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Abstract
Recently, there has been an increase in the problem of cyberbullying all over the world, which implies important negative 
consequences for adolescent victims’ mental health, such as depression. There are few research studies that analyse the 
role of gratitude and cognitive coping strategies for the consequences of cybervictimisation. To date, there are few studies 
examining the influence of both these resources in a cyberbullying context. Therefore, the objectives of this research were 
to analyse the mediating role of maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies (CERS) in the relationship between 
cybervictimisation and depressive symptoms, and to explore the potential moderating role of gratitude among the study vari-
ables. A sample of 1156 students between 12 and 18 years (54.33% females) filled out self-report questionnaires measuring 
cybervictimisation (ECIPQ), cognitive coping strategies (CERQ-SA), depressive symptoms (DASS-21) and gratitude (GQ-
5). The outcomes showed that maladaptive CERS partially mediated the relation between cybervictimisation and depressive 
symptoms. Furthermore, gratitude buffered the relation between maladaptive CERS and depressive symptoms. These findings 
provide evidence for the buffering role of gratitude in a more frequent use of maladaptive CERS and depressive symptoms 
in cybervictimisation. The limitations and implications of the study are discussed.
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Cyberbullying and Depression

Cyberbullying is a phenomenon that has increased dur-
ing the last decade. This problem is defined as intentional 
and repeated harm to another person through the usage 
of electronic devices and online technologies (e.g. com-
puters, smartphones, Internet, and social media) (Smith 
et al., 2008). In contrast to face-to-face aggression, cyber-
bullying favours the aggressor’s anonymity, as well as the 
access, dissemination, and permanency in cyberspace of 
the harmful content, being able to be seen by a wider audi-
ence (Deschamps & McNutt, 2016). This makes it more 
difficult for victims to defend themselves and may lead to 

an important negative impact on their health (Deschamps 
& McNutt, 2016).

Although prevalence varies among countries, this phe-
nomenon can be found everywhere. For instance, 21.90% 
of 12,372 adolescents aged 14–17 years from seven Euro-
pean countries (including Spain) reported suffering from 
cybervictimisation in the last 12 months (Athanasiou et al., 
2018). Likewise, a more recent study pointed out that one 
in four European children and adolescents between 7 and 
19 years had been victims of cyberbullying during the last 
year (Sorrentino et al., 2019).

A range of studies has provided evidence on the severe 
short- and long-term negative consequences on the psycho-
logical maladjustment of adolescents involved in cyberbully-
ing situations. Adolescents suffering cybervictimisation tend 
to report lower levels of self-esteem, life satisfaction, self-
concept, as well as a higher frequency of stress, anxiety, fear 
of negative assessment, and perceived loneliness (Camerini 
et al., 2020; Estévez et al., 2019; Zhong et al., 2021). Also, 
these adolescents have a higher likelihood of suicide idea-
tion and attempt (Hinduja & Patchin, 2019). Furthermore, 
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previous research shows evidence that suffering from cyber-
bullying is a risk factor that increases a greater likelihood of 
developing depressive symptoms (e.g. Cole et al., 2016; Li 
et al., 2018; Zhong et al., 2021). Likewise, cybervictimisa-
tion may lead to an increased development and duration of 
depressive symptoms than when other types of face-to-face 
aggressions are suffered (Cole et al., 2016). Some research-
ers have suggested that a higher risk of developing depres-
sive symptoms through suffering cybervictimisation might 
be explained by the characteristics of cyberbullying, such 
as the aggressor’s anonymity or a large audience and the 
difficulty in eliminating the harmful content, which may 
decrease the capacity to control the situation or increase 
victims’ feelings of fear and helplessness (e.g. Cole et al., 
2016; Sticca & Perren, 2013).

Few studies have analysed the underlying mechanisms 
implied in the relationship between cybervictimisation and 
depressive symptoms (Li et al., 2018). Nevertheless, some 
recent findings provide evidence that stressful situations, 
such as suffering cybervictimisation, may influence cogni-
tive schemes (i.e. on how adolescents perceive the world and 
themselves), which may lead to the development of depres-
sive symptoms (Li et al., 2018; Zhong et al., 2021). Thus, 
these researchers’ findings suggest that the levels of self-
esteem and of psychological insecurity may help to under-
stand the linkage between cybervictimisation and depressive 
symptoms (Li et al., 2018; Zhong et al., 2021). Despite these 
findings, further research is necessary to acquire a more 
comprehensive knowledge of this relationship.

