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Abstract 

Many anti-bullying programs now emphasize the role of bystanders – youth who witness peer 

victimization.  Using a large sample of adolescents (aged 12-18) from the United Kingdom who 

completed an online survey, the present study examined the types of intervening, their outcomes, 

and reasons for intervening and not intervening.  No significant group differences by any 

demographic group were found in intervening or not.   Results showed that those who had 

negative affective reaction when they witnessed bullying were more likely to intervene.  Two 

intervening behaviors (telling the bully to stop and telling an adult) were strongest predictors of 

positive results. The most frequently selected reason for not intervening was not knowing what 

to do, and for intervening, having prosocial and altruistic motives was most common. These and 

other results are discussed for theoretical and practical implications.   

KEYWORDS: Bystanders, peer victimization, empathy, intervention, and adolescents 

  



3 
 

Experiences of Adolescent Witnesses to Peer Victimization: The Bystander Effect 

It is widely agreed that an incident of school bullying involves several roles in addition to 

those enacted by the perpetrator and the target (Salmivalli, 1999; Trach, Hymel, Waterhouse, & 

Neale, 2010). Studies have found that there are witnesses, or bystanders, to the majority of 

bullying events (85% according to Craig & Pepler, 1997), so that most students have witnessed 

school bullying at one time or another (Bonnano & Hymel, 2006; Trach et al., 2010). Like the 

perpetrators and targets, witnesses to bullying are also at risk for negative mental health 

outcomes (Rivers, Poteat, Noret, & Ashurst, 2009). Recent research and prevention efforts have 

emphasized the role that bystanders play in the bullying dynamic, since harnessing the power of 

these peers could be a viable avenue to reducing bullying in school (Frey, Hirschstein, Edstrőm, 

& Snell, 2009; Pepler, Craig, & O’Connell, 2010; Salmivalli, Voeten, & Poskiparta, 2011). 

Furthermore, it appears that the actions of witnesses moderate the effects of social anxiety and 

peer rejection on victimization (Kärna, Voeten, Poskiparta, & Salmivalli, 2010), underscoring 

the importance of bystander behavior in reducing this public health problem. 

However, only a small minority of witnesses to school bullying intervene to stop the 

bullying or defend the victim (Pőyhőnen, Juvonen, & Salmivalli, 2012), presenting significant 

challenges in creating a peer ecology that discourages bullying. The literature is clear that 

bystander behaviors are influenced by multiple factors, including individual characteristics such 

as gender, age, and degree of empathy (Menesini, Codescasa, Benelli, & Cowie, 2003; Paciello, 

Fida, Cerniglia, Tramontano, & Cole, 2013; Rigby & Johnson, 2006; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, 

Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996; Salmivalli, Lappalainen, & Lagerspetz, 1998; 

Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Thompson & Gullone, 2008), situation specific characteristics 

(seriousness of incident, potential for negative social repercussions (Salmivalli, Huttunen, & 
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Lagerspetz, 1997), and broader ecological contexts (class or school norm of action against 

bullying; Espelage, Holt, & Henkel, 2003; Nickerson, Aloe & Werth, 2015; Pozzoli, Ang, & 

Gini, 2012).  That is, adolescents’ decision to intervene or not intervene in a given situation is a 

product of multiple influences, instead of one or two variables. However, existing literature tends 

to identify individual variables that predict bystander behaviors and does not reflect the 

complexity of the decision-making process in bystander behaviors. The purpose of the current 

study was to better understand adolescents’ choice to intervene or not intervene using their own 

experiences of witnessing a bullying incident.  Specifically, the study examined adolescents’ 

reasons for intervening and not intervening when they witnessed an incident in the past year.  By 

having youth refer to their personal witnessing experience, we attempted to understand their 

reasoning process.  Furthermore, we examined other aspects of bystander decisions, such as how 

they feel when witnessing an incident, what they do when they intervene, what kind of incidents 

prompt their intervention, and the results of their interventions. Thus, the study aimed to identify 

important areas of intervention using youth perspectives and to inform school-based intervention 

programs and practices about ways to increase different defending behaviors.   

Significance of Bystander Roles  

Olweus (1993) identified eight possible roles in an incident of bullying: perpetrators 

(bullies), followers (or assistants to the bully), passive supporters (witnesses who do not leave 

the scene but who do nothing to oppose the bully), supporters (those who cheer on the bully or 

laugh), onlookers (outsiders), possible defenders (those who would like to defend but are unsure 

of what to do), actual defenders, and victims. Defending behaviors include actions such as telling 

the bully to stop, comforting the victim, getting adult assistance, helping the victim leave the 

situation, etc. Meter (2015) empirically tested different forms of defending behaviors in a sample 



