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Abstract
Young people worldwide use social media. Besides the benefits, such as communication, entertainment, or social support, 
users also have to deal with negative incidents, such as cyberbullying and its serious consequences. One key factor in mitigat-
ing cyberbullying is empathy. Therefore, we developed an empathy training for adolescents which is led by a virtual learning 
companion in a social media-like environment and includes direct conversations between the user and the virtual learning 
companion as well as a video explicating the concept of empathy. This empathy training shall contribute to decreasing users’ 
bullying intentions and increasing their empathy. Since previous research shows that social media use and cyberbullying are 
linked to country-specific factors, we evaluated the empathy training in a cross-national experimental study with N = 332 
participants from Brazil, Germany, Italy, and Spain. Data were collected via surveys during workshops in schools. Among 
others, participants answered questions regarding their cyberbullying intentions, levels of cognitive and affective empathy, 
intentions to help a victim of cyberbullying, and perceived support of the measure. Results show neither decreased bully-
ing intentions nor increased empathy after empathy training. However, cross-national differences were found. Participants’ 
intentions to bully were significantly higher in Spain and Brazil than in Germany. Furthermore, in the current study, cognitive 
and affective empathy was significantly higher in the Italian sample than in the German sample. Possibilities for improving 
the empathy training and the role of cross-national differences are discussed.

Keywords  Empathy training · Social media · Cyberbullying · Adolescents · Virtual learning companion · Cross-national 
study

Introduction

People all over the world use the Internet and social media 
in particular. Recent EU data revealed that almost two thirds 
of 27,609 surveyed people aged 15 years and older use the 
Internet daily. Nevertheless, there are differences in the spe-
cific duration of use and online activities between countries. 
A look at the individual countries shows, for instance, that in 
Brazil, the Internet penetration was 66% in 2018, with 62% 
of people using social media (Hootsuite, 2018). The per-
centage of daily Internet use by people over the age of 15 is 
82% in Italy, 79% in Spain, and 77% in Germany (European 
Commission, 2020).

Overall, the use of the Internet and social media is par-
ticularly widespread among young people: 98% of ado-
lescents in the EU, aged between 15 and 24 years, use the 
Internet daily, while 96% of them also use their smartphones 
daily (European Commission, 2020). On social media, users 
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communicate with friends, family, and/or strangers; present 
themselves; and search for information or entertainment 
(Bayer et al., 2020; Trepte, 2021). This can yield many pos-
itive outcomes like gathering social support, maintaining 
friendships, being entertained or informed (Liu et al., 2018; 
Seo et al., 2016). However, many (young) users also have to 
deal with challenges such as cyberbullying on social media 
(Newall et al., 2018).

Cyberbullying has been addressed and defined from dif-
ferent perspectives (see Fulantelli et al., 2022). Most defini-
tions of cyberbullying have in common that a perpetrator has 
the intention to (repeatedly) harm a victim, that there is an 
imbalance of power between victim and perpetrator, and that 
it takes place via digital devices, e.g., smartphones (Field, 
2018; Fulantelli et al., 2022; Garett et al., 2016; Vismara 
et al., 2022). Oftentimes, it is spread via social media plat-
forms and messenger services such as WhatsApp, Instagram, 
or Facebook/Meta.

Addressing cyberbullying is extremely relevant since it 
is globally widespread among adolescents. According to 
recent reports, one in three children worldwide has been 
bullied during the last month (Armitage, 2021). Also, a 
study conducted with 11,687 parents and their children from 
10 different countries revealed that parents perceive more 
violent episodes among children (Laubenthal, 2022). Strik-
ingly, 51% of parents worldwide state that the perpetrators of 
cyberbullying incidents involving their children were class-
mates (Ipsos, 2023). But again, we need to take into account 
the specific dynamics in the various countries and look at 
individual statistics. According to a survey of 2001 young 
people aged between 14 and 17 in Germany, for instance, 
59% of respondents had already experienced cyberbullying 
(BARMER, 2022). Another survey of 2100 adolescents aged 
12 to 19 living in Germany revealed that 38% of respondents 
have already been bullied via smartphone by someone from 
their own circle of acquaintances (Mpfs, 2020). In Italy, 35% 
of 906 surveyed social media users between the ages of 11 
and 19 stated that they had been involved in cyberbully-
ing in the last 4 months (Sorrentino et al., 2018). In Spain, 
the prevalence of cyberbullying is slightly lower than in 
Germany and Italy, namely, at 25% (Zych et al., 2016). For 
Brazil, only few statistics on cyberbullying are available. 
However, one survey revealed that in 2018, 29% of parents 
reported that their children have been involved in cyberbul-
lying (while 14% of parents from Germany, 12% from Italy, 
and only 9% from Spain reported their children had been 
involved in cyberbullying; Bhushan Dhiraj, 2018). However, 
not all parents recognize when their children are involved 
in cyberbullying; thus, the numbers need to be viewed with 
caution. Interestingly, according to a survey by TIC Kids 
Online (2023), 81% of 2704 surveyed participants in Brazil 
aged between 11 and 17 state that it is true or very true that 
they are able to recognize when someone is bullied.

Consequences of cyberbullying are severe as, for example, 
63% of 467 surveyed adolescents in German schools stated 
that they took drugs or drank alcohol after they had been 
bullied, 50% thought about suicide, and 30% state that they 
still suffer from cyberbullying after a long time (BgC, 2023). 
Despite the intensive use of social media and its potential neg-
ative consequences, no sophisticated measures have yet been 
developed to combat cyberbullying and to strengthen users’ 
self-protection skills (Armitage, 2022; Vismara et al., 2022).

One key factor for reducing cyberbullying is empathy. Basi-
cally, empathy is a reaction “of one individual to the observed 
experiences of another” (Davis, 1983, p. 113). In many realms, 
empathy has been introduced as a relevant aspect for improved 
social interaction, well-being, and problem-solving (e.g., 
Lunen, 2023; Wilantika et al., 2022). Furthermore, empirical 
studies have shown the relevance of empathy and resilience 
particularly in the context of cyberbullying and cybervic-
timization (Batmaz et al., 2022; Wong et al., 2014). Batmaz 
et al. (2023), for example, found that empathy and resilience 
mitigate the negative effects of cyberbullying on cybervictimi-
zation. Therefore, they conclude that intervention measures 
should increase people’s resilience and empathy to dimin-
ish cybervictimization. In line with this, Mehari et al. (2023) 
found that cognitive empathy leads to lower cyberbullying 
perpetration. Following this line of research, we argue that 
increasing empathy can help to reduce cyberbullying on social 
media. We have therefore developed a digital training that aims 
to increase users’ empathy. It consists of interactions with a 
virtual learning companion (VLC) and a video explaining 
empathy, targeted toward children and adolescents. However, 
as the reported empirical findings and statistics from several 
surveys show, Internet use and cyberbullying occurrences dif-
fer between countries. Among other things, this can be due to 
different norms and learned behaviors that are specific to social 
rules in certain countries or social contexts (Hofstede, 1991; 
Hofstede et al., 2010). According to Hofstede et al. (2010), cul-
tural differences can be rooted in culture-specific values, ritu-
als, heroes, or symbols that determine behaviors and actions. 
Therefore, the impact of an empathy training may vary for par-
ticipants from different countries and social contexts as well. 
Consequently, we tested this empathy training with school 
children aged from 11 to 17 by means of a cross-national study 
in Brazil, Germany, Italy, and Spain. Building on our results, 
we derive practical implications for future approaches facing 
the challenge of combating cyberbullying on social media.