Maladaptive Cognitive Emotion Regulation 
Strategies as Mediators

According to the stress and coping theory (Folkman et al., 
1986), stressful situations will require an appraisal and 
a making of decisions to cope with them. In addition, 
Folkman et al. (1986) pointed out the important effects that 
coping processes have on health, considering them essential 
mediators between stressful situations and their short- and 
long-term consequences on well-being and mental health. 
Thus, how adolescents cope with a stressful situation, such 
as cybervictimisation, would have important effects on 
their psychological adjustment, such as the likelihood of 
developing depressive symptoms. In this regard, emotion 
regulation is an essential element in the management of stress, 
being defined as “extrinsic and intrinsic processes responsible 
for monitoring, evaluating, and modifying emotional 
reactions, especially their intensive and temporal features, 
to accomplish one’s goals” (Thompson, 1994, pp. 27–28). 
Garnefski et al. (2001) distinguished nine cognitive emotion 
regulation strategies (CERS) that people may utilise to cope 
with negative or stressful situations. These strategies can be 

classified as adaptive strategies (i.e. acceptance, putting 
into perspective, planning, positive reappraisal and positive 
refocusing) and maladaptive strategies (i.e. rumination, 
catastrophising, self-blame and other-blame).

Scientific literature shows evidence on the negative con-
sequences on psychological adjustment (e.g. higher levels of 
negative affect, somatic complaints, and depressive symp-
toms, as well as lower levels of subjective and psychologi-
cal well-being, among others), through a more frequent use 
of maladaptive CERS, such as self-blame or rumination, 
to cope with stressful situation (e.g. Balzarotti et al., 2016; 
Ray-Yol et al., 2020; Stikkelbroek et al., 2016; Yan et al., 
2015). Moreover, previous findings suggest that adolescents 
and young people tend to more frequent use of maladap-
tive CERS to cope with stressful situations and to manage 
negative emotions derived (Maji et al., 2016; Potard et al., 
2021; Rey et al., 2020;Stikkelbroek et al., 2016 ; Yan et al., 
2015). As Maji et al. (2016) suggest, a more frequent use of 
maladaptive strategies may be due to a more negative impact 
on psychological adjustment in stressful situations, such as 
peer violence, which lead to greater vulnerability and make 
an adaptive coping by victims more difficult.

Furthermore, according to Folkman et al.’s stress and 
coping theory (1986), maladaptive CERS could be vari-
ables that help to understand the linkage between cybervic-
timisation and depressive symptoms. Some studies provide 
evidence on the mediating role of maladaptive CERS in the 
relationship between suffering negative experiences and 
developing depressive symptoms (Stikkelbroek et al., 2016; 
Yan et al., 2015). In the cyberbullying context, some find-
ings such as those by Rey et al. (2020) suggest that suffering 
cybervictimisation may lead to an increase of internalising 
symptoms throughout the use of maladaptive CERS. Never-
theless, further research is necessary to confirm these find-
ings and to look deeper into the role of maladaptive CERS 
in a cyberbullying context. Therefore, considering the afore-
mentioned, we wanted to further the understanding in this 
regard. Specifically, we wanted to examine whether the rela-
tion between cybervictimisation and depressive symptoms 
may be mediated by overall maladaptive CERS.

Gratitude as Moderator

One of the factors that has shown evidence of promoting 
well-being and a better coping with stressful situations 
is gratitude. This personal resource is defined as a stable 
predisposition of being aware of and responding to the 
good actions of others (McCullough et al., 2002), and 
“a wider life orientation towards noticing and appreci-
ating the positive in the world” (Wood et al., 2010, p. 
891). Previous research shows that grateful people tend 
to report higher levels of life satisfaction, positive affect, 
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and well-being, as well as lower levels of psychological 
maladjustment and distress (e.g., Kaniuka et al., 2020; 
Portocarrero et al., 2020). Moreover, in stressful situ-
ations (for example, being cybervictimised), a greater 
awareness and appreciation of the positive aspects in life 
may facilitate a broader and more flexible view of these 
experiences, reducing the tendency to focus on negative 
aspects, which may help to have a more adaptive coping 
with these experiences (e.g. Tong & Oh, 2021) and may 
reduce their psychological impact (Bono et al., 2020).

