
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Table 1 (continued)

Study Domains Total Study characteristics
- - 5% max based on Newcastle—Ottawa Quality
Selection Comparabil- Exposure 9% max Assessment Scale
2* max ity Outcome for cohort
4% max. 2% max 1* max studies
for cohort 2* max. 3* max.
studies for cohort for cohort
studies studies
Buelga et al. (2012) * HE - 3% e Self-reports

o Representative sample
e Control for variables
e No report of missing data

Caiias et al. (2019) * Hk * 4% e Self-reports
o Representative sample
e Control for variables
e Report of missing data

Canas et al. (2020a) * * - 2% e Self-report
o Representative sample
o Control for variables (gender)
e Report of missing data

Canas et al. (2020b) * * - 2% o Self-report
o Representative sample
o Control for variables (gender)
e Report of missing data

Cao et al. (2020) * ik - 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
o Control for variables
e No report of missing data

Carney et al. (2020) * * * 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
o Control for variable
e Report of missing data

Cava et al. (2007) * ik - 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
o Control for variables
o No report of missing data

Cava et al. (2010) * Hk - 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables (gender and type
and frequency of cyber dating abuse)
e No report of missing data

Cava et al. (2020) * wk - 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables (gender and type
and frequency of cyber dating abuse)
e No report of missing data

Cava et al. (2021) * Hk - 3% e Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables (age, gender, life
satisfaction, depressed mood)
e No report of missing data

Chen et al. (2023) * - - 1* o Self-report
e Representative sample
e No report of control for factors
e Report of missing data
Chu et al. (2019) * wk * 4% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables
e Report of missing data
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Table 1 (continued)

Study

Domains

Selection
2% max
4% max.
for cohort
studies

Comparabil-
ity

2% max

2* max.

for cohort
studies

Exposure
Outcome
1* max
3* max.
for cohort
studies

Total

5% max
9% max
for cohort
studies

Study characteristics
based on Newcastle—Ottawa Quality
Assessment Scale

Clear et al. (2020)

Eid et al. (2023)

Espinoza et al. (2020)

Estévez et al. (2009)

Estévez et al. (2019)

Feng et al. (2024)

Ferguson and Zimmer-Gembeck (2014)

Fredj et al. (2023)

Gardner et al. (2017)

Graham et al. (2003)

Graham and Juvonen (1998)

Griese and Buhs (2014)

kk

kok

kk

kK

kk

ok

kok

]

Kok

*

4%

3k

4%

3k

3k

3k

3k

2k

2k

2%

4%

4%

e Self-reports

o Representative sample
e Control for variables

e Report of missing data

e Self-reports

o Snowball sampling method. Sample
could be more representative

e Control for variables (social media use,
social comparison, age)

e Report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

o Control for variables

o Report of missing data

o Self-reports

o Representative sample

e Control for variables

e No report of missing data

e Self-reports

o Representative sample

e Control for variables

e No report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables

e No report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables

e No report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variable

e No report of missing data

o Self-report

o Representative sample

e No report of control for factors
e Report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample

o Control for variable

e No report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample
¢ Control for variables
e Missing data reported

e Self-reports

e Representative sample
e Control for variables

e Missing data reported
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Table 1 (continued)

Study Domains Total Study characteristics
- - 5% max based on Newcastle—Ottawa Quality
Selection Comparabil- Exposure 9% max Assessment Scale
2* max ity Outcome for cohort
4* max. 2* max 1* max studies
for cohort 2* max. 3* max.
studies for cohort for cohort
studies studies
Halpern et al. (2017) * HE - 3% e Self-reports

o Representative sample
e Control for variables
e No report of missing data

Heiman et al. (2018) * w * 4% e Self-reports
o Representative sample
e Control for variables
e Missing data reported

Hsieh & Gourneau (2024) . Hk - 3% o Self-reports
o Representative sample
e Control for variables
e No report of missing data

Huang et al. (2023) * *ok * 4% o Self-reports
o Representative sample
o Control for variables
o Missing data estimated

Iranzo et al. (2019) * Hk - 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables (gender and face-to-
face school bullying victimization)
o No report of missing data

Jackson and Cohen (2012) * *k * 4% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables
e Missing data reported

Jensen-Campbell et al. (2017) * o - 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
o Control for variables
e No report of missing data

Jiménez et al. (2009) * wk - 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables
e No report of missing data

Kaarakainen et al. (2025) Qualitative  Qualitative  Qualitative  Qualitative  Qualitative

Kochenderfer and Ladd (1996) * * - 2% e Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variable
e No report of missing data

