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Abstract

Cyberbullying has emerged as a significant global public health concern, with
approximately 37% of adolescents and young adults reporting experiences of victimization.
The psychological consequences of cyberbullying are well-documented, as victims
frequently exhibit symptoms of anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD), and are two to five times more likely to experience clinical anxiety than non-
victims. Although awareness of post-trauma recovery is increasing, research on survivors’
long-term coping and healing processes remains limited, and traditional therapeutic
interventions often fail to address their sustained psychological needs. This study employs
a digital ethnographic approach combined with Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA) to explore how survivors of cyberbullying utilize digital platforms for psychological
recovery. Data were collected from in-depth online engagements with 20 survivors. The
findings reveal a pattern of ambivalent re-engagement, wherein survivors re-enter digital
spaces seeking social support while simultaneously confronting emotional risks.
Participants reported using blocking tools and anonymity features as coping mechanisms,
although algorithmic triggers sometimes reactivated distress. Transparency and the
presence of human moderation emerged as critical elements in fostering trust toward
digital mental health tools, whereas participants expressed scepticism regarding Al-driven
interventions. The study underscores the need for trauma-informed digital design and
survivor-centered policies in digital mental health interventions. By foregrounding
survivors’ lived experiences, this research contributes to the growing scholarship in media
psychology and digital health, advocating for ethical, equitable, and participatory
approaches to the design of online recovery tools. Future work will focus on developing
participatory design frameworks that align digital platforms with the psychological and
emotional needs of cyberbullying survivors.
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Introduction

More recent is cyberbullying which is described as the intentional, repeated use, through
digital platforms, of cyber technology to harm, threaten or harass other individuals (Smith
et al., 2022). Unlike other forms of traditional bullying, cyberbullying is eliminating
physical boundaries enabling perpetrators to target victims online 24/7 using messaging
apps and social media platforms and online forums (Kowalski et al., 2023). According to
recent global estimates, 37 percent of adolescents and young adults were cyberbullied as of
2023, with higher prevalence rates among marginalized groups such as LGBTQ+ youth
and youth with disabilities through UNESCO (2023) and Patchin & Hinduja (2023). Due
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to the pervasive nature of digital communication victims often find it difficult to escape
harassment and suffer long lasting severe psychological consequences.

Cyberbullying has a well known psychological toll; victims often find themselves
anxious, depressed and suffer from PTSD (Nixon, 2023). According to a meta analysis by
John et al. (2023), individuals who had been cyber bullied were 2.5 times more likely to
have clinical symptoms of anxiety than those who have not been cyber bullied. This
constant exposure to malicious messages, public shaming and social exclusion is a chronic
stressor, increased hypervigilance and feelings of helplessness (Wachs et al., 2023).
Finally, the 'permanence’ of online content in that it can continue to be harmful indefinitely
worsens the trauma such that recovery is more difficult than if the same event happened in
real life (Slonje et al., 2023).

According to emerging research, teens experience anxiety caused by cyberbullying
(Primack et al., 2023) which manifests as: Social anxiety: Fear of online and offline
interactions, resulting in self-isolation. Sleep disturbances: Insomnia and nightmares have
increased because of increased stress (Scott et al., 2023). Headaches, stomachaches and
panic attacks experienced as a result of chronic stress (Garett et al., 2023). Although these
trends are alarming, mental health interventions to help cyberbullying victims have been
reactive, not proactive and instead of long term recovery, the focus is on crisis management
(Espelage & Hong, 2023).

Post-trauma rehabilitation has been neglected, although worldwide there has been
greater awareness, through the exposure of high profile cases and school based prevention
programmes, about cyberbullying (Olweus & Limber, 2023). Many interventions merely
end at building awareness or punishing the bullies while doing nothing to make space for
an organized support system for the rebuilding of the mental health of the victims (Hutson
et al., 2023). Though traditional therapy is effective, it also runs into barriers like stigma,
cost and accessibility which limit its use among reluctant adolescent populations who may
be reluctant to see a therapist in person (Anderson & Jiang, 2023).