There are several theoretical models that try to explain 
and understand how gratitude can be a resource in help-
ing to cope with negative experiences and to improve 
well-being. One of these theoretical conceptions is Fre-
drickson’s broaden-and-build model of positive emotions 
(1998). According to this model, gratitude may be con-
sidered a positive emotion that broadens thought–action 
repertoires, which may facilitate the building of social 
and personal resources to promote well-being and health. 
Moreover, the author suggested that positive emotions could 
“undo the after effects of negative emotions” (Fredrickson, 
1998, p. 314). Thus, being a grateful person would facili-
tate more psychological resources, such as more compe-
tence or more social support, that would help to face more 
adaptively stressful situations and to mitigate their negative 
impact on mental health (e.g. preventing the development of 
depressive symptoms) (e.g. Lau & Cheng, 2017). Further-
more, some studies provide evidence on how gratitude helps 
to mitigate the development of depressive symptoms as a 
consequence of stressful life events among undergraduates 
(Deichert et al., 2019) and peer victimisation among female 
adolescents (Rey et al., 2019).

Another theoretical framework is Wood et al.’s coping 
hypothesis (2007). This hypothesis suggests that grateful 
people tend to use more positive and active strategies to 
cope with stressful situations, favouring a better well-
being and psychological adjustment. According to this 
hypothesis, previous studies not only provide evidence 
that grateful people tend to have a more positive cop-
ing style (Sun et al., 2019), but they also use in a lower 
frequency less-adaptive strategies (e.g. rumination) (H. 
Liang et al., 2020) to face stressful and negative experi-
ences, what help to prevent the development of internal-
ising problems, such as depressive symptoms (H. Liang 
et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2019). Despite these findings, 
few studies have looked deeper into the role of gratitude 
on coping strategies or negative consequences in stress-
ful situations, especially in a cyberbullying context in 
which it has hardly been studied. Therefore, we wanted 
to analyse whether gratitude might buffer the negative 
impact of cybervictimisation on depressive symptoms via 
maladaptive CERS.

The Present Study

Given that depression is the fourth leading cause of disease 
in adolescents and young population (Vos et al., 2020) 
and that cybervictimisation is one of the risk factors for 
developing it (Cole et al., 2016), in this study we wanted 
to explore in more depth the underlying mechanisms in 
the linkage between cybervictimisation and depressive 
symptoms. To do so, we tried to resolve some gaps in the 
literature on the role that factors such as gratitude and 
cognitive coping could play in a cyberbullying context. 
There is a particular lack of studies that have analysed 
the possible protective role of gratitude in cyberbullying 
situation. Likewise, further studies are needed to confirm 
and extend the previous findings of the role of cognitive 
coping in mental health in stressful situations such as 
cyberbullying situations. For this, we proposed three 
objectives in this study. First, we wanted to analyse 
the associations between the four study variables (i.e. 
cybervictimisation, maladaptive CERS, depressive 
symptoms, and gratitude), expecting to find positive 
relationships between cybervictimisation, maladaptive 
CERS and depressive symptoms, and negative associations 
between gratitude and the other study variables, in line 
with previous research (e.g. Estévez et al., 2019; Kaniuka 
et al., 2020; Ray-Yol et al., 2020; Rey et al., 2019, 2020). 
Moreover, following Folkman et al.’s stress and coping 
theory (1986) and previous evidence about the mediating 
role of maladaptive CERS in the relationship between 
stressful situations and internalising symptoms (e.g. Rey 
et al., 2020; Stikkelbroek et al., 2016), it might be assumed 
that the more cybervictimisation adolescents suffer, the 
more frequently maladaptive CERS will be used, which 
may lead to more depressive symptoms. Hence, in our 
second aim we examined the mediating role of the total 
score of maladaptive CERS in the relationship between 
cybervictimisation and depressive symptoms. In our third 
objective, we explored whether the direct and indirect 
relationship between cybervictimisation and depressive 
symptoms via maladaptive CERS would be much weaker 
for adolescents with higher levels of gratitude. According 
to the broaden-and-build model (Fredrickson, 1998) and 
previous evidence of the buffering role of gratitude on 
negative impact as a consequence of stressful situations 
(Deichert et al., 2019; Rey et al., 2019), we wanted to 
examine whether gratitude may play a moderator role 
in the relationship between cybervictimisation and 
depressive symptoms. Likewise, due to the fact that a more 
frequent use of maladaptive CERS is related to an increase 
in negative affect and depressive symptoms (Balzarotti 
et  al., 2016; Ray-Yol et  al., 2020), it is tentatively 
assumed that gratitude might have a potential buffering 
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role on depressive symptoms in those adolescents who 
make more frequent use of maladaptive CERS to cope 
with cybervictimisation. Finally, following the coping 
hypothesis (Wood et al., 2007) and the role of gratitude 
in favouring a better coping with difficult situations, 
decreasing the frequency of the use of less-adaptive 
strategies (H. Liang et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2019), we 
wanted to explore whether gratitude could interact with 
cybervictimisation on maladaptive CERS (see Fig. 1). 
Therefore, the following hypotheses were proposed:

(1)	 Positive and significant correlations will be found 
between cybervictimisation, maladaptive CERS and 
depressive symptoms; in contrast, these correlations 
will be negative and significant between gratitude and 
the other three study variables.

