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Abstract
Non-verbal abuse is a set of behaviors that express feelings, direction, and
social intentions without using words. This kind of behaviors consist of
ignorance, ostracism, deprivation, silent treatment, social rejection, and
using aggressive manners due to powerful psychological effects like
feelings of anger, shyness, anxiousness, and lack of self-confidence. The
rapid development of social media helps to expand non-verbal abuse to
take new shapes, like the intended ignorance through internet (ghosting),
sending unwanted messages, posting embarrassing pictures, using
expression icons for the sake of mockery, or controlling others. This study
sheds light on manifestations of non-verbal abuse in its traditional and
digital context, with a focus on its psychological effects, depending on the
results of previous studies. This study also shows how nonverbal abuse is
connected with the problem of psychological health, with social and
sentimental challenges that lead to negative effects in the educational and
workplace environments. Depending on the previous studies, including
digital abuse through media, social harassment, and strategies of protecting
from abuse, this study emphasizes the importance of enhancing awareness
and putting effective strategies to protect others from nonverbal abuse in
the digital and factual context.
1. Introduction

Nonverbal manners are considered the main elements in human
communication, helping others to convey their feelings, ideas, attitudes,
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Nonverbal Abuse and Its Psychological Impact: Including Digital Forms and

Evidence from Previous Studies

and intentions without the need to use any words (Ekman, 1999; Knapp&
Hall,2011). Despite these manners that include facial expressions, icons,
using body language, eye contact, and creating space with others, which
almost enhance communication with people, can also be used as a means of
harm, manipulation, or ostracism for others, creating what is known as
nonverbal abuse.

William (2007) and Coyne et al. (2019) state that some people intend
to use such a manner for the sake of harming others psychologically or
controlling others without using any words. It often embodies in the form
of aggressive icons, silent treatment, ostracism, social ignorance, and
threatening closeness. These behaviors often appear in various
environments, including the workplace, school, personal relationships, and
social media. Due to its invisible nature, it is often mistreated by people or
cannot be noticed, in spite of its psychological effect on their behaviors and
feelings.

The problem of this study is that academic and scholarly research
didn’t offer a comprehensive and precisely defined conceptual model for
interpreting nonverbal abuse, particularly in online domains. Manners,
including silent treatment, social exclusion, and ghosting, have been widely
addressed; nevertheless, they are frequently categorized within larger
constructs like online hostility and cyberbullying, leaving forms of
nonverbal harm mostly undiscovered. These overlapping constructs have
led to terminological vagueness, methodological incoherence, and limited
advancement in specialized mental and protective programs. So, there is a
critical need to theoretically define nonverbal harm and to distinguish
between offline and online environments.

Therefore, this study sheds light on the concept of nonverbal abuse in
general through examining its definitions, types, and psychological effects.
It also uses its previous studies relating to workplace or academic contexts
to show how nonverbal abuse is embodied in digital platforms. Due to the
integration of online and offline viewpoints, this study shows how all these
factors can create a direct effect on social interaction, psychological health,
and the advancement of the individual. This study aims to answer the
following questions: firstly, how can the framework of nonverbal abuse
theoretically elucidate in both offline and online contexts, and how does it
vary from related concepts such as different forms of online aggression?
Secondly, what psychological impacts are connected with nonverbal abuse,
and how is this topic tackled in previous research?

2. Nonverbal Abuse

Nonverbal abuse is a form of psychological and social harm that is
used to hurt or belittle others without using any words, but it can be
expressed through nonverbal behaviors or gestures that carry negative or
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aggressive meanings. According to Knapp& Hall (2010) and Burgoon
etal.,(2016), nonverbal abuse “refers to a pattern of behaviors that
communicate hostility, control, exclusion, or devaluation without the use of
spoken language. Such behaviors include ignoring, social exclusion, hostile
facial expressions, threatening gestures, and the use of silence as
punishment. Despite the absence of words, nonverbal abuse can cause
significant psychological harm, including anxiety, lowered self-esteem, and
social withdrawal.”