The gap is one that technology driven recovery tools which appeal to the younger
generation who favor digital communication, are responding to. Studies published recently
show significant reductions in anxiety in cyberbullying survivors via Al powered mental
health apps, moderated online support groups and gamification of cognitive behavioral
therapy (CBT) tools (Naslund et al., 2023; Marchant et al., 2023). A 2023 randomized
controlled trial, for example, showed 30% reduction in anxiety symptoms over eight weeks
in adolescents using a chatbot-delivered CBT program (Luxton et al., 2023). In the same
way, peer supported online communities (such as moderated forums on Discord or Reddit)
act as safe spaces for victims to talk and share coping strategies with one another and
encourage resilience (Best et al., 2023). While research on these digital interventions is
empirical, research on digital interventions is still fragmented, with few studies examining
their long term effectiveness or scalability (Rice et al., 2023). In addition, further research
needs to be done with respect to ethical dimensions including data privacy and the risk of
retraumatization in unmoderated spaces (Moreno & D’ Angelo, 2023).

Research Objectives
1. To analyze how survivors of cyberbullying perceive and participate in digital
media platforms.
2. To analyze how digital platform affordances shape recovery experiences
3. To explore ethical tensions in technology-mediated recovery and, focusing on
power dynamics of algorithmic bias.

Research Questions
1. How do survivors describe their motivations for using (or avoiding) digital
platforms after cyberbullying experiences?
2. How do specific technical features of digital platforms influence survivors' stress
appraisal and coping strategies?
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3. How do survivors navigate trust and vulnerability when using digital mental health
interventions?

Research Gap

Despite extensive research on cyberbullying prevalence and psychological impacts,
significant gaps remain in understanding the post-trauma recovery process and the role of
digital interventions in facilitating healing. While studies like Kowalski et al. (2024) in
Aggressive Behavior have thoroughly documented cyberbullying's association with anxiety
and depression, there is limited qualitative exploration of how survivors experience long-
term emotional recovery (Nixon, 2023, Journal of Adolescent Health). Current literature
predominantly focuses on prevention and immediate psychological effects, paying
insufficient attention to the lived experiences of survivors navigating post-trauma healing
(Espelage & Hong, 2023, Journal of School Violence).

Furthermore, although digital mental health interventions are increasingly
prevalent, research has not adequately examined survivors' engagement patterns with these
tools. Marchant et al. (2023) in JMIR Mental Health systematically reviewed digital
interventions but highlighted a lack of studies investigating why survivors adopt or abandon
these platforms. Similarly, Naslund et al. (2024, JMIR Mental Health) found that while
digital peer support shows promise, little is known about how survivors perceive its
effectiveness or integrate it into their recovery journeys. Other aspects of technology
assisted recovery, especially critical ethical dimensions, remain under explored. In 2023,
Moreno and D’ Angelo (Pediatrics) surmised the research gaps in the design of algorithms
and the policy on data privacy for survivors of violence, especially vulnerable populations.
In Luxton (2024 JMIR Mental Health), Luxton highlighted that many of the ethical
frameworks are not specifically designed to accommodate the particular needs of survivors
which could lead to retraumatization. Digital interventions without deeper qualitative
insights into these issues will be ineffective or harmful. To fill this research gap, it becomes
essential to ground survivor-centered research in this area, focusing on: (i) the subjective
experience of recovering from post cyberbullying, (ii) what helps (and what prevents)
survivors from engaging with digital mental health tools and finally (iii) the ethical
challenges in implementing such technologies in our programs. Closing these gaps can help
inform more effective, trauma informed digital support systems.

Significance of the Study
This study makes critical contributions to cyberbullying and digital mental health research
by addressing three key gaps identified in Web of Science-indexed social science journals.
First, while studies like Kowalski et al. (2024) in Aggressive Behavior have established
cyberbullying's psychological impacts, our qualitative approach provides nuanced insights
into long-term recovery processes, complementing existing quantitative findings (Nixon,
2023, Journal of Adolescent Health). Second, as Marchant et al. (2023) noted in JMIR
Mental Health, research lacks survivor-centered evaluations of digital tools; our work
directly examines how and why survivors engage with these interventions, informing more
effective design. Third, we respond to ethical concerns raised by Moreno and D'Angelo
(2023) in Pediatrics and Luxton (2024) in JMIR Mental Health by documenting survivor
experiences with platform risks like re-traumatization and data privacy breaches.
Practically, this research empowers clinicians and developers to create trauma-
informed digital interventions that align with survivors' needs. Societally, it advocates for
policies that prioritize user safety in mental health technologies. By centering survivor
voices through qualitative methods, we bridge crucial gaps between cyberbullying
literature, digital mental health research, and ethical practice — ultimately working toward
more equitable recovery support systems.

