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Abstract

School climate is a critical micro-environment for shaping the social behavior of
adolescents and a vital link in the governance of bullying. Previous research has
indicated that poor peer relationships are school environmental risk factors that
effectively predict bullying or victimization, while bystander protective behav-
ior within the school context is one of the important factors in the termination
of bullying phenomena. However, exploring the predictors of bystander pro-
tective behavior from a static perspective using linear analysis methods makes
it difficult to deeply elucidate the complex psychological mechanisms of “why
bystanders react differently in real-world situations.” To this end, this study
attempts to adopt a dynamic perspective based on situational interaction, fo-
cusing on constructing a three-stage psychological decision-making framework
in which the interaction of school and classroom climate, interactive relation-
ships, and bystanders’ individual psychological characteristics shapes bystander
protective behavior. This aims to provide innovative insights for developing a
scientific and effective comprehensive model for school bullying governance.
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Abstract

School bullying is a pervasive global issue that severely impacts the physical
and mental health of adolescents. While traditional interventions have focused
primarily on the perpetrators and victims, recent research highlights the critical
role of bystanders—the majority of students who witness bullying incidents. This
paper explores the psychological and social mechanisms that shape bystander
protective behavior, transitioning from passive observation to active interven-
tion. By analyzing individual factors (such as empathy and self-efficacy) and
contextual factors (such as school climate and peer influence), we propose a
comprehensive governance framework. This framework emphasizes the cultiva-
tion of a supportive school environment and the implementation of targeted
social-emotional learning programs to empower bystanders, thereby transform-
ing them into active defenders and fostering a safer school culture.

1. Introduction

School bullying remains a significant challenge for educational systems world-
wide, characterized by repetitive aggressive behavior involving an imbalance of
power. Although direct participants—the bully and the victim—are the primary
focus of concern, the vast majority of bullying incidents occur in the presence of
peers. These bystanders play a pivotal role in the dynamics of bullying; their re-
actions can either exacerbate the situation by encouraging the bully or mitigate
it by supporting the victim.

Understanding the shaping mechanisms of bystander protective behavior is es-
sential for developing effective anti-bullying strategies. Protective behavior
refers to actions taken by bystanders to support the victim, discourage the bully,
or report the incident to authorities. Despite the potential for bystanders to
stop bullying, many remain passive due to various psychological barriers. This
article examines the internal and external factors that influence these behaviors
and discusses governance strategies to mobilize the “silent majority” in school
settings.

2. Shaping Mechanisms of Bystander Protective Behavior

The transition from witnessing bullying to taking protective action is a com-
plex process governed by multiple levels of influence. These can be broadly
categorized into individual psychological traits and environmental factors.

2.1 Individual Psychological Factors Individual characteristics serve as
the internal foundation for protective behavior. Key factors include:

e Empathy: Affective and cognitive empathy allow bystanders to under-
stand the victim’ s distress and feel a sense of shared emotional pain. High
levels of empathy are consistently associated with a greater likelihood of
intervention.
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o Self-Efficacy: Even if a student wishes to help, they may not act if they
feel incapable of doing so

mE

School climate serves as a critical micro-environment for shaping the social be-
havior of adolescents and constitutes a vital component of bullying intervention
and prevention. Previous research has demonstrated that maladaptive peer re-
lationships are a school-level environmental risk factor that effectively predicts
bullying or victimization. Conversely, bystander defending behavior within the
school context is recognized as one of the most significant factors in terminating
bullying incidents. However, exploring the predictors of bystander defending be-
havior from a static perspective using linear analysis methods makes it difficult
to provide an in-depth explanation of the complex psychological mechanisms
underlying why bystanders react differently in real-world situations.

To address this gap, the present study adopts a dynamic perspective based on
situational interaction. It focuses on constructing a three-stage psychological
decision-making framework that examines how the interactions between school
and classroom climates, interpersonal relationships, and the individual psycho-
logical characteristics of bystanders shape defending behavior. This approach
aims to provide innovative insights for the development of scientifically effective
and comprehensive models for school bullying governance.

ES:h]
School Bullying and Bystander Protective Behavior: Shap-
ing Mechanisms and Governance Pathways

Abstract

School bullying is a pervasive global issue that severely impacts the physical
and mental health of students and undermines the safety of the educational
environment. While traditional interventions have focused primarily on the per-
petrators and victims, recent research highlights the critical role of bystanders
—the majority of students who witness these incidents. Bystander protective
behavior, defined as actions taken by witnesses to support the victim or stop
the bullying, serves as a powerful natural deterrent. This paper explores the
psychological and social mechanisms that shape bystander behavior and pro-
poses comprehensive governance pathways to foster a culture of intervention
and support within schools.

1. Introduction

School bullying is characterized by repetitive, intentional aggressive behavior
involving an imbalance of power. Beyond the immediate dyad of the bully and
the victim, bullying is a group phenomenon where bystanders play a decisive
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role in the escalation or de-escalation of the conflict. When bystanders remain
passive or reinforce the bully, they inadvertently validate the aggression. Con-
versely, when bystanders intervene to protect the victim, they can significantly
reduce the frequency and severity of bullying incidents. Understanding how to
transform passive observers into active protectors is essential for effective school
governance.

2. Shaping Mechanisms of Bystander Protective Behavior

The transition from witnessing bullying to taking protective action is influenced
by a complex interplay of individual, social, and situational factors.

2.1 Cognitive and Emotional Foundations Protective behavior is often
rooted in high levels of empathy and moral sensitivity. Students who can cog-
nitively understand the victim’ s distress and emotionally share their pain are
more likely to feel a sense of responsibility. Furthermore, the “Bystander Ef-
fect” suggests that the presence of others can lead to a diffusion of responsibility;
therefore, shaping protective behavior requires strengthening an individual’ s
internal moral obligation to act regardless of the group size.

2.2 Social-Cognitive Factors and Self-Efficacy A student’s belief in their
own ability to intervene effectively—known as self-efficacy—is a primary predictor
of protective behavior. Even if a student feels empathy, they may remain passive
if they fear retaliation or do not know how to help. Shaping mechanisms must
therefore focus on building social skills and providing students with concrete
strategies for safe intervention.

2.3 Peer Influence and Group Norms The social climate of the peer group
significantly dictates bystander responses. In environments where “standing up
for others” is a valued social norm, students are more likely to

1 [e)EEfR

School bullying is a deliberate act of harm repeatedly inflicted by an individual
or group on a weaker party within the school environment, encompassing vari-
ous forms such as physical, verbal, relational, and cyberbullying (Zhang, 2023;
Salmivalli & Peets, 2018). Bullying is prevalent among adolescent populations
worldwide; approximately one-third of adolescents reported experiencing some
form of peer bullying within the past month (UNESCO, 2019). In China, about
15% of middle school students have been involved in bullying incidents (Luo et
al., 2022). Bullying not only causes persistent emotional distress and develop-
mental risks for victims—such as depression, anxiety, and self-harm (Guo et al.,
2025; Shen & Su, 2024)—but also reinforces aggressive tendencies and problem
behaviors in perpetrators (Han et al., 2025), while simultaneously inducing neg-

ative emotional experiences and psychological stress in bystanders (Callaghan
et al., 2019).
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Given the prevalence and multifaceted harms of bullying, constructing a scien-
tifically effective and comprehensive model for school bullying governance to
reduce its occurrence and protect the healthy development of adolescents has
become a core societal issue.

Previous research exploring the causes of bullying and intervention strategies
has primarily focused on the dyadic relationship between the bully and the
victim; however,

o Funding.

Bullying is essentially a group process, with bystanders present in approximately
two-thirds of all bullying incidents (Hamby et al., 2016). In these situations, the
behavioral responses of bystanders significantly influence the trajectory of the
bullying event. In particular, bystander defending behavior—defined as actions
taken by individuals who witness bullying to reduce harm by stopping the bully
or supporting the victim (Salmivalli, 2010)—can directly alter the process of
bullying interactions in real-world settings and serves as a critical behavioral
pathway for curbing school bullying. Research has found that when bystanders
defend or support the victim, bullying incidents are more likely to be stopped
promptly, and the physical and mental harm to the victim is mitigated (Laninga-
Wijnen, van den Berg, et al., 2023). Conversely, if bystanders remain silent or
encourage the bullying, they may reinforce bullying norms and exacerbate the
harmful consequences. Therefore, compared to traditional intervention path-
ways focusing on bullies or victims, mobilizing bystander defending behavior is
increasingly becoming a vital breakthrough for school bullying governance.

However, in real-world school settings, the incidence of proactive defending be-
havior among bystanders remains low (Lambe et al., 2019). Although over 58%
of adolescents have been involved in bullying as bystanders (Gonzalez-Cabrera
et al., 2019), only about 40% have taken actual intervention actions during a bul-
lying incident (Datta et al., 2016); most bystanders remain passive observers or
even assist in the bullying. This phenomenon suggests that whether a bystander
takes defending action is not based on a single motive or a simple situational
judgment, but is rather a complex decision-making process constrained by mul-
tiple factors (Casey et al., 2017; Meter & Card, 2015). On one hand, individual
characteristics (such as empathy and self-efficacy) provide an important psy-
chological foundation for bystanders to take defending actions. On the other
hand, bystanders exist within complex social networks, and their behavioral
choices are embedded in specific social interaction structures, influenced by the
characteristics of the roles involved in the bullying, peer relationship networks,
classroom norms, and school climate (Garandeau et al., 2022; Zhang et al.,
2025). However, existing research mostly starts from a single level or partial re-
lationships and has not yet systematically revealed how multi-level factors work
together in dynamic situations to influence the psychological decision-making
process of bystanders. Therefore, it is necessary to construct a systematic ex-
planatory framework based on the integration of individual and environmental
factors and to further explore context-specific school governance pathways.
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2.1 BMERPITHNRE

The concept of the “bystander” originated in the field of social psychology and
refers to a third-party individual who is not directly involved in the core of an
emergency or unjust event but witnesses the occurrence or has knowledge of
it (Latané & Nida, 1981). Bystander behavior involves a continuous spectrum
ranging from passive observation to active intervention, and the decision-making
process is influenced by situational cues, individual traits, and social norms
(Fischer et al., 2011). Rather than being neutral observers, bystanders are
potential actors capable of altering the course of an event through intervention.