Cyberbullying on Social Media

Cyberbullying is a predominant topic when it comes to 
the impact of social media. As already stated, perpetra-
tors of cyberbullying have the intention to (repeatedly) 
harm their victims, mostly via social media (Field, 2018; 
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Fulantelli et al., 2022; Garett et al., 2016; Vismara et al., 
2022). Tokunaga (2010) describes cyberbullying as “any 
behavior performed through electronic or digital media 
by individuals or groups that repeatedly communicates 
hostile or aggressive messages intended to inflict harm or 
discomfort on others” (p. 278). Cyberbullying can occur 
as harassment (e.g., being offensive or rude to others), 
sexting (e.g., sharing intimate photos of others without 
permission), flaming (e.g., vulgar and angry language in 
online conversations), cyber stalking (e.g., misusing private 
information from others to stalk them), impersonation (e.g., 
manipulating pictures or texts of others), or trickery (e.g., 
tricking someone to get and share personal information; 
Alim, 2016; Willard, 2007). Variables related to the inten-
tion to engage in cyberbullying are, for instance, low cogni-
tive empathy (Ang & Goh, 2010), positive attitudes toward 
bullying (Barlett et al., 2019), or encouraging behavior by 
others who support the perpetrator (Barlińska et al., 2018). 
The severity of cyberbullying and the relevance of social 
support was, for instance, revealed in a study by Kim et al. 
(2019). They found that being a victim of cyberbullying is 
related to a high risk of suicide. However, social connect-
edness and support in school were identified as variables 
that can diminish the positive relation between cybervic-
timization and the risk of suicide. Based on a systematic 
literature review, Fulantelli et al. (2022) also found that 
cyberbullying negatively affects victims’ well-being and 
their emotional states. Strengthening and improving social 
ties with families and friends (e.g., through mutual emo-
tional awareness) could be one possible tool for coping 
with cyberbullying. In sum, the investigations by Kim et al. 
(2019) and Fulantelli et al. (2022) point to the significant 
role of social ties in order to prevent severe consequences 
of cyberbullying. Furthermore, social ties are relevant for 
experiencing and expanding empathy.

In some cases, victims of cyberbullying can become per-
petrators themselves (Sorrentiono et al., 2023; Ybarra et al., 
2004). The transition from a victim to a perpetrator can be 
based on desperation or limited knowledge about opportu-
nities to defend oneself. When a victim becomes a perpe-
trator, a toxic cycle is set in motion that must be broken to 
avoid long-term threats to social media users. Consequently, 
all users but particularly (prior or future) perpetrators and 
bystanders (i.e., those who witness but not intervene in a 
cyberbullying scenario) should be aware of the severe con-
sequences of cyberbullying and learn to empathize with vic-
tims suffering from it. Therefore, it is necessary to increase 
users’ ability to take another person’s perspective and under-
stand the other person’s feelings and pain. Since perspective-
taking is a part of empathy (Sherman et al., 2020; Strayer 
& Roberts, 1989), taking another’s perspective should, over 
time, contribute to empathic behavior.

Cross‑national Differences in Cyberbullying 
on Social Media

Research to date shows differences in cyberbullying behav-
ior and the perceived severity of cyberbullying incidents 
depending on the country in which people are surveyed. 
Thus, an intervention measure such as the empathy train-
ing could be successful in different ways in different coun-
tries or contexts. In the following, we will therefore report 
and compare empirical results from various countries with 
a particular focus on Brazil, Germany, Italy, and Spain.

A cross-national study on cyberbullying based on over-
weight and obesity with 8785 students from Germany, 
Greece, Iceland, the Netherlands, Romania, Poland, and 
Spain, aged from 14 to 17 years revealed that especially 
in Germany, there was a significant positive relation 
between overweight and becoming a victim of cyberbul-
lying (Sergentanis et al., 2021). Data from Spain did not 
show significant relationships. Furthermore, data from 
the same study revealed that the prevalence of cyberbul-
lying victimization was higher in Germany (25.5%) than 
in Spain (13.0%). Sergentanis et al. (2021) conclude that 
the differences between the countries could be due to dif-
ferent perceptions and norms. Cosma et al. (2022), who 
compared gender differences in bullying behavior among 
200,423 children aged 11 to 15 years from 46 different 
countries, also found cross-national differences in involve-
ment in bullying behavior according to gender. More spe-
cifically, the analyses showed that societal gender inequal-
ity is related to gender differences in bullying behavior. 
According to Cosma et  al. (2022), this underlines the 
relevance of an ecological perspective on bullying. Atha-
nasiou et al. (2018) come to similar conclusions based on 
their cross-national evaluation of cyberbullying and cyber-
victimization among 12,372 adolescents aged between 14 
and 17 years in seven different countries. They state that 
cyberbullying is related to county-specific factors, which 
need more attention in research. In their study, they found 
the lowest rate of cybervictimization for the sample from 
Spain (13.3%), while for Germany, the rate was the third 
highest of the overall sample (23.4%, directly behind 
Greece with 26.8% and Romania with 37.3%; Athanasiou 
et al., 2018). Sorrentino et al. (2019) also evaluated cyber-
bullying and cybervictimization across different countries, 
namely, Bulgaria, Cyprus, France, Greece, Hungary, Italy, 
Poland, and Spain. In their analysis with an overall sam-
ple of 4847 students aged between 7 and 19 years, they 
found that Spain was the country with least cyberbullying 
occurrences (while in Bulgaria, cyberbullying was most 
prevalent). Interestingly, the Spanish participants in their 
study had not only the highest rates of daily social media 
use but also the lowest rates of cyberbullying. The authors 
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assume that prevention programs in Spain are already hav-
ing an effect (Sorrentino et al., 2019). Overall, Sorren-
tino et al. (2019) conclude their cross-national study by 
emphasizing the need for more cross-national research. 
They state that studies on cyberbullying should be con-
ducted in different countries using the same methods in 
order to “understand differences in outcomes that are not 
due to methodological factors” (p. 74). In a cross-national 
study on the perceived severity of cyberbullying scenarios 
based on perceived power imbalance, intention, anonym-
ity, and repetition, Palladino et al. (2017) compared esti-
mations of 1964 students aged from 12 to 20 years from 
Estonia, Italy, Germany, and Turkey. Interestingly, percep-
tions from German participants differed from the percep-
tions from participants from Italy in terms of anonymity 
and intention related to a cyberbullying scenario: German 
participants were more concerned with matters of ano-
nymity (e.g., when it was not clear who the sender of a 
harmful message was) than participants from Italy. Ital-
ian participants were more alarmed about intentionality 
(e.g., when a person was harmed intentionally) than par-
ticipants from Germany. In a longitudinal study with 333 
adolescents in Italy, aged from 10 to 16 years, Sorrentino 
et al. (2023) investigated individual and contextual factors 
related to cyberbullying and cybervictimization. In their 
study, participants were surveyed two times during 1 year 
(with a 6-month time interval). It was revealed that male 
participants, those involved in bullying at school, with low 
awareness of online risks, and surprisingly those with high 
affective (but not cognitive) empathy were associated with 
more cyberbullying behavior. The authors argue that the 
unexpected positive relationship between affective empa-
thy and cyberbullying might be grounded in the fact that 
“(…) students reported higher capability to access victims’ 
emotions to use them to take pleasure in others’ pain.” 
(p. 9). However, in a systematic meta-analysis based on 
53 empirical reports from different countries including 
Italy and Spain, Zych et al. (2019) identified eight studies 
specifically focusing on pure perpetrators, i.e., those who 
have not been a victim so far. Based on these eight stud-
ies, Zych et al. (2019) revealed that pure perpetrators had 
significantly lower levels of empathy than non-perpetrators 
(Zych et al., 2019). Consequently, the level of empathy 
can differ between pure perpetrators and those who may 
have been involved in cyberbullying as both victims and 
perpetrators. Sorrentino et al. (2023) used the taxonomy 
of cyberbullying and cybervictimization, and it is not clear 
whether participants scoring high on this scale were only 
perpetrators or have been a victim in the past as well.