Nonverbal abuse has different forms ,such as the following:

1.

Social Rejection and Discrimination: Social rejection is a social
behavior that is used to ignore others intentionally or deny his/her
social identity through silence or preventing others from
communicating on social media or in activities. Such kind of
behavior can lead to negative psychological effects like ostracism,
isolation, and lack of self-confidence. Whereas discrimination
prevents individuals or groups of people from communicating,
whether socially or educationally. This kind of discrimination can be
either intentional or unintentional and can be either official or
unofficial. It often relates to the political and organized decisions that
lead to social isolation (Williams, 2007).

Facial Expressions and Aggressive Gazes: According to Ekman
(1999), facial expressions are movements or changes that occur in
facial muscles to reflect psychological feelings of an individual, like
smiles, grimaces, scowls, surprise expressions, and lip tension.
Whereas a hostile gaze is a visual action that shows threaten for
others, expressing throughout ongoing gaze and gazing at others
aggressively.

Threatening Closeness means to employ personal space to control
an individual, causing panic and anxiety.

Silent Treatment: Knapp& Hall (2010) and William (2007) define
silent treatment as a type of non-linguistic abuse that is intentionally
used to dominate others or hurt them psychologically by refusing to
speak or communicate with them, leading to social isolation, lack of
self-esteem, and frustration.

Digital Nonverbal Abuse: Online harassment is defined as “any
unwanted verbal or nonverbal behavior that occurs online which
violates a person’s dignity or creates a hostile, degrading, or
offensive environment” (Dart Center, 2020).

Psychological Impacts

Although nonverbal abuse isn’t focused directly on speech, it can be

considered as set of manners that leave negative psychological and social
effects on individuals. This kind of manner can make individuals or groups
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of people suffer from many emotional problems, like feelings of anger,
anxiety, and depression, due to a lack of self-esteem and lack of self-
confidence. Moreover, it can lead to noticeable changes in the individual’s
manners, causing others to be isolated and refuse to communicate with
others socially and educationally because of discrimination and ostracism
(Coyne et al., 2019).

In terms of workplace contexts, nonverbal abuse helps to create a
stressful work environment, causing emotional exhaustion and occupational
burnout, making others leave their jobs (Bryant et al., 2020). In terms of
digital contexts, some actions, like ignorance on social media or digital
discrimination, lead to hurt others psychologically, especially teenagers,
because of their dependence on social media in daily life communication.
In addition, continuous exposure to ostracism and discrimination can
negatively affect social and emotional development, leading individuals to
be perceived as abnormal later (Coyne et al., 2019).

In short, examining these effects is important for helping others
reduce these problems by providing solutions tailored to each case.

3. Methodology

This study depended on the outline of a narrative integrative review. This
study reviewed articles that were published between 1999 and 2025. These
articles were selected from scholarly databases such as Scopus and Google
Scholar. The study focused on the criteria for selecting studies that discuss
nonverbal behaviors, such as online and offline aggression, and their
psychological embodiments. This study excluded studies that included
verbal and physical harm. The study analyzed the selected studies
thematically to specify psychological impacts and theoretical patterns.

4. Literature Review

This study concentrates exclusively on nonverbal abuse and its
psychological impacts. Juristic, sociological, and forensic topics are not
analyzed in depth. Moreover, this study is restricted to researches that have
published in English and mainly focuses on both adult and teenagers
people.