5 
 

of children in Grades 4 to 12 and identified a 5-factor model of defending behaviors: assertive, 

overt aggressive, relationally aggressive, telling an adult, and comforting the victim. These 

studies highlight the wide range of possible bystander responses in a bullying situation, but more 

importantly indicate that these responses are likely to have different effects on future bullying 

behaviors and victims’ adjustment.  Salmivalli et al. (2011) investigated peers’ defense of the 

victim in a large sample of third through fifth grade classes in Finland and found that bullying 

occurred more often in classes in which bullying behavior was often reinforced by peer approval 

or condoning the behavior. Conversely, in classrooms with high levels of defending the victim, 

bullying was less prevalent. These findings are consistent with the principle of operant 

conditioning, which posits that behaviors that are positively reinforced will be repeated.  For 

those who bully, their behavior is thought to be motivated by the need for power and status in the 

peer group (Caravita & Cillessen, 2012; Salmivalli, 2010). When their bullying behavior elicits 

attention and approval from the witnesses (by positive encouragement, laughing, joining in, or 

condoned by inaction), the perpetrator achieves the status goal and the behavior is likely to be 

repeated (Salmivalli et al., 2011). While we know from these studies that bystander responses 

involve various behaviors and are likely to affect future incidents, fewer studies have examined 

the outcomes of these bystander responses.  The current study investigated youth perceptions of 

these outcomes, what happened when they intervened, given that their perception of these 

outcomes is likely to influence their future bystander behaviors.   

Bystander Behaviors 

The seminal work on bystander behavior was done by Darley and Latané (1968), who 

focused on the observation that individuals who witness aggression are less likely to intervene in 

the presence of other passive observers. These researchers proposed that there are a series of 
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steps that lead to intervention: the observer must notice the incident, realize that assistance is 

needed, feel responsible to intervene, believe they can help, and make the decision to act (Latané 

& Darley, 1970).  However, there are three processes that serve to inhibit the willingness to 

intervene. When multiple observers are present, the individual may feel less personally 

responsible to act on behalf of the victim (diffusion of responsibility). The presence of others at 

the scene also means that there is the possibility of being judged for one’s actions (evaluation 

apprehension), or that the bystander may conclude that since others are not intervening, the 

intervention is not necessary (pluralistic ignorance). We argue that this process applies to 

bullying in youth as well (Salmivalli, 2010).  Many studies have used this particular theoretical 

framework (Nickerson, Aloe, Livingston, & Feeley, 2014; Obermann 2011; Pozzoli & Gini, 

2012) and highlighted the complex process of decision making when one responds or does not 

respond to a witnessed victimization event.   

In general, only a small minority of witnesses to school bullying intervene to stop the 

bullying or defend the victim (Atlas & Pepler, 1998; Hawkins, Pepler, & Craig, 2001; Nickerson 

et al., 2015; Pőyhőnen et al., 2012). Moreover, defending behaviors tend to be less likely as 

students age (Hutchinson, 2012; Jeffrey, Miller & Linn, 2001). In efforts to understand the 

behavior of bystanders, the extant literature has focused on demographic differences (age and 

gender) among bystanders who defend and those who do not.  Rock and Baird (2012) found that 

in addition to age differences, the type of bullying incident (physical or relational) generated 

different strategies for intervention in a sample of children aged 6 – 11. Interestingly, when the 

researchers primed participants with a story of successful intervention by a peer, girls produced 

more strategies for intervention, but that did not hold for boys. Pozzoli and Gini (2012) 

investigated individual differences between those who defended the victim and passive 



7 
 

bystanders. They examined pro-victim attitudes, a sense of personal responsibility to intervene, 

and coping strategies, along with participants’ perceptions of expectations of peers and parents. 

They found that peer and parental expectations (e.g., “normative pressure”) for how they should 

behave when witnessing bullying including direct intervention, asking for help from an adult, 

disregarding the incident, or withdrawing for self-protection, were significant influences on 

bystander response. Gini, Albiero, Benelli, and Altoè (2008) found that both empathy and social 

self-efficacy were significantly higher in girls, and that higher scores on empathy were 

associated with both active and passive bystander behavior. However, those high in social self-

efficacy were more likely to actively defend a victim, while those with lower levels of social 

self-efficacy were more likely to be passive bystanders. These findings together suggest that 

youth’s age, gender, self-efficacy, expectations from others, and type of victimization influence 

bystander behaviors. The findings further indicate that one is likely to engage in a process of 

simultaneous appraisal of these variables in order to decide how to respond or not respond to 

witnessed bullying incidents.   

Several qualitative studies corroborated the above findings. For example, Thornberg and 

his colleagues (Thornberg 2010; Thornberg et al., 2012) found that empathy for the victim, anger 

toward the perpetrator, and self-efficacy are associated with bystander intervention. They also 

found that bystander’s social standing (e.g., high social status) and relationship to victim (e.g., 

friends with the victim) as well as adults’ expectations were associated with bystander 

intervention. In a qualitative study of Swedish students in grades four through seven, Forsberg, 

Thornberg, and Samuelsson (2014) reported similar findings. They concluded that the 

bystanders’ definition of the incident is an important ingredient in the decisional process, with 

bystanders assessing whether the incident constitutes bullying and gauging how serious it is. 
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Participants also were more likely to intervene if they knew the persons involved and if they had 

a context from which to understand and interpret the behavior. The degree of distress felt by the 

observer influenced their choices, so that the stronger the distress the more likely observers were 

to intervene. The role of friendships and the social hierarchy of the involved peers was a 

particularly salient factor. When the observer is of lower social status than the perpetrator, he/she 

is less likely to intervene. With respect to not intervening, a number of variables have been 

identified: a fear of retaliation (Rigby & Johnson, 2005; Thornberg 2007, 2010), being friends 

with the perpetrator, enjoying the event as entertainment (Thornberg et al., 2012), admiring the 

bullying (Rigby & Johnson, 2005), believing it was someone else’s responsibility to intervene, 

and being unsure of the appropriate action (Bellmore, Ma, You, & Hughes, 2012). 

