
Quaderns de Psicologia ISSN: 0211-34812026, Vol. 28, Nro. 2, e2336

https://doi.org/10.5565/rev/qpsicologia.2336

Institutional Ethical Climate, Bullying, and Mental Health: 
Evidence from Brazilian Undergraduates
Clima ético institucional, acoso y salud mental: evidencia en 
estudiantes universitarios brasileños

Loriane Trombini
Federal University of Paraná

ABSTRACT

This study examined whether the institutional ethical climate and its dimensions 
predict reduced bullying and cyberbullying victimization and whether such vic-
timization affects students’ well-being, anxiety, and depression. Participants 
were 413 undergraduates (mean age = 24.50, SD = 8.94) from a public university 
in Southern Brazil. Structural equation modeling revealed that three climate di-
mensions significantly predicted bullying victimization: perceived institutional 
safety and embracement of diversity (negative effects) and institutional violence 
indicators (positive effect). None of the eight climate dimensions significantly 
predicted cyberbullying victimization. Bullying victimization moderately predict-
ed increased anxiety and depression and decreased well-being. Cyberbullying 
victimization also had moderate effects on mental health indicators—positively 
associated with well-being but negatively with anxiety and depression, indicat-
ing a contradictory pattern. Findings highlight the institutional ethical climate as 
a protective factor against violence. They also underscore the importance of pol-
icies fostering safe, inclusive, and diversity-oriented academic environments to 
support mental health and reduce victimization.
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RESUMEN

Este estudio examinó si el clima ético institucional y sus dimensiones predicen 
una reducción en la victimización por acoso y ciberacoso, y si estos afectan el 
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bienestar, la ansiedad y la depresión del alumnado. Participaron 413 estudiantes 
(edad media = 24.50, DE = 8.94) de una universidad pública del sur de Brasil. El 
análisis de ecuaciones estructurales reveló que tres dimensiones del clima predi-
jeron la victimización por acoso: percepción de seguridad y aceptación de la di-
versidad (efectos negativos) e indicadores de violencia (efecto positivo). Ninguna 
dimensión predijo la victimización por ciberacoso. La victimización por acoso se 
asoció moderadamente con mayor ansiedad y depresión, y menor bienestar. El 
ciberacoso tuvo efectos moderados y contradictorios: positivos sobre el bienes-
tar y negativos sobre ansiedad y depresión. El clima ético se destaca como factor 
protector frente a la violencia. Los datos refuerzan la necesidad de políticas que 
promuevan entornos seguros, inclusivos y diversos.

Palabras clave: Clima Universitario; Políticas; Moral; Ciberacoso

INTRODUCTION

The national and international literature has consistently shown that the occur-
rence of violent situations, such as bullying and cyberbullying, in educational set-
tings is related to the institutional climate (Lima & Peres, 2022; Marchante et al., 
2022; Souza et al., 2019; Zhao et al., 2021). Tragic outcomes related to violence 
and mental health in universities, along with cyberbullying, have increased con-
cern about the issue in higher education (Bibi et al., 2021; Frick & Zechi, 2020; 
Sheldon et al., 2021; Trombini-Frick, Zechi & Cortez, 2023; Vogt & Trombini-Frick, 
2024). Educational institutions and researchers are working to understand how 
the phenomenon affects university students (Souza et al., 2018; Trombini-Frick, 
Zechi & Cortez, 2023) and the potential or existing intervention policies and prac-
tices in this context (Campbell, 2016; Frick & Zechi, 2020; Myers & Cowie, 2019; 
Vaill et al., 2020).

Bullying is a form of violence that differs from others in being intentional and re-
petitive, occurring within a relationship of imbalanced power (perceived or real) 
between the perpetrator and the victim (Gaffney et al., 2021; Olweus, 2013).  
Although cyberbullying shares these same basic characteristics, its occurrence in 
a virtual environment introduces distinct nuances. Aggression may happen once 
or repeatedly due to the ease of online dissemination. The power imbalance in-
volves the target’s difficulty in defending themselves and can manifest in various 
ways, as in traditional bullying (physical strength, popularity, age, socioeconomic 
status, among others). In the virtual environment, this imbalance may stem from 
the aggressor’s greater technological knowledge, the speed at which information 
spreads, the difficulty in tracking and removing content, and the inability to avoid 
attacks, which can occur at any time and place (Patchin & Hinduja, 2015; Smith, 
2012; Smith et al., 2012).
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The institutional climate is understood as a collective set of perceptions and ex-
periences shared by various members of the educational community regarding 
the practices and policies promoted within the university context (Garvey et al., 
2018; Hemer et al., 2019; Ryder & Mitchell, 2013; Souza et al., 2019). An ethical 
climate materializes at the institutional level when it demonstrates indicators of 
ethical coexistence (Trombini-Frick, Zechi, Stelko-Pereira et al., 2023), contrib-
uting to ethical-civic formation (Naval et al., 2011), values education, and the 
development of moral autonomy (Kohlberg, 1992; La Taille, 2019; Menin, 2019; 
Piaget, 1932/1994). It is widely acknowledged that if moral values, such as mutu-
al respect, justice, dialogue, human dignity, and solidarity, are experienced and 
perceived collectively in the institution’s policies and practices, it will be per-
ceived as a safe, inclusive space that embraces diversity, fosters non-violence, 
and addresses violent situations fairly. Besides that, it will be perceived as pro-
moting mental health, prioritizing academic development, providing support and 
care relationships, and building adequate working relationships and conditions.

