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A B S T R A C T

Objective: The present study examines the usefulness of the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) in explaining three 
distinct responses to cyberbullying among adolescents: defending, pro-bully, and passive intentions. A model was 
constructed to assess intentions, including control variables (gender, age, cyberbullying victimization, and perpetration 
experiences), social norms (family, friends, and teachers), attitude toward helping cyberbullying victims, perceived 
behavioral control, and empathy. Method: Data were collected from 2,539 students aged 11 to 18 years (M = 14.07, SD 
= 1.39) across eighteen schools. The analyses focused on the sample of non-witnesses of cyberbullying (N = 1,825) to 
assess intentions, using multiple regression analyses. Results: Empathy and helping attitude play a significant role in 
the intention of the three types of intentions. Additionally, experiences of cyberbullying, particularly as a cyberbully, 
and gender were linked to pro-bully intentions. Post hoc gender analyses revealed that friends, family, and teachers’ 
norms were particularly relevant for reducing pro-bully intentions in girls. Conclusions: These findings suggest that 
TPB is a useful framework for understanding the intentions of defender, passive, and pro-bully cyberbystanders. Future 
research should include both non-witnesses and witnesses to better compare intention versus actual behavior and 
investigate temporal and causal pathways within the TPB model.

With the rapid advancement of the Internet and Social Networks, 
an increasing number of people, especially adolescents and youth, 
are using the Internet for work, study, entertainment, and other 
activities (Anderson et al., 2023). Unfortunately, social networks 
have also become a significant setting for the high incidence of 
cyberbullying (Hayes et al., 2022). Cyberbullying is defined as “an 
aggressive, intentional act carried out by a group or individual, using 
electronic forms of contact, repeatedly and over time against a victim 
who cannot easily defend him or herself” (Smith et al., 2008, p. 376). 
As a result, cyberbullying has been associated with more negative 
consequences than traditional forms of bullying (Huang et al., 2023; 
Kazerooni et al., 2018).

Although the exact prevalence of cyberbullying is difficult to 
determine, estimates suggest that up to 57.5% of internet and social 
network users have been victims of cyberbullying (Sorrentino et al., 
2023). Additionally, Vogels (2022), based on a Pew Research Center 
survey conducted in 2022, indicated that 73% of adolescents between 
13 and 17 stated they had witnessed these situations.

Given that bystanders represent the largest group involved in the 
phenomenon, they are in a unique position to detect and intervene 
in the progression of cyberbullying incidents (Wang, 2021; Zhao et 

al., 2023). Through their active response or passivity, they can alter 
the dynamics of cyberbullying episodes (Huang et al., 2023; Jeyagobi 
et al., 2022). Specifically, bystanders can change the course of events 
by defending the victim (i.e., hereinafter, referred to as ‘defender’ 
responses; e.g., supporting them, reporting the incident, or telling the 
aggressor to stop), reinforcing the bully (i.e., pro-bully response; e.g., 
spreading the incident or liking the bully’s comments), or adopting 
a passive stance (i.e., passive response; e.g., watching without 
intervening) (Dang & Liu, 2022; Machackova et al., 2018). 

To date, most studies have focused on examining what motivates 
bystanders to engage in behaviors aimed at helping the victim 
(DeSmet et al., 2016; Hayashi & Tahmasbi, 2022). Previous studies 
have provided valuable insights into the aspects that encourage 
defending reactions to cyberbullying: (a) personal factors such as 
gender — with girls more willing to help (Wang & Kim, 2021) — , 
age — with younger adolescents displaying higher rates of helping 
behaviors (Van Cleemput et al., 2014) — , unpleasant emotions 
towards aggression (Ferreira et al., 2022), higher self-efficacy (Clark 
& Bussey, 2020), higher empathy (Huang et al., 2023), lower moral 
disengagement (Bussey et al., 2020), and prior experience as victims 
or perpetrators of cyberbullying (Shen et al., 2023; Wang & Kim, 
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2021); (b) situational factors such as a bad relationship with aggressors 
and a lower number of other bystanders (Song & Oh, 2018); and (c) 
contextual factors such as perceived social support (Olenik-Shemesh 
et al., 2017) or social norms (Bastiaensens et al., 2016). However, 
it is equally important to address what drives bystanders to choose 
behaviors that may exacerbate a cyberbullying situation (Barli ska et 
al., 2015; Bastiaensens et al., 2016; Jeyagobi et al., 2022), including 
the absence of response, which is often considered as a form of silent 
approval of the aggression (Leung, 2021; Van Cleemput et al., 2014). 
This gap underscores the need for a deeper understanding of the 
range of bystander responses in cyberbullying and related factors, 
whether they involve support or non-intervention. Furthermore, few 
studies have employed a rigorous theoretical model to explore what 
influences these reactions and how to effectively mobilize bystanders 
to intervene positively (Doane et al., 2016; Doane et al., 2020).

Cyberbystanders and Theory of Planned Behavior

Among the existing explanatory theories, the Theory of Planned 
Behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1991, 2012) shows promising potential for this 
purpose (DeSmet et al., 2016; Hayashi & Tahmasbi, 2022). According 
to this theory (Ajzen, 1991, 2012), behavior is determined by the 
intention to perform it, which is directly influenced by the individual’s 
belief system, comprising attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived 
behavioral control. Attitudes refer to how positively or negatively 
behavior is evaluated. Subjective norms, also known as social norms, 
refer to the perception of what significant others believe one should 
do (Ajzen, 2020). Perceived behavioral control refers to the perception 
of how easy or difficult it is to perform the behavior. 

Prior studies conducted within the framework of the TPB suggest 
that perceived social norms regarding participation in or avoidance of 
cyberbullying, positive or negative attitudes toward such aggression, 
and perceived behavioral control can predict individuals’ intentions to 
act and their actual behavior in cyberbullying situations. For example, 
Pabian et al. (2016) found that individuals with a positive attitude 
toward cyberbullying were less likely to defend victims. DeSmet 
et al. (2016) indicated that attitudes toward negative bystander 
behavior (e.g., laughing at victims or observing without intervening) 
and perceived behavioral control (e.g., perceived self-efficacy) to 
intervene in cyberbullying episodes were significant predictors of 
the intention to help victims. In contrast, attitudes toward positive 
bystander behavior (e.g., defending the victim) were not found to 
be significant predictors. More recently, Leung (2021) observed that 
negative attitudes toward cyberbullying, social approval of helping 
behavior, and perceived self-efficacy positively influenced the 
intention to intervene on behalf of the victim, which in turn predicted 
helping behavior. On the other hand, the more favorable the social 
norms toward cyberbullying, the less likely the bystanders to defend 
the victim and the more inclined to reinforce the aggressor (Dang & 
Liu, 2022). Similarly, when inaction is perceived as the predominant 
social norm, bystanders are more likely to conform to it to ensure 
their behavior aligns with group expectations (You & Lee, 2019).