(2)	 The total score of maladaptive CERS will mediate the 
linkage between cybervictimisation and depressive 
symptoms.

(3)	 Gratitude will moderate the direct and indirect relation-
ships in the cybervictimisation–depressive symptoms 
linkage via maladaptive CERS.

Method

Participants

The total sample of this study was 1225 participants, but the 
final sample comprised 1156 adolescents (54.33% females, 
one participant did not report their sex) between 12 and 
18 years old (Mage = 13.78, SD = 1.33) (three participants 
did not report their age). The data of 69 participants were 
eliminated because they did not complete at least 80% of 
the items of each questionnaire (this is a requirement of 
the expectation-maximisation (EM) imputation algorithm). 
The majority of the sample were Spanish (1122 adolescents, 
97.06%). A total of 12 participants (1.03%) did not report 
their nationality. The remaining 23 adolescents (1.91%) 
were from African (.26%), Central and South American 
(.78%), Asian (.17%), and other European (.70%) countries. 

The sample were collected from five education centres in 
southern Spain. The study grades were 7th (25.95%), 8th 
(27.16%), 9th (22.32%), and 10th (24.57%).

Measures

Socio‑Demographic Data

Some socio-demographic data, such as sex, age, study grade, 
and nationality were requested from every participant.

Cybervictimisation

The European Cyberbullying Intervention Project Question-
naire (ECIPQ) subscale of cyberbullying victimisation was 
used (Del Rey et al., 2015). This comprises 11 items measur-
ing the frequency of cyberbullying behaviour suffered during 
the last two months. Each item is answered on a Likert-type 
format with five options ranging from 0 (never to more) to 4 
(more times a week). We used the Spanish version providing 
good psychometric properties (α = .97 for cybervictimisation 
subscale) (Ortega-Ruiz et al., 2016). In the present study, the 
reliability for this subscale was .85.

Gratitude

The Gratitude Questionnaire (GQ) (McCullough et  al., 
2002) was used to measure the disposition to be grateful. 
Adolescents answered each item with a seven-point Likert-
type format ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally 
agree). In this study, we used the five-item Spanish version 
for adolescents, which had adequate indexes of reliability 
for this population (α = .74 and α = .77 for two different ado-
lescent samples) (Rey et al., 2018). In the current study, the 
reliability was .77.

Maladaptive Cognitive Emotion Regulation Strategies

The Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ) 
(Garnefski et al., 2002) is a questionnaire comprising 36 

Fig. 1   The proposed model of 
moderated mediation
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items, which measures nine cognitive strategies to cope 
with negative events. In this study, the subscales of rumi-
nation, catastrophising, self-blame, and other-blame were 
used. Each item was answered using a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always). We used 
the Spanish version for adolescents, which obtained good 
psychometric properties (the range of internal consist-
ency indexes for these four subscales was from .62 to .73) 
(Chamizo-Nieto et al., 2020). In this study, we considered 
the total punctuation of maladaptive strategies (i.e. first, the 
scores obtained from the four subscales are added together. 
Later, that result is divided by four). In this study, the Cron-
bach’s α of the total punctuation of maladaptive strategies 
was .80.

Depressive Symptoms

The Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scales (DASS) subscale 
of depression was used (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). This 
subscale comprises seven items assessing the frequency of 
depressive symptomatology during the last week. Adoles-
cents answered each item using a four-point Likert-type for-
mat ranging from 0 (did not apply to me at all) to 3 (applied 
to me very much or most of the time). The Spanish ver-
sion, which had adequate reliability index for this subscale 
(α = .84), was used in this study (Bados et al., 2005). In the 
present study, the Cronbach’s α of this subscale was .90.