A positive institutional climate can be a protective factor against instances of vio-
lence and profoundly influences students’ mental, emotional, and physical health 
(Thapa et al., 2013), while a negative institutional climate intensifies problems in 
interpersonal relations (Vinha et al., 2016). Institutional climate assessment is a 
method used to identify issues and necessary changes in the educational environ-
ment (Trombini-Frick, Zechi, Stelko-Pereira et al., 2023; Vinha et al., 2016).  
Loriane Trombini-Frick, Juliana A. M. Zechi, Ana Carina Stelko-Pereira et al. (2023) 
conducted one research study with 3,500 undergraduate students of a public insti-
tution in the Southern Brazilian region. They evidenced that the ethical campus 
climate can contribute to better relationships. Six factors of ethical campus cli-
mate predicted respect and no discrimination between undergraduate students 
(adjusted R² = 31.10%): safety, institutional embracing of diversity, institutional 
academic engagement, victimization indicators, policies and practices to combat 
abuse or harassment, and perceived social and institutional support.

In this study, the institutional ethical climate is assessed across eight dimensions: 
violence indicators in the institution; institutional policies and practices to com-
bat violence; institutional student engagement; institutional embracement of di-
versity; institutional policies to promote psychological well-being; perception of 
institutional safety; teachers’ student engagement; and perceived social and insti-
tutional support. A systematic review of meta-analyses highlights a positive school 
climate as one of the environmental variables that predict lower rates of bullying 
and cyberbullying victimization among children and adolescents (Zych et al., 
2019). The literature demonstrates some potential relationships between climate 
dimensions and bullying/cyberbullying victimization, though not all are direct.
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Environments with a high prevalence of different forms of violence (e.g., violent 
hazing, sexual, verbal, and moral harassment, racism, homophobia, ableism, and 
discrimination, among others) may exacerbate bullying and cyberbullying (Azeredo 
et al., 2015; Trombini-Frick, Zechi, Stelko-Pereira et al., 2023) and are often per-
ceived by students as permissive spaces. Conversely, institutional policies and prac-
tices to combat violence can communicate the institution’s stance on understanding, 
tolerance, and consequences regarding such behaviors (Álvarez-García et al., 2015). 
Even if an institution has resources to address violence, it will be of little value if it is 
unknown, unused, or untrusted (Gardner et al., 2016). Assertive, effective, and fair 
responses to violence embody the values of respect and justice upheld by the institu-
tion. Preventing and combating bullying and cyberbullying requires fostering an envi-
ronment where everyone feels safe to learn and work (Álvarez-García et al., 2015; 
Jenaro et al., 2018; Souza et al., 2018; Tashkandi et al., 2023; Zych et al., 2019).

If bullying and cyberbullying victimization can harm academic performance and 
engagement, even leading to early school leaving (Zych et al., 2019), education-
al environments with high levels of institutional student engagement may act as 
protective factors (Tashkandi et al., 2023). This concept entails the perception 
that the institution is attentive and responsive to student concerns, such as vio-
lence, by promoting policies and practices that ensure retention and foster aca-
demic development and engagement.

More vulnerable groups, such as those marginalized due to race, ethnicity, sexu-
al/affective identity, or disability, face higher risks of bullying (Lewis & Ericksen, 
2016; Lund & Ross, 2017; Myers & Cowie, 2016; West, 2015). Belonging to a mi-
nority group related to sexual/affective identity or disability is also a risk factor 
for cyberbullying (Jenaro et al., 2018). Suffering prior discrimination can predict 
higher cyberbullying victimization (Trombini-Frick, Zechi & Cortez, 2023). Thus, 
educational environments that actively embrace diversity, recognizing, support-
ing, and respecting different identities and groups, especially underrepresented 
ones, can mitigate such practices (Esteves, 2019; Schultze-Krumbholz et al., 
2020). Anti-bullying programs already include diversity acceptance as a core 
component (Gaffney et al., 2021). Therefore, universities, as educational spac-
es, must not only address the needs of these groups but also uphold diversity as a 
core value in institutional relationships and practices (Esteves, 2019).

