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Abstract 
Electronic aggressions, also known as cyberbullying is becoming more prevalent among 

Nigerian youths.  This follows the continuous rise in the Internet access and usage. This 

study investigated the motivations for electronic aggression among young people from 

the perspectives of undergraduates in six selected Nigerian universities. Focus Group 

Discussions were held with the respondents to find out the motivating factors behind 

cyberbullying perpetration by bullies.  The data were analyzed thematically. The 

discussants justified the action of the youth who engaged in electronic aggression in 

different ways but mostly attributing negative motivations and selfish reasons. 

Consequently, closer interaction, counselling and reorientation of young people by the 

family and educational institutions were recommended as some of the viable solutions to 

curbing the harmful motivations. 
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Introduction  

Among the negative tendencies of the Internet is its being used to carry out electronic aggression by 

individual users. David-Ferdon & Hertz (2009) describe electronic aggression as any kind of aggression 

perpetrated through technology, any type of harassment or bullying (teasing, telling lies, making fun of 

someone, making rude or mean comments, spreading rumors, or making threatening or aggressive 

comments) that occurs through e-mail, a chat room, instant messaging, a website or sent through cell 

phones. All these are attributes of cyberbullying.  

 

Cyberbullying, which is bullying through electronic means, is carried out mainly through the 

Internet using electronic gadgets and software. Most of the features of physical bullying could also be 

found in cyberbullying. Finkelhor, Mitchel and Wolak (2000) describe cyberbullying as online 

harassment which is in form of threats or other offensive behavior (not sexual solicitation) sent online to 

the youth or posted online about the youth for others to see. Patchin and Hinduja (2006) define it as 

“willful and repeated harm inflicted through the medium of electronic text” (p. 152). According to Li 

(2008), it is “bullying via electronic communication tools such as e-mail, cell phone, personal digital 

assistant (PDA), instant messaging, at the World Wide Web” (p. 224). Price and Dalgleish (2010) state 

that “cyberbullying is the collective label used to define forms of bullying that use electronic means such 

as the Internet and mobile phones to aggressively and intentionally harm someone. Like other forms of 

bullying, cyberbullying typically involves repeated behavior and a power imbalance between aggressor 

and victim” (p. 51). Bill Belsey, a Canadian, and the creator of the website, www.cyberbullying.org (as 

cited by Tokunaga, 2010) describes cyberbullying as the use of information and communication 

technologies to support deliberate, repeated, and hostile behavior by an individual or group, that is 

intended to harm others. The process has to do with the use of electronic communication means such as 

phone text messaging, Internet browsing, among other forms of digital communication (Suniti, 2008). 

 

Teasly (2013) asserts that with the increase in incidents of cyberbullying, it is apparent that name-

calling and other forms of non-physical aggression have more impact on adolescents’ self - esteem and 

personal behavior.  The researcher affirms that the notoriety of cyberbullying is due to the harmful 

impacts of the phenomenon which sometimes resulted in suicide by victims. Cyberbullying has thus 

proved wrong the old saying that 
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 “sticks and stones can break my bones but names will never hurt me”. Since cyberbullies 

sometimes operate under the mode of anonymity, most of their victims do not know who is 

bullying them. Kowalski and Fedina (2011) demonstrated in their study that less than 50 

percent of the youth who were preyed upon by cyberbullies knew their attackers on the 

Internet,  

Apart from the youth, children have also been reported as victims of cyberbullying. Tokunaga 

(2010) notes that based on the frequency, length and severity of the danger inherent in cyberbullying, 

children tend to demonstrate a greater internalized negative impact as a result of the act. Among the 

general impacts of cyberbullying on children are, low self-esteem, decline in quality of family 

relationships, poor academic performance at school and depression (Badenhorst, 2011; Hinduja & 

Patchin, 2008, 2010; Li, 2010; Mark & Ratliffe, 2009; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2008). In some cases, a rise in 

incidence of truancy and absenteeism by the pupil is recorded as fallout of cyberbullying due to the victim 

feeling that the school environment is no longer a safe place for him (Beran & Li, 2005). 

The Nigerian Communications Commission reported that as at March 2019, a total of 115.9 

million (115,938,225) Nigerians made use of the Internet. This was an increase of 1,212,868 new users 

when compared to the figure of the previous month, February 2019, which was 114.7 million 

(114,725,357) Internet users. Generally speaking, there has been a progressive increase in the number of 

Internet users in the country since the deregulation of the telecommunications sector in 2001. With 

respect to Internet usage, majority of users in Nigeria seem to be made up of the youth and they get access 

through their Internet enabled mobile phones known as smartphones, as well as laptop computers. It is a 

statement of fact that with more youth online, electronic aggression is bound to increase.  