While there is reasonable research on cyberbullying in 
Germany, Italy, and Spain, there is less research on this 
phenomenon in Brazil. Wendt et  al. (2018) addressed 
this lack of research and evaluated cyberbullying and 

cybervictimization among 454 Brazilian adolescents with 
a mean age of 14 years. They found that cyberaggression 
and cybervictimization were positively related to depression, 
and users involved in cyberaggression showed lower levels 
in self-esteem (Wendt et al., 2018). However, based on a 
systematic literature review of research on cyberbullying in 
Brazil, Oliveira and Pereira (2019) also concluded that there 
is a lack of research with Brazilian samples. They found 
only four studies that met their search criteria that reported 
findings on cyberbullying in Brazil. In order to close this 
research gap, we included a Brazilian sample in our analysis. 
Furthermore, to our knowledge, there is no other study on 
cyberbullying prevention across Brazil, Germany, Italy, and 
Spain. We address this gap and present results of an empiri-
cal study on the impact of an empathy training conducted in 
these four different countries. What exactly empathy is and 
how empathy was intended to be raised by prior approaches 
will be reported in the following.

The Role of Empathy in the Context 
of Cyberbullying

Empathy is an important individual, motivational, and social 
variable (Cuff et al., 2016). Davis (1983, p. 113) defines 
empathy as “reactions of one individual to the observed 
experiences of another.” Originally, empathy is a Greek 
term and means “passion.” It is about empathizing with 
others, understanding their emotions and about being able 
to classify individual actions and behavior correctly (Clark, 
1980; Lazarus, 1994). Since empathy involves the ability to 
perceive the feelings of others and to imagine why some-
one feels and behaves in a certain way, empathic behavior 
can improve interpersonal social relationships. In the health 
care sector, for instance, several researchers stress the role 
of empathy in medical education for better relationships 
between patient and physician and improved treatment of 
diseases (Fragkos et al., 2020; Lunen, 2023). Lunen (2023) 
introduced the “Model of Empathetic Development by Lit-
erature” which states that reading and engaging in stories 
about empathy could be a promising measure to increase 
people’s sense of belonging, self-reflection abilities, and 
finally empathy. Empathy has also been shown to be a rel-
evant factor in reducing cyberbullying on social media (e.g., 
Ang & Goh, 2010; Schultze-Krumbholz & Scheithauer, 
2009; Zhao et al., 2023). Wilantika et al. (2022) found that 
students with higher empathy and self-esteem engaged less 
in cyberbullying. As a consequence, the authors stress the 
potential of increasing empathy for reducing cyberbullying 
(Wilantika et al., 2022).

Empathy comprises a cognitive (i.e., understanding oth-
ers’ emotions) as well as an affective (i.e., feeling others’ 
emotions) dimension (Davis, 1983; Zych et al., 2019). Even 
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in young children, it is possible to recognize expressions of 
cognitive and affective empathy as a study conducted in an 
Italian preschool revealed: Cognitive and affective empathy 
was negatively related to hostile behavior of 219 partici-
pants aged between 3 and 6 years (Belacchi & Farina, 2012). 
Cognitive empathy is also described as perspective-taking 
and requires mental effort and cognitive motivation (Davis, 
1980; Decety, 2007). If an individual (e.g., a perpetrator) 
manages to take the perspective of another person (e.g., a 
victim), the individual should be able to reflect on the con-
sequences of their actions in a cyberbullying scenario. This 
perspective-taking by a perpetrator can help to reconsider 
decisions and behaviors that led to the victim’s feelings and 
to act differently in the future. Lee and Shin (2017) found, 
for instance, that cognitive empathy helped to reduce cyber-
bullying activities by perpetrators. However, oftentimes peo-
ple do not have the skills, cognitive capacity, or motivation 
to actively put themselves in the perspective of others. Thus, 
it is important to support people in their cognitive empathy 
skills. Affective empathy requires less cognitive effort and 
motivation. Since affective empathy arises from our bio-
logical roots, we can argue that every person should at least 
have the preconditions for experiencing empathy. Affective 
empathy is activated automatically when being confronted 
with an affective state of others (Barlińska et al., 2018). Over 
time, the automatic affective reactions are partly replaced 
by more cognitive and thoughtful actions, allowing for the 
development of cognitive empathy (Barlińska et al., 2018; 
Hoffman, 2008). In a study on the relations between empathy 
and bullying based on 529 participants aged between 10 and 
15 years living in Italy, Ciucci and Baroncelli (2014) found 
that uncaring adolescents have low affective empathy and 
that affective empathy negatively predicts bullying behavior.

Affective and cognitive empathy reflect two different per-
spectives of empathy, namely, the trait-perspective and the 
state-perspective (Cuff et al., 2016). Considering empathy 
as a trait entails the assumption that it is rather stable and 
not easy to change (as is the case for affective empathy). 
Understanding empathy as a state allows for more flexibility 
and the possibility to enhance people’s empathy. In line with 
this, and although both dimensions (affective and cognitive 
empathy) are important for sensitizing involved people in 
a bullying situation for the emotional state of the victim, 
previous research shows more promising results when focus-
ing on cognitive empathy—since this can be learned. For 
instance, Barlińska et al. (2018) revealed that activating cog-
nitive empathy can increase the probability of intervening in 
a cyberbullying scenario. In their study, the cyberbullying 
scenario was displayed by a short video in which a victim of 
cyberbullying told her story. Only participants in the experi-
mental condition (compared to the control condition) saw 
this video. After watching the video, participants were asked 
to indicate how the victim felt (e.g., ashamed or anxious). 