Despite the growing empirical support for the usefulness of 
the TPB in explaining cyberbystander behavior, research on the 
factors associated with different types of cyberbystanders during 
adolescence remains limited. Most studies focus primarily on a 
single response, specifically defending reactions (e.g., DeSmet et 
al., 2016; Leung, 2021). This study addresses this gap by examining 
three distinct cyberbystander intentions: defending, pro-bully, and 
passive. By adopting a more holistic approach, this research aims 
to identify influential variables across these responses, providing 
a foundation for comprehensive intervention strategies based on 
a robust theoretical framework. This research places particular 
emphasis on the role of intentions, which, as posited by the TPB, are 
the most proximal antecedent of actual behavior. Moreover, it focuses 

exclusively on adolescents who reported not having witnessed 
cyberbullying incidents. Studying this “pre-exposure” group enables 
examination of how TPB components operate before direct bystander 
experience, offering a clearer view of dispositional factors that shape 
adolescents’ intended responses and informing early, preventive 
educational efforts.

Previous studies have shown that including additional variables 
enhances the model’s explanatory power (e.g., Hayashi & Tahmasbi, 
2022). In the present study, we investigate an additional variable, 
empathy, alongside the TPB standard variables  to understand 
its relationship with the three types of cyberbullying bystander 
responses. This improvement of the model is in line with Ajzen’s ideas, 
who points out (Ajzen, 2020) that TPB allows the inclusion of other 
predictor variables as long as they provide significant contributions 
beyond the three standard components. 

Empathy has long been recognized as a key driver of prosocial 
behavior. According to the empathy-altruism hypothesis (Batson 
et al., 1995; Batson et al., 2015), empathic concern — an other-
oriented emotional response congruent with the perceived welfare 
of someone in need — can evoke truly altruistic motivation, aiming 
to benefit the person for whom empathy is felt, rather than oneself. 
This perspective suggests that, in the context of cyberbullying, the 
empathic concern experienced by bystanders when observing online 
aggression may increase their willingness to help the victim. In line 
with this view, studies indicate that individuals with high levels of 
empathy, who can understand the victims’ feelings, are more likely 
to defend them when witnessing aggression (Batanova et al., 2014; 
Song & Oh, 2018). In contrast, those with low levels of empathy 
tend to reinforce or join the aggressor or refrain from intervening  
(Barli ska et al., 2015; Van Cleemput et al., 2014). Within the 
framework of the TPB, Hayashi and Tahmasbi (2022) incorporated 
empathy to enhance the model’s explanatory power. Their findings, 
consistent with previous research (Barli ska et al., 2018; Doane et 
al., 2020; Van Cleemput et al., 2014), demonstrated that empathy is 
a significant predictor of helping behavior, standing out even above 
perceived behavioral control, which is commonly identified as a key 
predictor of helping intentions and behavior (Desmet et al., 2016; 
Leung, 2021; Leung & Chiu, 2023; Machackova et al., 2018). These 
results suggest that empathy adds an essential emotional dimension 
that is not accounted for in the standard components of the theory, 
thereby enhancing the TPB model’s explanatory power in predicting 
bystanders’ specific responses in cyberbullying situations.

Present Study’s Aims

Despite previous research demonstrating how the standard 
components of the TPB interact to predict bystanders’ defending 
responses to cyberbullying, evidence remains limited, particularly 
regarding pro-bully and passive intentions. The present study 
addresses some of the knowledge gaps through the following aims:

1) Unlike prior studies, such as DeSmet et al. (2016) and Hayashi 
and Tahmasbi (2022), which focused on helping behaviors toward 
victims, the present study aims to examine the TPB model in relation 
to three distinct cyberbystander intentions in a sample of adolescents: 
defending, pro-bully, and passive. To do so, the present study included 
three social norms (family, friends, and teachers), attitude toward 
helping cyberbullying victims, and perceived behavioral control. 
Control variables such as gender, age, cyberbullying victimization, 
and perpetration experiences were considered due to their influence 
(e.g., Van Cleemput et al., 2014; Wang & Kim, 2021). Additionally, a 
supplementary variable widely recognized as a key factor influencing 
bystander behavior and predicting responses to aggression—empathy 
(e.g., Hayashi & Tahmasbi, 2022; Song & Oh, 2018) — is incorporated.

2) To provide a clearer understanding of the components of the 
TPB underlying cyberbystanders’ intentions, this study focused 
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on adolescents who reported not having witnessed cyberbullying 
incidents. Focusing on non-witnesses creates a “pre-exposure” 
context in which intentions are not influenced by prior witnessing, 
thus offering a more controlled examination of dispositional 
predictors and enhancing the usefulness of findings for early 
preventive interventions.

Empathy

Social Norms  
(Friends, Family, Teachers) Cyberbullying Bystander 

Intention (i.e., Passive, Pro-Bully, 
and Defending Intentions)

Helping Attitude

Perceived Behavioral  
Control

Figure 1. Theory of Planned Behavior Model for Non-Witnesses of 
Cyberbullying.
Note. Control variables are excluded from the figure for clarity..

Method

Participants

A total of 2,539 students from eighteen schools in Seville, 
Cordoba, and Huelva (Spain) participated in this study, recruited 
through convenience sampling. Participants included 1,243 
boys (49.1%), 1,245 girls (49.2%), and 43 (1.7%) who indicated 
different  gender  identities; eight individuals did not report their 
gender. Ages ranged from 11 to 18 years (M =14.07, SD =1.39). 
Students were enrolled in the four academic years of Compulsory 
Secondary Education in Spain (equivalent to Grades 7 to 10 in the 
U.S. system): 1st year (n = 663, 26.1%), 2nd year (n = 674, 26.5%), 
3rd year (n = 620, 24.4%), 4th year (n = 486, 19.1%), and the 1st 
year of Upper Secondary Education (equivalent to Grade 11 or the 
first year of High School; n = 96, 3.8%). According to the study aims, 
497 participants (21.4%) who reported witnessing cyberbullying 
incidents were excluded from the analysis; therefore, the final 
sample consisted of 1,825 participants (78.6%) who reported not 
having observed any such situations.

Instruments 

The items of the questionnaires used in the present study can be 
found in the Appendix.

Cyberbullying Bystander Intentions

Bystanders’ responses to cyberbullying were measured using the 
Spanish adaptation of the Student Bystander Behaviour Scale (SBBS; 
Thornberg & Jungert, 2013) from Álvarez-García et al. (2021). This 
10-item self-report scale, originally based on bullying, was further 
adapted for the context of cyberbullying to match our purpose. 

The measure began with a brief definition of cyberbullying, 
followed by a screening question: “Now think about the current 
school year. Have you witnessed a situation of cyberbullying?” 
(response options: Yes/No). Based on this response, adolescents were 

classified as witnesses or non-witnesses (0 = No, 1 = Yes). Only those 
who reported not having witnessed cyberbullying were included 
in the present analyses. These participants were then presented 
with the prompt “And if not, how do you think you would react?”, 
which assessed behavioral intentions in hypothetical cyberbullying 
scenarios. 

