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CHAPTER	1:	Introduction	

‘‘Defending	in	cyberbullying,	it	depends	on	who	it	is	and	how	bad	it	is.	If	it’s	a	good	friend	and	

it’s	really	bad,	like	(online)	‘I’m	going	to	beat	you	up’	threats,	I	would	step	in,	but	not	for	

someone	I	don’t	know’’	(boy,	second	grade)		

	‘‘I	would	react	via	chat,	because	it’s	personal,	no	one	else	has	any	business	with	it,	because	

otherwise	the	others	might	get	angry	with	you’’	(girl,	first	grade)	

-	Quotes	from	focus	group	research	on	cyberbullying	with	Flemish	adolescents	by	DeSmet	et	

al.	(2013)	

1. Subject	and	goal	of	the	dissertation	

Current	communication	technologies	(CT),	including	mobile	phone	and	Internet	applications,	

play	an	increasingly	important	role	in	the	lives	of	adolescents	(Livingstone,	Haddon,	Görzig,	

&	Olafsson,	2011;	Madden,	Lenhart,	Duggan,	Cortesi,	&	Gasser,	2013).	Although	CT	enable	

them	 to	 connect	 and	 communicate	 with	 others	 in	 a	 prosocial	 way,	 sustaining	 existing	

friendships	and	forming	new	ones	(Lenhart,	Smith,	Anderson,	Duggan,	&	Perrin,	2015;	Van	

Cleemput,	2012),	adolescents	can	also	be	confronted	with	antisocial	 forms	of	CT-mediated	

communication	 between	 peers,	 such	 as	 cyberbullying.	 Research	 conducted	 in	 Flanders	

(Belgium)	with	a	 large,	 representative	sample	of	2073	nine-	 to	sixteen-year-olds	 (Pabian	&	

Vandebosch,	 2013),	 revealed	 that	 nearly	 6	 %	 of	 them	 reported	 that	 they	 had	 been	

cyberbullied	 in	 the	 past	 six	 months	 (victims),	 while	 7	 %	 had	 cyberbullied	 someone	 else	

(bullies)	 and	 26	 %	 had	 witnessed	 cyberbullying	 happening	 (bystanders).	 In	 the	 group	 of	

cyberbullying	victims,	57	%	said	that	they	told	a	 friend	about	being	cyberbullied	(Pabian	&	

Vandebosch,	 2013).	 These	 data	 show	 that	 Flemish	 youngsters	 are	 likely	 to	 be	 confronted	

with	cyberbullying	at	some	point	in	their	youth,	in	at	least	one	of	these	ways.		

The	 peer	 context	 has	 been	 shown	 to	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 traditional	 bullying.	 First,	

peers	 can	 witness	 a	 bullying	 incident	 as	 bystanders,	 and	 their	 prosocial	 or	 antisocial	

responses	 in	 such	 an	 incident	 can	 have	 an	 impact	 on	 the	 bully	 and	 the	 victim.	 When	

bystanders	 display	 antisocial	 responses	 to	 bullying,	 by	 reinforcing	 the	 bully	 (e.g.	 laughing,	

joining	in	bullying)	or	even	by	remaining	passive	in	a	bullying	incident,	they	provide	the	bully	
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with	 positive	 feedback,	which	will	make	 the	 bully	more	 likely	 to	 continue	his/her	 bullying	

behaviour.	 These	 antisocial	 responses	 can,	 moreover,	 aggravate	 the	 negative	 impact	 of	

bullying	on	the	victim	(e.g.	O’Connell,	Pepler,	&	Craig,	1999;	Pepler,	Craig,	&	O’Connell,	2010;	

Salmivalli,	Lagerspetz,	Björkqvist,	Österman,	&	Kaukiainen,	1996).	Bystanders	can,	however,	

also	 display	 prosocial	 responses	 to	 bullying	 incidents.	 By	 taking	 sides	with	 the	 victim	 in	 a	

bullying	 incident,	 they	 provide	 the	 bully	 with	 negative	 feedback,	 which	 can	 make	 it	 less	

attractive	for	the	bully	to	continue	his/her	behaviour	(Hawkins,	Pepler,	&	Craig,	2001;	Pepler	

et	al.,	2010).	Taking	sides	with	the	victim	can	also	decrease	the	negative	effects	of	bullying	

on	the	victim	(Sainio,	Veenstra,	Huitsing,	&	Salmivalli,	2010).	Secondly,	the	larger	peer	group	

is	able	to	affect	both	the	bully	and	victim.	Pro-bullying	social	norms	within	the	peer	group	

(Gini,	2006)	have	been	identified	as	a	trigger	for	social	pressure	to	engage	in	bullying	(Burns,	

Maycock,	 Cross,	&	 Brown,	 2008).	Members	 of	 the	 peer	 group	 can,	 however,	 also	 provide	

support	 to	a	 victim	of	bullying,	 and	as	 such	buffer	 the	negative	effects	 caused	by	bullying	

victimisation	(Flaspohler,	Elfstrom,	Vanderzee,	Sink,	&	Birchmeier,	2009).	

Previous	 studies	 on	 peer	 influences	 in	 traditional	 bullying	 have	 inspired	 cyberbullying	

scholars	 to	 examine	 bystander	 responses	 in	 cyberbullying.	 The	 use	 of	 CT-mediated	

communication,	however,	has	made	the	role	of	the	bystander	more	complex.	The	merger	of	

online	 and	 offline	 contexts	 and	 communication	 has	 generated	 various	 ways	 in	 which	

adolescents	can	be	confronted	with	a	cyberbullying	incident,	and	various	ways	in	which	they	

can	react	 to	 it.	Therefore,	 this	dissertation	aims	to	advance	knowledge	on	various	ways	of	

adolescents’	 third-party	 involvement	 in	 cyberbullying.	 It	 aims	 to	 examine	 how	 third-party	

adolescents	 come	 to	 react	 to	 cyberbullying	 in	 a	 certain	 way,	 taking	 into	 account	 social	

processes	 in	 particular.	 Moreover,	 the	 dissertation	 wants	 to	 more	 closely	 investigate	 the	

modalities	and	content	of	adolescents’	third-party	reactions	towards	cyberbullying.	Findings	

from	 this	 dissertation	 can	 inform	 cyberbullying	 intervention	 and	 prevention	 programmes	

that	want	to	promote	prosocial	third-party	responses	to	cyberbullying	with	adolescents,	and	

reduce	antisocial	third-party	responses.	Furthermore,	the	findings	from	this	dissertation	can	

lead	to	suggestions	for	CT-developers,	social	media	companies	in	particular,	on	how	they	can	

generate	or	adapt	technological	or	design	features	in	order	to	promote	prosocial	and	reduce	

antisocial	third-party	responses	to	cyberbullying.		
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2. Outline	of	the	dissertation		

The	 current	dissertation	 consists	of	 six	 chapters.	 This	 first	 chapter	outlines	 the	 theoretical	

background	of	the	dissertation.	It	provides	an	overview	of	the	developments	in	the	research	

field	of	cyberbullying,	in	order	for	the	reader	to	be	able	to	situate	the	focus	on	adolescents’	

third-party	 responses	 to	 cyberbullying	 within	 the	 broader	 field	 of	 cyberbullying	 research.	

Subsequently,	we	explain	how	both	online	 and	offline	 contexts	 and	 communication	affect	

the	ways	in	which	adolescents	can	be	confronted	with	cyberbullying	as	a	third	party,	and	the	

way	 in	which	 they	 (can)	 react	 to	 cyberbullying.	 This	 is	 outlined	 in	 a	 conceptual	model	 of	

third-party	 involvement	 in	 cyberbullying.	 Based	 on	 developments	 in	 traditional	 bullying	

research	 and	 gaps	 in	 cyberbullying	 research,	 we	 formulated	 four	 research	 questions	 on	

adolescents’	 third-party	 involvement	 in	 cyberbullying,	 which	 were	 investigated	 in	 four	

empirical	chapters	(Chapters	2	to	5).	

As	a	conclusion,	Chapter	6	provides	a	discussion	of	the	key	findings	of	the	dissertation	and	

relates	 them	 to	 the	 conceptual	 model	 of	 third-party	 involvement	 and	 to	 the	 proposed	

research	questions.	Theoretical	implications	for	future	research	are	provided,	with	regard	to	

the	 bystander-role	 in	 cyberbullying	 and	 adolescents’	 use	 of	 CT	 in	 prosocial	 and	 antisocial	

communication.	 We	 end	 by	 outlining	 practical	 implications	 for	 the	 development	 of	

cyberbullying	intervention	and	prevention	programmes,	and	for	social	media	development.			

3. Theoretical	background	and	conceptual	framework	

	

3.1. Development	of	cyberbullying	research:	from	the	narrow	victim-perpetrator	dyad	to	

the	broader	peer	context	

Cyberbullying	 has	 been	 of	 interest	 in	 research	 on	 CT-use	 in	 social	 contexts	 since	 the	

beginning	 of	 the	 21st	 century,	 albeit	 under	 different	 terms	 such	 as	 ‘flaming’	 (O’Sullivan	&	

Flanagin,	 2003),	 ‘online	 harassment’	 (Finn,	 2004;	 Ybarra	 &	 Mitchell,	 2004),	 ‘internet	

harassment’	 (Ybarra,	 2004;	 Ybarra,	 Mitchell,	 Wolak,	 &	 Finkelhor,	 2006)	 and	 ‘cyber-

harassment’	 (Beran	&	Li,	2005).	Early	cyberbullying	scholars	mainly	examined	 these	online	

issues	with	youth	and	adolescents	and	linked	it	to	traditional	or	school	bullying	(Beran	&	Li,	

2005;	Campbell,	2005).	According	to	a	systematic	review	by	Zych,	Ortega-Ruiz	and	Del	Rey	
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(2015),	the	progress	in	cyberbullying	research	can	be	divided	into	two	phases:	from	2006	to	

2010,	and	from	2011	onwards.		

In	 the	 first	 phase,	 from	 2006-2010,	 cyberbullying	 scholars	 were	 mainly	 occupied	 with	

determining	prevalence	rates	of	cyberbullying	victimisation	and	perpetration	(e.g.	Hinduja	&	

Patchin,	2008;	Kowalski	&	Limber,	2007;	Li,	2006),	often	examining	the	link	with	traditional	

bullying	 prevalence	 rates	 (e.g.	 Smith	 et	 al.,	 2008;	 Wang,	 Iannotti,	 Luk,	 &	 Nansel,	 2010;	

Williams	 &	 Guerra,	 2007).	 Furthermore,	 they	 looked	 into	 correlates	 of	 cyberbullying	

victimisation	and	perpetration,	such	as	gender,	age	and	Internet	use	(e.g.	Aricak	et	al.,	2008;	

Slonje	&	 Smith,	 2008;	 Vandebosch	&	 Van	 Cleemput,	 2009),	 to	 get	 an	 idea	 of	 the	 type	 of	

youth	that	is	at	risk	for	being	involved	in	cyberbullying	as	victims	and	perpetrators.		

In	 the	 second	 phase,	 from	 2011	 onwards,	 measures	 of	 cyberbullying	 victimisation	 and	

perpetration	 were	 developed	 and	 validated	 (e.g.	 Lam	 &	 Li,	 2013;	Menesini,	 Nocentini,	 &	

Calussi,	2011;	Stewart,	Drescher,	Maack,	Ebesutani,	&	Young,	2014)	and	longitudinal	studies	

were	performed	on	predictors	and/or	consequences	of	victimisation	and	perpetration	(e.g.	

Gradinger,	Strohmeier,	Schiller,	Stefanek,	&	Spiel,	2012;	Sticca,	Ruggieri,	Alsaker,	&	Perren,	

2013;	Sumter,	Baumgartner,	Valkenburg,	Peter,	&	van	der	Hof,	2012)	and	on	the	longitudinal	

association	 between	 cyberbullying	 victimisation/perpetration	 and	 traditional	 bullying	

victimisation/perpetration	 (e.g.	 Jose,	 Kljakovic,	 Scheib,	&	Notter,	 2012;	 Sticca	 et	 al.,	 2013;	

Wright	&	Li,	2012).		

In	 this	 second	 phase,	 inspired	 by	 studies	 on	 traditional	 bullying	 which	 revealed	 the	

importance	of	the	peer	group	(e.g.	Burns	et	al.,	2008;	Pozzoli	&	Gini,	2010;	Salmivalli,	2010),	

research	attention	started	to	move	beyond	the	narrow	victim-perpetrator	dyad	to	examine	

the	role	of	the	broader	peer	context	in	cyberbullying.	Festl,	Scharkow	and	Quandt	(2012),	for	

instance,	found	that	the	presence	of	bullies	in	a	school	class	context	increased	cyberbullying	

perpetration	 and	 victimisation.	 Furthermore,	 as	 bystanders,	 who	 witness	 an	 incident	 of	

bullying,	 had	 been	 found	 to	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 countering	 traditional	 bullying	 (e.g.	

Pöyhönen,	Juvonen,	&	Salmivalli,	2012;	Salmivalli,	2010;	Salmivalli	et	al.,	1996),	cyberbullying	

scholars	engaged	in	examining	bystander	responses	to	cyberbullying	incidents.	Investigated	

bystander	 behaviours	 towards	 cyberbullying	 included	 defending	 the	 victim	 (e.g.	 Freis	 &	

Gurung,	 2013;	 Kowalski,	 Schroeder,	 &	 Smith,	 2013;	 Macháčková,	 Dědková,	 Ševčíková,	 &	
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Černá,	2013),	identified	as	prosocial	bystander	behaviour,	and	reinforcing	the	bully,	defined	

as	antisocial	bystander	behaviour	(DeSmet	et	al.,	2012;	Freis	&	Gurung,	2013).	

Following	 the	 example	 of	 school-based	 prevention	 programmes	 on	 traditional	 bullying,	

scholars	started	to	develop	cyberbullying	prevention	programmes	for	school/class	contexts	

(see	e.g.	Del	Rey,	Casas,	&	Ortega,	2012;	Menesini,	Nocentini,	&	Palladino,	2012;	Schultze-

Krumbholz,	Wölfer,	 Jäkel,	 Zagorscak,	&	 Scheithauer,	 2012).	 These	prevention	programmes	

consisted	of	individual	and	group	assignments	to	be	completed	by	students	within	the	class	

group	(Schultze-Krumbholz	et	al.,	2012),	but	also	peer-to-peer	and	peer-to-parent	education	

within	the	larger	school	environment	(Menesini,	Nocentini,	&	Palladino,	2012),	and	training	

sessions	and	awareness	campaigns	for	students,	parents	and	teachers	(Del	Rey	et	al.,	2012).	

Most	 of	 these	 programmes	 aimed	 to	 raise	 awareness	 on	 cyberbullying	 and	 on	 the	

consequences	 of	 cyberbullying	 for	 victims	 (Del	 Rey	 et	 al.,	 2012;	 Menesini,	 Nocentini,	 &	

Palladino,	2012;	Schultze-Krumbholz	et	al.,	2012),	while	others	also	specifically	wanted	to	aid	

adolescents	in	helping	cyberbullying	victims	(Schultze-Krumbholz	et	al.,	2012).		

3.2. Third-party	involvement	in	cyberbullying:	a	conceptual	model		

Previous	research	on	third-party	involvement	in	bullying	(e.g.	Bellmore,	Ma,	You,	&	Hughes,	

2012;	Cappadocia,	Pepler,	Cummings,	&	Craig,	2012;	Pozzoli	&	Gini,	2013)	has	been	mainly	

inspired	 by	 Latané	 and	 Darley’s	 work	 on	 bystander	 intervention	 in	 emergency	 situations	

(1970).	 Latané	 and	 Darley	 (1970)	 defined	 three	 steps	 for	 bystander	 intervention	 in	 an	

emergency:	 the	bystander	must	notice	 the	event,	 interpret	 the	event	 (e.g.	 requirement	of	

help,	 personal	 responsibility	 of	 bystander),	 and	will	 subsequently	 respond	 to	 the	event	or	

remain	inactive	based	on	this	interpretation.	They	also	emphasised	the	importance	of	social	

influences,	 for	 instance	 the	 presence	 and	 behaviour	 of	 other	 bystanders,	 in	 bystanders’	

interpretation	 of	 an	 emergency	 and	 their	 subsequent	 response.	 Social	 influences	 on	

bystanders,	 such	 as	 peer	 relations,	 social	 pressure,	 and	 the	 responses	 of	 peers	 (e.g.	

Cappadocia	 et	 al.,	 2012;	 Pozzoli	 &	 Gini,	 2013;	 Thornberg,	 2007),	 have	 therefore	 been	

repeatedly	investigated	in	traditional	bullying	research.		

In	 cyberbullying,	 CT-mediated	 communication	 adds	 new	 characteristics	 to	 the	 bullying	

phenomenon.	 Cyberbullying	 scholars	 have	 listed	 several	 possible	 implications	 of	 CT	 in	
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bullying,	 such	 as	 a	 large	 potential	 audience	 of	 bullying	 instances,	 copy-and-editing	

possibilities	and	 the	potential	 to	communicate	anonymously.	Most	of	 these	characteristics	

were	formulated	as	affecting	the	victim	or	perpetrator	of	cyberbullying	 (e.g.	Langos,	2012;	

Menesini,	Nocentini,	Palladino,	et	al.,	2012;	Nocentini	et	al.,	2010).	Prior	to	this	dissertation,	

cyberbullying	scholars	have	not,	however,	stated	how	these	characteristics	of	CT	affect	third-

party	 involvement	 in	 cyberbullying.	Moreover,	 they	 have	 not	 taken	 into	 account	 how	 CT-

mediated	and	face-to-face	communication	can	coincide,	and	how	“offline”	social	dynamics	

can	play	a	role	in	CT-mediated	communication.		

In	this	dissertation,	we	want	to	generate	a	conceptual	model	that	captures	the	differences	

and	 communalities	 between	online	 and	 offline	 contexts	 and	 communication,	 and	 outlines	

which	dimensions	are	 important	 for	 adolescents’	 third-party	 involvement	 in	 cyberbullying.	

We	 argue	 that	 adolescents’	 interpretation	 of	 a	 (potential)	 cyberbullying	 event	 and	 their	

reaction	 towards	 this	 event	 depends	 on	 the	 context	 in	 which	 the	 event	 occurs	 and	 the	

communication	 modalities	 that	 are	 available	 to	 react	 to	 it.	 These	 contexts	 and	

communication	modalities	can	be	characterised	by	four	dimensions:	1)	presence	of	context	

collapse,	2)	presence	of	social	cue	reduction,	3)	presence	of	reconstruction,	and	4)	presence	

of	temporal	lag	(see	conceptual	model	in	Figure	1).	Each	dimension	forms	a	continuum,	from	

a	low	to	a	high	presence	of	this	dimension.		
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Figure	1.	Conceptual	model	of	adolescents’	third-party	involvement	in	cyberbullying.		

	 	

3.2.1. Presence	of	context	collapse	

Bullying	 constitutes	 social	 behaviour	 that	 happens	 within	 the	 context	 of	 existing	 peer	

relationships	 (Lagerspetz,	 Björkqvist,	 Berst,	 &	 King,	 1982;	 Salmivalli	 et	 al.,	 1996).	 The	

affordances	of	CT	have,	however,	 impacted	peer	 interactions	profoundly	(e.g.	Baym,	2010;	

boyd,	 2010).	 According	 to	 boyd	 (2010),	 contacts	 in	 “networked	 publics”	 (spaces	 and	

imagined	collectives	structured	by	networked	technologies,	such	as	SNS)	can	vary	from	close	

and	 dear	 contacts,	 to	 past	 friends,	 acquaintances,	 peripheral	 ties	 or	 people	 users	 barely	

know	but	 feel	 compelled	 to	 include	 (boyd,	2010).	On	 the	 Internet	users	 can	even	connect	

and	build	a	social	relationship	with	people	they	have	never	met	before	(Ellison,	Steinfeld,	&	

Lampe,	2007).	In	addition,	CT	such	as	SNS	allow	users	to	easily	circulate	and	spread	content	

within	 their	 large	 networked	 community	 (Baym,	 2010;	 boyd,	 2010).	 According	 to	 boyd	

(2010,	 p.	 48),	 networked	publics	 thus	 generate	 “collapsed	 contexts”	 in	which	 “the	 lack	 of	

spatial,	 social,	 and	 temporal	 boundaries	 makes	 it	 difficult	 to	 maintain	 distinct	 social	

contexts”.		

This	phenomenon	can	have	 several	 implications	 for	 third-party	adolescents’	 interpretation	

of	a	potential	cyberbullying	message.	First,	in	“collapsed	contexts”	(boyd,	2010),	people	can	

lack	 the	 necessary	 social	 context	 information	 to	 interpret	 potentially	 aggressive	

presence	of	context	
collapse	

	
low	<->	high	

presence	of	
social	cue	
reducxon	

	
low	<->	
high	

presence	of	
reconstrucxon	

	
low	<->high	

presence	of	
temporal	

lag	
 

low	<->high 



CHAPTER	1	

	8	

communication	 (boyd,	2010;	O’Sullivan	&	Flanagin,	2003),	 for	 instance	 information	on	 the	

relationship	between	sender	and	receiver,	on	previous	interactions	between	them,....	When	

an	adolescent	does	not	have	a	substantial	 relationship	with	 the	parties	 involved,	 it	 can	be	

difficult	 for	 him/her	 to	 evaluate	 whether	 an	 incident	 constitutes	 cyberbullying	 (e.g.	 by	

estimating	 intentionality	 from	 the	 sender	 or	 severity	 of	 harm	 on	 the	 target)	 (Patterson,	

Allan,	 &	 Cross,	 2015).	 Secondly,	 due	 to	 context	 collapse	 (boyd,	 2010),	 users	 might	 be	

unaware	of	 the	 (entire)	 audience	of	 a	message.	Apart	 from	 the	users	who	 interact	with	a	

message	(e.g.	comment	to	it,	“like”	it	on	Facebook),	there	potentially	exists	a	larger	audience	

of	users	who	pay	attention	to	the	message,	but	do	not	respond	to	it,	and	therefore	largely	

remain	 invisible.	 According	 to	 boyd	 (2010,	 p.	 48),	 this	 “audience	 invisibility”	 can	make	 it	

difficult	 for	 users	 to	 “determine	 what	 is	 socially	 appropriate	 to	 say	 or	 what	 will	 be	

understood	 by	 those	 listening”. A	 lack	 of	 social	 context	 information	 from	 the	 sender,	 the	

receiver	 and	 the	 audience	 of	 a	 message	 can,	 however,	 also	 have	 advantages	 for	 the	

interpretation	 of	 a	 potential	 cyberbullying	message.	 It	 can	 allow	 adolescents	 to	 focus	 on	

characteristics	 of	 the	 message	 itself	 (e.g.	 words,	 pictures	 used),	 and	 less	 on	 the	

characteristics	of	 the	people	 involved,	 in	order	 to	guide	 their	 interpretation	of	a	potential	

cyberbullying	message.	

Context	 collapse	 in	 networked	 publics	 (boyd,	 2010)	 cannot	 only	 affect	 third-party	

adolescents’	 interpretation	 of	 a	 cyberbullying	 message,	 it	 can	 also	 affect	 their	 reactions	

towards	cyberbullying.	First,	context	collapse	can	create	a	desire	with	adolescents	to	exert	

“audience	control”	(Valkenburg	&	Peter,	2011;	Van	Cleemput,	2012)	and	make	a	deliberate	

choice	of	a	communication	modality	to	respond	to	cyberbullying.	If	an	adolescent	wants	to	

reach	a	large	audience	in	his/her	response	to	cyberbullying,	a	reach	that	can	be	larger	than	

what	can	be	accomplished	through	face-to-face	communication,	then	he/she	can	decide	to	

use	 the	 networked	 public	 (e.g.	 on	 Twitter)	 and	 widely	 spread	 his/her	 response	 to	 a	

cyberbullying	message.	However,	an	adolescents	can	also	decide	to	respond	to	cyberbullying	

in	 a	 more	 targeted	 way,	 by	 communicating	 with	 the	 sender	 or	 receiver	 in	 a	 private	

conversation,	 via	 CT	 (e.g.	 instant	 messaging,	 text	 messaging)	 or	 face-to-face.	 Secondly,	

networked	 publics	 can	 afford	 adolescents	 possibilities	 to	 retrieve	 more	 social	 context	

information	in	order	to	determine	their	response.	Many	CT	afford	looking	up	information	on	

previous	 interactions	 (e.g.	 Facebook	 chat	 history,	 Facebook	wall)	 or	 personal	 information	
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(e.g.	Facebook	profile)	to	aid	interpretation	of	a	potential	cyberbullying	message.	Thirdly,	via	

networked	 publics	 adolescents	 can	 easily	 get	 into	 contact	 with	 people	 on	 the	 borders	 of	

their	 online	 social	 network.	 When	 an	 adolescent,	 for	 instance,	 witnesses	 a	 cyberbullying	

incident	on	a	SNS	between	people	he/she	does	not	know	very	well,	the	adolescent	can	use	

the	SNS	to	easily	get	communicate	with	the	victim,	the	bully	or	other	people	involved,	which	

would	be	more	difficult	in	an	offline	setting.		

3.2.2. Presence	of	social	cue	reduction	

Many	CT,	including	instant	messaging,	text	messaging	and,	to	some	extent,	also	SNS	such	as	

Facebook	and	Twitter,	are	primarily	based	on	textual	communication.	Typically,	through	CT-

mediated	 communication	 users	 receive	 reduced	 social	 cues	 compared	 to	 face-to-face	

communication,	 as	 they	 cannot	 retrieve	 the	 same	 amount	 of	 information	 from	 facial	

expressions,	body	gestures,	voice	tone	or	pitch,	...	as	in	face-to-face	communication	(Baym,	

2010).	When	an	adolescent	 is	 confronted	with	a	potential	bullying	 incident	via	CT	as	 third	

party,	he/she	 thus	 typically	has	 less	 social	 cues	 to	guide	 interpretation	compared	 to	when	

this	 happens	 in	 a	 face-to-face	 context.	 This	 social	 cue	 reduction	 can	 possibly	 lead	 to	

misunderstandings	 (O’Sullivan	 &	 Flanagin,	 2003;	 Patterson	 et	 al.,	 2015)	 (e.g.	 a	 joke	

misperceived	as	cyberbullying	or	vice	versa).		

The	reduction	of	social	cues	in	CT-mediated	communication	has	implications	for	adolescents’	

responses	 to	 cyberbullying	 incidents.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 it	 provides	 several	 advantages.	 A	

reduction	of	social	cues,	especially	auditory	and	visual	cues,	can	give	adolescents	a	feeling	of	

anonymity	(Valkenburg	&	Peter,	2011)	or	invisibility	(Suler,	2004).	This	can	make	adolescents	

more	likely	to	respond	in	a	way	they	would	not	dare	to	do	in	a	face-to-face	context	(Suler,	

2004),	 which	 can	 empower	 them	 to	 prosocially	 respond	 to	 cyberbullying	 (supporting	 a	

victim),	or	display	antisocial	responses	to	cyberbullying	(reinforcing	the	bully),	if	they	desire	

to	do	so.	 In	addition,	a	 reduction	 in	social	 (auditory	and	visual)	 cues	compared	 to	 face-to-

face	communication	affords	adolescents	the	ability	to	exert	more	message	control:	control	

over	 the	 content	 of	 their	 communication	 (Baym,	 2010)	 and	 over	 their	 self-presentation	

(Valkenburg	&	Peter,	2011)	in	a	message.	On	the	other	hand,	a	reduction	in	social	cues	also	

has	disadvantages	for	adolescents,	as	certain	social	cues	are	difficult	to	convey	through	CT-

mediated	communication	(e.g.	not	possible	to	hug	the	victim	 in	order	to	comfort	him/her,	
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not	 possible	 to	 show	 compassion	 via	 facial	 expressions).	 In	 order	 to	 mitigate	 this	 issue,	

adolescents	can	use	certain	features	of	CT	to	convey	more	social	cues,	for	instance	through	

“likes”,	emoticons,	emojis,	pictures,...		

3.2.3. Presence	of	reconstruction		

Due	to	the	replicability	and	adaptability	of	CT-mediated	communication	(Baym,	2010;	boyd,	

2010),	adolescents	can	be	confronted	with	reconstructed	cyberbullying	incidents:	messages	

can	 be	 copied	 from	 its	 original	 context	 and	 can	 be	 replicated,	messages	 can	 be	 infinitely	

forwarded,	etc.	These	forms	of	reconstruction,	which	can	bring	cyberbullying	messages	out	

of	 their	 original	 context,	 can	 make	 it	 more	 difficult	 for	 third-party	 to	 interpret	 these	

messages.	 Another	 form	 of	 reconstruction,	 which	 can	 happen	 either	 online	 of	 offline,	

constitutes	narrated	accounts	of	a	cyberbullying	incident,	for	instance	a	victim	telling	his/her	

story	 about	 being	 cyberbullied.	 In	 such	 stories,	 narrators	 add	 a	 subjective	 view	 to	 reality	

(Van	den	Bulck,	1999),	which	will	affect	the	views	of	third	parties	who	are	confronted	with	

these	narratives.		

The	 dimension	 of	 reconstruction	 also	 affects	 adolescents’	 action	 possibilities	 to	 react	 to	

cyberbullying.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 dimension	 of	 reconstruction	 can	 give	 third-party	

adolescents	 the	 ability	 to	 easily	 copy	 and	 spread	 a	 cyberbullying	 message.	 The	 goal	 of	

spreading	 a	 cyberbullying	 incident	 can	 be	 antisocial,	 reinforcing	 the	 bully	 and	 increasing	

negative	 effects	 on	 the	 victim,	 or	 rather	 prosocial,	 for	 instance	 saving	 a	 cyberbullying	

message	and	showing	it	to	someone	who	can	help	the	victim.	On	the	other	hand,	when	an	

adolescent	is	confronted	with	a	reconstructed	version	of	a	cyberbullying	incident,	he	or	she	

can	be	 limited	 in	his	or	her	action	possibilities	 (e.g.	not	possible	anymore	 to	post	a	direct	

reaction	to	a	cyberbullying	message).		

3.2.4. Presence	of	temporal	lag	

CT,	 and	 especially	 Internet	 applications,	 afford	 high	 persistence	 of	 communication	 (Baym,	

2010;	 boyd,	 2010).	 Even	 with	 CT	 that	 are	 based	 on	 temporary	 communication,	 such	 as	

Snapchat,	 the	 Internet	 and	 mobile	 phones	 afford	 ample	 ways	 in	 which	 these	 temporary	

messages	can	be	stored	(e.g.	screen	shots,	“snap	saving	apps”).	Due	to	this	high	persistence	

of	 communication,	 adolescents	 can,	 as	 third	 party,	 be	 confronted	 with	 an	 event	 that	
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happened	some	time	ago:	a	cyberbullying	 incident	pops	up	 in	the	news	feed	of	a	SNS,	the	

victim	takes	a	print	screen	of	a	cyberbullying	message	and	afterwards	shows	it	to	a	peer,	etc.	

This	temporal	lag	may	complicate	an	adolescent’s	interpretation	of	an	incident,	due	to	a	lack	

of	 information	on	events	 at	 that	 time	 (e.g.	 no	 knowledge	about	 the	 relationship	between	

interactants	at	that	time)	or	due	to	a	lack	of	information	on	the	current	social	context	(e.g.	

no	knowledge	of	whether	actions	have	already	been	taken	to	help	the	victim).	A	temporal	

lag	can,	however,	also	aid	a	third-party	adolescent	 in	 interpreting	a	potential	cyberbullying	

situation.	A	bystander	who	witnesses	a	potential	cyberbullying	incident	might	choose	to	wait	

and	 see	 how	 this	 incident	 unfolds	 (e.g.	 whether	 the	 receiver	 of	 the	 message	 responds,	

whether	other	people	respond),	until	he/she	gets	more	information	to	aid	interpretation	of	

the	incident.		

The	temporal	 lag	 in	many	(asynchronous)	CT	can	have	both	advantages	and	disadvantages	

for	adolescents	who	want	to	react	to	cyberbullying.		Asynchronous	CT	afford	adolescents	the	

opportunity	to	“stop	and	think	before	giving	a	response”	(Madell	&	Muncer,	2007,	p.	139)	

and	 as	 such	 give	 them	 more	 control	 over	 their	 communication.	 However,	 when	 the	

adolescent	only	responds	to	a	cyberbullying	message	after	a	long	time,	he/she	may	bring	an	

“old”	message	 back	 into	 the	 spotlight.	When	 an	 adolescent,	 for	 instance,	 responds	 to	 an	

“old”	cyberbullying	message	on	Facebook,	this	message	will	reappear	on	the	walls	of	people	

in	the	Facebook	network,	which	can	particularly	undesirable	if	the	adolescent	wants	to	help	

the	victim.	

4. Adolescents’	third-party	responses	to	cyberbullying:	research	aims	of	this	dissertation	

Following	 up	 on	 the	 conceptual	 model	 outlined	 in	 the	 previous	 section,	 we	 advocate	 a	

broader	 view	 on	 adolescents’	 third-party	 involvement	 in	 cyberbullying	 than	 has	 been	

proposed	in	previous	research.	This	dissertation	will	not	only	focus	on	adolescent	bystanders	

who	 “directly”	 witness	 a	 cyberbullying	 incident	 “in	 real-time”,	 for	 instance	 on	 a	 social	

network	 site,	 but	will	 also	 consider	 adolescents	who	 are	 confronted	with	 a	 victim’s	 story	

about	 his/her	 cyberbullying	 experience,	 which	 constitutes	 a	 reconstructed	 version	 of	 a	

cyberbullying	 incident	 that	happened	some	time	ago.	Moreover,	our	examination	of	 third-

party	involvement	in	cyberbullying	will	be	inspired	by	the	work	of	Latané	and	Darley	(1970).	

We	 will	 focus	 on	 how	 third-party	 adolescents	 come	 to	 a	 decision	 on	 how	 to	 respond	 to	
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cyberbullying,	 based	 on	 their	 interpretation	 of	 the	 cyberbullying	 event,	 and	we	will	more	

closely	investigate	the	modalities	and	content	of	third-party	adolescents’	reactions	towards	

cyberbullying.		

4.1. Part	1:	Adolescent	bystanders’	responses	to	cyberbullying	

With	 regard	 to	bystanders,	 this	dissertation	will	 focus	on	social	 influences	 that	guide	 their	

prosocial	 responses	 (helping	 the	 victim)	 and	 antisocial	 responses	 (reinforcing	 the	 bully)	

when	witnessing	 cyberbullying.	 Previous	 research	 on	 adolescent	 bystanders’	 responses	 to	

cyberbullying	 has	mostly	 investigated	 personal	 determinants,	 such	 as	 a	 general	 tendency	

towards	 pro-social	 behaviour	 (Macháčková,	 Dědková,	 et	 al.,	 2013),	 empathic	 concern	

(Kowalski	et	al.,	2013),	attitudes	(e.g.	DeSmet	et	al.,	2013;	Jones,	Manstead,	&	Livingstone,	

2011;	Li	&	Fung,	2012),	knowledge,	 self-efficacy	 (DeSmet	et	al.,	2012,	2013)	and	emotions	

after	witnessing	 a	 cyberbullying	 incident	 (Jones	et	 al.,	 2011;	Macháčková,	Dědková,	 et	 al.,	

2013).	However,	as	posited	by	Latané	and	Darley	(1970),	bystanders’	responses	can	also	be	

affected	 by	 (social)	 context	 information.	 In	 this	 dissertation,	 we	will	 first	 investigate	 how	

context	 information	embedded	 in	 the	 cyberbullying	 incident	 itself,	with	a	 special	 focus	on	

context	 information	 provided	 by	 other	 bystanders,	 affects	 both	 prosocial	 and	 antisocial	

bystander	responses.	Following	Latané	and	Darley	(1970),	we	expect	that	the	responses	of	

other	 bystanders	 will	 affect	 bystander	 behaviour	 in	 cyberbullying.	 More	 specifically,	 the	

Social	 identity	approach	by	Tajfel	and	Turner	(1979	in	Jones	et	al.,	2011),	which	posits	that	

people	 tend	 to	 favour	members	 from	 the	 “in-group”	 compared	 to	 people	 from	 the	 “out-

group”,	 leads	us	to	expect	that	bystanders	will	more	likely	be	affected	by	the	responses	of	

other	bystanders	who	are	members	of	the	“in-group”	(for	instance	good	friends	rather	than	

acquaintances).			

RQ	1:	How	does	context	information	embedded	in	a	cyberbullying	incident	affect	bystanders’	

prosocial	and	antisocial	responses	to	cyberbullying?	

Secondly,	we	will	more	closely	examine	bystanders’	helping	behaviour	 towards	 the	victim.	

The	conceptual	model	of	third-party	involvement	in	cyberbullying	considers	different	online	

and	offline	communication	modalities	that	are	available	to	adolescents	in	order	to	respond	

to	 cyberbullying	 and	 help	 the	 victim.	 However,	 previous	 research	 on	 bystanders	 of	
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cyberbullying	 (e.g.	 DeSmet	 et	 al.,	 2012;	 Jones	 et	 al.,	 2011;	 Macháčková,	 Dědková,	 et	 al.,	

2013)	has	not	distinguished	between	different	communication	modalities	that	can	be	used	

to	 help	 a	 victim.	 In	 this	 dissertation,	we	 are	 interested	 in	 finding	 out	whether	 bystanders	

have	preferences	 for	certain	communication	modalities	 to	help	a	cyberbullying	victim.	The	

“affordances	 of	 technologies”	 perspective	 (Hutchby,	 2001a,	 2001b)	 allows	 us	 to	

systematically	 distinguish	 between	 different	 communication	 modalities	 for	 helping	

behaviour.	This	perspective	characterises	communication	technologies	based	on	the	action	

possibilities	they	offer.	It	posits	that	individuals	can	have	different	views	of	the	affordances	

of	CT,	and	that	their	views	on	affordances	can	depend	on	the	context	in	which	they	want	to	

use	CT	(Hutchby,	2001a,	2001b).	 In	this	dissertation,	we	will	 therefore	 investigate	whether	

adolescent	 bystanders	 prefer	 certain	 communication	 modalities	 to	 others	 for	 helping	 a	

cyberbullying	 victim,	 and	 how	 these	 preferences	 can	 be	 affected	 by	 the	 context	 of	 the	

cyberbullying	incident.		

RQ	2:	Do	adolescent	bystanders	have	preferences	 for	 certain	 communication	modalities	 to	

help	 a	 victim	 of	 cyberbullying,	 and	 how	 can	 context	 information	 embedded	 in	 the	

cyberbullying	incident	affect	these	preferences?	

