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Abstract With the development of the Internet and electronic communication technology, bullying has shifted from the real world to the virtual
world, a new form of bullying has emerged which is called cyberbullying. Cyberbullying has a high incidence among adolescents. Studies suggest
that 44.2% of individuals have experienced at least one cyberbullying and 21.4% of individuals have been cyberbullied. Cyberbullying can have long-
lasting negative effects on adolescents’ mental health such as higher anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation. So, it is necessary to explore the risk
factors and protective factors of cyberbullying. The empirical research shows that adolescents with high childhood maltreatment are more likely to
cyberbully others. However, the underlying mechanism of which childhood maltreatment affects cyberbullying perpetration remains unclear. The
present study constructed a moderated mediation model to examine whether self-esteem mediated the relationship between childhood maltreatment and
cyberbullying perpetration, and whether this mediating process was moderated by friendship quality.

The data for the current study were collected as part of the first wave of an ongoing longitudinal study in Taiyuan and Changzhi, Shanxi
province. A total of 2407 junior high school students from seven middle schools participated in this investigation. Participants aged from 11 to 16 years
old, with 1191 boys, 1202 girls and 14 participants without gender report. After given informed consent, participants completed a pencil and paper
questionnaire (including childhood maltreatment questionnaire, cyberbullying perpetration questionnaire, self-esteem questionnaire, and friendship
quality questionnaire) in privacy, and all information collected was self-reported.

Before testing hypotheses, all variables were standardized. We took gender and age as control variables in this study. First, SPSS 23.0 was
used to test the correlation between variables. Then, the mediating effect of self-esteem and the moderating effect of friendship quality were tested
by the PROCESS macro for SPSS. The correlation analysis showed that: Childhood maltreatment was positively correlated with cyberbullying
perpetration. Childhood maltreatment was negatively correlated with self-esteem and friendship quality. Self-esteem was negatively correlated with
cyberbullying perpetration. Friendship quality was positively correlated with self-esteem. The testing for moderated mediation model indicated that: (1)
Childhood maltreatment significantly and positively predicted cyberbullying perpetration. (2) Self-esteem mediated the relationship between childhood
maltreatment and cyberbullying perpetration, even after controlling for gender and age. (3) Friendship quality moderated the relationship between
childhood maltreatment and self-esteem.

Our findings have several theoretical and practical contributions. From a theoretical point of view, it provides an empirical framework for
researchers through testing the mediating effect of self-esteem and the moderating effect of friendship quality. These results could clear the underlying
mechanisms between childhood maltreatment and cyberbullying perpetration. From a practical point of view, this study provides guidance for the next
intervention works. First, it is important to provide a warm family environment for children. Second, the incidence of cyberbullying can be effectively
reduced by improving teenagers’ self-esteem. In addition, previous studies have shown that friendship quality has protective effects on individuals’
internalizing and externalizing problems. However, the results of this study suggest that friendship quality has a limited protective effort against high-
risk factors such as childhood maltreatment.

Key words childhood maltreatment, self-esteem, friendship quality, cyberbullying perpetration, adolescent