Procedure

The procedure consisted of filling out a paper-pencil bat-
tery of questionnaires by adolescents as part of a larger 
project, endorsed by the Ethical Committee of University 
of Malaga (62-2016-H) and in accordance with the Decla-
ration of Helsinki (2013). A total of 12 education centres 
from the Andalusian region were contacted to participate in 
this project, with an acceptance rate of 41.67% (five educa-
tion centres of the province of Malaga). The directors of 
these five centres were informed about the purposes and 
the process of the study and signed a written informed con-
sent. Every centre notified and informed students’ parents, 
who signed a written informed consent (in four centres) or 
gave a passive consent (i.e. they did not clearly refuse to 
their adolescent participating in the study) (in one centre). 

A written informed consent is not necessary for underage 
participants. All adolescents collaborated in a voluntary and 
anonymous way in the study. No personal or identifying data 
were requested. The battery of questionnaires was adminis-
tered in class groups in a tutorial action hour. Two members 
of the research team were introduced, gave the material to 
every student who could and wanted to participate, provided 
some instructions, and responded to any questions.

Data Analysis Procedures

Data analyses were obtained using SPSS v23 and PROCESS 
macro (Hayes, 2018). First, the missing item values were 
imputed using the expectation-maximisation (EM) imputa-
tion algorithm with SPSS v23, which is an appropriate and 
widely applied procedure (J. Liang & Bentler, 2004). Sub-
sequently, Cronbach’s α, descriptive statistics, and correla-
tion between the study variables were calculated. Secondly, 
mediation analyses were performed by PROCESS macro 
(Model 4) (Hayes, 2018) to examine whether the overall of 
maladaptive CERS mediated the relationship between cyber-
victimisation and depressive symptoms. Later, we explored 
the moderating role of gratitude on the relationships among 
cybervictimisation, maladaptive CERS and depressive 
symptoms (Model 59) (Hayes, 2018). Age and sex (coded 1 
for males and 2 for females) were included as covariates and 
mean-centred variables were used in all analyses.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Cronbach’s α, means, standard deviations and Pearson’s 
correlations between variables are shown in Table 1. Low 
levels were reported in cybervictimisation and depressive 
symptoms, while these levels were moderate and high in 
maladaptive CERS and gratitude, respectively. Further-
more, we obtained adequate reliability indexes from every 
measure and significant correlations between variables, as 
we expected. Cybervictimisation, maladaptive CERS, and 
depressive symptoms had positive relationships with each 
other, whereas gratitude was negatively associated with 
them.

Table 1   Descriptive statistics, 
internal consistency, and 
correlations among variables

Notes. SD = Standard deviation, CERS = Cognitive emotion regulation strategies. * p < .05, ** p < .01

α Mean SD Min-Max 1 2 3 4

1. Cybervictimisation .85 0.25 0.41 0–4 –
2. Maladaptive CERS .80 2.67 0.63 1–5 .18** –
3. Depressive symptoms .90 0.70 0.77 0–3 .35** .45** –
4. Gratitude .77 5.66 1.14 1–7 −.20** −.06* −.35** –
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Mediation Analysis

As can be seen in Table 2, the mediation analysis showed 
significant positive effects of cybervictimisation on mala-
daptive CERS (B = .29, p < .001) and of maladaptive CERS 
on depressive symptoms (B = .49, p < .001). Regarding the 
influence of cybervictimisation on depressive symptoms, a 
direct effect (B = .48, p < .001) and a total effect (B = .62, 
p < .001) were found. Furthermore, cybervictimisation 
reported a significant indirect effect on depressive symptoms 
through maladaptive CERS (B = .14, 95% CI: .10 to .18).

Moderated Mediation Analysis

We explored whether gratitude had a potential buffering role 
on the relationship between cybervictimisation, maladap-
tive CERS and depressive symptoms (see Fig. 1; Model 59) 
(Hayes, 2018). Therefore, we analysed the moderating role 
of gratitude on the direct relationship (path: cybervictimisa-
tion–depressive symptoms), between cybervictimisation and 
maladaptive CERS (path a), and between maladaptive CERS 
and depressive symptoms (path b). Hayes (2018) pointed 
out that the moderated mediation was established if either 
paths a or b, or both paths were moderated by gratitude. 
Moreover, the moderating role of gratitude was analysed 
in the indirect relationship between cybervictimisation and 
depressive symptoms via maladaptive CERS (see Table 3).