Thirdly,	this	dissertation	will	take	a	closer	look	at	antisocial	bystander	responses	and	the	role	

of	 information	 embedded	 in	 the	 bystander’s	 larger	 social	 context.	 Inspired	 by	 bystander	

research	 in	 traditional	bullying	 (Salmivalli	&	Voeten,	2004;	Sandstrom,	Makover,	&	Bartini,	

2012)	and	by	studies	that	examined	social	influences	on	cyberbullying	perpetration	(Pabian	

&	Vandebosch,	2014),	we	will	we	look	at	how	processes	of	normative	social	influence	affect	

antisocial	 bystander	 behaviour	 towards	 cyberbullying	 (joining	 in	 cyberbullying).	 Following	

the	Theory	of	normative	social	behaviour	(Cialdini,	Reno,	&	Kallgren,	1990;	Kallgren,	Reno,	&	

Cialdini,	2000;	Reno,	Cialdini,	&	Kallgren,	1993),	we	expect	 that	when	bystanders	perceive	

that	 relevant	 others	 have	 positive	 beliefs	 about	 cyberbullying	 (injunctive	 norms)	 and	 that	

relevant	others	engage	in	cyberbullying	(descriptive	norms),	they	will	be	more	likely	to	join	

in	cyberbullying	as	a	bystander.	Following	the	Social	Identity/Self-categorisation	perspective	

on	social	norms	(Terry	&	Hogg,	1996;	White,	Hogg,	&	Terry,	2002),	we	expect	that	“in-group	

members”	 (peers	 rather	 than	 adults,	 and	 friends	 rather	 than	 other	 class	 group	members)	

have	a	larger	normative	social	influence	on	bystanders’	joining	in	cyberbullying.		Moreover,	



CHAPTER	1	

	14	

we	will	 examine	whether	 injunctive	 and	descriptive	norms	of	 “in-group	members”	 (peers)	

can	instigate	a	feeling	of	social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying,	which	can	make	a	bystander	

more	likely	to	engage	in	this	behaviour.	

RQ	 3:	 How	 does	 information	 from	 the	 larger	 social	 context	 affect	 bystanders’	 antisocial	

responses	to	cyberbullying?	

4.2. Part	2:	Responses	of	third-party	adolescents	who	are	confronted	with	a	victim’s	story	

about	cyberbullying	

In	 the	 second	 part	 of	 our	 research,	 we	 will	 investigate	 how	 third-party	 adolescents	 give	

support	 to	 victims	 who	 tell	 their	 story	 about	 their	 cyberbullying	 experiences.	 Previous	

research	 has	 shown	 that	 this	 category	 of	 third-party	 adolescents	 is	 particularly	 relevant,	

since	victims	of	cyberbullying	often	tell	a	friend	about	being	cyberbullied	and	turn	to	a	friend	

for	peer	support	(e.g.	Jacobs,	Goossens,	Dehue,	Völlink,	&	Lechner,	2015;	Livingstone	et	al.,	

2011;	Price	&	Dalgleish,	2010).	Limited	in-depth	knowledge,	however,	exists	on	what	kind	of	

peer	 support	 cyberbullying	 victims	 seek	 from	peers	 and	what	 kind	of	 support	 these	peers	

provide	 to	 cyberbullying	 victims.	 Therefore,	 this	 dissertation	 will	 examine	 the	 types	 and	

content	of	 social	 support	 that	 adolescents	provide	 to	 cyberbullying	 victims,	 related	 to	 the	

support	that	these	victims	seek.			

RQ	 4:	 What	 type	 and	 content	 of	 social	 support	 do	 third-party	 adolescents	 provide	 to	

cyberbullying	victims	who	tell	their	story	about	cyberbullying,	and	how	is	this	related	to	the	

social	support	sought	by	these	victims?		

5. Overview	of	the	set-up	and	methodology	of	the	empirical	studies	

In	order	 to	provide	an	answer	 to	 the	 four	proposed	 research	questions,	we	conducted	an	

experimental	vignette	 study	 (Chapters	2	and	3),	a	 cross-sectional	 survey	study	 (Chapter	4)	

and	 a	 thematic	 content	 analysis	 study	 of	 message	 threads	 on	 online	 support	 group	 fora	

(Chapter	5).	Figure	2	underneath	provides	a	schematic	overview	of	 the	research	questions	

and	the	empirical	chapters	included	in	this	dissertation.		
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Figure	2.	Schematic	overview	of	the	research	questions	and	empirical	chapters	included	in	this	dissertation	
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bystanders	(helping	the	victim	vs.	reinforcing	the	bully),	were	implemented	in	a	vignette	on	

Facebook	 harassment.	 Adolescent	 participants	 had	 to	 read	 this	 vignette	 and	 imagine	 that	

they	 would	 witness	 the	 proposed	 situation	 on	 Facebook	 as	 a	 bystander.	 Behavioural	

intentions	 measured	 in	 a	 paper-and-pencil	 questionnaire	 included	 five	 behavioural	

intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 (“telling	 the	 victim	 you	 think	 the	 bullying	 is	 not	 OK”,	

“comforting	the	victim”,	“giving	the	victim	advice”,	“reporting	the	cyberbullying	incident	to	

someone	who	 can	 help”	 and	 “defending	 the	 victim”)	 and	 three	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	

reinforce	the	bully	(“sharing	it	with	others	to	make	fun	of	the	victim/the	situation”,	“telling	

the	 bully	 you	 think	 it	 is	 funny”	 and	 “doing	 something	 similar”).	 A	 total	 of	 453	 Flemish	

students	 in	 secondary	education,	 thirteen	 to	 fourteen	 years	old,	 participated	 in	 this	 study	

and	were	randomly	assigned	to	conditions.		

5.2. Chapter	3:	Adolescent	bystanders’	preferences	for	communication	modalities	to	help	a	

victim	 of	 cyberbullying,	 and	 how	 these	 preferences	 are	 affected	 by	 context	

information	embedded	in	a	cyberbullying	incident	

In	the	second	empirical	study,	we	applied	insights	on	the	affordances	of	CT	(Baym,	2010),	in	

particular	 for	 adolescents	 (Valkenburg	&	Peter,	 2011;	Van	Cleemput,	 2012),	 to	 distinguish	

between	 CT-mediated	 vs.	 face-to-face	 communication	 (which	 offer	 more	 vs.	 less	 control	

over	 the	 message),	 and	 private,	 one-to-one	 communication	 vs.	 public	 communication,	 in	

front	of	an	audience	(which	offer	more	vs.	less	control	over	the	audience).	Using	data	from	

the	first	empirical	study	(see	Chapter	2),	we	compared	adolescent	bystanders’	behavioural	

intentions	to	help	a	victim	of	cyberbullying	via	CT	vs.	face-to-face	and	in	private	vs.	in	public.	

As	 the	 context	 of	 use	 is	 important	 for	 users’	 evaluation	 of	 the	 affordances	 of	 CT	 (Baym,	

2010;	 Hutchby,	 2001a,	 2001b),	 we	 examined	 how	 factors	 embedded	 in	 the	 cyberbullying	

incident,	including	incident	severity	and	the	identity	and	behaviour	of	other	bystanders,	can	

affect	bystanders’	behavioural	intentions.	

5.3. Chapter	 4:	 How	 normative	 social	 influence	 and	 social	 pressure	 from	 the	 adolescent	

bystanders’	larger	social	context	affects	whether	they	join	in	cyberbullying	

The	 third	 empirical	 study	 examined	 how	 adolescents’	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying	 relates	 to	

injunctive	and	descriptive	norms	of	 relevant	others	 (peers	and	adults)	and	 to	processes	of	
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social	pressure.	To	this	end,	we	used	cross-sectional	data	from	a	large-scale,	representative	

survey	study	with	2058	Flemish	adolescents	from	the	sixth	year	of	primary	education	to	the	

fifth	 year	 of	 secondary	 education.	 From	 this	 sample	 of	 participants,	 we	 generated	 a	

subsample	of	525	adolescent	bystanders	of	cyberbullying.	Based	on	the	Theory	of	normative	

social	behaviour	(Cialdini	et	al.,	1990;	Kallgren	et	al.,	2000;	Lapinski	&	Rimal,	2005;	Reno	et	

al.,	 1993)	 and	 the	 Reasoned	 Action	 Approach	 to	 health	 promotion	 (Fishbein,	 2008),	 we	

investigated	a	path	model	in	which	injunctive	norms	of	peers	(friends,	class	group	members)	

and	descriptive	norms	of	peers	were	related	to	social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying,	which	

was	 subsequently	 related	 to	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystander.	 In	 addition,	 we	

examined	 whether	 injunctive	 norms	 of	 adults	 (parents	 and	 teachers)	 affected	 joining	 in	

cyberbullying	as	a	bystander.	Cyberbullying	perpetration,	age	and	gender	were	 included	 in	

the	model	as	moderators,	 in	order	to	control	 for	 individual	characteristics	of	bystanders	 in	

the	social	influence	model.		

5.4. Chapter	5:	Type	and	content	of	social	support	that	third-party	adolescents	provide	to	

cyberbullying	victims,	related	to	the	support	sought	by	these	victims		

The	lack	of	in-depth	knowledge	on	peer	support	towards	cyberbullying	victims	is	partly	due	

to	methodological	limitations	of	previous	cyberbullying	studies	that	used	surveys,	interviews	

or	 focus	 group	 discussions	 (e.g.	 Dehue,	 Bolman,	 &	 Völlink,	 2008;	 Jacobs	 et	 al.,	 2015;	

Macháčková,	 Černá,	 Ševčíková,	 Dědková,	 &	 Daneback,	 2013)	 (see	 Chapter	 5).	 In	 order	 to	

overcome	 these	 issues,	 the	 final	 empirical	 study	 investigated	 peer	 support	 sought	 and	

provided	 with	 regard	 to	 cyberbullying,	 by	 performing	 thematic	 content	 analysis	 of	 468	

cyberbullying	messages	posted	in	online	support	group	fora.	These	messages	were	collected	

from	the	bullying	sections	of	two	online	support	group	fora	of	youth	helpline	organisations,	

one	 forum	 in	 Belgium	 (Flanders)	 and	 one	 the	 Netherlands.	 Social	 support	 themes	 were	

based	 on	 Tardy’s	 (1985)	 social	 support	 framework,	 which	 takes	 into	 account	 both	 social	

support	 seeking/receiving	 and	 social	 support	 providing,	 defines	 different	 types	 of	 social	

support	(based	on	social	support	types	by	House	(1981)),	and	highlights	the	 importance	of	

evaluations	of	the	effectiveness	or	helpfulness	of	social	support.			
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CHAPTER	2:	Cyberbullying	on	social	network	sites.	An	experimental	

study	into	bystanders’	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	or	

reinforce	the	bully	

Abstract:	

Cyberbullying	on	social	network	sites	poses	a	 significant	 threat	 to	 the	mental	and	physical	

health	 of	 victimized	 adolescents.	 Although	 the	 role	 of	 bystanders	 in	 solving	 bullying	

instances	has	been	demonstrated	repeatedly	in	research	on	traditional	bullying,	their	role	in	

cyberbullying	 remains	 relatively	 understudied.	 Therefore,	 we	 set	 up	 an	 experimental	

scenario	 study	 in	 order	 to	 examine	 the	 influence	 of	 contextual	 factors	 (severity	 of	 the	

incident,	identity	and	behaviour	of	other	bystanders)	on	bystanders’	behavioural	intentions	

to	help	the	victim	or	reinforce	the	bully	in	cases	of	harassment	on	Facebook.	Four	hundred	

and	fifty-three	second	year	students	of	Flemish	secondary	schools	participated	in	the	study.	

The	results	on	 the	one	hand	showed	that	bystanders	had	higher	behavioural	 intentions	 to	

help	 the	 victim	 when	 they	 witnessed	 a	 more	 severe	 incident.	 Incident	 severity	 also	

interacted	with	other	bystanders’	 identity	 in	 influencing	behavioural	 intentions	to	help	the	

victim.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 bystanders	 had	 higher	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 join	 in	 the	

bullying	when	other	bystanders	were	good	friends	rather	than	acquaintances.	In	addition,	an	

interaction	 effect	 was	 found	 between	 other	 bystanders’	 identity	 and	 behaviour	 on	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	 join	 in	 the	 bullying.	 Furthermore,	 both	 helping	 and	 reinforcing	

behavioural	intentions	differed	according	to	gender.	

Based	on:		

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(0),	259–271.	http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.10.036	
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Cyberbullying	on	social	network	sites.	An	experimental	study	into	bystanders’	behavioural	

intentions	to	help	the	victim	or	reinforce	the	bully	

1. Introduction:	cyberbullying	on	social	network	sites	(SNS)	

Communication	technologies	(CT)	offer	this	generation	of	youngsters	ample	opportunities	to	

communicate	 with	 peers.	 However,	 in	 their	 social	 interactions	 via	 CT	 youngsters	 can	 be	

confronted	 with	 undesirable	 phenomena	 such	 as	 cyberbullying.	 The	 large-scale	 EU	 Kids	

Online	 study	 on	 internet	 safety	 (Livingstone,	 Haddon,	 Görzig,	 &	 Olafsson,	 2011)	 revealed	

that	 9	 %	 of	 children	 between	 nine	 and	 sixteen	 years	 old	 had	 been	 bullied	 through	 the	

internet	or	mobile	phones	within	the	past	year,	while	5	%	had	bullied	others.	Other	studies	

in	various	countries,	however,	have	reported	higher	prevalence	rates:	on	average	24	%	for	

cyberbullying	 victimization	 and	 18	 %	 for	 perpetration	 (Patchin	 &	 Hinduja,	 2012).	

Cyberbullying	 victimization	 has	 been	 related	 to	 numerous	 negative	 health	 consequences,	

such	 as	 depression	 (e.g.	 Kowalski	&	 Fedina,	 2011;	Machmutow,	 Perren,	 Sticca,	&	 Alsaker,	

2012;	 Schneider,	 O’Donnell,	 Stueve,	 &	 Coulter,	 2012),	 emotional	 distress	 (e.g.	 Mishna,	

Khoury-Kassabri,	 Gadalla,	 &	 Daciuk,	 2012;	 Şahin,	 2012;	 Šléglová	 &	 Černá,	 2011)	 and	 in	

extreme	cases	even	self-harming	behaviour	(Price	&	Dalgleish,	2010;	Schneider	et	al.,	2012)	

and	suicide	attempts	(Schneider	et	al.,	2012).	We	can	therefore	conclude	that	cyberbullying	

poses	a	significant	threat	for	adolescents’	mental	and	physical	health.			

Nowadays,	social	network	sites	(SNS)	are	very	popular	amongst	teenagers	(Lenhart,	Madden,	

Macgill,	 &	 Smith,	 2007;	 Livingstone	 et	 al.,	 2011),	 and	we	 can	 see	 that	 these	 sites	 form	 a	

common	 venue	 for	 cyberbullying	 (Livingstone	 et	 al.,	 2011;	 Ybarra	 &	Mitchell,	 2008).	 The	

important	 role	 of	 SNS	 in	 cyberbullying	 has	 led	 researchers	 to	 examine	 the	 prevalence	 of	

perpetrators	 and	 victims	 of	 cyberbullying	 on	 SNS	 (Ybarra	&	Mitchell,	 2008).	Nevertheless,	

the	largest	group	involved	in	cyberbullying	on	SNS	appears	to	be	the	bystanders	or	witnesses	

of	cyberbullying	incidents:	Lenhart	and	colleagues	(2011)	found	that	88	%	of	US	social-media	

using	teens	had	witnessed	harassment	on	SNS,	while	15	%	had	been	victimized	and	19	%	had	

harassed	someone	on	SNS.	They	also	investigated	bystanders’	reactions	towards	harassment	

on	SNS.	A	variety	of	 reactions	was	 found:	80	%	of	bystanders	had	defended	the	victim	 (at	

least	once	 in	a	while)	and	79	%	 indicated	that	 they	had	told	 the	bully	 to	stop.	 In	contrast,	

91	%	indicated	that	they	had	just	ignored	what	was	going	on	and	21	%	had	even	joined	in	the	
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bullying	(Lenhart	et	al.,	2011).	The	latter	data,	however,	do	not	provide	insight	in	the	reasons	

why	bystanders	act	or	intend	to	act	in	a	certain	way	when	witnessing	cyberbullying	on	SNS,	

insight	 which	 is	 essential	 in	 order	 to	 promote	 bystander	 behaviour	 aimed	 at	 helping	 the	

victim	 and	 discourage	 behaviour	 that	 reinforces	 the	 bully.	 Bystanders’	 behaviour	 or	

behavioural	 intentions	 could	 for	 example	 be	 influenced	 by	 personal	 characteristics	 of	 the	

bystanders	 themselves	 (e.g.	 socio-demographic	 characteristics,	 personality,	 attitudes,	

norms),	but	also	by	contextual	characteristics,	such	as	features	of	the	cyberbullying	incident	

and	characteristics	of	other	people	involved	in	the	incident	(the	bully,	other	bystanders).	In	

order	 to	 shed	 light	 on	 the	 latter	 category	 of	 characteristics,	 we	 set	 up	 an	 experimental	

design	 through	 which	 we	 investigated	 the	 influence	 of	 contextual	 characteristics	 of	 a	

harassing	 incident	 on	 SNS	 on	 bystanders’	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 or	

reinforce	the	bully.		

2. Role	of	bystanders	in	cyberbullying	on	SNS	

Research	on	traditional	bullying	has	shown	that	bystanders	are	important	actors	in	bullying	

instances.	 Since	 perpetrators	 often	 engage	 in	 bullying	 to	 achieve	 a	 higher	 status,	 exert	

dominance,	 gain	 prestige	 or	 demonstrate	 social	 power	 in	 the	 peer	 group,	 they	 are	

dependent	 on	 the	 members	 of	 this	 peer	 group	 –	 the	 bystanders	 –	 to	 achieve	 their	 goal	

(Pepler,	 Craig,	 &	 O’Connell,	 2010;	 Salmivalli,	 2010;	 Sijtsema,	 Veenstra,	 Lindenberg,	 &	

Salmivalli,	2009).	Bystanders	can	respond	to	incidents	of	bullying	in	roughly	three	different	

ways:	remaining	an	outsider,	assisting	or	reinforcing	the	bully	and	supporting	or	defending	

the	victim	(O’Connell,	Pepler,	&	Craig,	1999;	Salmivalli,	Lagerspetz,	Björkqvist,	Österman,	&	

Kaukiainen,	1996).	When	bystanders	reinforce	the	bully	by	giving	positive	feedback,	they	are	

rewarding	the	bully	for	his	or	her	behaviour,	which	can	make	the	bully	become	increasingly	

aggressive	(Pepler	et	al.,	2010;	Salmivalli,	2010).	In	addition,	research	on	traditional	bullying	

has	shown	that	reinforcing	behaviours	by	bystanders	are	associated	with	a	higher	frequency	

of	bullying	incidents	in	classrooms	(Salmivalli,	Voeten,	&	Poskiparta,	2011).	Positive	feedback	

can	be	awarded	by	joining	 in	the	bullying,	but	also	by	showing	the	bully	you	approve	of	 it.	

Sometimes	 observing	 and	 passively	 standing	 by	 can	 even	 provide	 the	 bully	 with	 positive	

feedback	 (O’Connell	et	al.,	1999;	Salmivalli	et	al.,	1996).	At	 the	same	 time,	 reinforcing	 the	

bully	will	cause	the	victim	to	experience	increased	negative	effects,	such	as	higher	anxiety,	
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depression	 and	 lower	 self-esteem	 (Salmivalli,	 2010).	 Contrarily,	 bystanders	 can	 take	 sides	

with	the	victim,	which	can	threaten	the	bully’s	status	and	as	such	make	the	bully	decide	to	

stop	(Hawkins,	Pepler,	&	Craig,	2001;	Pepler	et	al.,	2010).	Bystanders	can	do	this	by	trying	to	

stop	the	bully	(O’Connell	et	al.,	1999;	Salmivalli	et	al.,	1996)	and	by	supporting	the	victim,	so	

as	to	buffer	negative	effects	caused	by	bullying	victimization	(Salmivalli,	2010).			

Although	cyberbullying	is	related	to	traditional	bullying,	the	specific	characteristics	of	the	CT	

used	 can	 influence	 bullying	 dynamics	 and	 consequently	 also	 bystander	 behaviour.	 First,	

adolescents	using	SNS	can	be	confronted	with	cyberbullying	within	but	also	outside	of	their	

own	social	circle,	partly	because	of	SNS	characteristics	(the	ability	to	see	public	content	and	

sometimes	 also	 content	made	by	 “friends-of-friends”)	 and	because	 SNS	 are	 often	used	 to	

connect	with	so-called	“weak	ties”	and	sometimes	even	with	strangers	(Ellison,	Steinfeld,	&	

Lampe,	2007).	As	such,	a	bystander	can	have	different	types	of	relationships	with	the	people	

involved	 in	 a	 cyberbullying	 incident,	 which	 can	 cause	 dynamics	 that	 can	 influence	 the	

bystander’s	 response.	 Secondly,	 the	 technological	 applications	 integrated	 in	 SNS	 grant	

bystanders	 the	 opportunity	 to	 react	 to	 cyberbullying	 incidents	 through	 text-	 and	 picture-

based	communication	or	even	just	by	clicking	a	button	(e.g.	the	“I	like”	button	or	the	report	

button).	Besides	these	SNS	applications,	which	are	used	for	more	public	communication	(for	

others	 to	 see),	bystanders	also	have	 the	opportunity	 to	 react	 through	other	CT	 that	allow	

more	private	 (one-to-one)	 communication,	 for	 instance	mobile	phones,	 instant	messenger	

and	e-mail.	Evidently,	bystanders	can	also	still	choose	to	respond	to	cyberbullying	on	SNS	by	

communicating	 with	 those	 involved	 in	 “the	 real	 world”,	 in	 private	 or	 when	 others	 are	

present,	creating	a	whole	range	of	possible	responses	to	cyberbullying	incidents	on	SNS.	

3. Determinants	of	bystander	behaviour	in	cases	of	cyberbullying	on	SNS	

In	 order	 to	 understand	 bystander	 behaviour	 in	 bullying,	 scholars	 until	 now	 have	 mainly	

complemented	research	on	socio-demographic	and	psychological/personality	determinants	

with	 an	 examination	of	 the	 socio-cognitive	processes	 that	 determine	bystander	behaviour	

(Van	 Cleemput,	 Vandebosch,	 &	 Pabian,	 2014).	 With	 regard	 to	 socio-cognitive	 processes,	

cyberbullying	 research	 has	 investigated	 the	 influence	 of	 empathy	 (Barlińska,	 Szuster,	 &	

Winiewski,	2013),	emotions	and	group	norms	 (Jones,	Manstead,	&	Livingstone,	2011),	and	

beliefs	 	 (Li	&	Fung,	2012)	on	bystander	behaviour.	 	However,	until	now	 little	attention	has	
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been	paid	to	contextual	determinants,	caused	by	characteristics	of	the	cyberbullying	incident	

itself	and	the	other	actors	involved.		

3.1. Severity	of	the	cyberbullying	incident	

First,	in	a	focus	group	study	on	cyberbullying,	adolescents	reported	the	cognitive	perception	

of	the	cyberbullying	incident	itself,	more	specifically	the	perceived	severity	of	the	incident,	as	

an	important	factor	in	their	bystander	behaviour.	Adolescents	appeared	to	be	more	inclined	

to	help	 the	victim	when	a	cyberbullying	 instance	was	considered	as	severe	 (DeSmet	et	al.,	

2012).	However,	this	finding	has	not	yet	been	confirmed	by	cross-sectional	or	experimental	

research.	Therefore,	we	will	further	investigate	the	influence	of	the	severity	of	the	incident	

by	 comparing	 bystander	 reactions	 to	 more	 severe	 and	 less	 severe	 instances	 of	 SNS	

harassment	in	an	experimental	design.	We	expect	that	bystanders	will	be	more	likely	to	help	

in	a	more	 severe	harassing	 incident	on	SNS	and	 in	an	analogous	way	we	hypothesise	 that	

bystanders	 will	 be	 less	 likely	 to	 reinforce	 the	 bully	 when	 confronted	 with	 such	 a	 severe	

incident.	

H	 1:	 Bystanders	 who	 are	 exposed	 to	 a	 more	 severe	 harassing	 incident	 on	 SNS,	 will	 have	

higher	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	and	lower	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	

the	bully,	 compared	 to	bystanders	who	are	 exposed	 to	a	 less	 severe	harassing	 incident	on	

SNS.		

3.2. Other	bystanders	

Research	 on	 traditional	 bullying	 (Bellmore,	 Ma,	 You,	 &	 Hughes,	 2012)	 and	 cyberbullying	

(DeSmet	et	al.,	2012)	has	investigated	the	influence	of	the	bystander’s	relationship	with	the	

victim	or	the	perpetrator	on	subsequent	behavioural	intentions.	However,	to	the	best	of	our	

knowledge,	the	influence	of	other	bystanders	who	are	present	in	cyberbullying	incidents	has	

not	 been	 studied	 yet.	 Since	 bullying	 events	 on	 SNS	 potentially	 have	 a	 large	 number	 of	

bystanders,	 the	 presence	 of	 these	 other	 bystanders	 is	 likely	 to	 be	 (consciously	 or	

unconsciously)	experienced	and	cognitively	processed	by	bystanders	(Latané	&	Darley,	1970	

in	Hudson	&	Bruckman,	2004;	Thornberg,	2007).		
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As	 proposed	 in	 the	 study	 by	 Festl,	 Scharkow	 and	 Quandt	 (2012)	 on	 peer	 influences	 in	

cyberbullying	victimization	and	perpetration,	adolescents’	actions	can	be	influenced	by	peers	

through	 processes	 of	 social	 influence.	 The	 only	 precondition	 of	 social	 influence	 is	 the	

availability	of	information	on	the	other’s	attitudes	or	behaviour	(Marsden	&	Friedkin,	1993).	

Social	 influence	 by	 peers	 has	 already	 been	 demonstrated	 with	 regard	 to	 bystanders	 of	

traditional	 bullying.	While	 Nickerson,	Mele	 and	 Princiotta	 (2008)	 found	 that	 processes	 of	

peer	pressure	and	the	desire	to	be	accepted	by	peers	can	urge	bystanders	to	join	in	bullying,	

Pozzoli	and	Gini	(2010)	demonstrated	that	positive	peer	pressure	for	intervention	positively	

predicted	defending	behaviour.	Since	the	process	of	social	influence	by	other	bystanders	still	

needs	to	be	confirmed	for	cyberbullying,	we	hypothesise	that	information	on	the	behaviour	

of	 other	 bystanders	 will	 convince	 bystanders	 to	 display	 similar	 behavioural	 intentions	

towards	harassing	incidents	on	SNS.		

	H	2:	Bystanders	who	see	other	bystanders	defend	a	victim	of	harassment	on	SNS,	will	have	

higher	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	and	lower	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	

the	bully,	compared	to	bystanders	who	see	other	bystanders	reinforce	the	bully.		

Following	the	social	identity	approach,	we	also	hypothesise	that	the	identity	of	these	other	

bystanders	can	influence	bystanders’	behavioural	intentions.	The	social	identity	approach	by	

Tajfel	 and	 Turner	 (1979	 in	 Jones	 et	 al.,	 2011)	 posits	 that	 people	 strive	 to	 view	 their	 own	

group	(the	 in-group)	 in	a	positive	light,	by	making	comparisons	with	other	groups	(the	out-

groups)	in	a	way	that	favours	the	in-group.	Consequently,	we	expect	that	bystanders	will	be	

more	likely	to	comply	with	the	behaviour	of	other	bystanders	when	these	other	bystanders	

are	part	of	the	in-group.	Due	to	the	nature	of	relationships	on	SNS,	where	everyone	in	the	

network	 is	 named	 a	 “friend”	 and	 thus	 constitutes	 a	member	 of	 the	 in-group,	we	 need	 to	

narrow	 our	 definition	 of	 in-group	 membership	 by	 making	 a	 distinction	 according	 to	

relationship	 strength.	 This	 distinction	 has	 also	 been	 supported	 by	 research	 among	

adolescents.	 Research	 on	 adolescents’	 substance	 use,	 for	 example,	 showed	 that	 social	

influence	 exerted	by	 friends	 is	more	 important	 than	 influences	 by	 other	 same-aged	peers	

and	 that	 social	 influence	by	best	 friends	 is	more	 important	 than	 the	 impact	of	other	good	

friends	 (Morgan	 &	 Grube,	 1991).	 A	 similar	 mechanism	 can	 be	 found	 in	 adolescents’	 pro-

social	 behaviour,	 as	 Barry	 and	 Wentzel	 (2006)	 found	 that	 an	 adolescent’s	 pro-social	
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tendencies	are	more	likely	to	be	affected	by	the	pro-social	behaviour	of	a	friend	when	he	or	

she	 has	 a	 strong,	 positive	 bond	 with	 that	 friend.	 Inspired	 by	 these	 studies	 on	 social	

influences	 between	 different	 types	 of	 friends,	 we	 will	 distinguish	 between	 a	 harassing	

situation	on	SNS	in	which	other	bystanders	are	good	friends	(members	of	the	in-group)	and	

one	 in	which	other	bystanders	are	mere	acquaintances	 (members	of	 the	out-group).	Since	

bystanders	 also	use	 information	on	 the	other	bystanders’	 behaviour	 (Marsden	&	Friedkin,	

1993),	we	expect	an	interaction	effect	between	the	behaviour	and	the	identity	of	the	other	

bystanders.	

H	3a:	Bystanders	who	see	good	friends	defend	a	victim	of	harassment	on	SNS	will	have	higher	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	help	 the	victim	and	 lower	behavioural	 intentions	 to	 reinforce	 the	

bully,	compared	to	bystanders	who	see	acquaintances	defend	the	victim.	

H	3b:	Bystanders	who	see	good	friends	reinforce	the	bully	in	case	of	harassment	on	SNS	will	

have	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully	and	lower	behavioural	intentions	to	

help	the	victim,	compared	to	bystanders	who	see	acquaintances	reinforce	the	bully.		

3.3. Gender		

Since	 bystanders	 of	 traditional	 bullying	 appear	 to	 react	 differently	 according	 to	 their	 own	

gender	 (e.g.	Obermann,	2011;	Oh	&	Hazler,	2009;	Pöyhönen,	 Juvonen,	&	Salmivalli,	2012),	

this	 factor	has	also	been	of	 interest	 in	 research	on	bystanders	of	cyberbullying.	Until	now,	

studies	on	cyberbullying	have	 reported	contradictory	 results:	while	Macháčková,	Dědková,	

Ševčíková,	and	Černá	(2013)	found	no	effect	of	gender	on	supportive	behaviour	towards	the	

victim,	the	study	of	Van	Cleemput	et	al.	(2014)	showed	that	girls	were	more	likely	to	help	the	

victim,	while	boys	were	more	likely	to	join	in	the	bullying.	In	order	to	shed	more	light	on	the	

effect	 of	 gender	 on	 bystander	 behaviour,	we	 included	 gender	 as	 a	 control	 variable	 in	 our	

models.	
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4. Material	and	methods	

	

4.1. Stimulus	materials	and	manipulations	

In	order	to	test	the	aforementioned	hypotheses,	we	set	up	an	experimental	design	with	a	2	

(low	 vs.	 high	 perceived	 severity)	 x	 2	 (other	 bystanders	 reinforce	 the	 bully	 vs.	 defend	 the	

victim)	x	2	 (other	bystanders	are	acquaintances	vs.	good	friends)	between-subjects	design.	

These	 factors	 were	 manipulated	 in	 a	 scenario	 that	 reported	 a	 harassing	 incident	 on	

Facebook,	involving	one	perpetrator	and	one	victim	and	other	bystanders	reacting	to	it.	We	

chose	 to	use	a	Facebook	setting,	 since	 it	 is	 the	most	popular	SNS	with	Flemish	youngsters	

(Van	 Wijnsberghe	 et	 al.,	 2012).	 The	 perpetrator	 and	 the	 victim	 were	 introduced	 as	

hypothetical	 school	 acquaintances	 of	 the	 participants.	 In	 the	 scenario	 it	 was	 stated	 that	

other	 bystanders	 reacted	 to	 the	 events,	 without	 specifying	 how	many	 bystanders	 did	 so.	

These	 other	 bystanders	 were	 either	 said	 to	 be	 acquaintances	 or	 good	 friends	 of	 the	

participants	 (participants	 were	 provided	 with	 definitions	 to	 guide	 the	 distinction1).	 These	

other	bystanders	could	perform	two	different	types	of	actions:	reinforce	the	bully	by	clicking	

“I	 like”	 or	 by	 writing	 similar	 offensive	 remarks,	 or	 defend	 the	 victim	 by	 telling	 the	

perpetrator	to	stop.		

With	regard	to	the	manipulation	of	the	severity	of	the	harassing	incident,	a	pre-test	was	set	

up	in	order	to	investigate	the	perceived	severity	of	different	types	of	harassing	incidents	on	

SNS	(e.g.	harassing	remark	or	photo,	physical	threat,	hate	page).	The	aim	of	this	pre-test	was	

to	 choose	 two	 types	 of	 situations	 with	 a	 large	 and	 significant	 difference	 in	 severity	 as	

perceived	by	youngsters.	Preferably,	both	situations	would	also	be	perceived	as	credible	by	

youngsters,	 in	order	to	provide	the	feeling	that	this	could	happen	in	real	 life	and	therefore	

ensure	external	and	ecological	validity.	The	pre-test	was	performed	in	two	Flemish	schools	

with	 98	 students	 of	 the	 second	 year	 of	 secondary	 education	 (age:	 N=962,	 M=13.38,	

SD=0.548;	gender:	49	%	boys;	educational	 level:	51	%	general	education,	49	%	preparatory	

vocational	 or	 technical	 education).3	 The	 students	 all	 scored	nine	 harassing	 and	potentially	

																																																													
1	Acquaintance:	“someone	you	occasionally	see	and	talk	to,	but	whom	you	do	not	have	a	close	connection	with	
or	tell	personal	things	to”	/	Good	friend:	“someone	you	hang	out	with	and	talk	to	a	lot,	someone	whom	you	
have	a	close	connection	with	and	whom	you	tell	personal	things	to”.	
2	Two	participants	did	not	indicate	their	age.	
3	All	students	and	their	parents	provided	their	consent;	response	rate:	100	%. 
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hurtful	 situations	 on	 SNS	 on	 credibility	 and	 on	 five	 dimensions	 of	 severity4,	measured	 on	

seven-point	 Likert	 scales.	 With	 regard	 to	 the	 severity	 items,	 a	 mean	 severity	 scale	 was	

created	for	each	situation	(reliability,	measured	via	internal	consistency,	of	the	scales	for	all	

situations:	α>.75).	A	repeated	measures	ANOVA	showed	a	significant	difference	 in	severity	

perception	 of	 the	 different	 situations	 (F(8,80)=17.60,	 p<.001,	 ŋ²=.64)5.	 By	 examining	

subsequent	univariate	tests	we	were	able	to	select	two	situations	with	a	large	and	significant	

mean	difference	in	severity	(MD=	1.26,	SE=0.15,	p<.001):	one	in	which	the	perpetrator	put	a	

privacy-invading	 photo	 of	 the	 victim	 on	 Facebook	with	 a	 deriding	 comment	 (more	 severe	

situation:	 N=88,	 M=6.13,	 SD=1.04),	 and	 one	 in	 which	 the	 perpetrator	 put	 an	 offensive	

comment	 or	 insult	 on	 the	 victim’s	 Facebook	 wall	 (less	 severe	 situation:	 N=88,	M=4.87,	

SD=1.42).	These	two	situations	both	scored	fairly	on	credibility	(respectively:	N=96,	M=4.80,	

SD=2.02;	N=96,	M=4.03,	 SD=1.83).	 Figures	 A.1	 and	 A.2	 in	 appendix	 show	 how	 these	 two	

situations	 were	 operationalized	 in	 this	 study.	 The	 results	 of	 the	 pre-test	 correspond	with	

those	 of	 existing	 research	 on	 cyberbullying	which	 found	 that	 youngsters	 consider	 bullying	

through	 photos	 and	 videos	 worse	 than	 bullying	 through	 offensive	 comments	 (Menesini,	

Nocentini,	&	Calussi,	2011).		

4.2. Research	instrument	

The	 research	 instrument	 consisted	of	a	 scenario	on	a	harassing	 incident	on	Facebook	 that	

was	 put	 into	 a	 paper-and-pencil	 questionnaire.	 Participants	 were	 instructed	 to	 read	 the	

scenario	 carefully	 and	 imagine	 that	 they	 encountered	 the	 incident	 on	 Facebook	 as	

bystanders.	After	 the	 scenario,	 questions	were	presented	on	 the	participants’	 behavioural	

intentions	to	help	the	victim	and	reinforce	the	bully.	The	questions	had	been	pre-tested	in	

two	preparatory	vocational/technical	classes,	after	which	they	had	been	adapted	to	ensure	

comprehensibility.		

In	accordance	with	our	goal	to	measure	a	 large	range	of	possible	bystander	responses,	we	

aimed	to	assess	five	behavioural	 intentions	to	help	the	victim	(“telling	the	victim	you	think	

the	bullying	 is	 not	OK”,	 “comforting	 the	 victim”,	 “giving	 the	 victim	advice”,	 “reporting	 the	
																																																													
4	Higher	scores	indicating	higher	severity:	severe	–		not	severe	(reversed),	amusing	–		not	amusing,	hurtful	–	not	
hurtful	(reversed),	not	a	problem	at	all	–	a	big	problem,	funny	–	not	funny	
5	Statistical	analyses	were	performed	using	IBM	SPSS	Statistics,	version	20.	Significance	was	tested	using	a	95	%	
confidence	interval. 
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cyberbullying	 incident	 to	 someone	 who	 can	 help”	 and	 “defending	 the	 victim”)	 and	 three	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	 reinforce	 the	 bully	 (“sharing	 it	 with	 others	 to	 make	 fun	 of	 the	

victim/the	situation”,	“telling	the	bully	you	think	it	is	funny”	and	“doing	something	similar”).	

Each	 behavioural	 intention	 was	 divided	 into	 more	 specific	 behavioural	 intentions	 that	

happen	via	CT	(e.g.	posting	on	Facebook,	sending	a	text)	or	at	school,	and	behaviours	that	

happen	in	private	(e.g.	only	towards	the	victim/the	bully)	or	in	public	(e.g.	in	front	of	a	larger	

audience).	The	behavioural	intentions	of	these	specific	behaviours	were	measured	on	seven-

point	Likert	scales,	ranging	from	“I	would	definitely	not	do	this”	(1)	to	“I	would	definitely	do	

this”	 (7).	 Reliability	 analyses	on	 the	experimental	 data,	measured	 via	 internal	 consistency,	

showed	that	the	eight	groups	of	specific	behavioural	intentions	all	formed	reliable	scales	(all	

α	>0.72,	see	tables	B.1	and	B.2	in	appendix).	Consequently,	their	means	were	calculated	in	

order	 to	 create	 five	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 and	 three	 behavioural	

intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully.	The	latter	behavioural	intentions	were	used	in	the	analyses	

of	this	study.	

As	we	aimed	to	account	for	participants’	background	differences,	we	included	questions	on	

socio-demographic	 variables	 (gender,	educational	 level),	participants’	 internet	use	 (in	days	

per	 week	 and	 in	 hours	 on	 a	 school	 or	 week-end	 day),	 SNS	 profile	 ownership	 (profile	

ownership	 and	 most	 used	 profile),	 SNS	 use	 (in	 hours	 on	 a	 school	 or	 week-end	 day)	 and	

number	 of	 contacts	 on	 the	 most	 used	 SNS.	 We	 also	 asked	 personal	 questions	 on	

involvement	in	cyberbullying	on	SNS	as	a	victim,	perpetrator	or	bystander	within	the	last	six	

months.	 By	 comparing	 the	 participants	 in	 the	 different	 conditions	 on	 these	 background	

variables,	we	would	be	able	to	ensure	that	there	were	no	systematic	background	differences	

between	participants	in	the	different	conditions.	