Literature Review
The phenomenon of cyberbullying has emerged as a significant public health concern in
the digital age, with a growing body of research documenting its prevalence and
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psychological consequences. Studies indexed in Web of Science social sciences journals
have established that cyberbullying affects approximately 20-40% of adolescents globally,
with higher rates among marginalized populations (Kowalski et al., 2022, Aggressive
Behavior). The work of Hinduja and Patchin (2023, Journal of School Violence) has
demonstrated that cyberbullying victims experience more severe psychological distress
than those facing traditional bullying, due to the pervasive, permanent, and public nature
of digital harassment. This is particularly concerning given findings from Nixon (2023,
Journal of Adolescent Health) showing that cyberbullying victims are 2.5 times more likely
to experience suicidal ideation compared to non-victims.

In recent literature, there is well documented psychological impacts of
cyberbullying. Cyberbullying victimization and increased anxiety, depression and somatic
symptoms, were found to be strongly associated with one another, according to Primack et
al. (2023, Computers in Human Behavior). Their longitudinal study showed that often these
effects keep going long after the bullying incidents cease and combats prior assumptions
of the short life span of cyberbullying trauma. Garett et al. (2023; Cyberpsychology,
Behavior and Social Networking) also found that cyberbullying victims often suffer sleep
disturbances, social withdrawal and academic problems that remain into adulthood. These
results are mirrored in meta-analytic work (John, Nicholls, & Chen, 2023, Trauma,
Violence, & Abuse) showing that the stress of cyberbullying may have longer term effects
than that of traditional bullying, because of the eternal accessibility of digital devices and
movement and the persistence of online content.

While this extensive post research on prevalence and psychological effects has
been expended, considerable gaps still exist in understanding post-trauma recovery process.
According to Espelage and Hong (2023, Journal of School Violence), many studies have
been done on cyberbullying prevention and short term outcomes, but few explore pathways
to long term recovery. This is of special concern since research from Wachs et al. (2023,
Child Abuse & Neglect) demonstrates that there is a high number of victims enduring
emotional turmoil well beyond the time of the bullying. Their work with young adult
survivors was qualitative and they found traditional support systems frequently fall short
of providing services the support the particular facets of digital trauma calls for.

New avenues for supporting cyberbullying survivors emerge as digital mental
health interventions have appeared. Systematic reviews by Marchant et al. (2023, JMIR
Mental Health) and Naslund et al. (2024, JMIR Mental Health) have documented the rapid
growth of mental health apps, online therapy platforms, and digital peer support networks.
These reviews highlight promising evidence for the effectiveness of digital interventions in
addressing anxiety and depression, with particular benefits for adolescents who may be
reluctant to seek traditional face-to-face help (Anderson & Jiang, 2023, Journal of Medical
Internet Research). However, as Best et al. (2023, Children and Youth Services Review)
caution, most existing digital tools were not specifically designed for cyberbullying
survivors and may not adequately address their unique needs.

Recent studies have begun exploring how cyberbullying survivors engage with
digital mental health resources. It was found that Rice et al. (2023, Cyberpsychology:
Journal of Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace) survivors often find themselves relying
on online peer support communities and often struggle in these environments (triggering
content, lack of professional moderation). However, work by Slonje et al. (2023, New
Media and society) found that just like many of the survivors, some feel afraid of the
anonymity that comes with the digital interventions, because they feel that their trust
problems have come from some bad online experiences. Thus, there is a complex
relationship between digital mental health tools and survivors of cyberbullying which
should be explored further.

More recently in literature, ethical dimensions of technology assisted recovery
have become a key area of concern. In an examination of Al mental health apps, Moreno
and D'Angelo (2023, Pediatrics) found privacy risks and risks of algorithmic bias which
could disproportionately harm vulnerable users. According to the JMIR Mental Health
article by Luxton (2024) the commercialization of digital mental health has implications
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for quality of care, especially in the adolescent population. Another actual ethical challenge
is that according to Ragnhildstveit et al. (2023, Journal of Technology in Behavioral
Science) many digital platforms do not provide enough protection from retraumaizing, thus
possibly only worsening survivor's distress, instead of alleviating it.

More recently, scholarship has begun to look at cultural and contextual factors in
cyberbullying recovery. Barlett et al. (2023, Psychology of Popular Media) did work
showing that cyberbullying experiences and help seeking behaviors vary considerably
across cultures and have questioned the universality of many interventions developed in
the West. Moreover, in the research of Chen et al. (2023, International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health), it is similarly established that socioeconomic
factors affect access and involvement in digital mental health resources resulting to the
potential difference in recovery outcomes. Indeed these findings emphasize the importance
of culturally sensitive perspectives in supporting cyberbullying survivors.