Neither the direct relationship (cybervictimisa-
tion–depressive symptoms) nor path a (cybervictimisa-
tion–maladaptive CERS) were moderated by gratitude 
(B = .06, p > .05; and B = .01, p > .05, respectively). In 
contrast, the significant relationship between maladaptive 
CERS and depressive symptoms (path b) was moderated 
by gratitude (B = −.05, 95% CI: −.095 to −.003, p < .05). 
Gratitude was divided into three categories: low (Mean – 1 
Standard deviation), medium and high (Mean + 1 Standard 
deviation). As can be seen in Fig. 2, the positive relation 
between maladaptive CERS and depressive symptoms was 
significant at high (B = .42, 95% CI: .33 to .50, p < .001), 
medium (B = .48, 95% CI: .41 to .53, p < .001) and low 
(B = .53, 95% CI: .45 to .60, p < .001) levels of gratitude. 
Moreover, the indirect relationship between cybervictimi-
sation and depressive symptoms throughout maladaptive 

CERS was moderated by gratitude, this being the indirect 
effect for adolescents with high (indirect effect = .12, 95% 
CI: −.06 to −.20), medium (indirect effect = .13, 95% CI: .09 
to .18) and low (indirect effect = .14, 95% CI: −.09 to −.21) 
levels of gratitude.

Discussion

In the present study, we wanted to deepen our understand-
ing of the mediation and moderation mechanisms implied 
in the relation between cybervictimisation and depression. 
To date, this is the first study analysing the mediator role of 
the overall maladaptive strategies and the moderator role of 
gratitude in cyberbullying context.

Regarding our first hypothesis, the results obtained con-
firm it. Likewise, the significant correlations found between 
the four variables of the study (i.e. cybervictimisation, mala-
daptive CERS, depressive symptoms, and gratitude) were 
in line with other studies (e.g. Estévez et al., 2019; Kaniuka 
et al., 2020; Ray-Yol et al., 2020; Rey et al., 2019, 2020). 
Therefore, our results suggest that experiencing a highly 
stressful situation, such as cyberbullying, was related to 
more depressive symptomatology and a more frequent use of 
less-adaptive strategies (e.g. rumination, emphasising nega-
tive experiences or considering oneself to blame for one’s 
situation), which makes a more adaptive coping strategy for 
cyberbullying more difficult. Furthermore, we found that 
adolescents tending to use less-adaptive strategies to face 
cybervictimisation was associated with a greater develop-
ment of depressive symptoms. In contrast, reporting more 
awareness and appreciation of positive things in life was 
related to suffering fewer cyberbullying behaviours, scoring 
lower levels of psychological maladjustment, and a lower 
frequency of choosing less-adaptive strategies that make the 
management of negative experiences difficult.

The findings of the mediation analysis corroborate our 
second hypothesis. Thus, the indirect relation between 
cybervictimisation and depressive symptoms via maladap-
tive CERS was supported, in accordance with previous 
research (Rey et al., 2020; Stikkelbroek et al., 2016; Yan 
et al., 2015), and expanding previous knowledge about the 
development of internalising problems as consequences of 

Table 2   Results of mediation 
analysis

Notes. IV = Independent variable, M = Mediator, DV = Dependent variable; a = Effect of IV on M; b = Effect 
of M on DV; c’ = Direct effect; c-c’ = Indirect effect; CI = Confidence interval, SE = Standard error, 
CV = Cybervictimisation, MCERS = Maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies, DS = Depressive 
symptoms. *** p < .001

IV M DV a b c’ c-c’ 95% CI

b SE b SE b SE b SE lower-upper

CV DS .48*** .05 .14 .02
MCERS .29*** .44 .49*** .03 .097–.182
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Table 3   Results of moderator 
mediation analysis

Notes.  Me = Mediator, Co = Covariable, IV = Independent variable, Mo = Moderator, DV = Dependent 
variable, CERS = Cognitive emotion regulation strategies, SE = Standard error, CI = Confidence interval. * 
p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

Coefficient SE ΔR2 95% CI
lower to upper

Me = Maladaptive CERS R2 = .042; F (5, 1147) = 10.160***
Constant .027 .200 −.365 to .420
Sex (Co) .112** .037 .040 to .184
Age (Co) −.015 .014 −.042 to .013
Cybervictimisation (IV) .280*** .050 .182 to .378
Gratitude (Mo) −.016 .016 −.048 to .017
Cybervictimisation x Gratitude .006 .033 −.060 to .071
DV = Depressive symptoms R2 = .377; F (7, 1145) = 99.123***
Constant −.128 .197 −.515 to .259
Sex (Co) .191*** .036 .120 to .263
Age (Co) .039** .014 .012 to .066
Cybervictimisation (IV) .418*** .050 .320 to .516
Maladaptive CERS (Me) .471*** .029 .414 to .528
Gratitude (Mo) −.191*** .016 −.223 to −.160
Cybervictimisation x Gratitude .062 .034 −.004 to .128
Maladaptive CERS x Gratitude −.049* .024 .002* −.095 to −.003
Conditional indirect effect of cybervictimisation on depressive symptoms via maladaptive CERS at levels 

of gratitude
Effect Boot SE Boot 95% CI

lower to upper
Low gratitude .144 .030 .091 to .207
Medium gratitude .132 .025 .086 to .184
High gratitude .119 .035 .056 to .195