Similarly, institutional policies to promote psychological well-being may also func-
tion as direct or indirect protective factors against bullying and cyberbullying  
(Gaffney et al., 2021). We conceptualize this as encompassing institutional mem-
bers’ perceptions of how various aspects of university life, such as interpersonal re-
lationships, policies, pedagogical practices, and daily activities, impact engagement, 
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sense of purpose, optimism about the future, and overall well-being. Furthermore, 
although bullying and cyberbullying negatively affect mental health (Aricak, 2016; 
Giovazolias & Malikiosi-Loizos, 2016; Yubero et al., 2023), studies suggest that indi-
viduals with pre-existing mental health issues (e.g., hostility and psychotic symp-
toms) are more likely to become victims of such violence (Aricak, 2016).

Academic achievement is a predictor of lower bullying victimization (Kljakovic & 
Hunt, 2016; Zych et al., 2019). Teachers who are actively engaged in and commit-
ted to their students’ academic progress (teachers’ student engagement) may 
serve as an indirect protective factor against these forms of violence. This requires 
educators to be attentive to potential relational challenges, such as bullying and 
cyberbullying, and willing to support students in addressing them. This aligns with 
the final dimension assessed: perceived social and institutional support, which re-
fers to the university community’s perception of the level of care, esteem, and as-
sistance available within the academic environment. Such support may come from 
peers (friends and classmates) or authority figures (teachers, coordinators, admin-
istrators, etc.). Literature reviews highlight the role of social support in preventing 
and mitigating bullying and cyberbullying (Azeredo et al., 2015; Gaffney et al., 
2021; Tashkandi et al., 2023; Zych et al., 2019). Recognizing institutional support 
for addressing violence can both reduce the negative effects of victimization and 
empower targets and bystanders to seek help (Gardner et al., 2016). Additionally, 
it signals to perpetrators that collective concern for well-being exists.

Beyond identifying institutional factors contributing to such violence, under-
standing its consequences is critical. Studies show that bullying among university 
students correlates with higher rates of depression and anxiety (Aricak, 2016; 
Pörhölä et al., 2019; Reid et al., 2016) and lower well-being (Giovazolias & Ma-
likiosi-Loizos, 2016; Yubero et al., 2023). For cyberbullying, the research empha-
sizes its association with increased depression (Jenaro et al., 2018; Peled, 2019; 
Resett & Putallaz, 2018) and anxiety (Castro Castañeda et al., 2020; Myers & 
Cowie, 2019; Peled, 2019; West, 2015), and reduced well-being (Bussu et al., 
2025; Kwan et al., 2020; Yubero et al., 2023).

Therefore, considering the complexity of these issues and the need to supple-
ment studies about bullying (K. Fonseca et al., 2017; Frick & Zechi, 2020) and 
cyberbullying (Trombini-Frick, Zechi & Cortez, 2023; Souza et al., 2018; Souza  
et al., 2022) in the Brazilian university context, it is essential to examine their 
relation with the institutional climate in university settings (Tashkandi et al., 
2023). Such understanding is crucial for developing policies and practices to en-
hance coexistence, reduce violence such as bullying and cyberbullying, and pro-
mote students’ well-being and better learning conditions.
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For this reason, in the current study, we verified whether the campus climate 
and its dimensions predict reduced bullying and cyberbullying victimization and 
if bullying and cyberbullying victimizations impact students’ well-being, anxiety, 
and depression indicators. The study hypotheses were H1: All dimensions of insti-
tutional ethical climate predict less bullying and cyberbullying victimization; 
and H2: Bullying and cyberbullying victimization predict less anxiety and depres-
sion indicators and more well-being.

METHOD

Participants

The participants were 413 undergraduate students of a public institution in the 
Southern Brazilian region. Our sample (24.50 mean age, SD  =  8.94) declared 
themselves manly as female (64%, n = 265), men (31%, n = 127), heterosexual 
(62%, n = 257), and non-heterosexual (38%, n = 156). Regarding ethnic diversity, 
the self-declared ethnic composition of the students was as follows: white (75%, 
n = 310), brown (“pardo”) (17%, n = 71), black (5%, n = 21), Asian-descendant 
(“yellow”) (2%, n = 10), and native Brazilian (“indigenous”) (2%, n = 1). Consider-
ing functional status, 5% (n = 19) reported autism, 4% (n = 15) reported visual 
disability, 1% (n = 5) reported hearing disability, 0.7% (n = 3) reported intellectu-
al disability, and 0.5% (n = 2) reported physical disability. The majority reported 
having a good socioeconomic condition (65%, n  =  269), while 35% (n  =  144)  
reported having difficulties satisfying their fundamental necessities.