a. Nonverbal Abuse in Traditional Contexts

Several studies have discussed nonverbal abuse in traditional
contexts, like Ekman’s study (1999), which aimed to explore how people
can use their emotions in daily life communication and how these non-
linguistic expressions can be conveyed to see their effect. He depended on
previous studies and observational synthesis of facial expressions and non-
linguistic cues to help him in analyzing facial cues and sentimental
responses within various social settings. He concluded that facial
expressions are considered universal signs to communicate or express any
emotion without the need to use words. Similarly, Williams (2007) studied
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the psychological effects of silent treatment and social rejection depending
on trial and survey data taken from social elimination and inclusion
scenarios. To analyze the facial expressions and emotional responses, they
utilized evaluation metrics for the sake of evaluating these actions in
psychological cases. They concluded that all nonverbal abuse, like
discrimination, silent treatment, and psychological exclusion/inclusion, can
generalize negative emotions such as feelings of anger, shyness, anxiety,
and so on. Also, Knapp and Hall (2010) studied nonverbal communication
among groups of people, focusing on the facial expressions, gestures,
postures, body language, and eye contact of individuals. They used
theoretical analysis and synthesis of the literature review to analyze all
these expressions. They concluded that nonverbal expressions can be used
in human communication, and they influence the relationship, whether
positively or negatively. Moreover, the study of Coyne, Rogers, and
Zurcher (2019) aimed to explore nonverbal aggressive behaviors among
teenagers and adolescents in educational environments. They concluded
that manners such as rejection by peers and hostile gaze can lead to a lack
of self-esteem and lack of communication with society. They
recommended providing intervention programs to help them mentally and
emotionally. Finally, Bryant, Marchant, and Kaye(2020) conducted a study
to explore ghosting and social rejection in terms of the social media
environment. To analyze their behaviors on online platforms, they
depended on survey data that was taken from employers of internet. They
concluded that the analyzed behaviors lead others to lose their confidence
and self-esteem, isolation, and social exclusion.
b. Digital Nonverbal Abuse and Cyber Dating

The study of Gomez et al. (2017) examined the phenomenon of
online dating mistreatment concerning sentimental and sexual bonds,
emphasizing its relevance among teenagers and emerging adults. They
employed the systematic review method to analyze the data, which were 35
previously published articles that had tackled in the USA. They concluded
that this phenomenon is considered a common case among adolescents.
Also, the study revealed that these mistreatments weren’t limited to a
certain gender. They, therefore, recommended spreading awareness among
the young people by focusing on the role of parents to guide their young
children for the sake of reducing cyber dating abuse. Another study
addressed by Jevti¢ (2020) explored the reason for increasing online
mistreatment in Serbia and found a way to reduce this phenomenon in that
place. So, He employed an observational and survey approach to analyze
the data that were collected across time from both elementary and
secondary schools. He concluded that online abuse has expanded because
of intensive use of technology devices like cellphones, tablets, and so on,
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focusing on providing educational and legitimate programs to reduce this
phenomenon.

Moreover, McManus et al. (2021) investigated the widespread
occurrences of exposure to offensive messages from present companions.
They employed a multiple regression approach to evaluate data that were
selected from a questionnaire of samples ranging from 16 to older age to
examine the psychological effects. They also evaluated its prevalence with
suicidal ideation. They concluded that 6.6% rate for adults who got threaten
messages at a certain time, whereas 1.7% rate referred to those who had
experienced them during the last few years. They also showed how the
adults who were exposed to those kinds of messages had associated with
greater risks of psychological disorder(AOR=1.89), self-hurt(AOR=2.31),
and suicidal ideation (AOR=2.00). Another study by Flach and
Deslandes(2021) was conducted to comprehend the features of online
abuse in interpersonal emotional bonds. They selected 35 previously
published articles to evaluate manners like sending private messages
without the agreement of the other partner. They concluded that such kind
of online mistreatment was employed for the sake of hurting or controlling
others among teenagers. So, they recommended providing awareness
programs to reduce such cases. Lastly, the study of Oliveira Lima and De
Morais (2022) aimed to investigate online abuse among emotional
relationships: the size of this phenomenon, its consequences, and the
elements that had led to it. They employed a cross-sectional quantitative
approach to analyze the databases that were selected from 33 previously
published articles. They concluded that online abuse was a common
phenomenon among adolescents and was associated with harmful ideas
regarding love.