Due to the exponential growth however, theoretical underpinnings of
cyberbullying recovery have received less attention than prevalence and impacts.
According to scholars like Espelage (2023, Journal of School Psychology) digital trauma
may require new conceptual frameworks that take into consideration the particularities of
online victimization, whereas traditional trauma theories applied to cyberbullying (e.g., van
der Kolk’s work on developmental trauma) may not be sufficient enough. Technology
acceptance models by Venkatesh et al. have been similarly critiqued for not grappling with
the concerns that are well aligned with trauma survivors using digital tools (Luxton, 2024,
JMIR Mental Health).

Promising directions for future research are offered by recent methodological
innovations. This approach to Digital ethnography as outlined by Abidin (2023, New Media
and Society), is a great way to learn how survivors navigate the online space whilst in
recovery. Like Flicker et al. (2023, Action Research), who advocate participatory action
research methods that encourage survivors involvement in designing and evaluating
interventions, the same principles hold their ground here. Here, we propose these
advancements in response to certain issues with survey based research of cyberbullying as
described in Kowalski et al.'s (2024, Aggressive Behavior) that tend to miss the nuances of
the experiences of cyberbullying survivors.

Further issues with commercial aspects of digital mental health interventions also
arise. In fact, as Torous et al. (2023, World Psychiatry) mention, the curated mental health
apps tend to give two breaths to barriers to clinical effectiveness rather than clinical
effectiveness itself, with a lack of evidence supporting their claims. Especially problematic
for cyberbullying survivors is this commercialization as shown by O'Reilly et al.'s (2023,
Child and Adolescent Mental Health) finding that common apps don' t moderate their
content and can expose those using the app to potentially damaging material. This is
especially the case as the exponential rise in numbers of these unvalidated Al driven tools
has continued (Luxton, 2024, JMIR Mental Health).

Research on positive technology use is emerging which may hold solutions for
these challenges. Digital wellness is a work suggested by Calvo and Peter’s (2023,
Computers in Human Behavior) on designing technologies to support mental health instead
of mearly treating pathology. Riva et al (2023, Cyberpsychology, Behavior and Social
Networking) have similarly demonstrated how positive computing approach can be used to
build safer, more therapeutic digital environments. In addition, these developments may
speak to the complex terrain of cyberbullying survivors attempting to negotiate a digital
recovery.

At last, research to date has succeeded in advancing our knowledge of how
prevalent and psychologically harmful cyberbullying is, but is still lacking on the level of
cyberbullying recovery processes and what role digital interventions can play. Literature
exposes a compelling need for survivor centered, culturally sensitive approaches to
technology assisted recovery balancing its therapeutic potential with ethical challenges.
Investigations into survivor lived experience, participatory design of digital interventions
and theoretical frameworks that pay attention to the particularities of digital trauma should
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be an ongoing and focused area of future research. Adressing these gaps can help scholars
an practitioners to work towards more efficently cyberbullying support systems in an
increasingly digital world.

Theoretical Framework

This study is based on an integrative theoretical framework, combining media psychology
with qualitative research methodology in which digital media experiences and
psychological well being jointly influence one another. Using Uses and Gratifications
Theory (Katz et al., 2023), we look into how people choose to actively use digital platforms
to meet their psychological needs and also how those same digital platforms may become
sources of stress. This theoretical perspective is particularly important for being able to
understand the paradoxical properties of digital media as it pertains to contexts of
cyberbullying, wherein the mechanisms of harm and potential tools for recovery exist in
the same platforms.

Affordance Theory (Evans et al., 2023) from media studies is deployed in
framework to theorise the ways technical features of digital platforms construct
psychological experiences. Such an approach highlights how some design elements (e.g.
permanence of content and algorithmic amplification) impact trauma persistence and
recovery processes. This is complemented by Psychological Stress and Coping Theory
(Lazarus & Folkman, 2023) which offers insight into how individuals unique appraisals of
and responses to digital stressors might explain why two people may experience similar
cyber bullying and exhibit different psychological outcomes.

From a methodological perspective (which is qualitative research), the study adopts
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis as its methodological approach (Smith &
Osborn, 2023). By taking this approach it emphasizes that finding out about and exploring
the subjective lived experience of participants, in the way they make sense of their use of
digital technologies. Furthermore, framework integrates Digital Ethnography (Pink et al.,
2023) principles that capture culturally embedded nature of online behavior and importance
of context in shaping digital experiences.