One important aspect of decision making is an emotional reaction, possibly influenced by 

various factors (e.g., severity of incident, relationships, etc). As implied in empathic reactions, a 

robust predictor of bystander behaviors, one’s emotional reactions to what one witnesses are 

likely to play a role in bystander behaviors.  An interesting study by Barhight, Hubbard, and 

Hyde (2013) provides supporting evidence. They took physiological measures of a random 

subsample of 79 children while they watched videos of bullying incidents. After viewing, the 

participants reported on their emotions. Those participants who had high heart rate acceleration 

and high negative emotions were more likely to intervene (based on peer ratings) than those 

participants who had heart rate deceleration and low level of negative emotions.   

The literature on bystander intervention has implicated both gender and age as variables 

of interest (Meter & Card, 2015), and although race/ethnicity and sexual orientation have been 

associated with other aspects of victimization, they have not been examined with respect to 

behavior when witnessing peer victimization.  The effects of race/ethnicity on bullying behaviors 
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in general is not conclusive, but the increased rates of victimization of sexual minority youth is 

firmly established (Hong & Espelage, 2012). Finally, students with disabilities are victimized 

more often than their non-disabled peers, but the effect of these individual characteristics on the 

choice to intervene when bullying is witnessed has not been investigated. Thus, the current study 

included these variables as exploratory inquiry. We are interested in whether minority status is 

associated with lower likelihood of intervention because those students may lack social power 

and fear negative repercussions (Carter & Spencer, 2006).  

Youth Self-Report 

The currents study used a self-report measure, which is often criticized as lacking 

validity. However, Volk, Veenstra, and Espelage (2017) point out that the use of parent- or 

teacher-report to offset mono-method bias is a questionable strategy, as “they sometimes already 

fail to observe overt acts of bullying or they may have to rely on second-hand information from 

adolescents who are possibly biased or withholding information” (p. 37). These authors noted 

that self-reports have been promoted by Olweus (2013) because the individual is the only one 

who knows certain aspects of the behavior; peers may not observe or may misinterpret a given 

incident. Self-report is also best for examining the individuals’ perceptions about an incident and 

has shown acceptable validity for the theoretical constructs.  In the current study, many of the 

questions related to the internal processes of witnesses; the individual is the only one who can 

report on such variables. Chan (2010) argues that the widespread disdain for self-report data is 

unwarranted, and that the determination about the appropriateness of this methodology depends 

on the specific measure. Although social desirability is a possibility in self-report, efforts to 

reduce that effect (e.g., anonymous surveys, the purpose of the survey as understood by the 

participants) can minimize that effect.  
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The Current Study 

Based on the gaps in the existing literature, the current study attempted to understand 

adolescents’ decisions to intervene or not to intervene and to expand our knowledge of bystander 

behaviors. Given the increased peer victimization and low defending behaviors during 

adolescence, we focused on this particular developmental period in order to tackle the challenges 

of improving bystander behaviors. We also noted the preponderance of qualitative studies in the 

extant literature on this topic, along with many quantitative studies that use vignettes of scenarios 

to elicit responses.  Although vignettes are a useful research tool, there is evidence that one’s 

intention to act in a certain way may not be a valid predictor of that action. Thus, the current 

study asked the participants’ actual behavior in response to incidents of bullying they recall 

having witnessed, which allowed us to examine specific factors that were associated with each 

decision.  A large initial sample allowed us to identify a sample of youth who had witnessed 

bullying and to examine youth’s actual defending behaviors and experiences when witnessing 

peer victimization by bullying.  The study examined the following predictor variables: 

demographic characteristics, type of victimization they witnessed, and affective reaction to 

witnessing. Using a subsample of those who intervened, the study also examined how they 

intervened and what outcomes they experienced. For those who did not intervene, we inquired 

about the reasons for that decision. We investigated the following research questions in a large 

sample of adolescents ages 12 to 18 from the U.K.: (1) What demographic characteristics (age, 

gender, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, disability) predict youth’s decision to intervene when 

bullying is witnessed?; (2) Does a bystander’s choice to intervene or not vary by the type of 

bullying witnessed and affective reaction?; (3) How did participants intervene, and to what 

extent are the results of their interventions positive?; and (4) What are the reasons for intervening 
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or not intervening when bullying is witnessed? Based on our review of the literature, we tested 

the following hypotheses: Younger students and girls are more likely to intervene; Minority 

groups (racial/ethnic groups, gender, sexual orientation) are less likely to intervene when 

bullying is observed; and bystanders are more likely to intervene in verbal incidents than other 

forms of victimization. We consider the reasons for intervening to be an exploratory inquiry, and 

thus do not have a hypothesis. We hypothesize that reasons for not intervening will include lack 

of knowledge of what to do.  