Thereby, cognitive empathy was activated because partici-
pants had to take the perspective of the victim (Barlińska 
et al., 2018). Afterwards, all participants were confronted 
with a message containing cyberbullying and asked to 
either report (intervening) or share the message with 
friends (reinforcing the perpetrator). The intention to help 
the victim (reporting the message) was significantly higher 
when cognitive control was activated (in the experimental 
group) compared to when it was not activated (Barlińska 
et al., 2018). However, not only the dimension of empathy 
is important but also contextual variables. Research so far 
has shown that the level of experienced empathy can vary 
across situations or regarding the severity of the cyberbully-
ing incidence. For instance, Wang (2021) demonstrated that 
individuals experienced more empathy in highly severe situ-
ations than in less severe situations. Furthermore, empathy 
can increase the intention to publicly intervene and help the 
victim (Van Cleemput et al., 2014; Wang, 2021). Whitford 
and Emerson (2019) also indicated that an empathy interven-
tion in terms of reading and engaging with personal experi-
ences with racism by students can help to decrease biases 
and stereotypes of (White) pre-service teachers toward 
Black students. Since stereotypes are one reason for cyber-
bullying, such interventions might decrease cyberbullying 
as well. Taylor et al. (2019) analyzed the effectiveness of 
“empathy nudges” and social transparency on social media. 
Their studies indicate a positive impact of empathy nudges, 
that is, replacing the usual comment box prompt displayed 
when replying to a post (“write a comment”) with a prompt 
focusing on the feelings of a person who is being bullied by 
another person (“how is [person] feeling?”). Social transpar-
ency was implemented by a “view notification,” telling the 
individual (i.e., the participant in the study) that the person 
who is being bullied was notified that the individual saw the 
post and the negative comments (Taylor et al., 2019). This 
might increase social pressure or the individual’s sense of 
responsibility. The authors found an indirect effect of social 
transparency on increased perceived accountability, medi-
ated through self-presentation concerns (Taylor et al., 2019). 
The self-presentation concerns are relevant in this situation 
because it can shed a negative light on the individual who 
read the offending comments but did not intervene. From our 
perspective, however, intrinsic motivation that comes from 
empathic concern should be the more enduring approach 
than reliance on perceived social pressure, which may also 
diminish over time. Users can intervene directly or indi-
rectly. Direct activities can be publicly stopping the perpe-
trator, standing up for the victim, or activating other users 
to help the victim. Indirect activities can include reporting a 
post (Wang, 2021). Wang (2021) concludes that it is impor-
tant to train bystanders’ empathy in order to convert them 
to “upstanders” and decrease cyberbullying occurrences. 
Going one step further, we argue that it is not only important 
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to train empathy of bystanders but also of past, current, and 
future perpetrators and even of so far non-involved persons. 
Raising people’s awareness for the role of empathy and train-
ing adolescents’ empathy skills can be a promising tool for 
reducing cyberbullying. Furthermore, the reported studies 
demonstrate that empathy can positively affect social sup-
port, and the other way around, users who are receiving 
social support also show increased empathy (e.g., Qin et al., 
2022). Thus, there might be a positive reinforcing effect for 
social support and empathy which can contribute to elimi-
nating cyberbullying in the long term.

Empathy Training by a Virtual Learning 
Companion

Based on a comprehensive meta-analysis of the effects of 
various empathy trainings, van Berkhout and Malouff (2015) 
concluded that empathy trainings can be effective and that 
more research should be conducted on the relevance and 
impact of empathy trainings. In their analysis, they took 
into account studies that focused not only on the education 
of children or adolescents but also on university students, 
teachers, and health practitioners. Significant effects were 
found particularly for empathy trainings targeted to univer-
sity students and health professionals aimed at increasing 
cognitive and behavioral empathy, and by using objective 
outcome measures for assessing users’ empathy in terms of 
understanding, feeling, and adequately reacting to the emo-
tions of those affected (van Berkhout & Malouff, 2015). 
Although the authors could identify many positive effects 
of the evaluated studies on empathy trainings, they call for 
further research focusing on other participants than univer-
sity students and health practitioners (e.g., children) and 
considering approaches focusing on both, behavioral and 
cognitive empathy (van Berkhout & Malouff, 2015). We fol-
low this call and evaluate a self-developed empathy training 
for children and adolescents.

The empathy training in the current study consists of an 
interaction with a VLC through a messaging application, 
an example of cyberbullying in terms of a meme in which 
a person is exposed (as an example for “impersonation,” 
i.e., manipulating pictures or texts of others), and a video 
on the definition of empathy (see “Procedure”). Generally, 
a VLC can be displayed as a digital illustration of a smiley, 
a pet, or a human (among others) and is meant to help a 
user by giving advice, providing information, or sensitizing 
for certain content (e.g., through digital nudges or “boost-
ing”; Hertwig & Grüne-Yanoff, 2017). The VLC in the 
current empathy training is visualized as a robot dog called 
“Tutxi” (see “Procedure”). The specialty of a VLC is that 
it appears like a knowledgeable friend or peer instead of 
appearing as an expert, as it is also the case for the VLC in 

the current study. This is important because a paternalistic 
or censoring approach would violate the autonomy of users 
and possibly reduce their motivation. The VLC can also 
serve as a role model for prosocial behavior. Role models 
are important for learning and adapting behaviors as they 
can provide inspiration and guidance (Bak, 2019; Bandura, 
1976). Prior studies already revealed the effectiveness of 
VLCs in various settings (e.g., Grivokostopoulou et al., 
2018; Pezzullo et al., 2017; Woolf et al., 2010; Wu et al., 
2012). For instance, a pedagogical learning agent provid-
ing motivational feedback to students within an intelligent 
tutoring system was able to improve affective outcomes 
from students and to reduce their frustration and level of 
anxiety related to educational content (Woolf et al., 2010). 
Current approaches also reveal the advantages of virtual 
companions within 3D environments. For instance, Gri-
vokostopoulou et al. (2018) showed that a pedagogical 
agent within a virtual reality had a positive impact on 
users’ learning experience, engagement, and knowledge. 
Success factors for the positive effect of VLC’s are a low 
level of distraction from the actual task or experience, a 
certain level of entertainment, understandable language 
and instructions, and a positive appealing appearance. All 
these factors have been considered in the process of devel-
oping and implementing the VLC and the whole interaction 
between the user and the VLC in the current study.