Kochenderfer-Ladd and Wardrop (2001) * * - 2% o Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variable

e No report of missing data
Kosir and Zugelj (2023) * wox - 3% e Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables

e No report of missing data

Ladd et al. (2019) * HE * 4% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables
e Missing data estimated (FIML, MPLUS)
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Table 1 (continued)

Study

Domains

Selection
2% max
4% max.
for cohort
studies

Comparabil-
ity

2% max

2* max.

for cohort
studies

Exposure
Outcome
1* max
3* max.
for cohort
studies

Total

5% max
9% max
for cohort
studies

Study characteristics
based on Newcastle—Ottawa Quality
Assessment Scale

Larrafiaga et al. (2016)

Leén-Moreno et al. (2021)

Li et al. (2019)

Li et al. (2021)

Liang et al. (2025)

Lissitsa and Kagan (2024)—cohort

study

Lyu et al. (2024)

Ma and Chen (2019)

Ma et al. (2018)

Machimbarrena et al. (2019)

Madsen et al. (2024)

Malamut et al. (2021)

kk

sk

sk

sk

sk

ks

sk

]

ok

3k

4%

3k

4%

3k

3k

3k

3k

2k

3k

3k

4%

e Self-reports

o Representative sample

e Control for variables (gender and vic-
timization frequency)

o No report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample
o Control for variables

o Missing data estimated

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables (gender and age)
o Report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables

e Missing data estimated (FIML, MPLUS)

o Self-reports

e Representative sample
o Control for variables

e Report of missing data

o Not representative sample (only men)
o Control for variables
e No report of follow up

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables (RS, loneliness and
BV)

e No report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

o Control for variables (gender and per-
ceived bystander roles)

e Report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample

o Control for variables (gender)
e Report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables (gender and age)
e Report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample
¢ Control for variables

e Report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample
e Control for variables

e Missing data reported
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Table 1 (continued)

Study

Domains

Selection
2% max
4% max.
for cohort
studies

Comparabil-
ity

2% max

2* max.

for cohort
studies

Exposure
Outcome
1* max
3* max.
for cohort
studies

Total

5% max
9% max
for cohort
studies

Study characteristics
based on Newcastle—Ottawa Quality
Assessment Scale

Matthews et al. (2022) — cohort study

Murphy et al. (2015)

Olenik-Shemesh et al. (2012)

Owusu et al. (2011)

Pengpid & Petzer (2019)

Putra & Dendup (2022)

Quintana-Orts et al. (2021)

Quynh Ho & Nguyen (2022)

Sahin (2012)

Saricam et al. (2016)

Schacter and Juvonen (2018)

Schifer et al. (2004)

kok

kk

kK

kok

kok

kok

skok

k]

Kok

kok

6%

2%

2%

3k

4%

4%

4%

3k

1%

1*

4%

3k

e Somewhat representative sample

o Structured interview

o Control for variables (victimization type
and frequency and socioeconomic status)

o Adequate follow-up conditions (time and
follow-up rate)

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables (loneliness)
o No report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

o Control for variables

o No report of missing data

o Self-reports

o Representative sample

o Control for variables (age and gender)
e Report of missing data

o Self-reports

o Representative sample
e Control for variables

e Missing data estimated

o Self-reports

o Representative sample
e Control for variables

e Missing data estimated

e Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables

e Missing data estimated (FIML, MPLUS)

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

o Control for variables (age and gender)
e Report of missing data

e Self-reports

o Sample could be more representative
e No report of control for factors

e No report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Sample could be more representative
e No report of control for factors

e No report of missing data

e Self-reports

e Representative sample
¢ Control for variables

e Missing data estimated

e Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables

e No report of missing data
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Table 1 (continued)

Study

Domains

Selection
2% max
4% max.
for cohort
studies

Comparabil-
ity

2% max

2* max.

for cohort
studies

Exposure
Outcome
1* max
3* max.
for cohort
studies

Total

5% max
9% max
for cohort
studies

Study characteristics
based on Newcastle—Ottawa Quality
Assessment Scale

Schultze-Krumbholz et al. (2012)

Segrin et al. (2012)

Sette et al. (2023)

Shao et al. (2014)

Sharma et al. (2017)

Shell et al. (2014)

Shi and Wang (2023)

Shin (2010)

Shukla & Chouan (2023)

Storch and Masia-Warner (2004)

Storch et al. (2003)

Sugimura et al. (2017)

kok

kk

sk

sk

kk

ok

kok

skok

sk

]