Instruments

Institutional Ethical Climate Scale

An instrument adapted from the University Ethical Climate Scale (UECS) (Trombini- 
Frick, Zechi, Stelko-Pereira et al., 2023), which assesses community members’ per-
ceptions regarding the policies and practices promoted in the institutional context. 
The scale comprises 41 items that evaluate the following dimensions: violence  
indicators in the institution (9 items; ω = .87; α = .89), institutional policies and 
practices to combat violence (6 items; ω = .93; α = .93), institutional student en-
gagement (6 items; ω  =  .82; α  =  .82), institutional embracement of diversity  
(5 items; ω = .89; α = .89), institutional policies to promote psychological well- 
being (4 items; ω = .85; α = .85), perception of institutional safety (4 items; ω = .81; 
α = .81), teachers’ student engagement (4 items; ω = .86; α = .87), perceived social 
and institutional support (3 items; ω = .66; α = .65). We utilized a Likert-type re-
sponse scale, ranging from 1 to 4, where 1 is “never” and 4 is “always”. In this 
study, the items’ factor loading ranged between .90 and .42. The fit indices of the 
instrument were satisfactory, suggesting the adequacy of the scale: CFI  =  .99, 
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TLI = .99, SRMR = .05, RMSEA = .02 (.02 - .03) e 𝜒2 = 913.130, df = 751, with p < .001. 
The Cronbach’s alpha and McDonald’s omega coefficients were adequate, as we 
described.

Bullying victimization scale

An instrument with 4 items on bullying victimization (inspired by Barrio et al., 
2008) and 3 items on cyberbullying victimization (inspired by Calvete et al., 
2010; Del Rey et al., 2015; Patchin & Hinduja, 2015), with a 4-point Likert-type 
response scale, where 1 is “never” and 4 is “always”. The items’ factor loading 
ranged between .99 and .55 in this sample. The fit indices of the instrument 
were satisfactory, suggesting the adequacy of the scale: CFI =  .98, TLI =  .96, 
SRMR = .02, RMSEA = .07 (.042 - .105) e 𝜒2 = 25.266, df = 8, with p < .001. The 
Cronbach’s alpha and McDonald’s’ omega coefficients were adequate: bullying 
victimization (ω = .80; α = .79) and cyberbullying victimization (ω = .85; α = .84).

Brief mental health marker scale

This scale, consisting of 10 items, measures depression and anxiety indicators. 
The five items about depression indicators are from the Patient Health Question-
naire - 9 (PHQ-9) (Kroenke et al., 2001), and the Patient Health Questionnaire - 2 
(PHQ-2) (Kroenke et al., 2003). The five items regarding anxiety indicators are 
from the Generalized Anxiety Disorder - 7 Questionnaire (GAD-7) (Spitzer et al., 
2006). We used a Likert-type response scale, ranging from 1 to 4, where 1 is 
“never” and 4 is “always”. The items’ factor loading ranged between .89 and .63 
in this sample. The fit indices of the instrument were satisfactory, suggesting the 
adequacy of the scale: CFI = .99, TLI = .99, SRMR = .05, RMSEA = .03 (.00 - .05), 
𝜒2 = 43.787, df = 34 with p > .05. The Cronbach’s alpha and McDonald’s omega 
coefficients were adequate: depression indicators (ω = .88 and α = .87) and anx-
iety indicators (ω = .86 and α = .87).

Flourishing scale - FS (Diener et al., 2009)

The scale is unifactorial and assesses well-being in seven items. This scale was 
adapted to the undergraduate Brazilian student’s context for Patrícia N. D. Fon-
seca et al. (2015). We used a Likert-type response scale, ranging from 1 to 4, 
with 1 corresponding to “strongly disagree” and 4 to “strongly agree”. In this 
study, the items’ factor loading ranged between .84 and .68. The fit indices of 
the instrument were satisfactory, suggesting the adequacy of the scale: CFI = .99, 
TLI = .99, SRMR = .04, RMSEA = .05 (.02 - .08), 𝜒2 = 26.434, df = 14, with p < .05. 
The Cronbach’s alpha and McDonald’s omega coefficients were adequate: ω = .88 
and α = .87.
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Sociodemographic questionnaire

The research team of the Observatory of Institutional Climate and Prevention of 
Violence in Educational Contexts – Xará prepared this instrument, which includes 
questions regarding race/ethnicity, affective-sexual identity, gender identity, dis-
ability or special needs, socioeconomic conditions, and year of entry at university.

Procedures

Data collection and ethical considerations

Data was collected from September to October 2023. The students responded to 
the online questionnaire on the platform OnlinePesquisa. We invited all under-
graduate students to participate (around 28389 enrolled students). The approach 
was conducted via posters, emails, and in-person at campuses, classrooms, and 
lines at the university restaurants. After accessing the questionnaire link, the 
participants were informed about the research aims, risks, and benefits, de-
scribed in the Informed Consent Form. Participation was voluntary. They spent 
around 20 minutes answering the questionnaire. On the questionnaire’s final 
page, they could find information to support at university (psychological sup-
port, where and how to report violence). The project underwent review by the 
Research Ethics Committee with Human Subjects (CAEE: 61369722.1.0000.0214).

Data analysis

We assessed each scale’s data normality using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. 
Considering the non-normal data normality, we performed Spearman’s rho cor-
relations to correlate the scale scores (Goodwin & Leech, 2006). We didn’t find 
multicollinearity in the data. We performed these analyses in the Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences - Version 29.0 (SPSS 29.0).

The Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was implemented in the statistical soft-
ware JASP version 0.18.3. We used the Robust Diagonally Weighted Least Squares 
(RDWLS) estimation method, which is adequate for category data (DiStefano & 
Morgan, 2014; C.-H. Li, 2016), for testing the hypothesis. We used these fit indi-
ces: 𝜒2, Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), Standardized Root 
Mean Residual (SRMR), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). 
Values of 𝜒2 must not be significant; values of CFI and TLI must be ≥ 0,90 and, 
especially above .95; values of RMSEA must be ≤.08 or, preferably ≤.06, with con-
fidence interval (upper limit) ≤.10 (Brown, 2015).

RESULTS

Table 1 shows the descriptive data and correlations between variables. We iden-
tified significant statistical relationships between bullying and cyberbullying  
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victimization and all dimensions of institutional ethical climate. Most of them 
were low-to-moderate and negative. Violence indicators in the institution 
showed a low-to-moderate and positive association with bullying victimization 
and a low-to-moderate and positive association with cyberbullying victimization. 
Bullying victimization showed a positive and low-to-moderate significant rela-
tionship with anxiety and depression indicators. Well-being had a low and nega-
tive association with bullying and cyberbullying victimization.

To further assess the results, we modeled a structural equation to evaluate 
whether the eight institutional ethical climate dimensions predict reduced bully-
ing and cyberbullying victimization (H1). We still investigated if bullying and cy-
berbullying victimizations impact students’ well-being, anxiety, and depression 
indicators (H2). The fit indices in the final model were satisfactory (𝜒2 = 4275.552, 
df = 1961, 𝜒2/df = 2.18, p < .001, CFI = .98, TLI = .98, SRMR = .07, RMSEA (90% 
CI) = .054 [.051 - .056]), suggesting the model’s acceptability.

As shown in Figure 1, we confirmed partially the H1. Considering the eight insti-
tutional ethical climate dimensions, only perception of institutional safety 

Figure 1. The Explicative Model Tested in the Current Study (n = 413)

Note: C1: violence indicators in the institution; C2: institutional policies and practices to combat violence; 
C3: institutional student engagement; C4: institutional embracement of diversity; C5: institutional policies 
to promote psychological well-being; C6: perception of institutional safety; C7: teachers’ student engage-
ment; C8: perceived social and institutional support; BUL: bullying victimization; CYBER: cyberbullying vic-
timization; WB: well-being; AI: anxiety indicators; DI: depression indicators. ***p < .000, **p < .01; *p < .05.
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(β = -.19, p < .01), institutional embracement of diversity (β = -.15, p < .01), and 
violence indicators in the institution (β = .16, p < .05) had a significant effect on 
the occurrence of bullying victimization. The institutional ethical climate di-
mensions did not significantly affect cyberbullying victimization.

Furthermore, we explored the relationship between bullying and cyberbullying 
victimization and well-being, as well as anxiety and depression indicators. We 
identified moderate effects of bullying victimization on depression indicators 
(β  =  1.99, p <  .001), well-being (β  =  -1.93, p <  .001), and anxiety indicators 
(β = 1.03, p < .001), confirming the H2. The cyberbullying victimization dimen-
sion also had a significantly moderate effect on depression indicators (β = -1.80, 
p  <  .001), well-being (β  =  1.79, p  <  .001), and anxiety indicators (β  =  -.77, 
p < .001). However, such effects were contradictory to those pointed out in the 
literature. Regarding literature evidence, we also found a correlation between 
bullying and cyberbullying victimization (r = .97, p < .001).

DISCUSSION

The results show a significant association between institutional climate and bullying/
cyberbullying victimization, as demonstrated in the literature (Zych et al., 2019). 
Only indicators of violence within the institution showed a positive association with 
bullying and cyberbullying victimization. Although this relationship may be cycli-
cal—a more positive climate reduces violence, and reduced violence may improve 
the climate—the literature shows that a positive institutional environment predicts 
lower bullying and cyberbullying victimization (Zych et al., 2019). We, therefore, 
explored this relationship by examining whether different dimensions of institutional 
ethical climate explained lower bullying levels. The analyzed model showed that 
three of the eight dimensions of institutional ethical climate explained bullying oc-
currence, partially confirming Hypothesis 1: perception of institutional safety, insti-
tutional embracement of diversity, and indicators of violence within the institution.

The “perception of institutional safety” explained lower levels of bullying victim-
ization, consistent with the literature (Álvarez-García et al., 2015; Jenaro et al., 
2018; Tashkandi et al., 2023; Zych et al., 2019). A sense of safety helps individuals 
feel comfortable within the institution, particularly those belonging to minority 
groups, while also inhibiting aggressive behaviors. In environments perceived as 
safe, there is greater confidence to confront violent situations, whether concern-
ing oneself or others, and to seek help (Yano et al., 2021), as well as to strength-
en respect and inclusion (Zych et al., 2019).