In the context of school bullying, bystanders are peers or students who witness
bullying incidents. Although they are not directly bullying others or being

bullied themselves, their presence transforms the bullying incident from a dyadic
interaction between the bully and the victim into a group dynamic process. The
behavioral responses of bystanders significantly impact the development and
consequences of bullying incidents (Salmivalli et al., 1996). Compared to by-
standers in general social situations, bullying bystanders are often embedded
within relatively stable peer networks and classroom structures, facing more
complex peer relationships and social pressures. Bystanders often fear that in-
tervening in a bullying incident will invite retaliation from the bully or damage
their interpersonal relationships (Strindberg et al., 2020). The Participant Role
Model (Salmivalli et al., 1996) categorizes bystanders into four primary types:
defenders, assistants, reinforcers, and outsiders. Among these, defenders ac-
tively support the victim and intervene in bullying through direct means (such
as stopping or driving away the bully) or indirect means (such as notifying a
teacher or comforting the victim). Assistants directly join the bully and provide
practical

aid (such as participating in the attack). Reinforcers do not join the bullying
directly but indirectly foster a bullying atmosphere through cheering, encour-
agement, or incitement. Outsiders maintain distance or avoid the situation,
choosing not to intervene or pretending not to notice the bullying, sometimes
even leaving the scene to avoid involvement. The same bystander may shift
from an outsider to a defender across different bullying incidents; whether this
transition occurs depends on the bystander’ s perceived risk, self-efficacy, and
relationship with the victim (Pronk et al., 2013; Tian et al., 2025). Thus, by-
standers are not a behaviorally homogeneous group, and their behavioral types
are not fixed but are dynamically influenced by situational factors. While the
Participant Role Model reveals the diverse behavioral orientations of bystanders
in bullying contexts as a whole, this framework primarily remains at the level of
role classification and pays insufficient attention to the differences in behavioral
patterns within the defender category. In fact, when implementing defensive
behaviors, bystanders do not exhibit a uniform prosocial response; instead, they
adopt diverse protection strategies within specific contexts. In recent years, re-
searchers have begun to refine the multidimensional structure and typological
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characteristics of bystander defense behavior.

First, based on the mode of implementation, bystander defense behavior can be
distinguished into two types: direct and indirect defense. Direct defense behav-
ior is primarily targeted at the bully, employing confrontational strategies such
as active persuasion, physical intervention, or driving the bully away. Indirect
defense behavior is victim-centered and employs non-confrontational strategies,
such as comforting the victim, reporting the incident to a teacher, or using other
indirect methods to protect the victim (Reijntjes et al., 2016). Second, based
on the motivation and nature of the behavior, it can be divided into construc-
tive defense and aggressive defense. The former emphasizes problem-solving and
emotional support, which facilitates the victim’s emotional recovery and reduces
self-blame; the latter involves counter-attacks or negative responses toward the
bully.

While aggressive defense may stop bullying in the short term, it can trigger
cycles of conflict or tension within group relationships (Jin et al., 2024; Steinvik
et al., 2025). Furthermore, bystander defense behavior exhibits cultural hetero-
geneity. A recent study identified a form of “strategic defense behavior” among
Chinese adolescents, referring to bystanders using clever, non-confrontational
tactics (such as distracting the bully) to defuse the situation. This reflects a
behavioral preference in the Chinese cultural context for using indirect, wise
methods to avoid direct conflict while effectively protecting the victim. This
suggests that while bystanders in individualistic cultures may focus more on di-
rect intervention and personal moral responsibility, those in collectivist cultures
may be more inclined to adopt indirect strategies to

maintain group harmony (Wang et al., 2023).

2.2 EVEFRPITHOZMER

Whether and how bystanders implement protective behaviors in bullying situa-
tions is influenced by individual psychological characteristics, peer interaction
dynamics within the bullying context, and school- and classroom-level environ-
mental factors. However, factors at these different levels are often examined in
isolation, and the underlying mechanisms and interrelationships between them
require further integration.

2.2.1 MECEHE

The emotional and cognitive characteristics of bystanders serve as the psycho-
logical foundation for the occurrence of protective behaviors. Among these,
empathy is one of the key variables for predicting bystander intervention. Ado-
lescents with higher levels of empathy are more likely to perceive bullying as an
emergency requiring intervention.

Furthermore, these individuals develop an emotional connection with the victim,
which triggers a stronger motivation to engage in protective behaviors (Choi &
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Park, 2021). Compared to cognitive empathy, affective empathy is a more sta-
ble predictor of actual protective behavior; it primarily promotes moral concern
and helping tendencies by enhancing the bystander’ s ability to resonate with
the victim’ s suffering (Deng et al., 2021). In contrast to the facilitative role of
empathy, bystanders with higher levels of moral disengagement are more likely
to rationalize bullying and weaken their moral evaluation of the victim’ s situ-
ation, thereby reducing the likelihood of intervention. Conversely, adolescents
with a higher sense of moral responsibility and a greater internalization of fair-
ness norms tend to view protecting the victim as a moral obligation that ought
to be fulfilled (Jiang et al., 2022). Students with high moral disengagement
exhibit an amotivated state when facing victims, leading to more pro-bullying
behaviors and fewer protective behaviors; meanwhile, students with lower moral
disengagement are more likely to possess autonomous motivation, leading to in-
creased protective actions and decreased support for bullying (Thornberg et al.,
2023). Additionally, evidence from both cross-sectional and longitudinal stud-
ies suggests that self-efficacy is a critical antecedent for bystanders to perform
actual protective behaviors. When bystanders believe they have the capability
to intervene effectively and safely, they are more likely to take action (Sjogren
et al., 2021; Sjogren et al., 2024). Although the aforementioned psychological
characteristics are closely associated with bystander protective behavior, they
represent relatively stable, static traits. How these traits are activated, inhibited,
or transformed into actual action within specific bullying contexts has not yet
been fully demonstrated. This limitation, to some extent, constrains our ability
to explain the phenomenon where “bystanders possess pro-social motivation yet
fail to take intervention measures.”

2.2.2 BEEX%H

In fact, bystander intervention is not merely an isolated decision driven by in-
dividual psychological traits, but rather a behavioral consideration embedded
within specific peer interaction relationships. The relationships between the
parties involved in the bullying and the bystander, as well as the bystander’
s own status within the peer group, significantly influence their behavioral re-
sponses. When a victim is perceived as vulnerable, helpless, or closely related
to the bystander, the bystander is more likely to engage in protective behaviors
(Rambaran et al., 2022). Conversely, when the bully holds high social status
within the peer group, bystanders often choose to remain silent due to fears of
retaliation or social exclusion (Huitsing et al., 2014).
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The Moderating Role of Peer Status Relative to the Bully
in the Relationship Between Bystander Social Popularity
and Proactive Defending Behavior

Introduction

School bullying is a pervasive social phenomenon that significantly impacts the
psychological well-being and social development of adolescents. Within the
complex ecology of bullying, bystanders play a critical role in determining the
outcome and duration of these episodes. Among various bystander responses,
proactive defending behavior—where a student actively intervenes to support
the victim or stop the bully—is considered the most effective way to mitigate
the negative consequences of bullying. However, the decision to intervene is of-
ten influenced by the bystander’ s own social standing and their relative position
within the peer hierarchy compared to the perpetrator.

The Relationship Between Social Popularity and Defending Behavior

Social popularity is a key dimension of peer status in adolescence. Research
in machine learning and social network analysis has increasingly been used to
map these dynamics. Popular students often possess the social capital and influ-
ence necessary to challenge a bully’ s behavior without fear of immediate social
exclusion. High-status bystanders may feel a greater sense of social responsibil-
ity or possess higher social self-efficacy, making them more likely to engage in
proactive defending. Conversely, students with lower social popularity may fear
that intervening will make them the next target, leading to passive or avoidant
behavior.

The Moderating Role of Relative Peer Hierarchy

While absolute popularity is important, the relative hierarchical distance be-
tween the bystander and the bully serves as a crucial moderator. Peer groups
are often organized into distinct hierarchies, and the power dynamic between
the bystander and the bully can either facilitate or inhibit intervention.

When a bystander occupies a higher or equal hierarchical status relative to the
bully, their social popularity is more likely to translate into proactive defending.
In these instances, the bystander perceives a lower risk of social retaliation.
However, if the bystander’ s status is significantly lower than that of the bully,
even a relatively “popular” student (within their own subgroup) may hesitate
to intervene. This suggests that the protective effect of social popularity is
contingent upon the bystander’ s perceived power relative to the perpetrator.

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

Drawing on social cognitive theory and the social dominance perspective, this
study examines how the interaction between individual social status and group-
level hierarchy influences bystander behavior. We hypothesize that:
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1. Social popularity is positively correlated with proactive defending behav-
ior.

2. The relationship between social popularity and defending behavior is mod-
erated by the bystander

plays a moderating role in the relationship between social popularity and inter-
vention intentions. Specifically, when a bystander’ s peer status is higher than
that of the bully, the positive correlation between the bystander’ s social pop-
ularity and their intention to intervene becomes significantly more pronounced
[?, ?7]. A possible explanation for this finding is that bystanders with higher
peer status generally possess greater agency and face lower social risks when
confronting bullying, making them more likely to engage in protective behav-
iors.

The aforementioned interactive factors embed the bystander’ s decision-making
process within a social network, highlighting how peer interactions can either
facilitate or inhibit protective behaviors. Compared to relatively static individ-
ual psychological traits, research findings regarding these relational dynamics
reveal the underlying process of relational trade-offs in bystander intervention.
Specifically, bystanders do not simply produce direct behavioral responses based
on morality or emotion; rather, they must evaluate the potential risks of their
actions within the context of multiple, complex social relationships.

and returns, before making behavioral decisions.