Kok

*

5%

2%

4%

3k

4%

4%

4%

3k

1%

4%

4%

4%

e Self-reports

o Community controls

e Representative sample

e Control for variables (age and gender)
o Report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Sample could be more representative
e Report of control factor

o No report of missing data

o Self-reports

e Representative sample
o Control for variables

o Missing data estimated

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables (gender, peer-sup-
port, teacher-support)

e No report of missing data

e Self-reports

o Representative sample
e Control for variables
e Missing data reported

o Self-reports

e Representative sample
e Control for variables
e Missing data reported

o Self-reports

e Representative sample
e Control for variables

e Missing data estimated

o Self-reports

e Representative sample

e Control for variables

e No report of missing data

e Self-reports

o Sample could be more representative
e No report of control for factors

e No report of missing reported

e Self-reports

e Representative sample
o Control for variables

e Missing data estimated

e Self-reports

e Representative sample
¢ Control for variables

e Missing data estimated

e Self-reports

e Representative sample
e Control for variables

e Missing data estimated
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Table 1 (continued)

Study Domains Total Study characteristics
- - 5% max based on Newcastle—Ottawa Quality
Selection Comparabil- Exposure 9% max Assessment Scale
2* max ity Outcome for cohort
4% max. 2% max 1* max studies
for cohort 2* max. 3* max.
studies for cohort for cohort
studies studies
Swirsky and Xie (2021) * HE - 3% e Self-reports

o Representative sample

o Control for variables (demographic fac-
tors and T1 variable)

o No report of missing data

van den Eijnden et al. (2014) * Hok * 4% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
o Control for variables
o Missing data estimated

Wachs (2012) * Hk - 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables
o No report of missing data

Wang et al. (2021) * * * 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
o Control for variable
e Missing data reported

Wang et al. (2023) * * - 2% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
o Control for variables (demographic
factors)
e Report of missing data

Wang et al. (2024) * wE * 4% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables
e Missing data reported

Woods et al. (2009) *ok HE - 4* o Self-reports
e Case control
e Representative sample
e Control for variables
o No report of missing data

Wright (2016) * * - 2% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
o Control for variable
o No report of missing data

Wright and Wachs (2019) * wk - 3% e Self-reports
e Representative sample
e Control for variables (face-to-face vic-
timization and gender)
o No report of missing data

Wau et al. (2024) * wk - 3% e Self-reports
e Representative sam ple
e Control for variables
e No report of missing data

Zhang et al. (2021) * o - 3% o Self-reports
e Representative sample
o Control for variables
e No report of missing data
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Table 1 (continued)

Study Domains Total Study characteristics
- - 5% max based on Newcastle—Ottawa Quality
g:lectlon Comparabll- lci)xposure 9% max Assessment Scale
4% EZ: l2tZ max 1:if$<ne for c.ohort
) studies
for cohort 2* max. 3* max.
studies for cohort for cohort
studies studies
Zhang et al. (2023) * HE - 3% e Self-reports
o Representative sample
o Control for variables (demographic
factors)
o No report of missing data
Zimmer-Gembeck et al. (2014) * *ok - 3% e Self-reports

o Representative sample
e Control for variables
e No report of missing data

Stars represent the items from the NOS tool met by the studies. Regarding selection, items are related to the adequacy of case definition, the rep-
resentativeness of cases, and the selection and definition of controls; in comparability, items are related to the control of important and additional
variables; in exposure, stars are given when non-response rate is reported and, in the case of cohort-studies, according to the adequacy of the

follow-up

relationship between bullying or cyberbullying and loneli-
ness and includes information about the study sample and
objectives, and variables assessed.

Results
Characteristics of the Studies

Regarding their sociodemographic characteristics, the stud-
ies (N=100) demonstrated considerable geographic diver-
sity, with most studies originating from the United States
(n=20), followed by Spain (n=15), China (n=14), Tur-
key (n=5), and Australia (n=4). The sample sizes ranged
from 48 to 7956 and were generally balanced in terms of
sex. Participant ages ranged from elementary school age
to adulthood, with all peer victimization or cybervictimi-
zation experiences assessed corresponding to childhood
or adolescence, whether measured contemporaneously or
retrospectively. The studies included were predominantly
cross-sectional (n=76), with fewer studies having qualita-
tive (n=2), mixed-methods (n=2), and longitudinal designs
(n=20). Longitudinal approaches were more common in
the studies from the United States (n=8/20, 40%) than in
those from other regions (n=12/80, 15%). The publication
timeline spanned from 1995 to 2025, with 24 studies pub-
lished before 2010, 42 studies published between 2010 and
2019, and 34 studies published from 2020 onwards. Of the
total sample, 74% examined bullying victimization exclu-
sively (n=74), 12% focused on cyberbullying victimization
(n=12), and 13% investigated both phenomena (n=13). The

studies that examined cyberbullying primarily emerged after
2012 (23/25 studies, 92%).