Fig. 2   The moderating role 
of gratitude on the relation 
between maladaptive cognitive 
emotion regulation strategies 
and depressive symptoms. *** 
p < .001
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stressful situations. According to Folkman et al.’s stress and 
coping theory (1986), our findings suggest the importance 
that maladaptive CERS may have in providing a deeper 
understanding of the linkage between cybervictimisation and 
depressive symptoms. Thus, cybervictimisation is a stressful 
situation that may lead to a greater vulnerability in victims 
because of its characteristics that differ from face-to-face 
aggressions, such as a wider audience or a greater perma-
nency of harmful content in the cyberspace (Deschamps & 
McNutt, 2016; Sticca & Perren, 2013). This greater vulner-
ability in victims (e.g. higher levels of negative emotions or 
lower levels of self-concept; Camerini et al., 2020; Estévez 
et al., 2019) may favour the use of maladaptive strategies, 
such as rumination or self-blame, to manage these situations 
and their emotions (e.g. Maji et al., 2016; Potard et al., 2021; 
Rey et al., 2020). Moreover, previous literature shows how 
a more frequent use of ruminative processes or a greater 
tendency to blame oneself for negative situations that have 
occurred may lead to worse psychological adjustment (e.g. 
developing depressive symptoms or decreasing the levels 
of well-being) (Balzarotti et al., 2016; Ray-Yol et al., 2020). 
Therefore, our results provide evidence on the mediating 
role of maladaptive CERS in the linkage between cyber-
victimisation and depressive symptoms. Although further 
research is necessary to deepen the understanding of the 
linkage between these two complex phenomena (i.e. cyber-
victimisation and depressive symptoms), this study con-
tributes to showing the importance and consequences on 
psychological adjustment that the use of specific coping 
strategies may have in a cyberbullying context.

Considering our third hypothesis, the results of the mod-
erated mediation analysis were partially confirmed. Contrary 
to previous research (Deichert et al., 2019; Rey et al., 2019), 
gratitude did not buffer the direct relationship between 
cybervictimisation and depressive symptoms. Several pos-
sible explanations might be considered in this regard. On the 
one hand, due to the fact that suffering cybervictimisation 
may lead to more severe negative impact on mental health 
in comparison to face-to-face aggressions (Deschamps & 
McNutt, 2016; Sticca & Perren, 2013), it is possible that 
the role of gratitude is not enough by itself, and that other 
factors and resources have a more direct influence in mitigat-
ing the consequences of cybervictimisation on mental health 
(e.g. perceived social support; Li et al., 2018). On the other 
hand, considering Deichert et al.’s findings (2019), who 
report that only an aspect of gratitude (i.e. the appreciation 
for others) mitigated depressive symptoms caused by stress-
ful events, it might be that only some aspects of gratitude 
may buffer the direct association between cybervictimisation 
and depressive symptoms. Therefore, future studies would 
be necessary to examine in more depth these assumptions.

Nevertheless, gratitude did moderate the indirect rela-
tion between cybervictimisation and depressive symptoms 

via maladaptive CERS. Specifically, our results suggest 
that those adolescents with higher levels of gratitude will 
develop fewer depressive symptoms as a consequence of a 
more frequent use of maladaptive CERS to cope with cyber-
victimisation. Even though Wood et al.’s coping hypothesis 
(2007) and previous research (H. Liang et al., 2020; Sun 
et al., 2019) pointed out grateful people tend to use more 
adaptive strategies and fewer maladaptive strategies to face 
stressful situations, we did not find a potential buffering 
role of gratitude in the linkage between cybervictimisation 
and maladaptive CERS. One possible explanation for this 
could be that in a highly stressful situation, such as suf-
fering cybervictimisation, gratitude is not enough to miti-
gate the tendency to use maladaptive CERS at first, but it 
does have a moderating role on the negative consequences 
of their use. According to Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build 
model of positive emotions (1998), gratitude might foster a 
broader view of these experiences and facilitate the building 
of resources, and it could also ‘undo the after effects of nega-
tive emotions’ (Fredrickson, 1998, p. 314). So, once some 
strategies have been used to manage the negative impact 
as a result of cybervictimisation, a greater awareness and 
appreciation of positive aspects of life might help to consider 
other resources to cope with this situation in a more adaptive 
way, preventing more severe consequences (e.g. the develop-
ment of depressive symptoms). Thus, our findings provide 
some evidence of the potential protective role of gratitude 
on psychological adjustment in adolescents suffering cyber-
victimisation. Nevertheless, further research is necessary to 
analyse and corroborate these aspects, as well as to be able 
to deepen the understanding of the role of gratitude in cyber-
bullying context.