Methods 

Participants 

The current study used archival data collected in 2018 by Ditch the Label, an anti-

bullying organization with a significant presence in the United Kingdom. Ditch the Label aims to 

decrease the incidence and negative impact of bullying by conducting research and providing 

support to youth.  Consistent with this mission, Ditch the Label conducts an annual survey to 

inform the organization’s anti-bullying efforts.  Overall 14,756 students ranging in age from 12 

to 25 years old accessed the online survey. We selected a subsample of bystanders (i.e., 

witnessing a bullying incident), using the following inclusion criteria: (a) participants were 

younger than 19 years old, (b) indicated they had witnessed an incident of bullying at least once, 

(c) responded to the section on bystander behaviors and (d) responded to the question “How 

honest were you on this survey?)” with “mostly honest” or “completely honest,” (other options 

were “completely dishonest,” “mostly dishonest” and “in the middle”)  responded to the section 

on bystander behaviors. Cornell, Klein, Konold, and Huang (2012) found that such items 

improve the quality of survey responses in adolescents.  
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The resulting subsample of bystanders contained 1,855 participants. Table 1 provides 

demographic information for the full sample, and for the subset of bystanders. The mean age of 

the participants was 13.69 (SD=1.79).  Regarding gender, the sample of witnesses (hereafter 

called the sample) consisted of 58% female and 40% male.  Participants identifying as non-

binary, transgender, and a non-listed gender comprised the remaining 2%. Regarding their 

ethnicity, 80% reported that they were White (British, Irish and other), 6% reported that they 

were Black African or Black Caribbean, and 5% reported mixed race. Participants’ sexual 

orientation included 84% straight/heterosexual and 4% bisexual. Six percent reported being 

curious/unsure, lesbian, gay, asexual, or “other,” whereas 6% indicated that they preferred not to 

report their sexual orientation. Lastly, 90% reported that they did not have a disability 

Analytic Approaches to Self-Report Survey Questions 

We conducted exploratory analyses on the survey questions, considering that they were 

not from established measures.  The Ditch the Label created the survey items, based on topics 

that appeared on their website, on site visitors’ inquiries and posts, and in response to news 

articles about bullying and inquiries they received from media.  

Researchers generally assume that measures used in research are scales that are reflective 

in nature (Coltman, Devinney, Midgley, & Venaik, 2008), but indexes, which are formative in 

nature, may be more appropriate (Diamantopoulos & Winklhofer, 2001; Jarvis, Mackenzie, & 

Podsakoff, 2003). Cornell (2017) noted that some “scales” are actually indexes; Coltman et al. 

(2008) and Jarvis et al. (2003) provide a theoretical and empirical framework for determining 

whether a measure is a scale or index. For formative measures (indexes), the latent construct is a 

combination of indicators, rather than existing independent of the indicators. Most important is 

that the indicators (items) in an index cause (or define) the construct, which is opposite of the 
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direction of reflective measures, in which the construct causes the indicators. That means that a 

change in the indicators would cause a change in the construct, but the reverse is not true. In an 

index, the items may not have a common theme, and omitting an item will change the construct, 

as items reflect different aspects of the construct. Empirically, any pattern of inter-correlations is 

acceptable, and there is no applicable measure of reliability. For example, there are several 

measures of stressful life events, which vary from moving to a new house to the death of a 

family member.  The individual items are not expected to correlate, and each indicator (item) 

causes the construct of stressful life events. Because available reliability measures are based on 

inter-correlations of variables, those measures are not appropriate for indexes (Jarvis et al. 2003).  

For data reduction, we followed the recommendation of Edwards (2011) who noted that 

formative measures should use principal components analysis rather than common factors. 

To create indexes, principal components analyses (PCA) were conducted using the 

FACTOR software program, release 10.9.02 (Lorenzo-Seva & Ferrando, 2019). This allowed us 

to make appropriate adjustments due to high kurtosis values, to use polychoric correlation 

matrices for the analysis, and to use Minimum Average Partial (MAP) or Parallel Analysis (PA) 

(O’Connor, 2000) to determine the best number of components to retain.  We report the results 

of the principal components analyses for the measures below where this strategy was used.  More 

detailed results of the PCA are reported in Appendix.  

Measures 

 Experiences as a Witness to Bullying. Experiences of witnessing bullying were 

assessed in terms of (1) types of witnessed bullying, and (2) how witnessing affected the 

participants (affective reaction). Type of bullying witnessed was assessed with a series of binary 

(yes/no) items (i.e., “What did you witness?”), and participants selected as many answers as 
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applicable among the following: “verbal,” “physical,” “intimidation,” “cyberbullying,” “social 

exclusion,” “within an online game,” and “indirect.”   