The scale distinguishes between three types of bystander 
responses — defending the victim, supporting the aggressor, and 
remaining passive — assessed as behavioral intentions. Specifically, 
four items (2, 3, 4, and 6) assess the Defender intentions (e.g., “I 
contacted people I know to try to stop what is happening”). Three 
items (5, 9, and 10) assess pro-bully intentions (e.g., “I laughed 
and intervened in the message or comment thread to cheer the 
aggressor to keep doing it”). Three items (1, 7, and 8) assess passive 
intentions (e.g., “Nothing. I go on doing whatever I was doing 
because what’s happening has nothing to do with me”). Items 
were ranked by frequency on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 
(never) to 4 (always). Internal consistency reliability for the current 
sample was α = .81 for the defender subscale, α = .69 for the pro-
bully subscale, and α = .72 for the passive subscale.

Standard TPB Variables 

The attitude toward helping cyberbullying victims (i.e., helping 
attitude) was assessed with four semantic differential items (e.g., 
“For me, helping someone bullied online is” 0 = bad, 6 = good). The 
items were adopted from Hayashi and Tahmasbi (2022). Internal 
consistency reliability for the current sample was α = .91.

Subjective norms of friends, family, and teachers were each 
assessed using five items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 
0 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). For friends’ subjective 
norms, the first four items (e.g., ‘‘Most of my friends think it is 
OK to upload an offensive video”) were adopted from the Peers’ 
Subjective Norms Regarding Online Risk Behaviors Scale (Sasson 
& Mesch, 2016). The last item assessed the injunctive norm of 
friends approving of cyberbullying (e.g., “Most of my friends think 
it is OK to bully someone through the Internet or mobile phone”) 
and was adopted from Bastiaensens et al. (2016). For family and 
teachers’ subjective norms, the first four items were adopted from 
the Parents’ Subjective Norms regarding Online Risk Behaviors 
Scale (Sasson & Mesch, 2016), with adjustments to differentiate the 
level of imperativeness between the two groups (e.g., “My family 
forbids me…/ My teachers advise me… not to upload offensive 
posts to the networks”). The last item for each scale assessed the 
injunctive norm of family and teachers approving of cyberbullying 
(e.g., “My family would not approve of me acting violently online”; 
“My teachers think it’s not OK to act violently online”), respectively. 
Both items were adopted from Bastiaensens et al. (2016). Internal 
consistency reliability for the current sample was α = .75 for friends’ 
subjective norms, α = .82 for family subjective norms, and α = .83 
for teachers’ subjective norms. 

Perceived behavioral control of helping cyberbullying victims 
was assessed using a single item (e.g., “If someone is bullied online, 
I consider that it is up to me to help or not to help”), rated on a 
7-point Likert scale from 0 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). 
The item was adapted for the present study based on the scale from 
Hayashi and Tahmasbi (2022).

Additional Variable

Empathy toward cyberbullying victims was assessed with a 
5-item scale from Hayashi and Tahmasbi (2022), reflecting both 
empathic concern (e.g., “I feel very sorry for those who suffer online 
violence”) and personal distress (e.g., “Sometimes, I get distressed 
when I read or hear about some online violence situation”). Each 
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item (e.g., “It often makes me distressed when I see someone 
bullied online”) was rated on a 7-point Likert scale from 0 (strongly 
disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Internal consistency reliability for 
the current sample was α = .92.

Control Variables

This study includes different ages, gender, and cyberbullying 
victimization and perpetration experiences as covariates.  Both 
experiences were assessed using the Brief Version of the European 
Cyberbullying Intervention Project Questionnaire (Álvarez-Marín et 
al., 2022). Students reported on their experiences on the internet and 
social media of cyberbullying victimization (3 items; e.g., “Someone 
has said bad words about me”) and cyberbullying perpetration (3 
items; e.g., “I have said bad words about someone”) over the past 
two months, rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 0 (never) to 4 (more 
than once a week). The internal consistency for this sample was α 
= .75 for cyberbullying victimization, and α = .72 for cyberbullying 
perpetration.

Procedure 

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the authors’ 
institution. Permission to collect data was requested from the 
management of the eighteen participating schools, who then notified 
parents and solicited their consent. Upon obtaining the required 
permissions, data were gathered using convenience sampling. Before 
being enrolled in the study, all participants were informed about 
the research aims, the voluntary nature of their participation, the 
anonymity and confidentiality of their responses, and the importance 
of answering sincerely. Only those who provided informed consent 
were included.

Participants were instructed to complete a paper-and-pencil self-
report survey that included demographic questions (e.g., age, gender, 
school, grade, and social networking sites used, among others) and 
scales assessing online activities, bystander responses, attitudes 
toward help cyberbullying victims, subjective norms, perceived 
behavioral control, and empathy. The survey was administered in 
the classroom during school hours on different days across various 
classes, conducted by the authors and trained researchers who were 
available to answer students’ possible questions about the survey. A 
total of 2,520 participants completed the paper-and-pencil survey, 
with an average completion time of 45-50 minutes.

An online version of the survey was also available on 
SurveyMonkey, following the same structure and sequence as the 
paper-and-pencil survey. After clicking the “agree to participate” 
button as a part of the informed consent, 19 participants completed 
the online version, with a similar average completion time. 

Data Analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using the SPSS package 
(version 26.0; IBM, United States). First, descriptive statistics were 
carried out to evaluate the scores obtained for each measurement 
and the association between the variables of interest was analyzed 
using Pearson’s correlation coefficients. Second, the regression 
method was utilized to perform multiple linear regression analysis. 
This approach was beneficial for understanding and explaining 
cyberbullying bystanders intentions within the theoretical 
framework of the TPB. Before conducting the main analyses, 
assumptions that need to be met for interpreting all estimates were 
tested and no important violation was observed. Age, gender, and 
cyberbullying victimization and perpetration experiences were 
used as covariables (see Figure 1, TPB Model). For defending, pro-
bully and passive intentions, the TPB variables (friends-, family's-, 
and teachers' norms, and perceived behavioral control) and 
empathy were entered into the regression models.

Results

Pearson Correlations

All TPB variables were significantly correlated with the three 
forms of cyberbullying bystander’s intentions (Table 1). More 
specifically, all TPB variables were negatively and significantly 
correlated with passive and pro-bully intentions, except for friends’ 
norms, which were positively correlated. The opposite pattern was 
found for defending intention.