Limitations

The current study presents several limitations that should 
be considered in the interpretation of the findings. Since 
our sample was collected from a specific geographical area 
of Spain, the generalisation of our results to adolescents 
belonging to other regions and countries is restricted. Like-
wise, we examined some variables implied in the relation 
between cybervictimisation and depressive symptoms in 
a non-clinical adolescent sample. Therefore, it would be 
interesting if these findings could be confirmed in a more 
heterogeneous sample spanning other regions and coun-
tries. Given that this study was designed in a cross-sectional 
way, performing longitudinal studies would be necessary 
to confirm whether this moderated mediation model should 
be maintained over months or even years and go in more 
depth into the knowledge of the relationship between suffer-
ing cybervictimisation and the development of depression 
in adolescents. Furthermore, future studies could consider 
examining the influence and interactions of other personal, 



Current Psychology	

1 3

social, and family factors (e.g. personal resources, social 
support, or socio-economic status, among others), which 
help one to understand the mechanisms implied, improv-
ing the prevention of negative consequences of cyberbully-
ing. Finally, we utilised self-report measures to assess the 
study variables. Although these instruments reported good 
reliability indexes, a response bias might have occurred. 
Therefore, using other informants (e.g. family or teachers), 
in addition to other measures and assessment methods could 
help one to understand and broaden the complexity of under-
standing cyberbullying.

Implications

Even though this study has some limitations, our findings 
have important implications. From a theoretical standpoint, 
the results of this study extend our limited understanding of 
the complex relation between cyberbullying and depression, 
delving into mechanisms implied in fostering the develop-
ment of depressive symptoms by those suffering cybervic-
timisation and which personal resources or strengths help to 
buffer that impact. Moreover, the analysis of the combined 
usage of maladaptive CERS will allow one to advance to a 
more realistic and complete understanding of coping strate-
gies in cyberbullying contexts and their consequences, tak-
ing into account that people do not use one single strategy to 
manage difficult situations and considering what Garnefski 
et al. (2001) pointed out about the importance of examining 
the combination of various strategies to study depression.

From a practical standpoint, these findings point to the 
necessity of including training of more adaptive strategies 
in education programmes, which facilitate a better coping in 
adolescents, mitigating the negative consequences caused by 
suffering from cyberbullying behaviours. In addition, these 
outcomes highlight the beneficial consequences on psychol-
ogy adjustment of being a grateful person in this population, 
especially in those adolescents who report more difficulty in 
managing cybervictimisation. Therefore, the development of 
gratitude in combination with the training of coping strate-
gies may improve prevention programmes for cyberbullying. 
Since not everyone applies the same tools nor has a good 
development of adaptive strategies, receiving and expressing 
gratitude may help to reduce and buffer the psychological 
distress in those adolescents who tend to use less-adaptive 
strategies to cope with this problem.

Conclusion

Taking into account the negative impact of cyberbullying 
on adolescents’ psychological adjustment, and the necessity 
for delving into the mechanisms involved between cybervic-
timisation and depression, this study has presented evidence 

about the protective role of some personal resources. Our 
findings suggest the importance of developing and train-
ing strategies in education programmes to facilitate a better 
coping with aggressions suffered in cyberspace and through 
electronic devices. Thus, the negative impact could be buff-
ered and mitigated, improving adolescents’ health through 
a better management of this stressful situation. Moreover, 
this study provides evidence about the potential protective 
and buffering role of the development of gratitude against 
the depressive symptoms of suffering cyberaggression. So, 
future studies are necessary to further investigate the ben-
eficial consequences of being a grateful person in these situ-
ations, hitherto a neglected topic, in order to help to com-
plement and to improve the current programmes against 
cyberbullying.
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