 A PCA was conducted on the seven Types of Victimization items using the analytic 

method described above.  The Bartlett’s statistic was significant and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test 

(.69, mediocre) also indicated that the data were suitable for this analysis.  We used the Promin 

rotation to maximize factor simplicity. PA and MAP both recommended a two-component 

solution. The proportion of variance explained by the two components was 58%.  The Factor 

Determinancy indices were .91 and .93 for the two components respectively, which indicates that 

the factors are stable (Barbaranelli, Lee, Vellone, & Riegel, 2014). The Loading Simplicity Index 

(Lorenzo-Seva, 2003) was .65 (97th percentile), suggesting the components are quite simple 

(items load on only one factor).  Component One consists of Physical, Cyberbullying, and 

bullying in an online game environment. Component Two includes verbal, intimidation, social 

exclusion, and indirect forms of victimization. 

 Following the question (What did you witness?), the participants were asked how 

witnessing affected them. A PCA was conducted using the method described above.  The 

Bartlett’s statistic was significant and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test (.63, mediocre) also indicated 

that the data were suitable for this analysis.  Because the correlation matrix was not positive-

definitive, the FACTOR program applied a smoothing algorithm to the matrix (Lorenzo-Seva & 

Ferrando, 2019. We used the Direct Oblimin rotation to maximize factor simplicity. PA and 

MAP both recommended a two-component solution. The proportion of variance explained by the 

two components was 51%.  The Factor Determinancy indices were .93 and .93 for the two 

components respectively, which indicates that the factors are stable (Barbaranelli et al., 2014). 

The Loading Simplicity Index (Lorenzo-Seva, 2003) was .46 (89th percentile), suggesting the 
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components are quite simple (items load on only one factor).  Note that we decided not to 

include Item 1 (It didn’t affect me) on either component because it cross-loaded on both, and it 

differed conceptually from items describing affective reactions. Twenty-one percent of witnesses 

(n=383) said “yes” to that item. 

Intervening in Witnessed Bullying. Frequency of intervening was assessed (i.e., “Have 

you ever done anything to try and stop the bullying, when you have witnessed it happening to 

someone else?”) with the following forced-choice options: “Always,” “Sometimes,” “Rarely,” 

and “Never.”  This item was used to create a dichotomous variable (Intervene Yes/No) for use in 

analyses, with “rarely” and “never” considered “no” and “sometimes” and “always” recoded as 

yes. On the original variable, 18% (n=324) of respondents selected “always,” 52% (n=959) 

indicated “sometimes,” 21% (n=395) endorsed “rarely”, and 10% marked “never.” 

For types of intervention (i.e., “How did you intervene?”) the participants were provided 

five options and asked to choose all options that applied, including “I told the person bullying to 

stop,” “I comforted the victim,” “I told an adult,” “I comforted the person being bullied” and “I 

physically attacked the person doing the bullying.” The results of PCA did not support any 

particular components so five items were treated as single scores (yes/no).   

Results of Intervention. Following the question (how did you intervene?), the 

participants were asked to indicate what happened when they intervened. Eight options were 

provided and two indexes were constructed: Negative Result Index (4 items; e.g., “The bullying 

carried on anyway”) and Positive Result Index (3 items; e.g., “The person bullying felt better”). 

A PCA was conducted using the method described above.  The Bartlett’s statistic was significant 

and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test (.61, mediocre) also indicated that the data were suitable for this 

analysis.  The determinant of the matrix = .62, which is well above the recommended minimum 
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of .00001 (Field, 2013, p. 686). We used the Promin rotation to maximize factor simplicity. PA 

and MAP both recommended a two-component solution. The proportion of variance explained 

by the two components was 55%.  The Factor Determinancy indices were .94 and .90 for the two 

components respectively, which indicates that the factors are stable (Barbaranelli et al., 2014). 

The Index of Factor Simplicity (Lorenzo-Seva, 2003) was .30 (73rd percentile), suggesting the 

components are not simple: two of the variables had substantial cross-loadings (The bullying 

stopped, and I was physically attacked).  We retained “The bullying stopped” on Component 1 

because it loaded strongly on that component and was more than .2 higher on that component 

(Atkins, 2014). The negative sign is conceptually consistent with the component showing 

negative results (it was reverse coded when the Component Score was computed. The item “I 

was physically attacked” loaded on both components, but because values for the weights of 

robust rotation (h=9.75, w=0.00) suggest that this variable is unstable, we chose to remove it.     

Given reasons for Intervening/Not Intervening. Reasons for intervening versus not 

intervening upon witnessing bullying were also assessed with the following questions: “Why did 

you intervene,” and “Why didn’t you intervene?”  Regarding reasons for intervening, 

participants were given the seven options, including “It was a right thing to do,” “I felt worry for 

the person being bullied,” “I was angry at the person doing the bullying.”  Those participants 

who answered that they did not intervene were given 12 possible reasons for not intervening, and 

could choose as many as applied, including “I didn’t know what to do,” “It wasn’t any of my 

business,” “I was afraid I would get bullied,” and “I didn’t want to be the snitch.” 