Regression Analyses of Intentions for Non-Witnesses 

In line with the aims of the present study, standard multiple 
linear regression analyses were performed to assess the roles of the 
TPB variables (friends’ norms, family norms, teachers’ norms, and 
perceived behavioral control) and empathy in predicting defending, 
pro-bully, and passive intentions among non-witnesses. Age, gender, 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Pearson Correlation of Control Variables, TPB Variables and Cyberbullying Bystander Intentions

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Age - .01 .08**   -.12**   .10** -.18** -.12** -.05*  .01 -.05 .03  .10**

2. CVE - .60** -.05*   .19** -.16** -.12** -.08**  -.002 -.01 .02  .18**

3. CPE -  -.27**   .33** -.28** -.16** -.18** -.03   -.13**    .12**  .35**

4. Empathy - -.22** .32**   .26**   .53**    .17**     .41**   -.25**  -.28***

5. Friends Norms - -.24** -.16** -.13** -.03   -.12**    .12**  .23**

6. Family Norms - .52**   .26**     .12**     .21** -.06* -.23**

7. Teachers Norms -   .22**     .13**     .19** -.05* -.17**

8. Helping Attitude -     .16**     .29** -.10** -.26**

9. PBC -     .15** -.06* -.08**

10. Defending Intentions -  -.23** -.10**

11. Passive Intentions -   .21**

12. Pro-Bully Intentions -

Mean  (SD) 14.11 
(1.37)

0.64 
(0.78)

0.54
(0.75)

4.36
(1.55)

0.75 
(0.75)

3.33
(0.87)

3.08
(1.00)

5.25 
(1.22)

4.23
(1.97)

2.14
(1.12)

1.42 
(1.14)

0.29 
(0.55)

Range 11-18 0-4 0-4 0-6 0-4 0-4 0-4 0-6 0-6 0-4 0-4 0-4

Note. N = between 1,520 and 1,825; SD = standard deviation; CVE = cyberbullying victimization experience; CPE = cyberbullying perpetration experience; PBC = perceived 
behavioral control. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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and cyberbullying victimization and perpetration experiences 
were used as covariates in all models. Results of these analyses are 
presented in Table 2. 

Table 2 summarizes the regression models identifying the 
factors associated with the three types of cyberbystander intentions 
among non-witnesses: defending, pro-bully, and passive. All 
models were statistically significant (p < .05 or p < .001), although 
they explained a limited proportion of variance, ranging from 8% to 
20%. Notably, R-squared values were higher for defending (R2 = .19) 
and pro-bully intentions (R2 = .20), whereas the model for passive 
intentions showed lower explained variance (R2 = .08).

Cyberbullying Bystander Intentions Models

Regarding defending intentions, the regression model was 
significant (R2 = .19, F(10, 1296) = 30.06, p < .001). Among the predictors, 
empathy emerged as the strongest and most consistent predictor 
(B = 0.24, p < .001), followed by helping attitude (B = 0.08, p < .05).

The regression model predicting passive intentions was also 
significant (R2 = .08, F(10, 1296) = 11.62, p < .001). Empathy emerged 
again as the strongest predictor (B = -0.22, p < .001), followed by 
helping attitude (B = 0.08, p < .05).

Finally, the model predicting pro-bully intentions reached 
statistical significance (R2 = .20, F(10, 1325) = 32.95, p < .001). In this 
case, prior experience as a cyberbully was the most robust predictor 
(B = 0.22, p < .001), followed by gender (B = -0.08, p < .01), a less 
favorable helping attitude (B = -0.04, p < .01), and lower empathy 
(B = -0.03, p < .01). 

Given the gender differences observed in pro-bully intentions, 
post hoc regression analyses were conducted separately for boys 
and girls. Although significant for both boys (R2 = .18, F(9, 618)

 = 14.65, 
p < .001) and girls (R2 = .20, F(9,683)

 = 18.73, p < .001), showed distinct 
patterns. For boys, prior experience as a cyberbully (B = 0.25, p < 
.001) and helping attitude (B = -0.04, p < .05) significantly predicted 
pro-bully intentions. For girls, in addition to cyberperpetration 
experiences (B = 0.17, p < .001) and helping attitude (B = -0.04, p < 
.05), significant predictors included peer norms (B = 0.09, p < .001), 
family norms (B = -0.06, p < .01), teacher norms (B = 0.04, p < .05), 
and empathy (B = -0.03, p < .01).

Discussion

The main goal of this research was to evaluate whether the TPB can 
contribute to understanding the three cyberbystanders intentions 

(defending, pro-bully, and passive) of adolescents. To do so, a non-
witness sample of cyberbullying episodes was considered to evaluate 
intentions. The results suggest that TPB, including empathy, is a useful 
framework to help explain the intentions of non-witnesses. However, 
there are distinct similarities and differences in the factors associated 
with each type of cyberbystanders’ intentions. 

The two factors that appear to be common in the three intentions 
are empathy and helping attitude. Moreover, the present study 
revealed that empathy was a more robust predictor of defending 
and passive (inversely) intentions than attitudes and perceived 
behavioral control. These results are consistent with existing research 
suggesting  people with empathy are more likely to be defenders 
(Batanova et al., 2014; Doane et al., 2020; Song & Oh, 2018), and less 
likely to be passive or pro-bully bystanders in cyberbullying incidents 
(Shen et al., 2023). 

In contrast to DeSmet et al. (2016), who found that attitudes 
toward negative bystander behaviors (e.g., laughing at victims or 
passivity) significantly predicted intentions to help victims, while 
attitudes toward positive bystander behaviors did not, our findings 
highlight a consistent effect of helping attitude across all three 
response types. Interestingly, this attitude was negatively associated 
with pro-bully intentions but positively linked with both defending 
and passive intentions. This pattern is in line with the previous 
study by Obermann (2011) who found a group of bystanders named 
“guilty bystanders", who do nothing but think they ought to help the 
person being bullied. Thus, although adolescents may view helping 
as valuable, appropriate, and morally correct, other factors might 
influence their intention to remain passive in cyberbullying situations. 
For instance, prior research highlights the role of self-efficacy beliefs 
in bystander intervention, which relates to perceived behavioral 
control (Ajzen, 2020), where lower confidence in the ability to help 
effectively is linked to passive responses (e.g., DeSmet et al. 2016; 
Sjögren, Thornberg, et al., 2024). It is also plausible that even with 
a positive helping attitude, adolescents might view cyberbullying 
situations as risky or socially complex and might rationalize inaction 
as less harmful or even necessary to avoid escalating the situation, 
due to reasons such as the extent to which adolescents believe that 
they are capable of performing the defending behavior or the fear 
of being bullied themselves (Sjögren, Thornberg, et al., 2024; Van 
Cleemput et al., 2014). However, the positive relationship between 
helping attitude and passive cyberbystander intentions, along with 
the potential variables underlying this connection such as perceived 
behavioral control, warrants further investigation.

Finally, the results suggest that pro-bully intentions were 
associated with being a boy and cyberbullying perpetration 

Table 2. Regression Models using the SBBS as Intentions for Non-Witnesses 

Defending Intentions (n = 1,307) Passive Intentions (n = 1,307) Pro-Bully Intentions (n = 1,336)
Predictor B SE β t 95% CI B SE β t 95% CI B SE β t 95% CI