Some students who engage in cyberbullying have reported feeling guilty while some reported that 

they felt nothing after attacking others online. To some students, attacking or harassing others online 

makes them feel funny, popular, and powerful (Mishna et al. 2010). Of utmost importance to 

investigation on online aggression is the role of parents, peer groups and teachers of the perpetrators. 

Ybarra and  Mitchell (2004) observe that students who are perpetrators of online aggression are more 

likely to have experienced poor parent - child relationship as well as lack of supervision by parents on 

their activities online and offline.  

Two Nigerian researchers, Sangowawa and Adebiyi (2010) discovered after a pilot study among 

secondary school students, that 33 percent of the respondents were victims of electronic harassment while 

15 percent of them had harassed other victims at least once in the three months preceding the study. 

While studies on electronic aggression have been  ongoing  in developed countries among segments of 

their populations, only few researchers from  developing countries in Africa and Asia have been reporting 

on its occurrence among adolescents (Oyewusi, 2014, Burton & Mutongwizo, 2009, Christine et al. 

2013). However, one should be careful not to misconstrue the low level of reportage or studies as low 

prevalence level of electronic aggression on the two continents. 

The rationale or motivation for an individual to be engaged in bullying online and factors that make 

students to perpetrate the act could be complex and varied. Since research into this aspect of 

cyberbullying seems to be scarce, this study was motivated to examine it. The paper was out to show the 

“why” or answer the question of rationale behind involvement in online aggression by the Nigerian youth 

in some selected universities in the country. 
 

Objectives of the study 

The study sought to: 

1. Identify motivations behind engagement of the youth in electronic aggression in selected Nigerian 

universities, 

2. Discover the choice of social media sites visited by the youth in the selected Nigerian universities 

and why. 

tel:2004
tel:2014
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Review of Related Literature 
In a study of cyber victimization in Internet chat rooms, Katzer, Fetchenhauer, and Belschak (2009) 

examined a total of 1,700 pupils from various German secondary schools. The study sought to verify the 

notion that bullying was not an exclusive phenomenon to the school environment but an act which 

extended to Internet chat rooms where pupils became victims of verbal aggression like teasing, threats, 

insults or harassment. The study sought answers to the questions of, how often does bullying takes place 

in chat rooms, who are the victims of such chat rooms harassment, and what are the determinants of 

victimization in this virtual environment? The findings revealed the existence of a strong relationship 

between victimization in school and victimization in Internet chat rooms.  

In their own study on motivation for cyberbullying among the youth made up of high school 

students,  Varjas, Talley, Meyers, Parris,  & Cutts (2010) identified varied reasons provided by 

respondents in the qualitative research. The motivations were divided into two coded levels: Level One 

and Level Two. Results showed that for Level One coded responses, the respondents were internally and 

externally motivated. Under each Level One code of internal and external motivations, different Level 

Two codes were identified by the researchers. Internal motivations, which seem to be of relevance here, 

are those motivations influenced by the cyberbully’s emotional state.  

With respect to the Level Two codes, the researchers identified 10 motivations for electronic 

aggression or cyberbullying namely, redirect feelings, revenge, make themselves feel better, boredom, 

instigation, protection, jealousy, seeking approval, trying out a new persona, and anonymity/disinhibition 

effect.  

Giving further details, the authors noted that the Level Two code known as Redirect Feelings, 

was a case of motivation which came as a result of previous hurtful experiences that affected perpetrator 

of the electronic aggression. In the past, somebody could have hurt or even bullied the cyberbully. He in 

turn subsequently bullied another innocent person online as a way of taking out his feeling against the 

original perpetrator. In this regard, a respondent stated: “You know, people have been doing it to me for 

so long, I deserve to be able to do it to someone.” For the Level Two code of Revenge, this was a scenario 

in which the cyberbully was made angry and his desire was to hit back at the person who caused him 

anguish.  Another Level Two code, whereby the online bullies attacked others so as to Make Themselves 

Feel Better, was made possible when the cyberbullies feel fulfilled by hurting his victims.  

With respect to the Level Two code of Boredom, this was illustrated as, the online bully being motivated 

to victimize others just to entertain himself to fill the boring time.  