Conceptualization and Assessment of Loneliness

Table 2 presents the conceptualizations and assessment tools
for loneliness across the 100 studies. Only 46 studies pro-
vided a clear definition of loneliness or related concepts,
such as solitude or anxious solitude. Among these defini-
tions, the most common conceptual framework (n=22) char-
acterized loneliness as related to perceived deficiencies in
social relationships. Other definitions focused on cognitive
awareness of relational deficiencies (n=38), feelings of iso-
lation without physical separation (n =7), multi-component
experiences involving both cognitive and affective elements
(n=6), and reactive or anxious solitude (n=23). Most defi-
nitions emphasized the affective component of loneliness,
while others addressed the universal nature of the need for
connection or considered the perception of social network
evaluation.

Among the assessment approaches, the most frequently
used instruments were the UCLA Loneliness Scale (n=32)
(Russell et al., 1978) and the Asher Loneliness Scale (n =29)
(Asher et al., 1984) or their variants. Of the 32 studies that
used the UCLA Loneliness Scale, only 15 (47%) provided
explicit definitions of loneliness, similar to studies that used
other measurement tools (31/68 studies, 46%). The meas-
urement approaches varied considerably in scope and com-
plexity: 12 studies employed single-item measures (e.g.,
“Do you feel lonely?”’), and the number of items used to
assess loneliness ranged from 1 to 38 across the studies
(mean=12.4 items). Thirteen studies used a single-factor
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Table 2 (continued)

18

No. of items

Type of loneliness analyzed

Name and author of the questionnaire

Measurement tools

Conceptualization

Authors and year of publication of the

reviewed paper

Springer

Subjective loneliness

ULS-8 Loneliness Scale (Hays & DiMatteo,

Not provided

(Wu et al., 2024)

1987)
UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, 1996)

18

Subjective loneliness

An unpleasant experience that occurs when

(Zhang et al., 2021)

modified (Wang, 1995, as cited in Zhang

etal., 2021)

individuals feel that their social, interper-

sonal network is low in quality or insuf-

ficient in quantity (Costa & McCrae, 1992)

A discrepancy between an individual’s

eEmotional loneliness
eSocial loneliness

Jong-Gierveld Loneliness Scale, 6-item

(Zhang et al., 2023)

Chinese version (DeJong Gierveld & Van

Tilburg, 1999)

perceived and desired quality of social

connection (Ostrov & Kamper, 2015; Pov-
edano et al., 2015; Vanhalst et al., 2014)
Loneliness includes the feeling of having

few friends and being unable to satisfy

one’s basic friendship needs (Cassidy &

Asher, 1992)
Not provided

13

Subjective loneliness

The Loneliness and Social Dissatisfaction

(Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2014)

Questionnaire (Cassidy & Asher, 1992)

loneliness measure to assess general feelings of loneliness,
while 17 expanded the assessment to different types of
loneliness, such as social or emotional loneliness; contexts
where loneliness is experienced (e.g., family or peer con-
texts); and components that constitute the construct (e.g.,
feelings of social inadequacy). Multidimensional assessment
approaches were used more frequently in European studies
(12/35, 34%) than in studies from other regions (5/65, 8%).
Among the 25 studies that examined cyberbullying, 5 (20%)
used single-item measures, 16 (64%) used measures with
5-20 items, and 4 (16%) used measures with more than 20
items.

Bullying Victimization and Feelings of Loneliness

Table 3 summarizes the findings according to the type of
study, objectives, selected variables, and main results regard-
ing the relationship between bullying or cyberbullying and
loneliness.

Of the 100 studies selected for the qualitative synthesis,
74 used bullying victimization as a single target variable,
while 13 investigated both bullying and cyberbullying. All
the studies identified an association between bullying vic-
timization and feelings of loneliness, demonstrating a con-
sistent relationship between being a victim of bullying and
experiencing high levels of loneliness, regardless of the type
of bullying victimization.

On a cross-sectional level, all types of peer victimization,
particularly relational and verbal forms, correlated positively
with emotional loneliness and negatively with social net-
work assessment. This pattern appeared consistently across
the studies from the different geographic regions. While
affinity for solitude did not statistically predict peer victimi-
zation, reactive or anxious solitude could increase the risk
of becoming a victim (Borg & Willoughby, 2022).