Gender 0.11 0.06 0.05 1.94 -0.001, 0.22 -0.03 0.06 -0.02 -0.57 -0.16, 0.09 -0.08** 0.03 -0.08 -3.09 -0.13, -0.03
Age 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.46 -0.03, 0.05 -0.01 0.02 -0.01 -0.28 -0.05, 0.04 0.01 0.01 0.03 1.15 -0.01, 0.03
CVE 0.06 0.05 0.04 1.26 -0.03, 0.15 -0.02 0.05 -0.01 -0.43 -0.12, 0.08 -0.02 0.02 -0.03 -0.96 -0.06, 0.02
CPE -0.02 0.05 -0.02 -0.47 -0.13, 0.08 0.09 0.06 0.06 1.63 -0.02, 0.20 0.22*** 0.02 0.31 9.34 0.17, 0.26
Empathy 0.24*** 0.02 0.32 9.86 0.19, 0.29 -0.22*** 0.03 -0.28 -8.09 -0.27, -0.16 -0.03** 0.01 -0.10 -3.16 -0.05, -0.01
Friends Norms -0.05 0.04 -0.03 -1.11 -0.13, 0.04 0.09 0.04 0.06 1.94 -0.001, 0.17 0.03 0.02 0.05 1.85 -0.002, 0.07
Teachers Norms 0.07 0.03 0.06 1.92 -0.001, 0.13 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.20 -0.07, 0.08 -0.01 0.02 -0.02 -0.72 -0.04, 0.02
Family Norms 0.04 0.04 0.03 1.04 -0.04, 0.13 0.05 0.05 0.04 1.12 -0.04, 0.14 -0.02 0.02 -0.04 -1.17 -0.06, 0.01
Helping Attitude 0.08* 0.03 0.08 2.58 0.02, 0.14 0.08* 0.03 0.07 2.27 0.01, 0.14 -0.04** 0.01 -0.09 -2.88 -0.07, -0.01
PBC 0.02 0.01 0.04 1.61 -0.01, 0.05 -0.02 0.02 -0.03 -1.01 -0.05, -0.02 -0.01 0.01 -0.02 -0.99 -0.02, 0.01
R2 (ΔR2) 0.19 (0.18) 0.08 (0.08) 0.20 (0.19)
F (df) 30.06*** (10, 1296) 11.62*** (10, 1296) 32.95*** (10, 1325)

Note. Results correspond to multiple regression analyses including all predictors; gender was coded as 0 = boys, 1 = girls. B = unstandardized coefficient; SE = standard error; 
β = standardized coefficient; CI = confidence interval; CVE = cyberbullying victimization experience; CPE = cyberbullying perpetration experience; PBC = perceived behavioral 
control.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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experience, alongside lower empathy and helping attitude. Previous 
studies have shown that boys are more likely to reinforce the 
aggressor, while girls tend to help the victim (Bastiaensens et al., 
2014). This may be related to boys’ lower perception of the severity 
of cyberbullying than girls (Bastiaensens et al., 2014) and to gender 
differences in socialization. More specifically, post hoc analyses 
revealed notable gender differences in the number and type of factors 
associated with pro-bully intentions. 

Prior experience as a cyberbully was the most strongly predictor 
of higher pro-bully intentions for both boys and girls. This aligns 
with research showing that students involved in cyberbullying are 
more likely to act as pro-bully bystanders (Shen et al., 2023; Zhao 
et al., 2023). It is plausible that adolescents with experiences as 
cyberbullies, regardless of gender, may develop positive attitudes 
towards cyberbullying, such as justifications for the behavior or 
blaming victims, and that this attitude is likely to be reflected in their 
intention as cyberbystanders as well (Zhao et al., 2023). 

Although cyberbullying perpetration and helping attitude were 
the common significant predictors of pro-bully intentions among 
both genders, a broader set of factors emerged for girls. Specifically, 
girls’ pro-bully intentions were associated not only with prior 
cyberbullying experience, but also with stronger peer and teacher 
norms, weaker family norms, and lower empathy. In other words, 
girls were more likely to report pro-bully intentions when they 
perceived that their peers and family members found it acceptable to 
post offensive content or act aggressively online, and when teachers 
communicated norms related to online behavior, such as advising 
against uploading harmful content or meeting strangers from the 
internet. These results suggest that girls may be more sensitive to 
social and relational influences. On the one hand, prior research has 
shown that girls tend to be more relationship-oriented and more 
susceptible to peer pressure, which may increase their likelihood of 
conforming to socially normative behavior, even in online contexts 
(Lambe et al., 2019; Rose & Rudolph, 2006). Additionally, girls have 
been found to be more influenced by peers’ and parents’ opinions in 
other behavioral domains, such as alcohol use (Kyrrestad et al., 2020) 
and prosocial behavior (Farrell et al., 2017), a pattern that may extend 
to their behavior as cyberbystanders. 

On the other hand, and somewhat unexpectedly, teacher norms 
were positively associated with pro-bully intentions among girls. 
While supportive teachers are typically expected to discourage 
cyberbullying, it is possible that their messages are sometimes 
perceived as ambiguous. Another potential explanation may be 
related to how adolescents interpret adult reasoning. Although 
supportive teachers often listen to and show genuine interest in 
helping their students, they may inadvertently promote maladaptive 
behaviors (Quintana-Orts et al., 2024). Thus, girls, who tend to be 
more attuned to teacher influence, might misinterpret certain 
messages, inadvertently reinforcing pro-bullying intentions. Thus, 
these findings highlight the need to examine more closely how 
teacher-student dynamics shape bystander behavior, especially 
among girls.

Limitations

While this study provides new insights into cyberbystander 
intentions, several limitations of this study should be acknowledged. 
First, although the sample size was relatively large, it was drawn from 
a single region in Spain, limiting the generalizability of the findings 
to adolescents in other contexts and restricting our analysis to a more 
descriptive level. Additionally, only 21.4% of participants reported 
witnessing a cyberbullying incident — a rate notably lower than 
the global prevalence (e.g., 73%; Pew Research Center survey, 2022). 
This discrepancy could be attributed to differences in measurement 
approaches. Research has shown that prevalence rates tend to be 

higher when participants are asked about specific behaviors rather 
than general questions about the phenomenon (e.g., Sjögren, Bjereld, 
et al., 2024). This pattern is not unique to cyberbullying but occurs 
across various phenomena, as individuals may not label certain 
experiences as part of a broader category due to the normalization 
of specific behaviors. Incorporating specific behavioral indicators in 
surveys may therefore yield more accurate prevalence estimates of 
cyberbullying bystanders.

Second, as this study is part of a larger project, to keep the 
study at a reasonable length for participants, some measures were 
based on single items or shortened versions. While this limitation 
may have contributed to the low R2 values observed, particularly 
for passive intentions and behaviors, the overall findings remain 
consistent with previous literature (e.g., DeSmet et al., 2016; 
Hayashi & Tahmasbi, 2022).  Third, this study focused exclusively 
on non-witnesses to examine hypothetical behavioral intentions in 
a pre-exposure context. While this approach allows for a clearer 
analysis of dispositional TPB variables unconfounded by previous 
bystander experiences, it does not capture how these intentions 
translate into real behaviors. Future studies should include both 
witnesses and non-witnesses to compare how TPB components 
operate before and after exposure to cyberbullying incidents. 

Finally, given the cross-sectional nature of our data, the capacity 
to infer causal relationships is limited. Although the TPB provides 
a theoretical basis for directionality, only longitudinal designs 
(e.g., measuring intentions at Time 1 and behaviors at Time 2) 
can confirm causal pathways. Future research should also employ 
behavior-specific TPB measures that ensure alignment among 
attitudes, norms, perceived control, and the targeted bystander 
responses (Ajzen, 2020). Moreover, integrating other personal (e.g. 
victim blaming, emotions like fear, moral disengagement, etc.), 
situational (e.g., the bystander’s relationship with the victims or 
aggressors), and contextual (e.g., parental supervision) variables 
could enhance understanding of how adolescents decide whether 
to defend, remain passive, or support the bully. Also, the impact of 
empathy, as well as its dimensions, should be considered in further 
research due to the importance and complexity of this factor in 
online contexts (e.g., Barli ska et al., 2018). 