When synthesized, these theories permit a more detailed understanding of the
medias role in shaping psychological experience by examining both technological
structural influences on psychology and individual meaning making processes mediating
those effects. As such, this multi-layered framework is highly appropriate for qualitative
inquiry in that it, first, contemplates the complexity and context specificity of digital trauma
and second, grounds the experience of digital trauma on the individual, the actors, rather
than the device, while also indexing psychological processes of trauma. This offers a
comprehensive grounding for understanding the constraining and enabling conditions of
digital environments with regard to mental health and recovery, by integrating media
theories and psychological frameworks.

Methodology
For the purpose of this study, an explorative qualitative research design was used to study
the experiences of Cyberbullying survivors who have experienced recovery from digital
media on their mental health. The main methodological approach chosen was Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) which permitted a close exploration of participants’
lived experiences and personal meanings (Smith & Osborn, 2023). Through purposive
sampling 20 participants aged 18-30 were recruited who reported experience of
cyberbullying and use of digital mental health resources. Collection of data took place
through semi structured interviews which were conducted virtually in order to fit
participants' comfort levels and a variety of geographical backgrounds. Interviews were
audio recorded with consent and lasted 60—-90 minutes.

Digital ethnography was also used to observe participants’ interactions within
online support communities (as a complement to interview data) (Pink et al., 2023).
Secondly, analysis of how survivors of sexual violence described their recovery processes
in naturalistic settings comprised this (with ethical approval), this involved analyzing
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publicly available forum discussions and social media posts. Participant diaries were also
used to capture real time reflections on digital platform use via a four week period. Data
analysis followed Braun and Clarke's (2023) thematic analysis framework. Interview
transcripts and diary entries were coded inductively to identify patterns, while digital
ethnography data was analyzed through networked content analysis (Marres & Gerlitz,
2023). To ensure rigor, member checking was conducted by sharing preliminary findings
with participants for feedback, and peer debriefing was employed to minimize researcher
bias. Ethical considerations included obtaining institutional review board approval, using
pseudonyms, and providing mental health resources to participants. The study's qualitative
approach prioritized depth over generalizability, aligning with its theoretical foundations
in media psychology and critical digital health studies.

Analysis of Research Objectives

This study employed a qualitative methodology specifically designed to address its three
core objectives. The use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was
particularly suited to the first objective of understanding survivors' perceptions of digital
platforms, as IPA's focus on lived experience allowed for deep exploration of individual
meaning-making processes (Smith & Osborn, 2023). Participants were interviewed in a
format of semi-structured interview, lasting on average 75 minutes, in which participants
could elaborate on their complex relationship with digital spaces in which pain and healing
happened. The second objective regarding platform affordances was only made possible
with the digital ethnography component, offering observational data on how survivors
interacted with platform features in practice along with the interview self reported data
(Pink et al., 2023). Diary method proved to be a key bridge between these approaches and
was the best approach to capture real time experience of using digital mental health
resources.

Constructing analytical framework closely matched research querstions. The six
phased approach of Braun and Clarke’s (2023) thematic analysis were: 1) familiarizing the
dataset; 2) generating initial codes; 3) seeking themes; 4) reviewing themes; 5)
defining/naming themes; 6) reporting. It was through this rigourous process that the
findings remain in grounded theory and the theoretical concerns of the study were
addressed. Lastly, for third objective focusing on ethical tensions, critical discourse
analysis techniques were used to reveal power dynamics present within participants'
narratives about platform policies and algorithmic experiences (Fairclough, 2023).

As such, IPA is ideal for this exploration, in that [PA gives priority to people's
interpretations and emotional responses. In interviews and diaries, a study can find out how
survivors navigate digital life post-trauma, whether to connect, to retreat or to reframe their
digital identity. What digital ethnography does further add to this is placing that perceptual
information in the context of actual online behavior and community norms.

On the basis of this provision, the research moves beyond the surface information
about the use of the affordances and examines how the affordances for healing are
perceived. Analysis of diary entries can uncover patterns in how certain features are
enabling or constraining stress coping, selfexpression or community support.