4.3. Participants	

A	 total	of	453	Flemish	 students	 from	 the	 second	year	of	 secondary	education,	 thirteen	 to	

fourteen	 years	 old,	 participated	 in	 this	 study.	 We	 chose	 second	 year	 students	 because	

research	(Tokunaga,	2010;	Williams	&	Guerra,	2007)	has	shown	that	cyberbullying	peaks	in	

this	age	group.	We	recruited	participants	in	six	secondary	schools	in	the	surroundings	of	two	

Flemish	cities:	five	schools	 in	the	surroundings	of	Turnhout	and	one	in	the	surroundings	of	

Mechelen.	 All	 of	 these	 schools	 indicated	 that	 they	 have	 a	 policy	 on	 how	 to	 handle	
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(cyber)bullying	 and	 three	 out	 of	 six	 already	 informed	 their	 second	 year	 students	 on	

(cyber)bullying	this	school	year.	Eighty-eight	per	cent	of	 the	second	year	students	 in	 these	

schools	 received	 parental	 consent	 and	 consented	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 study	 themselves.	

Participants	had	an	average	age	of	thirteen	years	(N=450,	M=13.29,	SD=0.58),	55	%	of	them	

being	boys.	All	 three	educational	 levels	were	 included:	69	%	of	participants	 indicated	 that	

they	were	 in	 general	 secondary	 education,	 while	 26	%	were	 in	 preparatory	 vocational	 or	

technical	education.6	

4.4. Research	procedures	

The	participants	were	randomly	allocated	to	one	of	the	eight	experimental	conditions	(56	or	

57	 participants	 per	 condition).	 During	 the	 experiment,	 participants	 of	 each	 school	 were	

gathered	 in	 one	 room	 to	 ensure	 comparable	 circumstances.	 If	 there	 were	 too	 many	

participants	to	fit	in	one	room,	they	were	split	into	two	consecutive	groups.	Before	handing	

out	the	questionnaires,	the	researchers	gave	the	participants	some	information	on	the	topic	

of	the	study7	and	instructions	on	how	to	fill	in	the	questions,	while	ensuring	anonymity.	The	

participants	had	approximately	50	minutes	 to	 complete	 all	 questions.	On	a	 form	 that	was	

collected	separately	from	the	questionnaires,	participants	could	indicate	their	willingness	to	

participate	 in	 a	 raffle	 to	 win	 a	 cinema	 ticket	 (as	 an	 incentive	 to	 increase	 motivation).	

Afterwards,	 participants	 were	 debriefed	 and	 they	 received	 a	 form	 with	 information	 on	

whom	to	contact	when	encountering	cyberbullying.		

4.5. Analysis	

Before	 conducting	 any	 analyses,	 we	 first	 calculated	 the	 dependent	 variables’	 z-scores	 for	

skewness	 and	 kurtosis8	 (see	 table	 1)	 and	 we	 visually	 examined	 the	 distribution	 of	 the	

dependent	variables,	in	order	to	check	their	normality	(Tabachnick	&	Fidell,	2007)9.	We	saw	

that	while	 the	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 (“telling	 the	 victim	 you	 think	 the	

bullying	 is	 not	 OK”,	 “comforting	 the	 victim”,	 “giving	 the	 victim	 advice”,	 “reporting	 the	
																																																													
6 Educational level: 6 % non-response. 
7 Cover story: questionnaire on social interactions between youngsters on SNS. 
8 Coefficient divided by standard error (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) 
9 We did not base our assessment of normality on the Shapiro-Wilk Test, since it is found to be limited to a 
sample size of N=50 (Rahman & Govindarajulu, 1997; Royston, 1982). Instead, we followed the suggestions of 
Tabachnick & Fidell (2007), by looking at z-scores for skewness and kurtosis and examining the visual 
appearance of the distributions. 
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cyberbullying	 incident	 to	 someone	 who	 can	 help”	 and	 “defending	 the	 victim”)	 could	 be	

considered	 as	 normally	 distributed,	 the	 distributions	 of	 the	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	

reinforce	the	bully	(“sharing	it	with	others	to	make	fun	of	the	victim/the	situation”,	“telling	

the	bully	you	think	it	is	funny”	and	“doing	something	similar”)	appeared	to	be	non-normally	

distributed.		

Table	1.	Summary	analysis	of	the	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim/reinforce	the	bully	

Note.	Mdn=Median;	Zskewness,	Zkurtosis	=	z-scores	for	skewness	and	kurtosis	

Since	 the	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 could	 be	 considered	 as	 normally	

distributed,	 we	were	 able	 to	 perform	 parametric	 tests.	We	 first	 composed	 a	multivariate	

ANOVA10	with	 gender,	 the	 contextual	 factors	 (incident	 severity,	 other	 bystanders’	 identity	

and	other	bystanders’	behaviour)	and	all	possible	interaction	effects	between	the	contextual	

factors	 as	 independent	 variables,	 and	 with	 these	 five	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	

victim	 as	 dependent	 variables.	 Afterwards,	 separate	 ANOVA	 analyses	 were	 performed	 to	

further	examine	significant	results.		

																																																													
10	The	multivariate	ANOVA	was	aimed	to	control	for	the	significant	correlations	between	the	behavioural	
intentions	to	help	the	victim.		

Behavioural	intentions	
(dependent	variables)	

			N	 			M	 Mdn	 		SD	 Zskewness	 Zkurtosis	

“Telling	the	bully	you	
think	it	is	not	OK”	

446	 4.75	 5.00	 1.54	 -5.08	 -1.03	

“Comforting	the	
victim”	

449	 4.68	 5.00	 1.67	 -4.72	 -2.54	

“Giving	the	victim	
advice”	

445	 4.78	 5.00	 1.57	 -5.11	 -0.98	

“Reporting	the	
incident”	

449	 3.98	 4.00	 1.67	 -0.57	 -3.71	

“Defending	the	victim”	 448	 4.64	 4.75	 1.67	 -2.96	 -3.14	

“Spreading	the	
incident”	

452	 1.71	 1.00	 1.10	 18.56	 22.28	

“Telling	the	bully	you	
think	it	is	funny”	

451	 2.03	 1.75	 1.15	 9.49	 1.62	

“Doing	something	
similar”	

447	 1.83	 1.00	 1.43	 17.57	 15.94	
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As	 the	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 reinforce	 the	 bully	 appeared	 to	 be	 non-normally	

distributed,	we	accounted	for	this	problem	by	using	dichotomisation.	For	each	behavioural	

intention,	participants	who	scored	1,	were	recoded	into	0.	This	group	of	participants	had	no	

intention	 to	 perform	 this	 reinforcing	 behaviour	 (from	 34.4	 %	 to	 63.1	 %	 of	 respondents).	

Participants	who	had	a	score	ranging	from	1.01	to	7	were	recoded	into	1	and	thus	formed	

the	group	of	participants	who	displayed	some	intention	to	reinforce	the	bully	(from	36.9	%	

to	65.6	%	of	respondents).	These	dichotomised	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully	

were	 then	 included	 as	 dependent	 variables	 in	 separate	 logistic	 regression	models.	 Again,	

gender,	 the	 contextual	 factors	 (incident	 severity,	 other	 bystanders’	 identity	 and	 other	

bystanders’	 behaviour)	 and	 all	 possible	 interaction	 effects	 between	 the	 contextual	 factors	

were	included	in	the	models.	

In	 this	 study,	 statistical	 analyses	 were	 performed	 using	 IBM	 SPSS	 Statistics,	 version	 20.	
Significance	was	tested	using	a	95	%	confidence	interval.	

5. Results	

5.1. Equality	of	treatment	groups	

In	order	to	ensure	that	the	groups	of	participants	assigned	to	the	different	conditions	were	

comparable,	 Pearson	 Chi-square	 tests	 were	 performed	 for	 each	 background	 variable	

separately	 (see	 section	 4.2.	 for	 an	 overview	 of	 the	 background	 variables).	 These	 tests	

showed	 no	 significant	 background	 differences	 between	 the	 treatment	 groups	 (1.02	 ≤	 χ²≤	

52.84,	all	p>.05).	

5.2. Manipulation	check:	perceived	severity	

In	 the	questionnaire	perceived	severity	was	measured	using	 the	same	 items	as	 in	 the	pre-

test	(see	section	4.1).	Reliability	analysis	measured	via	internal	consistency	showed	that	the	

five	 items	 formed	 a	 reliable	 scale	 (α	 =	 0.85)	 and	 therefore	 their	mean	was	 calculated.	An	

Independent	Samples	T-test	was	then	used	to	assess	mean	differences	in	perceived	severity	

between	participants	who	saw	the	situation	with	the	photo	 (supposed	to	be	more	severe)	

and	 participants	 who	were	 exposed	 to	 the	 situation	 with	 the	 insult	 (supposed	 to	 be	 less	

severe).	Results	of	this	test	revealed	that	the	manipulation	of	severity	was	successful:	there	
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was	a	significant	positive	mean	difference	(t(439)=5.47,	p<.001,	95%	CI	[0.38,	0.81],	d=0.60)	

between	 the	 perceived	 severity	 of	 the	 photo	 (n=219,	 M=5.94,	 SD=1.12)	 and	 the	 insult	

(n=222,	M=5.35,	SD=1.17).	

5.3. Analysis	of	the	behavioural	intentions	

The	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 were	 first	 analysed	 through	 a	 multivariate	

ANOVA	with	gender,	the	contextual	factors	(incident	severity,	other	bystanders’	identity	and	

other	bystanders’	behaviour)	and	all	possible	 interaction	effects	between	these	contextual	

factors	as	independent	variables,	and	with	the	five	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	

(“telling	 the	 victim	 you	 think	 the	 bullying	 is	 not	OK”,	 “comforting	 the	 victim”,	 “giving	 the	

victim	 advice”,	 “reporting	 the	 cyberbullying	 incident	 to	 someone	 who	 can	 help”	 and	

“defending	 the	 victim”)	 as	 dependent	 variables.	 This	model	 showed	 that	 gender,	 incident	

severity	and	the	interaction	between	incident	severity	and	the	identity	of	other	bystanders	

were	significantly	related	to	the	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	(see	table	2).	

Table	2.	Results	of	multivariate	ANOVA	of	independent	variables	on	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	
(dependent	variables)	

Independent	variables	 		Λ	 		F	 		ŋ²	
Incident	severity	 0.91	 8.75***	 .10	

Other	bystanders’	identity	 0.99	 0.70	 .01	
Other	bystanders’	behaviour	 0.99	 0.66	 .01	

Other	bystanders’	identity	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	 0.99	 0.98	 .01	

Incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	identity	 0.96	 3.66**	 .04	
Incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	 0.99	 0.87	 .01	

Incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	identity	x	other	
bystanders’	behaviour	

0.98	 1.70	 .02	

Gender	 0.85	 6.80***	 .08	
Note.	Λ=	Wilks'	Lambda;	*p<.05,	**p<.01,	***p<.001	

In	order	to	further	 inspect	the	significant	effects	produced	by	the	multivariate	ANOVA,	the	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 were	 subsequently	 analysed	 through	 ANOVA	

analyses	 for	 each	 behavioural	 intention	 separately.	 As	 independent	 variables,	 gender,	 the	

main	contextual	factors	(incident	severity,	other	bystanders’	 identity	and	other	bystanders’	

behaviour)	and	all	possible	interactions	between	the	contextual	factors	were	included.		The	

models	turned	out	significant	for	four	out	of	five	behavioural	 intentions	to	help	the	victim:	

“comforting	 the	 victim”	 (F(8,439)=6.97,	 p<.001,	 ŋ²=.11),	 “giving	 the	 victim	 advice”	
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(F(8,435)=3.62,	p<.001,	ŋ²=.06),	“reporting	the	incident”	(F(8,439)=6.55,	p<.001,	ŋ²=.11)	and	

“defending	the	victim”	(F(8,438)=2.55,	p=.010,	ŋ²=.04).	The	variance	(R²ₐ)	explained	by	these	

models	 ranged	 from	 2.7	 %	 for	 “defending	 the	 victim”	 and	 4.5	 %	 for	 “giving	 the	 victim	

advice”,	 to	9.0	%	 for	 “reporting	 the	 incident”	and	9.6	%	 for	 “comforting	 the	victim”.	With	

regard	 to	 “telling	 the	 bully	 you	 think	 it	 is	 not	 OK”	 the	 model	 was	 marginally	 significant	

(F(8,436)=1.96,	p=.050,	ŋ²=.04).	Table	3	represents	the	effects	of	the	independent	variables	

for	each	behavioural	intention	to	help	the	victim.	

Table	3.	Results	for	ANOVA	analyses	of	independent	variables	on	the	behavioural	intentions	to		
help	the	victim		

Independent	
variables		

Behavioural	intentions	(dependent	variables)	

“Telling	the	
bully	you	

think	it	is	not	
OK”	

“Comforting	the	
victim”	

“Giving	the	victim	
advice”	

“Reporting	the	
incident”	

“Defending	
the	victim”	

		F	 ŋ²	 		F	 ŋ²	 			F	 ŋ²	 			F	 ŋ²	 			F	 ŋ²	
Incident	
severity	

6.01*	 .01	 7.70**	 .02	 3.66	 .01	 45.26***	 .09	 9.14**	 .02	

Other	
bystanders’	
identity	

0.72	 .00	 0.01	 .00	 0.08	 .00	 0.45	 .00	 1.18	 .00	

Other	
bystanders’	
behaviour	

0.05	 .00	 0.66	 .00	 0.02	 .00	 0.34	 .00	 0.88	 .00	

Other	
bystanders’	

identity	x	other	
bystanders’	
behaviour	

1.75	 .00	 0.16	 .00	 0.98	 .00	 0.00	 .00	 0.62	
	

.00	

Incident	
severity	x	other	
bystanders’	
identity	

2.06	 .01	 7.83**	 .02	 9.76**	 .02	 0.85	 .00	 1.00	 .00	

Incident	
severity	x	other	
bystanders’	
behaviour	

1.13	 .00	 0.05	 .00	 0.20	 .00	 1.01	 .00	 0.52	 .00	

Incident	
severity	x	other	
bystanders’	

identity	x	other	
bystanders’	
behaviour	

2.16	 .01	 0.79	 .00	 0.12	 .00	 0.19	 .00	
	

2.34	 .01	

Gender	 1.82	 .00	 38.96***	 .08	 13.24***	 .03	 4.34*	 .01	 5.17*	 .01	

Note.	*p<.05,	**p<.01,	***p<.001	
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In	order	 to	analyse	 the	dichotomised	behavioural	 intentions	 to	 reinforce	 the	bully,	 logistic	

regression	 analyses	 were	 performed	 for	 each	 dichotomised	 behavioural	 intention	

separately.	 Gender,	 the	 contextual	 factors	 and	 all	 possible	 interactions	 between	 the	

contextual	factors	were	included	in	the	models	as	independent	variables.	The	test	of	the	full	

model	 against	 a	 constant	model	was	 statistically	 significant	 for	 “doing	 something	 similar”	

(χ²(8)=16.29,	 p=.038)	 and	 “telling	 the	 bully	 you	 think	 it	 is	 funny”	 (χ²(8)=16.28,	 p=.039),	

indicating	 that	 for	 these	behavioural	 intentions	 the	model	with	 the	 independent	 variables	

entered	 was	 significantly	 better	 than	 a	 constant	 model.	 The	 logistic	 regression	 model	 of	

“spreading	the	incident”	did	not	appear	to	be	significantly	better	than	the	model	with	only	a	

constant	 (χ²(8)=9.44,	 p=.306).	 Nagelkerke’s	 R²	 indicated	 a	 weak	 relationship	 between	

prediction	and	grouping	for	all	reinforcing	behavioural	intentions	(.03	≤	R²	≤.05).	The	overall	

prediction	success	by	the	models	was	between	56.1	%	and	66.0	%.	In	table	4,	the	effects	of	

the	independent	variables	on	the	dichotomised	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully	

are	represented.	

Table	4.	Results	for	logistic	regression	analyses	of	independent	variables	on	dichotomised	behavioural	
intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully		

Independent	variables	

Behavioural	intentions	(dependent	variables)	

“Spreading	the	incident”	 “Telling	the	bully	you	
think	it	is	funny”	

“Doing	something	
similar”	

Wald’s	
χ²	

OR	
(95	%	CI)	

Wald’s	
χ²	

OR	
(95	%	CI)	

Wald’s	
χ²	

OR	
(95	%	CI)	

Incident	severity	 0.32	 0.81	
[0.38,1.70]	

0.10	 0.88	
[0.40,1.95]	

0.39	 1.29	
[0.58,2.83]	

Other	bystanders’	identity	 2.24	 1.76	
[0.84,3.71]	

0.94	 1.51	
[0.66,3.49]	

6.68*	 2.77	
[1.28,5.98]	

Other	bystanders’	
behaviour	

0.89	 1.43	
[0.68,3.02]	

0.01	 0.96	
[0.43,2.15]	

0.44	 1.31	
[0.59,2.93]	

Other	bystanders’	identity	
x	other	bystanders’	

behaviour	

1.95	 0.47	
[0.17,1.36]	

3.67	 0.33	
[0.10,1.03]	

4.06*	 0.32	
[0.11,0.97]	

Incident	severity	x	other	
bystanders’	identity	

0.62	 0.66	
[0.23,1.88]	

0.01	 0.95	
[0.30,3.05]	

0.79	 0.61	
[0.21,1.81]	

Incident	severity	x	other	
bystanders’	behaviour	

1.05	 0.57	
[0.20,1.66]	

0.29	 0.74	
[0.24,2.25]	

0.82	 0.59	
[0.19,1.83]	

Incident	severity	x	other	
bystanders’	identity	x	other	

bystanders’	behaviour	

1.64	 2.66	
[0.60,11.90]	

1.02	 2.27	
[0.46,11.22]	

0.30	 1.55	
[0.32,7.49]	

Gender	 0.00	 1.01	
[0.69,1.47]	

4.04*	 0.66	
[0.45,0.99]	

0.87	 0.83	
[0.56,1.23]	

Note.	OR	=	odds	ratio;	CI=confidence	interval;	*p<.05,	**p<.01,	***p<.001	
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5.3.1. Influence	of	incident	severity	

We	 hypothesised	 (H1)	 that	 incident	 severity	 would	 have	 an	 enhancing	 effect	 on	 the	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 and	 an	 inhibiting	 effect	 on	 the	 behavioural	

intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully.		

Regarding	 the	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim,	 the	multivariate	 ANOVA	 analysis	

(see	 table	 2)	 demonstrated	 a	 significant	 effect	 of	 incident	 severity.	 The	 separate	 ANOVA	

analyses	(see	table	3)	revealed	that	there	was	a	significant	difference	with	regard	to	incident	

severity	for	four	out	of	five	behavioural	intentions:	“telling	the	victim	you	think	it	is	not	OK”,	

“comforting	the	victim”,	“reporting	the	cyberbullying	 incident”	and	“defending	the	victim”.	

Compliant	with	hypothesis	H1,	participants	appeared	to	have	higher	behavioural	intentions	

to	help	 the	 victim	when	 they	were	exposed	 to	 the	more	 severe	 incident,	 than	when	 they	

were	exposed	to	the	less	severe	incident	(see	table	5).	

Table	5.	Specific	results	for	incident	severity	in	ANOVA	analyses	of	independent	variables	on	the	behavioural	
intentions	to	help	the	victim		

Behavioural	intentions	(dependent	variables)	

Incident	severity	(independent	variable)	

ANOVA	test	 Level	of	incident	severity	
Low	severity	 High	severity	

		F	 ŋ²	 		n	 						M		
				(SD)	

n	 						M		
				(SD)	

“Telling	the	bully	you	think	it	is	not	OK”	 6.01*	 .01	 221	 4.56	(1.47)	 224	 4.92	(1.59)	

“Comforting	the	victim”	 7.70**	 .02	 225	 4.47	(1.65)	 223	 4.88	(1.67)	

“Giving	the	victim	advice”	 3.66	 .01	 222	 4.64	(1.56)	 222	 4.92	(1.57)	

“Reporting	the	cyberbullying	incident”	 45.26***	 .09	 225	 3.48	(1.54)	 223	 4.50	(1.64)	

“Defending	the	victim”	 9.14**	 .02	 223	 4.40	(1.63)	 224	 4.87	(1.69)	

Note.	*p<.05,	**p<.01,	***p<.001	

In	addition,	 the	multivariate	ANOVA	analysis	 showed	an	unexpected	significant	 interaction	

effect	between	incident	severity	and	other	bystanders’	identity	on	behavioural	intentions	to	

help	 the	 victim	 (see	 table	 2),	 while	 the	 separate	 ANOVA	 analyses	 demonstrated	 this	

interaction	effect	for	“comforting	the	victim”	and	“giving	the	victim	advice”	(see	table	3).	In	

order	 to	 further	 examine	 this	 significant	 interaction	 effect,	we	 first	 excluded	 respondents	

with	missing	values	on	either	“comforting	the	victim”	or	“giving	the	victim	advice”	(n=12),	in	

order	to	be	able	to	compare	equal	groups.	Then,	 the	data	were	split	according	to	 incident	

severity	and	Independent	Samples	T-tests	were	performed	with	other	bystanders’	identity	as	
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grouping	 variable	 and	 the	 two	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 as	 dependent	

variables.	The	significant	 interaction	effect	seemed	to	follow	the	same	pattern	for	the	two	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim:	 in	 the	 low	 severity	 case,	 participants	 had	

significantly	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	comfort	the	victim	(t(220)=2.34,	p=.020,	95%	CI	

[0.08,0.94],	 d=0.51)	 and	 give	 the	 victim	 advice	 (t(220)=2.03,	 p=.043,	 95%	 CI	 [0.01,0.83],	

d=0.42)	 when	 other	 bystanders	 were	 acquaintances	 (“comforting	 the	 victim”:	 n=112,	

M=4.72,	 SD=1.59;	 “giving	 the	 victim	 advice”:	 n=112,	M=4.85,	 SD=1.54)	 than	 when	 other	

bystanders	were	good	friends	(“comforting	the	victim”:	n=110,	M=4.21,	SD=1.65;	“giving	the	

victim	 advice”:	 n=110,	M=4.43,	 SD=1.55).	 In	 the	 high	 severity	 case,	 however,	 a	 reverse	

relationship	 became	 visible:	 participants	 had	 significantly	 higher	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	

comfort	 the	victim	(t(217)=-2.42,	p=.016,	95%	CI	 [-0.96,-0.10],	d=-0.53)	and	give	the	victim	

advice	 (t(217)=-2.63,	 p=.009,	 95%	 CI	 [-0.96,-0.14],	 d=-0.55)	 when	 other	 bystanders	 were	

good	friends	(“comforting	the	victim”:	n=110,	M=5.16,	SD=1.51;	“giving	the	victim	advice”:	

n=110,	 M=5.19,	 SD=1.45)	 than	 when	 other	 bystanders	 were	 mere	 acquaintances	

(“comforting	 the	 victim”:	 n=109,	 M=4.63,	 SD=1.72;	 “giving	 the	 victim	 advice”:	 n=109,	

M=4.64,	SD=1.65).	Figures	1	and	2	serve	to	clarify	the	interaction	effect	in	a	visual	way.	

Figure	1.	Significant	interaction	effect	of	incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	identity	(independent	variables)	
on		“comforting	the	victim”	(dependent	variable)	
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Figure	2.	Significant	interaction	effect	of	incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	identity	(independent	variables)	
on	“giving		the	victim	advice”	(dependent	variable)	

	

The	logistic	regression	analyses	on	the	dichotomised	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	the	

bully	 showed	 that	 incident	 severity	 did	 not	 have	 a	 significant	 effect	 on	 either	 of	 these	
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five	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim,	as	revealed	in	in	the	separate	ANOVA	analyses	

(see	table	3).	

With	 regard	 to	 the	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 reinforce	 the	 bully,	 the	 model	 for	 “doing	

something	 similar”	 showed	 an	 unexpected	 significant	 main	 effect	 of	 other	 bystanders’	

identity	 (see	table	4).	The	odds	ratio	(OR=2.77)	revealed	that	when	other	bystanders	were	

said	 to	be	good	 friends,	bystanders’	behavioural	 intentions	 to	 reinforce	 the	bully	by	doing	

something	 similar	 were	 almost	 three	 times	 as	 high	 compared	 to	 when	 other	 bystanders	

were	acquaintances.	The	hypothesised	interaction	effect	between	other	bystanders’	identity	

and	 other	 bystanders’	 behaviour	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 significant	 only	 for	 “doing	 something	

similar”	(see	table	4).	In	order	to	further	examine	the	significant	interaction	effect,	the	data	

were	 split	 according	 to	 other	 bystanders’	 behaviour,	 followed	 by	 non-parametric	

Independent	 Samples	 Mann-Whitney	 tests	 with	 other	 bystanders’	 identity	 as	 grouping	

variable	and	with	“doing	something	similar”	(undichotomised)	as	dependent	variable.	With	

regard	 to	 the	 case	 in	 which	 other	 bystanders	 reinforce	 the	 bully,	 the	 tests	 showed	 a	

significant	 difference	 between	 other	 bystanders’	 identity	 in	 “doing	 something	 similar”	

(U=5209.50,	Z=-2.68,	p<.001,	r=-0.18).	When	we	examined	the	means	and	medians,	we	saw	

that	in	cases	when	other	bystanders	reinforce	the	bully,	participants	had	significantly	higher	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	 reinforce	 the	 bully	 by	 doing	 something	 similar	 when	 these	

bystanders	were	good	 friends	 (n=113,	M=2.08,	Mdn=2,	SD=1.46)	compared	 to	when	 these	

other	bystanders	were	mere	acquaintances	(n=113,	M=1.68,	Mdn=1,	SD=1.24).	In	the	case	in	

which	 other	 bystanders	 defended	 the	 victim,	 a	 significant	 difference	 between	 bystanders’	

identity	 in	 “doing	 something	 similar”	 (U=5859.50,	 Z=-0.62,	 p<.001,	 r=-0.04)	 was	 found	 as	

well.	This	difference	was	in	the	expected	direction:	in	cases	when	other	bystanders	defended	

the	 victim,	 participants	 had	 lower	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 reinforce	 the	 bully	 by	 doing	

something	similar	when	these	other	bystanders	were	good	friends	(n=113,	M=1.69,	Mdn=1,	

SD=1.34)	 than	 when	 these	 were	 acquaintances	 (n=108,	M=1.88,	Mdn=1,	 SD=1.63).	 	 The	

significant	 interaction	effects	 are	 visually	displayed	 in	 figure	3.	Based	on	 these	 results,	we	

can	 accept	 Hypothesis	 H3a	 and	 H3B	 with	 regard	 to	 one	 of	 the	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	

reinforce	the	bully	(“doing	something	similar”).		
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Figure	3.	Significant	interaction	effect	of	other	bystanders’	identity	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	(independent	
variables)	on	“doing	something	similar”	(dependent	variable)	
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Table	6.	Results	of	Independent	Samples	T-Tests	with	gender	as	grouping	variable	and	four	behavioural	
intentions	to	help	the	victim	as	dependent	variables	

Behavioural	intentions	
(dependent	variables)	

T-Test	statistics	
Gender	(grouping	variable)	
Girls	 Boys	

					t	
			(df)	

			95	%	CI	 			d	 		n	 		M		
(SD)	

		n	 		M		
(SD)	

“Comforting	the	victim”	 -6.22***	
(443.52)	

[-1.23,	-0.64]	 -0.94	 201	 5.19	
(1.49)	

247	 4.26	
(1.70)	

“Giving	the	victim	
advice”	

-3.74***	
(442)	

[-0.84,-0.26]	 -0.55	 200	 5.09	
(1.44)	

244	 4.53	
(1.63)	

“Reporting	the	
cyberbullying	incident”	

-1.93	(446)	 [-0.62,0.01]	 -0.31	 202	 4.16	
(1.60)	

246	 3.85	
(1.72)	

“Defending	the	victim”	 -2.16*	(445)	 [-0.65,-0.03]	 -0.34	 199	 4.82	
(1.66)	

248	 4.48	
(1.67)	

Note.	CI=confidence	interval;	*p<.05,	**p<.01,	***p<.001	

Concerning	the	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully,	the	logistic	regression	analyses	

revealed	 that	 gender	 significantly	 influenced	 “telling	 the	 bully	 you	 think	 it	 is	 funny”	 (see	

table	4).	A	 subsequent	 Independent	Samples	Mann-Whitney	Test	with	gender	as	grouping	

variable	and	“telling	the	bully	you	think	it	is	funny”	(undichotomised)	as	dependent	variable	

showed	that	boys	(n=247,	M=2.18,	Mdn=1.75,	SD=1.24)	displayed	significantly	(U=21293.50,	

Z=-2.81,	p=.005,	r=-0.13)	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	tell	the	bully	they	think	it	is	funny	

than	girls	(n=203,	M=1.84,	Mdn=1.50,	SD=1.02).		

6. Conclusion	and	discussion	

In	this	study	we	used	an	experimental	design	to	examine	contextual	influences	of	a	harassing	

incident	 on	 SNS	 on	 bystanders’	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 or	 reinforce	 the	

bully.	 In	total,	three	contextual	 influences	were	examined:	the	severity	of	the	incident,	the	

identity	of	other	bystanders	who	are	present	and	the	behaviour	of	these	other	bystanders.	

In	addition,	gender	was	added	to	the	models	as	a	control	variable.	

6.1. Influence	of	incident	severity	

Participants	 who	 were	 exposed	 to	 the	 more	 severe	 harassing	 incident	 had	 significantly	

higher	behavioural	 intentions	 to	help	 the	victim	(four	out	of	 five	behavioural	 intentions	 to	

help	 the	victim),	 compared	 to	participants	who	were	exposed	 to	 the	 less	 severe	harassing	

incident.	 These	 results	 confirmed	 the	 findings	 of	 focus	 group	 research	 on	 bystanders	 of	

cyberbullying	 (DeSmet	et	al.,	2012),	which	 found	that	bystanders	were	more	 likely	 to	help	
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the	victim	in	a	severe	case.	However,	no	significant	effect	of	incident	severity	was	found	on	

the	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 reinforce	 the	 bully.	 This	 could	 be	 due	 to	 the	 inclusion	 of	

incident	 type	 (photo	 or	 insult)	 as	 a	 manipulation	 of	 incident	 severity,	 instead	 of	 using	

participants’	actual	perceived	severity	scores.	In	order	to	inspect	this	suggestion	further,	we	

added	bystanders’	own	perceived	severity	scores	of	the	incident	as	independent	variable	in	a	

second	step	of	the	logistic	regression	models.	These	extended	models	showed	a	significantly	

increased	model	 fit	 and	 significant	 effects	 of	 bystanders’	 perceived	 severity	 scores	 on	 all	

behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully.	As	bystanders	perceived	the	incident	as	more	

severe,	the	odds	of	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully	decreased,	which	is	in	line	

with	our	expectations.	Furthermore,	the	significant	effect	of	gender	on	“telling	the	bully	you	

think	it	is	funny”	disappeared	when	adding	perceived	severity	scores.	Since	boys	appeared	to	

have	 a	 significantly	 lower	 severity	 perception	 than	 girls,	 this	 leads	 us	 to	 suggest	 that	 the	

effect	of	gender	on	this	behavioural	intention	to	reinforce	the	bully	is	mediated	by	severity	

perception.	

Unexpectedly,	a	significant	interaction	effect	was	found	between	incident	severity	and	other	

bystanders’	identity	on	two	out	of	five	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim:	“comforting	

the	victim”	and	“giving	 the	victim	advice”.	 In	 the	 low	severity	case	participants	had	higher	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	help	 the	victim	when	other	bystanders	were	acquaintances	 than	

when	 other	 bystanders	 were	 good	 friends.	 In	 the	 high	 severity	 case	 there	 was	 a	 reverse	

relationship:	when	other	bystanders	were	good	friends,	participants	had	higher	behavioural	

intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 than	 when	 other	 bystanders	 were	mere	 acquaintances.	We	

believe	 this	 interaction	 effect	 could	 be	 due	 to	 bystanders	 weighing	 benefits	 and	 risks	 of	

helping	 the	 victim	 differently	 according	 to	 the	 contextual	 characteristics	 of	 the	 harassing	

situation	 and	 the	 type	 of	 helping	 behaviour.	 The	 process	 of	 weighing	 risks	 (costs)	 and	

benefits	 (rewards)	 has	 already	 been	 investigated	 by	 Dovidio	 and	 colleagues	 (1991)	 with	

regard	to	bystanders’	helping	behaviour	in	emergency	situations.	Their	arousal:	cost-reward	

model	 of	 helping	 behaviour	 posits	 that	 bystanders	 want	 to	 reduce	 arousal	 elicited	 by	

witnessing	a	victim	 in	distress	by	acting	 in	a	way	that	 incurs	as	 few	net	costs	 (costs	minus	

rewards)	 as	 possible.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 witnessing	 a	 harassing	 incident,	 it	 could	 be	 that	 the	

youngsters	weigh	the	fear	to	appear	foolish	in	front	of	others	or	the	fear	of	negative	social	

evaluation	when	helping	 the	 victim	 (Latané	&	Darley,	 1970	 in	Hudson	&	Bruckman,	 2004;	
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Karakashian,	Walter,	 Christopher,	&	 Lucas,	 2006)	with	 the	prospect	 of	 (social)	 rewards	by	

helping	the	victim,	such	as	feelings	of	personal	efficacy	and	admiration	from	others	(Dovidio	

et	 al.,	 1991).	 As	 explained	 before,	we	 expect	 the	 outcome	 of	 this	weighing,	 the	 resulting	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim,	 to	 be	 different	 according	 to	 the	 contextual	

characteristics	of	 the	harassing	situation.	First,	we	suggest	 that	 incident	severity	may	have	

an	 impact	 on	 the	 perceived	 opportunities	 to	 obtain	 social	 rewards.	 When	 the	 harassing	

incident	is	considered	as	more	severe,	it	could	be	clearer	for	bystanders	whether	helping	the	

victim	is	required	and	appropriate	and	could	thus	lead	to	social	rewards.	Secondly,	based	on	

Teachman	 and	 Allen’s	 (2007)	 finding	 that	 close	 peer	 interactions	 predict	 a	 higher	 fear	 of	

negative	evaluation,	 it	might	be	 that	 the	 fear	of	negative	 social	 evaluation	 is	higher	when	

other	bystanders	are	good	 friends	 than	when	they	are	mere	acquaintances.	Thirdly,	based	

on	the	social	identity	approach	(Tajfel	&	Turner,	1979	Jones	et	al.,	2011),	it	might	follow	that	

bystanders	assign	a	larger	value	to	social	rewards	(admiration,	approval)	from	good	friends	

compared	to	social	rewards	from	acquaintances.	

In	 sum,	we	 expect	 that,	 in	 this	 study,	 the	 (dis)inhibiting	 processes	 described	 above	might	

explain	 the	 interaction	 effect	 between	 incident	 severity	 and	 other	 bystanders’	 identity	 on	

behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim.	On	the	one	hand,	when	the	harassing	incident	was	

considered	 as	 less	 severe,	 bystanders	 could	 perceive	 a	 lower	 opportunity	 to	 gain	 social	

rewards.	 In	 addition,	 the	 presence	 of	 other	 bystanders	 could	 cause	 a	 perceived	 risk	 for	

negative	social	evaluation	when	helping,	a	risk	which	may	be	larger	in	front	of	good	friends	

compared	to	acquaintances.	Consequently,	in	a	less	severe	situation	bystanders	would	have	

lower	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	when	good	friends	were	present	than	when	

mere	 acquaintances	 were	 present.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 when	 the	 harassing	 incident	 was	

considered	 as	 more	 severe,	 bystanders	 would	 perceive	 a	 lower	 risk	 for	 negative	 social	

evaluation	and	a	higher	opportunity	for	achieving	social	rewards,	especially	in	front	of	good	

friends.	Consequently,	in	a	more	severe	situation	bystanders	would	have	higher	behavioural	

intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	when	 good	 friends	 were	 present,	 than	 when	 acquaintances	

were	present.		

Naturally,	additional	research	is	needed	to	confirm	or	reject	these	theoretical	suggestions	on	

the	arousal:	cost-reward	model.	Furthermore,	we	need	to	acknowledge	that	the	interaction	
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effect	 between	 incident	 severity	 and	 other	 bystanders’	 identity	 was	 only	 found	 for	

“comforting	 the	 victim”	 and	 “giving	 the	 victim	 advice.	 This	 finding	 sets	 these	 two	

behavioural	 intentions	to	help	the	victim	apart	from	the	other	three	(“telling	the	bully	you	

think	 it	 is	 not	 OK”,	 “reporting	 the	 incident”	 and	 “defending	 the	 victim”).	 Further	

investigation	is	warranted	in	order	to	examine	why	the	interaction	between	incident	severity	

and	the	identity	of	other	bystanders	has	an	effect	on	certain	behavioural	intentions	to	help	

the	victim	and	not	on	others.	

6.2. Influence	of	other	bystanders	

The	 behaviour	 of	 other	 bystanders	 did	 not	 seem	 to	 significantly	 influence	 any	 of	 the	

behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	or	reinforce	the	bully.	Apparently,	the	behaviour	of	

other	bystanders	on	its	own	does	not	play	such	an	important	role	in	social	influence	or	peer	

pressure	on	bystanders	of	harassment	on	SNS	as	we	expected.		

The	hypothesised	interaction	effect	between	other	bystanders’	identity	and	their	behaviour	

was	not	 significant	 for	any	of	 the	behavioural	 intentions	 to	help	 the	victim,	but	 it	was	 for	

“doing	 something	 similar”.	 The	direction	of	 the	effect	was	 as	 expected.	On	 the	one	hand,	

bystanders	displayed	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully	by	doing	something	

similar	when	good	friends	reinforced	the	bully	than	when	acquaintances	did.	On	the	other	

hand,	bystanders	had	lower	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully	by	doing	something	

similar	when	good	friends	defended	the	victim	than	when	acquaintances	did	so.		

With	 regard	 to	 the	 influence	 of	 other	 bystanders’	 identity,	 the	 analyses	 revealed	 two	

unexpected	 results.	 First,	 as	 explained	 before,	 the	 interaction	 between	 other	 bystanders’	

identity	 and	 incident	 severity	 was	 found	 to	 be	 significant	 for	 two	 out	 of	 five	 behavioural	

intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim.	 These	 results	 showed	 that	 the	 identity	 of	 other	 bystanders	

indeed	plays	an	 important	role	 in	bystanders’	behavioural	 intentions	to	help	the	victim,	as	

suggested	 by	 the	 social	 identity	 approach	 (Tajfel	 &	 Turner,	 1979	 in	 Jones	 et	 al.,	 2011).	