2.2.3 MRS FRIFRER

Individual psychological characteristics and interactive relationships constitute
micro-level individual factors, while the classroom and school serve as micro-
environmental factors that provide the structural conditions for bystanders to
implement protective behaviors. Specifically, classroom bullying norms, teacher
attitudes toward bullying, and the overall school climate provide an essential
social rule framework for bystanders to interpret and evaluate whether to in-
tervene. During adolescence, youth begin to prioritize enhancing their status
within peer groups and are motivated to comply with peer norms to ensure
their behavior aligns with group rules and expectations [?, ?]. When explicit
anti-bullying norms exist within a classroom, or when peers clearly express sup-
port for protective actions, bystanders are more likely to perceive defending the
victim as a behavior that is peer-approved and encouraged, thereby reducing
perceived social risks [?, ?]. Conversely, in classrooms that tolerate or tacitly
accept bullying, even bystanders with high prosocial motivation may choose in-
action due to fears of damaging group relationships or undermining their own
social standing [?, ?].

As central adult figures in the school environment possessing both authority and
social influence, teachers’ cognitive attitudes and practical responses to bullying
incidents exert a profound impact on students’ bullying-related behaviors [?,
?]. Clear, consistent, and fair teacher interventions can significantly enhance
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students’ sense of efficacy and responsibility regarding bullying intervention. In
contrast, passive or ambiguous teacher behavior tends to signal to students
that intervention is either ineffective or unsupported by the school [?, ?]. An
experimental study involving elementary students in grades four through six
found that, compared to scenarios where teachers did not respond to bullying,
active teacher intervention not only significantly increased students’ inclination
to report incidents but also prompted students to exhibit fewer pro-bullying
behaviors and more protective behaviors, while simultaneously helping to reduce
victimization across the campus [?, ?]. School and classroom climates are also
critical contextual factors; the school climate reflects the prevailing social norms
and values within the entire school system, while the classroom climate embodies
the interpersonal relationships and interaction patterns within a specific class.
A positive, warm, and caring school climate is associated with lower levels of
school bullying, and such an environment similarly promotes students’ prosocial
behaviors, including active protection [?, ?].

A study of students in grades four through nine found that those who scored
higher across various dimensions of school climate (teacher-student relationships,
peer relationships, and school safety) reported fewer pro-bullying behaviors and
more protective behaviors [?, ?]. Similarly, by proactively demonstrating respect
and a willingness to listen, teachers can shape a safe and trusting classroom
environment, thereby enhancing students’ sense of psychological safety when
choosing to intervene in bullying incidents [?, ?]. A supportive classroom cli-
mate can effectively increase students’ active protective behaviors while reducing
passive or bullying-reinforcing bystander actions [?, ?]. A possible explanation
is that positive classroom and school climates convey signals of fairness, care,
and respect to students, which subtly reinforces collective anti-bullying norms.
These norms lead students to form the perception that protective behavior is so-
cially acceptable and positively evaluated by the group, ultimately significantly
increasing their subjective intention to implement such behavior.

However, similar to research on individual psychological characteristics and in-
teractive relationships, current studies on how classroom and school environmen-
tal factors shape bystander behavior are largely based on a static perspective.
There is a lack of systematic research revealing how bystanders with specific
personality traits weigh interactive relationships alongside classroom and school
environmental factors within concrete bullying contexts to make choices and de-
cisions regarding protective behavior. Building upon existing foundations, it is
necessary to further integrate multi-level key variables and dynamic character-
istics to construct a psychological decision-making model that can effectively
explain bystander protective behavior.

2.3 BMERIPITHELREANH

As previously mentioned, the decision of a bystander to engage in protective
behavior is not an instantaneous or intuitive reaction, but rather a complex
decision-making process driven by the interplay of multiple factors. Before tak-
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ing action, bystanders weigh several critical elements, including the nature of
the event, their own available resources and capabilities, and the potential so-
cial consequences of their intervention. These psychological processes do not
function in isolation; instead, they are dynamically intertwined within specific
situational contexts, collectively shaping the individual’ s behavioral choices.

The formation of bystander protective behavior is predicated on the cognitive
judgment and meaning construction of bullying incidents. According to the
Bystander Intervention Model [?, ?], an individual must first notice the event
and subsequently define it as “misconduct requiring intervention.” This process
is influenced by the salience of situational cues, the ambiguity of the event, and
social referencing. Such cognitive judgments are not based entirely on objective
facts; rather, individuals confirm the reality of the situation by observing the
reactions of others.

When peers remain silent or exhibit an indifferent attitude, bystanders often
reinterpret the situation, concluding that intervention is unnecessary. This
reinterpretation effectively disrupts the subsequent behavioral decision-making
process. When bullying manifests in subtle or covert forms, bystanders are more
likely to underestimate its severity, which in turn weakens their motivation to
intervene. Conversely, when a victim displays clear signs of distress or helpless-
ness, bystanders are more likely to interpret the event as an emergency requiring
immediate action (Macaulay et al., 2022). However, the high prevalence of bul-
lying incidents may lead to desensitization among students, making it difficult
for them to notice such events or to judge that intervention is required.

After making a fundamental judgment regarding a bullying incident, emotional
reactions play a critical driving role in initiating bystander protective behavior.
Bullying situations are characterized by high levels of emotional arousal, partic-
ularly when a bystander shares an emotional bond or a sense of identification
with the victim. In such cases, the bystander is more likely to experience intense
empathetic distress or moral outrage, which serves as a psychological catalyst
for intervention.

Research indicates that these emotional responses function as a bridge between
the cognitive recognition of injustice and the actual execution of supportive
actions. When bystanders perceive a power imbalance and subsequent harm,
the resulting emotional tension creates a motivational state aimed at alleviating
the victim’ s suffering or restoring social equity. Consequently, the strength and
nature of these emotional reactions are decisive factors in whether a bystander
remains passive or transitions into an active defender.

When individuals perceive a high degree of similarity with a victim, they are
more likely to experience emotional responses such as sympathy, pity, or anger.
According to the “feelings as information” perspective [?, 7], individuals treat
their own emotional states as critical cues when deciding whether to take action.
Intense negative emotions not only focus a bystander’ s attention on the victim’
s plight but also amplify their perception of the injustice, thereby increasing
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the moral urgency to intervene. Conversely, when bystanders lack emotional
involvement, their attention is more likely to be captured by the perceived
entertainment value of the bullying. In such cases, they may interpret the
bullying as a form of play or a “game,” which significantly reduces the likelihood
of protective behavior. Furthermore, individuals with low empathy may be
insensitive to the harm caused by their own or others’ support for bullying;
over time, this lack of sensitivity leads to an increase in pro-bullying bystander
behaviors [?, ?].

However, emotional arousal alone is insufficient to trigger actual protective be-
havior. Before reaching a final behavioral decision, bystanders also engage in a
process of cognitive evaluation regarding the situation and the potential conse-
quences of their actions.

Risk-benefit assessments are conducted within a social context. Because adoles-
cents place a high value on establishing positive relationships with their peers
[?, 7], social status, peer acceptance, and relational risks become highly sensitive
factors in their evaluative process. Even when bystanders have already judged
a bullying incident as improper and feel sympathy for the victim, their decision
to intervene still depends on an assessment of the potential social consequences
of such an intervention.

If bullying occurs in a classroom environment where anti-bullying norms are
dominant, protective behavior is more likely to receive peer support. This sup-
port effectively reduces the social costs of intervening and may even provide the
defender with positive social gains, such as an increase in social status and peer
attention [?, 7, 7, ?]. Through qualitative analysis, [?] found that adolescents’
willingness to intervene in bullying is jointly influenced by situational cues—such
as the severity of the incident, the victim’s reaction, and the bully’s power status
—and cognitive factors, including attitudes, subjective norms, and self-efficacy.
Furthermore, the relationship with the bully or the victim, the individual’ s
own social status, and the school climate also moderate intervention intentions.
Consequently, the decision-making mechanism behind bystander protective be-
havior is not driven by pure altruistic motivation; rather, it is the result of a
continuous trade-off between social goals and moral motivations.

It is noteworthy that the cognitive judgments, emotional reactions, and risk-
benefit assessments of bystanders in bullying situations do not emerge in a
linear, progressive sequence; rather, they interact and regulate one another. On
one hand, emotional reactions can reinforce an individual’ s cognitive judgment
regarding the severity of an incident and increase their willingness to assume
responsibility for intervention [?, ?]. On the other hand, the anticipation of
potential social risks may inhibit emotion-driven behavioral motivations, leading
individuals to choose more indirect or implicit forms of protection, such as
comforting the victim after the fact or reporting the incident to a teacher.

This complexity is particularly evident in classroom or school environments
where group norms are ambiguous or anti-bullying attitudes are not clearly de-
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fined. In such contexts, even bystanders with high protective motivation may
abandon protective behaviors due to perceived social costs [?, ?]. The interac-
tion of these multiple factors reveals the inherent complexity and uncertainty of
bystander protective behavior within real-world scenarios.

In summary, bystander protective behavior is a complex decision-making process
composed of situational cue identification, emotional responses, and risk-benefit
trade-offs. Systematically analyzing how this decision-making process operates
within real-world bullying contexts not only facilitates a deeper understanding
of the dynamic processes through which bystander protection emerges but also
helps bridge existing gaps in research regarding mechanistic integration and
situational interpretation.

2.4 EMEFRPITHNTFR

In recent years, intervention strategies based on bystander protective behavior
have gained increasing attention in bullying governance. These strategies pri-
marily encourage active intervention by enhancing bystanders’ protective aware-
ness and self-efficacy, while emphasizing the importance of friendship and peer
support (Bezerra et al., 2023). For instance, the KiVa program utilizes classroom
activities to alter bystander behaviors and attitudes during bullying incidents,
thereby preventing and deterring such actions (Kérni et al., 2011). However,
the practical implementation of this program in schools across Finland, Italy,
and the United Kingdom has yielded inconsistent results (Nocentini & Menesini,
2016; Yang & Salmivalli, 2014; Axford et al., 2020).

The School-wide Transition to Accountable Culture (STAC) project in the
United States teaches students various strategies through lectures and role-
playing, providing them with the knowledge, skills, and confidence required
to intervene in bullying (Midgett et al., 2018). Similarly, the NoTrap! anti-
bullying program engages students in the development of anti-bullying websites
to enhance their empathy and problem-solving abilities.