On a longitudinal level, several studies have highlighted
the complex relationship and interplay between victimiza-
tion and loneliness. The longitudinal studies in Table 3 docu-
ment three types of temporal relationships. For example,
a bidirectional effect is suggested between school victimi-
zation and feelings of loneliness. That is, while loneliness
predicted future victimization, previous victimization sig-
nificantly predicted future loneliness (Espinoza et al., 2020).
This bidirectional relationship appeared in 7 of the 9 longi-
tudinal studies with adolescent samples (ages 12—18 years)
but in only 1 of the 4 studies with younger children (ages
5-11 years). These findings align with the association
between Time 1 bullying victimization and Time 2 loneli-
ness, indicating that victimization affects not only current
but also future levels of loneliness (Wright & Wachs, 2019).
A longitudinal cohort study supports both pathways: that
childhood loneliness predicts adolescent victimization and
that occasional and frequent bullying predict higher levels
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of loneliness in late adolescence (Matthews et al., 2022).
In addition, having experienced social peer victimization
in high school can predict loneliness in university students
(Buchanan & McDougall, 2021). These findings correspond
with the results of qualitative studies (Berguno et al., 2004;
Kaarakainen et al., 2025).

Multiple factors influence the association between bully-
ing victimization and loneliness. Several factors related to
social context (peers and social network sites) play signifi-
cant roles in this relationship. For instance, bystanders play
a significant role in the association between loneliness and
bullying victimization. Victims who perceived the presence
and support of a defender during the victimization event
reported lower levels of loneliness than those who perceived
the presence of an outsider (i.e., a bystander who ignores the
scene), a reinforcer (i.e., a bystander who observes the event
and encourages the aggressor), or an assistant (i.e., one who
joins the bully) (Ma & Chen, 2019).

Of the 87 studies that reported sex distributions (Table 3),
only 6 specifically analyzed sex differences in the relation-
ship between victimization and loneliness. Their findings
suggest that the correlation between social support and
reduced loneliness was stronger for victimized girls than for
boys (Carney et al., 2020). Other mediator variables, such as
negative social comparison, problematic use of social net-
working sites, rumination, rejection sensitivity, social con-
nectedness, physical activity, covitality, coping strategies,
and school prosocial culture, also appear to play a key role in
the adjustment of victims. Finally, loneliness can moderate
the association between peer victimization and other mental
health and social variables, including dating violence, child
emotional abuse, disruptive behaviors, mental well-being,
suicide, and social reputation.

Cyberbullying Victimization and Feelings
of Loneliness

Cyberbullying victimization was a target variable in 12 of
the 100 studies, with 13 additional studies examining both
face-to-face bullying and cyberbullying. While most studies
identified a relationship between cyberbullying victimization
and feelings of loneliness, some did not find a significant
association between these variables. According to Table 3,
all 74 studies that examined traditional bullying reported sig-
nificant associations with loneliness, while 5 (20%) of the 25
studies that examined cyberbullying found non-significant
relationships. Three of the 5 studies used single-item or brief
(L5 items) measures of loneliness. Specifically, loneliness
has not been identified as a significant predictor of cyberbul-
lying victimization (Brewer & Kerslake, 2015). Its relation-
ship with cybervictimization ceased to be significant after
controlling for face-to-face victimization (Espinoza et al.,
2020).
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Conversely, cyberbullying victimization and feelings of
loneliness correlated positively and significantly in numer-
ous studies, both cross-sectional and longitudinal, especially
in severe cases or children with high levels of social sen-
sitivity. A longitudinal study found that Time 1 cybervic-
timization predicted Time 2 feelings of loneliness, indicating
that individuals who experience cyberbullying may have a
greater risk of exhibiting higher levels of loneliness one year
later. Research shows that both direct and indirect cyberbul-
lying victimization and self-assessment of one’s social net-
work present a negative and significant correlation (Wright
& Wasch, 2019).

Adolescents targeted by different types of cyberbullying
(e.g., threats, isolation, and identity theft) tend to assess the
available social support more negatively than those who
are not cybervictims. Furthermore, both direct and indirect
cyberbullying victimization positively and significantly cor-
related with emotional loneliness (Cava et al., 2020). Con-
cerning severity, both moderate and severe cybervictimiza-
tion positively associated with feelings of loneliness, but
significant differences were found between groups based on
severity: Severely victimized youth reported higher levels
of loneliness than noninvolved or occasionally victimized
adolescents (Cafas et al., 2020a, 2020b; Larrafiaga et al.,
2016; Matthews et al., 2022).