Secondly,	 a	 significant	main	 effect	 of	 other	 bystanders’	 identity	was	 found	 on	 one	 of	 the	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	 reinforce	 the	 bully:	 “doing	 something	 similar”	 (joining	 in	 the	

bullying).	With	regard	to	the	latter	result,	it	appears	that	bystanders	have	higher	behavioural	

intentions	to	do	something	similar	(or	join	in	the	bullying)	when	other	bystanders	are	good	
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friends	than	when	other	bystanders	are	mere	acquaintances.	This	could	be	due	to	a	desire	to	

“show	off”	in	front	of	good	friends,	to	achieve	status	goals	(Salmivalli,	2010)	or	other	social	

rewards	 by	 performing	 this	 very	 visible	 reinforcing	 behaviour.	 This	 result	 also	 seems	 to	

provide	evidence	for	the	role	of	the	identity	of	the	other	bystanders	(Tajfel	&	Turner,	1979	in	

Jones	et	al.,	2011)	and	for	our	suggestion	that	social	rewards	granted	by	bystanders	who	are	

good	 friends	 might	 be	 deemed	 more	 important	 than	 social	 rewards	 provided	 by	

acquaintances.	

It	 should	 be	 noted	 that	 the	 hypothesised	 interaction	 effect	 between	 other	 bystanders’	

identity	and	their	behaviour	was	only	found	for	one	out	of	three	behavioural	 intentions	to	

reinforce	the	bully.	Additional	research	could	better	clarify	why	“doing	something	similar”	is	

influenced	by	other	bystanders’	identity	and	behaviour,	while	“telling	the	bully	you	think	it	is	

funny”	 and	 “sharing	 the	 cyberbullying	 incident”	 are	 not.	 Furthermore,	 we	 did	 not	 expect	

other	bystanders’	 identity	 to	have	a	main	effect	on	(one	of	 the)	behavioural	 intentions	 (to	

reinforce	the	bully),	without	 interacting	with	other	bystanders’	behaviour.	This	finding	also	

warrants	further	investigation.	

6.3. Influence	of	gender	

By	 including	 gender	 in	 our	 models	 as	 a	 control	 variable,	 we	 found	 that	 girls	 had	 higher	

behavioural	intentions	to	comfort	the	victim,	give	the	victim	advice,	report	the	cyberbullying	

incident	and	defend	the	victim,	while	boys	displayed	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	tell	the	

bully	 they	 think	 it	 is	 funny.	 These	 results	 are	 mainly	 in	 line	 with	 the	 research	 of	 Van	

Cleemput,	Vandebosch	and	Pabian	(2014),	who	found	that	girls	were	more	likely	to	help	the	

victim	and	boys	were	more	likely	to	join	in	the	bullying.		

7. Strengths	and	limitations	

In	this	study,	we	aimed	to	contribute	to	existing	research	on	harassing	online	incidents	and	

cyberbullying	by	investigating	a	fairly	new	type	of	CT	(SNS)	and	by	focusing	on	the	behaviour	

of	 a	 group	 that	 remains	 relatively	 understudied	 (bystanders).	 In	 contrast	 to	 most	 other	

studies	on	cyberbullying	bystanders	that	present	correlational	findings,	this	study	employed	

an	 experimental	 design	 with	 a	 large	 number	 of	 participants.	 As	 it	 allows	 making	 causal	

inferences	 about	 behavioural	 determinants,	 we	 believe	 the	 experiment	 is	 a	 promising	
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method	for	studying	bystander	behaviour.	Although	the	use	of	the	experimental	method	is	

not	 unique	 in	 cyberbullying	 research	 on	 bystanders	 (see	 Barlińska	 et	 al.,	 2013;	 Freis	 &	

Gurung,	 2013),	we	 believe	 that	 by	 investigating	 this	 combination	 of	 contextual	 factors	 on	

SNS	 we	 can	 add	 to	 the	 existing	 knowledge	 on	 bystanders	 of	 harassing	 incidents	 or	

cyberbullying.	

This	experimental	study	also	has	some	limitations	that	should	be	recognized.	First,	we	must	

admit	 that	 we	 did	 not	 measure	 whether	 the	 harassing	 situations	 utilized	 are	 actually	

considered	 as	 cyberbullying	 by	 the	 adolescent	 participants.	 Research	 has	 shown	 that	

adolescents	mainly	 look	at	 intentionality	and	power	 imbalance	when	determining	whether	

an	 action	 is	 considered	 as	 cyberbullying.	 This	 means	 they	 need	 information	 on	 the	

perspective	of	the	bully,	whether	the	actions	are	meant	to	hurt,	and	on	the	perspective	of	

the	victim,	with	regard	to	upset	feelings	and	defending	capabilities	(Menesini	et	al.,	2012).	

Due	 to	 the	 lack	 of	 this	 background	 information	 in	 our	 paper-and-pencil	 questionnaires,	 it	

could	 have	 been	 hard	 for	 adolescents	 to	 determine	 whether	 it	 was	 an	 incident	 of	

cyberbullying.	 Nevertheless,	 we	 aimed	 to	 counter	 part	 of	 this	 problem	 by	 selecting	 two	

situations	 (from	the	pre-test)	 that	youngsters	gave	relatively	high	ratings	on	hurtfulness	 in	

the	pre-test	(M=4.38	for	the	photo	and	M=6.19	for	the	insult,	on	seven-point	Likert	scales).	

Secondly,	 the	 stimulus	 materials	 were	 scenarios	 that	 the	 participants	 had	 to	 read	 in	 a	

questionnaire	at	school.	These	circumstances,	however,	are	quite	different	from	the	ones	in	

which	youngsters	typically	encounter	harassing	 incidents	on	SNS.	Usually,	they	are	actually	

using	the	SNS	when	they	encounter	such	 instances,	either	on	their	computer	or	on	mobile	

devices.	In	addition,	the	behavioural	intentions	that	students	indicated	in	the	questionnaire	

could	 differ	 from	 real	 life	 actions,	 due	 to	 social	 desirability	 or	 misinterpretation	 of	 the	

scenario	or	the	questions,	but	also	due	to	a	possible	misfit	between	behavioural	intentions	

and	actual	behaviour.	

Thirdly,	the	analyses	showed	fairly	low	explained	variance	for	the	models	of	the	behavioural	

intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 and	 reinforce	 the	 bully.	 We	 expect	 that	 the	 inclusion	 of	

psychological	 processes,	 such	 as	 empathy	 (Barlińska	 et	 al.,	 2013;	 Gini,	 Albiero,	 Benelli,	 &	

Altoe,	2008),	moral	disengagement	(Hymel,	Rocke-Henderson,	&	Bonnano,	2005;	Obermann,	
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2011)	 and	beliefs	with	 regard	 to	 cyberbullying	 	 (Li	&	 Fung,	 2012)	 could	make	a	 significant	

contribution	to	our	models,	in	addition	to	the	participants’	own	perceived	severity	scores.	

8. Recommendations	and	implications	for	cyberbullying	research	and	interventions	

The	 experimental	 scenario	 design	 used	 in	 this	 study	 could	 be	 applied	 to	 investigate	 the	

influence	of	other	contextual	factors	of	a	harassing	incident	on	SNS,	such	as	the	identity	and	

behaviour	 of	 perpetrators	 and	 victims.	 A	 similar	 scenario	 could	 also	 be	 implemented	 in	

virtual	 reality,	 as	 has	 recently	 been	 done	 by	 Slater	 and	 colleagues	 (2013)	 in	 order	 to	

investigate	 bystander	 responses	 to	 a	 violent	 incident.	 Such	 an	 approach	 would	 allow	 the	

scenario	to	be	described	in	a	more	realistic	way,	while	at	the	same	time	enabling	researchers	

to	monitor	real	computer-mediated	behaviours.		

The	 results	 of	 this	 experimental	 study	 have	 revealed	 an	 influence	 of	 other	 bystanders’	

behaviour	and	their	identity	on	(one	of	the)	behavioural	intentions	to	reinforce	the	bully	and	

an	influence	of	other	bystanders’	identity	on	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim,	which	

can	 be	 related	 to	 social	 influence	 and	 peer	 pressure.	 Accordingly,	 we	 would	 advise	

cyberbullying	 interventions	 to	 teach	 youngsters	 how	 to	 resist	 to	 negative	 peer	 pressure,	

focusing	on	both	social	 influence	caused	by	the	behaviour	of	other	bystanders	and	by	who	

these	other	bystanders	are	(good	friends	or	acquaintances).	For	example,	youngsters	could	

be	taught	how	to	resist	reinforcing	the	bully	when	other	bystanders	are	doing	so,	even	when	

these	 other	 bystanders	 are	 good	 friends.	 In	 addition,	 they	 could	 learn	 how	 to	 help	 the	

victim,	even	when	good	friends	are	watching.	Although	this	study	has	shown	that	bystanders	

are	 willing	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 in	 (severe)	 instances	 of	 cyberbullying,	 until	 now	 limited	

knowledge	is	available	on	which	type	of	helping	behaviour	adequately	stops	the	bullying	or	

buffers	 the	 negative	 effects	 on	 the	 victim.	 Additional	 research	 is	 warranted	 in	 order	 for	

cyberbullying	 interventions	 to	be	able	 to	advise	effective	helping	behaviours.	By	providing	

adolescent	bystanders	with	behavioural	options	that	have	been	proven	to	be	effective	and	

that	 they	 feel	 confident	 with,	 intervention	 developers	 could	 take	 an	 important	 step	 in	

tackling	cyberbullying	on	SNS.	
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Appendix	A	

Figure	A.1.	High	severity	harassing	Facebook	incident:	the	perpetrator	put	a	privacy-invading		
photo	of	the	victim	on	Facebook	with	a	deriding	comment	(“HAHA,	check	out	Joni	sitting	there,		
what	a	failure!”)11	
	

	
	

Figure	A.2.	Low	severity	harassing	Facebook	incident:	the	perpetrator	put	an	offensive	comment		
on	the	victim’s	Facebook	wall	(“You	are	such	a	LOSER!”)	
	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																													
11	The	model	on	the	picture	provided	consent.	
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Appendix	B	

Table	B.1.	Overview	of	the	questioned	behavioural	intentions	of	behaviours	that	are	aimed	to	help		
the	victim	
Telling	the	victim	you	think	the	
bullying	is	not	OK		

α=.80	

Telling	Joni	(=	the	victim)	you	think	it	is	not	OK	in	a	comment	on	Facebook.	In	
this	way	other	people	on	Facebook	can	see	that	I	think	it	is	not	OK.	

Telling	 Joni	 you	 think	 it	 is	 not	OK	 via	 SMS,	 chat	 or	 e-mail.	 In	 this	way	 it	 is	
“private”	(=	only	between	you	and	Joni,	other	people	cannot	see	it).	

Telling	Joni	you	think	it	is	not	OK	at	school,	when	other	people	are	present.	

Telling	Joni	you	think	it	is	not	OK	at	school,	when	we	are	alone,	“in	private”.	

Comforting	the	victim		

α=.87	

Comforting	 Joni	 in	 a	 Facebook	 comment.	 In	 this	 way	 other	 people	 on	
Facebook	can	see	it.	

Comforting	 Joni	 via	 SMS,	 chat	 or	 e-mail.	 In	 this	 way	 it	 is	 “private”	 (=	 only	
between	you	and	Joni,	other	people	cannot	see	it).	

Comforting	Joni	at	school,	when	other	people	are	present.	

Comforting	Joni	at	school,	when	we	are	alone,	“in	private”.	

Giving	the	victim	advice		

α=.83	

Giving	 Joni	advice	on	what	 to	do,	on	Facebook	 (in	a	comment).	 In	 this	way	
other	people	on	Facebook	can	see	it.	

Giving	 Joni	 advice	 on	what	 to	 do	 via	 SMS,	 chat	 or	 e-mail.	 In	 this	way	 it	 is	
“private”	(=	only	between	you	and	Joni,	other	people	cannot	see	it).	

Giving	Joni	advice	on	what	to	do,	at	school,	when	other	people	are	present.	

Giving	Joni	advice	on	what	to	do,	at	school,	when	we	are	alone,	“in	private”.	

Reporting	the	cyberbullying	
incident	

α=.72	

Telling	 someone	 who	 can	 help,	 on	 the	 internet,	 e.g.	 an	 organization	 for	
youngsters	via	e-mail,	chat,	their	website	or	forum…	

Reporting	to	Facebook	to	help	Joni.	In	this	way	Facebook	can	solve	it.	

Telling	a	teacher,	a	student	counsellor,	my	parents…	to	help	Joni.	

Defending	the	victim		

α=.87	

Defending	 Joni	 in	 a	 Facebook	 comment,	 e.g.	 by	 telling	 Sam	 to	 stop.	 In	 this	
way	other	people	on	Facebook	can	see	it.	

Defending	Joni	via	SMS,	chat	or	e-mail,	e.g.	by	telling	Sam	to	stop.	In	this	way	
it	is	“private”	(=	only	between	you	and	Sam,	other	people	cannot	see	it).	

Defending	Joni	at	school,	e.g.	by	telling	Sam	to	stop,	when	other	people	are	
present.	

Defending	Joni	at	school,	e.g.	by	telling	Sam	to	stop,	when	we	are	alone,	“in	
private”.	
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Table	B.2.	Overview	of	the	questioned	behavioural	intentions	of	behaviours	that	reinforce	the	bully	

Sharing	 with	 others	 (to	 make	
fun	of	the	victim/the	situation)	

α=.83	

Sending	it	to	others	or	telling	them	about	it	via	SMS,	chat,	or	e-mail,	to	make	
fun	of	it.	

Showing	others	at	school	or	telling	them	about	it,	to	make	fun	of	it.	

Telling	 the	 bully	 you	 think	 it	 is	
funny		

α=.81	

Telling	Sam	(=	the	bully)	you	think	it	is	funny	via	Facebook,	by	clicking	“I	like”	
or	by	writing	it	in	a	comment.	In	this	way	other	people	can	see	that	you	think	
it	is	funny.	

Telling	 Sam	 you	 think	 it	 is	 funny	 via	 SMS,	 chat	 or	 e-mail.	 In	 this	 way	 it	 is	
“private”	(=	only	between	you	and	Sam,	other	people	cannot	see	it).	

Telling	Sam	you	think	it	is	funny	at	school,	when	other	people	are	present.	

Telling	Sam	you	think	it	is	funny	at	school,	when	we	are	alone,	“in	private”.	

Doing	something	similar			 Saying	 something	 similar	 about	 Joni	 on	 Facebook,	 e.g.	 by	writing	 a	 similar	
comment.	In	this	way	other	people	on	Facebook	can	see	it.	
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CHAPTER	3:	“Can	I	afford	to	help?”	How	affordances	of	

communication	modalities	guide	bystanders’	helping	intentions	

towards	harassment	on	social	network	sites	

Abstract:	

When	bystanders	want	 to	help	victims	of	harassment	on	social	network	sites,	 they	can	be	

guided	 by	 the	 affordances	 of	 different	 communication	 modalities	 in	 order	 to	 make	 a	

communicative	choice.	Elaborating	on	 the	data	of	a	previous	experimental	 study	with	453	

adolescents,	we	compared	bystanders’	behavioural	 intentions	 to	help	 the	victim	according	

to	their	“mediacy”	(via	communication	technologies	(CT)	or	face-to-face),	and	their	“privacy”	

(in	public	or	in	private).	Furthermore,	we	investigated	whether	the	context	of	the	harassing	

incident	 (incident	 severity,	 identity	 and	 behaviour	 of	 other	 bystanders)	 influenced	 the	

“mediacy”	 and	 “privacy”	 of	 bystanders’	 helping	 intentions.	 The	 results	 showed	 that	 in	

general	 bystanders	 had	 higher	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 in	 private	 (vs.	 in	

public)	 and	 via	 CT	 (vs.	 face-to-face).	 While	 incident	 severity	 influenced	 the	 “mediacy”	 of	

bystanders’	helping	intentions,	the	identity	and	behaviour	of	other	bystanders	affected	the	

“privacy”	of	their	helping	intentions.	

Based	on:	

Bastiaensens,	S.,	Vandebosch,	H.,	Poels,	K.,	Van	Cleemput,	K.,	DeSmet,	A.,	&	De	

Bourdeaudhuij,	I.	(2015).	“Can	I	afford	to	help?”	How	affordances	of	communication	

modalities	guide	bystanders’	helping	intentions	towards	harassment	on	social	network	sites.	

Behaviour	&	Information	Technology,	34(4),	425–435.	

http://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2014.983979	
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“Can	I	afford	to	help?”	How	affordances	of	communication	modalities	guide	bystanders’	

helping	intentions	towards	harassment	on	social	network	sites	

1. Introduction:	bystanders	of	cyberbullying	or	harassment	on	social	network	sites	(SNS)	

Social	network	sites	(SNS)	are	extremely	popular	among	today’s	adolescents	(Lenhart	et	al.,	

2007;	 Livingstone	 et	 al.,	 2011).	 Unfortunately,	 when	 utilising	 SNS	 youngsters	 can	 be	

confronted	 with	 or	 engage	 in	 antisocial	 behaviour	 such	 as	 cyberbullying	 or	 online	

harassment	 (Livingstone	 et	 al.,	 2011;	 Ybarra	&	Mitchell,	 2008).	 Research	 on	 cyberbullying	

with	Flemish	youngsters	revealed	that	44	%	of	cyberbullying	victims	said	it	happened	on	SNS,	

making	 it	 the	 most	 popular	 venue	 for	 cyberbullying	 (Heirman	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 Victims	 of	

cyberbullying	 can	 suffer	 from	 several	 negative	 health	 consequences,	 such	 as	 emotional	

distress	(e.g.	Mishna	et	al.,	2012;	Şahin,	2012;	Šléglová	&	Černá,	2011)	and	depression	(e.g.	

Kowalski	 &	 Fedina,	 2011;	 Machmutow	 et	 al.,	 2012;	 Schneider	 et	 al.,	 2012),	 which	 can	

possibly	lead	to	self-harming	behaviour	(Price	&	Dalgleish,	2010;	Schneider	et	al.,	2012)	and	

suicide	attempts	(Schneider	et	al.,	2012).	Therefore,	cyberbullying	constitutes	an	important	

threat	 for	the	mental	and	physical	health	of	 today’s	adolescents	and	warrants	attention	 in	

education,	policy	and	research.		

Research	 on	 traditional	 bullying	 among	 children	 and	 adolescents	 has	 identified	 three	

participant	 roles	 in	 bullying	 instances:	 the	 victim,	 the	 bully	 and	 the	 bystander	 or	 witness	

(O’Connell,	Pepler,	&	Craig,	1999;	Salmivalli,	Huttunen,	&	Lagerspetz,	1997;	Salmivalli	et	al.,	

1996).	 These	 roles	 have	 also	 been	 investigated	 and	 identified	 in	 cases	 of	 cyberbullying	

(Kowalski,	Limber,	&	Agatston,	2008;	Li,	2006;	Mason,	2008).	Bystanders	appear	to	play	an	

important	 role	 in	 (traditional)	 bullying	 (O’Connell,	 Pepler,	 &	 Craig,	 1999;	 Salmivalli	 et	 al.,	

1996),	because	they	can	help	the	victim	in	two	ways.	On	the	one	hand,	by	taking	sides	with	

the	 victim	 or	 by	 defending	 the	 victim,	 bystanders	 can	 threaten	 the	 perpetrator’s	 goal	 of	

achieving	status	and	power	among	peers,	and	as	such	make	bullying	 less	attractive	for	the	

perpetrator	(Hawkins,	Pepler,	&	Craig,	2001;	Pepler,	Craig,	&	O’Connell,	2010).	On	the	other	

hand,	by	providing	the	victim	with	(emotional)	support,	bystanders	can	counter	the	negative	

effects	 caused	 by	 the	 bullying	 victimization	 (Flaspohler	 et	 al.,	 2009;	 Matsunaga,	 2011;	

Salmivalli,	2010).	Therefore,	activating	bystanders	is	an	important	goal	for	interventions	that	

aim	to	tackle	(cyber)bullying.	
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Although	 different	 bystander	 helping	 behaviours	 (e.g.	 defending	 the	 victim,	 reporting	 the	

incident,	comforting	the	victim)	and	their	determinants	have	been	mapped	numerous	times	

in	 cyberbullying	 research	 (e.g.	 Barlińska,	 Szuster,	&	Winiewski,	 2013;	DeSmet	 et	 al.,	 2012;	

DeSmet,	et	al.	 2013;	 Jones,	Manstead,	&	Livingstone,	2011;	Kowalski,	 Schroeder,	&	Smith,	

2013;	Li	&	Fung,	2012;	Macháčková	et	al.,	2013;	Nickerson	et	al.,	2014),	to	the	best	of	our	

knowledge	no	research	has	been	conducted	on	the	specific	communication	modalities	that	

can	be	used	to	perform	these	helping	behaviours.	Specifying	helping	behaviours	according	to	

the	 various	 communication	modalities	 can	be	highly	 useful	 for	 cyberbullying	 research	 and	

intervention	development,	 allowing	 a	more	detailed	 investigation	of	 (the	 effectiveness	of)	

bystanders’	 helping	 behaviours,	 which	 can	 facilitate	 more	 targeted	 recommendations	 on	

helping	behaviour.		

Apart	 from	 face-to-face	 communication,	 adolescents	 have	 access	 to	 a	 whole	 range	 of	

communication	 technologies	 (CT)	 with	 specific	 characteristics	 that	 they	 can	 use	 in	 their	

helping	 behaviour.	 Face-to-face	 communication	 and	 (some)	 CT-mediated	 forms	 of	

communication	can	be	performed	in	different	social	contexts	(e.g.	in	front	of	an	audience	or	

one-to-one),	 thus	 generating	 specific	 communicative	 dynamics.	 Furthermore,	 adolescent	

bystanders’	helping	behaviour	can	depend	on	the	specificities	of	the	cyberbullying	incident,	

as	 has	 been	 demonstrated	 in	 various	 studies	 (DeSmet	 et	 al.,	 2012;	 DeSmet	 et	 al.,	 2013;	

Holfeld,	 2014;	 Obermaier,	 Fawzi,	 &	 Koch,	 2014).	 Therefore,	 we	 assume	 that	 in	 order	 to	

generate	an	in-depth	understanding	of	adolescent	bystanders’	helping	behaviour	in	cases	of	

harassment	on	SNS,	we	need	to	look	at	these	different	communication	modalities	and	how	

they	are	selected	in	various	contexts.		

2. An	affordances	of	technologies	perspective	on	bystanders’	helping	behaviour	

When	making	a	choice	between	the	various	communication	modalities	of	helping	a	victim	of	

harassment	on	SNS,	bystanders	can	take	 into	account	the	characteristics	of	these	different	

communication	 modalities.	 In	 this	 respect,	 the	 “affordances	 of	 technologies”	 perspective	

offers	a	useful	framework	to	compare	communication	modalities	(Hutchby,	2001a;	Hutchby,	

2001b).	 Inspired	 by	 Gibson’s	 (1979	 in	 Hutchby,	 2001a)	 work	 on	 the	 psychology	 of	

perception,	 Hutchby	 applied	 the	 concept	 of	 “affordances	 of	 material	 objects”	 to	

communication	technologies	(Hutchby,	2001a).	The	central	idea	is	that	each	material	object,	
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or	communication	technology,	has	specific	characteristics	or	affordances	that	“frame,	while	

not	 determining,	 the	 possibilities	 for	 agentic	 action	 in	 relation	 to	 an	 object”	 (Hutchby,	

2001b,	 p.	 444).	 These	 affordances	 are	 functional,	 enabling	or	 constraining	 certain	 actions,	

but	also	relational,	in	the	sense	that	the	affordances	may	be	judged	differently	by	different	

users	(Hutchby,	2001b).	The	concept	of	affordances	has	been	applied	to	the	use	of	specific	

CT,	such	as	mobile	phones	(Reid	&	Reid,	2010)	and	social	network	sites	(boyd,	2011),	and	to	

CT	use	of	specific	user	groups,	such	as	adolescents	(Livingstone,	2008;	Mesch,	2008).	In	her	

research	 on	 adolescents’	 CT	 use,	 Van	 Cleemput	 (2012)	 has	 listed	 the	 most	 important	

affordances	 that	 distinguish	 various	 modes	 of	 communication	 from	 each	 other,	 and	 has	

formulated	 them	 in	 terms	 of	 affordances	 to	 exert	 control:	 control	 over	 time	 and	 place,	

control	over	the	message,	and	control	over	the	audience.		

First,	communication	modes	can	be	distinguished	through	their	possibility	to	communicate	

with	 people	without	 physically	 being	 together	 (control	 over	 time	 and	 place).	 Control	 over	

time	 refers	 to	 the	 distinction	 between	 synchronous	 and	 asynchronous	 communication	

(Baym,	2010;	Van	Cleemput,	2012).	While	face-to-face	communication	and	certain	types	of	

CT-communication,	 such	 as	 video	 chat,	 only	 allow	 immediate	 and	 synchronous	

communication	(Baym,	2010),	most	CT-communication	is	asynchronous	by	nature,	granting	

youngsters	more	time	to	“stop	and	think	before	giving	a	response”	(Madell	&	Muncer	2007,	

139).	Control	over	place	points	towards	the	ability	to	communicate	with	someone	without	

physically	 being	 present	 in	 the	 same	 place.	 Apart	 from	 the	 practical	 convenience	 of	 this	

affordance,	 the	 ability	 to	 communicate	 without	 actually	 being	 in	 the	 same	 place	 as	 the	

communication	partner	grants	the	adolescent	a	certain	degree	of	(audio-visual)	anonymity,	

which	 is	 attractive	 for	 insecure,	 shy	 or	 self-conscious	 adolescents	 (Valkenburg	 &	 Peter,	

2011).		

Secondly,	communication	modes	differ	in	the	extent	to	which	they	offer	controllability	of	the	

message	 (Van	 Cleemput,	 2012),	 which	 refers	 to	 the	 type	 and	 number	 of	 social	 cues	

conveyed	 (Baym,	 2010;	 Valkenburg	 &	 Peter,	 2011;	 Van	 Cleemput,	 2012).	 Face-to-face	

communication,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 allows	 rich	 communication	 with	 contextual,	 visual	 and	

auditory	cues	(Baym,	2010).	However,	since	all	of	these	cues	are	transferred	simultaneously	

in	 face-to-face	 communication,	 it	 is	 more	 difficult	 for	 communicators	 to	 control	 their	
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message.	On	the	other	hand,	CT	such	as	instant	messaging,	text	messages,	e-mail	and	social	

network	 sites	 are	 leaner	 in	 cues	 compared	 to	 face-to-face	 communication	 (Baym,	 2010),	

which	means	that	users	can	only	use	a	comparatively	limited	number	of	cues	to	convey	their	

message	 (e.g.	 in	 text,	 emoticons,	 pictures).	 This	 limited	 number	 of	 cues,	 however,	 offers	

adolescents	 more	 control	 over	 their	 communication	 and	 often	 allows	 them	 to	 retain	 a	

certain	amount	of		(audio-visual)	anonymity,	which	can	help	them	in	their	self-disclosure	and	

self-presentation	(Valkenburg	&	Peter,	2011).		

As	 adolescents	 highly	 value	 the	 ability	 to	 communicate	 asynchronously	 and	 exert	 control	

over	the	conversational	nature	(i.e.	type	and	number	of	cues),	especially	in	difficult	social	or	

emotional	situations	(Madell	&	Muncer,	2007),	we	expect	that	bystanders	of	harassment	on	

SNS	will	have	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	via	CT	than	face-to-face.	

H1:	bystanders	of	a	harassing	incident	on	SNS	have	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	

victim	via	CT	than	face-to-face	(“mediacy”	of	helping	intentions).	

The	third	important	affordance	of	communication	modalities	entails	the	degree	of	audience	

controllability	 (Van	 Cleemput,	 2012),	 the	 ability	 to	 control	 the	 targets	 of	 communication.	

While	public	communication	allows	a	large	reach,	private	one-to-one	communication	has	a	

more	precise	focus	on	one	communication	partner.	Whether	bystanders	prefer	to	help	the	

victim	one-to-one,	by	communicating	with	the	victim	or	the	bully,	or	in	front	of	an	audience	

of	 other	 bystanders,	 can	 firstly	 depend	 on	 their	 beliefs	 on	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 these	

communication	modes	to	reach	their	goal	of	helping	the	victim.	Research	on	bystanders	of	

cyberbullying	 has	 revealed	 that	 they	 often	 believe	 that	 publicly	 helping	 the	 victim	 will	

continue	 or	 increase	 the	 harassment,	 because	 it	 will	make	 the	 bully	 lose	 face	 in	 front	 of	

others	(DeSmet	et	al.,	2013;	Pöyhönen,	Juvonen,	&	Salmivalli,	2012).	In	addition,	bystanders	

often	 think	 that	 helping	 the	 victim	 in	 front	 of	 an	 audience	 can	 make	 the	 victim	 feel	

embarrassed	 (Thornberg,	 2007).	 Secondly,	 bystanders’	 choice	 of	 public	 or	 private	

communication	can	depend	on	their	beliefs	about	the	risks	that	public	communication	can	

hold	for	themselves.	When	dealing	with	risky	or	sensitive	 information,	adolescents	tend	to	

use	private	forms	of	communication	in	order	to	reduce	potential	embarrassment	and	harm	

(Agosto,	 Abbas,	 &	 Naughton,	 2012).	 In	 line	 with	 this	 finding,	 many	 bystanders	 of	

cyberbullying	stated	that	they	fear	that	others	will	consider	them	as	a	squealer	when	they	
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see	 them	 helping	 the	 victim	 (DeSmet	 et	 al.,	 2013;	 DeSmet	 et	 al.,	 2012).	 On	 top	 of	 that,	

bystanders	 think	 that	 they	 risk	 getting	 harassed	 themselves	when	 they	 help	 the	 victim	 in	

front	of	the	bully	and/or	other	bystanders	(DeSmet	et	al.,	2012).	As	adolescent	bystanders	

often	appear	to	believe	that	public	communication	is	not	suitable	for	helping	the	victim	and	

holds	potential	 risks	 for	 themselves,	we	expect	 that	bystanders	of	harassment	on	SNS	will	

have	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	in	private	than	in	public.	

H2:	bystanders	of	a	harassing	incident	on	SNS	have	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	

victim	in	private	than	in	public	(“privacy”	of	helping	intentions).	

3. How	a	situational	context	can	affect	the	importance	of	communication	affordances	

Hutchby	 (2001a;	 2001b)	 contended	 that	 affordances	 of	 objects	 or	 technologies	 have	 a	

relational	 aspect:	 they	 can	 differ	 according	 to	 the	 context	 of	 use.	 Baym	 (2010,	 p.	 148)	

emphasised	the	importance	of	the	context	of	CT	use	for	the	affordances	of	technologies,	by	

stating	 that	 “technological	 affordances	 intersect	 with	 personal,	 social,	 and	 cultural	

influences	 in	ways	 that	 lead	 to	media	 use	meaning	 different	 things	 to	 different	 people	 in	

different	 situations	 at	 different	 times.”	 Apart	 from	 individual	 characteristics	 such	 as	

personality	 and	 knowledge/self-efficacy	 of	 certain	 communication	 modalities,	 adolescent	

bystanders’	perceived	affordances	can	also	depend	on	the	peer	group,	 for	 instance	on	the	

relationship	with	 interactants	 and	 audience,	 and	 on	 the	 cultural	 context,	 including	 norms	

that	state	“what	kind	of	communication	 is	appropriate	with	what	medium	 in	what	 type	of	

situation”	(Baym	2010,	p.	143).		

When	 youngsters	 get	 confronted	 with	 a	 harassing	 incident	 on	 SNS,	 they	 can	 use	 several	

types	of	contextual	information	in	determining	which	communication	modality	they	will	use	

to	 help	 the	 victim.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 adolescent	 bystanders	 can	 use	 information	 on	 the	

severity	of	the	incident,	which	has	been	found	to	play	an	important	role	in	helping	behaviour	

of	cyberbullying	bystanders	(DeSmet,	et	al.	2012;	DeSmet	et	al.,	2013).	On	the	other	hand,	

research	on	bystanders	of	 violent	 incidents	has	 shown	 that	 the	presence	of	others	affects	

bystander	 behaviour	 (Latané	 &	 Darley,	 1970	 in	 Latané	 &	 Nida,	 1981).	 Consequently,	 an	

adolescent	bystander	can	use	information	on	the	behaviour	of	other	bystanders	(Marsden	&	

Friedkin,	 1993),	whether	 these	 other	 bystanders	 are	 helping	 the	 victim	 or	 reinforcing	 the	
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bully,	 and	 information	on	 the	 identity	of	 these	other	bystanders	 (Tajfel	&	Turner,	 1979	 in	

Jones,	Manstead,	&	Livingstone,	2011),	whether	these	are	good	friends	or	acquaintances	to	

the	bystander.	All	 of	 these	 contextual	 factors	 (incident	 severity,	 identity	 and	behaviour	of	

other	bystanders)	 can	affect	bystanders’	perception	of	affordances,	and	consequently	also	

their	 preference	 of	 certain	 communication	 modalities.	 Therefore,	 we	 would	 like	 to	

investigate	 how	 these	 contextual	 factors	 influence	 bystanders’	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	

help	the	victim	via	CT	or	face-to-face,	and	in	public	or	in	private.	

RQ1:	How	do	the	severity	of	a	harassing	incident	and	the	identity	and	the	behaviour	of	other	

bystanders	 influence	the	“mediacy”	of	bystanders’	behavioural	 intentions	to	help	the	victim	

(via	CT	or	face-to-face)?	

RQ2:	How	do	the	severity	of	a	harassing	incident	and	the	identity	and	the	behaviour	of	other	

bystanders	influence	the	“privacy”	of	bystanders’	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	(in	

public	or	in	private)?	

4. Method	

	

4.1. Study	set-up	and	manipulations	

This	paper	elaborates	on	the	results	of	an	experimental	study	with	a	2	(low	vs.	high	incident	

severity)	x	2	(other	bystanders	reinforce	the	bully	vs.	defend	the	victim)	x	2	(other	

bystanders	are	acquaintances	vs.	good	friends)	between-subjects	design	(Bastiaensens	et	al.,	

2014,	see	chapter	2).	The	factors	were	manipulated	in	eight	different	scenarios	that	

reported	a	harassing	incident	on	Facebook.	These	scenarios	were	randomly	distributed	

among	participants.	

In	order	to	ensure	a	successful	manipulation	of	 incident	severity,	we	set	up	a	pilot	test1	 in	

which	adolescents	 judged	 the	severity	and	credibility	of	nine	different	harassing	situations	

on	 SNS.	 This	 pilot	 test	 allowed	 us	 to	 select	 two	 incidents	 that	 differed	 significantly	 in	

perceived	 severity	 and	 that	 scored	 positively	 on	 credibility:	 an	 incident	 in	 which	 the	

perpetrator	 put	 a	 privacy-invading	 photo	 of	 the	 victim	 on	 Facebook	 with	 a	 deriding	

																																																													
1	Detailed	set-up	and	results	of	the	pilot	test	are	described	in	(Bastiaensens	et	al.	2014,	see	chapter	2).	
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comment	 (more	 severe	 situation),	 and	 one	 in	 which	 the	 perpetrator	 put	 an	 offensive	

comment	 on	 the	 victim’s	 Facebook	 wall	 (less	 severe	 incident).	 The	 results	 of	 this	 test	

correspond	with	 former	 research	 on	 cyberbullying,	 which	 found	 that	 youngsters	 consider	

bullying	 through	 photos	 and	 videos	 worse	 than	 bullying	 through	 offensive	 comments	

(Menesini,	Nocentini,	and	Calussi	2011).		

4.2. Research	instrument	

The	research	instrument	consisted	of	a	scenario	on	a	harassing	Facebook	incident,	described	

through	 text	 and	 pictures,	 which	 was	 put	 into	 a	 paper-and-pencil	 questionnaire	 that	

participants	completed	at	school.	Participants	were	instructed	to	read	the	scenario	carefully	

and	 imagine	 that	 they	 really	 encountered	 the	 incident	 as	 bystanders.	 In	 the	 scenario,	 the	

perpetrator	 and	 the	 victim	 were	 introduced	 as	 hypothetical	 school	 acquaintances	 of	 the	

participants.	Other	bystanders	were	either	said	to	be	acquaintances	or	good	friends	of	the	

participants	 (participants	 were	 provided	 with	 definitions	 to	 guide	 the	 distinction2).	 Their	

behaviour	ranged	from	reinforcing	the	bully,	by	clicking	“I	like”	or	by	writing	similar	offensive	

remarks,	to	defending	the	victim	by	telling	the	perpetrator	to	stop.	Afterwards,	participants	

received	questions	on	their	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	and	reinforce	the	bully.		

In	the	questionnaire	we	measured	intentions	of	several	behaviours	aimed	to	help	the	victim	

(“telling	 the	 victim	 you	 think	 the	 bullying	 is	 not	OK”,	 “comforting	 the	 victim”,	 “giving	 the	

victim	advice”	and	“defending	the	victim”),	which	were	further	specified	into	CT-mediated	or	

face-to-face,	 and	 public	 or	 private	 helping	 behaviours.	 Behavioural	 intentions	 were	

measured	using	seven-point	Likert	scales,	ranging	from	“I	would	definitely	not	do	this”	(1)	to	

“I	 would	 definitely	 do	 this”	 (7).	 In	 order	 to	 test	 our	 hypotheses,	 four	 categories	 of	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 were	 considered:	 “helping	 the	 victim	 via	 CT”,	

“helping	 the	 victim	 face-to-face”,	 “helping	 the	 victim	 in	public”	 and	 “helping	 the	 victim	 in	

private”.	 Reliability	 analyses,	 measured	 via	 internal	 consistency,	 showed	 that	 these	 four	

categories	of	behavioural	 intentions	all	 formed	reliable	scales	 (see	Table	1).	Consequently,	

mean	 behavioural	 intentions	 could	 be	 created	 for	 these	 four	 categories	 of	 behavioural	

intentions.	A	summary	analysis	of	these	categories	is	shown	in	Table	1.	
																																																													
2	Acquaintance:	“someone	you	occasionally	see	and	talk	to,	but	whom	you	do	not	have	a	close	connection	with	
or	tell	personal	things	to”	/	Good	friend:	“someone	you	hang	out	with	and	talk	to	a	lot,	someone	whom	you	
have	a	close	connection	with	and	whom	you	tell	personal	things	to”.	
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Table	1.	Summary	analysis	of	categories	of	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim		

				

In	the	final	part	of	the	questionnaire	we	included	questions	on	socio-demographic	variables	

(gender,	educational	 level),	 frequency	of	participants’	 internet	use,	 SNS	profile	ownership,	

frequency	of	SNS	use	and	number	of	contacts	on	the	most	used	SNS.	We	also	asked	personal	

questions	 on	 involvement	 in	 cyberbullying	 on	 SNS	 as	 a	 victim,	 perpetrator	 or	 bystander	

within	the	last	six	months.		