By guiding and strengthening students’ sense of participation and responsibil-
ity in stopping bullying, these programs encourage bystanders to take initiative
and oppose bullying (Palladino et al., 2016). Notably, digital technologies have
been progressively integrated into bystander-based anti-bullying interventions
(DeSmet et al., 2018). For example, video games are used to present bullying
scenarios where players, acting as bystanders, must make behavioral choices.
When choosing anti-bullying actions, players receive positive feedback—such as
game points or auditory cues—indicating they have made the correct decision
(Koli¢-Vehovec et al., 2019). Digital intervention technologies create learning
opportunities for students to practice action skills and coping strategies within
virtual bullying contexts, thereby enhancing their ability and confidence to re-
spond effectively to real-life bullying situations (Calvo-Morata et al., 2020).

Overall, the aforementioned intervention projects can, to a certain extent, guide
bystanders toward taking positive action through educational enhancement, role-
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playing, and the strengthening of self-efficacy. Although the actual effectiveness
of these interventions remains unstable, they provide multidimensional pathways
for bullying governance. Consequently, a critical direction for future research
lies in integrating systematic findings on the mechanisms that shape bystander
protective behavior with the scientific introduction of digital technologies to
develop targeted, comprehensive intervention strategies that improve overall
effectiveness.

2.5 xEhER

A review and analysis of existing literature reveals that bystander protective
behavior is not only a behavioral outcome shaped by the complex interaction of
individual psychological traits, interpersonal relationships, and class or school
environmental factors, but also a sophisticated decision-making process based
on cognitive judgment, emotional response, and risk-benefit assessment within
specific contexts. However, several critical issues regarding the formative mech-
anisms of bystander protective behavior remain to be addressed:

First, previous research has failed to integrate multi-level factors—such as in-
dividual psychological characteristics, interactive relationships, school environ-
mental features, and individual decision-making processes—into a unified analyt-
ical framework. This lack of integration limits our understanding of how these
diverse elements coalesce to influence behavioral outcomes within educational
settings.

The existing literature often fails to organically integrate multi-level factors,
with different psychological processes frequently discussed in isolation. There
is a lack of systematic demonstration regarding the relative importance of var-
ious factors and their specific combinations within a unified framework. In
particular, the scientific question of how the interaction between school micro-
environmental factors and individual factors shapes bystander intervention re-
mains under-explored. This limitation hinders a holistic understanding of the
complex operational mechanisms of bystander protection behavior in real-world
bullying situations.

Furthermore, current research relies heavily on quantitative methods based on
pre-established theoretical assumptions regarding variable relationships. There
is a relative scarcity of data-driven and qualitative exploration, which makes it
difficult to gain a deep understanding of the internal psychological processes of
individuals and limits the discovery of potential underlying pathways.

Accordingly, based on the aforementioned multi-level and multi-dimensional fac-
tors, this study first employs machine learning algorithms to identify the key
variables influencing bystander intervention. Subsequently, it utilizes Fuzzy-
Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsSQCA) to explore the multi-variable
configurational patterns of bystander protection behavior. This approach aims
to construct a comprehensive model of the micro-environmental characteristics
associated with bystander intervention.
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---a comprehensive explanatory framework for the interaction between interac-
tive relationships and individual psychological characteristics. Furthermore, in-
depth interviews were conducted to analyze the internal psychological processes
underlying bystanders’ behavioral choices in real-world scenarios, providing sup-
plementary validation for the rationality of the aforementioned key variables.

Furthermore, previous research on bystander intervention has often relied on
an implicit linear assumption: once a bystander identifies bullying and develops
a protective motivation, the intervention behavior will naturally follow. How-
ever, in real-world bullying scenarios, intervening may carry significant social
risks for the bystander, such as peer rejection, threats to social status, or emo-
tional conflict [?, ?]. During a bullying incident, bystanders are confronted with
multiple conflicting pieces of information simultaneously; these social risks and
psychological burdens inevitably influence their behavioral decision-making pro-
cess. Existing studies have not yet fully demonstrated how bystanders weigh
and integrate such information to make dynamic decisions in complex contexts.
Consequently, this study employs a series of situational experiments to manip-
ulate key factors and examine their dynamic impact on intervention decisions.
We aim to construct a three-stage psychological decision-making framework for
bystander intervention, providing a scientific basis for understanding how indi-
viduals navigate multiple psychological signals to reach a decision.

Finally, current intervention programs for bystander behavior focus primarily
on individual behavioral change while relatively neglecting the core role of the
school environment. This has led to practical challenges, including low efficiency
and poor stability of intervention effects [?, ?]. It is essential to recognize that
bullying stems largely from a problematic social ecology (such as a conflictual
classroom climate) rather than merely from maladaptive individual motivations
[?, ?]. Similarly, individual prosocial behavior is primarily rooted in a favorable
social ecology (such as a supportive classroom climate) rather than positive
individual motivations alone [?, ?]. In school and classroom environments char-
acterized by high levels of support and healthy peer relationships, students are
more likely to reach a consensus and form a collective attitude that supports
defenders and opposes bullying, thereby controlling and reducing the occurrence
of such incidents [?, ?].

Building on these insights, this study first utilizes digital simulation techniques
to examine the effectiveness of intervention models targeting different school
environmental factors in promoting bystander intervention. Subsequently,
through a quasi-experimental design and field research, we evaluate the practi-
cal effects of an optimized intervention scheme focused on key environmental
factors. By integrating computational modeling with field interventions,
this research seeks to construct a scientific, stable, and feasible intervention
framework for addressing school bullying.
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3 R

This research focuses on the core scientific problem of the mechanisms shaping
bystander protective behavior and its governance pathways within school envi-
ronments. Adopting a research strategy that combines qualitative exploration
with quantitative analysis, and integrates machine learning algorithms suitable
for complex model construction with situational experiments for causal explo-
ration, this study attempts to construct a three-stage psychological decision-
making framework for bystander protective behavior. The goal is to systemati-
cally advance the understanding of the complex causes underlying such behav-
iors. Study 1 adopts an exploratory orientation and utilizes mixed methods to
systematically identify key influencing factors and their configurational patterns
across three levels: prediction, understanding, and configuration. This phase
serves to define the core variables for subsequent research.

Building upon these findings, Study 2 utilizes a series of situational experiments
supplemented by computational modeling to construct and systematically val-
idate the three-stage psychological decision-making framework for bystander
protective behavior. This stage focuses on examining the causal relationships
between situational cue processing, psychological computational processes, and
behavioral choices, as well as the moderating effects of individual psychological
characteristics and school environmental factors. Study 3 targets the significant
school environmental factors identified in the previous stages as primary inter-
vention points. By combining Agent-Based Modeling (ABM) with field research,
this stage constructs a scientifically sound intervention program for bystander
protective behavior and evaluates its effectiveness. The overall research frame-
work is illustrated in [Figure 1: see original paper].

3.1 iR 1: BEMEFRPITANXBEMEARSHRIRRIRR

As the foundation of the overall research framework, Study 1 aims to accu-
rately identify the key factors influencing protective behaviors among bullying
bystanders and reveal the multiple pathways of their formation mechanisms.
This provides preliminary leads for subsequent mechanism testing and interven-
tion design. By integrating multiple methodologies, Study 1 addresses two core
scientific questions: (1) Among various potential influencing factors, which are
most critical to bystander protective behavior? (2) Do these factors combine
in different ways to form multi-path patterns that shape bystander protective
behavior? To this end, Study 1 consists of three interconnected and functionally
complementary sub-studies.

Study la will utilize large-scale, heterogeneous questionnaire data and employ
machine learning methods—including Support Vector Machines (SVM), Ran-
dom Forest, and XGBoost—alongside SHAP (SHapley Additive exPlanations)
value analysis to construct a recognition model for bystander protective behavior
and determine the average marginal contribution of each key feature. Included
features encompass individual psychological characteristics (such as aggressive
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traits, risk expectations, and self-efficacy), interactive relationships

(such as the popularity of involved roles, status differentials, and interpersonal
relationships), and class-school environmental factors (such as class bullying
norms, teacher support, and school climate). Study 1b will explore the internal
psychological processes of bystanders performing protective behaviors through
semi-structured interviews. By conducting text coding and thematic analysis,
the core considerations of bystanders during actual protective behavior decision-
making will be extracted, providing complementary validation for the results of
Study la. Study lc will employ an asymmetric method—fuzzy-set Qualitative
Comparative Analysis (fsQCA; Ragin, 2009)—to systematically explore the mul-
tiple pathways through which different combinations of factors shape bystander
protective behavior. Based on configuration theory, this method explores the
relationship between condition combinations and outcomes from a set-theoretic
perspective [?, ?], revealing whether the effect of a specific variable depends on
the presence of other conditions. This study focuses on how individual psycholog-
ical characteristics, interactive relationships, and school environmental factors
work together under different configurations to identify several representative
pathways for shaping protective behavior.

Overall, Study 1 integrates machine learning, qualitative interviews, and fsQCA
to systematically characterize the key influencing factors and multiple shaping
pathways of bystander protective behavior across three levels: prediction, un-
derstanding, and configuration. This approach helps overcome the limitations of
isolated variables and single pathways prevalent in previous research, providing
clear directions and clues for subsequent studies to further examine the internal
mechanisms of bystander protective behavior.