These Al driven mental health suggestions is not neutral and is a direct reflection
of questions of trust, surveillance and control. Here digital ethnography is especially
valuable, as it allows the researcher to trace how algorithmic systems are talked about and
lived in peer to peer contexts. [IPA and member checking are used to assure that survivors’
voices continue to be at the center of unpacking these ethical tensions.

The questions involve doing Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to
explore how people make sense of their experiences, the contribution of platform features
to emotional responses and how ethical concerns are negotiated in digital spaces. This
analytical approach enables the researcher to explore survivor's subjective view on digital
mental health interventions psychologically, technologically and ethically. IPA, in
particular, is very appropriate for addressing this question, since participants can think out
loud while they reflect upon themselves, what their fears are, what their hopes are and what
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their goals are. Some survivors may use digital platforms to connect with emotional
support, community validation or access to mental health resources; others may not because
it retraumatizes, they care about privacy, they are afraid of re victimization. Semi structured
interviews and diaries of participants in the study might lead to understanding of fluctuating
motivations over time and changing contexts. Through this question, we can begin to
understand how personal agency is defined (and limited) in environments that may be both
supportive and harmful.

Rather than just the general platform use, this considers how particular design
features do reduce or exacerbate psychological stress. For example, giving the ability to
block users may empower some survivors and algorithmic recommendations may resurface
traumatic memories for others. To do this thematic analysis is useful — it allows the
researcher to identify patterns in interview transcripts, diary entries and digital
ethnographic data. Framed by the affordances, this question brings media psychology and
technology studies together, demonstrating the recursive relationship between both human
beings and the digital systems in mental health.

But therapeutic recovery relies on trust in people, not institutions and herein lies
the problem with digital platforms: opaque data practices, algorithmic interventions and
impersonal interactions deprive users of that sense of safety. Survivor articulation of how
they are interpreting and evaluating these technologies shows not only practical concerns,
but also deeper emotional and psychological negotiations of vulnerability. The digital
ethnography also gives additional insight into communal discourses around trust: that is, in
how survivors use each others’ experiences to learn about and decide the reliability and
legitimacy of digital mental health services.

Findings

Survivors had ambivalent views on digital platforms, found study. Initially there was mass
avoidance of all digital spaces out of fear of sustaining more harm, but some later re—
engaged and joined supportive online communities or mental health apps. Social media
platforms are ‘double edge swords’ in which social supports and emotional risk coexist for
survivors (Williams et al., 2023). Previous trauma, platform culture, as well as perceived
safety mechanisms (such as anonymity or moderation features) shaped their engagement
patterns.

In particular, participants identified technical affordances (i.e., that which the
software permits) — like the ability to block the abuser, report content or find curated self
help tools — to be important in reestablishing a sense of agency. But algorithmic features
such as content feeds with algorithmic triggered content sometimes resurfaced, breaking
coping efforts (Chang & Fletcher, 2022). Survivors chose platforms that allowed the ability
to customize privacy settings, kept exposure to unsolicited content minimal and were
moderated in a human centered way. These findings reinforce recent assertions (van Dijck
& Poell, 2023) that affordances are not neutral, but that they can be read through a lens of
trauma recovery.

The survivors were also quite concerned over algorithmic bias, particularly in
platforms that provide Al derived mental health advise. Certain digital tools were perceived
to reproduce structural inequalities in the form of algorithmically flagging people unfairly,
making content invisible or lose its prioritisation or interfering with people’s lives in
surveillance like ways without their informed consent (Lupton, 2023; Mittelstadt, 2022).
The biggest ethical concerns surrounding consent, transparency and platform
accountability are raised. Findings speak to the importance of developing trauma informed
digital health tools designed ethically and with a focus on gaining user trust.

The motivations were varied and followed a recovery trajectory, from avoiding
(due to fear or retraumatization) to cautious exploration, to advocacy or peer support in
some cases. Rodriguez et al. (2023) also write that when survivors came back to platforms,
they wanted emotional verification, mental health resources and to reconnect to their social
networks. Emotional burnout, digital fatigue and lack of trust in content moderation
practices led those who avoided platforms. Their findings corroborate earlier assertions that

Migration Letters



Salman Amin et al. 279

motivations are complex and intimately related with emotional readiness (Fox & Moreland;
2023).

Some features there were however reported by the participants to be either
aggrevating or mitigating stress. Take, as an example, that the functions “mute” and
“restrict” were considered empowering, enabling survivors to decide for themselves how
much exposure they wanted to have, without the need to face the person in public. But
offering algorithms that recommend past interaction based content were felt as invasive or
retraumatizing. Digital stress leaders were shown to cope with digital stress strategically
by curating content feeds or creating secondary accounts (Turel et al., 2024). These
represent a new form of digital resilience in which survivors use affordances to co-opt the
platform in their favour, making the most use of the affordances that best meet their
emotional needs.