4.3. Participants	

In	total,	453	Flemish	students	from	the	second	year	of	secondary	education,	originating	from	

six	 schools,	participated	 in	 this	 study.	Eighty-eight	per	cent	of	 the	second	year	 students	 in	

these	 schools	 received	 parental	 consent	 and	 consented	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 study	

themselves.	 Participants	 were	 thirteen	 years	 old	 on	 average	 (N=450,	 M=13.29,	 SD=0.58),	

55	%	of	 them	were	 boys.	 All	 three	 educational	 levels	were	 included:	 69	%	of	 participants	

indicated	 that	 they	were	 in	 general	 secondary	 education,	while	 26	%	were	 in	 preparatory	

vocational	or	technical	education.3		

The	descriptive	data	show	that	the	participants	of	this	study	were	frequent	internet	and	SNS	

users:	59	%	used	the	internet	up	to	two	hours	on	a	week	day,	while	52	%	used	the	internet	

between	 three	and	 five	hours	on	a	weekend	day.	The	vast	majority	 (95	%)	of	participants	

had	a	profile	on	one	or	more	SNS,	Facebook	being	the	most	popular	one	(87	%	had	a	profile	

on	this	SNS).	Seventy-four	percent	of	participants	used	SNS	up	to	two	hours	on	a	week	day,	

while	 for	a	weekend	day	48	%	reported	up	to	two	hours	of	SNS	usage	and	44	%	said	they	

used	 SNS	 between	 three	 and	 five	 hours.	 Most	 participants	 did	 not	 have	 more	 than	 500	

contacts	on	their	most	 frequently	used	SNS:	65	%	reported	having	up	to	300	contacts	and	

23	%	had	between	300	and	500	contacts.		
																																																													
3	Educational	level:	6	%	non-response.	

Categories	of	behavioural	intentions	 N	 M	 SD	 α	

Helping	the	victim	via	CT:		via	SMS/chat/e-mail/SNS	posts	 453	 4.75	 1.46	 .886	

Helping	the	victim	face-to-face:	at	school	 453	 4.66	 1.43	 .867	

Helping	the	victim	in	private:	via	SMS/chat/e-mail	or	in	private	at	school	 453	 4.95	 1.51	 .908	

Helping	the	victim	in	public:	via	SNS	posts	or	in	public	at	school	 453	 4.46	 1.51	 .889	
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4.4. Analysis	

In	 this	 paper,	 the	 comparisons	 between	 participants’	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	

victim	 via	 CT	 or	 face-to-face	 (“mediacy”	 of	 helping	 intentions)	 and	 in	 public	 or	 in	 private	

(“privacy”	 of	 helping	 intentions)	 are	 central.	 In	 order	 to	 examine	 the	 difference	 between	

participants’	 behavioural	 intentions,	 repeated-measures	 ANOVA	 analyses	 were	 performed	

separately	for	the	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	via	CT	and	face-to-face	(within-

subjects	 factor	 “mediacy	 of	 helping	 intentions”	 with	 two	 levels),	 and	 for	 the	 behavioural	

intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 in	 public	 and	 in	 private	 (within-subjects	 factor	 “privacy	 of	

helping	 intentions”	 with	 two	 levels).	 As	 between-subjects	 factors,	 the	 contextual	 factors	

manipulated	 in	 the	 experiment	 (incident	 severity,	 identity	 and	 behaviour	 of	 other	

bystanders)	and	all	possible	interactions	between	these	contextual	factors	were	included	in	

the	models.		

Statistical	 analyses	were	performed	using	 IBM	SPSS	Statistics,	 version	20.	Significance	was	
tested	using	a	95	%	confidence	interval.	

5. Results	

	

5.1. Equality	of	treatment	groups	

Pearson	Chi-square	tests	were	performed	in	order	to	ensure	that	the	groups	of	participants	

in	 the	 different	 conditions	were	 comparable.	 This	was	 done	 for	 each	background	 variable	

separately	 (see	 section	 4.2.	 for	 an	 overview	 of	 the	 background	 variables),	 including	 the	

participants’	schools	in	order	to	check	for	school	differences.	The	tests	showed	no	significant	

background	differences	between	the	treatment	groups	(1.02	≤	χ²≤	52.84,	all	p>.05).	

5.2. Manipulation	check:	perceived	severity	

In	 the	 questionnaire	 perceived	 severity	was	measured	with	 five	 items4.	 Reliability	 analysis	

measured	via	 internal	 consistency	 showed	 that	 the	 five	 items	 formed	a	 reliable	 scale	 (α	 =	

0.85),	 after	which	 their	mean	 could	 be	 calculated.	 In	 order	 to	 assess	mean	 differences	 in	

																																																													
4	Higher	scores	indicating	higher	severity:	severe	–	not	severe	(reversed),	amusing	–		not	amusing,	hurtful	–	not	
hurtful	(reversed),	not	a	problem	at	all	–	a	big	problem,	funny	–	not	funny	
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perceived	severity	between	participants	who	saw	the	situation	with	the	photo	(supposed	to	

be	 more	 severe)	 and	 participants	 who	 were	 exposed	 to	 the	 situation	 with	 the	 insult	

(supposed	to	be	less	severe),	an	Independent	Samples	T-test	was	performed.	Results	of	this	

test	showed	a	successful	manipulation	of	 incident	severity:	 there	was	a	significant	positive	

mean	difference	 (t(439)=5.47,	p<.001,	95%	CI	 [0.38,	 0.81],	d=0.60)	between	 the	perceived	

severity	of	the	photo	(n=219,	M=5.94,	SD=1.12)	and	the	insult	(n=222,	M=5.35,	SD=1.17).	

5.3. Analysis	 of	 the	 “mediacy”	 of	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim:	 via	 CT	 vs.	

face-to-face	

A	repeated-measures	ANOVA	was	used	to	compare	respondents’	behavioural	 intentions	to	

help	 the	 victim	 via	 CT	 or	 face-to-face,	 by	 introducing	 a	 variable	 “mediacy	 of	 helping	

intentions”	with	two	levels	(behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	via	CT	and	behavioural	

intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 face-to-face)	 as	 within-subjects	 factor.	 As	 between-subjects	

factors,	the	contextual	factors	(incident	severity,	identity	and	behaviour	of	other	bystanders)	

and	all	possible	 interactions	between	these	contextual	factors	were	included	in	the	model.	

The	 results	 of	 the	 within-subjects	 effects,	 displayed	 in	 Table	 2,	 reveal	 that	 there	 is	 a	

significant	 difference	 in	 the	 “mediacy”	 of	 helping	 intentions	 and	 a	 significant	 interaction	

effect	 between	 the	 “mediacy”	 of	 helping	 intentions	 and	 the	 severity	 of	 the	 harassing	

incident.	

Table	2.	Results	for	within-subjects	effects	of	repeated-measures	ANOVA	for	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	
victim	via	CT	vs.	face-to-face	(“mediacy	of	helping	intentions”)	

Note.	*p<.05,	**p<.01,	***p<.001	

The	 significant	 difference	 in	 the	 “mediacy”	 of	 helping	 intentions	 was	 further	 examined	

through	 a	 simple	 repeated-measures	 ANOVA	 model	 with	 only	 “mediacy	 of	 helping	

intentions”	 included	 as	 within-subjects	 factor.	 This	 analysis	 showed	 that	 participants	 had	

Within-subjects	effects	 		F	 ŋ²	

Mediacy	 6.67*	 .02	

Mediacy	x	incident	severity	 6.98**	 .02	
Mediacy	x	other	bystanders’	identity	 0.02	 .00	
Mediacy	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	 3.18	 .01	

Mediacy	x	other	bystanders’	identity	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	 0.05	 .00	

Mediacy	x	incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	identity	 0.78	 .00	

Mediacy	x	incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	 1.93	 .00	

Mediacy	x	incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	identity	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	 0.53	 .00	
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significantly	 (F(1,452)=6.47,	p<.05,	ŋ²=.01)	higher	behavioural	 intentions	 to	help	 the	victim	

via	 CT	 (N=453,	 M=4.75,	 SD=1.46)	 than	 face-to-face	 (N=453,	 M=4.66,	 SD=1.43),	 thus	

confirming	hypothesis	H1.	

In	order	to	investigate	the	effect	of	the	severity	of	the	harassing	incident,	the	data	were	split	

according	 to	 incident	 severity	 and	 subsequently	 the	 simple	 repeated-measures	 ANOVA	

model	with	“mediacy	of	helping	intentions”	as	within-subjects	factor	was	performed.	In	the	

high	severity	case,	a	significant	difference	was	found	in	the	“mediacy”	of	helping	intentions	

(F(1,225)=3.81,	 p<.001,	 ŋ²=.06),	 but	 not	 in	 the	 low	 severity	 case	 (F(1,226)=0.002,	 p>.05,	

ŋ²=.00).	 Only	 in	 the	 highly	 severe	 harassing	 situation,	 bystanders	 had	 significantly	 higher	

behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	via	CT	(N=226,	M=4.99,	SD=1.45)	than	face-to-face	

(N=226,	 M=4.81,	 SD=1.45).	 The	 interaction	 effect	 between	 the	 “mediacy”	 of	 helping	

intentions	and	incident	severity	is	visually	displayed	in	Figure	1.	

Figure	1.	Significant	interaction	effect	between	“mediacy	of	helping	intentions”	(via	CT	vs.	face-to-face)	and	
incident	severity	

	
	

5.4. Analysis	of	the	“privacy”	of	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim:	in	public	vs.	in	

private	

In	 order	 to	 compare	 bystanders’	 behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 in	 public	 or	 in	

private,	a	repeated-measures	ANOVA	was	set	up	containing	the	variable	“privacy	of	helping	

intentions”	 with	 two	 levels	 (behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 in	 public	 and	
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behavioural	 intentions	to	help	the	victim	 in	private)	as	within-subjects	 factor.	As	between-

subjects	 factors,	 the	 contextual	 factors	 (incident	 severity,	 identity	 and	 behaviour	 of	 other	

bystanders)	 and	 all	 possible	 interactions	 between	 them	were	 included.	 The	 results	 of	 this	

model,	 included	 in	 Table	 3,	 show	 a	 significant	 difference	 in	 the	 “privacy”	 of	 helping	

intentions.	 Furthermore,	 this	 difference	 appeared	 to	 be	 significantly	 dependent	 on	 other	

bystanders’	 behaviour	 and	 on	 the	 interaction	 between	 other	 bystanders’	 identity	 and	

behaviour.	

Table	3.	Results	for	within-subjects	effects	of	repeated-measures	ANOVA	for	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	
victim	in	public	vs.	in	private	(‘privacy	of	helping	intentions’)	

Note.	*p<.05,	**p<.01,	***p<.001	

First,	the	significant	difference	in	the	“privacy”	of	helping	intentions	was	examined	through	a	

simple	 repeated-measures	 ANOVA	 with	 only	 “privacy	 of	 helping	 intentions”	 as	 a	 within-

subjects	variable.	Bystanders	appeared	to	have	significantly	(F(1,452)=84.14,	p<.001,	ŋ²=.16)	

higher	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	in	private	(N=453,	M=4.95,	SD=1.51)	than	in	

public	(N=453,	M=4.46,	SD=1.51),	which	is	in	line	with	hypothesis	H2.	

Secondly,	 we	 examined	 the	 significant	 influence	 of	 other	 bystanders’	 behaviour	 on	 the	

“privacy”	of	helping	intentions	by	splitting	the	data	according	to	other	bystanders’	behaviour	

and	then	running	the	simple	repeated-measures	ANOVA	model	with	only	“privacy	of	helping	

intentions”	 included	as	within-subjects	 factor.	The	 results	of	 this	analysis	 (see	Table	4	and	

Figure	2)	show	that	both	when	other	bystanders	defended	the	victim	and	when	these	other	

bystanders	reinforced	the	bully,	bystanders	had	significantly	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	

help	the	victim	in	private	rather	than	in	public.	This	difference	is	however	larger	when	other	

bystanders	 reinforced	 the	 bully,	 which	 means	 that	 in	 these	 cases	 bystanders	 eschewed	

publicly	helping	the	victim	even	more.	

Within-subjects	effects	 			F	 ŋ²	

Privacy	 85.13***	 .16	

Privacy	x	incident	severity	 0.04	 .00	
Privacy	x	other	bystanders’	identity	 0.70	 .00	
Privacy	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	 8.07**	 .02	

Privacy	x	other	bystanders’	identity	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	 4.04*	 .01	

Privacy	x	incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	identity	 0.05	 .00	

Privacy	x	incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	 0.11	 .00	

Privacy	x	incident	severity	x	other	bystanders’	identity	x	other	bystanders’	behaviour	 0.42	 .00	
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Table	4.	Results	of	repeated-measures	ANOVA	with	“privacy	of	helping	intentions”	as	within-subjects	variable,	
separate	according	to	other	bystanders’	behaviour	

Note.	MD=	mean	difference;	*p<.05,	**p<.01,	***p<.001	

Figure	 2.	 Significant	 interaction	 effect	 between	 “privacy	 of	 helping	 intentions”	 (in	 public	 vs.	 in	 private)	 and	
other	bystanders’	behaviour.	

	

Thirdly,	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 significant	 interaction	 effect	 of	 other	 bystanders’	 identity	 and	

behaviour,	we	performed	a	data	split	according	to	other	bystanders’	identity	and	behaviour	

and	 we	 subsequently	 performed	 simple	 repeated-measures	 ANOVA	 models	 with	 only	

“privacy	 of	 helping	 intentions”	 as	 within-subjects	 variable.	 These	 results	 are	 displayed	 in	

Table	5	and	Figures	3	and	4.	In	cases	when	other	bystanders	defended	the	victim,	there	was	

a	 difference	 according	 to	 whether	 these	 other	 bystanders	 were	 acquaintances	 or	 good	

friends.	 When	 acquaintances	 defended	 the	 victim,	 bystanders	 had	 significantly	 higher	
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					F	 			ŋ²	 Behavioural	
intention	

n	 M	 SD	 MD	
(private-
public)	

Other	bystanders	
defend	the	victim	

19.86***	 .08	 Helping	the	
victim	in	public	

225	 4.56	 1.57	 0.34	

Helping	the	
victim	in	private	

225	 4.90	 1.60	

Other	bystanders	
reinforce	the	bully	

74.65***	 .25	 Helping	the	
victim	in	public	

228	 4.36	 1.44	 0.64	

Helping	the	
victim	in	private	

228	 5.00	 1.42	
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help	the	victim	in	private	or	in	public.	In	cases	when	other	bystanders	reinforced	the	bully,	

bystanders	had	significantly	higher	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	in	private	than	

in	public,	both	when	these	other	bystanders	were	acquaintances	or	good	friends.	However,	

when	good	friends	reinforced	the	bully,	the	difference	was	larger	than	when	acquaintances	

reinforced	 the	 bully,	 which	 means	 that	 bystanders’	 eschewed	 publicly	 helping	 the	 victim	

even	more.	

Table	5.	Results	of	repeated-measures	ANOVA	with	“privacy	of	helping	intentions”	as	within-subjects	variable,	
separate	according	to	other	bystanders’	behaviour	and	identity	

Note.	MD=	mean	difference;	*p<.05,	**p<.01,	***p<.001	

Contextual	
factor:	other	
bystanders’	
behaviour	

Contextual	factor:	
other	bystanders’	

identity	

Within-subjects	
effect:	“privacy	of	
helping	intentions”	

Descriptive	statistics	

			F	 ŋ²	 Behavioural	
intention	

n	 M	 SD	 MD	
(private-
public)	

Other	
bystanders	
defend	the	
victim	

Good	friends	
defend	the	victim	

3.23	 .03	 Helping	the	
victim	in	
public	

113	 4.75	 1.53	 0.18	

Helping	the	
victim	in	
private	

113	 4.93	 1.59	

Acquaintances	
defend	the	victim	

20.27***	 .16	 Helping	the	
victim	in	
public	

112	 4.38	 1.58	 0.49	

Helping	the	
victim	in	
private	

112	 4.87	 1.62	

Other	
bystanders	
reinforce	the	

bully	

Good	friends	
reinforce	the	bully	

53.23***	 .32	 Helping	the	
victim	in	
public	

114	 4.33	 1.45	 0.70	

Helping	the	
victim	in	
private	

114	 5.03	 1.39	

Acquaintances	
reinforce	the	bully	

26.26***	 .19	 Helping	the	
victim	in	
public	

114	 4.40	 1.44	 0.57	

Helping	the	
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Figure	3.	Significant	interaction	effect	between	“privacy	of	helping	intentions”	(in	public	vs.	in	private)	and	
other	bystanders’	identity	and	behaviour:	results	for	other	bystanders	defending	the	victim	

	

Figure	4.	Significant	interaction	effect	between	“privacy	of	helping	intentions”	(in	public	vs.	in	private)	and	
other	bystanders’	identity	and	behaviour:	results	for	other	bystanders	reinforcing	the	bully	
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face-to-face)	and	their	“privacy”	(in	public/in	front	of	an	audience	or	in	private/one-to-one).	

Furthermore,	 we	 examined	 how	 contextual	 factors	 within	 the	 harassing	 incident	 on	 SNS	

(severity	 of	 the	 incident,	 identity	 and	 behaviour	 of	 other	 responding	 bystanders)	 can	

influence	bystanders’	choice	of	certain	modes	of	bystander	behaviour.		

6.1. “Mediacy”	of	helping	intentions:	via	CT	vs.	face-to-face	

In	 line	 with	 our	 expectations,	 the	 results	 of	 this	 study	 showed	 that	 bystanders	 displayed	

higher	behavioural	intentions	to	help	the	victim	via	CT	rather	than	face-to-face.	Adolescent	

bystanders	appear	to	assign	high	value	to	the	affordances	that	distinguish	CT-mediated	from	

face-to-face	communication:	controllability	of	the	message	in	terms	of	(social)	cues	(Baym,	

2010;	 Madell	 &	 Muncer,	 2007;	 Valkenburg	 &	 Peter,	 2011;	 Van	 Cleemput,	 2012),	 and	

controllability	 of	 time	 (asynchronous	 communication)	 and	 place	 (audio-visual	 anonymity)	

(Baym,	 2010;	 Madell	 &	 Muncer,	 2007;	 Valkenburg	 &	 Peter,	 2011).	 The	 importance	 of	

maintaining	 control	was	 emphasised	 by	 the	 effect	 of	 the	 severity	 of	 the	 incident.	 In	 high	

severity	 situations	of	harassment	on	SNS,	bystanders	had	higher	behavioural	 intentions	 to	

help	the	victim	via	CT	than	face-to-face.	In	low	severity	situations,	however,	this	difference	

did	 not	 become	 apparent.	 This	 gives	 strength	 to	 our	 assumption	 that	 adolescents	 highly	

value	the	ability	to	control	their	communication	in	more	difficult	social	situations	(Madell	&	

Muncer,	2007),	thus	preferring	CT-mediated	over	face-to-face	communication.		

6.2. “Privacy”	of	helping	intentions:	in	public	vs.	in	private	

As	expected,	this	study	revealed	that	bystanders	had	higher	behavioural	 intentions	to	help	

the	 victim	 via	 private	 rather	 than	 via	 public	 communication.	 Privately	 helping	 the	 victim	

appears	 to	be	more	attractive	 for	adolescents,	which	can	have	 to	do	with	 the	 importance	

that	 adolescents	 assign	 to	 the	 affordance	 of	 audience	 control	 (Valkenburg	&	 Peter,	 2011;	

Van	Cleemput,	2012)	and	the	risks	that	publicly	helping	the	victim	can	have	for	themselves	

or	 the	 victim	 (DeSmet	 et	 al.,	 2012;	DeSmet	 et	 al.,	 2013;	 Pöyhönen,	 Juvonen,	&	 Salmivalli,	

2012;	Thornberg,	2007).	 Furthermore,	 the	presence	of	other	bystanders	 (Latané	&	Darley,	

1970	in	Latané	&	Nida,	1981),	their	 identity	and	behaviour	(Tajfel	&	Turner,	1979	in	Jones,	

Manstead,	&	Livingstone,	2011;	Marsden	&	Friedkin,	1993),	appeared	to	affect	bystanders’	

behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 in	 public	 or	 in	 private.	 Other	 bystanders	 who	
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reinforced	the	bully	deterred	bystanders	from	publicly	helping	the	victim,	and	good	friends	

could	 either	 encourage	 or	 discourage	 public	 helping	 behaviour	 more	 than	 acquaintances	

could.	These	results	point	towards	social	influence	or	peer	pressure	exerted	on	bystanders’	

choice	to	help	the	victim	in	public	or	in	private.	

6.3. Limitations	

We	have	to	acknowledge	that	this	experimental	scenario	study	has	its	limitations.	First	of	all,	

participants	read	about	a	harassing	incident	on	SNS	in	a	questionnaire	at	school,	which	does	

not	 replicate	 the	 circumstances	 in	 which	 adolescents	 encounter	 SNS	 harassment	 in	 their	

everyday	 lives.	 Secondly,	 we	 are	 aware	 that	 behavioural	 intentions	 are	 only	 a	 proxy	 for	

actual	bystander	behaviour.	Due	to	socially	desirable	answering	patterns,	helping	behaviour	

might	be	overestimated.	Thirdly,	behavioural	intentions	were	measured	separately	and	not	

in	one	item	directly	comparing	communication	modalities	against	each	other.	Therefore,	we	

cannot	 be	 entirely	 sure	 if	 participants	 adequately	 compared	 or	 weighted	 these	

communication	 modalities	 against	 each	 other.	 Lastly,	 we	 did	 not	 measure	 the	 extent	 to	

which	 participants	 took	 the	 specific	 affordances	 into	 account	 when	 displaying	 their	

behavioural	 intentions.	 However,	 we	 assumed	 that	 by	 explicitly	 mentioning	 these	

affordances	 and	 by	 priming	 them	 with	 participants,	 we	 could	 have	 created	 bias	 in	 their	

decision	making	process.	 In	our	study	we	departed	 from	the	assumption	 that	adolescents’	

consideration	 of	 affordances	 is	 part	 of	 a	 rather	 subconscious	 decision	 making	 process.	

Therefore,	 we	 investigated	 adolescents’	 perception	 of	 the	 affordances	 of	 communication	

modalities	 for	 helping	 a	 victim	 of	 harassment	 on	 SNS	 by	 looking	 at	 the	 results	 of	 these	

decision	 making	 processes	 (behavioural	 intentions	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 via	 specific	

communication	modalities),	and	by	comparing	these	intentions	in	particular	contexts.	

6.4. Implications	and	recommendation	for	cyberbullying	research	and	interventions	

Traditionally,	 cyberbullying	 research	 has	 emphasised	 the	 characteristics	 of	 CT	 in	

distinguishing	 cyberbullying	 from	 traditional	 bullying.	 Researchers	 have	 proclaimed	 the	

specificity	 of	 cyberbullying	 by	 referring	 to	 the	 continuous	 ‘24/7’	 attainability	 (Kiriakidis	 &	

Kavoura,	2010;	Kowalski	&	Limber,	2007;	Patchin	&	Hinduja,	2006)	and	the	 large	potential	

audience	(e.g.	Juvonen	&	Gross,	2008;	Kiriakidis	&	Kavoura,	2010;	Patchin	&	Hinduja,	2006)	
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in	 CT-mediated	 communication,	 in	 combination	 with	 the	 possibility	 to	 act	 anonymously	

through	certain	CT	(e.g.	Juvonen	&	Gross,	2008;	Kiriakidis	&	Kavoura,	2010;	Mesch,	2009).	In	

this	 way,	 they	 adhered	 to	 a	 more	 traditional	 paradigm	 of	 technology	 determining	 the	

behaviour	 of	 interactants.	 By	 applying	 the	 user-agency-centred	 “affordances	 of	

technologies”	 perspective	 (Hutchby,	 2001a;	 Hutchby,	 2001b),	 however,	 cyberbullying	

research	 can	 move	 beyond	 this	 paradigm	 and	 investigate	 how	 adolescents	 actively	 use	

various	 CT	 in	 dealing	 with	 cyberbullying.	 Such	 knowledge	 is	 direly	 needed	 to	 empower	

adolescents,	and	adolescent	bystanders	of	cyberbullying	in	particular.	

By	 making	 a	 comparison	 between	 the	 “mediacy”	 and	 “privacy”	 of	 bystanders’	 helping	

intentions,	 according	 to	 the	 “affordances	 of	 technologies”	 perspective	 (Hutchby,	 2001a;	

Hutchby,	2001b),	the	current	study	allows	us	to	make	some	suggestions	for	future	research,	

and	 for	 interventions	 tackling	 cyberbullying	 and	 harassment	 on	 SNS.	 First,	 the	 results	

showed	 that	 bystanders	 prefer	 to	 help	 the	 victim	 via	 CT	 rather	 than	 face-to-face,	 and	 in	

private	 rather	 than	 in	 public.	 When	 advising	 bystanders	 on	 how	 to	 help	 a	 victim	 of	 SNS	

harassment,	 intervention	developers	and	 implementers	can	take	this	 into	account	 in	order	

to	 provide	 adolescents	 with	 behavioural	 options	 that	 they	 feel	 most	 comfortable	 with.	

Secondly,	bystanders’	preference	 for	public	or	private	helping	was	affected	by	the	 identity	

(good	friends	or	acquaintances)	and	behaviour	(defending	the	victim	or	reinforcing	the	bully)	

of	other	bystanders.	Therefore,	 for	cases	 in	which	publicly	defending	the	victim	 is	deemed	

beneficial,	 interventions	could	work	on	reducing	negative	social	 influence	of	peer	pressure	

on	bystanders.		

Unfortunately,	 until	 now	 limited	 knowledge	 exists	 on	 which	 of	 these	 modes	 of	 helping	

behaviour	 (CT-mediated	 or	 face-to-face,	 in	 public	 or	 in	 private)	 are	 most	 effective	 in	

stopping	 the	 bullying	 or	 reducing	 negative	 effects	 on	 the	 victim.	 Further	 research	 on	 the	

effectiveness	 of	 bystanders’	 helping	 behaviour,	 focusing	 on	 specific	 communication	

modalities,	 is	 direly	 needed	 to	 fill	 this	 gap.	 Only	 then	 can	 intervention	 developers	

successfully	integrate	helping	behaviours	that	adolescent	bystanders	feel	most	comfortable	

with,	and	helping	behaviours	that	have	proven	to	be	effective	in	harm	reduction,	in	order	to	

be	able	to	provide	youngsters	with	targeted	and	effective	advice.	

	



CHAPTER	3	

	86	

References	

Agosto,	D.	E.,	Abbas,	J.,	&	Naughton,	R.	(2012).	Relationships	and	social	rules:	Teens’	social	

network	and	other	ICT	selection	practices.	Journal	of	the	American	Society	for	Information	

Science	and	Technology,	63(6),	1108–1124.	http://doi.org/10.1002/asi.22612	

Barlińska,	J.,	Szuster,	A.,	&	Winiewski,	M.	(2013).	Cyberbullying	among	adolescent	

bystanders:	role	of	the	communication	medium,	form	of	violence,	and	empathy.	Journal	of	

Community	&	Applied	Social	Psychology,	23(1),	37–51.	http://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2137	

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(0),	259–271.	http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.10.036	

Baym,	N.	K.	(2010).	Personal	connections	in	the	digital	age.	Cambridge:	Polity	Press.	

boyd,		danah	m.	(2010).	Social	network	sites	as	networked	publics:	affordances,	dynamics,	

and	implications.	In	Z.	Papacharissi	(Ed.),	A	networked	self.	Identity,	community	and	culture	

on	social	network	sites	(pp.	39–58).	New	York/Oxon:	Routledge.	

DeSmet,	A.,	Bastiaensens,	S.,	Van	Cleemput,	K.,	Poels,	K.,	Vandebosch,	H.,	&	De	

Bourdeaudhuij,	I.	(2012).	Mobilizing	bystanders	of	cyberbullying:	an	exploratory	study	into	

behavioural	determinants	of	defending	the	victim.	In	B.	K.	Wiederhold	&	G.	Riva	(Eds.),	

Annual	review	of	cybertherapy	and	telemedicine	2012:	advanced	technologies	in	the	

behavioral,	social	and	neurosciences	(Vol.	181,	pp.	58–63).	Amsterdam,	The	Netherlands:	IOS	

Press.	http://doi.org/10.3233/978-1-61499-121-2-58	

DeSmet,	A.,	Veldeman,	C.,	Poels,	K.,	Bastiaensens,	S.,	Van	Cleemput,	K.,	Vandebosch,	H.,	&	

De	Bourdeaudhuij,	I.	(2013).	Determinants	of	self-reported	bystander	behavior	in	

cyberbullying	incidents	amongst	adolescents.	Cyberpsychology,	Behavior,	and	Social	

Networking.	http://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2013.0027	

Flaspohler,	P.	D.,	Elfstrom,	J.	L.,	Vanderzee,	K.	L.,	Sink,	H.	E.,	&	Birchmeier,	Z.	(2009).	Stand	by	



“Can	I	afford	to	help?”	

	 87	

me:	The	effects	of	peer	and	teacher	support	in	mitigating	the	impact	of	bullying	on	quality	of	

life.	Psychology	in	the	schools,	46(7),	636–649.	http://doi.org/10.1002/pits.20404	

Hawkins,	D.,	Pepler,	D.	J.,	&	Craig,	W.	M.	(2001).	Naturalistic	observations	of	peer	

interventions	in	bullying.	Social	Development,	10(4),	512–527.	http://doi.org/10.1111/1467-

9507.00178	

Heirman,	W.,	Walrave,	M.,	Vandebosch,	H.,	Wegge,	D.,	Eggermont,	S.,	&	Pabian,	S.	(2015).	A	

critical	assessment	of	the	mediating	role	of	technology	in	cyberbullying	in	a	social	media-

world.	In	R.	Navarro,	S.	Yubero,	&	E.	Larrañaga	(Eds.),	Cyberbullying	across	the	globe:	

Gender,	family,	and	mental	health.	New	York	(USA):	Springer.	

Holfeld,	B.	(2014).	Perceptions	and	attributions	of	bystanders	to	cyber	bullying.	Computers	in	

Human	Behavior,	38(0),	1–7.	http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.05.012	

Hutchby,	I.	(2001a).	Conversation	and	technology.	Cambridge:	Polity	Press.	

Hutchby,	I.	(2001b).	Technologies,	texts	and	affordances.	Sociology,	35(2),	441–456.	

http://doi.org/10.1177/S0038038501000219	

Jones,	S.	E.,	Manstead,	A.	S.	R.,	&	Livingstone,	A.	G.	(2011).	Ganging	up	or	sticking	together?	

Group	processes	and	children’s	responses	to	text-message	bullying.	British	Journal	of	

Psychology,	102,	71–96.	http://doi.org/10.1348/000712610X502826	

Juvonen,	J.,	&	Gross,	E.	F.	(2008).	Extending	the	school	grounds?	-	Bullying	experiences	in	

cyberspace.	Journal	of	School	Health,	78(9),	496–505.	http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-

1561.2008.00335.x	

Kiriakidis,	S.	P.,	&	Kavoura,	A.	(2010).	Cyberbullying.	A	review	of	the	literature	on	harassment	

through	the	internet	and	other	electronic	means.	Family	&	Community	Health,	33(2),	82–93.	

http://doi.org/10.1097/FCH.0b013e3181d593e4	

Kowalski,	R.	M.,	&	Fedina,	C.	(2011).	Cyber	bullying	in	ADHD	and	Asperger	syndrome	

populations.	Research	in	Autism	Spectrum	Disorders,	5(3),	1201–1208.	

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2011.01.007	



CHAPTER	3	

	88	

Kowalski,	R.	M.,	&	Limber,	S.	P.	(2007).	Electronic	bullying	among	middle	school	students.	

Journal	of	Adolescent	Health,	41(6,	Supplement	1),	S22–S30.	

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2007.08.017	

Kowalski,	R.	M.,	Limber,	S.	P.,	&	Agatston,	P.	W.	(2008).	Cyber	bullying.	Bullying	in	the	Digital	

Age.	Malden:	Blackwell	Publishing.	

Kowalski,	R.	M.,	Schroeder,	A.	N.,	&	Smith,	C.	A.	(2013).	Bystanders	and	their	willingness	to	

intervene	in	cyber	bullying	situations.	In	R.	Hanewald	(Ed.),	From	cyber	bullying	to	cyber	

safety:	Issues	and	approaches	in	educational	contexts	(pp.	77–100).	New	York:	Nova	Science	

Publishers.	

Latané,	B.,	&	Nida,	S.	(1981).	10	years	of	research	on	group-size	and	helping.	Psychological	

Bulletin,	89(2),	308–324.	http://doi.org/10.1037//0033-2909.89.2.308	

Lenhart,	A.,	Madden,	M.,	Macgill,	A.	R.,	&	Smith,	A.	(2007).	Teens	and	social	media	(p.	36).	

Pew	Internet	&	American	Life	Project.	Retrieved	from	

http://www.pewinternet.org/~/media//Files/Reports/2007/PIP_Teens_Social_Media_Final.

pdf.pdf	

Li,	Q.	(2006).	Cyberbullying	in	schools.	A	research	of	gender	differences.	School	Psychology	

International,	27(2),	157–170.	http://doi.org/10.1177/0143034306064547	

Li,	Q.,	&	Fung,	T.	(2012).	Predicting	student	behaviors.	Cyberbullies,	cybervictims,	and	

bystanders.	In	Q.	Li,	D.	Cross,	&	P.	K.	Smith	(Eds.),	Cyberbullying	in	the	global	playground.	

Research	from	international	perspectives	(pp.	99–114).	West	Sussex:	Wiley-Blackwell.	

Livingstone,	S.	(2008).	Taking	risky	opportunities	in	youthful	content	creation:	teenagers’	use	

of	social	networking	sites	for	intimacy,	privacy	and	self-expression.	New	Media	&	Society,	

(10),	393–411.	http://doi.org/10.1177/1461444808089415	

Livingstone,	S.,	Haddon,	L.,	Görzig,	A.,	&	Olafsson,	K.	(2011).	Risks	and	safety	on	the	internet:	

the	perspective	of	European	children:	full	findings	and	policy	implications		from	the	EU	Kids	

Online	survey	of	9-16	year	olds	and	their	parents	in	25	countries.	(EU	Kids	Online,	Deliverable	

D4).	London,	UK:	EU	Kids	Online	Network.	Retrieved	from	



“Can	I	afford	to	help?”	

	 89	

http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/33731/1/Risks%20and%20safety%20on%20the%20internet%28lsero

%29.pdf	

Macháčková,	H.,	Dědková,	L.,	Ševčíková,	A.,	&	Černá,	A.	(2013).	Bystanders’	support	of	

cyberbullied	schoolmates.	Journal	of	Community	&	Applied	Social	Psychology,	23(1),	25–36.	

http://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2135	

Machmutow,	K.,	Perren,	S.,	Sticca,	F.,	&	Alsaker,	F.	D.	(2012).	Peer	victimization	and	

depressive	symptoms:	Can	specific	coping	strategies	buffer	the	negative	impact	of	

cybervictimization?	Emotional	and	Behavioral	Difficulties,	17(3-4),	403–420.	

http://doi.org/10.1080/13632752.2012.704310	

Madell,	D.	E.,	&	Muncer,	S.	J.	(2007).	Control	over	social	interactions:	An	important	reason	

for	young	people’s	use	of	the	Internet	and	mobile	phones	for	communication?	

CyberPsychology	&	Behavior,	10(1),	137–140.	http://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2006.9980	

Marsden,	P.	V.,	&	Friedkin,	N.	E.	(1993).	Network	studies	of	social	influence.	Sociological	

Methods	&	Research,	22(1),	127–151.	http://doi.org/10.1177/0049124193022001006	

Mason,	K.	L.	(2008).	Cyberbullying:	A	preliminary	assessment	for	school	personnel.	

Psychology	in	the	Schools,	45(4),	323–348.	http://doi.org/10.1002/pits.20301	

Matsunaga,	M.	(2011).	Underlying	circuits	of	social	support	for	bullied	victims:	An	appraisal-

based	perspective	on	supportive	communication	and	post-bullying	adjustment.	Human	

Communication	Research,	37(2),	174–206.	http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.2010.01398.x	

Menesini,	E.,	Nocentini,	A.,	&	Calussi,	P.	(2011).	The	measurement	of	cyberbullying:	

dimensional	structure	and	relative	item	severity	and	discrimination.	Cyberpsychology,	

Behavior,	and	Social	Networking,	14(5),	267–274.	http://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2010.0002	

Mesch,	G.	S.	(2008).	Internet	affordances	and	teens’	social	communication:	from	

diversification	to	bonding.	In	R.	Zheng,	B.-S.	Jason,	&	C.	Drew	(Eds.),	Adolescent	online	social	

communication	and	behavior:	relationship	formation	on	the	internet	(pp.	14–28).	Hershey:	

IGI	Global.	



CHAPTER	3	

	90	

Mesch,	G.	(2009).	Social	context	and	communication	channels	choice	among	adolescents.	

Computers	in	Human	Behavior,	25(1),	244–251.	

Mishna,	F.,	Khoury-Kassabri,	M.,	Gadalla,	T.,	&	Daciuk,	J.	(2012).	Risk	factors	for	involvement	

in	cyber	bullying:	victims,	bullies	and	bully–victims.	Children	and	Youth	Services	Review,	

34(1),	63–70.	http://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.08.032	

Nickerson,	A.	B.,	Aloe,	A.	M.,	Livingston,	J.	A.,	&	Feeley,	T.	H.	(2014).	Measurement	of	the	

bystander	intervention	model	for	bullying	and	sexual	harassment.	Journal	of	Adolescence,	

37(4),	391–400.	http://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2014.03.003	

Obermaier,	M.,	Fawzi,	N.,	&	Koch,	T.	(2014).	Bystanding	or	standing	by?	How	the	number	of	

bystanders	affects	the	intention	to	intervene	in	cyberbullying.	In	Papers	presented	at	the	

64th	Annual	Conference	of	the	International	Communication	Association.	Seattle	(USA).	

O’Connell,	P.,	Pepler,	D.,	&	Craig,	W.	(1999).	Peer	involvement	in	bullying:	insights	and	

challenges	for	intervention.	Journal	of	Adolescence,	22(4),	437–452.	

http://doi.org/10.1006/jado.1999.0238	

Patchin,	J.	W.,	&	Hinduja,	S.	(2006).	Bullies	move	beyond	the	schoolyard.	A	preliminary	look	

at	cyberbullying.	Youth	Violence	and	Juvenile	Justice,	4(2),	148–169.	

http://doi.org/10.1177/1541204006286288	

Pepler,	D.,	Craig,	W.,	&	O’Connell,	P.	(2010).	Peer	processes	in	bullying.	Informing	prevention	

and	intervention	strategies.	In	S.	R.	Jimerson,	S.	M.	Swearer,	&	D.	L.	Espelage	(Eds.),	

Handbook	of	bullying	in	schools.	An	international	perspective	(pp.	469–479).	New	York/Oxon:	

Routledge.	

Pöyhönen,	V.,	Juvonen,	J.,	&	Salmivalli,	C.	(2012).	Standing	up	for	the	victim,	siding	with	the	

bully	or	standing	by?	Bystander	responses	in	bullying	situations.	Social	Development,	21(4),	

722–741.	http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2012.00662.x	

Price,	M.,	&	Dalgleish,	J.	(2010).	Cyberbullying.	Experiences,	impacts	and	coping	strategies	as	

described	by	Australian	young	people.	Youth	Studies	Australia,	29(2),	51–59.	