Preliminary Conclusion and Hypotheses

Cyberbullying is a major problem for young social media 
users, coming along with several severe consequences 
(e.g., BgC, 2023; Kim et al., 2019; Fulantelli et al., 2022). 
Empathy is a relevant factor for understanding and feeling 
the severity of negative consequences for victims and can 
be considered as a key component for reducing cyberbully-
ing (e.g., van Berkhout & Malouff, 2015). Virtual learning 
companions can help to raise awareness or empower users 
(e.g., Grivokostopoulou et al., 2018; Woolf et al., 2010), 
for instance, regarding cyberbullying. However, cyber-
bullying prevalence and the potential susceptibility to an 
empathy training may differ between individuals from dif-
ferent countries. We assume that an empathy training con-
ducted by a VLC can contribute to increase users’ empathy 
and reduce their intention to become a perpetrator in the 
future. Furthermore, we ask whether this effect differs for 
participants from Brazil, Germany, Italy, and Spain. In 
line with these arguments and prior research, we derive 
the following hypotheses and research questions:

H1: After taking part in empathy training, adolescents 
show fewer cyberbullying intentions than before.
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RQ1: Do the cyberbullying intentions after taking part in 
empathy training differ for participants from Brazil, Ger-
many, Italy, and Spain?
H2: After taking part in empathy training, adolescents show 
a higher empathy index compared to adolescents not taking 
part in empathy training.
RQ2: Does the empathy index after taking part in empathy train-
ing differ for participants from Brazil, Germany, Italy, and Spain?
H3: Adolescents taking part in empathy training show 
higher levels of cognitive empathy compared to adolescents 
not taking part in empathy training.
RQ3: Do the levels of cognitive empathy after taking part 
in empathy training differ for participants from Brazil, Ger-
many, Italy, and Spain?

Although research revealed that particularly cognitive empa-
thy can be influenced by intervention measures, whereas affec-
tive empathy is rather difficult to influence (e.g., Barlińska et al., 
2018), we are also interested in whether our empathy training 
might be effective for increasing affective empathy compared to 
prior interventions in prior research. We therefore ask:

RQ4: Do adolescents taking part in empathy training show 
higher levels of affective empathy compared to adolescents 
not taking part in empathy training?
RQ5: Do the levels of affective empathy after taking part in 
empathy training differ for participants from Brazil, Ger-
many, Italy, and Spain?

 Finally, our empathy training aims to reduce cyberbullying 
and promote empathic helping behavior. Therefore, we derive 
these final hypotheses and research questions:

H4: Adolescents taking part in empathy training show 
higher intentions to help a victim compared to adolescents 
not taking part in empathy training.
RQ6: Do the intentions to help a victim after taking part in 
empathy training differ for participants from Brazil, Ger-
many, Italy, and Spain?
H5: Adolescents taking part in empathy training show less 
intentions to reinforce a perpetrator compared to adoles-
cents not taking part in empathy training.
RQ7: Do the intentions to reinforce a perpetrator after tak-
ing part in empathy training differ for participants from 
Brazil, Germany, Italy, and Spain?

Method

Empathy Training

In the following, we describe the platform in which the 
empathy training took place, the VLC which guided the 

empathy training, and the procedure of the whole study 
that was conducted as part of workshops and included the 
empathy training. All elements of the empathy training are 
self-developed and have been pre-tested.

Platform and VLC   The VLC appeared on a social media-
like platform which is based on a simplified version of the 
so-called Instareal platform that has been introduced by 
(Theophilou et al., 2024). By focusing on a narrative scripts 
approach (e.g., Hernández-Leo et al., 2021), the platform 
provided students with authentic opportunities of social 
media education enhanced with storytelling techniques 
delivered within a chat interface (see Fig. 1). More pre-
cisely, the VLC was embedded within a self-created mes-
senger environment which is similar to commonly known 
messenger services like WhatsApp and displayed as a profile 
picture of a robot dog. The VLC worked based on scripted 
dialogues with predefined answer options for most ques-
tions. However, open-ended questions were included as well, 
requiring students to formulate their own responses. The 
VLC was accessible to students through a web browser and 
was designed as a partly responsive website, ensuring that it 
could be accessed across various devices, including tablets, 
monitors, and mobile phones.

Procedure  The procedure involved two sets of question-
naires (one before the interaction with the VLC and one 
afterwards), the interaction with the VLC including watch-
ing and talking about a video defining empathy, and being 
confronted with a meme depicting a cyberbullying scenario. 
After introduction and comprehensive briefing (see “Com-
pliance with Ethical Standards”), participants started with 
a first set of questionnaires. Thereby, they were asked about 

Fig. 1   Screenshot of the VLC chat interface. Note. This screenshot 
stems from the Spanish empathy training. The girl is asking “And 
why is empathy important?” Within the interface, students can inter-
act with different types of media (video, text, gifs, etc.) and provide 
closed or open-ended answers to questions posed by the VLC
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sociodemographic variables (age, gender, country), social 
media use, and bullying experiences as perpetrators (see 
“Measures”). Subsequently, they initiated the interaction 
with the VLC “Tutxi.”

During the interaction with the VLC, participants were 
at first asked welcome questions like how they felt. Ani-
mated GIFs of pets were integrated in order to provide a 
relaxed and positive atmosphere and to align to the typi-
cal social media experience. In addition, they were asked 
whether they would like to help the VLC “Tutxi” with a 
mission. This mission involved watching a video that either 
explained empathy (EG) or more generally addressed social 
media (CG). The division of the groups into control and 
experimental groups was randomly conducted before the 
workshops and was applied classroom-wide. Both groups 
received a similar workshop structure, with an exception on 
the material they received (see Fig. 2 for the study design).

The empathy video (EG) was one integral part of the 
empathy training. In this video, empathy was elucidated 
through an example, highlighting the key aspects of its 
definition (e.g., “Empathy involves the ability to perceive 
the feelings of others and to imagine why someone feels 
and behaves in a certain way”). As an example, we have 
used the scenario in which a friend’s dog “Buddy” has died 
and oneself is sad for the friend. This educational compo-
nent (i.e., defining and explaining empathy by means of 
an example) shall contribute to the cognitive dimension 

of empathy and increase the overall effectiveness of the 
empathy training. The social media video (CG) informed 
about critical aspects of social media (e.g., “Through fre-
quent use of social media, we have become used to see-
ing the “perfect life”). After watching either the empathy 
video (EG) or the social media video (CG), the mission 
with the VLC “Tutxi” continued. First of all, the VLC 
posed a control question about the content in the videos to 
identify whether participants paid attention to the content. 
Afterwards, participants in the EG were asked whether 
they knew what empathy is beforehand, and participants 
in the CG were asked to define empathy by themselves. As 
a next step of the mission, the VLC showed a meme dis-
playing a bullying scenario to participants and asked them 
about their impression. The meme displayed a female stu-
dent’s legs underneath a table in school with toilet paper 
sticking on her shoe showing the text “If you are wonder-
ing why it stinks near her” (see Fig. 3). In the EG, as part 
of the empathy training, the VLC asked participants to put 
themselves in the situation of the person in the picture and 
think about how they would feel in her place. This serves 
as a method for triggering cognitive empathy and is part 
of the empathy training. Additionally, participants were 
asked to indicate whether they have seen a meme like this 
in their personal social media feeds before. Students in 
the CG were only asked whether they already observed 
something like this before. In order to evaluate whether 
participants understood that the meme displayed a kind of 

Fig. 2   The study design
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cyberbullying, there was an open question asking “Do you 
know a term that could describe this situation?” which had 
to be answered by participants of both groups.