The Level Two code, Instigation, was explained as usage of electronic aggression to bring a 

response out of another person. As for the Level Two code of Protection, the aggressor was motivated to 

attack victims online as a form of protective mechanism which would portray him as the toughest person 

and prevent possible attacks on him. With regards to the Level Two code of Jealousy, this happened when 

the cyberbullying act was implemented by the perpetrator because he envied or resented the victim. The 

next Level Two code, Seeking Approval, was explained as the perpetration of cyberbullying for the 

purpose of gaining attention or approval from other people. Trying Out a New Persona is another Level 

Two code. It was described as an act in which the cyberbully attempted to portray himself online in ways 

different from how he was perceived in real life. With respect to the final code for internal motivations, 

that is Level Two code known as Anonymity/Disinhibition Effect, the researchers explained that the two 

motivations were combined since it was discovered that the ability of a cyberbully to remain anonymous 

had a direct effect on his feelings of disinhibition. Under condition of Anonymity, it was either the 

electronic aggressor might not know his online victim or he, the aggressor, did not disclose his true 

identity to the victim. With regards to the Disinhibition Effect, according to the researchers, under this 

atmosphere, the cyberbully felt that he or she could do or say things that he might not be able to carry out 

when he faced the victim physically.  

tel:2010
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Theoretical Framework 

 

The relevant theory to the study is Uses and Gratification Theory. The Uses and Gratification Theory 

(UGT) was propounded in 1974 by Elihu Katz, Jay Blumler and Michael Gurevitch. It answers why or 

how consumers of the media go for specific media to satisfy or gratify their specific needs. It asks the 

question of what do people do with the media and its content which is a clear departure from theories that 

ask what the media do to the people or audience. Among the assumptions of the theory is that the 

audience is conceived as active. This idea is grounded around the assumption that the viewers are goal-

oriented and they try to achieve their goals through the media. In the mass communication process, a lot 

of the initiative in linking need gratification and media choice lies at the discretion of members of the 

audience. This is aligning with the idea that people use the media to their own advantage more often than 

the media use them. The receiver determines what is going to be consumed and does not allow the media 

to influence him or her the other way. The Uses and Gratification Theory is relevant to this study as it 

may provide insight into why certain individuals choose the Internet technology and other electronic 

devices to bully others, and why they return to the same media, that is, to receive similar or higher levels 

of needs fulfillments.  

 

Another relevant theory is Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory of Aggression (1978).  

According to Bandura, aggression or an aggressive act could be imbibed indirectly through learning by 

observation. In his Social Learning Theory, he postulated that children learn through imitation of others 

especially those they see as role models. If the role model carries out an aggressive act, the possibility of 

imitation of the aggressive act by the child is high. In the case of electronic aggression among the youth, 

some are likely to have copied such aggression from those they see as role models.  

 

Methodology 

 

This study adopted survey research using the qualitative approach. Six Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 

were conducted to get more inputs into the research by identified respondents who possess devices such 

as smartphones and laptops with access to the Internet. The qualitative approach was used as it deals with 

the “why” or reason behind human behavior. Thus, it brings out motives and intent of respondents in a 

study. However, its shortcoming is that it could not be used in generalizing most of the time due to its 

small sample. The population of the study (81,415) consisted of all undergraduates in the four public and 

two private universities of the two Nigerian states selected for the study. The universities are Lagos State 

University, Ojoo; University of Lagos, Akoka; University of Ilorin, Kwara State; Kwara State University, 

Malete; Pan Atlantic University, Lagos; and Al-Hikmah University, Kwara State. 

 

The actual sample size was a total of 59 undergraduates who participated in six Focus Group 

Discussions in the six selected universities. Each group had 10 discussants except in Lagos State 

University where nine discussants participated as the tenth participant was absent. Stewart, Shamdasani, 

and Rook (2007) prescribed that, ideally, a focus group should have between six and eight participants. 

The researchers observed that fewer than six participants are likely to reveal little information and could 

be dull. Krueger (2002) prescribes between five and 10 participants in a focus group discussion.   