At the longitudinal level, loneliness (including loneliness
felt at home in a family context) appears to predict cybervic-
timization more frequently than cybervictimization predicts
loneliness. In addition, cyberbullying victimization appears
to function as a mediator and have an indirect effect on the
relationship between self-disclosure and feelings of loneli-
ness. That is, while higher levels of online self-disclosure are
associated with lower levels of loneliness, they increase the
risk of becoming a cybervictim, as cyberbullies may use that
information for harassment. Therefore, online self-disclosure
can increase feelings of loneliness when the self-disclosing
individual becomes a target of cybervictimization (Quynh
Ho & Nguyen, 2022). Moreover, while reports of avoidant
communication with mothers and loneliness increased the
likelihood of being cyberbullied, parents’ reports of open
communication moderated the association between loneli-
ness and cybervictimization. Cybervictims who maintained
an open communication with their family reported lower
levels of loneliness than those who did not (Larrafiaga et al.,
2016). One cross-sectional study found an indirect relation-
ship between cybervictimization and suicidal ideation medi-
ated by loneliness and other mental health variables (e.g.,
perceived stress, psychological distress, and depressive
symptomatology), with loneliness being one of the strong-
est predictors of suicidal ideation in cybervictims (Iranzo
et al., 2019).
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Discussion

A growing body of literature addresses the nature of bully-
ing and cyberbullying victimization and other social prob-
lems related to loneliness (Ma & Chen, 2019; Sahin, 2012;
Soderberg & Bjorkqvist, 2020; Twenge et al., 2021). How-
ever, this systematic review was conducted in view of the
absence of a comprehensive and broad analysis of the body
of knowledge accumulated on the importance of loneliness
as a risk or protective factor of bullying. This systematic
review examined the relationships of bullying and cyber-
bullying victimization to loneliness across 100 studies. The
findings revealed a complex, often bidirectional relationship
that varies depending on the developmental stage, context,
and measurement approach.

Conceptualization of Loneliness

Regarding the first objective, heterogeneity in the concep-
tualization of loneliness was found across the 100 studies.
Most studies emphasized the emotional aspect of loneli-
ness and the distressing feelings that arise from the lack of
expected social ties. Many studies did not provide a clear
definition of loneliness. This conceptual ambiguity was
particularly common in the studies that used established
measurement tools, perhaps reflecting the assumption that
the construct is already sufficiently defined by the measure-
ment instrument itself. As the conceptualization of one term
shapes its assessment and may possibly affect the interpreta-
tion of the results, future studies on this topic should address
the type of loneliness being assessed (emotional or social)
to operationalize and delimit the term in each context (Maes
et al., 2022). This conceptual clarification is essential for
advancing theoretical understanding, as different dimensions
of loneliness may relate to victimization through distinct
psychological mechanisms. For instance, emotional lone-
liness may be connected to victimization through affect
regulation pathways, while social loneliness might operate
through perceptions of peer rejection and social exclusion.

On the basis of the synthesis of the conceptualizations of
loneliness and the broader literature, the following defini-
tion is proposed: Loneliness is a multidimensional subjec-
tive experience characterized by a perceived discrepancy
between desired and actual social relationships, resulting in
emotional distress that may manifest differently across social
contexts (e.g., peer relationships and family) and develop-
mental stages. Unlike solitude, which refers to the objective
state of being alone and can be positive or neutral, loneli-
ness represents a negative emotional response to perceived
social isolation.

Assessment of Loneliness

As recent systematic reviews have addressed the measure-
ment tools used to assess both bullying (Vessey et al., 2014;
Xie et al., 2023) and cyberbullying (Chun et al., 2020), the
second aim of this study was to gather information about
the tools used to assess loneliness. The most frequently used
tool was the UCLA Loneliness Scale in its various versions
(Russell et al., 1978). The analysis of the assessment meth-
ods revealed substantial methodological variation across the
studies, with a significant number of studies using the UCLA
Loneliness Scale or its variants, and several other studies
using single-item measures. This methodological heteroge-
neity might have contributed to the inconsistencies of the
findings. However, while most studies used a single measure
of loneliness to assess general feelings of loneliness, others
introduced the term in instruments that measured broader
concepts, embedding loneliness within these wider con-
structs. The heterogeneity in assessment approaches points
to the strengths and weaknesses of each method for different
research objectives (Maes et al., 2022). This measurement
diversity reflects broader theoretical tensions in the field
between conceptualizing loneliness as a unidimensional and
conceptualizing it as a multidimensional construct (Walsh
et al., 2025). Single-item and unidimensional measures align
with an understanding of loneliness as a global emotional
experience, while multidimensional approaches reflecting
the recognition that loneliness can be domain specific, with
potentially different etiologies and consequences in differ-
ent relational contexts. Therefore, future research should
distinguish the different types of loneliness being assessed
(social vs. emotional loneliness, and loneliness vs. solitude)
and determine whether one type leads to another and how
they shape adolescents’ experiences. It is essential to adjust
the focus and not to mistake the general distressing feeling
stemming from a lack of social ties with the desire to be
by oneself (Weinstein et al., 2021). Lastly, future qualita-
tive studies on the topic would be key to acquiring a deeper
knowledge about loneliness experiences and their multiple
manifestations (Kirwan et al., 2025).