3.2 R 2: EMERPITH=MEBOIEREERITEHRR

This study attempts to construct a three-stage psychological decision-making
framework for bystander protective behavior. It proposes that whether and how
bystanders take protective actions stems from their processing of situational
cues in bullying scenarios and their weighted calculation of intervention conse-
quences versus personal capabilities. Throughout this process, individual psy-
chological characteristics and school environmental factors influence behavioral
decision-making by altering the weights assigned to different information dur-
ing psychological calculation. By clarifying this staged decision-making process,
the study aims to facilitate a comprehensive understanding of bystander protec-
tive behavior choices, revealing the diversity and intervenability of bystander
actions from the perspective of internal dynamic psychological processes. Build-
ing upon traditional experimental paradigms, Study 2 introduces computational
modeling methods to treat decision-making information involved in the psycho-
logical calculation stage—such as risk, benefit, and self-efficacy—as quantifiable
input dimensions. Subsequent research will estimate their relative weights in
decision-making, thereby achieving a clear characterization of the psychological
calculation process.
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Studies 2a and 2b focus on the first stage of the three-stage psychological
decision-making framework: the situational cue processing stage. These stud-
ies aim to examine how different types of bullying situational cues serve as
input information to influence the subsequent psychological calculation process
of bystanders. The focus is on how cues such as event severity and diffusion of
responsibility affect the bystander’ s initial cognitive judgment. Simultaneously,
key individual psychological characteristics and school environmental factors
identified in Study 1 will be measured to test their potential moderating effects.
Study 2a employs a single-factor between-subjects experimental design, with
bullying severity (low vs. high) as the independent variable and the necessity
of intervention and bystander protective behavior intention as the dependent
variables. Study 2a hypothesizes that: (1) compared to low-severity situations,
bystanders in high-severity situations will show higher judgments of interven-
tion necessity and stronger protective behavior intentions; (2) participants’ in-
dividual psychological characteristics (e.g., moral disengagement) moderate the
impact of bullying severity on initial cognitive judgments and protective behav-
ior intentions, with this effect being stronger among bystanders with low moral
disengagement;

and (3) school environmental factors (e.g., supportive classroom climate) moder-
ate the impact of bullying severity on initial cognitive judgments and protective
behavior intentions, with the promoting effect being more significant in class-
rooms with higher levels of support.

Study 2b employs a 2 (number of bystanders: no other bystanders vs. multiple
bystanders) x 2 (teacher presence: teacher absent vs. teacher present) between-
subjects experimental design. The dependent variables include the necessity of
intervention and bystander protective behavior intention.

The study also examines whether individual psychological characteristics and
school environmental factors exert moderating effects. Study 2b hypothesizes
that: (1) compared to situations with no other bystanders, the presence of mul-
tiple bystanders will decrease an individual’ s judgment of intervention necessity
and protective behavior intention; (2) compared to situations where no teacher
is present, the presence of a teacher will decrease the bystander’s judgment of in-
tervention necessity and protective behavior intention; (3) there is a significant
interaction between the number of bystanders and teacher presence, such that
intervention necessity judgments and protective behavior intentions will be low-
est in situations with multiple bystanders and a teacher present; (4) individual
psychological characteristics (e.g., moral disengagement) moderate the effects
of bystander numbers and teacher presence on intervention necessity judgments
and protective behavior intentions, meaning the diffusion of responsibility effect
is weaker in individuals with low moral disengagement; and (5) school environ-
mental factors (e.g., supportive classroom climate) moderate these effects, such
that the effects are weaker in classrooms with a more supportive atmosphere.

Study 2c focuses on the role of risk-benefit assessment within the second stage
of the three-stage psychological decision-making framework: the psychological
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calculation stage. By manipulating situational cues to induce different percep-
tions of social risks and potential benefits faced when intervening in bullying,
the study examines the influence of risk-benefit trade-offs on protective behav-
ior decisions. A 2 (perceived social risk: low vs. high) x 2 (perceived potential
benefit: low vs. high) between-subjects experimental design is used, with the
dependent variables being the tendencies toward different types of protective
behaviors.

The moderating effects of individual psychological characteristics and school
environmental factors are also investigated. Study 2c hypothesizes that: (1)
perceived social risk and potential benefit exert significant main effects on stable
protective behavior intentions and behavioral choices, respectively; specifically,
individuals in the high-risk group will have lower protective behavior intentions
and be more likely to choose indirect protection or inaction, while those in the
high-benefit group will have stronger intentions and be more likely to choose
direct protection; (2) there is a significant interaction between perceived social
risk and perceived potential benefit, such that in high-benefit situations, the
inhibitory effect of risk on protective behavior is weakened, and different risk-
benefit combinations will influence the type of behavior chosen;

(3) individual psychological characteristics (e.g., moral disengagement) mod-
erate these relationships, with the risk-inhibition effect strengthening and
the benefit-promotion effect weakening among individuals with high moral
disengagement; and (5) school environmental factors (e.g., supportive
classroom climate) moderate these relationships, such that in more sup-
portive classroom environments, the risk-inhibition effect is weakened and
the benefit-promotion effect is enhanced.

Study 2d focuses on the role of self-efficacy assessment in the psychological cal-
culation stage. Using a single-factor between-subjects experimental design, the
study manipulates bystanders’ perceptions of their own intervention capabil-
ity (low vs. high) in bullying situations to examine the impact of self-efficacy
assessment on protective behavior decision-making. The moderating effects of
individual psychological characteristics and school environmental factors are
also examined.

Study 2d hypothesizes that: (1) compared to the low self-efficacy condition,
individuals in the high self-efficacy condition will exhibit higher levels of pro-
tective behavior intention and be more likely to engage in direct protective
behavior; (2) participants’ individual psychological characteristics (e.g., moral
disengagement) moderate the impact of perceived self-efficacy on protective be-
havior intention, with this positive effect being stronger in individuals with low
moral disengagement;

and (3) school environmental factors (e.g., supportive classroom climate) mod-
erate the relationship between perceived self-efficacy and protective behavior
intention, such that perceived self-efficacy is more easily translated into protec-
tive behavior intention in more supportive classroom environments.
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Building on the previous studies, Study 2e further integrates risk-benefit assess-
ment and self-efficacy assessment, focusing on the joint psychological calculation
process of multi-source information in the second stage of the decision-making
framework. The preceding studies provided the necessary parameter identifica-
tion basis for integrated computational modeling by deconstructing and testing
key decision dimensions individually. Unlike Studies 2c and 2d, which examined
the influence of single types of information, Study 2e simultaneously manipu-
lates perceived social risk, perceived potential benefit, and self-efficacy to explore
how bystanders comprehensively weigh multiple pieces of decision information
when facing bullying. It further tests how this trade-off process jointly influ-
ences protective behavior decisions. A 2 (perceived social risk: low vs. high)
x 2 (perceived potential benefit: low vs. high) x 2 (self-efficacy: low vs. high)
three-factor within-subjects experimental design is employed.

The dependent variables consist of two decision outcomes: (1) protective behav-
ior intention, reflecting the individual’ s overall behavioral tendency in bullying
situations; and (2) protective behavior choice, reflecting the specific decision-
making orientation among various protective strategies. The moderating roles
of individual psychological characteristics and school environmental factors con-
tinue to be investigated.

Study 2e introduces computational modeling to systematically characterize the
multi-information trade-off and calculation process during the psychological cal-
culation stage. Specifically, it is assumed that when facing different bullying
situations, individuals calculate the subjective value of various protective be-
havior options k (e.g., stopping the bully, comforting the victim, reporting to
a teacher) based on perceived social risk (R), potential benefit (G), and self-
efficacy (E). The function can be expressed as:

= + + + (x )+ (x )+ (x )+

In this context, U, represents the subjective value of behavioral option k for
individual 7. The parameters w,, w,, and w, denote the weights assigned to risk,
gain, and self-efficacy within the decision-making process, respectively. Further-
more, the coefficients of the interaction terms are utilized to characterize the
joint effects between these different dimensions of trade-off information.

Building upon this foundation, the probability of an individual choosing be-
tween different behavioral options is modeled using a multinomial Logit model
(softmax function):

as follows:

> ()

The model assumes that individuals are more likely to select behavioral op-
tions with higher subjective value, thereby mapping the results of psychological
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computations onto observable behavioral choice data. For the continuous de-
pendent variable of protective behavioral intention, it is modeled as a function
of the value of each protective behavior, specifically expressed as:

= 04+ 1+ max
e 2 +

Specifically, max U; represents the individual’ s value assessment of the opti-
mal behavioral option, while U, denotes the average value across all behavioral
options, used to characterize the overall behavioral intention.

Regarding parameter estimation, this study first employs multinomial logistic
regression to fit the behavioral choice data, estimating the influence of each
information dimension on different options. Building upon this, a hierarchical
modeling approach is introduced to incorporate individual difference variables
and model the weight parameters. Taking perceived risk as an example:

W, ; = Bro + B Py + BraSi + i

where P; represents individual factors and S; represents school-level factors.
Similarly, the weight coefficients for perceived potential benefits and self-efficacy
are modeled to examine how factors at different levels influence the decision-
making process by altering information weights. Through this modeling strategy,
Study 2e can not only test the main and interaction effects of risk, benefit,
and self-efficacy on bystander protective behavior but also further quantify the
relative weights of different information types in the decision-making process and
reveal how individual and school factors act upon the psychological computation

process.

Study 2e hypothesizes that: (1) the weight parameter for perceived social risk
w, is greater than 0, and the weight parameters for perceived potential bene-
fits w, and self-efficacy w, are both greater than 0; (2) there is a significant
interaction weight w,, between risk and benefit, such that under high-benefit
conditions, the negative weight of risk is attenuated; (3) self-efficacy moder-
ates the effects of risk and benefit through the interaction terms w,, and w,.
Specifically, under conditions of high self-efficacy, individuals exhibit decreased
sensitivity to risk and increased sensitivity to benefits; (4) behavioral intention
for protection is lowest under high-risk, low-benefit, and low-efficacy conditions,
where individuals are more likely to choose indirect protection or passive by-
stander behavior; conversely, intention is highest under low-risk, high-benefit,
and high-efficacy conditions, where individuals are more likely to choose direct
protective behavior; (5) individual and school factors influence protective be-
havioral intentions and choices by altering weight parameters (e.g., increasing
or decreasing the weights of risk, benefit, and efficacy).
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3.3 iR 3: (REBWMEFRPIT AN TFRBEHRMSIEE

Study 3 focuses on a two-stage intervention involving computational modeling
and field research, consisting of two sub-studies. Study 3a employs an Agent-
Based Modeling (ABM) approach to characterize the dynamic interaction pro-
cesses between individuals within a realistic school campus context.