“Institutional embracement of diversity” also proved to be a protective factor 
against bullying. Belonging to minority groups may be a risk factor for bullying 
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(Lewis & Ericksen, 2016; Lund & Ross, 2017; Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017; Myers & 
Cowie, 2016; Panúncio-Pinto et al., 2019; West, 2015). Culturally constructed and 
socially reproduced bias may motivate or contribute to making individuals from 
underrepresented groups more vulnerable to bullying, which in this case is termed 
bias-based bullying (BBB) in the literature (Eisenberg et al., 2021). It is therefore 
essential to understand the characteristics of the university community to identi-
fy potential risk factors. The sample in this study consisted predominantly of 
white, heterosexual students from moderate socioeconomic backgrounds with no 
special needs.

Although access to higher education in Brazil has become more democratic, par-
ticularly in recent decades, it remains an elitist level of education (Basso-Poletto 
et al., 2020). This means that inclusion policies, respect, and embracement of di-
versity require greater attention, ensuring not only access but also student reten-
tion. The latter materializes not only through academic aspects but also social, 
emotional, and moral ones. Moreover, policies and practices should recognize the 
intersectionality present in these experiences (Tashkandi et al., 2023), which may 
influence both the likelihood of occurrence and the different, complex impacts of 
victimization. That is, an individual may belong to different vulnerable groups, 
experiencing a multifaceted situation that requires a qualitative perspective, of-
ten not captured by statistical analyses (Panúncio-Pinto et al., 2019; Schihalejev 
et al., 2020).

The dimension “violence indicators in the institution” also showed a positive as-
sociation with bullying victimization. The literature demonstrates this relation-
ship by showing that environments with higher rates of violent hazing, sexual, 
verbal, and moral harassment, racism, homophobia, ableism, and other forms of 
discrimination may contribute to bullying, whether traditional or virtual (Azeredo 
et al., 2015; Trombini-Frick, Zechi & Cortez, 2023). Studies on polyvictimization 
suggest that experiencing one type of violence may be a risk factor for exposure 
to other forms of violence (Aizpurua et al., 2021; Cénat et al., 2021). We empha-
size that our study focuses on macro-level environmental characteristics, rather 
than individual-level ones as in polyvictimization studies. This relationship still 
needs further exploration in analyses of institutional climate and bullying.

The dimensions “institutional policies and practices to combat violence”, “insti-
tutional student engagement”, “institutional policies to promote psychological 
well-being”, “teachers’ student engagement”, and “perceived social and institu-
tional support” did not predict lower bullying victimization in the sample studied. 
Although we expected a predictive relationship, as indicated in the literature, we 
assume this result may be due to their indirect impact. Furthermore, these  
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dimensions of institutional ethical climate may require improvement in terms of 
policies and practices to generate effective impact. As observed, institutional 
policies and practices to combat violence need to exist, be known, and be trusted 
to convey the message that the university stands against violence and works to 
inhibit and confront it (Álvarez-García et al., 2015; Gardner et al., 2016). Both 
“institutional student engagement” and “teachers’ student engagement” may act 
as indirect protective factors in preventing violence, including bullying and  
cyberbullying (Tashkandi et al., 2023). This occurs because when the institution, 
or specifically teachers, engage with students’ academic performance, they can 
identify difficulties associated with coexistence issues while also helping students 
feel more confident and engaged in their studies and the institution itself. And 
academic performance is a predictor of lower bullying victimization (Kljakovic & 
Hunt, 2016; Zych et al., 2019).

“Perceived social and institutional support” may be more relevant for mitigating 
the consequences of victimization and promoting victims’ well-being than for 
preventing bullying, although the literature provides evidence for both situations 
(Azeredo et al., 2015; Gaffney et al., 2021; Tashkandi et al., 2023; Zych et al., 
2019). Similarly, “institutional policies to promote psychological well-being” did 
not explain lower levels of bullying victimization. As hypothesized for the previ-
ous variables, in this sample this indicator may be more relevant for mitigating 
the consequences of victimization (Gaffney et al., 2021).

Cyberbullying victimization was not explained by the dimensions of institutional 
ethical climate. We assume that the fact that some dimensions explained bully-
ing victimization but not cyberbullying victimization is due to the latter occur-
ring in the virtual environment. Although social relationships in this space are 
connected to the real world, it is not always easy to perceive and understand the 
impact of one dimension on another or the degree of proximity between them 
(Trombini-Frick, Zechi & Cortez, 2023). Indeed, when analyzed in isolation,  
cyberbullying appears distanced from the institutional context, and the institu-
tional climate, in its macro dimensions, appears not to influence its occurrence. 
The model analyzed via SEM revealed a strong correlation between bullying and 
cyberbullying, almost as if they were the same variable, despite initial correla-
tion analysis indicating a moderate relationship between them. The results 
therefore suggest the need to consider these two forms of victimization in an 
integrated manner.