Procedure 

Ditchthelabel.org retrieved a public-use list of all schools in the UK with contact 

information. Because the survey was conducted to gather information to guide the charity’s 
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work, they did not seek approval from an Institutional Review Board. Nonetheless, the schools 

and participants were informed of the voluntary nature of their participation, and that they could 

choose not to participate at any time without penalty and were advised of support personnel 

available to assist should the survey cause distress.  

Emails requesting that the school participate were sent to all secondary schools on the 

list. Those administrators who responded and expressed willingness to administer the survey to 

students received instructions and a link to the survey.  Parental consent was requested for 

participants below the age of 16. Surveys were anonymous, excluding participants who agreed to 

supply their email address for the sole purpose of receiving entry to a prize draw incentive or to 

express interest in sharing their story for the purpose of the media. Student participants provided 

assent by reading the disclaimer and proceeding to the survey. Students completed the survey at 

school, supervised by teachers. The archival data were provided to the researchers for analysis. 

Data Analysis 

 SPSS version 26 was used for all analyses other than PCA. There were no missing data 

on the bystander variables of interest. On the demographic variables (gender, sexual orientation, 

race/ethnicity, and disability status, 0.7% of data were missing on sexual orientation and 1.1% 

were missing on race/ethnicity, and Little’s MCAR test (Χ2 = 4.84, df = 8, p = .77) indicated that 

missing data on the items used in these analyses were minimal and missing completely at 

random. Thus, we concluded that there was no need to impute missing values. The sample size 

was sufficiently large, and thus we deleted missing data listwise. For research questions 1 and 2, 

we conducted logistic regression analyses to examine the effects of demographic groups,  types 

of victimization, and affective reactions to witnessing on in the decision to intervene or not.  For 

research 3, we conducted linear regression analyses to examine the relations between the types 
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and results of intervening behaviors.  Research question 4 (reasons for intervening or not 

intervening) was addressed by frequency analyses.   

Results 

Predictors of Intervening or Not 

To examine intervening behavior by demographic groups, we conducted a logistic 

regression with Intervene (Yes or No) as the dependent variable and age, gender, disability 

status, ethnicity/race, and sexual orientation as predictors. Out of 1,855 participants, 90% 

(n=1,678) reported intervening when they witnessed an incident (Rarely, Sometimes, or 

Always)).  The model included five independent variables (age, gender, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, and disability). The full model was not statistically significant, χ2 (15, n = 1,855) 

=15.20, Cox & Snell R2 =.009.  Inconsistent with our hypotheses, the minority status in terms of 

gender, ethnicity, and sexual orientation did not explain the variance in intervening.  Table 2 

summarizes the results of the logistic regression analyses.   

We conducted a logistic regression analysis to test whether the types of bullying that the 

participants witnessed and their affective reactions predict whether or not they intervened.  Given 

that the affective reaction depends on the types of bullying, we entered the types of bullying in 

the first block and both types of bullying and affective reaction in the second block.  The results 

are summarized in Table 3.  The first model was statistically significant (Chi-square= 32.93, 

df=2, p < .001) with both types of bullying being significant predictors.  Those who witnessed 

Physical, Cyber, and Online Gaming more often were 1.50 times more likely to intervene; 

B=.41, SE=.12, Wald=12.04, df=1, p < .01.  Those who witnessed Verbal, Social, and Indirect 

more often were .67 times less likely to intervene; B=-.63, SE=.12, Wald=25.73, df=1, p < .001.  

The second model significantly predicted intervening (Chi-square= 57.00, df=4, p < .001).  
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Those who experienced greater distress were 1.30 times more likely to intervene; B=.26, SE=.12, 

Wald=4.56, df=1, p<.05. Those who experienced positive affect (e.g., enjoyment) in response to 

witnessing were .41 times less likely to intervene; B=-.88, SE=.26, Wald=11.56, df=1, p < .01.  

Interestingly, with these affective reaction variables in the model, Physical, Cyber, and Online 

Gaming was no longer significant; B= .17, SE=.23, Wald=.52, df=1. Verbal, Social, and Indirect 

remained significant; B=-.42, SE=.13, Wald=9.93, df=1, p < .01.   

Intervening Behaviors and Results of Intervention 

Using a subsample of those participants who reported intervening (n=1,687), we 

examined how they intervened and how effective their intervening was.  Table 3 lists bystander 

behaviors with the number of participants endorsing each behavior.  The most frequently 

endorsed intervention options were telling the bully to stop (81% of those who said they 

intervened) and telling an adult (42% of those who said they intervened).  Only 5 to 8 % 

indicated that they bullied or physically attacked the bully, whereas only 6% indicated that they 

comforted the victim.  Table 4 also includes the proportion of participants who reported that 

bullying stopped and that the victim felt better after intervening.  Fifty three percent of those who 

told the bully to stop reported that it stopped bullying, and 33% reported that the victim felt 

better.  For those who told an adult, 51% reported that bullying stopped whereas 39% reported 

that the victim felt better.  For bullying or physically attacking the bully, more than 50% reported 

it stopped bullying: 63% for bullying the bully and 51% for physically attacking the bully.  