In this model, each student is treated as a heterogeneous decision-making agent
whose behavior is jointly determined by individual psychological characteris-
tics and situational factors. Individual-level variables are assigned as param-
eters (e.g., empathy levels), while school environmental variables are repre-
sented as shared contextual parameters (e.g., class climate). During the sim-
ulation, bystander behavioral decisions are triggered by constructing virtual
classroom scenarios and randomly generating bullying incidents. Specifically,
bystander behavior is not generated randomly but follows preset behavioral
decision rules: first, individuals perform psychological calculations on poten-
tial behaviors based on situational information, synthesizing potential benefits,
risks, and self-efficacy to form subjective utility evaluations for different behav-
ioral options; second, the utility values corresponding to different behavioral
options are transformed into behavioral choice probabilities via a probability
mapping function, allowing for a selection among various protective behavior
strategies. Based on this decision mechanism, all bystanders independently
make behavioral choices in each simulation round, which are then aggregated
into group-level protective behavior performance.

By systematically manipulating individual-level and environmental-level vari-
ables, Study 3a compares changes in protective behavior levels under different
intervention pathways. This allows for the evaluation of the potential effective-
ness of various intervention strategies and the screening of intervention paths
that are theoretically most promising with controllable risks. This provides a
basis for subsequent field interventions and reduces the costs associated with
real-world trial and error.

Study 3b will employ a quasi-experimental longitudinal design to conduct field
research in schools, testing the practical effectiveness of the optimized inter-
vention schemes derived from the simulations. Using classes or schools as the
intervention units, control and intervention groups will be established, with
a focus on the feasibility of intervention schemes aimed at optimizing school
environmental characteristics. Intervention effects will be evaluated through
multi-source data, including student self-reports, peer nominations, and teacher
nominations of bystander protective behaviors and overall class bullying levels.
Simultaneously, key variables identified in Study 1 and Study 2 will be assessed
to verify whether the intervention operates through the intended psychological
pathways.
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4 EicEN

School bullying is a unique and complex form of interpersonal aggression that
occurs within specific social contexts. Rather than being a simple dyadic in-
teraction between a bully and a victim, it should be understood as a group
phenomenon (Olweus, 2001; Salmivalli, 2001).

In this process, bystanders constitute a large group with diverse behavioral
choices; their reactions largely determine whether bullying persists, escalates,
or is timely suppressed. Consequently, constructing an integrated explanatory
framework for the variations in bystander behavioral choices within bullying
contexts is a critical component of bullying intervention. Such a framework pro-
vides innovative insights for promoting protective behaviors among bystanders
and warrants significant attention from researchers.

This research focuses on bystander protective behavior, constructing an inno-
vative three-stage psychological decision-making framework for bystander inter-
vention (see [Figure 2: see original paper]). This framework is grounded in
the Bystander Intervention Model [?], the Theory of Planned Behavior [?], and
Goal-Framing Theory [?].

The framework emphasizes three core propositions: First, situational cues do
not directly determine behavior; rather, they serve as input information for psy-
chological computation. Second, the assessment of risk-benefit trade-offs and
self-efficacy constitutes the core computational module of bystander decision-
making. Third, individual psychological characteristics and school environmen-
tal factors do not directly trigger protective behavior; instead, they function
as distal factors that influence the decision-making process by modulating the
bystander’ s internal psychological states and cognitive evaluations.

Instead, it regulates behavioral decision-making pathways by altering the
weights assigned to different pieces of information within mental computation.

Situational Cue Processing Stage

The starting point of the three-stage psychological decision-making framework
is the bystander’ s cognitive processing of the bullying situation, centered on
the core question: “Am I facing an event that requires intervention?” This
stage aligns with the classic bystander intervention model [?, ?], which posits
that an individual’ s sense of responsibility and behavioral intentions are only
activated after they have noticed the event and defined it as an emergency or
inappropriate situation. This study further suggests that situational cues do
not directly trigger protective behavior; instead, they influence the bystander’ s
judgment regarding the necessity of intervention. This judgment then induces
a primary intention for protective behavior based on intuition and normative
assessments, providing the prerequisite conditions for subsequent psychological
weighing.

In other words, the core function of this stage is to complete a rapid assessment
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of whether one should intervene, thereby determining whether the individual
enters a deeper level of decision-making processing. In the context of school
bullying, this situational cue processing is particularly critical. Compared to
sudden, explicit acts of violence, bystanders of school bullying often tend to
underestimate the severity of the incident or rationalize it as “joking” or minor
“horseplay.” Therefore, whether an individual proceeds to subsequent decision-
making stages depends first on the bystander’ s perception of the necessity for
intervention. The preliminary protective tendency generated on this basis con-
stitutes the essential premise and foundation for all following decision-making
processes.

Psychological Calculation Stage

Following the preliminary assessment of a bullying situation, a bystander en-
ters the psychological calculation stage only if they perceive intervention as
necessary and have formed a primary protective intention. During this stage,
whether a bystander ultimately engages in protective behavior depends on their
psychological evaluation of the costs, benefits, and feasibility of such actions.
The Theory of Planned Behavior emphasizes that an individual’ s behavioral
intention is jointly determined by three types of judgments: attitude toward the
behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control [?, ?]. Building
upon this framework, the present study further distinguishes between the pri-
mary behavioral intention—formed through rapid situational assessment—and
the stable behavioral intention, which is developed through multiple trade-offs.
We propose that the critical function of the psychological calculation stage is
to revise, inhibit, or reinforce the primary behavioral intention generated in
the preceding stage, thereby influencing the formation of a stable behavioral
intention that leads to actual behavior.

Specifically, during the psychological calculation phase, bystanders conduct a
comprehensive assessment of the potential consequences of intervening in bully-
ing. When faced with a bullying situation, bystanders simultaneously consider
the positive outcomes that protective behavior may bring—such as upholding
fairness, reducing harm to others, and enhancing their own status—against the
potential costs, such as social exclusion or retaliation from the bully. This
trade-off is not an expression of moral indifference but rather a universal adap-
tive judgment mechanism within social contexts.

As suggested by Goal-Framing Theory, individuals in specific situations are often
driven by multiple goals simultaneously. Among these, normative goals (doing
the right thing) may coexist or compete with hedonic or gain-oriented goals
(avoiding personal loss) [?, ?]. Therefore, this study posits that a bystander’ s
intention to protect depends on their subjective weighting of benefits and risks
within a given context. When normative or moral goals predominate, protective
behavior is more likely to be viewed as the appropriate choice; conversely, when
self-protection or risk avoidance goals take precedence, the bystander may opt
for inaction.
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When risk aversion objectives become more prominent, protection intentions
and behaviors are more likely to be inhibited. Furthermore, self-efficacy as-
sessment constitutes another core computational dimension of this stage. In
evaluating their own capabilities, individuals may overestimate or underesti-
mate their proficiency [?, ?], which subsequently exerts a direct influence on
their behavioral intentions and ultimate choices.

If an individual’ s intervention self-efficacy is low, they may find it difficult to
translate their recognition of the legitimacy of intervening into actual behavior,
even when they acknowledge that action is justified [?, ?]. This study further
proposes that self-efficacy not only influences whether an individual chooses to
intervene in bullying but also affects the specific pathways of protective behav-
ior chosen by bystanders. By exploring these dynamics, this research extends
the functional boundaries of self-efficacy within the context of bystander inter-
vention strategies.

This study further indicates that the two primary modules—risk-benefit assess-
ment and self-efficacy assessment—do not function in isolation. Instead, they are
integrated by the individual using different weights during the decision-making
process, thereby forming a variety of possible psychological computational path-
ways. In certain contexts, the bystander’ s weight allocation for potential risks
and benefits may dominate the process; even if self-efficacy is low, a strong
intention to engage in protective behavior may still form as long as the individ-
ual perceives the moral or normative benefits of intervention to be significantly
higher than the potential risks.

Conversely, in other situations, the self-efficacy assessment may emerge as the
more decisive factor. The relative weights of the components within this system
can shift significantly depending on the individual and the specific context, lead-
ing to markedly different behavioral intentions even when situational judgments
are identical. Consequently, this framework does not assume the existence of a
single, fixed decision-making path. Rather, it emphasizes that the formation of a
bystander’ s protective behavioral intention stems from the dynamic integration
of risk-benefit and self-efficacy judgments under specific weight configurations.

It is important to emphasize that the psychological computation stage does not
necessarily reinforce the primary protective behavioral intention. The outcome
of this stage may stabilize and strengthen the intention, but it may also inhibit
or revise the primary intention. This mechanism provides an explanation for
the “intention-behavior gap” —the common phenomenon in real-world settings
where an individual “desires to protect but fails to act.”

Behavior Selection and Implementation Phase

Following the processing of situational cues and psychological weighing, by-
standers enter the final stage of behavior selection. At this point, the stable be-
havioral intentions formed through psychological calculations are further trans-
formed into specific behavioral strategy selection and implementation. Directly
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intervening to stop bullying typically requires high levels of self-efficacy and low
risk perception. In contrast, seeking adult assistance or providing post-incident
comfort to the victim is often viewed as an alternative path with relatively lower
risk (Pronk et al., 2013). Conversely, if the bystander--

If bystanders fail to develop a stable behavioral intention during the preceding
stage, they may exhibit passive observational behavior. This study posits that
this stage serves as a natural extension of the decision-making outcomes from the
two previous phases. When preparing to intervene, bystander behavior involves
evaluating various feasible protective actions; specifically, based on established
psychological assessments, bystanders select the mode of protective behavior
they perceive to be the most viable, safe, and appropriate for their specific
circumstances.

The Role of Individual Psychological Characteristics and
School Environmental Factors Across Decision-Making
Stages

Individual psychological characteristics and school environmental factors play
critical roles across the three stages of bystander decision-making, systemati-
cally influencing the trajectory of behavioral choices. This study proposes that
psychological traits—such as empathy, levels of moral disengagement, and ag-
gression—affect how bystanders process information and make judgments at
multiple stages, thereby altering the weight structure of their risk-benefit as-
sessments. Furthermore, the school and classroom environments constitute the
broader context in which these decisions occur.

The critical contextual conditions of bystander protective behavior decision-
making reshape the subjective weight allocation of risks, benefits, and self-
efficacy within the psychological calculation process. Consequently, individual
psychological characteristics and the school environment do not function in iso-
lation; rather, they engage in continuous interaction throughout the three-stage
decision-making process. Together, these factors collectively shape both the
probability of occurrence and the specific manifestations of bystander protec-
tive behavior.