In short, all the above studies demonstrate that online nonverbal
abuse, such as social rejection on social media, blackmail, and undesirable
emotional relationships, is a common phenomenon among teenagers and
adult people. These studies referred to the psychological effects, such as
lack of self-confidence, mental disorder, and suicidal ideation,
recommending the importance of providing awareness programs to reduce
this phenomenon.

c. General Online Abuse and Harassment

The study of Short et al. (2015) aimed to evaluate the way in which
individuals can comprehend unaccepted manners of people throughout
digital platforms, understanding social rules and norms. They employed
factor analysis to analyze the databases that were selected from 118
psychological Bachelor’s students, providing three major categories: wrong
usage of information, unsolicited contact, and persistent communication.
They concluded that persistent communication got higher degree of
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occurrence and was considered the most harmful way among individuals.
Whereas the other types were associated with emotional distress. Moreover,
Bucur’s study (2022) aimed to explore a way to reduce bullying inside
educational institutions and find procedures to reduce aggressive behavior
among students. He depended on a qualitative method to examine the
intended integrated strategies by analyzing information and case studies
from different educational institutions. He concluded that preventive
approaches were very helpful in providing a safe place. Also, he showed
how enhancing the cultural educational environment and educational
policies considered as the most protective device in reducing this
phenomenon. Finally, an unknown author‘s study (2025) was conducted to
examine the connection between alexithymia (inability to express different
feelings) and exposure to nonverbal abuse on social media among
teenagers. This study employed both the Perth Alexithymia survey and
correlational analysis to collect data that were collected from 40
participants whose ages range from 18 to 23. The study showed a strong
connection between advanced alexithymia level and the growth of exposure
to cyber abuse. The study also showed how sentimental awareness and
proactive advanced programs were considered as an important way to
decrease digital nonverbal abuse among individuals.

In short, nonverbal abuse is subtle but a widespread phenomenon that is
used to hurt the psychological and mental health of individuals. It contains
different forms of manner like social rejection, discrimination, aggressive
gaze, silent treatment, and ghosting, causing feelings of anger, shyness,
anxiety, lack of self-confidence, and lack of self-esteem. Widespread
advancement of social media helps to expand these phenomena, such as
threatening messages, posting pictures without the agreement of other
partners, and emojis. All these issues can be reasons for psychological and
mental disorders, in particular among adolescents. So, creating awareness
educational programs can decrease all these cases.

5.Critical Analysis of Previous Studies
In spite of these studies regularly show nonverbal abuse has psychological
impacts of offline and online aggression, they vary in theoretical
categorizations. Some researchers classify ghosting as passion separation
whereas other researchers classify it as psychological offensive.
Additionally, online nonverbal manners like silent treatment or emoji
misapply are classified under wider cyberbullying concepts without clear
variation. So, this study attempts to tackle this lack of theoretical precision
to fill conceptual gap.
6. Conclusion

In conclusion, nonverbal abuse is considered, whether in actual life
or in a digital context, as an important threat to both mental and emotional
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health. To reduce these phenomena, they need awareness and advanced
programs that will support them throughout educational institutions. Also,
these programs depend basically on the guidance of parents to protect their
adolescents from nonverbal harassment. All these strategies can contribute
to create safe environment.

7. Recommendations

1. Awareness and Education: It means to provide awareness and
educational programs to enable students and young people to
recognize nonverbal abuse and to understand how to avoid this
phenomenon, whether in their daily life communication or online
communication.

2. Protected Digital Procedures: It means to teach teenagers how to
interact with others throughout social media, to respect the privacy of
others, and how to deal with nonverbal digital abuse.

3. Policies and Support: It means to provide clear rules and
procedures to report about nonverbal abuse and to support facilities
for victims in different environments, such as school, workplace, and
digital platforms.

4. Mental Health Support: It means to seek counseling and help
others to control depression and emotional impacts.

5. Collaboration: It means to enhance teamwork between teachers,
parents, psychologists, and tech developers to reduce these cases.
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