Relationship Between Victimization and Loneliness

The third objective was to collect data on the relationships
between peer victimization, cybervictimization, and loneli-
ness. The results indicate that this relationship is moderated
by developmental stage, with stronger associations during
adolescence (ages 12—18 years). This aligns with theoretical
perspectives that suggest that adolescence is a critical period
when peer relationships become central to identity formation
(Branje et al., 2021) and sociocognitive abilities are develop-
ing but not yet mature (Blakemore & Mills, 2014).
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The association between loneliness and bullying victimi-
zation was nuanced by interactions with the third variable.
One key variable was the role of bystanders: The adolescents
who had a defender present during victimization were less
likely to feel lonely than those who experienced the presence
of outsiders or reinforcers (Ma & Chen, 2019). This finding
aligns with the social referencing theory, suggesting that
victims interpret bystanders’ reactions as indicators of their
social value and acceptance.

The findings revealed sex differences in how social sup-
port mitigates loneliness after victimization. The protective
effect of social support appears stronger for girls than boys,
which suggests that intervention strategies might need gen-
der-specific tailoring. These differences may reflect social
developmental patterns wherein girls tend to establish more
intimate friendships, whereas boys often engage in more
activity-based peer interactions (Rose & Rudolph, 2006).

One longitudinal study found that peer preference plays
a key role in the adjustment of victims. The higher the level
of social preference, the higher the increase in loneliness.
This counterintuitive finding points toward self-blaming or
self-attributing tendencies in victims, as being victimized
despite being a highly preferred peer seems atypical and
more easily attributed to self-blame (Swirsky & Xie, 2021).
Negative cognitive styles play a key role in developing a
negative conception of self and peers (Kellijj et al., 2022).
Even if loneliness experiences are highly individual, three
factors may interplay with its development: (a) level of vul-
nerability to social disconnection, (b) ability to self-regulate
the emotions associated with feeling isolated, and (c) mental
representations and expectations of others. In addition, lone-
liness has been related to increased worry and avoidance of
social threats (Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2018; Cacioppo &
Patrick, 2008). While sociocognitive skills are significantly
related to loneliness, high mentalization abilities may reduce
feelings of loneliness and depressive symptoms. Higher lev-
els of mentalization correlate with lower levels of loneliness,
which explains why adolescents with more developed skills
for understanding others’ thoughts and emotions are less
likely to experience loneliness (Bosacki et al., 2020; Caputi
et al., 2017).

When comparing traditional bullying and cyberbullying,
this review identified important distinctions. Longitudinal
studies have shown discrepancies: While some found a
direct relationship between cybervictimization and loneli-
ness (Wright & Wasch, 2019), others indicated that this rela-
tionship only exists when face-to-face victimization is also
present (Espinoza et al., 2020). Further research is needed to
clarify the implications of cybervictimization on loneliness.

The implications of these findings for anti-bullying pro-
grams are significant. Interventions should address the social
ecology of bullying by incorporating bystander training
that explicitly teaches peers how to defend victims. School
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psychologists should implement developmentally tailored
approaches, with particular attention to adolescence as a
critical period. The sex differences in protective effects sug-
gest that interventions may need to be tailored differently for
boys, potentially emphasizing activity-based social support
mechanisms rather than emotional support alone. Moreo-
ver, programs that address cognitive attribution styles may
be crucial in breaking the victimization—loneliness cycle.
Digital literacy curricula should incorporate specific content
that addresses the unique dynamics of cyberbullying and its
relationship to offline social experiences.