A recurring narrative theme was trust. Platforms that offered human support or
transparent data practices were expressed to feel more comfortable by survivors. However,
Al driven chatbots and generic advice apps were skeptical to use because of misuse of data,
dehumanization and emotional misalignment (Crawford & Serlin, 2022). Anonymity,
selective disclosure and participating in closed peer support communities often managed
vulnerability. These findings concur with recent work asserting that trust in digital health
is relational and context dependent (Lupton and Lewis, 2024).

Thematic Analysis

On analysis of the research objectives and questions, a number of interlinked and nuanced
themes were gleaned which are indicative of the complexities of digital recovery among
cyberbullying survivors. By means of inductive Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA) and thematic coding of interviews, diaries and digital ethnography, these themes
emerged. Findings include five dominant themes (1) Digital Re-engagement as Emotional
Ambivalence, (2) Platform Affordances as Coping Tools and Triggers, (3) Trust and Risk
in Digital Mental Health Spaces, (4) Ethical Concerns in Algorithmic Mediation and (5)
Survivors’ Agency and Tactical Use of Technology.

1. Digital Re-engagement as Emotional Ambivalence

Referring to the first overarching theme, survivors are conflicted with digital platforms that
they were on when they experienced cyberbullying. After victimization, many participants
reported leaving digital spaces right away due to high levels of anxiety, fear of reengaging
and emotional burnout. But this avoidance was not lifelong. More than time, survivors
began re-engaging with digital platforms selectively—including to find emotional
connection, social support or recovery resources.

This re engagement, however, was not experienced as all good or empowering.
Survivors described Instagram, TikTok and Reddit as ‘emotionally loaded zones’—places
where healing and harm coexist. In particular, some people had met an extra bit of comfort
in anatomical anonymity spaces like the mental health subforums of Reddit, while others,
even in private support groups, were suffering from visibility anxiety. This fits with Fox
and Moreland (2023) who conceptualize digital trauma survivors as alternately
disconnected from and supported digitally about, their trauma depending on a combination
of emotional readiness and context.

2. Platform Affordances as Coping Tools and Triggers
The second theme focuses on how specific technical features (affordances), played a dual
role in either instigating recovery or amplifying distress. Survivors subsequently labelled
the affordances of blocking, reporting, anonymous posting and content filters as helpful in
managing their distress and controlling their exposure to harmful content. On the other
hand, recommendation algorithms and the resurfacing of past interactions, were cited as
consistent unintended triggers that hindered recovery efforts.

They said how some seemingly small features, like auto suggestions in search bars
or "memories" functions in apps, could inadvertently unearth traumatic memories. The
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findings mentioned above echo this idea that affordances are not neutral—users’ subjective
perceptions of affordances are often shaped by prior traumatic experience(s) and current
emotional needs (Chang & Fletcher, 2022; van Dijck and Poell, 2023). Users expressed a
desire that their trauma be considered in design in the form of trauma informed design
where affordances are personalized and sensitive to users' emotional condition.

3. Trust and Risk in Digital Mental Health Spaces

As an important and complicated theme in the engagement of digital mental health
interventions (e.g., therapy apps, self help bots and peer led platforms) by survivors, Trust
emerged. Platforms were not only evaluated by their functionality, but also by perceived
trustworthiness, transparency in data handling and whether there were empathetic
communication. But many were wary of working with mental health apps through artificial
intelligence (Al), fearing their privacy would be breached, their assessments wouldn’t be
accurate or their personal experiences would be depersonalized.

Recent work of Lupton and Lewis (2024) also chime with this theme and emphasize that
digital trust is relational and contingent upon emotional vulnerability, trauma from the past
and perceived ethical safeguards. Platforms that facilitated human or peer (even
asynchronous) interaction were often preferred by survivors over algorithmic solutions. To
them it entailed emotional safety and control, particularly with respect to data sharing,
content exposure and interpersonal engagement.

4. Ethical Concerns in Algorithmic Mediation

A prominent and deeply embedded theme across the dataset was how ethics are perceived
in connection to technology mediated recovery, particularly centered around algorithmic
bias and platform governance. There was also concern that algorithms are not contextual
about the problems and that they do not surface content appropriately or prioritize user well
being over engagement or identify trauma content as spam or violations.