After the interaction with the VLC, participants were 
directed to the second set of questionnaires in which they 
were asked about their affective and cognitive empathy, 
about their future intention to bully, their behavioral inten-
tions to either help the victim displayed in the meme or 
reinforce the perpetrator (i.e., the creator of the meme).

Measures

In the following, all measures considered in the present 
study are listed. All scales that measure latent variables 
are valid instruments that have been adopted from previ-
ous studies. Reliability is indicated by Cronbach’s Alpha 
values (α), which refer to the current sample. As the study 
is part of a larger project, there were more questions and 
tasks during the workshops. An overview of all measures 
used beyond the current study and further publications 
based on the overall data set can be found on OSF: https://​
osf.​io/​xp3gt/.

Sociodemographic Variables  Participants were asked about 
their basic sociodemographic variables age (in years) and 
gender (male/female/divers/no answer).

Social Media Use  Participants were asked to indicate their 
social media usage for the most common social media plat-
forms Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, YouTube, 

WhatsApp, or “Other” on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 = never to 5 = very often.

Cyberbullying Intentions   To investigate participants’ gen-
eral tendency to bully other users, we implemented the 
“European Cyberbullying Intervention Project Questionnaire 
(ECIPQ)” by Herrera-López et al. (2017). Since we hypoth-
esized that adolescents show fewer bullying intentions after 
the intervention (i.e., the empathy training), we used this 
questionnaire twice. For this reason, the items used before 
the intervention were reformulated to present tense and after 
the intervention to future tense, e.g., “I [will] threaten some-
one through texts or online messages”. Participants were 
asked to respond on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 
0 = never to 4 = several times per week. Since we had to 
remove two items due to incorrect data, the questionnaire 
comprised nine items both times instead of the original 11 
(αbefore intervention = .76, αafter intervention = .88).

Empathy Index   We measured participants’ perceptions of 
the victim (i.e., the person depicted in the meme) and their 
own feelings when viewing the meme using a scale from 
Vannini et al. (2011). They were asked:, “What do you think, 
how does the victim feel?” and “How do you feel when you 
think about the victim’s situation?” both using five items, 
namely, fearful, sad, angry, happy, and aggressive. Partici-
pants agreed or disagreed on a 4-point scale ranging from 
1 = not at all to 4 = very strongly. The matches of emotions 
for self and victim were summed up and resulted in an empa-
thy index with a maximum of five (matches in all five emo-
tions) and a minimum of zero (no matches).

Cognitive Empathy   Cognitive empathy was assessed by the 
perspective taking scale by Davis (1980), consisting of seven 
items (e.g., “Before criticizing somebody, I try to imagine 
how I would feel if I were in their place.”) on a 5-point-
Likert scale ranging from 1 = does not describe me well to 
5 = describes me very well (α = .60).

Affective Empathy   For assessing participants’ affective 
empathy, we asked them to indicate whether seven specific 
statements describe them on a 5-point-Likert Scale ranging 
from 1 = does not describe me well to 5 = describes me very 
well (Davis, 1980; α = .60), for instance “Sometimes I don’t 
feel sorry for other people when they are having problems.”

Intention to Help the Victim  Investigating users’ intention to 
help a victim of a cyberbullying attack, we displayed a meme 
as an example of bullying to participants and asked them 
about their behavioral intentions related to this meme (see 
Fig. 3). Therefore, we considered a scale by Bastiaensens 
et al. (2014) consisting of five items, asking for behavioral 
intentions on a 7-point-Likert scale ranging from 1 = I would 

Fig. 3   Meme displaying a female student’s legs underneath a table in 
school with toilet paper sticking on her shoe showing the text “if you 
are wondering why it stinks near her”

https://osf.io/xp3gt/
https://osf.io/xp3gt/
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definitely not do this to 7 = I would definitely do this (e.g., 
“Reporting the cyberbullying incident to someone who can 
help”; α = .81).

Intention to Reinforce the Perpetrator   Participants’ inten-
tion to reinforce a perpetrator was measured with a scale 
by Bastiaensens et al. (2014) as well, asking for behavioral 
intentions with three items (also, after seeing the meme) on 
a 7-point-Likert scale ranging from 1 = I would definitely 
not do this to 7 = I would definitely do this (e.g., “Telling the 
bully you think it is funny”; α = .61).

Manipulation Check    To ensure that adolescents in the 
experimental group watched the video explaining empathy 
carefully, they were asked to remember the name of the dog 
in the empathy video, which was “Buddy.”

Perceived Support  In order to find out whether participants 
in the EG perceived the video explaining empathy as helpful, 
they were asked to answer the statement “I hope you found 
the video helpful” by choosing one of the following options: 
It was okay/yes, it helped me to understand empathy/not really.

Sample

In all countries, we contacted several schools and organiza-
tions to inform them about our research and to ask about 
their willingness and resources to participate in our studies. 
Finally, the workshop was conducted in several classes at 
five different public schools (one in each country, except in 
Spain, where there were two). The collection of data took 
place from November 2022 to April 2023. Overall, N = 408 
adolescents participated in our studies. After data clean-
ing and removing invalid cases, we had a final sample of 
N = 332 adolescents (n = 54 in Brazil, n = 104 in Germany, 
n = 77 in Italy, n = 97 in Spain). The EG consisted of n = 172, 
and the CG of n = 160 participants. Participants were aged 
between 11 and 17 years (M = 13.63, SD = 1.97), of whom 
n = 165 were female, n = 161 male, n = 5 divers/non-binary, 
and n = 1 did not specify their gender. All participants were 
social media users. Most frequently, they used WhatsApp 
(M = 4.44, SD = 0.84), followed by YouTube (M = 3.85, 
SD = 1.04), Instagram (M = 3.09, SD = 1.60), TikTok 
(M = 2.90, SD = 1.60), and Snapchat (M = 2.12, SD = 1.40). 
Less prominent were Twitter/X (M = 1.60, SD = 1.06) and 
Facebook/Meta (M = 1.32, SD = 0.77). A comprehensive 
collection of all descriptive values for each country can be 
found in Table 1 and Table 2.

Compliance with Ethical Standards

Participating schools, teachers, parents, or legal guard-
ians were fully informed about the aim and procedure of 

data collection and agreed on all conditions. Parents or 
legal guardians gave informed consent that their children 
are allowed to participate in our activities. Participants 
themselves gave informed consent as well. The study was 
approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Duis-
burg-Essen (2211SPSV9832) and is in accordance with the 
Declaration of Helsinki. Before starting the procedure, the 
researchers in each country introduced themselves to each 
class and gave students an overview of the workshop and 
activities. Participants were briefed about anonymity and 
data protection details, and they were informed that they 
participate voluntarily and can cancel their participation 
at any time without anticipating negative consequences. In 
addition, they were provided with an anonymized individual 
code for participation which would be important if parents 
or legal guardians decided to delete data from their children 
after data collection without identifying the child. Partici-
pants received no incentives.