The analyzed model also partially confirmed the second hypothesis. As indicated 
in the literature, we found that bullying victimization moderately explains 
well-being indicators (Giovazolias & Malikiosi-Loizos, 2016; Yubero et al., 2023), 
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and is negatively associated with anxiety and depression (Aricak, 2016; Pörhölä 
et al., 2019; Reid et al., 2016). Regarding cyberbullying, we found contradictory 
effects: the analyzed model indicated a positive relationship with well-being 
and negative relationships with anxiety and depression indicators. That is, the 
greater the cyberbullying victimization, the higher the reported well-being and 
the lower the anxiety and depression scores. Contrary to these findings, the lit-
erature suggests that cyberbullying reduces well-being (Bussu et al., 2025; Kwan 
et al., 2020; Yubero et al., 2023) and contributes to higher levels of depression 
(Jenaro et al., 2018; C. Li et al., 2024; Resett & Putallaz, 2018) and anxiety (Cas-
tro Castañeda et al., 2020; Myers & Cowie, 2019; West, 2015).

One possible explanation for this finding involves the intersection between bully-
ing and cyberbullying. Individuals experiencing both forms of victimization may 
suffer more intense mental health impacts, manifesting higher levels of depres-
sion and anxiety (C. Li et al., 2024). On the other hand, victimization exclusively 
in the virtual environment may not compromise overall well-being, allowing vic-
tims to maintain a positive perception of their offline lives. This result is consis-
tent with the initial correlation analysis, which identified statistically significant 
associations between bullying victimization and anxiety/depression levels (both 
negative) and a positive correlation with well-being. Cyberbullying victimization 
only showed a statistically significant correlation with well-being, which was 
weak and negative.

Another hypothesis is that individuals exposed to cyberbullying are developing 
coping mechanisms that reduce mental health impacts. Cyberbullying occurs in 
digital environments, which may allow some emotional distancing from the ag-
gression and provide temporary relief. Victims can disconnect from or block ag-
gressors, as well as seek support in online communities with similar experiences. 
This social support may mitigate negative impacts and even promote increased 
well-being (Vogt & Trombini-Frick, 2024). The visibility of cyberbullying on social 
networks may also raise awareness and mobilize institutional resources, result-
ing in interventions that reduce feelings of isolation. Moreover, some victims 
may feel empowered when reporting online aggression, promoting a sense of 
control and empowerment.

Bullying, in turn, constitutes attacks in physical contexts, potentially resulting in 
intense and immediate suffering. Aggressions, whether physical or emotional, 
tend to negatively affect victims’ self-image and self-esteem. Students who expe-
rience bullying frequently suffer social rejection, loneliness, and exclusion- 
critical factors in reducing well-being. The constant fear of new aggressions harms 
mental health and academic performance, perpetuating a cycle of emotional  
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deterioration. Furthermore, bullying may lead to the internalization of stigma, 
making victims believe they deserve the treatment received, which intensifies 
feelings of depression and hopelessness (Li et al., 2024).

Thus, differences in cyberbullying and bullying on mental health may be attribut-
ed to the nature of interactions (mediated vs. direct), type of available support 
(virtual vs. face-to-face), and victims’ emotional responses. While cyberbullying 
may, in some contexts, generate support and empowerment opportunities, bul-
lying tends to result in direct suffering and social exclusion, with substantial 
negative impacts on well-being, potentially increasing anxiety and depression 
levels. These findings and considerations should be interpreted cautiously, as the 
literature shows that cyberbullying victims may have greater difficulty predict-
ing and avoiding aggressions, which can occur at any time and have a much 
broader reach, leaving victims more vulnerable than in traditional bullying situa-
tions (Li et al., 2024; Patchin & Hinduja, 2015; Smith, 2012; Smith et al., 2012). 
Understanding these dynamics, particularly among university students, is essen-
tial for developing prevention and intervention strategies in educational and dig-
ital environments (Campbell, 2016).

We emphasize that this interpretation applies to the studied sample (face-to-face 
education). However, with the increasing virtualization of social interactions, cyber-
bullying’s impact may become more predominant. It is also crucial not to minimize 
cyberbullying’s effects on individuals, particularly those with conditions limiting 
face-to-face socialization, as in these cases, the absence of in-person interactions 
may increase virtual environment victimization impacts. A meta-analysis by Li et al. 
(2024) on bullying and cyberbullying’s mental health impacts on children and ado-
lescents showed that experiencing both victimizations considerably increases risks 
for suicidal ideation and attempts, self-harm, and depression.

Based on the evidence presented, we recommend developing and promoting poli-
cies and practices that foster safe environments embracing diversity and confront-
ing violence. Specifically, we suggest strategies demonstrating to the university 
community that dignity and respect for human life are fundamental values that can 
be experienced in interpersonal relationships. This involves developing policies and 
practices ensuring not only physical but also psychological safety (Álvarez-García  
et al., 2015; Jenaro et al., 2018; Souza et al., 2018; Tashkandi et al., 2023; Zych et 
al., 2019). It is essential that people perceive the institution cares and is committed 
to creating an environment that deters violent situations, promotes good coexis-
tence, and ensures safety and freedom of movement. This requires adequate infra-
structure to guarantee access, retention, and inclusive development, particularly 
for people with special needs and minority groups, plus spaces and trained  
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professionals for effective psychological, pedagogical, and social support. As evi-
denced, promoting safe environments goes beyond implementing cameras, security 
personnel, and strategies inhibiting weapon carrying or unauthorized entry (Yano  
et al., 2021).