Implications and Conclusions

Despite its limitations, this study represents, to our knowledge, the 
first attempt to apply the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) to explain 
three types of cyberbystander intentions (i.e., defending, passive, 
and pro-bully) in a non-witness sample. These findings broaden the 
understanding of cyberbystander responses by considering different 
roles simultaneously (DeSmet et al., 2016; Hayashi & Tahmasbi, 2022). 
Also, these results demonstrate the importance of focusing efforts 
not only on TPB factors related to defending responses, but also on 
understanding their role in passive and pro-bully intentions when 
designing prevention and intervention programs. Although future 
studies using more refined measures and sophisticated analytical 
strategies are warranted, the present findings suggest several practical 
implications that could inform prevention and intervention efforts in 
educational settings.

First, the consistent role of empathy and helping attitudes across 
all bystander roles highlights the need to promote these variables as 
central intervention targets. Programs aimed at increasing defending 
intentions and reducing passive or pro-bully behaviors may benefit 
from structured activities that foster emotional literacy and perspective-
taking, such as guided discussions of real-life cases, role-play exercises, 
pedagogical theatre-based activities, or reflection-based exercises that 
explore the emotional impact of cyberbullying. These activities could 
be particularly useful for students who display lower levels of empathy 
and could also help them translate intention into action.
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Second, our results emphasize the role of subjective norms in 
shaping pro-bully intentions, particularly among girls. The perception 
that peers and family members tolerate or even endorse cyberbullying 
was associated with greater willingness to support the aggressor. This 
finding suggests the need for interventions that explicitly address 
and reshape social norms through peer-led monitoring, classroom 
discussions on digital citizenship, and parent-focused workshops 
that communicate the seriousness and long-term consequences of 
cyberbullying. It is essential to engage families in conveying consistent, 
non-tolerant messages about online aggression, reinforcing that it is 
not a harmless or inevitable part of adolescence.

A particularly surprising and novel result emerged regarding 
teacher norms. Specifically, among girls, the perception of teacher 
disapproval of cyberbullying was paradoxically associated with higher 
pro-bully intentions. While this finding requires further investigation, 
it raises important questions about how adolescents interpret adult 
messages. Therefore, teacher training programs should not only 
emphasize anti-bullying policies but also promote value-based 
communication and moral reasoning so they can encourage students 
to recognize the harm of minimizing or justifying cyberbullying.

Finally, at the institutional level, it is essential that schools adopt and 
communicate clear anti-cyberbullying protocols supported by both 
staff and students. Integrating anti-(cyber)bullying content into the 
curriculum and promoting a shared sense of responsibility can foster 
an environment where defending behaviors are encouraged, expected, 
and socially rewarded. Overall, these findings underscore the need 
for multilevel, developmentally appropriate interventions that take 
into account not only individual and attitudinal factors but also the 
broader social context in which adolescents make decisions about how 
to respond to cyberbullying. Undoubtedly, further research is needed 
to better understand how and why these TPB standard factors are 
influencing and interacting with other relevant personal, situational, 
and contextual factors in shaping cyberbystanders intentions.

Conflict of Interest

The authors of this article declare no conflict of interest.

References

Ajzen, I. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organizational 
Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 50(2), 179–211. https://doi.
org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T 

Ajzen, I. (2012). The theory of planned behavior. In P. M. van Lange, A. 
W. Kruglanski, & E. Higgins (Eds.), Handbook of theories of social 
psychology (Vol. 1, pp. 438–459). Sage Publications.

Ajzen, I. (2020). The theory of planned behavior: Frequently asked 
questions. Human Behavior and Emerging Technologies, 2(4), 314–324. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/hbe2.195 

Álvarez-García, D., Thornberg, R., & Suárez-García, Z. (2021). Validation 
of a scale for assessing bystander responses in bullying. Psicothema, 
33(4), 623–630. https://doi.org/10.7334/psicothema2021.140 

Álvarez-Marín, I., Pérez-Albéniz, A., Lucas-Molina, B., Martínez-Valderrey, V., 
& Fonseca-Pedrero, E. (2022). Assessing cyberbullying in adolescence: 
New evidence for the Spanish version of the European Cyberbullying 
Intervention Project Questionnaire (ECIP-Q). International Journal 
of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(21), Article 14196. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph192114196 

Anderson, M., Faverio, M., & Gottfried, J. (2023, December 11). Teens, 
social media and technology 2023. Pew Research Center. https://
www.pewresearch.org/internet/2023/12/11/teens-social-media-and-
technology-2023/ 

Barli ska, J., Szuster, A., & Winiewski, M. (2015). The role of short- and 
long-term cognitive empathy activation in preventing cyberbystander 
reinforcing cyberbullying behavior. Cyberpsychology, Behavior 
and Social Networking, 18(4), 241–244. https://doi.org/10.1089/
cyber.2014.0412 

Barli ska, J., Szuster, A., & Winiewski, M. (2018). Cyberbullying among 
adolescent bystanders: Role of affective versus cognitive empathy in 
increasing prosocial cyberbystander behavior. Frontiers in Psychology, 
9, Article 799. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00799 

Bastiaensens, S., Pabian, S., Vandebosch, H., Poels, K., Van Cleemput, K., 
DeSmet, A., & De Bourdeaudhuij, I. (2016). From normative influence 

to social pressure: How relevant others affect whether bystanders 
join in cyberbullying. Social Development, 25(1), 193–211. https://doi.
org/10.1111/sode.12134 

Bastiaensens, S., Vandebosch, H., Poels, K., Van Cleemput, K., DeSmet, A., & 
De Bourdeaudhuij, I. (2014). Cyberbullying on social network sites. An 
experimental study into bystanders’ behavioural intentions to help the 
victim or reinforce the bully. Computers in Human Behavior, 31, 259–
271. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.10.036 

Batanova, M., Espelage, D. L., & Rao, M. A. (2014). Early adolescents’ 
willingness to intervene: What roles do attributions, affect, coping, and 
self-reported victimization play? Journal of School Psychology, 52(3), 
279-293. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2014.02.001

Batson, C. D., Klein, T. R., Highberger, L., & Shaw, L. L. (1995). Immorality 
from empathy-induced altruism: When compassion and justice 
conflict.  Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 68(6), 1042-
1054. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.68.6.1042

Batson, C. D., Lishner, D. A., & Stocks, E. L. (2015). The empathy—altruism 
hypothesis. In D. A. Schroeder & W. G. Graziano (Eds.),  The Oxford 
handbook of prosocial behavior (pp. 259-281). Oxford University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195399813.013.023 