In summary, the theoretical and practical contributions of this study are as
follows:

First, this research proposes a three-stage psychological decision-making frame-
work for bystander intervention, theoretically shifting the study of bullying
bystander behavior from a simple exploration of influencing factors toward a
process-oriented explanation. By explicitly defining bystander intervention as
a context-based, dynamic, and plastic psychological decision-making outcome,
this framework provides an innovative perspective for explaining the variability
and situational dependence of bystander behavior.

Second, by distinguishing between decision-making stages and boundary condi-

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117

ChinaRxiv [$X]

tions, this study clarifies the specific pathways and interaction patterns through
which individual psychological traits and school environmental factors influence
bystander choices. This approach overcomes the limitations of previous research
that often simplified these complex variables as direct predictors, offering a more
nuanced understanding of how personal and environmental factors intersect.

Finally, this study provides new insights for the development and refinement of
school bullying governance models. On one hand, traditional intervention path-
ways that focus solely on individual attitudes, behavioral correction, or empathy
training may be insufficient to consistently promote bystander intervention. In
contrast, interventions aimed at optimizing school environmental factors—such
as clarifying anti-bullying norms, enhancing supportive teacher feedback for pro-
tective actions, and reducing the perceived risks for bystanders—are more likely
to produce sustained promotional effects at the group level. On the other hand,
utilizing Agent-Based Modeling (ABM) as a tool for intervention simulation and
optimization offers a paradigm that balances theoretical precision with practi-
cal feasibility. This approach helps reduce the trial-and-error costs of real-world
interventions and improves the efficiency of resource allocation.

S

Guo, Y., Li, H., Sun, F., & Wei, S. (2025). Latent classes of campus inter-
personal conflict and their relationship with psychological crisis among middle
school students: The mediating role of psychological pain. Psychological Science,
48(01), 242-251.

Zhang, W. (2023). Defining bullying: Cultural and developmental perspectives.
Psychological Development and Education, 39(04), 590-598.

Ajzen, 1. (1985). From intentions to actions: A theory of planned behavior.
In J. Kuhl & J. Beckmann (Eds.), Action control: From cognition to behavior
(pp. 11-39). Springer.

Axford, N., Bjornstad, G., Clarkson, S., Ukoumunne, O. C., Wrigley, Z.,
Matthews, J., --Hutchings, J. (2020). The effectiveness of the KiVa bullying
prevention program in Wales, UK: Results from a pragmatic cluster

randomized controlled trial. Prevention Science, 21(5), 615-626.

Bezerra, L. L. A. L., Alves, D. L. G., Nunes, B. R., Stelko-Pereira, A. C.,
Floréncio, R. S., & Gomes, 1. L. V. (2023).

Anti-bullying interventions with an emphasis on bystanders: A scoping review.
The Journal of School Health, 93(11), 1036-1044.

Callaghan, M., Kelly, C., & Molcho, M. (2019). Bullying and bystander be-
haviour and health outcomes among adolescents in Ireland. Journal of Epidemi-
ology and Community Health, 73, 416-421.

Calvo-Morata, A., Alonso-Fernindez, C., Freire, M., Martinez-Ortiz, 1., &

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117

ChinaRxiv [$X]

Fernandez-Manjén, B. (2020). Serious games to prevent and detect bullying
and cyberbullying: A systematic serious games and literature review.

Computers & Education, 157, 103958. Casey, E. A., Lindhorst, T., & Storer, H.
L. (2017). The situational-cognitive model of adolescent bystander behavior:

Modeling bystander decision-making in the context of bullying and teen dating
violence. Psychology of Violence, 7(1), 33-44.

Cheon, S. H., Reeve, J., Marsh, H. W., & Jang, H.-R. (2023). Cluster random-
ized control trial to reduce peer victimization: An autonomy-supportive teach-
ing intervention changes the classroom ethos to support defending bystanders.
American Psychologist, 78(7), 856-872.

Cheon, S. H., Reeve, J., Marsh, H. W., & Song, Y.-G. (2022). Intervention-
enabled autonomy-supportive teaching improves the PE classroom climate to
reduce antisocial behavior. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 60(1), Cheon, S.
H., Reeve, J., Yoo, K. E., Song, Y. G., Marsh, H. W., Jang, H. R., & Lee, Y.
(2025). Bystanders tend to defend victims in a supportive classroom climate: A
cluster randomized control trial and an observational study. Journal of School
Psychology, 110, 101431.

Choi, B., & Park, S. (2021). When empathy leads to passive bystanding or
defending of the victim in a bullying situation: Interaction with the perceived
popularity of the bully. Educational Researcher, 50(5), 276-289.

Clore, G. L., Schwarz, N., & Conway, M. (1994). Affective causes and con-
sequences of social information processing. In R. S. Wyer Jr. & T. K. Srull
(Eds.), Handbook of social cognition: Basic processes; applications (2nd ed.,
pp. 323—417). Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

Colpin, H., Bauman, S., & Menesini, E. (2021). Teachers’ responses to bullying:
Unravelling their consequences and antecedents. Introduction to the special
issue. European Journal of Developmental Psychology, 18(6), 781-797.

Cui, K., & To, S. ming. (2020). School climate, bystanders’ responses, and
bullying perpetration in the context of

rural-to-urban migration in China. Deviant Behavior, 42(11), 1416-1435.

Datta, P., Cornell, D., & Huang, F. (2016). Aggressive attitudes and prevalence
of bullying bystander behavior in middle school. Psychology in the Schools,
53(8), 804-816.

Dawes, M., Malamut, S. T., Guess, H., & Lohrbach, E. (2024). Teachers’ at-
titudes toward bullying and intervention responses: A systematic and meta-
analytic review. Educational Psychology Review, 36(4), 122.

Demol, K., Verschueren, K., Salmivalli, C.; & Colpin, H. (2020). Perceived
teacher responses to bullying influence students’ social cognitions. Frontiers in
Psychology, 11, 592582.

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117

ChinaRxiv [$X]

Deng, X., Yang, J., & Wu, Y. (2021). Adolescent empathy influences bystander
defending in school bullying: A threelevel meta-analysis. Frontiers in Psychol-
ogy, 12, 690898.

DeSmet, A., Bastiaensens, S., Van Cleemput, K., Poels, K., Vandebosch, H.,
Deboutte, G., ---De Bourdeaudhuij, I. (2018). The efficacy of the Friendly Attac
serious digital game to promote prosocial bystander behavior in cyberbullying

among young adolescents: A cluster-randomized controlled trial. Computers in
Human Behavior, 78, 336-347.

Fischer, P., Krueger, J. 1., Greitemeyer, T., Vogrincic, C., Kastenmiiller, A.,
Frey, D., ---Kainbacher, M. (2011). The bystander-effect: A meta-analytic re-
view on bystander intervention in dangerous and non-dangerous emergencies.
Psychological Bulletin, 137(4), 517-537.

Garandeau, C. F., Vermande, M. M., Reijntjes, A. H. A., & Aarts, E. (2022).
Classroom bullying norms and peer status: Effects on victim-oriented and bully-
oriented defending. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 46(5),
401-410.

Goddard, R. D., Hoy, W. K., & Hoy, A. W. (2004). Collective efficacy beliefs:
Theoretical developments, empirical evidence, and future directions. Educa-
tional Researcher, 33(3), 3-13.

Gonzélez-Cabrera, J., Sanchez-Alvarez, N., Calvete, E., Mejia, A. L., Orue, L.,
& Machimbarrena, J. M. (2019).

Psychometric properties of the triangulated version of the European Bullying
Intervention Project Questionnaire: Prevalence across seven roles. Psychology
in the Schools, 57(1), 78-90.

Hamby, S., Weber, M. C., Grych, J., & Banyard, V. (2016). What difference
do bystanders make? The association of bystander involvement with victim
outcomes in a community sample. Psychology of Violence, 6(1), 91-102.

Han, Z. Y., Ye, Z. Y., & Zhong, B. L. (2025). School bullying and mental health
among adolescents: A narrative review. Translational Pediatrics, 14(3), 463-
472.

Huitsing, G., Snijders, T. A., Van Duijn, M. A., & Veenstra, R. (2014). Victims,
bullies, and their defenders: A longitudinal

study
coevolution
positive
negative

networks. Development

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117

ChinaRxiv [$X]

Psychopathology, 26(3), 645-659. Jiang, S., Liu, R. D., Ding, Y., Jiang, R., Fu,
X., & Hong, W. (2022). Why the victims of bullying are more likely to avoid
involvement when witnessing bullying situations: The role of bullying sensitivity
and moral disengagement. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 37(5-6), NP3062-
NP3083.

Jin, G., Bian, X., Zhou, T., & Liu, J. (2024). Different ways to defend victims of
bullying: Defending profiles and their associations with adolescents’ victimiza-
tion experiences and depressive symptoms. Journal of Youth and Adolescence,
53(3), 621-631.

Kérné, A., Voeten, M., Little, T. D., Poskiparta, E., Kaljonen, A., & Salmivalli,
C. (2011). A large-scale evaluation of the KiVa antibullying program: Grades
4-6. Child Development, 82(1), 311-330.

Koli¢é-Vehovec, S., Smojver-Azi¢, S., Martinac Dorcié¢, T., & Roncevi¢ Zubkovié,
B. (2019). Evaluation of serious game for changing students’ behaviour in bul-
lying situation. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 36, 323—334.

Lambe, L. J., Della Cioppa, V., Hong, I. K., & Craig, W. M. (2019). Standing
up to bullying: A social ecological review of peer defending in offline and online
contexts. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 45, 51—74.

Laninga-Wijnen, L., Malamut, S. T., Garandeau, C. F., & Salmivalli, C. (2023).
Does defending affect adolescents’ peer status, or vice versa? Testing the moder-
ating effects of empathy, gender, and anti-bullying norms. Journal of Research
on Adolescence, 33(3), 913-930.