Approximately, 35% of those who bullied or physically attached the bully reported that the 

victim felt better.   

Reasons for Intervening and Not Intervening 
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With two subsamples  (those who intervened (n=1,678) and who did not intervene 

(n=177)), we examined the reasons for intervening and not intervening.  Table 4 presents the 

percentage of participants who endorsed each reason.  The most frequently endorsed reason for 

intervening was a belief that it is the right thing to do (72%), followed by feeling sorry for the 

victim (63%) and wanting to help (49%).  Other reasons included “I want to take a stand against 

bullying” (34%), “I was angry at the person doing the bullying” (33%), “The person being 

bullied is my friend” (28%), and “I dislike the person doing the bullying” (16%).  

  With respect to reasons for not intervening, 51% of the participants reported not 

knowing what to do, and 38% endorsed “It wasn’t any of my business.”  “I was too shy” was 

endorsed by 36%.  Personal concerns (“I didn’t want to be the snitch” or “I was afraid I’d get 

bullied”) were each endorsed by 28%.  Eleven to sixteen percent endorsed other reasons such as 

“The person doing the bullying is popular,” “It wasn’t that serious,” “I don’t care,” “I don’t like 

the person being bullied,” and “I thought the person being bullied could take care of 

themselves.”  

Discussion 

There is an emphasis on bystander interventions in many prevention programs, yet the 

literature on what influences bystander responses and how effective the responses are is 

incomplete; this study expands the knowledge base around this crucial topic.  In this study, we 

investigated adolescent bystanders’ decisions to intervene or not when they witness an incident 

of bullying. Specifically, we examined aspects of the bystander experience that add to the 

literature, including the minority status in terms of gender, sexuality, race, and disability, types 

of bullying, and affective reaction to the witnessed bullying.  This study also examined youth 

perceptions of bystander responses and their results.  The findings of the study offer several 
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insights into youth experiences as bystanders and their assessment of the outcome of their 

interventions.   

In contrast to previous literature, the vast majority of participants indicated they 

intervened in some way.  Although it is possible that social desirability influenced some of the 

responders, the fact that the survey was anonymous and that we included a question about the 

level of participants’ honesty on the survey suggest that many adolescents perceive themselves to 

be interveners rather than passive bystanders.  As suggested by the Bystander Effect, the students 

clearly noticed the incident and considered it serious enough that a response was needed. They 

must have determined that they had a responsibility to intervene and thought they could be 

helpful in order to take action. We also found that the participants actions did often have positive 

results (the bullying stopped, or the victim felt better), but that outcome was reported in far less 

than 100% of cases.  Adolescence is a time when young people are forming an identity, and 

perhaps seeing oneself as willing to help others is a desirable component of that identity for 

many of our participants. This is consistent with the finding that altruistic and moral motives 

were selected as reasons for intervening by a significant number of respondents. 

We hypothesized that intervening would differ by demographic variables and that the 

minority status in terms of gender, race, sexual orientation, or disability may be related to less 

intervening.  Considering the previous studies that report higher rates of peer victimization for 

these groups, we investigated whether minority youth are less likely to intervene when 

witnessing bullying.  However, there were no significant differences in rates of intervention by 

any of the demographic variables.  Although we had a large sample that included members of a 

wide range of demographic groups, in some cases the numbers of minority group members were 

quite low, which could have affected this result.  
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We did find that both the types of bullying witnessed and the affective reaction to that 

experience predicted whether the bystander would intervene.  In the final model, the most 

influential variable was observing physical, cyber, or bullying in an online game.  Doing so 

increased the likelihood of intervention. The second most influential variable was experiencing 

distress when witnessing the bullying.  This suggests that both of these factors influence the 

choices bystanders make.  If an incident causes psychological discomfort, the witness may 

intervene in order to reduce that distress. It may be that the responsibility to intervene is not only 

on behalf of the targeted student but might be a responsibility to do what is possible to restore 

one’s emotional equilibrium. It is not surprising that those participants who found enjoyment or 

excitement in the bullying incident were less likely to intervene, but it is a bit puzzling that the 

verbal, intimidation, social exclusion, and indirect component also was negatively related to 

intervening.  Although these findings are interesting, it is important to note that the model 

explains only between 5% and 7% of the variability of this set of variables.  

Although the perceived severity of the bullying was not assessed, the descriptions of each 

type in the survey suggest that may be the feature that placed the items on the same component. 

Physical victimization is described as “being attacked or punched,” cyber is defined as “bullying 

online” and within an online game has no descriptor.  Verbal bullying was clarified by the phrase 

“name calling, insults,” intimidation as “when somebody purposely makes you feel 

uncomfortable,” social exclusion as “being left out of the group,” and indirect as “silent 

treatment and rumours [sic].”  Although verbal and indirect bullying are the most frequent types 

adolescents report (e.g., Wang, Ianotti, & Nansel, 2009) it may be that they nevertheless consider 

these to be less severe (Chen, Cheng, & Ho, 2015), and thus not requiring intervention. 
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The findings on the results of specific actions taken by interveners are quite illuminating.  