Bussey, K., Luo, A., Fitzpatrick, S. & Allison, K. (2020). Defending victims 
of cyberbullying: the role of self-efficacy and moral disengagement. 
Journal of School Psychology, 78, 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jsp.2019.11.006

Clark, M., & Bussey, K. (2020). The role of self-efficacy in defending 
cyberbullying victims.  Computers in Human Behavior,  109, Article 
106340. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106340 

Dang, J., & Liu, L. (2022). Me and others around: The roles of personal and 
social norms in Chinese adolescent bystanders’ responses toward 
cyberbullying. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 37(9-10), NP6329-
NP6354. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260520967128 

DeSmet, A., Bastiaensens, S., Cleemput, K. Van, Poels, K., Vandebosch, H., 
Cardon, G., & De Bourdeaudhuij, I. (2016). Deciding whether to look after 
them, to like it, or leave it: A multidimensional analysis of predictors 
of positive and negative bystander behavior in cyberbullying among 
adolescents. Computers in Human Behavior, 57, 398–415. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.12.051 

Doane, A. N., Ehlke, S., & Kelley, M. L. (2020). Bystanders against cyberbullying: 
A video program for college students. International Journal of Bullying 
Prevention, 2, 41–52. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42380-019-00051-5 

Doane, A. N., Kelley, M. L., & Pearson, M. R. (2016). Reducing cyberbullying: A 
theory of reasoned action-based video prevention program for college 
students. Aggressive Behavior, 42(2), 136–146. https://doi.org/10.1002/
ab.21610

Farrell, A. D., Thompson, E. L., & Mehari, K. R. (2017). Dimensions of peer 
influences and their relationship to adolescents’ aggression, other 
problem behaviors and prosocial behavior. Journal of Youth Adolescence, 
46, 1351-1369. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0601-4

Ferreira, P. D. C., Veiga Simão, A. M., Martinho, V., & Pereira, N. (2022). 
How beliefs and unpleasant emotions direct cyberbullying intentions. 
Heliyon, 8(12), Article e12163. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.
e12163

Hayashi, Y., & Tahmasbi, N. (2022). Psychological predictors of 
bystanders’ intention to help cyberbullying victims among college 
students: An application of theory of planned behavior. Journal of 
Interpersonal Violence, 37(13-14), NP11333-NP11357. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0886260521992158 

Hayes, B., James, A., Barn, R., & Watling, D. (2022). Children’s risk and benefit 
behaviours on social networking sites. Computers in Human Behavior, 
130, Article 107147. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.107147 

Huang, L., Li, W., Xu, Z., Sun, H., Ai, D., Hu, Y., Wang, S., Li, Y., & Zhou, Y. 
(2023). The severity of cyberbullying affects bystander intervention 
among college students: The roles of feelings of responsibility and 
empathy. Psychology Research and Behavior Management, 16, 893-903. 
https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S397770 

Jeyagobi, S., Munusamy, S., Kamaluddin, M. R., Ahmad Badayai, A. R., 
& Kumar, J. (2022). Factors influencing negative cyber-bystander 
behavior: A systematic literature review. Frontiers in Public Health, 10, 
Article 965017. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.965017 

Kazerooni, F., Taylor, S. H., Bazarova, N. N., & Whitlock, J. (2018). 
Cyberbullying bystander intervention: The number of offenders and 
retweeting predict likelihood of helping a cyberbullying victim. Journal 
of Computer-Mediated Communication, 23(3), 146-162. https://doi.
org/10.1093/jcmc/zmy005

Kyrrestad, H., Mabille, G., Adolfsen, F., Koposov, R., & Martinussen, M. 
(2020). Gender differences in alcohol onset and drinking frequency in 
adolescents: An application of the theory of planned behavior. Drugs: 
Education, Prevention and Policy, 29(1), 21-31. https://doi.org/10.1080
/09687637.2020.1865271

Lambe, L. J., Cioppa, V. Della, 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. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2018.05.007 

Leung A. N. M. (2021). To help or not to help: Intervening in cyberbullying 
among Chinese cyber-bystanders. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, Article 
483250. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.483250 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T
https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T
https://doi.org/10.1002/hbe2.195
https://doi.org/10.7334/psicothema2021.140
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph192114196
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2023/12/11/teens-social-media-and-technology-2023/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2023/12/11/teens-social-media-and-technology-2023/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2023/12/11/teens-social-media-and-technology-2023/
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2014.0412
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2014.0412
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00799
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12134
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12134
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.10.036
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2014.02.001
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.68.6.1042
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195399813.013.023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106340
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260520967128
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.12.051
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.12.051
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42380-019-00051-5
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21610
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21610
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0601-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e12163
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e12163
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260521992158
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260521992158
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.107147
https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S397770
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.965017
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcmc/zmy005
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcmc/zmy005
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687637.2020.1865271
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687637.2020.1865271
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2018.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2018.05.007
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.483250


8 C. Quintana-Orts et al. / Psychosocial Intervention (2026) 35, e260811

Leung, A. N. M., & Chiu, M. M. (2023). Adolescents’ cyber-defending for 
cyberbullying: A socio-emotional, beliefs, and past experience model. 
Cyberpsychology, Behavior and Social Networking, 26(10), 789-797. 
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2023.0032 

Machackova, H., Dedkova, L., Sevcikova, A., & Cerna, A. (2018). Bystanders’ 
supportive and passive responses to cyberaggression. Journal of School 
Violence, 17(1), 99–110. https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2016.12224
99 

Obermann, M. L. (2011). Moral disengagement among bystanders to school 
bullying. Journal of School Violence, 10(3), 239–257. https://doi.org/10
.1080/15388220.2011.578276 

Olenik-Shemesh, D., Heiman, T., & Eden, S. (2017). Bystanders’ behaviour 
in cyberbullying episodes: Active and passive patterns in the context 
of personal-socioemotional factors. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 
32(1), 23–48. https://doi. org/10.1177/0886260515585531 

Pabian, S., Vandebosch, H., Poels, K., Cleemput, K. Van, & Bastiaensens, S. 
(2016). Exposure to cyberbullying as a bystander: An investigation of 
desensitization effects among early adolescents. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 62, 480–487. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.04.022

Quintana-Orts, C., Mora-Merchán, J. A., Muñoz-Fernández, N., & Rey, R. del 
(2024). Bully-victims in bullying and cyberbullying: An analysis of 
school-level risk factors. Social Psychology of Education, 27, 587–609. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-023-09846-3 

Rose, A. J., & Rudolph, K. D. (2006). A review of sex differences in peer 
relationship processes: Potential trade-offs for the emotional and 
behavioral development of girls and boys. In Psychological Bulletin, 
132(1), 98-131. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.132.1.98 

Sasson, H., & Mesch, G. (2016). Gender differences in the factors explaining 
risky behavior online. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 45(5), 973-
985. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0465-7 

Shen, Y., Yuan, L., Xiong, X., & Xin, T. (2023). Empathy and cyberbystander 
behavior: The role of moral disengagement. Current Psychology, 42(5), 
18070-18079. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-03015-z 