“Can	I	afford	to	help?”	

	 91	

Reid,	D.	J.,	&	Reid,	F.	J.	M.	(2010).	The	expressive	and	conversational	affordances	of	mobile	

messaging.	Behaviour	&	Information	Technology,	29(1),	3–22.	

http://doi.org/10.1080/01449290701497079	

Şahin,	M.	(2012).	The	relationship	between	the	cyberbullying/cybervictimization	and	

loneliness	among	adolescents.	Children	and	Youth	Services	Review,	34(4),	834–837.	

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.01.010	

Salmivalli,	C.	(2010).	Bullying	and	the	peer	group:	a	review.	Aggression	and	Violent	Behavior,	

15(2),	112–120.	http://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2009.08.007	

Salmivalli,	C.,	Huttunen,	A.,	&	Lagerspetz,	K.	M.	J.	(1997).	Peer	networks	and	bullying	in	

schools.	Scandinavian	Journal	of	Psychology,	38(4),	305–312.	http://doi.org/10.1111/1467-

9450.00040	

Salmivalli,	C.,	Lagerspetz,	K.,	Björkqvist,	K.,	Österman,	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.	http://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1098-2337(1996)22:1<1::AID-

AB1>3.0.CO;2-T	

Schneider,	S.	K.,	O’Donnell,	L.,	Stueve,	A.,	&	Coulter,	R.	W.	S.	(2012).	Cyberbullying,	school	

bullying,	and	psychological	distress:	a	regional	census	of	high	school	students.	American	

Journal	of	Public	Health,	102(1),	171–177.	http://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2011.300308	

Šléglová,	V.,	&	Černá,	A.	(2011).	Cyberbullying	in	Adolescent	Victims:	Perception	and	Coping.	

Cyberpsychology:	Journal	of	Psychosocial	Research	on	Cyberspace,	5(2).	Retrieved	from	

http://cyberpsychology.eu/view.php?cisloclanku=2011121901&article=4	

Thornberg,	R.	(2007).	A	classmate	in	distress:	schoolchildren	as	bystanders	and	their	reasons	

for	how	they	act.	Social	Psychology	of	Education,	10(1),	5–28.	

http://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-006-9009-4	

Valkenburg,	P.,	&	Peter,	J.	(2011).	Online	communication	among	adolescents:	An	integrated	

model	of	its	attraction,	opportunities,	and	risks.	Journal	of	Adolescent	Health,	48(2),	121–

127.	http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2010.08.020	



CHAPTER	3	

	92	

Van	Cleemput,	K.	(2012).	The	everyday	use	of	communication	technologies	in	adolescent	

peer	groups.	A	social	network	approach.	(Doctoral	dissertation	in	Communication	Studies).	

University	of	Antwerp,	Antwerp.	

Ybarra,	M.	L.,	&	Mitchell,	K.	J.	(2008).	How	risky	are	social	networking	sites?	A	comparison	of	

places	online	where	youth	sexual	solicitation	and	harassment	occurs.	Pediatrics,	121(2),	

e350–e357.	http://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2007-0693	

	

	



From	normative	influence	to	social	pressure 

	 93	

CHAPTER	4:	From	normative	influence	to	social	pressure:	how	

relevant	others	affect	whether	bystanders	join	in	cyberbullying	

Abstract:	

As	cyberbullying	is	a	phenomenon	that	is	inherently	social,	the	normative	social	influence	of	

significant	 others	 can	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 the	 behaviour	 of	 adolescents	 involved	 in	

cyberbullying	 incidents.	 Using	 data	 from	 525	 adolescent	 bystanders	 of	 cyberbullying	 we	

created	 a	 path	model	 in	 order	 to	 investigate	whether	 injunctive	 and	descriptive	norms	of	

certain	 reference	 groups	 can	 cause	 bystanders	 to	 experience	 social	 pressure	 and	 join	 in	

cyberbullying.	 The	 results	 showed	 that	 social	 pressure	 fully	 mediated	 the	 relationship	

between	 the	 injunctive	 norm	 of	 friends	 approving	 of	 cyberbullying	 and	 joining	 in	

cyberbullying	as	a	bystander.	Furthermore,	both	the	injunctive	norm	of	parents	approving	of	

cyberbullying	 and	 bystanders’	 involvement	 in	 cyberbullying	 perpetration	 were	 related	 to	

joining	in	cyberbullying	as	a	bystander.		

Based	on:	

Bastiaensens,	S.,	Pabian,	S.,	Vandebosch,	H.,	Poels,	K.,	Van	Cleemput,	K.,	DeSmet,	A.,	&	De	

Bourdeaudhuij,	I.	(2015).	From	normative	influence	to	social	pressure:	how	relevant	others	

affect	whether	bystanders	join	in	cyberbullying.	Social	Development.	

http://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12134	
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From	normative	influence	to	social	pressure:	how	relevant	others	affect	whether	bystanders	

join	in	cyberbullying	

1. Importance	of	investigating	cyberbullying	bystanders’	reinforcing	behaviour	

Cyberbullying,	 or	 bullying	 through	 mobile	 phone	 and	 Internet	 applications,	 has	 received	

ample	research	attention	from	scholars	concerned	with	adolescent	wellbeing.		Cyberbullying	

victimisation	 is	 related	 to	 emotional	 distress	 and	 (social)	 anxiety	 (e.g.	 Kowalski	 &	 Limber,	

2013;	 Mishna,	 Khoury-Kassabri,	 Gadalla,	 &	 Daciuk,	 2012;	 Pure	 &	 Metzger,	 2012;	 Şahin,	

2012),	 depression	 (e.g.	 Kowalski	 &	 Fedina,	 2011;	 Machmutow,	 Perren,	 Sticca,	 &	 Alsaker,	

2012;	 Schneider,	 O’Donnell,	 Stueve,	 &	 Coulter,	 2012),	 school	 problems	 (Marsh,	 McGee,	

Nada-Raja,	&	Williams,	2010;	Patchin	&	Hinduja,	2010;	Price	&	Dalgleish,	2010),	and	can	in	

extreme	 cases	 even	 lead	 to	 suicidal	 ideation	 (Gini	 &	 Espelage,	 2014)	 and	 self-harming	

behaviour	 (Price	&	Dalgleish,	2010;	 Schneider	et	al.,	 2012).	Due	 to	 these	potential	 serious	

mental	 and	 physical	 health	 consequences,	 cyberbullying	 has	 become	 the	 subject	 of	many	

research	 and	 education	 initiatives	 to	 establish	 successful	 intervention	 and	 prevention	

programs.	 However,	 cyberbullying	 is	 a	 complex	 phenomenon	 and	 understanding	 the	

dynamics	of	the	problem	remains	work	in	progress	to	this	day.	

Traditional	bullying	research	has	provided	insights	 in	the	 importance	of	group	processes	 in	

bullying	incidents,	not	only	paying	attention	to	victims	and	perpetrators	or	bullies,	but	also	

considering	 the	 bystanders	 or	witnesses	 that	 are	 involved.	 Bystanders	 have	 an	 important	

role	in	the	bullying	process,	as	they	can	either	reinforce	the	bully	and	increase	the	negative	

impact	on	the	victim,	or	instead	can	stop	the	bullying	and	reduce	the	negative	impact	on	the	

victim	 (Hawkins,	 Pepler,	 &	 Craig,	 2001;	 O’Connell,	 Pepler,	 &	 Craig,	 1999;	 Pepler,	 Craig,	 &	

O’Connell,	2010;	Salmivalli,	2010;	Salmivalli,	Lagerspetz,	Björkqvist,	Österman,	&	Kaukiainen,	

1996).	In	the	context	of	cyberbullying,	current	research	has	mostly	focused	on	determinants	

of	whether	or	 not	 bystanders	 of	 cyberbullying	 engage	 in	 behaviours	 aimed	at	 helping	 the	

victim,	 for	 instance	 defending	 the	 victim	 in	 front	 of	 the	 bully	 (DeSmet	 et	 al.,	 2012,	 2013;	

Freis	&	Gurung,	2013;	Macháčková,	Dedkova,	Sevcikova,	&	Cerna,	2013;	Obermaier,	Fawzi,	&	

Koch,	 2014).	 However,	 cyberbullying	 bystanders	 can	 also	 reinforce	 the	 bully	 by	 actually	

joining	 in	 the	 bullying,	 by	 showing	 approval	 (e.g.	 by	 laughing),	 or	 sometimes	 even	 by	

remaining	passive	(Van	Cleemput,	Vandebosch,	&	Pabian,	2014).	Consequently,	investigating	
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the	 determinants	 of	 bystanders’	 reinforcing	 behaviour	 may	 be	 equally	 important	 to	 gain	

insights	 in	 the	 dynamics	 of	 the	 cyberbullying	 problem,	 and	 consequently	 inform	

cyberbullying	programs	and	interventions.	

With	 regard	 to	 the	 behavioural	 determinants	 of	 bystanders’	 reinforcing	 behaviour,	 most	

cyberbullying	research	has	focused	on	personal	characteristics	of	bystanders,	 including	age	

(Van	Cleemput	et	al.,	2014),	gender	(Barlińska,	Szuster,	&	Winiewski,	2013;	Bastiaensens	et	

al.,	2014;	Van	Cleemput	et	al.,	2014),	involvement	in	cyberbullying	as	victim	or	perpetrator	

(Barlińska	et	al.,	2013;	Van	Cleemput	et	al.,	2014),	and	psychological	traits,	such	as	empathy	

and	 social	 anxiety	 (Van	 Cleemput	 et	 al.,	 2014).	 However,	 when	 investigating	 bystanders’	

reinforcing	behaviour	 in	cases	of	cyberbullying	we	also	need	to	consider	the	social	context	

(both	online	and	offline),	in	which	aggressive	behaviour	can	be	affected	by	group	processes	

and	social	influence	exerted	by	peers	(Bastiaensens	et	al.,	2014;	Festl,	Scharkow,	&	Quandt,	

2013;	 Hinduja	 &	 Patchin,	 2013)	 and	 adults	 (Hinduja	 &	 Patchin,	 2013;	 Zhou	 et	 al.,	 2013).	

Therefore,	 in	 this	 study	we	wanted	 to	 explore	 how	 the	 social	 context	 affects	 bystanders’	

reinforcing	 behaviour,	 by	 looking	 at	 processes	 of	 normative	 social	 influence	 and	 social	

pressure.		

2. Theoretical	background	

	

2.1. Normative	 social	 influence	 on	 bystanders’	 reinforcing	 behaviour:	 differentiation	

between	the	“is”	and	the	“ought”	

In	 adolescence,	 children’s	 attitudes	 and	 behaviours	 are	 affected	 by	 different	 socialisation	

agents:	adults,	including	parents,	teachers,	and	other	adults	with	educational	roles	(Rubini	&	

Palmonari,	 2006),	 but	 also	 peers,	who	 play	 an	 increasingly	 important	 role	 in	 adolescents’	

lives	 (Scholte	 &	 Van	 Aken,	 2006).	 Biddle,	 Bank	 and	 Marlin	 (1980)	 have	 argued	 that	

adolescents	 may	 undergo	 social	 influences	 by	 peers	 and	 adults	 (parents)	 through	 their	

expression	 of	 normative	 standards	 or	 modelling	 of	 certain	 behaviours,	 which	 can	 lead	

adolescents	to	internalise	norms	or	preferences	for	conduct.	This	process	of	normative	social	

influence	was	defined	by	Schultz,	Tabanico	and	Rendón	(2008,	p.	386)	as	the	“conformity	to	

a	 group	norm	brought	by	a	desire	 to	be	 liked	by	 the	group	members”.	 In	 their	definition,	

they	emphasise	that	normative	social	influence	operates	when	an	individual,	belonging	to	a	
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certain	 group,	 cares	 about	 the	evaluations	of	 other	 group	members	 (Schultz	 et	 al.,	 2008).	

Internalised	social	norms	of	peers	and	adults	exert	an	important	influence	on	cyberbullying	

perpetration	 (Ang,	 Tan,	 &	 Mansor,	 2011;	 Burton,	 Florell,	 &	 Wygant,	 2013;	 Heirman	 &	

Walrave,	 2012;	 Lazuras,	 Barkoukis,	 Ourda,	 &	 Tsorbatzoudis,	 2013;	 Pabian	 &	 Vandebosch,	

2014;	 Wright	 &	 Li,	 2012).	 As	 traditional	 bullying	 research	 has	 demonstrated	 that	 social	

norms	 can	 also	 affect	 adolescent	 bystanders’	 reinforcing	 behaviour	 (Salmivalli	 &	 Voeten,	

2004;	Sandstrom,	Makover,	&	Bartini,	2012),	we	expect	internalised	social	norms	to	impact	

bystanders’	reinforcing	behaviour	in	cases	of	cyberbullying	as	well.			

According	 to	 the	 theory	of	normative	 social	behaviour,	 the	 impact	of	norms	on	behaviour	

can	be	divided	into	norms	that	relate	to	the	“is”	and	those	that	refer	to	the	“ought”	(Cialdini,	

Reno,	&	 Kallgren,	 1990;	 Kallgren,	 Reno,	&	 Cialdini,	 2000).	 The	 first	 category	 of	 normative	

influences,	 the	 “is”	 or	descriptive	 norms,	 are	 driven	 by	 an	 individual’s	 perception	 of	what	

most	(relevant)	others	do	in	a	particular	situation,	while	the	second	category,	the	“ought”	or	

injunctive	norms,	are	informed	by	what	(relevant)	others	approve	or	disapprove	of	(Lapinski	

&	 Rimal,	 2005;	 Reno,	 Cialdini,	 &	 Kallgren,	 1993).	 In	 case	 of	 cyberbullying,	 the	 descriptive	

norms	 can	 relate	 to	 the	adolescent	bystanders’	 perception	of	whether	or	not	other	peers	

engage	 in	 cyberbullying	 (or	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 bystanders).	 Injunctive	 norms	 on	

cyberbullying	can	arise	from	social	influence	of	both	peers	and	relevant	adults,	for	instance	

parents	and	teachers.	These	norms	relate	to	adolescent	bystanders’	perception	of	how	these	

reference	groups	feel	about	cyberbullying,	 for	 instance	whether	they	think	cyberbullying	 is	

not	an	important	problem	or	whether	they	think	it	 is	unacceptable.	 It	 is	 important	to	note	

that	 descriptive	 and	 injunctive	 norms	 are	 informed	 by	 bystanders’	 perception	 of	 relevant	

others’	behaviour	and	opinions,	 rather	 than	 the	actual	behaviour	and	opinions	of	 relevant	

others.	 In	 this	 respect,	 Sandstrom	 and	 colleagues	 (2012)	 revealed	 a	 discrepancy	 between	

perception	 and	 reality.	 They	 found	 that	 bystanders	 often	 overestimated	 their	 friends’	

approval	 of	 traditional	 bullying,	 which	 was	 associated	 with	 higher	 levels	 of	 joining	 in	

bullying.	

Although	research	on	traditional	bullying	(Salmivalli	&	Voeten,	2004;	Sandstrom	et	al.,	2012)	

has	 investigated	 the	 effect	 of	 injunctive	 and	 descriptive	 norms	 on	 bystander	 behaviour,	

these	two	distinct	normative	social	influences	have	rarely	been	explicitly	compared	to	each	
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other	within	 this	 research	 field.	Pozzoli,	Gini	and	Vieno	 (2012)	 related	both	 injunctive	and	

descriptive	norms	to	bystanders’	defending	and	passively	standing	by	in	cases	of	traditional	

bullying.	With	regard	to	cyberbullying,	Pabian	and	Vandebosch	(2014)	applied	the	Theory	of	

Planned	Behaviour	(Ajzen,	1991)	to	cyberbullying	perpetration	and	concluded	that	injunctive	

norms	 of	 peers	 were	 more	 strongly	 related	 to	 intentions	 to	 engage	 in	 cyberbullying,	

compared	to	descriptive	norms	(of	peers).	Based	on	these	results	we	expect	a	similar	pattern	

for	 bystanders’	 reinforcing	 behaviour	 in	 cases	 of	 cyberbullying:	 bystanders’	 joining	 in	

cyberbullying	 will	 be	 more	 affected	 by	 bystanders’	 perception	 of	 how	 peers	 feel	 about	

cyberbullying	 (injunctive	 norm)	 than	 by	 their	 perception	 about	 peers’	 cyberbullying	

behaviour	(descriptive	norm).		

2.2. Impact	 of	 injunctive	 norms	 on	 bystanders	 of	 cyberbullying:	 taking	 into	 account	

different	reference	groups		

Following	Social	Cognitive	Theory	(Bandura,	1991,	1998,	2010),	peers	as	well	as	adults	can	

serve	as	role	models	for	the	acquisition	and	maintenance	of	aggressive	behaviours,	such	as	

bullying	 (Espelage,	 Bosworth,	 &	 Simon,	 2000;	 Idsoe,	 Solli,	 &	 Cosmovici,	 2008).	 However,	

their	 (normative)	 social	 influence	 may	 vary	 due	 to	 a	 differential	 relationship	 with	 the	

adolescent	(Biddle	et	al.,	1980;	Clasen	&	Brown,	1985;	Kandel,	1978;	Urberg,	1992).		

First,	with	regard	to	the	social	influence	of	peers	as	role	models	for	cyberbullying	behaviour,	

the	 Social	 Identity/Self-Categorisation	 Perspective	 on	 social	 norms	 (Terry	 &	 Hogg,	 1996;	

White,	 Hogg,	 &	 Terry,	 2002)	 helps	 us	 distinguish	 between	 normative	 social	 influence	 of	

different	 peer	 groups,	 by	 emphasising	 “the	 importance	of	 normative	 support	 from	 salient	

self-inclusive	 group	memberships”	 (White	 et	 al.,	 2002,	 p.	 92).	 This	 theoretical	 perspective	

states	 that	 people	 make	 categorisations	 between	 the	 “in-group”	 and	 “out-groups”,	

subsequently	 leading	 to	 self-enhancement	 in	 favour	of	 the	 in-group	 (Terry	&	Hogg,	1996).	

Traditional	bullying	 research	has	mainly	 studied	 the	 friendship	group	as	 (one	of)	 the	most	

influential	in-groups	affecting	bullying	perpetration	(Burns,	Maycock,	Cross,	&	Brown,	2008)	

and	 a	 lack	 of	willingness	 to	 intervene	 as	 a	 bystander	 (Espelage,	 Green,	 &	 Polanin,	 2012).	

With	regard	to	bystanders	of	cyberbullying,	Bastiaensens	et	al.	 (2014)	have	found	that	the	

behaviour	 of	 friends,	 rather	 than	 acquaintances,	 had	 a	 higher	 impact	 on	 behavioural	

intentions	to	join	 in	cyberbullying.	Consequently,	we	expect	that	bystanders’	perception	of	
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whether	 or	 not	 friends	 approve	 of	 cyberbullying	 (injunctive	 norm	 of	 friends)	 will	 have	 a	

higher	impact	on	bystander’	joining	in	cyberbullying	than	their	perception	of	the	approval	of	

lower-affiliated	peers	(injunctive	norm	of	lower-affiliated	peers).		

Secondly,	apart	from	peers,	adults	can	also	serve	as	models	for	the	acquisition	of	negative	

behaviours	 such	 as	 bullying,	 not	 by	 performing	 the	 behaviour	 themselves	 per	 se,	 but	 by	

directly	or	indirectly	imposing	their	 injunctive	social	norms,	for	instance	through	(a	lack	of)	

monitoring	and	sanctioning	(Atik	&	Güneri,	2013;	Idsoe	et	al.,	2008;	Marini,	Dane,	Bosacki,	&	

CURA,	 2006)	 and	 their	 general	 engagement	 in	 conflict	 and	 destructive	 problem-solving	

strategies	(Stevens,	De	Bourdeaudhuij,	&	Van	Oost,	2002).	The	social	influence	of	adults	has	

been	 compared	 to	 that	 of	 peers	 with	 regard	 to	 cyberbullying	 perpetration	 (Hinduja	 &	

Patchin,	2013;	Pabian	&	Vandebosch,	2014)	and	(passive)	bystander	behaviour	(Pozzoli	et	al.,	

2012).	 More	 specifically,	 Pabian	 and	 Vandebosch	 (2014)	 considered	 injunctive	 norms	 of	

peers	 in	 comparison	 to	 those	 of	 parents	 and	 teachers	 in	 relation	 to	 cyberbullying	

perpetration.	 They	 found	 that	 injunctive	 norms	 of	 peers	 were	 most	 strongly	 related	 to	

behavioural	 intentions	to	engage	 in	cyberbullying,	 followed	by	 injunctive	norms	of	parents	

and	 teachers	 respectively.	 Following	 up	 on	 the	 latter	 results,	 we	 expect	 that	 bystanders’	

perception	 of	 parents’	 approval	 of	 cyberbullying	 (injunctive	 norm	 of	 parents)	 will	 more	

strongly	 relate	 to	 bystanders’	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying,	 than	 bystanders’	 perception	 of	

teachers’	approval	of	cyberbullying	(injunctive	norm	of	teachers).		

2.3. A	 path	 model	 of	 normative	 social	 influence	 on	 bystanders’	 reinforcing	 behaviour:	

specific	injunctive	norms	arousing	social	pressure	

Another	pivotal	aspect	of	social	influence	on	adolescents	involves	social	pressure,	which	has	

received	 a	 lot	 of	 attention	 in	 research	 on	 adolescents’	 risk-taking	 behaviours.	Within	 this	

research	 field,	 social	pressure	has	been	conceptualised	as	a	process	 that	 involves	 relevant	

others	 (usually	 peers)	 actively	 encouraging,	 urging	 or	 pressuring	 the	 adolescent	 to	 act	 or	

think	in	a	certain	way,	which	will	make	the	adolescent	motivated	to	do	so	(Brown,	Lohr,	&	

McClenahan,	 1986;	 Clasen	 &	 Brown,	 1985;	 Santor,	 Messervey,	 &	 Kusumakar,	 2000).	 The	

Reasoned	 Action	 Approach	 to	 health	 promotion	 (Fishbein,	 2008)	 has	 described	 how	

normative	beliefs	on	specific	others’	behaviour	(descriptive	norms)	and	normative	beliefs	on	

whether	 specific	 others	 think	one	 should	or	 should	not	 perform	 the	behaviour	 (injunctive	
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norms)	 can	 lead	 to	 social	 pressure	 to	 perform	 the	 behaviour.	 As	 the	 peer	 group	 has	

repeatedly	 been	 identified	 as	 a	 key	 factor	 in	 inducing	 or	 sustaining	 bullying	 behaviour	

(Pepler	 et	 al.,	 2010;	 Salmivalli,	 2010),	 we	 expect	 peers	 to	 have	 the	 ability	 to	 exert	 social	

pressure	on	bystanders	to	join	in	cyberbullying.	

Applying	this	approach	to	bystander	behaviour	 in	cases	of	cyberbullying,	peers’	descriptive	

and	injunctive	norms	might	both	arouse	social	pressure	to	join	in	bullying,	which	will	in	turn	

lead	 bystanders	 to	 join	 in	 cyberbullying.	 This	means	 that	 bystanders’	 perception	 of	 peers	

being	 involved	 in	 cyberbullying	 behaviour	 and	 their	 perception	 of	 peers	 approving	 of	

cyberbullying,	will	lead	bystanders	to	experience	social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying	and	

will	consequently	make	them	more	likely	to	engage	in	this	behaviour.	Such	an	approach	goes	

beyond	former	research	on	cyberbullying	perpetration	(Pabian	&	Vandebosch,	2014),	which	

has	considered	peer	pressure	and	the	effect	of	injunctive	and	descriptive	norms	of	peers	as	

distinct	processes	that	affect	intentions	to	engage	in	cyberbullying	perpetration.		

2.4. Personal	characteristics	in	the	path	model	of	normative	social	influence	on	bystanders’	

reinforcing	behaviour	

Based	 on	 research	 on	 traditional	 bullying	 and	 on	 social	 pressure	 to	 engage	 in	 bullying	 or	

antisocial	 behaviour,	 we	 expect	 that	 bystanders’	 personal	 characteristics	 could	 affect	 the	

proposed	 path	 model	 of	 normative	 social	 influence.	 First,	 adolescents’	 engagement	 in	

cyberbullying	perpetration	could	affect	bystanders’	(social	pressure	to	engage	in)	 joining	in	

cyberbullying.	Bullies	have	been	identified	as	more	likely	to	engage	in	reinforcing	bystander	

behaviour	in	traditional	bullying	(Oh	&	Hazler,	2009),	and	as	more	likely	to	feel	pressured	to	

join	 in	 bullying,	 due	 to	 processes	 of	 (self-)labelling	 (Burns	 et	 al.,	 2008)	 and	 the	 desire	 to	

maintain	an	aggressive	reputation	(Burns	et	al.,	2008;	Houghton,	Nathan,	&	Taylor,	2012).	A	

similar	pattern	has	been	found	for	cyberbullying,	as	cyberbullies	appear	to	be	more	inclined	

to	 join	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystander	 (Barlińska	 et	 al.,	 2013;	Van	Cleemput	 et	 al.,	 2014).	

Following	up	on	these	findings,	we	expect	that	cyberbullies	will	feel	more	social	pressure	to	

join	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystander	 and	 will	 be	 more	 likely	 to	 engage	 in	 subsequent	

behaviour.	
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Secondly,	 bystanders’	 gender	 and	 age	 could	 also	 affect	 the	 normative	 social	 influence	

process.	Boys	have	been	found	to	be	more	likely	to	engage	in	reinforcing	behaviour	in	cases	

of	 traditional	 bullying	 (O’Connell	 et	 al.,	 1999;	 Salmivalli	 et	 al.,	 1996;	 Salmivalli	 &	 Voeten,	

2004),	 while	 older	 youngsters	 have	 been	 found	 to	 display	 more	 reinforcing	 bystander	

behaviour	 in	 cases	 of	 traditional	 bullying	 (O’Connell	 et	 al.,	 1999)	 and	 cyberbullying	 (Van	

Cleemput	et	al.,	2014).	Consequently,	we	hypothesise	that	older	youngsters	and	boys	will	be	

more	likely	to	join	in	cyberbullying	as	bystanders.	With	regard	to	age	and	gender	effects	on	

social	pressure,	to	the	best	of	our	knowledge	no	traditional	bullying	or	cyberbullying	studies	

have	 investigated	 these	effects	on	social	pressure	 to	engage	 in	 (cyber)bullying	behaviours.	

Related	research	on	social/peer	pressure	from	the	field	of	adolescents’	antisocial	behaviour	

(e.g.	Brown	et	al.,	1986;	Clasen	&	Brown,	1985;	Eamon,	2002;	Ngee	Sim	&	Fen	Koh,	2003)	

has	shown	mixed	results	with	regard	to	age	and	gender.	This	prevents	us	 from	generating	

straightforward	 expectations	 of	 age	 and	 gender	 differences	 in	 social	 pressure	 to	 join	 in	

cyberbullying	as	a	bystander.	Therefore,	we	would	like	to	include	these	relationships	in	the	

model,	without	formulating	specific	hypotheses.		

2.5. Proposed	model	

In	 this	 study,	 we	 propose	 the	 creation	 of	 a	 path	model	 of	 normative	 social	 influence	 on	

bystanders’	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying.	We	 include	 the	direct	 effects	of	 peers’	 injunctive	 and	

descriptive	norms	on	bystanders’	 joining	 in	cyberbullying,	as	well	as	 the	 indirect	effects	of	

peers’	 injunctive	 and	 descriptive	 norms	 on	 bystanders’	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying	 via	 social	

pressure,	in	order	to	test	our	expectations	of	full	or	partial	mediation.	With	regard	to	peers’	

injunctive	norms,	we	make	the	distinction	between	friends	(highly	affiliated	peers)	and	class	

group	members	(peers	with	lower	affiliation).	In	sum,	we	expect	that	bystanders’	perception	

of	friends	and	class	group	members	approving	of	cyberbullying	and	their	perception	of	peers	

engaging	 in	 cyberbullying	 will	 be	 related	 to	 higher	 levels	 of	 social	 pressure	 to	 join	 in	

cyberbullying,	 which	 will	 in	 turn	 lead	 to	 elevated	 levels	 of	 joining	 in	 as	 a	 bystander.	 In	

addition,	 we	 anticipate	 that	 relevant	 adults’	 (parents’	 and	 teachers’)	 approval	 of	

cyberbullying	 will	 be	 directly	 related	 to	 a	 higher	 likelihood	 of	 bystanders’	 joining	 in	

cyberbullying.		



From	normative	influence	to	social	pressure 

	 101	

Based	on	our	literature	review,	we	can	also	formulate	some	expectations	on	comparisons	of	

relationship	strengths.	First,	we	hypothesise	that	the	injunctive	norm	of	friends	will	have	a	

stronger	relationship	with	social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying	compared	to	the	injunctive	

norm	of	class	group	members,	meaning	that	friends’	approval	of	cyberbullying	causes	more	

social	 pressure	 to	 join	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystander.	 Secondly,	 we	 anticipate	 that	

injunctive	 norms	 of	 peers	 (perception	 of	 friends’	 and	 class	 group	 members’	 approval	 of	

cyberbullying)	 will	 be	 more	 strongly	 related	 to	 social	 pressure	 to	 join	 in	 cyberbullying,	

compared	to	the	descriptive	norm	of	peers	(perception	of	peers’	cyberbullying	behaviour).	

Thirdly,	we	expect	that	the	injunctive	norm	of	parents	will	have	a	stronger	relationship	with	

joining	in	cyberbullying	as	a	bystander,	compared	to	the	injunctive	norm	of	teachers.	

Bystanders’	age,	gender	and	involvement	in	cyberbullying	perpetration	will	be	added	to	the	

proposed	model	as	personal	characteristics.	We	expect	that	cyberbullying	perpetration	will	

be	 positively	 related	 to	 both	 social	 pressure	 and	 bystanders’	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying.	 This	

entails	that	the	more	bystanders	have	engaged	in	cyberbullying	perpetration,	the	more	they	

will	experience	social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying	as	bystanders	and	the	more	likely	they	

will	be	to	join	in	cyberbullying.	Furthermore,	we	anticipate	that	boys	and	older	adolescents	

will	be	more	likely	to	join	in	cyberbullying	as	a	bystander.	The	relationships	between	gender	

and	 age	 and	 social	 pressure	 to	 join	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystander	 will	 be	 added	 to	 the	

model	as	well,	without	specific	hypotheses.	
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Figure	1.	Proposed	path	model	

	
Note:	CB	=	cyberbullying	

3. Method	

	

3.1. Sample	

In	this	paper,	we	used	data	from	the	fourth	and	last	wave	(April-May	2013)	of	a	longitudinal	

study	on	traditional	bullying	and	cyberbullying	with	Flemish	youngsters,	in	order	to	provide	

the	most	recent	figures	on	cyberbullying.	Respondents	for	this	study	were	selected	from	the	

population	of	Flemish	students	from	the	last	year	of	primary	education	up	to	the	fifth	year	of	

secondary	education,	on	the	basis	of	a	random	stratified	cluster	sample	and	using	grade	and	

type	 of	 schooling	 (general,	 technical	 and	 vocational	 secondary	 education)	 as	 sampling	

criteria.	 Data	 were	 collected	 via	 paper-and-pencil	 questionnaires	 administered	 at	 school,	

after	the	respondents	and	parents	provided	their	consent1.	This	resulted	in	a	sample	of	2058	

																																																								
1	In	this	fourth	wave,	173	students	did	not	receive	parental	consent	or	provide	consent	themselves.	
Consequently,	they	were	excluded	from	the	data	collection.		
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respondents.	 As	 some	 years	 and	 schooling	 types	 were	 overrepresented	 in	 the	 obtained	

sample,	the	results	were	weighted	based	on	the	proportions	of	boys	and	girls	per	schooling	

type	and	per	school	year	or	grade	in	the	population.		

For	the	purpose	of	our	research	questions	and	hypotheses,	we	extracted	respondents	who	

had	 witnessed	 cyberbullying	 at	 least	 once	 in	 the	 past	 six	 months.	 The	 respondents	 who	

indicated	that	they	were	bystanders	of	cyberbullying	(N=	525),	were	16	years	old	on	average	

(M	=	15.42,	SD	=	1.69)	and	64	%	of	them	were	girls.	Twenty-seven	cyberbullying	bystanders	

(5	 %	 of	 bystanders)	 admitted	 that	 they	 had	 joined	 the	 bully	 when	 they	 witnessed	

cyberbullying	happening.	Among	these	27	youngsters,	with	a	mean	age	of	16	(M	=	15.78,	SD	

=	1.45),	we	could	identify	16	boys	and	10	girls	(1	missing	value),	as	well	as	19	cyberbullying	

perpetrators	and	5	victims	of	cyberbullying.		

3.2. Measures	

In	 the	 questionnaire,	 cyberbullying	 was	 introduced	 as	 “bullying	 through	 the	 internet	 or	

mobile	phones”.	Respondents	were	provided	with	a	definition	of	bullying,	containing	the	key	

elements	proposed	by	Olweus	 (1993):	 repetition,	 intention	 to	hurt,	 and	power	 imbalance.	

The	concepts	proposed	 in	 the	path	model	 (see	 figure	1)	were	all	measured	with	one	 item	

each,	measured	on	a	seven-point	Likert	scale	from	“Totally	disagree”	(1)	to	“Totally	agree”	

(7),	unless	stated	otherwise.	The	one-item	 injunctive	and	descriptive	norm	measures	were	

based	on	the	injunctive	and	descriptive	normative	belief	items	proposed	by	Ajzen	(2002)	to	

measure	 normative	 beliefs	 regarding	 specific	 reference	 groups.	 Means	 and	 standard	

deviations	of	the	item	scores	are	for	the	sample	of	cyberbullying	bystanders	(N=525).		

Injunctive	 norm	 of	 friends	 approving	 of	 cyberbullying	was	 assessed	 through	 the	 item	 “My	

friends	 would	 think	 it	 is	 good	 if	 I	 would	 bully	 someone	 through	 the	 Internet	 or	 mobile	

phone”.	Within	the	sample	of	bystanders	of	cyberbullying,	this	item	had	a	mean	score	of	M	=	

2.34,	with	standard	deviation	SD	=	1.49.		

Injunctive	norm	of	class	group	members	approving	of	cyberbullying	was	measured	with	the	

reversed	item	“My	class	group	members	would	not	think	it	is	good	if	I	would	bully	someone	

through	the	Internet	or	mobile	phone”	(reversed	scale:	M	=	3.04,	SD	=	1.75).	
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Injunctive	norm	of	parents	approving	of	cyberbullying	was	assessed	as	the	reversed	of	“My	

parents	would	not	approve	of	me	bullying	someone	through	the	Internet	or	mobile	phone”	

(reversed	scale:	M	=	1.76,	SD	=	1.41).	

Injunctive	norm	of	teachers	approving	of	cyberbullying	was	measured	as	“My	teachers	would	

think	 it	 is	 good	 if	 I	bully	 someone	 through	 the	 Internet	of	mobile	phone”	 (M	=	1.67,	SD	 =	

1.38).	

Descriptive	norm	of	peers	engaging	 in	cyberbullying	was	measured	with	the	 item	“Bullying	

on	the	Internet	is	simply	common	with	young	people”	(M	=	5.42,	SD	=	1.41).	

Social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying	as	a	bystander	was	assessed	by	the	item	“Sometimes	I	

feel	obliged	to	join	in	bullying	through	the	Internet	or	mobile	phone,	even	though	I	do	not	

want	to	myself”	(M	=	2.29,	SD	=	1.54).	

Joining	 in	cyberbullying	was	part	of	the	question	“In	these	past	six	months,	what	have	you	

done	 when	 you	 saw	 that	 others	 were	 bullied	 through	 the	 Internet	 or	 mobile	 phone?”	

Respondents	could	indicate	whether	they	had	joined	in	the	bullying	on	a	dichotomous	scale	

(0	 =	 no,	 1	 =	 yes).	 As	 said	 before,	 27	 respondents	 or	 5	 %	 of	 the	 sample	 of	 cyberbullying	

bystanders	(N=525)	admitted	that	hey	had	joined	in	cyberbullying.		

Cyberbullying	 perpetration	 was	 assessed	 with	 an	 item	 asking	 about	 the	 frequency	 of	

cyberbullying	 perpetration	 within	 the	 past	 six	 months,	 measured	 on	 a	 seven-point	 Likert	

scale	ranging	from	“Never”	(1)	to	“Multiple	times	a	week”	(7).	In	the	sample	of	cyberbullying	

bystanders	(N=525),	16	%	indicated	that	they	had	cyberbullied	someone	at	least	once	in	the	

past	six	months.	Most	youngsters	who	had	cyberbullied	others	did	this	only	once	(7	%	of	the	

sample)	or	a	couple	of	times	(4	%)	in	the	past	six	months.		

3.3. Data	analysis	

In	 order	 to	 assess	 whether	 the	 proposed	 path	 model	 of	 normative	 social	 influence	

adequately	 fits	 the	 data,	 we	 performed	 path	 analysis	 using	 MPlus	 72.	 This	 type	 of	 data	

analysis	is	called	path	analysis	as	the	model	only	contains	observed	variables	and	no	latent	

																																																								
2developed by Muthén and Muthén, see http://	http://www.statmodel.com. 
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concepts.	 Because	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystander	 is	 a	 dichotomous	 dependent	

variable,	 means	 and	 variances	 adjusted	 weighted	 least	 squares	 estimation	 (WLSMV)	 was	

used.	The	data	were	weighted	to	match	the	population	(see	section	3.1.).	School	was	used	as	

clustering	variable.		

4. Results	

Results	of	the	path	analysis	revealed	that	the	path	model	estimated	provides	an	adequate	fit	

for	the	data,	supported	by	the	chi-square	test	of	model	fit	(χ2(2)	=	2.847,	p	=	.241)	and	the	

robustness	of	fit	indices	(RMSEA	=	.033	(90%	CI:	.000–.111);	CFI	=	0.972;	TLI	=	0.766).	The	

correlations	between	the	study	variables	are	presented	in	table	1.	

Table	1.	Correlations	between	study	variables	
	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10	

1.	Joining	in	CB	 -	 .496***	 .604***	 .270**	 .464***	 .472***	 .094	 .070	 -.251	 .816***	

2.	Social	

pressure	

	 -	 .616***	 .204***	 .301***	 .387***	 .106	 .066	 -.331***	 .412***	

3.	Injunctive	

norm	friends		

	 	 -	 .381***	 .422***	 .530***	 .086	 .044	 -.485***	 .502***	

4.	Injunctive	

norm	class	

group	members		

	 	 	 -	 .332***	 .248***	 -.025	 .146	 -.188	 .284***	

5.	Injunctive	

norm	parents		

	 	 	 	 -	 .386***	 -.133**	 -.130	 -.265***	 .345***	

6.	Injunctive	

norm	teachers		

	 	 	 	 	 -	 .003	 .046	 -.363***	 .449***	

7.	Descriptive	

norm	peers		

	 	 	 	 	 	 -	 .064	 -.064	 .156**	

8.	Age	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 -	 -.164*	 .153	

9.	Gender	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 -	 -.210*	

10.	CB	

perpetration	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 -	

Note:	CB	=	cyberbullying;	***	=	p	<.001,	**	=	p	<	.01,	*	=	p	<	.05	

Table	 2	 and	 figure	 2	 both	 display	 the	 unstandardized	 and	 standardized	 probit	 regression	

coefficients	 of	 the	 path	 model	 and	 the	 two-tailed	 p-value.	 Injunctive	 norms,	 descriptive	

norms	 and	 the	 personal	 characteristics	 included	 in	 the	model	 (cyberbullying	 perpetration,	

age	and	gender)	explain	35	%	of	 the	variance	 in	social	pressure	to	 join	 in	cyberbullying.	 In	
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turn,	 these	 variables	 together	 with	 social	 pressure	 explain	 53	 %	 of	 the	 variance	 in	

bystanders’	joining	in	cyberbullying.	