Human diversity should also be valued and experienced in interpersonal relation-
ships (Esteves, 2019; Schultze-Krumbholz et al., 2020). Educational institutions 
must adopt policies and practices valuing inclusion and diversity, promoting re-
spect, and recognizing and addressing different needs (Aizpurua et al., 2021; 
Esteves, 2019; Gaffney et al., 2021; Schultze-Krumbholz et al., 2020; Trombini- 
Frick, Zechi, Stelko-Pereira et al., 2023). Representatives from different groups 
should hold positions and participate in deliberative and consultative activities. 
All violence or bias manifestations should be curbed through effective policies 
and practices. Institutions can promote migrant integration policies, provide 
specialized centers for pedagogical guidance for people with special needs or 
different educational requirements, and foster discussion groups and collectives 
involving diverse educational community members, addressing and celebrating 
diversity and inclusion while maintaining cultural, sports, and leisure spaces en-
couraging coexistence. They may also implement specialized policies and pro-
fessionals to support and guide violence against underrepresented groups (Lund 
& Ross, 2017; Myers & Cowie, 2016).

Additionally, institutions should develop policies and practices for effectively  
confronting different forms of violence, created with educational community par-
ticipation. Furthermore, it is crucial to promote relationships based on respect, jus-
tice, cooperation, solidarity, empathy, and mutual aid (Trombini-Frick, Zechi, 
Stelko-Pereira et al., 2023). Reporting channels and guidance on confronting vio-
lence, including bullying and cyberbullying, should be widely known, objective, and 
easily accessible (Cismaru & Cismaru, 2018). Universities should invest in training 
the community (students, teachers, and technical staff) to provide effective, safe 
assistance in victimization situations (Lund & Ross, 2017). Institutional policies and 
practices should consider legal aspects of face-to-face and online aggressions, as 
well as different manifestation and confrontation dynamics (Campbell, 2016; Myers 
& Cowie, 2016). Moreover, they should better investigate and consider differences 
between virtual and physically occurring violence.

In summary, we advocate institutions promote practices enabling the experience 
of moral values like human dignity, respect, solidarity, cooperation, and dialogue 
in relationships, with institutional policies using these values as guiding princi-
ples. This may foster both practice and reflective processes, internalizing moral 
values, contributing to subjects’ moral autonomy development (Kohlberg, 1992; 
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La Taille, 2019; Menin, 2019; Piaget, 1932/1994), ethical civic formation (Naval 
et al., 2011), and a more just and inclusive society.

CONCLUSIONS

In this study, we verified whether the campus climate and its dimensions predict 
reduced bullying and cyberbullying victimization; and investigated if bullying and 
cyberbullying victimizations impact students’ well-being, anxiety, and depression 
indicators. The findings demonstrate that a positive institutional climate, particu-
larly regarding perceptions of safety, institutional embracement of diversity, and 
reduction of violence indicators, is associated with decreased bullying incidents. 
However, cyberbullying was not directly explained by institutional climate dimen-
sions, suggesting its virtual nature requires specific approaches. Furthermore, 
bullying victimization was confirmed to negatively impact students’ mental 
health, with significant effects on anxiety and depression levels. Cyberbullying 
showed a paradoxical relationship with mental health, potentially due to coping 
mechanisms and social support available in virtual environments for this sample.

This study has several limitations that warrant consideration. Primarily, the 
sample consisted predominantly of white, heterosexual students, which may 
limit the generalizability of findings to minority groups. Future studies should 
include greater representation of these groups to permit a more comprehensive 
analysis of specific intersectionalities and vulnerabilities. Additionally, as the 
research was conducted at a public university, replications with private institu-
tion cohorts from other regions or countries could enhance understanding of 
the observed dynamics. Longitudinal studies would be valuable to examine the 
relationships between institutional climate, victimization, and mental health 
over time. Finally, expanding the sample size would improve understanding of 
cyberbullying victimization effects on university students’ mental health.

This study advances understanding of the relationships between institutional cli-
mate, victimization, and student mental health, providing evidence to inform pre-
ventive strategies and interventions that promote well-being and ethical coexistence 
in university settings. Institutions should adopt an ecological approach that considers 
legal, community, family, and individual factors when addressing bullying and cyber-
bullying, given their complexity. Active engagement of the educational community 
in developing and implementing these policies is essential for their effectiveness. 
Systematic, ongoing evaluations like this can serve as valuable tools in this process. 
Moreover, they may help institutions assess how well their policies and practices 
align with values education or education for ethical coexistence, thereby fostering 
moral autonomy among students and other community members.
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