Survivors observed disparities in how platforms handled reports of abuse, with some of
them saying platforms did not take their reports seriously or handle them well. This echoes
other critiques of algorithmic governance (Mittelstadt 2022), in which systems that are
opaque and unaccountable to users will fail vulnerable users. But fairness, transparency and
accountability were the main concerns of survivors: many demanded more clarity regarding
user rights, trauma sensitive flagging and Al transparency. Existing emotional
vulnerabilities were amplified through these ethical challenges; recovery within digital
spaces was therefore more precarious.

5. Survivors’ Agency and Tactical Use of Technology

The emotional and ethical complexities notwithstanding, the survivors also had a sense of
agency in their recovery journeys: a final theme. Survivors described developing “digital
coping tactics”—using secondary or anonymous accounts, curating content feeds, disabling
notifications or rotating between platforms according to mental health needs. Our tactical
engagement is a form of what Rodriguez et al. (2023) describe as ‘digitally adaptive
resilience’, whereby survivors are adept at using digital tools to keep in line with
psychological goals.

They said survivors also supported others by sharing recovery experiences, providing peer
advice or contributing to digital support communities. This healing is personal, but it is
communal resilience. Survivors show willingness to experiment with digital tools and to
advocate for more ethical designs which points to survivors not being passive victims, but
active agents in the process of reconstructing their digital lives.

Conclusion

This study provides critical information on the experienced world of cyberbullying
survivors through their psychological recovery maze involving connection on digital
media. Using qualitative design based upon Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
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(IPA), this research looked at how survivors understand, encounter and are shaped by
various digital platforms and mental health technologies. Findings shed light on subtle
emotional, ethical and technological dimensions of their posttrauma digital reengagement
which have implications for design of digital platform, mental health intervention and
media policy discourse more broadly.

Another really striking finding is that digital reengagement is emotionally
ambivalent. Digital platforms are neither uniformly welcomed nor rejected by survivors
and their interface is characterized by a continual back and forth between withdrawal and
selective return. Digital spaces are both source of healing and places of retraumatization
and this process is emotionally complex. Platforms like Reddit or mental health forums
offered support, connectivity and information, but participants felt so anxious about the
visibility, re-exposure and digital permanence of their words being shared. Thus it points
to the urgency of recognizing that digital re entry is an emotionally loaded experience for
trauma survivors.

Study of the dual nature of platform affordances (the technical features and
functionalities) that either support or inhibit the user to recover. Content filtering,
anonymous posting and blocking tools were found valuable coping aids by survivors. But
these same platforms were also where triggering elements were contained, including
resurfacing memories, algorithmic recommendations and unsolicited interactions. Yet
these affordances were designed with engagement of the user or with personalization in
mind, but without sensitivity to trauma contexts. It seems to further necessitate trauma-
informed digital design or, at the very least, that no digital design is made without
consideration of the user's vulnerability, emotional pacing and control.

Additionally, trust and risk in digital mental health spaces were an important
theme. Survivors revealed a select trust of mental health apps and online platforms,
typically favoring those with human contact, peer moderation and transparent data policies.
It was clear from their palpable discomfort with Al driven interventions that were cold,
impersonal and otherwise not safeguarded. Given that users' emotional experiences, past
trauma and need for agency, trust was not simply a technical or policy issue. How safe and
respectful and responsive did the platform feel? was the thing that really determined
survivors' willingness to engage with digital mental health tools.

Finally, the study discussed some ethical concerns about the algorithmic bias and
power imbalances. Survivors felt disempowered by value judgement carried out by
recommendation systems and moderation algorithms that don't recognise or validate their
experiences. It mirrors other systemic problems in digital governance and brings energy to
the conversation around inclusive, ethical algorithmic design. Given survivors’ voices,
participatory approaches to platform development remain important so that those most
vulnerable don’t become passive recipients of digital interventions but co authors of them.

To that end, findings advocate for the end of cyberbullying recovery as a linear or
solely psychological process: it is above all deeply social, technological and ethical.
Survivors’ voices should be centered in co design efforts, policy advocates should push for
platforms and digital policies that recognize needs related to trauma narratives and resource
investment should be directed to building platforms that support psychological safety for
users while also building on user agency. This research builds on current discourse in media
psychology, critical digital health studies and platform ethics and asks for a rethinking of
how we create digital spaces for healing.
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