Laninga-Wijnen, L., van den Berg, Y. H. M., Garandeau, C. F., Mulder, S., & de
Castro, B. O. (2023). Does being defended relate to decreases in victimization
and improved psychosocial adjustment among victims?. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 115(2), 363-377.

Latané, B., & Darley, J. M. (1970). The unresponsive bystander: Why doesn’
t he help? Appleton-Century Crofts.

Latané, B., & Nida, S. (1981). Ten years of research on group size and helping.
Psychological Bulletin, 89(2), 308-Lindenberg, S. (2008). Social rationality,
semi-modularity and goal-framing: What is it all about?. Analyse & Kritik,
30(2), 669-687.

Lucas-Molina, B., Giménez-Dasi, M., Fonseca-Pedrero, E., & Pérez-Albéniz, A.
(2018). What makes a defender? A multilevel study of individual correlates and
classroom norms in explaining defending behaviors. School Psychology Review,
47(1), 34-44.

Luo, X., Zheng, R., Xiao, P., Xie, X., Liu, Q., Zhu, K., ---Song, R. (2022). Rela-
tionship between school bullying and mental health status of adolescent students
in China: A nationwide cross-sectional study. Asian Journal of Psychiatry, 70,
103043.

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117

ChinaRxiv [$X]

Macaulay, P. J. R., Betts, L. R., St James, J., & McMullan, H. (2022). By-
stander responses to cyberbullying: The role of perceived severity, publicity,
anonymity, type of bullying, and victim response. Computers in Human Behav-
ior, 131, 107238.

Marsh, H. W., Reeve, J., Guo, J., Pekrun, R., Parada, R. H., Parker, P. D.,
Basarkod, G., --Cheon, S. H. (2022).

Overcoming limitations in peer-victimization research that impede successful
intervention: Challenges and new directions. Perspectives on Psychological
Science, 18(4), 812-828.

Menolascino, N., & Jenkins, L. N. (2018). Predicting bystander intervention
among middle school students. School Psychology Quarterly, 33(2), 305-313.

Meter, D. J., & Card, N. A. (2015). Defenders of victims of peer aggression:
Interdependence theory and an exploration of individual, interpersonal, and
contextual effects on the defender participant role. Developmental Review, 38,
222-240.

Midgett, A., Doumas, D., & Trull, R. (2018). Evaluation of a brief, school-based
bullying bystander intervention for elementary school students. Professional
School Counseling, 20(1), 172-183.

Nocentini, A., & Menesini, E. (2016). KiVa anti-bullying program in Italy:
Evidence of effectiveness in a randomized control trial. Prevention Science,
17(8), 1012-1023.

Olweus, D. (2001). Peer harassment: A critical analysis and some important
questions. In J. Juvonen & S. Graham (Eds.), Peer harassment in school: The
plight of the vulnerable and victimized (pp. 3-20). The Guilford Press.

Palladino, B. E., Nocentini, A., & Menesini, E. (2016). Evidence-based inter-
vention against bullying and cyberbullying: Evaluation of the NoTrap! program
in two independent trials. Aggressive Behavior, 42(2), 194-

Poulin, F., & Chan, A. (2010). Friendship stability and change in childhood
and adolescence. Developmental Review, 30(3), 257-272.

Pronk, J., Goossens, F. A., Olthof, T., de Mey, L., & Willemen, A. M. (2013).
Children’ s intervention strategies in situations of victimization by bullying:
Social cognitions of outsiders versus defenders. Journal of School Psychology,
51(6), 669-682.

Ragin, C. C. (2009). Redesigning social inquiry: Fuzzy sets and beyond. Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

Rambaran, J. A., van Duijn, M. A. J., Dijkstra, J. K., & Veenstra, R. (2022).
The relation between defending, (dis)liking, and the classroom bullying norm: A
cross-sectional social network approach in late childhood. International Journal
of Behavioral Development, 46(5), 420-431.

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117

ChinaRxiv [$X]

Reijntjes, A., Vermande, M., Olthof, T., Goossens, F. A., Aleva, L., & van der
Meulen, M. (2016). Defending victimized peers: Opposing the bully, supporting
the victim, or both?. Aggressive Behavior, 42(6), 585-597.

Salmivalli, C. (2001). Group view on victimization: Empirical findings and their
implications. In J. Juvonen & S.

Graham (Eds.), Peer harassment in school: The plight of the vulnerable and
victimized (pp. 398-419). The Guilford Press.

Salmivalli, C. (2010). Bullying and the peer group: A review. Aggression and
Violent Behavior, 15(2), 112-120.

Salmivalli, C., Lagerspetz, K., Bjorkqvist, K., Osterman, K., & Kaukiainen, A.
(1996). Bullying as a group process:

Participant roles and their relations to social status within the group. Aggressive
Behavior, 22(1), 1-15.

Salmivalli, C., Laninga-Wijnen, L., Malamut, S. T., & Garandeau, C. F. (2021).
Bullying prevention in adolescence:

Solutions and new challenges from the past decade. Journal of Research on
Adolescence, 31(4), 1023-1046.

Salmivalli,

& Peets,

K. (2018). Bullying
victimization.

In K.

Rubin, W.
Bukowski,

Laursen (Eds.), Handbook of peer interactions, relationships, and groups. The
Guilford Press.

Shen, W., & Su, R. (2024). Bullying victimization and its life-course shadows:
Evidence from China. Chinese Sociological Review, 56(5), 586-615.

Sjogren, B., Thornberg, R., & Pozzoli, T. (2024). Reciprocal longitudinal asso-
ciations of defender self-efficacy with defending and passive bystanding in peer
victimization. Psychology in the Schools, 61(5), 1766-1788.

Sjogren, B., Thornberg, R., Wanstrom, L., & Gini, G. (2021). Associations
between students’ bystander behavior and individual and classroom collective
moral disengagement. Educational Psychology, 41(3), 264-281.

Steinvik, H. R., Duffy, A. L., & Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J. (2025). Adolescents’
compassion is distinctively associated with more prosocial and less aggressive

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117

ChinaRxiv [$X]

defending against bullying when considering empathic emotions and costs. Jour-
nal of Adolescence, 97(6), 1494-1506.

Strindberg, J., Horton, P., & Thornberg, R. (2020). The fear of being singled
out: Pupils’ perspectives on victimisation and bystanding in bullying situations.
British Journal of Sociology of Education, 41(7), 942-957.

Thornberg, R., Jungert, T., & Hong, J. S. (2023). The indirect association be-
tween moral disengagement and bystander behaviors in school bullying through
motivation: Structural equation modelling and mediation analysis. Social Psy-
chology of Education, 26(2), 533-556.

Thornberg, R., Wanstrom, L., Hong, J. S.; & Espelage, D. L. (2017). Classroom
relationship qualities and socialcognitive correlates of defending and passive
bystanding in school bullying in Sweden: A multilevel analysis. Journal of
School Psychology, 63, 49-62.

Tian, X., Huebner, E.S., & Tian, L. (2025). Bystander behavior in traditional
and cyberbullying in late childhood:

Profiles, developmental paths, and their associations with psychosocial adjust-
ment. Computers in Human Behavior, 173, 108791.

UNESCO. (2019). Behind the numbers: Ending school violence and bullying.
UNESCO.

Waasdorp, T. E., Fu, R., Clary, L. K., & Bradshaw, C. P. (2022). School climate
and bullying bystander responses in middle and high school. Journal of Applied
Developmental Psychology, 80, 101412.

Wang, C., Berry, B., & Swearer, S. M. (2013). The critical role of school climate
in effective bullying prevention. Theory into Practice, 52(4), 296-302.

Wang, Z., Laninga-Wijnen, L., Garandeau, C. F., & Liu, J. (2023). Develop-
ment and validation of the adolescent defending behaviors questionnaire among
Chinese early adolescents. Assessment, 30(7), 2258-2275.

Yang, A., & Salmivalli, C. (2014). Effectiveness of the KiVa antibullying pro-
gramme on bully-victims, bullies and victims. Educational Research, 57(1), 80-
90.

Yu, T., Dai, J., Chen, X., & Wang, C. (2025). Factors influencing continuance
intention in blended learning among business school students in China: Based on
grounded theory and FsQCA. Interactive Learning Environments, 33(2), 1339-
1366.

Yun, H. Y., & Graham, S. (2018). Defending victims of bullying in early ado-
lescence: A multilevel analysis. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 47(9), 1926-
1937.

Zhang, Y., Zhou, H., Jia, J., Shen, J., Fang, X. (2025). The moderating role
of bystanders’ peer status relative to the bullies in the relationship between by-

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202605.00117

ChinaRxiv [$X]

stander popularity and bullying bystander behavioral intentions across bullying
situations. Current Psychology, 44, 9825-9845.

Shaping mechanisms and evidence-based governance pathways of bystander de-
fending behaviors in school bullying

LI Huanhuan, YAN Kai (Department of Psychology, Renmin University of
China, Beijing 100872, China)

Abstract

The school climate serves as a pivotal microenvironment for the development of
adolescents’ social behaviors and constitutes a critical component of school bul-
lying intervention and governance. Previous research has indicated that adverse
peer relationships are a key school environmental risk factor for predicting bul-
lying and victimization, whereas bystander defending behaviors constitute one
of the critical school environmental protective factors in terminating bullying
events. However, traditional studies have mostly adopted a static perspective
to focus on the predictive effects of a limited number of variables on bystander
defending behaviors, thus failing to address the scientific question regarding the
complex psychological mechanisms underlying why bystanders make divergent
behavioral choices in real-world contexts. Furthermore, theoreticallydriven vari-
able selection and linear analytic approaches have also constrained the discovery
of potential pathways, failing to illuminate the intrinsic psychological processes
underlying the bystanders’ behavioral decision-making. To address these gaps,
the present study attempts to adopt a dynamic perspective of situational in-
teractions, focusing on constructing a three-stage psychological decision-making
framework that illustrates how school climate, interpersonal interactions, and
bystanders’ personal traits shape bystander defending behaviors through the
psychological processes of event identification, emotional experience, and risk-
benefit trade offs.

These results may provide innovative insights for developing a scientifically
sound and comprehensive model of school bullying governance.

Keywords

school bullying, bystander defending behavior, shaping mechanisms, governance
pathways
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