When the bystander told the bully to stop, the bullying stopped in 53% of cases and the victim 

felt better 33% of the time.  Although it is good news that more than half the time the 

intervention was effective, there are many cases where this is less effective.  Telling an adult, the 

strategy schools recommend, stopped the bulling 51% of the time, slightly less than telling the 

bully directly to stop. It seems that following the advice to seek adult support only leads to the 

cessation of the bullying about half the time, and results in the victim feeling better 39% of the 

time.  While comforting the victim only stopped the bullying 20% of the time, it did help the 

victim feel better in 51% of cases.  What is especially notable is that the action that most 

frequently stopped the bullying was bullying the person doing the bullying (63%) followed by 

physically attacking the bully (54%).  Although adults and prevention programs tell youth that 

responding with violence does not work, in the view of survey participants, it was the most likely 

to result in stopping the bullying, and also fared well in terms of the victim’s feelings, with 34% 

and 36% respectively feeling better.  If prevention programs dismiss violence as an ineffective or 

inappropriate strategy, and this is contrary to students’ personal experiences, students may 

conclude that adults do not understand their world and ignore other messages as well.  

When asked about reasons or motivation for intervening, a large majority (72%) referred 

to their moral code, “It’s the right thing to do,” with 28% wanting to help and 34% wanting to 

take a stand against bullying.  This confirms that many adolescents are altruistic and care about 

their peers and their world. Sixty-three percent said they felt sorry for the victim, suggesting that 

empathy also featured in the decision of some.  On the other hand, the most commonly endorsed 

reason (51%) for not intervening in an observed incident was “I didn’t know what to do.” This 

may reflect the complicated nature of bystander responses with which many adolescents must 
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contend when witnessing a bullying incident.  Studies have highlighted multiple personal and 

contextual factors that may influence bystander behaviors (see Meter & Card, 2015 for a review).  

A decision to intervene also may have many possible costs for youth.  This finding further 

indicates that it is critical to address youth’s comfort and confidence in bystander responses in 

antibullying programs beyond instilling broader antibullying messages. Other reasons for not 

intervening further highlighted challenges in increasing bystander responses.  For example, 38% 

agreed that “It wasn’t any of my business” and 12% agreed that “I don’t care,” whereas 11% 

endorsed the statement, “Other people witnessed and didn’t do anything, so why should I?” 

Although small proportions, these responses reflect a more individualistic reaction to others’ 

plights or diffusion of responsibility and pluralistic ignorance, as suggested by Latané and Darley 

(1970).  The findings provide further support for the theoretical framework with an adolescent 

sample relating to bullying.  More importantly, these reasons for not intervening offer a great 

deal of insight about barriers to intervention.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

The data used in this study came from a national sample of youth in the United Kingdom, 

so conclusions may not generalize to other locations. The data are cross-sectional, limiting our 

ability to infer causality.  Further, the survey was developed to inform a charity about the needs 

of UK youth around bullying, which was the primary purpose for its administration.  Thus, it is 

difficult to compare the findings with those of research using established measures. Nevertheless, 

the data are novel, and the sample is quite large, which makes the findings useful and important 

in an area that is of high interest to researchers and the public, but which is lagging in empirical 

work. In addition, we have no data to determine whether the schools who chose to administer the 

survey and those that did not differ in any systematic way.  
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 Future studies should include a way to determine whether schools who responded to the 

invitation to participate differ systematically from those who chose not to participate, and also to 

determine potential differences among students in those schools who agree and declined to take 

the survey. Although not the main focus of our study, we recommend that future studies respect 

the increased awareness that there are more than two gender identities (note that intersex is 

almost never one of the options, including in the current measure) and that when sexual 

orientation is included in a survey, it should be inclusive of all possible groups. There is a need 

for further study of the influence of bully status on bystander behaviors. If one has been a victim, 

are they more willing to stand up for others, or are they fearful of being victimized again? How 

are other roles expressed when individuals are bystanders? Research that includes school-level 

variables, such as school climate, would enhance our understanding. When rates of bullying are 

low, are bystanders more willing to intervene? As with much research in the social sciences, 

longitudinal studies are needed. Given the importance of the topic, however, we believe this 

primarily descriptive and exploratory study suggests lines of inquiry that would be fruitful in 

such research.  

Conclusion 

Scholars and those who create programming to reduce bullying and peer victimization 

should consider these findings as they work with adolescents. Our study contributed to the 

literature about bystander behaviors using a large and diverse sample of adolescents. We found 

that lack of knowledge of how to intervene affects whether bystanders respond, and efforts to 

teach those skills need to be tested and evaluated. Program developers need to keep in mind the 

barriers to intervening and include strategies to counter their influence. It is also essential to 

recognize that for many adolescents, the actions that most educators discourage (violence) are 
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perceived as useful (have positive results) by youth and overlooking this finding may cause 

youth to reject as irrelevant other advice that is provided.  We also were pleased to see that many 

youth have altruistic values about standing against bullying, and that empathy is acknowledged 

by many observers. These should be reinforced, as the more youth feel positively about their 

efforts, the more likely they are to continue. 
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