Sjögren, B., Bjereld, Y., Thornberg, R., Hong, J. S., & Espelage, D. L. (2024). 
Prevalence rates of bullying: A comparison between a definition-based 
scale and a behavior-based scale. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 40(7-
8), 1530-1552. https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605241262216 

Sjögren, B., Thornberg, R., & Pozzoli, T. (2024). Reciprocal longitudinal 
associations of defender self-efficacy with defending and passive 
bystanding in peer victimization.  Psychology in the Schools,  61(5), 
1766-1788. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.23134 

Smith, P. K., Mahdavi, J., Carvalho, M., Fisher, S., Russell, S., & Tippett, N. 
(2008). Cyberbullying: Its nature and impact in secondary school 
pupils. Journal of Child Psychology & Psychiatry, 49(4), 376-385. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.14697610.2007.01846.x 

Song, J., & Oh, I. (2018). Factors influencing bystanders’ behavioral reactions 
in cyberbullying situations. Computers in Human Behavior, 78, 273–
282. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.10.008 

Sorrentino, A., Sulla, F., Santamato, M., di Furia, M., Toto, G. A., & Monacis, 
L. (2023). Has the COVID-19 pandemic affected cyberbullying and 
cybervictimization prevalence among children and adolescents? A 
systematic review. International Journal of Environmental Research 
and Public Health, 20(10), Article 5825. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph20105825 

Thornberg, R., & Jungert, T. (2013). Bystander behavior in bullying 
situations: Basic moral sensitivity, moral disengagement and defender 
self-efficacy. Journal of Adolescence, 36(3), 475–483. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.003 

Van Cleemput, K., Vandebosch, H., & Pabian, S. (2014). Personal 
characteristics and contextual factors that determine “helping,” 
“joining in,” and “doing nothing” when witnessing cyberbullying. 
Aggressive Behavior, 40(5), 383–396. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21534 

Vogels, E. A. (2022, December 15). Teens and cyberbullying 2022. Pew 
Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/12/15/
teens-and-cyberbullying-2022/ 

Wang, S. (2021). Standing up or standing by: Bystander intervention in 
cyberbullying on social media. New Media & Society, 23(6), 1379-1397. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820902541 

Wang, S., & Kim, K. J. (2021). Effects of victimization experience, gender, 
and empathic distress on bystanders’ intervening behavior in 
cyberbullying. The Social Science Journal, 1–10. https://doi.org/10.10
80/03623319.2020.1861826 

You, L., & Lee, Y. (2019). The bystander effect in cyberbullying on 
social network sites: Anonymity, group size, and intervention 
intentions. Telematics and Informatics, 45. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
tele.2019.101284 

Zhao, Y., Chu, X. & Rong, K. (2023). Cyberbullying experience and 
bystanders’ behavior in cyberbullying incidents: The serial mediating 
roles of perceived incident severity and empathy. Computers in 
Human Behavior, 138, Article 107484. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
chb.2022.107484 

https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2023.0032
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1080/15388220.2016.1222499
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1080/15388220.2016.1222499
https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2011.578276
https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2011.578276
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.04.022
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-023-09846-3
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.132.1.98
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0465-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-03015-z
https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605241262216
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.23134
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.14697610.2007.01846.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.10.008
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20105825
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20105825
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21534
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/12/15/teens-and-cyberbullying-2022/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/12/15/teens-and-cyberbullying-2022/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820902541
https://doi.org/10.1080/03623319.2020.1861826
https://doi.org/10.1080/03623319.2020.1861826
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2019.101284
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2019.101284
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107484
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107484


9Cyberbullying Bystanders’ Responses through Planned Behavior Theory

Appendix

Supplementary Material

Questionnaires Used in the Present Study

Cyberbullying Experience (never, once or twice, once or twice a month, about once a week, more than once a week)
In the last two months, how often have you experienced the following on the Internet and social networks?
1. Someone has said mean words to me or called me names.
2. Someone has said mean words or insults about me to other people. 	  	  
3. Someone has threatened me. 	  	  	  	  	  
4. I have said mean words or called someone names.
5. I have told other people mean words or insults about someone. 
6. I have threatened someone.

Cyberbullying Bystander Responses 

Now think about the current school year. Have you witnessed a situation of cyberbullying? Yes/No 
"If so, how did you react? And if not, how do you think you would react?" (0 = never, 4 = always)
1. Avoided getting involved, I don’t support either one or the other.
2. Talked to the aggressor at another time to get him/her to stop(e.g., through his/her wall, chat or private messages).
3. Told a trusted adult (e.g., family, adult sibling, teachers) or report it on the social network.
4. Encouraged the victim to tell an adult (e.g., family or teacher) what is happening. 
5. Joined the message or comment thread and start picking on the person myself.	  
6. Contacted people I know to try to stop it from happening. 
7. Nothing. Continued doing whatever I’m doing, because it’s not about me.
8. Got away from what is happening (e.g., mute the conversation or content, stop following the content, etc.).
9. Read the rest of the posts or comments, because it’s fun and entertaining. 	
10. Laughed and intervening in the message or comment thread to encourage the aggressor to continue doing so.

Helping Attitude

1. For me, helping someone who has suffered online violence is: bad (0), good (6)
2. For me, helping someone who has suffered online violence is: useless (0), meaningful (6)
3. For me, helping someone who has suffered online violence is: unwise (0), wise (6) 
4. For me, helping someone who has suffered online violence is: negative (0), positive (6)

Intention to Help (0 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree)

1. If I see someone suffering online violence, I think about helping that person.
2. If I see someone who has suffered some type of online violence, I am likely to help that person.
3. If I don’t help someone who has suffered some type of online violence, I would feel remorse.

Subjective Norms of Friends (0 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree)

My friends…
1. They think that it is okay to publish personal data on the Internet.
2. They think it is okay to upload an offensive video.
3. They think it is okay to send an offensive message to someone.
4. They think it’s okay to meet face-to-face with other people met on the Internet.
5. They think it is okay to act violently toward someone online or on a mobile phone.

Subjective Norms of Teachers (0 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree)

My teachers…
1. They tell me not to publish personal data on the Internet.
2. They recommend me not to upload offensive posts to the networks.
3. They think it is not worth it to send an offensive message to someone on the Internet.
4. They recommend me not to meet face-to-face with people I have met on the Internet.
5. They would take action if they found out that a student was acting violently on the Internet.
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Supplementary Material (continued)

Subjective Norms of Family (0 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree)

My family…
1. Tells me not to publish personal data on the Internet.
2. Forbids me to upload offensive posts to the networks.
3. Thinks it is not worth it to send an offensive message to someone on the Internet.
4. Forbids me to meet face-to-face with people I have met online.
5. Would not approve of me acting violently online.

Perceived Behavioral Control (0 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree)

If someone is suffering online violence, I consider that...
1. It is easy to help.
2. I feel capable of helping.
3. Helping or not helping is up to me.

Empathy (0 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree)

1. When I see someone suffering online violence, I want to help them.
2. I often feel bad when I see online violence. 
3. When I see someone suffering online violence, I want to comfort them.
4. I feel very sorry for those who suffer online violence. 
5. Sometimes, I get distressed when I read or hear about some online violence situation. 
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