 

With respect to sampling technique, the multi-stage sampling technique was used to select the 

respondents. The first stage of the procedure was the selection of two out of the six geographical zones of 

the country through simple random sampling (fish bowl method). Secondly, Lagos was selected among 

the six South West states while Kwara was selected among the six North Central states through the same 

procedure. The third stage was the purposive selection of four public universities in the states and random 

selection of two private universities.  
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The fourth stage was the purposive selection of undergraduates. Studies have shown that 

undergraduates are heavy and most regular users of the Internet, when compared with the general 

population of people in the society (Jones, 2002; Kumar & Kaur, 2006). Undergraduates are expected to 

have a large share of the high Internet data and voice subscriptions in the two states.  Focus on 

undergraduates could be viewed as appropriate, when one looks at the fact that other   researchers have 

found that, there were very few studies on cyberbullying among undergraduates in universities (Zalaquett 

& Chatters, 2014). With a large presence of university undergraduates expected to be online in the two 

Nigerian states, some are likely to use the technology for negative activity such as electronic aggression. 

Some researchers have also noted that technology brings about proliferation of cyberbullying activities. 

According to the researchers, online forums like the social media are fertile destination for young people 

to assault one another anytime of the day or night (Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008). 

For the Focus Group Discussion (FGD) sessions, an FGD Guide was used in eliciting responses 

from the discussants. Discussants were made up of 27 males and 32 females.  They were all purposively 

selected as those who possess Internet – enabled devices such as smartphones and laptops and are likely 

to be exposed to cyberbullying perpetrators, victims or witnesses online. The discussion sessions were 

recorded (audio recording) and the content transcribed for thematic analysis. The information gathered in 

the study was strictly for the purpose of academic research and were treated with utmost confidentiality. 

Participants were free to participate in the study or exit at any time. Participation was voluntary and 

subject to participants’ willingness to answer or reject questions discussed with them. 

 

Data Presentation 

The data from the research which form the findings are presented below: 

A. Motivations behind engagement of the youth in electronic aggression 

Most of the discussants generally attributed unproductive and negative motives as the reasons the youth 

engaged in electronic aggression. Only few of them, both male and female reported that the youth 

engaged in cyberbullying for fun. Majority of the discussants expressed views that the youth engaged in 

cyberbullying to boost their ego, to displace aggression, to be mean to others, to attract attention and to 

release frustration. 

Some of the discussants claimed that the youth engaged in cyberbullying to pull traffic to their 

websites and generate income for themselves. Others noted that cyberbullying was perpetrated as a form 

of revenge on others and for the youth to feel good about themselves. A female discussant from 

University of Ilorin was of the view that the youth got involved in cyberbullying because they were 

jobless, while a male respondent from Kwara State University observed that the youth used cyberbullying 

as a medium to express their feelings under anonymous mode, on things they might not like about another 

person.  

A male discussant from Al – Hikmah University stated that the youth engaged in cyberbullying to 

make money and become popular as they would attract large number of followers online and get 

advertisements placed on their websites.  A male discussant from University of Lagos was of the view 

that the youth attacked others online in order to bring up already existing conflict among them. 

A female discussant from Pan Atlantic University responded that the youth used cyberbullying to 

handle difficult situations they were going through in life by shifting their frustration on somebody else so 

they would not have to think about it. A female respondent from the same university observed that the 

youth used cyberbullying as a form of recreation and to kill boredom. A third female discussant from Pan 
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Atlantic University responded by saying that the youth used cyberbullying as a way of channeling their 

insecurities as they had inferiority complex. 

B. Choice of Internet sites  

Majority of the discussants announced that they visited Instagram social medium most. This was followed 

by WhatsApp, Facebook and Twitter respectively.  Very few announced they visited blogs like Bella 

Naija, and Linda Ikeji. Among the reasons for their preference of Instagram were, to get updated about 

happenings around the environment, for business purposes, because of funny videos, memes and news, to 

get news about celebrities, because of trending issues, for entertainment purposes, to be updated on daily 

activities of people they follow and for information. 

Some discussants visited WhatsApp as it helped them in connecting with other people, for privacy, as 

account could be set to private, for fun, and to chat with friends. For Facebook, many visited the social 

medium for different reasons as well. Reasons included to get updates from friends and celebrities, for 

current issues, and to get acquainted with information around the world. Generally, this analysis indicates 

that discussants prefer social media sites. 