Regarding solitude, which is often mistaken for loneli-
ness, especially concerning isolated youth, affinity for soli-
tude does not appear to be a risk factor of peer victimization
(Borg & Willoughby, 2022) or other adjustment problems
(Daly & Willoughby, 2020). However, it has also been iden-
tified as a consequence of victimization or an antecedent for
future social difficulties (Corsano et al., 2019). This relation-
ship is worth examining in future studies. This distinction
between solitude and loneliness has important implications
for intervention that suggest that programs should not neces-
sarily aim to reduce all solitary behavior but rather to ensure
that solitude remains a voluntary, positive experience rather
than a response to social exclusion or victimization.

Implications for Practice

Given the findings across the three aims, several key impli-
cations for practice emerged. First, anti-bullying programs
should target both the social components of bullying and its
cognitive dimensions. Educators should develop preventive
strategies that consider the protective role of friendship dur-
ing adolescence while addressing attribution processes that
may lead to self-blame. Second, interventions should move
beyond asking bystanders not to join the bully to actively
encourage defenders. The friendship protection hypothesis
(Boulton et al., 1999) suggests that cultivating supportive
peer relationships may have both preventive and remedial
functions. Third, psychoeducational initiatives should dis-
tinguish between loneliness and solitude, destigmatizing the
latter while addressing the former. Moreover, all compo-
nents of loneliness, not only social skill deficits, should be
addressed (Qualter, 2003). Finally, when designing interven-
tions for cyberbullying victims, practitioners should con-
sider the potential co-occurrence with traditional bullying
and tailor approaches. Digital literacy education should help
youth navigate online spaces in ways that promote mean-
ingful connections while minimizing their vulnerability to
victimization.
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Limitations

This systematic review has several limitations that should
be acknowledged. First, while the database search yielded a
large number of results, only a limited number met the rigor-
ous inclusion criteria. As a result, it is possible that relevant
and high-quality studies were excluded, especially those in
gray literature, books, theses, and articles not written in Eng-
lish or Spanish. Second, although some longitudinal studies
were included, most of the evidence base remains cross-sec-
tional. This limits the possibility of establishing temporal or
causal relationships between the variables. Third, there were
notable inconsistencies in how loneliness was conceptual-
ized and measured across the studies. The differences in the
instruments, cutoff points, and subscales used reduced com-
parability and hindered the development of a shared theoreti-
cal framework. Fourth, cultural generalizability was limited,
as most studies were conducted in Western settings. Even
though some studies used the adapted versions of loneliness
scales in various languages, only few examined whether the
construct was interpreted differently across cultures. Fifth,
the quality of the studies was assessed using the NOS. How-
ever, because there were only a few case—control studies,
several NOS criteria were not directly applicable. Thus, the
tool was used primarily as a guiding framework. Studies
with lower NOS scores were still included in the qualitative
synthesis, as low scores may reflect strict methodological
benchmarks rather than poor study quality. Sixth, reliance on
self-report measures in most studies raises concerns about
shared method variance, which may artificially inflate asso-
ciations. Multi-method approaches remain underutilized in
this field. Finally, although many studies highlighted the
potential role of third variables—such as personality traits,
life history, or contextual factors—there is still limited
understanding of how these elements interact with the rela-
tionship between loneliness and victimization.

Future research should employ multi-method assessment
approaches, compare different dimensions of loneliness,
conduct fine-grained longitudinal studies across develop-
mental transitions, examine cross-cultural variations, and
design intervention studies that target the specific mecha-
nisms identified in this review. Educational contexts should
consider the multidimensional nature of loneliness in ado-
lescence, focusing particularly on cognitive components, the
protective role of friendship, and bystander dynamics.

Conclusion

Bullying, cyberbullying, and loneliness constitute highly
prevalent phenomena that severely affect adolescents’ psy-
chological well-being. Despite the large body of research
on the relationships between bullying, cyberbullying, and

loneliness, there is still a lack of integration of results and a
broader view on the topic. This systematic review addressed
this research gap by integrating the findings of 100 stud-
ies that met the eligibility criteria. Regarding loneliness
conceptualizations, most definitions focus on the affective
component of the variable. However, regarding the multidi-
mensional nature of the construct, the way it is conceptual-
ized can shape its assessment and thus its results. Along
these lines, this methodological heterogeneity found in terms
of the assessment may also contribute to inconsistencies in
findings. The relationship between victimization and loneli-
ness varied by type of loneliness (peer, family, or emotional
loneliness), victimization form (physical, verbal, or rela-
tional), and severity, with longitudinal studies confirming
bidirectionality. Factors such as bystander behavior, cogni-
tive attribution styles, and mentalization abilities can sig-
nificantly influence this relationship. This review highlights
the ongoing need to refine loneliness research methods to
deepen the understanding of victimization’s role in adoles-
cent research.
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