Table	2.	Unstandardized	and	standardized	probit	regression	coefficients	of	the	path	model,	with	two-tailed	p-
value	
Path	 B	(SE)	 Two-tailed	p-value	of	B	 β	

Injunctive	norm	friends	

è	social	pressure		

0.545	(.089)	 <	.001***	 0.547	

Injunctive	norm	friends	

è	joining	in	CB	

0.181	(.198)	 .362	 0.200	

Injunctive	norm	class	

group	members	è	social	

pressure		

-0.047	(.045)	 .297	 -0.052	

Injunctive	norm	class	

group	members	è	

joining	in	CB	

-0.146	(.199)	 .463	 -0.179	

Descriptive	norm	peers	

è	social	pressure		

0.062	(.071)	 .382	 0.055	

Descriptive	norm	peers	

è	joining	in	CB	

0.007	(.146)	 .963	 0.007	

Social	pressure	è	joining	

in	CB	

0.221	(.074)	 .003**	 0.243	

Injunctive	norm	parents	

è	joining	in	CB	

0.243	(.115)	 .034*	 0.249	

Injunctive	norm	teachers	

è	joining	in	CB	

0.090	(.146)	 .536	 0.092	

Gender	(boys	=	0;	girls	=	

1)	è	social	pressure		

-0.271	(.203)	 .182	 -0.087	

Gender	(0	=	boys,	1	=	

girls)	è	joining	in	CB	

0.160	(.610)	 .793	 0.057	

Age	è	social	pressure		 -0.083	(.070)	 .240	 -0.073	

Age	è	joining	in	CB	 -0.031	(.167)	 .851	 -0.030	

CB	perpetration	è	social	

pressure		

0.059	(.092)	 .519	 0.036	

CB	perpetration		è	

joining	CB	

0.473	(.151)	 .002**	 0.321	

Note:	CB	=	cyberbullying;	***	=	p	<.001,	**	=	p	<	.01,	*	=	p	<	.05	
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Figure	2.	Path	model	results	

	
Note:	CB=	cyberbullying;	***	=	p	<.001,	**	=	p	<	.01,	*	=	p	<	.05;	RMSEA	=	.033	(90%	CI:	.000–.111);	CFI	=	
0.972,TLI	=	0.766;	χ2(2)	=	2.847,	p	=	.241.		

First,	with	regard	to	the	normative	social	influence	of	peers,	the	results	of	the	path	analysis	

reveal	that	the	injunctive	norm	of	friends	approving	of	cyberbullying	is	significantly	positively	

related	to	social	pressure	(β	=	0.547,	p	<.001),	which	is	in	turn	significantly	related	to	joining	

in	cyberbullying	(β	=	0.243,	p	=	.003).	As	expected,	there	is	no	significant	direct	effect	of	the	

injunctive	norm	of	friends	on	joining	in	(β	=	0.200,	p	=	.362).	These	results	provide	evidence	

for	 the	 hypothesised	mediation	 via	 social	 pressure	 in	 the	 effect	 of	 the	 injunctive	 norm	of	

friends	on	bystanders’	joining	in	cyberbullying.	A	significant	relationship	with	social	pressure	

was	found	neither	for	the	injunctive	norm	of	class	group	members	(β	=	-0.052,	p	=	.297),	nor	

for	 the	 descriptive	 norm	 of	 peers	 (β	 =	 0.055,	 p	 =	 .382).	 Furthermore,	 in	 line	 with	 our	

expectations,	 the	 injunctive	 norm	 of	 class	 group	members	 (β	 =	 -0.179,	p	 =	 .463)	 and	 the	

descriptive	norms	of	peers	(β	=	0.007,	p	=	.963)	were	not	significantly	related	to	joining	in.		
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Secondly,	with	regard	to	the	normative	social	influence	of	adults	on	joining	in	cyberbullying,	

we	found	a	significant	positive	effect	for	the	injunctive	norm	of	parents	(β	=	0.249,	p	=	.034),	

but	not	for	the	injunctive	norm	of	teachers	(β	=	0.092,	p	=	.536).		

Thirdly,	of	the	personal	characteristics	included	in	the	model	only	cyberbullying	perpetration	

turned	 out	 to	 have	 a	 significant	 positive	 effect	 on	 joining	 in	 (β	 =	 0.321,	 p	 =	 .002),	 as	

expected.	 However,	 contrary	 to	 our	 expectations,	 cyberbullying	 perpetration	 did	 not	

significantly	 affect	 social	 pressure	 (β	 =	 0.036,	p	 =	 .519).	 Bystanders’	 age	 and	 gender	were	

neither	significantly	related	to	social	pressure	(age:	β	=	-0.073,	p	=	.240;	gender:	β	=	-0.087,	p	

=	.182),	nor	to	joining	in	cyberbullying	(age:	β	=	-0.030,	p	=	.851;	gender:	β	=	0.057,	p	=	.793).	

5. Conclusion	and	discussion	

In	this	study	we	used	data	from	525	Flemish	adolescent	bystanders	of	cyberbullying	in	order	

to	 investigate	 how	 injunctive	 and	 descriptive	 norms	 of	 peers	 (friends	 and	 class	 group	

members)	and	injunctive	norms	of	adults	(parents	and	teachers)	affect	bystanders’	joining	in	

cyberbullying,	 directly	 or	 indirectly	 via	 social	 pressure.	 Furthermore,	 we	 assessed	 how	

bystanders’	gender,	age	and	cyberbullying	perpetration	affect	the	proposed	normative	social	

influence	process.	

5.1. Path	model	of	normative	social	influence	on	bystanders’	joining	in	cyberbullying	

The	 findings	of	 this	 study	are	 in	 line	with	 the	Reasoned	Action	Approach	 (Fishbein,	2008),	

which	 states	 that	 social	 norms	 can	 cause	 social	 pressure	 to	 engage	 in	 a	 certain	 kind	 of	

behaviour.	 We	 found	 that	 social	 pressure	 fully	 mediated	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	

injunctive	 norm	 of	 friends	 and	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystander.	 More	 concretely,	

bystanders’	 perception	 of	 friends	 approving	 of	 cyberbullying	 was	 related	 to	 a	 higher	

experience	of	social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying	as	a	bystander	and	to	higher	levels	of	

subsequent	 joining	 in	cyberbullying.	To	the	best	of	our	knowledge,	this	study	 is	the	first	 in	

the	 field	 of	 (cyber)bullying	 to	 relate	 injunctive	 norms	 to	 social	 pressure,	 instead	 of	

considering	them	as	two	separate	concepts	affecting	bystander	behaviour	(see	e.g.	Pabian	&	

Vandebosch,	2014;	Pozzoli	et	al.,	2012).			
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5.2. Differentiation	in	normative	social	influence:	comparison	of	norm	types	and	reference	

groups	

While	the	injunctive	norm	of	friends	approving	of	cyberbullying	was	significantly	related	to	

bystanders’	 joining	 in	cyberbullying	via	social	pressure,	the	 injunctive	norms	of	class	group	

members	approving	of	cyberbullying	had	no	significant	relationship	(via	social	pressure)	with	

bystanders’	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying.	 This	 finding	 is	 in	 line	 with	 the	 Social	 Identity/Self-

Categorisation	 Perspective	 (Terry	 &	 Hogg,	 1996;	 White	 et	 al.,	 2002),	 which	 advocates	 a	

stronger	normative	social	 influence	exerted	by	members	of	the	“in-group”.	 It	also	matches	

the	 results	of	previous	 research	on	bystanders	of	 cyberbullying	 (Bastiaensens	et	al.,	 2014)	

which	 found	 that	 good	 friends	 affect	 bystanders’	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying	 more	 than	

acquaintances.	

In	 this	 study,	 the	descriptive	norm	of	 peers	 engaging	 in	 cyberbullying	did	not	 significantly	

affect	 social	 pressure.	 This	 means	 that	 there	 was	 no	 relationship	 between	 bystanders’	

perception	of	peers’	cyberbullying	behaviour	and	social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying	as	a	

bystander.	 In	 their	 application	 of	 the	 Theory	 of	 Planned	 Behaviour	 (Ajzen,	 1991)	 to	

cyberbullying	perpetration,	Pabian	and	Vandebosch	 (2014)	came	to	a	similar	conclusion	of	

injunctive	norms	of	peers	being	more	strongly	related	to	behavioural	intentions	to	engage	in	

cyberbullying	than	descriptive	norms	of	peers.	

With	 regard	 to	 normative	 social	 influence	 of	 adults,	 we	 found	 that	 the	 injunctive	 norm	

parents	was	positively	related	to	joining	in	cyberbullying	as	bystander.	 In	 line	with	findings	

by	 Pabian	 and	 Vandebosch	 (2014)	 on	 cyberbullying	 perpetration,	 this	 means	 that	

bystanders’	perception	of	parents’	approval	of	cyberbullying	makes	them	more	likely	to	join	

in	cyberbullying.	The	injunctive	norm	of	teachers	approving	of	cyberbullying	did	not	have	a	

significant	 effect	 on	 bystanders’	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying,	 which	 points	 towards	 a	 more	

important	normative	role	for	parents	than	for	teachers.		

5.3. Personal	 characteristics	 in	 normative	 social	 influence	 on	 bystanders’	 joining	 in	

cyberbullying	

Cyberbullying	perpetration,	age	and	gender	were	 included	 in	the	path	model	of	normative	

social	influence	on	bystanders’	joining	in	cyberbullying.	We	found	that	the	more	adolescents	
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engaged	in	cyberbullying	perpetration,	the	more	likely	they	were	to	join	in	cyberbullying	as	a	

bystander.	 This	 result	 points	 towards	 an	 overlap	 between	 the	 roles	 of	 perpetrator	 and	

reinforcing	 bystander,	 as	 had	 been	 demonstrated	 for	 traditional	 bullying	 (Oh	 &	 Hazler,	

2009).	However,	 perpetrators	of	 cyberbullying	did	not	 experience	more	 social	 pressure	 to	

join	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 bystanders.	 According	 to	 this	 study’s	 results,	 being	 a	 cyberbully	

makes	adolescent	bystanders’	more	likely	to	join	in	cyberbullying,	but	does	not	elevate	their	

feeling	 of	 being	 pressurised	 to	 join	 in	 cyberbullying	 (against	 their	 own	 will).	 A	 possible	

explanation	was	provided	by	Burns	and	colleagues	(2008),	who	found	that	bullies	have	the	

feeling	they	need	to	be	consistent	in	their	behaviour.	Consequently,	the	pressure	to	join	in	

cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystander	 could	 come	 from	within,	 caused	 by	 the	 cyberbully’s	 need	 to	

avoid	cognitive	dissonance	(Festinger,	1962),	and	will	be	in	compliance	with	the	bystanders’	

own	will.		

With	 regard	 to	 gender	 and	 age	 we	 firstly	 did	 not	 find	 significant	 effects	 on	 joining	 in	

cyberbullying	as	a	bystander.	These	results	contradict	our	expectations	based	on	traditional	

bullying	 (O’Connell	 et	 al.,	 1999;	 Salmivalli	 et	 al.,	 1996;	 Salmivalli	 &	 Voeten,	 2004)	 and	

cyberbullying	(Van	Cleemput	et	al.,	2014)	research.	Secondly,	no	age	or	gender	differences	

were	found	in	bystanders’	social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying.	As	research	on	social/peer	

pressure	in	adolescents’	antisocial	behaviour	(e.g.	Brown	et	al.,	1986;	Clasen	&	Brown,	1985;	

Eamon,	2002;	Ngee	Sim	&	Fen	Koh,	2003)	revealed	mixed	results	regarding	age	and	gender,	

further	research	is	warranted	to	determine	whether	and	how	boys	and	girls	react	differently	

when	being	exposed	to	social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying	as	a	bystander.		

6. Limitations	and	recommendation	for	future	research	

Although	 this	 study	 offers	 an	 innovative	 approach	 to	 normative	 social	 influence	 on	

bystanders	of	cyberbullying,	it	also	has	some	limitations	that	need	to	be	recognised.	First,	in	

the	 proposed	 model	 we	 included	 general	 injunctive	 and	 descriptive	 norms	 about	

cyberbullying,	 without	 specifying	 the	 cyberbullying	 behaviour	 under	 concern	 (e.g.	

perpetration,	joining	in	as	a	bystander).	By	including	more	specific	injunctive	and	descriptive	

norms	 on	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystander,	 we	 could	 establish	 a	 more	 nuanced	

relationship	between	normative	social	influence	and	social	pressure	to	join	in	cyberbullying	

as	a	bystander.		
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Secondly,	this	study’s	proposed	model	of	normative	social	influence	contains	both	injunctive	

norm	 items	 reflecting	 relevant	 others	 thinking	 cyberbullying	 is	 good,	 and	 reversed	 items	

about	relevant	others	thinking	cyberbullying	is	not	good	or	relevant	others	disapproving	of	

cyberbullying.	It	must	be	noted,	however,	that	a	low	score	on	relevant	others’	disapproval	of	

cyberbullying	can	also	just	point	towards	indifference	about	whether	or	not	the	adolescent	

bystander	would	 join	 in	cyberbullying,	and	must	not	necessarily	mean	that	relevant	others	

approve	 of	 cyberbullying.	 This	 could	 be	 especially	 true	 for	 adults,	 whose	 indifference	

towards	 cyberbullying	 or	 towards	 adolescents’	 online	 behaviour	 in	 general	 might	 lead	 to	

adolescents	lacking	a	normative	framework	on	respectful	online	behaviour.	Such	a	problem	

of	 concept/item	 interpretation	 could	 be	 overcome	 in	 future	 studies	 by	 using	 the	 same	

wording	for	all	items	and	by	formulating	all	items	in	the	same	direction	(either	acceptance	of	

or	 indifference	 towards	 cyberbullying).	 Furthermore,	 using	multiple	 items	 to	measure	one	

construct	could	increase	the	measures’	reliability	and	validity.		

Thirdly,	 the	 distinction	 between	 injunctive	 norms	 of	 peers	with	 different	 affiliation	 to	 the	

bystander	was	operationalised	as	an	opposition	between	friends	and	class	group	members.	

However,	we	do	not	know	whether	youngsters	see	friends	and	class	group	members	as	two	

separate	categories	in	terms	of	affiliation,	or	whether	they	perceive	a	large	overlap	between	

the	 two.	Moreover,	 other	 important	 peer	 reference	 groups	might	 also	 be	 considered,	 for	

instance	 youth	 subcultures	 or	 social	 status	 groups,	 such	 as	 the	 popular	 or	 controversial	

youth	 (Scholte	&	Van	Aken,	 2006).	Using	 (focus	 group)	 interviews	with	 youngsters,	 future	

research	could	aim	to	identify	important	reference	groups	with	regard	to	bystanders’	joining	

in	cyberbullying,	in	order	to	inform	survey	research.	Such	a	distinction	in	specific	reference	

groups	could	also	be	made	with	regard	to	descriptive	norms	of	peers,	a	distinction	that	was	

not	made	in	the	present	study.		

Lastly,	 despite	 the	 large	 sample	 of	 bystanders	 (N=525),	 only	 5	 %	 of	 this	 sample	 or	 27	

adolescents	admitted	that	they	had	joined	in	cyberbullying.	Even	though	respondents	were	

ensured	that	their	answers	to	the	questions	would	remain	anonymous,	they	were	probably	

still	 engaged	 in	 socially	 desirable	 answering.	 In	 order	 to	 overcome	 this	 problem,	

questionnaires	 could	 include	 questions	 measuring	 tendency	 to	 engage	 in	 social	 desirable	

answering	 (e.g.	 Crowne	&	Marlowe,	 1960;	 Reynolds,	 1982;	 Strahan	&	Gerbasi,	 1972)	 and	
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could	complement	youngsters’	accounts	with	behavioural	reports	of	other	actors	(e.g.	other	

peers,	teachers,	parents).	In	addition,	we	have	to	acknowledge	that	joining	in	cyberbullying	

can	 contain	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 possible	 behaviours	 (e.g.	 laughing,	 calling	 names	 yourself).	

Therefore,	 future	 research	 could	 aim	 to	 measure	 a	 wider	 array	 of	 different,	 specific	

reinforcing	 behaviours.	 These	 reinforcing	 behaviours	 should	 best	 be	measured	 on	 seven-

point	Likert-scales	to	increase	potential	variation	in	the	data.	

7. Implications	for	school	programs	and	interventions	on	cyberbullying	

Based	 on	 the	 findings	 of	 this	 study	we	 are	 able	 to	 formulate	 some	 recommendations	 for	

interventions	and	school	programs	that	aim	to	tackle	and	prevent	cyberbullying.	First,	as	we	

found	that	friends’	approval	of	cyberbullying	causes	bystanders	to	feel	social	pressure	to	join	

in	 cyberbullying	 and	 perform	 subsequent	 behaviour,	 program	 components	 targeting	

bystanders	 could	 focus	 on	 a)	 changing	 bystanders’	 perceptions	 of	 friends	 approving	 of	

(cyber)bullying,	which	 is	 often	 overestimated	 by	 adolescent	 bystanders	 (Sandstrom	 et	 al.,	

2012),	and	b)	teaching	bystanders’	how	to	deal	with	social	pressure	of	friends	urging	them	to	

join	 in	 cyberbullying.	 These	 goals	 could	 be	 achieved	 by	 providing	 youngsters	 with	

information	 on	 friends’	 disapproval	 of	 cyberbullying	 or	 joining	 in	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	

bystander	 (e.g.	by	 setting	up	small	 group	discussions	of	 fictitious	cyberbullying	 situations),	

and	by	using	social	pressure	resistance	methods,	for	instance	relating	intended	behaviour	to	

values	 and	 utilising	 psychological	 inoculation	 (Bartholomew,	 Parcel,	 Kok,	 Gottlieb,	 &	

Fernandez,	2011).	A	similar	social-norms-based	approach	has	already	been	implemented	in	

evidence–based	 cyberbullying	 prevention	 programmes.	 An	 example	 includes	 the	 Italian	

“Noncadiamointrappola”	 programme,	 which	 utilises	 peer-education	 to	 influence	

cyberbullying-related	 norms	 and	 behaviours	 (Menesini,	 Nocentini,	 &	 Palladino,	 2012).	

Moreover,	as	our	study	showed	that	(frequent)	cyberbullies	have	a	higher	chance	of	joining	

in	cyberbullying	as	bystanders	as	well,	it	is	advisable	to	tackle	these	two	behaviours	together	

in	cyberbullying	intervention	and	prevention	programs.		

Secondly,	our	study	reveals	an	important	role	of	parents	in	providing	a	normative	framework	

with	 regard	 to	 cyberbullying.	 Therefore,	 interventions	 could	encourage	parents	 to	provide	

their	 children	 with	 informational,	 emotional,	 appraisal	 and	 instrumental	 support	
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(Bartholomew	 et	 al.,	 2011)	 to	 help	 them	 act	 appropriately	 online,	 especially	 when	 being	

confronted	with	cyberbullying	as	a	bystander.	
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CHAPTER	5:	“Were	you	cyberbullied?	Let	me	help	you.”	Studying	

adolescents’	online	peer	support	on	cyberbullying	using	thematic	

analysis	of	online	support	group	fora	

Abstract:	

Peer	support	has	been	proven	to	be	an	often-used	and	effective	strategy	for	adolescents	to	

counter	 cyberbullying	 victimization.	 However,	 little	 is	 known	 about	 the	 actual	 content	 of	

peer	support,	partly	due	to	limitations	inherent	to	survey,	interview	or	focus	group	research.	

The	current	study	therefore	examined	online	peer	support	sought	and	provided	with	regard	

to	cyberbullying,	by	performing	 thematic	analysis	of	cyberbullying	message	 threads	 in	 two	

online	 support	 group	 fora	 for	 adolescents.	 Applying	 Tardy’s	 (1985)	 social	 support	

framework,	 including	 social	 support	 categorisations	 by	 House	 (1981),	 we	 found	 that	 peer	

support	 sought	 and	 provided	 involved	 informational	 support	 on	 coping	 strategies,	 and	

appraisal	 support	on	 (cyber)bullying	as	a	phenomenon,	on	 the	actors	 involved	and	on	 the	

victim’s	specific	(cyber)bullying	situation.	In	addition,	online	fora	members	provided	victims	

with	various	subtypes	of	emotional	support.	Further	research	is	needed	on	the	effectiveness	

of	different	types	of	peer	support,	particularly	regarding	advised	coping	strategies.		
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“Were	you	cyberbullied?	Let	me	help	you.”	Studying	adolescents’	online	peer	support	on	

cyberbullying	using	thematic	analysis	of	online	support	group	fora	

1. Introduction:	peer	support	to	counter	cyberbullying	and	its	negative	effects	on	victims	

Cyberbullying,	 bullying	 through	 mobile	 phone	 and	 Internet	 applications,	 is	 a	 pervasive	

problem	 among	 adolescents	 and	 children.	 Research	 conducted	 in	 25	 European	 countries	

revealed	that	9	%	of	children	and	adolescents	between	9	to	16	years	old	reported	that	they	

had	been	cyberbullied	within	the	past	year.	Within	the	group	of	cyberbullied	children,	half	of	

them	 reported	 being	 fairly	 or	 very	 upset	 after	 being	 cyberbullied	 (EU	 Kids	 Online,	 2014).	

Multiple	 studies	 have	 indeed	 shown	 that	 youth’s	 cyberbullying	 victimisation	 is	 associated	

with	various	harm	for	their	mental	and	physical	health	(e.g.	Gini	&	Espelage,	2014;	Gunther,	

DeSmet,	 Jacobs,	 &	 De	 Bourdeaudhuij,	 In	 press;	 Machmutow,	 Perren,	 Sticca,	 &	 Alsaker,	

2012).		

When	 trying	 to	 eliminate	 cyberbullying	 problems	 or	 reduce	 their	 negative	 impact,	 victims	

can	use	several	coping	strategies	or	“efforts	to	prevent	or	diminish	threat,	harm,	and	loss,	or	

to	 reduce	 associated	 distress.”	 (Carver	 &	 Connor-Smith,	 2010,	 p.	 685).	 Research	 with	

European	youth	has	shown	that	seeking	social	support	is	the	most	common	coping	strategy	

among	 cyberbullying	 victims:	 more	 than	 three	 quarters	 of	 children	 (77	 %)	 who	 were	

cyberbullied	 talked	 to	 someone	 about	 it	 (Livingstone,	 Haddon,	 Görzig,	 &	 Olafsson,	 2011).	

Moreover,	social	support-seeking	has	proven	to	be	an	effective	strategy	for	(cyber)bullying	

victims	 to	make	 themselves	 feel	 better,	 to	 lower	 depressive	 symptoms,	 and	 to	 stimulate	

constructive	 behavioural	 and	 psychological	 adjustment	 (Hunter,	 Boyle,	 &	 Warden,	 2004;	

Machmutow	et	al.,	2012;	Matsunaga,	2011).		

Cyberbullied	 youth	 most	 often	 reported	 that	 they	 have	 looked	 for	 social	 support	 from	

friends	(e.g.	Dehue,	Bolman,	&	Völlink,	2008;	Livingstone	et	al.,	2011;	Slonje	&	Smith,	2008).	

Telling	a	friend	about	being	cyberbullied	was	also	seen	as	the	most	helpful	(offline)	coping	

strategy	 by	 children	 and	 adolescents	 (Price	 &	 Dalgleish,	 2010)	 and	 was	 considered	 as	 a	

normal	 thing	 to	 do	 by	 adolescents	 (Jacobs,	 Goossens,	 Dehue,	 Völlink,	 &	 Lechner,	 2015).	

According	 to	 Cowie	 and	Hutson	 (2005),	 peer	 support	 in	 cases	 of	 (traditional)	 bullying	 has	

many	 advantages	 over	 adult	 support.	 They	 stated	 that	 peers	 are	 able	 to	 detect	 bullying	
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earlier	 and	 that	 young	people	are	more	 likely	 to	 confide	 in	peers	 than	 in	 adults	 (Cowie	&	

Hutson,	 2005).	 In	 addition,	 research	 with	 youth	 has	 revealed	 some	 reasons	 why	

cyberbullying	 victims	may	 be	more	 likely	 to	 confide	 in	 peers	 than	 in	 adults.	 Friends	were	

seen	 as	 more	 capable	 of	 dealing	 with	 cyberbullying,	 because	 they	 are	 more	 tech-savvy	

(Jacobs	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 Furthermore,	 adults	 are	 deemed	 less	 adequate	 as	 social	 support	

providers	by	youth,	because	they	fear	that	adults	will	not	take	their	problem	seriously	(Hoff	

&	 Mitchell,	 2009),	 will	 try	 to	 help	 in	 an	 inappropriate	 way	 (e.g.	 parents	 restricting	 the	

victim’s	 Internet	access	(Baas,	de	Jong,	&	Drossaert,	2013;	Jacobs	et	al.,	2015),	or	will	take	

actions	 that	 can	 aggravate	 the	 problem	 (e.g.	 teachers	 contacting	 the	 bully’s	 parents,	 or	

discussing	 the	 problem	 in	 class	 (Baas	 et	 al.,	 2013)).	 Furthermore,	 cyberbullying	 victims	

reported	 a	 reluctance	 to	 tell	 their	 parents	 about	 their	 cyberbullying	 experiences,	 because	

they	 do	 not	 want	 their	 parents	 to	 feel	 worried	 or	 bothered	 about	 their	 child	 being	

cyberbullied	(Hoff	&	Mitchell,	2009;	Jacobs	et	al.,	2015).		

As	peer	support	 is	often	consulted	and	considered	as	helpful	with	regard	to	cyberbullying,	

encouraging	 peer	 support	 seeking	 and/or	 providing	 can	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	

cyberbullying	 intervention	 and	 prevention	 programmes.	 In	 this	 respect,	 peer	 support	

programmes	 in	schools	have	proven	to	be	successful	 in	teaching	victims	how	to	cope	with	

(traditional)	bullying	and	teaching	peers	the	necessary	skills	 to	support	a	victim	of	bullying	

(Cowie,	Naylor,	Talamelli,	Chauhan,	&	Smith,	2002;	Cowie	&	Olafsson,	2000).	However,	 in-

depth	 knowledge	 of	 the	 specific	 content	 of	 adolescents’	 peer	 support	 sought	 by	

cyberbullying	 victims	 and	 provided	 by	 peers	 is	 currently	 lacking.	 For	 example,	 what	

questions	do	adolescent	victims	ask	peers,	what	do	peers	say	to	support	a	victim?	In	order	

to	meet	 this	need,	we	 conducted	an	 in-depth	 investigation	of	 the	 content	of	 adolescents’	

peer	support	with	regard	to	cyberbullying.	By	performing	thematic	analysis	on	cyberbullying	

message	threads	in	two	online	support	group	fora	of	youth	helpline	organisations,	we	aimed	

to	 overcome	 some	 of	 the	 methodological	 issues	 of	 previous	 cyberbullying	 research	 that	

collected	 data	 through	 surveys,	 interviews	 or	 focus	 group	 discussions	 (see	 section	 3).	

Findings	 from	 this	 study	 can	 be	 useful	 for	 intervention	 and	 prevention	 programmes	 that	

want	 to	 provide	 and	 promote	 targeted	 (peer)	 support	 with	 regard	 to	 cyberbullying	 (see	

section	7).		
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2. Types,	content	and	effectiveness	of	peer	support	in	cyberbullying	

Previous	 cyberbullying	 research	has	 considered	 a	 variety	 of	 social	 support	 actions	 of	 peer	

bystanders	who	witness	a	cyberbullying	incident,	including	defending	the	victim,	comforting	

the	victim	or	giving	the	victim	advice	(e.g.	Bastiaensens	et	al.,	2014;	Macháčková,	Dědková,	

Ševčíková,	&	Černá,	2013).	However,	social	support	can	also	be	provided	by	peers	who	are	

indirectly	confronted	with	a	cyberbullying	incident,	for	instance	through	a	victim’s	narrative	

account	 of	 the	 incident	 (e.g.	 Jacobs	 et	 al.,	 2015;	 Livingstone	 et	 al.,	 2011;	 Slonje	&	 Smith,	

2008).	We	 therefore	 argue	 that	 a	 broader	 conceptualisation	 of	 peer	 support	 is	 needed	 in	

cyberbullying	research.	

Traditional	 bullying	 studies	 (Demaray	 &	 Malecki,	 2003;	 Matsunaga,	 2010,	 2011)	 have	

identified	support	for	victims	based	on	the	established	literature	on	social	support,	including	

the	 social	 support	 framework	 by	 Tardy	 (1985).	 In	 this	 framework,	 Tardy	 (1985)	 placed	

emphasis	on	the	reciprocal	network	of	social	support,	in	which	people	seek,	receive	and/or	

provide	social	support.	He	used	the	social	support	types	defined	by	House	(1981)	in	order	to	

distinguish	 between	 emotional	 support,	 instrumental	 support,	 informational	 support	 and	

appraisal	support	(see	Table	1).	According	to	Tardy	(1985),	social	support	sought	or	received	

can	be	compared	with	the	realm	of	available	social	support,	and	can	be	evaluated	in	terms	

of	effectiveness.		

Table	1.	Four	types	of	social	support	as	defined	by	House	(1981)	
Support	type	 Definition	

Emotional	support	 Empathy,	caring,	love,	trust,	esteem,	affect,	concern,	listening	
Instrumental	support	 Instrumental	behaviours	that	directly	help	a	person	in	need	(aid	in	kind,	

money,	labour,	time,	modifying	environment)	
Informational	support	 Transmitting	 information	 that	 the	 person	 can	 use	 in	 coping	 with	

problems	(advice,	suggestions,	directives,	information)	
Appraisal	support	 Transmitting	 information	 that	 is	 relevant	 to	 self-evaluation	 or	 social	

comparison	(affirmation,	feedback,	social	comparison)	
	

Evaluating	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 different	 types	 of	 social	 support	 is	 vital	 for	 cyberbullying	

interventions	 that	 aim	 to	 provide	 and	 promote	 effective	 social	 support	 strategies.	 To	 the	

best	of	our	knowledge,	only	two	studies	have	examined	the	effectiveness	of	social	support	in	

mitigating	negative	effects	on	traditional	bullying	victims.	Matsunaga	(2010,	2011)	revealed	

that	 emotional	 support	 leads	 to	 more	 positive	 reappraisal	 of	 the	 bullying	 situation	 (e.g.	
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seeing	things	in	a	more	positive	light)	and	subsequently	to	better	post-bullying	adjustment,	

while	results	for	other	types	of	social	support	(esteem,	informational	and	network	support)	

were	 less	clear	 (Matsunaga,	2010,	2011).	Positive	 reappraisal	could,	however,	be	 inhibited	

when	the	social	support	received,	diverged	from	the	victim’s	expectancies	of	social	support	

(e.g.	receiving	less	social	support	than	desired	or	receiving	unwanted	kinds	of	social	support)	

(Matsunaga,	 2011).	 Taking	 into	 account	 victims’	 social	 support	 expectancies,	 is	 thus	

important	when	evaluating	the	effectiveness	of	social	support	types.		

Regarding	 social	 support	 evaluations,	 Matsunaga	 (2011)	 argued	 that	 the	 quality	 of	 the	

specific	content	of	provided	social	support	(and	related	manner,	style,	timing	and	sequence)	

needs	to	be	taken	into	account	as	well.	Advice,	for	instance,	can	be	evaluated	according	to	

its	usefulness	for	the	receiver’s	personal	situation	and	the	feasibility	of	actions	proposed	to	

the	receiver	(MacGeorge,	Feng,	Butler,	&	Budarz,	2004).	The	quality	of	the	content	of	peers’	

advice	to	cyberbullying	victims	is	particularly	relevant	with	regard	to	coping	strategies.	High	

quality	 advice	 would	 promote	 coping	 strategies	 that	 have	 been	 found	 to	 reduce	

cyberbullying	victimisation	and/or	buffer	its	negative	effects	(Perren	et	al.,	2012;	Raskauskas	

&	 Huynh,	 2015).	 However,	 limited	 knowledge	 exists	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 effectiveness	 of	

specific	coping	strategies	to	deal	with	cyberbullying.	In	order	to	overcome	this	problem,	we	

can	 use	 the	 overview	 of	 productive,	 ambivalent	 and	 non-productive	 coping	 strategies	 for	

dealing	with	traditional	bullying	designed	by	Murray-Harvey,	Skrzypiec	and	Slee	(2012).	They	

gathered	informed	professionals’	(researchers’	and	practitioners’)	views	on	the	effectiveness	

of	specific	coping	strategies	to	deal	with	bullying.	Seeking	support	from	others	and	making	a	

personal	effort	to	deal	with	the	bullying	problem	(e.g.	finding	a	way	to	relax,	spending	time	

with	 others,	 thinking	 of	 different	 ways	 to	 solve	 the	 problem)	 were	 considered	 to	 be	

productive	 coping	 strategies.	 Wishful	 thinking,	 staying	 away	 from	 school	 and	 shutting	

oneself	 off	 from	 the	 problem,	 were	 generally	 considered	 as	 non-productive	 to	 deal	 with	

bullying.	Mixed	perceptions	of	effectiveness	were	obtained	for	“relationship	improvement”	

strategies	(e.g.	trying	to	make	friends	with	the	bully,	improve	the	relationship	with	the	bully)	

and	 “assertive/aggressive	 responses”	 (e.g.	 fight	 back,	 stick	 up	 for	 oneself).	 These	 coping	

strategies	were	categorised	as	ambivalent	(Murray-Harvey	et	al.,	2012).		
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3. Current	study’s	goal	and	approach:	investigating	the	content	of	peer	support	with	

regard	to	cyberbullying	

This	 study	 aims	 to	 provide	 an	 in-depth	 investigation	 of	 the	 content	 of	 peer	 support	with	

regard	 to	 cyberbullying,	 by	 identifying	 victims’	 specific	 expectancies	 with	 regard	 to	 peer	

support	 and	 specific	 forms	 of	 peer	 support	 that	 peers	 provide.	 To	 obtain	 these	 research	

goals,	 we	 examined	 discussions	 on	 cyberbullying	 in	 two	 online	 support	 group	 fora	 about	

bullying.		

Studying	peer	support	via	online	support	group	fora	holds	several	advantages	compared	to	

using	data	from	surveys	(e.g.	Dehue	et	al.,	2008;	Macháčková,	Černá,	Ševčíková,	Dědková,	&	

Daneback,	2013;	Slonje	&	Smith,	2008)	and	focus	group	discussions	(Baas	et	al.,	2013;	Jacobs	

et	 al.,	 2015).	 First,	 online	 fora	 allow	 a	 researcher	 to	 directly	 and	 unobtrusively	 observe	

interactions	 (Kozinets,	 2002),	 in	 this	 case	 peer	 support	 seeking	 and	 providing,	 instead	 of	

asking	 people	 to	 provide	 a	 retrospective	 account	 of	 these	 interactions.	 This	 approach	

generates	more	natural	data	compared	to	data	from	interviews,	focus	groups	discussions	or	

surveys,	which	 are	 co-constructed	between	 the	 researcher	 and	 the	 respondent.	 Secondly,	

this	unobtrusive	method	is	particularly	advantageous	to	reach	vulnerable	groups	(Kozinets,	

2002),	such	as	cyberbullying	victims,	who	are	often	difficult	to	reach	for	interviews	of	focus	

group	discussions,	because	they	do	not	feel	comfortable	talking	about	such	a	sensitive	topic	

in	 the	 context	 of	 research.	 Thirdly,	 via	 these	 online	 support	 group	 fora,	 researchers	 can	

easily	collect	a	large	amount	of	(potentially)	rich	data	(Kozinets,	2002)	on	the	content	of	peer	

support.	This	approach	constitutes	a	middle	ground	between	conducting	interviews	or	focus	

group	discussions	with	a	 relatively	 small	number	of	 respondents	 in	order	 to	generate	 rich	

data	on	 the	content	of	peer	 support,	and	using	 survey	 research	 in	order	 to	generate	data	

that	is	usually	less	profound	with	a	large	number	of	respondents.	

Although	studying	 the	content	of	peer	support	on	online	support	group	 fora	holds	several	

advantages,	 we	 must	 take	 into	 account	 that	 this	 type	 of	 support	 also	 has	 distinct	

characteristics	 that	 can	 make	 it	 different	 from	 peer	 support	 sought	 and	 provided	 within	

adolescents’	face-to-face	networks.	First,	such	online	support	group	fora	could	be	attractive	

for	specified	groups	of	adolescents	and	for	specified	cyberbullying	situations.	Chung	(2013),	

for	 instance,	 found	 that	 people	 who	 are	 dissatisfied	 with	 the	 social	 support	 they	 receive	
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from	 their	 current	 offline	 contacts,	 reported	 a	 preference	 for	 social	 interactions	 in	 online	

support	groups.	Furthermore,	adolescent	victims	possibly	only	search	for	support	on	these	

online	 fora	 with	 regard	 to	 specific	 cyberbullying	 situations	 (e.g.	 very	 severe	 situations).	

Secondly,	online	support	groups	allow	people	 to	get	access	 to	a	 large	and	(geographically)	

diverse	 network	 of	 support	 givers	 outside	 of	 their	 close,	 face-to-face	 network	 (White	 &	

Dorman,	2001;	Wright,	Bell,	Wright,	&	Bell,	2003).	In	this	network,	they	can	more	easily	get	

into	 contact	 with	 others	 who	 have	 the	 necessary	 expertise	 to	 provide	 adequate	 social	

support	 (Walther	&	Boyd,	 2002),	 for	 instance	 fellow	 sufferers	 or	 “experts	 by	 experience”.	

Thirdly,	 the	 action	 possibilities	 of	 peer	 support	 providers	 are	 different	 in	 an	 (anonymous)	

online	 context	 compared	 to	 a	 face-to-face	 context.	While	 on	 the	 these	 online	 fora,	 peer	

support	 is	 limited	 to	 textual	 communication,	peers	 from	 the	 victims’	 face-to-face	network	

can	 also	 communicate	 non-verbally	 (e.g.	 physical	 display	 of	 affection)	 or	 can	 provide	

instrumental	support	to	the	victim	(e.g.	reporting	to	an	adult,	talking	to	the	bully).			

4. Method	

For	 the	 purpose	 of	 this	 study,	 we	 collected	 message	 threads	 on	 cyberbullying	 from	 the	

bullying	sections	of	two	online	support	group	fora,	operated	by	youth	helpline	organisations.	