Discussion of Findings  

Findings above as enumerated in the data from the field research are discussed below in relation to 

theories and past studies by other researchers:  

A. Why the youth engage in electronic aggression 
The finding is in tandem with that of Varjas et al. (2010) highlighted earlier in the paper. In a qualitative 

study to investigate high school students’ perceptions of the motivations for cyberbullying, the 

researchers engaged 20 high school students by conducting individual interviews with them to unearth 

motives for perpetrating cyberbullying.  In the findings, reasons given by the youth for engaging in 

cyberbullying included internal motivations such as revenge, making themselves feel better, jealousy, 

protection, boredom, instigation, seeking approval, and trying out a new persona. Some even bullied 

others online as a form of displaced aggression where they took their feelings out on someone else other 

than the perpetrator. In such an instance, one of the respondents stated: “You know, people have been 

doing it to me for so long, I deserve to be able to do it to someone”. 

 

B. Choice of Internet sites  

This finding aligns with the finding of Austin (2015) who, while dwelling on common Internet websites 

that teenagers were fond of visiting listed Facebook as the first, followed by Twitter. The researcher 

maintained that the websites were popular tools for cyberbullies who “will steal identities and ruin 

reputation”. There is also agreement between this finding and the Uses and Gratification Theory of Katz, 

Blumler and Gurevitch (1974) on how the audience, in this case the online bullies, use the media for 

deliberate personal gratification.  

Furthermore, while aligning with this finding, Asanan, Hussain & Laidey (2017) found that the 

most popular social network visited by undergraduates exposed to cyberbullying was Facebook with 93 

percent of respondents having a Facebook account. On the other hand, in the finding of another study, 

Zalaquett and Chatters (2014), there was no evidence that belonging to a social network increased 

occurrence of cyberbullying. 

Generally speaking, the implication of the finding in this study is that the Nigerian youth are 

likely to encounter cyberbullying messages on the popular social websites they prefer to visit. They might 

not set out to bully or be bullied on Facebook and Twitter but the fact remains that once a social network 
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site is popular among undergraduates, it is only logical that as predators, cyberbullies would be attracted 

to the site too since they would be on the lookout for potential prey to attack. The finding above showed 

that Instagram was the first choice of discussants in this study with respect to the social media they 

visited. Research has shown that the youth are fond of visiting social media sites to browse and 

sometimes interact. In a study, Zalaquett and Chatters (2014) mentioned earlier, reported that 93 percent 

of their respondents belong to one social network or the other with around 70 percent belonging to two or 

more social websites.  

Conclusion and Recommendations 

Discussants in the study reported that the youth engaged in electronic aggression because, they wanted to 

revenge, to boost their ego, attract attention, displace aggression, they wanted to be deliberately mean to 

people and because it was fun. These findings imply that the undergraduates like other youth in the 

society, are aware that most of the reasons why they engage in cyber harassment are negative. With this 

knowledge, it is expedient for them to have a change in behavior and do away with cyberbullying. The 

study also showed that undergraduates’ choice of Internet sites was predominantly based on social media 

design, which allowed them to make friends, get updates about latest trends, and get entertained.  This 

implies that in spite of the danger of cyberbullying lurking on these social media, undergraduates still 

visit them for other diverse reasons. However, it is prescribed that they visit less social media and more 

educational sites. 

 

The researchers are of the view that a better understanding of the motivation behind acts of 

electronic aggression or cyberbullying would greatly assist in finding lasting solution to the menace. 

Greater understanding would help reduce personal harm that might result from cyberbullying, where 

virtual reality is sometimes transformed to physical reality like in the case of cyberstalking, the more 

dangerous form of cyberbullying. Parents are advised to develop closer relationship with their children so 

as to understand them and their personal challenges better. If such relationships exist, there is bound to be 

greater sharing of personal fears and uncertainties between them which could ultimately lead to 

counselling against any budding thought of cyber aggression in the youth. Parents should also monitor the 

Internet habits of their children as well as their social media pages discreetly without being seen as too 

intrusive. Universities and other educational institutions populated mostly by the youth should put in 

place laws and online filters that would monitor students’ social media interaction while in the school 

premises. This might prevent the youth attacking themselves unnecessarily online which could cause 

distraction and obstacles to their studies. 

There is need for more studies by other researchers on cyberbullying in Nigeria with respect to 

what motivates the bullies to perpetuate electronic aggression. This is because generally, there is paucity 

of research on cyberbullying in the country, as such this study has filled a gap by contributing to 

knowledge on the subject. The dearth of Nigerian studies was observed in a quantitative survey by 

Nwosu, Ementa, and Ejikeme (2018). The Nigerian scholars asserted that all over the world, studies on 

cyberbullying were going on with the negative consequences on victims being highlighted by researchers, 

but in Nigeria little or nothing had been done in the area of research and documentation. 
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