Results

In the following, we will report the results of our analyses 
which focus on the comparison between the experimental 
groups (EG and CG), potential changes in users’ intentions 
after the empathy training, and the comparison between the 
four countries included in our study. Overall, participants 
rated the workshop experience positively. Furthermore, 82 
participants (47.7%) from the EG perceived the video within 
the empathy training as helpful in understanding empathy, 
while 77 participants (44.8%) found it “okay.” Only 13 
(7.5%) adolescents felt the video was not really helpful.

Hypotheses Testing

Intention to Bully  Contrary to expectations stated in 
H1, a paired-samples t-test with data only from the EG 
revealed no significant change in adolescents’ cyberbul-
lying intentions after taking part in the empathy train-
ing, t(171) = 0.92, p = .358 (Mpre = 0.41, SDpre = 0.49; 
Mpost = 0.37, SDpost = 0.59). Therefore, H1 needs to be 
rejected. With RQ1, we asked whether the cyberbullying 
intentions after empathy training differ for participants in the 
EG from Brazil, Germany, Italy, and Spain. The calculated 
ANOVA revealed significant differences, F(3,168) = 7.78, 
p < .001. In particular, the intention to bully differed for 
participants between Spain (M = 0.53, SD = 0.73) and Ger-
many (M = 0.13, SD = 0.21, p = .002), and between Brazil 
(M = 0.69, SD = 0.49) and Germany (p < .001).

Differences Between Experimental Group and Control 
Group  To examine whether adolescents taking part in 
empathy training show a higher empathy index (H2), more 
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cognitive empathy (H3), more affective empathy (RQ4), 
higher intention to help the victim (H4), and lower intention 
to reinforce the perpetrator (H5) compared to adolescents not 
taking part in empathy training, a multivariate analysis of 
variance was conducted. However, there were no significant 
differences between the EG and the CG, F(5, 326) = 0.94, 
p = .867, Wilks’ Λ = .99, partial η2 = .01 (for mean values 
and standard deviation of all groups, see Table 2). Therefore, 
we must reject H2, H3, RQ4, H4, and H5.

Differences Between Countries  In order to answer our 
research questions which asked whether the empathy index 
(RQ2), cognitive empathy (RQ3), affective empathy (RQ5), 
intention to help the victim (RQ6), and the intention to 
reinforce the bully (RQ7) differ between participants from 
Brazil, Germany, Italy, and Spain, we again conducted a 
multivariate analysis of variance. The analysis revealed 
a significant multivariate model, F(15, 894.823) = 1.82, 
p = .028, Wilks’ Λ = .92, partial η2 = .03 with signifi-
cant differences between countries for affective empathy, 
F(3,328) = 3.44, p = .017, partial η2 = .03, and marginal sig-
nificant differences for cognitive empathy, F(3,328) = 2.64, 
p = .050, partial η2 = .02. The post hoc test revealed that 
there was higher affective empathy for Italian adolescents 
(M = 3.74, SD = 0.59) than for adolescents from the Ger-
man sample (M = 3.44, SD = 0.67, p = .020). Furthermore, 
adolescents from the Italian sample had significantly higher 
cognitive empathy (M = 3.31, SD = 0.64) than adolescents 
from the German sample (M = 3.03, SD = 0.65; p = .043). 
When only considering the EG, the overall model was not 
significant, F(15,435.133) = 1.37, p = .160, Wilks’ Λ = .89, 
ηp2 = .40. However, between-subject effects and post hoc 
analyses indicate that cognitive empathy was higher in 
the EG with adolescents from Italy (M = 3.38, SD = 0.65) 
than from Germany (M = 3.00, SD = 0.57; F(3,168) = 3.04, 
p = .031, partial η2 = .051). For mean values and standard 
deviation of all countries, please refer to Table 2.

Discussion and Implications for Practice

The aim of this cross-national study was to evaluate the 
effectiveness of a self-developed empathy training guided 
by a VLC for adolescents from different countries. This 
empathy training is intended to sensitize young people to 
cyberbullying and its consequences. In the long term, the 
empathy training should help to reduce cyberbullying inten-
tions and activities on social media. Although the results 
do not allow us to conclude that the empathy training in its 
current form is successful in significantly changing bullying 
intentions, most participants evaluated the empathy train-
ing and the video on the definition of empathy in particular 
positively. Moreover, we found some interesting differences 

in dependent variables between countries. In the following, 
we will elaborate on why we still believe that empathy can 
be the key to reducing cyberbullying (intentions), present 
opportunities for improving the empathy training, and focus 
on the cross-national differences found in this study by 
deriving six key messages.

Empathy is important for taking the perspective of oth-
ers and understanding others’ emotions or pain (e.g., Cuff 
et al., 2016; Lazarus, 1994). Therefore, empathy is pivotal 
for addressing and reducing cyberbullying: If people are able 
to put themselves in the position of another person who is 
suffering from the consequences of cyberbullying, they can 
most likely understand the pain of the person who is suffer-
ing. This should make people want to help that person, or 
at least, not to bully the person (anymore). Since cognitive 
empathy can be learned and prior studies revealed that cog-
nitive empathy can help to diminish cyberbullying activities 
by perpetrators or increase the likelihood to help victims 
(e.g., Barlińska et al., 2018; Lee & Shin, 2017; Mehari 
et al., 2023), training (cognitive) empathy seems to be a 
promising way to combat cyberbullying on social media. 
However, in our study, participants did not show fewer bul-
lying intentions, no higher intentions to help a victim, and 
no higher empathy index after the empathy training than 
before (H1, H2, H4). Also, neither cognitive nor affective 
empathy differed between adolescents who took the empa-
thy training and those who did not (H3, RQ4). One reason 
for this could be that the empathy training was only car-
ried out once, but it takes more time to internalize what 
has been learned. In some cases, it is also not enough to be 
informed about a topic and hypothetically take the other per-
son’s perspective. Instead, “learning-by-doing” (Thompson, 
2010) or model-based learning in a social context (e.g., Bak, 
2019; Bandura, 1976) can be more promising. Therefore, 
our first two key messages are that a successful empathy 
training should be (1) conducted repeatedly and (2) include 
real-life examples and practical mediation situations. As 
this is not always possible, we have developed the current 
empathy training under the guidance of a VLC, which can 
partly serve as a role model, as a starting point and as one 
of several tools that should probably go hand in hand. In 
addition to that, changes in intention and behavior do not 
only depend on knowledge or emotion but also on perceived 
control and personal attitudes, among others (Ajzen, 1991; 
Barlett et al., 2019; Pabian & Vandebosch, 2014). Thus, the 
empathy training might have helped participants to under-
stand what empathy is and to empathize with the victim in 
the example. However, our third key message is that (3) in 
order to change intentions and actual behavior in the long-
term, the expected prosocial behavior must be consistent 
with their attitudes, and adolescents must feel that they are 
able to control the situation by themselves (Ajzen, 1991). 
If they believe that their action (e.g., standing up for the 
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victim, see Wang, 2021) has no influence, they would not 
behave in a helping way. Likewise, if someone thinks that 
stopping bullying would not release the victim because oth-
ers would continue to bully, they would probably not stop. 
Therefore, as our fourth key message summarizes, it is not 
only important to repeat and deepen the empathy training but 
also (4) to make clear the possible change in the situation if 
an individual changes their behavior. This would train cog-
nitive empathy and also strengthen adolescents’ perceived 
control and thereby their perceived impact on the situation. 
The empathy training from the current study can therefore 
be the first step and expanded by more model-based learning 
elements, repetition, and a focus on other variables that are 
relevant for behavioral change such as perceived control (see 
Ajzen, 1991). Previous research also revealed that the sever-
ity of a cyberbullying incident is decisive for the intention 
to intervene (e.g., Wang, 2021) and that perceived severity 
differs between adolescents from different countries (Palla-
dino et al., 2017). In the current study, we chose a pre-tested 
semi-severe example (a meme depicting a girl at school with 
toilet paper stuck to her shoe), in order to not cause too much 
mental stress in the partly relatively young participants of 
our study. Consequently, we are challenged by an ethical 
dilemma here. While the ethical perspective was adequately 
addressed by the not overly severe example, the evaluation 
of the effectiveness of the empathy training may have suf-
fered from this approach. In their real lives, young people are 
often confronted with more serious cyberbullying incidents, 
which could be the reason for the low perceived severity in 
this example and the lack of intention to intervene.

Analyses revealed significant differences in participants’ 
cyberbullying intentions after empathy training (RQ1), 
cognitive empathy (RQ3), and affective empathy (RQ5) 
depending on the country in which they are living. In par-
ticular, we found that participants’ intention to bully was 
significantly higher in Spain and Brazil than in Germany. 
This seems to contradict the findings by Sorrentino et al. 
(2019) who found relatively low rates of cyberbullying for 
Spanish children despite high social media usage rates. 
Furthermore, in the current study cognitive and affective 
empathy was significantly higher in the Italian sample than 
in the German sample. These differences may be based on 
country-specific norms or severity perceptions (see Hofst-
ede et al., 2010; Palladino et al., 2017; Sergentanis et al., 
2021). Social concepts and the associated behavior (e.g., 
helping or bullying behavior) can vary depending on the 
social context in which an individual grows up (Hofstede, 
1991; Hofstede et al., 2010). Furthermore, empathy is not 
only a trait but is also shaped by the environment and can 
be learned and influenced (see Cuff et al., 2016). Thus, the 
pre-condition to bully or help another person (e.g., the level 
of empathy) might be influenced by cultural and societal 
norms internalized during childhood and adolescence. For 

some people, it may be more important to take care of oth-
ers and protect a sense of solidarity and cohesion (e.g., in 
collectivistic cultures) than for others who rate individual 
well-being and success as more important (e.g., in indi-
vidualistic cultures, see Hofstede, 1991). This might also 
be one of several reasons for differences in empathy and 
bullying behaviors between countries. However, we did not 
systematically differentiate between collectivistic and indi-
vidualistic countries, thus we can only speculate about the 
reasons for differences in our data set. Therefore, we state 
with our fifth key message, that (5) future studies should 
consider cultural variables to shed more light on the reasons 
for the greater or lesser effectiveness of an empathy training 
for participants from different countries. As Cosma et al. 
(2022) already concluded, it is important to consider differ-
ent patterns and pre-conditions in different environments. 
These environments do not necessarily have to be different 
countries but could be any social context with norms related 
to specific groups or categories. However, as it would not be 
very sustainable to develop a complete empathy training for 
every country or social context, we suggest with our sixth 
key message that (6) a basic measure should be offered that 
can be extended with some specific tools so that it is possible 
to adapt the empathy training to different conditions and 
requirements (e.g., depending on age, culture, experiences, 
individual characteristics, role of the bystander, and role of 
the perpetrator). Overall, we provide a valuable approach by 
evaluating a measure to reduce cyberbullying intentions by 
means of increasing empathy with a cross-national sample. 
With our key messages, we pave the way for an even more 
sophisticated empathy training.

Limitations

The present study also comes with some limitations. First 
of all, we observed relatively low cyberbullying inten-
tions already before the empathy training across all coun-
tries. Therefore, most students in the current sample were 
not the typical perpetrators who need to be sensitized or 
whose intentions need to be completely changed. Future 
studies should also focus on samples with participants who 
already engaged in cyberbullying or whose intentions are 
rather high. Furthermore, data collection primarily took 
place in classes, so it was no one-to-one workshop. Instead, 
participants were surrounded by classmates which might 
have caused distraction. Moreover, it is possible that par-
ticipants did not have the confidence to answer honestly due 
to peer-pressure of the social context. Another limitation is 
that the sample size varies from country to country. This is 
due to different response rates and capacities. Future stud-
ies should guarantee approximately equal sample sizes for 
all subsamples in order to enable a better comparison. It is 
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also advisable to analyze a larger overall sample. Since we 
did not formulate specific criteria for the socio-demographic 
variables of our sample, there was no systematic selection 
of a representative sample. For example, although we had 
an equal distribution of male and female participants, our 
sample is not representative of students of other genders. In 
addition, we did not ask about nationality, but formed sub-
samples based on the country in which the students live. 
Regarding the measures, the reliability values for cognitive 
and affective empathy as well as the intention to reinforce 
the perpetrator were rather low and could not be significantly 
increased by excluding items from the scales. Therefore, our 
results need to be interpreted with caution. Finally, we did 
not evaluate the effectiveness of the empathy training by 
means of a long-term study. Future research is needed to 
conduct long term studies with enhanced empathy training 
(e.g., by focusing more strongly on real-life examples and 
increasing perceived control of individuals). Overall, the 
empathy training presented in this study can be considered 
as a starting point for developing interventions to reduce 
cyberbullying intentions in adolescents from different social 
contexts.

Future Research Directions

 Summarizing our key messages, we suggest the following 
future research directions. Future empathy trainings should 
be provided repeatedly and its success should be evaluated 
by means of long-term studies capturing changes in inten-
tions, empathy, and also in behavior over time (key message 
1). Future approaches should also take into account even 
more explicit model-based learning with varying real-life 
examples. These examples could be derived by asking stu-
dents about their own experiences with cyberbullying and 
its perceived severity (key message 2). Furthermore, future 
research should consider approaches that emphasize the 
potential change in the situation when a person changes their 
behavior to train cognitive empathy and increase the per-
ceived control and influence on the situation (key message 
4). This could be implemented by offering empathy training 
in the form of an app that can be installed on adolescents’ 
smartphones and used independently in critical situations in 
which they are confronted with cyberbullying. The app must 
therefore be based on algorithms and a rule-based system 
that is able to process the cyberbullying incident and provide 
appropriate feedback and suggestions for action. Different 
patterns and conditions in different environments need to be 
taken into account (key message 5). In line with this, and in 
order to take a sustainable approach, we propose to develop 
a basic empathy training that can be extended with specific 
tools so that it is possible to adapt the intervention to differ-
ent social and cultural contexts (key message 6). A
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