We	 performed	 thematic	 analysis	 on	 the	 data	 to	 identify	 themes	 related	 to	 adolescents’	

social	support	seeking	and	providing	with	regard	to	cyberbullying.		

4.1. Data	collection:	sources	and	ethical	considerations	

We	chose	 to	collect	messages	on	cyberbullying	 from	two	online	 support	group	 fora	about	

bullying,	 operated	 by	 youth	 helpline	 organizations	 in	 Belgium	 (Flanders),	 “Awel”,	 and	 The	

Netherlands,	 “De	 Kindertelefoon”.	 These	 two	 organisations	 were	 chosen	 based	 on	 their	

membership	 of	 an	 international	 organisation	 for	 youth	 helplines,	 on	 their	 sharing	 of	 the	

same	language,	and	on	their	maintenance	of	an	online	forum	for	adolescents	with	a	specific	

section	on	bullying.	Both	online	fora	were	aimed	at	youth;	one	youth	helpline	did	not	set	any	

age	limits,	though	mentioned	a	general	helpline	focus	on	children	and	youngsters,	whereas	

the	other	forum	limited	its	use	to	13-	to	18-year-olds.	Both	online	fora	were	freely	accessible	

and	any	Internet	user	could	view	the	fora	messages.	On	one	forum,	a	user	profile	(without	
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any	 identifying	 information)	was	 required	 to	 interact,	 but	 fora	messages	were	 also	 visible	

without	registration.		

Inspired	 by	 the	 guidelines	 for	 Internet	 research	 proposed	 by	 the	 “Association	 of	 Internet	

Researchers”	(Markham	&	Buchanan,	2012),	consent	was	requested	and	received	from	the	

organisations/online	 fora	 providers	 to	 study	 the	 online	 fora	messages.	Members’	 consent	

was	not	 requested,	 since	 fora	posts	were	visible	 to	all	 Internet	users	 (which	was	explicitly	

mentioned	 in	 the	 online	 fora’s	 terms	 of	 use)	 and	 the	 fora	 only	 allowed	 anonymous	

communication1.	 Seeking	members’	 consent	would	 require	online	 fora	providers	 to	 reveal	

their	members’	identities,	and	would	as	such	violate	the	online	fora’s	anonymity	agreement.		

4.2. Sample	

The	 two	 online	 fora	 of	 youth	 helpline	 organisations	 both	 contained	 a	 specific	 section	 on	

bullying.	The	bullying	section	of	“Awel”	contained	449	message	threads,	with	messages	that	

were	posted	up	to	four	years	ago	(dated	2011).	The	bullying	section	of	“De	Kindertelefoon”	

contained	488	message	 threads.	 Information	 about	 the	dates	of	 posting	was	 less	 detailed	

here:	the	oldest	messages	were	dated	as	“posted	more	than	one	year	ago”2.		

Two	researchers	reviewed	an	equal	random	sample	of	100	threads	of	each	bullying	section	

(approximately	 21	 %	 of	 the	 corpus),	 scoring	 the	 initial	 messages	 posted	 by	 online	 fora	

members	on	two	 inclusion	criteria:	whether	 the	messages	were	posted	by	bullying	victims	

and	 whether	 they	 at	 least	 contained	 one	 element	 of	 communication	 technology	 in	 the	

bullying	 story	 (to	 identify	 cyberbullying).	 The	 researchers	 initially	 disagreed	 upon	 three	

messages	 (κ	 =	 0.98)	 and	 they	 engaged	 in	 a	 discussion	 to	 reach	 a	 consensus	 about	

inclusion/exclusion.	 One	 of	 the	 researchers	 then	 coded	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 corpus	 (initial	

messages	of	threads)	according	to	the	proposed	inclusion	criteria	and	the	results	of	the	final	

discussion.	As	such,	62	threads	were	retained,	which	amounts	to	6,6	%	of	the	entire	corpus	

of	 threads	within	the	bullying	sections.	Previous	research	revealed	that	4	to	26	%	within	a	

sample	 of	 bullying	 victims	 reported	 being	 cyberbullied	 (Cross,	 Lester,	 &	 Barnes,	 2015;	

Waasdorp	 &	 Bradshaw,	 2015),	 depending	 on	 the	 definition	 and	 time	 frame	 used.	 The	

                                                
1	Profiles	and	forum	posts	were	screened	for	any	information	that	could	lead	to	identification,	and	were	
censured	when	necessary.	
2	Reference	date:	2015 
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prevalence	 of	 cyberbullying	 within	 our	 sample	 of	 bullying	 messages	 is	 thus	 rather	 low,	

compared	to	these	prevalence	rates.		

Within	each	thread,	all	responses	of	online	fora	members	and	the	victims	themselves	were	

collected.	Moderators’	social	support	responses	were	included	in	the	sample,	but	moderator	

interventions	 solely	 pertaining	 to	 the	 forum	 rules	 were	 excluded	 (e.g.	 moderator	 posts	

warning	an	online	fora	member	that	he/she	should	not	give	personal	details).	Following	this	

process,	we	collected,	 apart	 from	 the	62	 initial	 victim	messages,	30	moderator	 responses,	

360	 responses	of	other	online	 fora	members	and	46	 responses	of	 the	victims	 themselves,	

which	amounted	to	a	total	sample	of	498	messages.		

4.3. Analysis		

For	 the	 purpose	 of	 this	 study,	 we	 performed	 thematic	 analysis	 on	 the	 62	 initial	 victim	

messages,	360	responses	of	online	fora	members,	and	46	victim	responses.	We	used	Tardy’s	

(1985)	 social	 support	 framework,	 with	 social	 support	 categorisations	 by	 House	 (1981),	 in	

order	 to	 identify	 types	 of	 peer	 support	 sought	 and	 provided	 on	 the	 online	 fora,	 and	 look	

deeper	 into	 the	 content	 of	 peer	 support.	 In	 addition,	 we	 searched	 for	 important	 themes	

within	the	data	that	could	add	to	this	theoretical	framework,	for	instance	subtypes	of	initial	

social	support	types	as	provided	by	House	(1981).		

Coping	strategies	mentioned	by	online	fora	members	were	categorised	as	recommended	(by	

all	members),	discouraged	(by	all	members)	or	disputed	(recommended	by	some	members,	

discouraged	by	others).	We	then	compared	these	with	the	coping	strategies	that	 informed	

professionals	rated	as	productive,	non-productive	or	ambivalent	for	dealing	with	traditional	

bullying	(Murray-Harvey	et	al.,	2012).		

5. Results	

In	this	sample,	message	threads	always	started	with	a	victim	telling	his/her	story	about	being	

bullied,	in	which	traditional	bullying	and	cyberbullying	victimisation	were	often	intertwined.	

This	finding	 is	 in	 line	with	previous	research	on	cyberbullying	that	revealed	a	 large	overlap	

between	 traditional	 bullying	 and	 cyberbullying	 (e.g.	 Chen,	 Ho,	 &	 Lwin,	 2015;	 Cross	 et	 al.,	

2015;	 Wegge,	 Vandebosch,	 &	 Eggermont,	 2014).	 Victims	 either	 wrote	 about	 being	
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cyberbullied	or	bullied	face-to-face	(at	school	or	in	another	face-to-face	context)	at	the	same	

time,	or	they	saw	these	forms	of	bullying	as	following	up	on	each	other,	with	traditional	or	

face-to-face	bullying	extending	online,	or	being	bullied	face-to-face	(at	school)	for	something	

that	happened	online.	Victims’	stories	almost	always	ended	with	a	request	for	social	support	

(see	 section	 5.1),	 after	 which	 online	 fora	 members	 introduced	 themselves	 as	 support	

providers	(see	section	5.2)	and/or	provided	specific	support	(see	section	5.3).	Consecutively,	

some	 victims	 provided	 feedback	 on	 peer	 support	 provided	 by	 online	 fora	 members	 (see	

section	5.4).		

5.1. Victims	seeking	social	support:	from	general	to	specific	support	requests	

After	 they	 provided	 their	 account	 of	 the	 (cyber)bullying	 incident,	 victims	 requested	 social	

support	 in	 a	 more	 general	 way	 or	 by	 asking	 questions	 related	 to	 specific	 types	 of	 social	

support.	In	their	general	social	support	requests,	victims	expressed	a	need	for	help	or	a	hope	

that	 someone	 could	 help,	 and	 a	 request	 for	 other	 online	 fora	 members’	 reactions.	 One	

victim	explicitly	expressed	that	he/she	wanted	other	victims	to	listen	and	respond	to	his/her	

story,	which	shows	a	need	to	connect	with	fellow	sufferers.	

“I	really	need	someone	listening	to	me	and	one	or	multiple	victims	of	bullying	responding	to	

this	topic.”	

Furthermore,	 victims	 stated	 that	 they	 wanted	 to	 find	 a	 solution	 for	 their	 problems	 and	

wanted	 to	 consult	 other	 online	 fora	members’	 opinions.	 To	 this	 end,	 they	 asked	 specific	

questions	to	obtain	social	support.	On	the	one	hand,	 informational	support	was	requested	

with	 regard	 to	 coping	 strategies	 (see	 section	 5.1.1).	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 victims	 sought	

appraisal	support	with	regard	to	their	specific	cyberbullying	situation	and	the	actors	involved	

(see	section	5.1.2).		

5.1.1. Victims’	informational	support	requests		

Victims	 wanted	 informational	 support	 or	 advice	 on	 what	 coping	 strategies	 (House,	 1981)	

they	 could	 use	 to	 counter	 traditional	 bullying	 and/or	 cyberbullying.	 Specific	 forms	 of	

cyberbullying	mentioned	included:	hateful	messages,	cyberbullying	with	pictures,	hacking	in	

the	victim’s	name,	threats,	nude	picture	blackmailing,	and	slut-shaming	pages.	Victims,	 for	
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instance,	wondered	whether	it	is	possible	to	declare	cyberbullying	to	the	police	and	receive	

an	 emotional	 damage	 claim,	 and	 how	 they	 could	 make	 such	 a	 declaration.	 Victims	 also	

sought	 advice	 on	 what	 coping	 strategies	 they	 could	 use	 to	 deal	 with	 specific	 negative	

consequences	of	(cyber)bullying,	such	as	self-harm,	scared	and	insecure	feelings,	and	a	fear	

of	being	bullied	in	the	future.	Furthermore,	advice	was	sought	on	how	they	could	be	liked	by	

others,	fit	better	in	the	class	group	or	avoid	being	excluded.	These	strategies	would	serve	to	

protect	themselves	from	being	bullied	in	the	future.	

“I	 have	often	been	bullied...	 and	 this	 year:	 cyberbullying....	 I	 have	never	 been	popular	 and	

would	 like	 to	 be	 appreciated.	 How	 can	 I	 make	 sure	 that	 I	 am	 liked	 by	 others,	 without	

changing	too	much	about	myself?”	

In	addition	 to	asking	 for	 recommendations	of	coping	strategies,	victims	also	sought	advice	

on	 specific	 coping	 strategies	 that	 they	presented	 themselves.	Victims	 asked	 if	 it	would	be	

wise	to	respond	to	name-calling	and	threats	or	to	retaliate,	or	if	talking	to	the	bully	would	be	

a	good	solution.	They	also	wanted	to	know	whether	reporting	to	the	school’s	principal	or	to	

the	 police	 would	 be	 a	 good	 strategy.	 Some	 victims	 anticipated	 possible	 negative	

consequences	 of	 coping	 strategies	 and	wanted	 others’	 advice	 on	 the	matter.	 They	 feared	

that	 if	they	would	retaliate	when	receiving	hate	messages,	the	bully	could	go	to	the	police	

with	the	evidence	and	that	this	could	lead	to	them	being	prosecuted.	

5.1.2. Victims’	appraisal	support	requests		

Victims	sought	appraisal	support,	which	entails	seeking	information	to	help	victims	evaluate	

themselves	or	 their	 situation	 (House,	1981).	 They	wanted	others	 to	evaluate	 their	 specific	

(cyber)bullying	 situation,	 their	 behaviour	 in	 that	 situation	 or	 the	 bully’s	 behaviour.	 Often	

victims	 found	 it	hard	to	determine	the	severity	of	 their	situation,	either	doubting	whether	

they	were	right	to	worry	(in	case	of	threats),	or	they	were	wrong	not	to	worry	when	others	

(teachers)	 thought	 their	 situation	was	 severe.	 They	 searched	 for	 answers	 as	 to	 why	 they	

were	targeted,	what	they	did	wrong,	or	why	the	bully	acted	that	way.	An	attribution	of	guilt	

was	requested:	

“What	can	I	do	to	stop	it	and	do	you	think	it’s	me	or	them?”	
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5.2. Online	fora	members	introducing	themselves	as	peer	support	providers	

Online	fora	members	often	explicitly	expressed	their	intention	to	help	the	victim	or	provide	

advice	 (informational	 support)	 to	 the	 victim.	 Some	 members	 even	 wanted	 to	 provide	

instrumental	 support	 (House,	 1981),	 by	 standing	 up	 for	 the	 victim	 or	 by	 trying	 to	 reveal	

cyberbullies’	identities,	or	they	wanted	to	establish	personal	contact	with	the	victim	in	order	

to	 help.	 However,	 this	 could	 not	 be	 realised	 due	 to	 the	 lack	 of	 direct	 personal	 contact	

opportunities	or	personal	information	on	the	online	fora.		

When	declaring	their	social	support	intentions,	some	members	gave	information	about	their	

helping	capacities.	Many	members	 introduced	 themselves	as	expert	helpers,	because	 they	

were	 experienced	 in	 helping	 victims	 of	 bullying,	 because	 they	 had	 the	 necessary	 ICT	

expertise	 to	 deal	with	 cyberbullying,	 or	 simply	 because	 they	were	 fellow	 sufferers	 and	 as	

such	could	be	considered	as	“experts	by	experience”.	Understanding	what	the	victim	is	going	

through	could	be	seen	as	an	important	requirement	to	be	able	to	provide	(effective)	social	

support.	

“I	feel	sorry	for	you.	I	know	what	it’s	like	to	be	bullied,	I	was	bullied	myself.”	

Others,	however,	 saw	 themselves	as	 incapable	of	helping,	 for	 instance	because	 they	were	

dealing	 with	 similar	 problems	 (possibly	 because	 they	 had	 not	 yet	 come	 up	 with	 good	

solution	 themselves),	 or	 were	 insecure	 about	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 their	 social	 support	

attempts.		

“Well	 yeah,	 I	don’t	 think	my	advice	will	be	of	any	use	 to	you,	but	 I	 just	wanted	 to	 try	and	

help.”	

5.3. Online	fora	members	providing	peer	support	

We	 categorised	 peer	 support	 provided	 by	 online	 fora	 members	 into	 emotional	 support,	

appraisal	 support,	 and	 informational	 support	 (House,	 1981).	 Instrumental	 support	 that	

would	 directly	 help	 the	 victim	 (House,	 1981),	 such	 as	 talking	 to	 the	 bully,	 could	 not	 be	

provided	by	online	fora	members,	as	 they	could	not	have	direct	personal	contact	with	the	

victim	on	these	online	fora.	
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5.3.1. Emotional	support	provided	by	online	fora	members	

Emotional	 support	 includes	 all	 forms	 of	 communication	 targeted	 at	 the	 victim’s	 feelings.	

Within	 the	 data	 we	 found	 a	 variety	 of	 emotional	 support	 messages,	 some	 of	 which	

concurred	 with	 examples	 provided	 by	 House	 (1981;	 see	 Table	 1).	 We	 categorised	 these	

emotional	support	messages	into	five	subtypes	(see	Table	2).		

Table	2.	Subtypes	of	emotional	support	provided	by	online	fora	members,	their	definition	and	example	quotes	
Subtype	 Definition	 Example	quote(s)	

Affective	support		 Express	affection	towards	the	victim,	
sometimes	with	“virtual	kisses	and	hugs”	
that	serve	as	proxy	for	physical	affection	

“Big	hug!xx”	

Empathic	support	 Express	(affective)	empathy	towards	the	
victim	or	recognise	the	victim’s	negative	
emotions	(cognitive	empathy)	

Affective	 empathy:“...I	 feel	 all	 of	
your	 pain	 and	 again	 I	 feel	 exactly	
the	 same	 as	 when	 I	 was	 bullied	
myself.”	

Cognitive	 empathy:	 “I	 understand	
you	 are	 really	 feeling	 awful	 about	
it...”	

Emotion	regulation	
support	

Encourage	positive	emotions	and	
discourage	negative	emotions	

“...don’t	 be	 sad	 because	 of	 these	
bastards,	 you	 can	 decide	 for	
yourself	 whether	 you	 are	
happy/angry,...”	

Esteem	support	 Strengthen	the	victim’s	self-image	or	self-
esteem	

“...don’t	forget:	you’re	worth	it!”	

Network	support	 Making	the	victim	feel	part	of	a	
meaningful	network	and	making	him/her	
feel	supported	by	this	network.	Online	
fora	members	emphasised	their	own	
connection	with	the	victim	or	a	connection	
between	the	victim	and	a	larger	support	
network.	

Emphasising	 own	 connection	 with	
the	victim:	“I	wish	you	all	the	best,	
girl.	I’m	thinking	about	you!”	

Emphasising	 connection	 between	
the	 victim	 and	 a	 larger	 support	
network:	 “...	 You	 don’t	 have	 to	 do	
it	alone,	there	are	plenty	of	people	
who	 stand	 by	 your	 side.	 Never	
assume	 that	 you	 stand	 alone,	
that’s	not	true!”	

	

5.3.2. Appraisal	support	provided	by	online	fora	members		

As	 appraisal	 support,	 online	 fora	 members	 provided	 their	 evaluations	 of	 various	 aspects	

related	to	cyberbullying	and	the	actors	involved,	in	order	to	help	victims	self-evaluate	with	

regard	to	their	specific	(cyber)bullying	situation,	and	help	them	socially	compare	with	others	

(House,	1981).		
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Overall,	cyberbullying	was	evaluated	as	a	negative	phenomenon	that	needs	to	be	stopped.	

Members	were	not	 conclusive	 on	 two	 specific	 aspects	 of	 bullying:	 the	 severity	 of	 bullying	

and	the	judicial	nature	of	cyberbullying.	While	most	members	outlined	severe	consequences	

of	 bullying,	 some	members	 displayed	moral	 disengagement	 towards	 cyberbullying.	 These	

members	minimalized	the	problem,	for	instance	by	defining	the	reported	events	as	drama	or	

annoying	behaviour,	or	minimalized	the	harm	of	verbal	cyberbullying	by	comparing	 it	with	

more	severe	harm	caused	by	physical	bullying.	Furthermore,	online	fora	members	differed	in	

their	 views	 on	 whether	 or	 not	 cyberbullying	 constitutes	 a	 criminal	 offense	 that	 can	 be	

reported	 to	 the	 police	 and	 prosecuted.	 With	 regard	 to	 the	 nature	 of	 cyberbullying	

specifically,	the	role	of	communication	technologies	was	discussed.	The	Internet	and	social	

network	 sites	 or	 social	 platforms,	 in	 particular	 Facebook,	 Ask.fm	 and	 Dox	 Hotel3,	 were	

considered	as	negative	places	where	a	lot	of	cyberbullying	takes	place.	Especially	Ask.fm,	an	

anonymous	 Q&A	 social	 network	 site,	 was	 negatively	 evaluated	 for	 being	 misused	 for	

spreading	bullying	or	“hate”,	as	members	called	it.		

“Ask.fm	was	made	to	help	people,	but	now	it’s	mainly	used	for	hate	and	bullying	messages.”	

Online	 fora	 members	 specifically	 mentioned	 a	 few	 characteristics	 of	 communication	

technologies	 (CT),	 or	 “affordances”(Hutchby,	 2001a,	 2001b),	 that	 can	 explain	 the	 high	

propensity	 of	 cyberbullying	 through	 these	 technologies.	 They	 indicated,	 for	 instance,	 that	

due	to	the	mediated	character	of	communication,	people	do	not	realise	the	full	scale	of	the	

negative	 impact	 their	 actions	 can	 have	 on	 the	 victim.	 	 Furthermore,	 according	 to	 online	

forum	members	the	ability	to	communicate	anonymously	gives	bullies	a	feeling	of	power	to	

do	things	they	would	sometimes	not	dare	to	do	offline.		

The	two	main	actors	in	bullying,	the	bully	and	the	victim,	were	evaluated	separately	and	in	

comparison	 with	 each	 other.	 While	 bullies	 were	 seen	 as	 having	 negative	 personal	

characteristics,	and	being	less	(worth)	than	the	victim,	victims’	personal	characteristics	were	

positively	evaluated,	in	a	sense	that	they	were	not	deemed	to	be	a	reason	for	being	bullied.	

Moreover,	victims’	past	behaviours	and	coping	strategies	were	positively	evaluated.		

                                                
3	Online	game	platform	that	allows	(textual)	interaction	between	players.		
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“Being	a	fan	of	(female	singer)	is	your	own	choice,	right?	I	don’t	think	they	should	bully	you	

with	that.”	

Online	 fora	 members’	 evaluations	 of	 the	 actors	 involved	 in	 (cyber)bullying	 also	 included	

attributions	of	blame.	Bullies	were	usually	seen	as	 the	ones	 to	blame,	as	 they	deliberately	

tried	to	hurt	the	victim.	Some	online	fora	members,	however,	provided	explanations	for	the	

bully’s	 behaviour	 that	 could	 weaken	 the	 attributed	 blame.	 They	 explained	 how	 (some)	

bullies	act	 that	way	because	 they	are	 insecure	or	have	 issues	 (e.g.	a	bad	 relationship	with	

their	parents),	and	want	to	feel	better	about	themselves.	Others	stated	that	bullies	do	not	

know	how	to	properly	act	on	social	network	sites,	such	as	Facebook,	and	that	they	do	not	

fully	realise	the	impact	of	their	behaviours.	As	such,	cyberbullies	were	seen	as	Internet	users	

that	 still	 need	 to	 learn	 about	 online	 social	 norms	 and	 conventions.	 Although	 blame	 was	

usually	attributed	to	the	bully,	some	members	blamed	the	victim	of	cyberbullying	(as	well),	

because	they	used	certain	social	network	sites	(such	as	Ask.fm)	or	did	inappropriate	things	

(e.g.	sending	a	sexual	picture).	According	to	them,	the	Internet	and	social	network	sites	such	

as	 Ask.fm	 can	 be	 tough,	 and	 if	 the	 victim	 cannot	 deal	 with	 that,	 he/she	 should	 just	 stay	

away.	

In	 addition	 to	 appraisal	 support	 on	 (cyber)bullying	 as	 a	 phenomenon	 and	 the	 actors	

involved,	online	fora	members	provided	evaluations	of	the	specific	(cyber)bullying	situations	

victims	 reported.	 Cyberbullying	 threats	 (e.g.	 hacking	 threats)	 were	 judged	 as	 credible	 or	

incredible,	and	the	victims’	feelings	were	evaluated	according	to	the	credibility	of	the	threat.	

In	 some	 cases,	 members	 used	 their	 own	 experiences	 to	 evaluate	 the	 credibility	 of	

cyberbullying	threats.	

“That	 (online	 hacking	 threats)	 also	 happened	 to	my	 brother	 and	 I...(We	were	 talking	 to	 a	

boy)	and	all	of	a	sudden	he	got	angry	and	said	he	would	put	my	Internet	down	for	two	years.	

Meanwhile,	a	year	has	passed,	so	relax.”	

5.3.3. Informational	support	provided	by	online	fora	members	

Many	 online	 fora	 members’	 responses	 contained	 informational	 support	 or	 advice	 with	

regard	 to	 coping	 strategies.	Members	 recommended	 specific	 coping	 strategies,	 presented	

barriers	of	coping	strategies,	and	provided	their	evaluations	of	coping	strategies	that	victims	
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suggested.	 Some	 members	 used	 their	 own	 experiences	 with	 certain	 coping	 strategies	 to	

underpin	 their	 advice.	 In	 Table	 3,	we	 divided	 online	 fora	members’	 evaluations	 of	 coping	

strategies	into	coping	strategies	that	were	recommended	(by	all	members),	discouraged	(by	

all	 members),	 or	 disputed	 (incongruent	 evaluations)	 and	 we	 compared	 these	 coping	

strategies	 to	 the	 coping	 strategies	 that	 informed	 professionals	 rated	 as	 productive,	

ambivalent,	 or	 non-productive	 for	 dealing	 with	 traditional	 bullying	 (Murray-Harvey	 et	 al.,	

2012).		

Table	3.	Comparison	of	evaluations	of	coping	strategies	by	online	fora	members	and	informed	professionals	
Online	fora	
members’	

evaluations	of	
coping	strategies	

to	deal	with	
(cyber)bullying	

Evaluations	of	coping	strategies	to	deal	with	traditional	bullying	by	informed	professionals	
(Murray-Harvey	et	al.,	2012)	

Productive	coping	
strategies	

Ambivalent	coping	
strategies	

Non-productive	
coping	strategies	

Not	evaluated	by	
informed	

professionals	

Recommended	
coping	strategies	

− Seeking	social	
(instrumental,	
informational,	
emotional)	
support	from	
parents	and	
friends	

− Seeking	
instrumental	
support	from	
the	police	

− Seeking	
network	
support	
(subtype	of	
emotional	
support)	from	
new	friends	

	

/	 − Leaving	the	
physical	
environment	
(e.g.	school)	

− Neutral	reactions	
towards	the	bully	

− Positive	
reappraisal	or	
redefinition	of	the	
bullying	situation	

− Following	a	
training	to	learn	
how	to	deal	with	
bullying	

− Gathering	
information	on	
the	believability	
of	a	cyber-threat	

− Blocking	the	bully	
− Removing	

cyberbullying	
messages	

− Taking	online	
security	
prevention	
measures	

− Seeking	
instrumental	
support	from	
website	
moderators	

− Leaving	the	online	
environment	(e.g.	
specific	platform)	

− Changing	(social	
network	site)	
profiles	

Disputed	coping	
strategies	

− Seeking	social	
support	from	
family	

− Talking	to	the	
bully	(e.g.	about	
why	he/she	

/	 − Ignoring	the	
bully/doing	
nothing	
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members	
(other	than	
parents),	
teachers,	
school	leaders	
and	
mentors/coun
sellors/social	
workers	

behaves	that	
way)	

− Reacting	
assertively	
towards	the	
bully	(e.g.	telling	
the	bully	to	
stop)	

− Reacting	
aggressively	
towards	the	
bully	(verbally)	

	

Discouraged	
coping	strategies	

	 − Taking	physical	
revenge	

− Engaging	in	self-
harm	

− Suicidal	
thoughts	or	
actions	

	

− Exposing	negative	
feelings	to	the	bully	

− Thinking	you	are	
not	alone	

	

Online	 fora	members	 recommended	 victims	 to	 seek	 face-to-face	 support	 from	 peers	 and	

adults,	 strategies	 that	 have	 been	 seen	 as	 productive	 to	 deal	 with	 traditional	 bullying	 by	

informed	 professionals	 (Murray-Harvey	 et	 al.,	 2012).	 This	 could	 be	 a	 way	 for	 online	 fora	

members	 to	acknowledge	 the	 limitations	of	online	peer	 support	and	encourage	victims	 to	

seek	face-to-face	support	from	targeted	actors,	both	peers	and	adults.	Furthermore,	online	

fora	members	recommended	some	coping	strategies	specifically	related	to	cyberbullying,	for	

instance	blocking	the	bully,	removing	(cyber)bullying	messages,	and	looking	for	instrumental	

support	with	website	moderators.	

5.4. Victims	providing	feedback	to	peer	support	

Thanks	to	the	affordances	of	these	online	fora,	victims	had	the	opportunity	to	reply	to	online	

members’	 responses	and	provide	 them	with	 feedback.	On	 the	one	hand,	 victims	provided	

positive	 feedback.	Victims	thanked	online	 fora	members	 for	 their	 response	and	their	help,	

and	 more	 specifically	 for	 their	 advice	 (informational	 support)	 and	 their	 kind	 words	

(emotional	support).	One	victim	even	explicitly	thanked	online	fora	members	for	taking	the	

time	 and	 effort	 to	 read	 his/her	 story.	 In	 addition,	 positive	 feedback	 contained	 positive	

evaluations	 of	 advice	 as	 useful	 and	 evaluations	 of	 advised	 coping	 strategies	 (looking	 for	

social	support	with	school	counsellor)	as	having	a	positive	outcome.	One	victim	gave	positive	

evaluations	of	emotional	support	by	online	fora	members,	saying	that	it	made	him/her	feel	
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good.	Another	victim	stated	that	he/she	intents	to	implement	other	fora	members’	advice	in	

the	future.		

“...I	will	also	try	out	your	suggestions,	thanks	xx”	

On	 the	other	hand,	 some	victims	gave	negative	 feedback	with	 regard	 to	 coping	 strategies	

advised	by	online	fora	members.	Advised	coping	strategies	that	were	negatively	evaluated	as	

not	helpful	by	victims,	 included:	blocking	 the	bully,	 changing	 (social	network	 site)	profiles,	

looking	 for	 instrumental	 support	 with	 the	 police	 or	 website	 moderators,	 and	 looking	 for	

social	support	with	a	mentor	or	with	parents.		

“We	already	contacted	the	moderators	and	do	you	believe	that	they	will	do	something	about	

it?	I	can	really	forget	about	that...”	

6. Conclusion	

This	study	aimed	to	investigate	the	content	of	adolescents’	social	(peer)	support	sought	and	

provided	 with	 regard	 to	 cyberbullying,	 by	 performing	 thematic	 analysis	 of	 62	 message	

threads	 on	 cyberbullying	within	 the	 bullying	 sections	 of	 two	online	 fora	 of	 youth	 helpline	

organisations.	The	online	support	group	 fora	on	bullying	constitute	 spaces	 in	which	 fellow	

sufferers	 or	 “experts	 by	 experience”	 can	 anonymously	 exchange	 experiences	 and	 support	

each	other	with	regard	to	(cyber)bullying.	Although	online	peer	support	differs	from	face-to-

face	support	in	specific	aspects,	studying	online	peer	support	has	provided	us	with	rich	data	

on	adolescents’	experiences	with	cyberbullying	and	related	peer	support.		

Thematic	 analysis	 on	 the	 content	 of	 social	 support	 sought	 and	 provided	 was	 guided	 by	

Tardy’s	(1985)	social	support	framework,	 including	social	support	categorisations	by	House	

(1981).	The	findings	show	that	victims	sought	and	online	fora	members	provided	appraisal	

support	 on	 (cyber)bullying	 as	 a	 phenomenon	 or	 the	 actors	 involved,	 appraisal	 support	

related	to	the	victim’s	specific	(cyber)bullying	situation,	and	informational	support	on	coping	

strategies.	Coping	strategies	recommended	by	online	 fora	members	did	not	always	concur	

with	the	views	of	informed	professionals	on	traditional	bullying	(Murray-Harvey	et	al.,	2012),	

or	with	the	views	of	victims	themselves.	Clearly,	additional	research	is	needed	to	determine	

which	 coping	 strategies	 are	 effective	 for	 dealing	 with	 cyberbullying.	 Although	 emotional	
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support	was	not	specifically	requested	by	victims,	online	fora	members	did	provide	victims	

with	 various	 kinds	of	 emotional	 support	 (affective,	 empathic,	 emotion	 regulation,	 esteem,	

and	 network	 support).	 Positive	 feedback	 on	 online	 fora	 members’	 support	 suggests	 that	

online	peer	support	can	be	useful	 for	helping	them	cope	with	 (cyber)bullying,	as	has	been	

found	 in	 previous	 studies	 on	 online	 social	 support	 for	 adolescents	 (Nicholas	 et	 al.,	 2009,	

2012).		

7. Theoretical	and	practical	implications	and	related	recommendations	for	future	

research	

The	current	study	used	Tardy’s	(1985)	social	support	framework,	including	the	social	support	

types	defined	by	House	(1981),	in	order	to	identify	adolescents’	social	(peer)	support	sought	

and	provided	with	 regard	 to	cyberbullying.	By	using	 this	 framework,	we	wanted	 to	add	 to	

previous	 qualitative	 (content	 analysis)	 studies	 on	 online	 support	 groups	 for	 young	 people	

(Giesbers,	Verdonck-de	Leeuw,	van	Zuuren,	Kleverlaan,	&	van	der	Linden,	2010;	Henderson,	

Rosser,	 Keogh,	&	 Eccleston,	 2012;	 Love	 et	 al.,	 2012;	 Smithson	 et	 al.,	 2011),	 that	 lacked	 a	

clear	 conceptual	 framework	 covering	 all	 facets	 of	 social	 support-seeking	 and	 providing.	

Moreover,	 by	 defining	 five	 different	 subtypes	 of	 emotional	 support	 we	 attempted	 to	

overcome	 some	of	 the	 discriminatory	 issues	 of	 social	 support	 categories	 used	 in	 previous	

research	on	traditional	bullying	(Matsunaga,	2011).	Future	research	is,	however,	needed	to	

validate	this	newly	generated	categorisation	of	emotional	support	via	quantitative	methods.		

By	investigating	the	types	and	content	of	peer	support	sought	and	provided	with	regard	to	

cyberbullying,	we	aimed	to	contribute	to	existing	cyberbullying	research	that	equalised	peer	

support	to	“talking	with	friends”	(e.g.	Dehue	et	al.,	2008;	Jacobs	et	al.,	2015;	Livingstone	et	

al.,	 2011).	 Findings	 from	 this	 study	 show	 that	 victims	 of	 cyberbullying	wanted	 online	 fora	

members’	 help	 to	 evaluate	 their	 cyberbullying	 situation,	 and	 their	 advice	on	how	 to	 cope	

with	 cyberbullying	 and	 its	 negative	 effects.	 Although	 not	 requested,	 emotional	 support	

provided	was	 positively	 evaluated	 by	 victims.	 Cyberbullying	 intervention	 programmes	 can	

use	this	knowledge	to	provide	more	targeted	support	to	victims	or	more	targeted	advice	to	

peers	on	how	to	support	a	cyberbullying	victim.	A	large	research	gap,	however,	remains	the	

lack	 of	 evidence	 on	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 specific	 types	 of	 peer	 support	 in	 reducing	

cyberbullying	victimisation	and	its	negative	effects	on	the	victim’s	well-being.	With	regard	to	



CHAPTER	5	

 142	

peers’	 advice	 on	 coping	 strategies	 in	 particular,	 limited	 knowledge	 exists	 on	 the	

effectiveness	of	victims’	specific	coping	strategies	to	deal	with	cyberbullying	 (Perren	et	al.,	

2012;	Raskauskas	&	Huynh,	2015).	Consequently,	we	advise	future	cyberbullying	research	to	

examine	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 cyberbullying	 victims’	 received	 peer	 support	 and	 specific	

coping	strategies	utilised	in	reducing	victimisation	and	its	related	negative	outcomes	on	the	

victim’s	well-being.		

8. Limitations	and	related	recommendations	for	future	research	

Although	this	study	used	an	innovative	approach	to	study	the	content	of	online	peer	support	

with	 regard	 to	 cyberbullying,	 it	 has	 some	 limitations	 that	need	 to	be	 recognised.	 The	 two	

online	 fora	 of	 youth	 helpline	 organisations	 were	 chosen	 based	 on	 key	 similarities	 (see	

section	4.1),	but	they	also	differed	in	a	couple	of	aspects.	In	one	forum,	moderators	acted	as	

active	social	support	providers,	while	in	the	other	forum	they	only	regulated	the	discussions	

according	to	the	forum	regulations.	Although	moderators’	social	support	responses	were	not	

analysed	in	the	current	study,	we	need	to	take	into	account	that	these	could	have	affected	

the	online	 fora	discussions.	 In-depth	 investigation	of	 the	 collected	data	also	 revealed	 that	

there	 were	 some	 differences	 in	 terms	 of	 language	 use,	 possibly	 due	 to	 country-specific	

cultural	differences,	and	in	terms	of	the	degree	of	interaction	between	members	within	the	

same	thread	(e.g.	members	responding	to	other	members’	responses).		

With	 regard	 to	 the	 type	 of	 data	 collected,	we	 have	 to	 acknowledge	 that	 peer	 support	

provided	on	online	support	group	fora	differs	from	peer	support	in	the	face-to-face	network	

(see	 section	 3).	 In	 addition,	 we	 noted	 some	 disadvantages	 of	 collecting	 data	 from	 online	

support	 group	 fora	 in	 comparison	with	 data	 collection	 from	 interviews,	 focus	 groups	 and	

surveys.	While	the	latter	data	collection	methods	allow	researchers	to	obtain	data	related	to	

specific	 research	 questions,	 data	 from	 online	 fora	 discussions	 are	 “as	 given”	 and	 do	 not	

allow	 any	 probing.	 Furthermore,	 as	 online	 fora	 communication	 is	 typically	 anonymous	 or	

conducted	via	nicknames,	researchers	are	often	not	able	to	collect	background	information	

on	 respondents.	 Future	 research	 could	 tackle	 some	 of	 these	 limitations	 by	 combining	

analyses	 of	 online	 fora	 discussions	 with	 (online)	 interviews	 with	 cyberbullying	 victims,	

gathering	 necessary	 background	 information	 and	 asking	 further	 probing	 questions,	 for	

instance	on	their	experiences	with	peer	support	in	their	face-to-face	network.		
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CHAPTER	6:	Conclusion		

1. Discussion	of	key	findings	of	the	dissertation	

This	 dissertation	 aimed	 to	 further	 knowledge	 on	 adolescents’	 third-party	 involvement	 in	

cyberbullying.	 In	 Chapter	 1,	 we	 considered	 how	 online	 and	 offline	 social	 contexts	 and	

communication	modalities	can	affect	adolescents’	third-party	involvement	in	cyberbullying.	

We	 considered	 four	 dimensions	 in	 order	 to	 distinguish	 which	 characteristics	 of	

communication	 impact	 adolescents’	 interpretation	 of	 a	 cyberbullying	 incident	 and	 their	

reaction	towards	a	cyberbullying	incident	(see	Figure	1).		

Figure	1.	Conceptual	model	of	adolescents’	third-party	involvement	in	cyberbullying.		

	

The	 conceptual	 model	 led	 us	 to	 identify	 two	 types	 of	 third-party	 involvement	 in	

cyberbullying	 that	 we	 wanted	 to	 investigate:	 adolescents	 witnessing	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	

bystander,	and	adolescents’	confrontation	with	a	victim’s	story	about	his/her	cyberbullying	

experiences.	 Following	 Latané	 and	 Darley’s	 bystander	 research	 (1970),	 we	 examined	 how	

the	context	of	confrontation,	and	more	precisely	the	information	that	bystanders	can	deduct	

from	this	context,	can	affect	adolescent	bystanders’	interpretation	of	a	cyberbullying	event	

and	 their	 subsequent	prosocial	 and	 antisocial	 reactions	 towards	 this	 event.	Moreover,	we	
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adolescent	bystanders	to	help	a	victim	of	cyberbullying,	and	we	did	an	in-depth	investigation	

of	 third-party	 adolescents’	 social	 support	 towards	 victims	who	 tell	 their	 story	 about	 their	

cyberbullying	experiences.	These	topics	were	addressed	in	two	parts	of	the	dissertation	(see	

Figure	2).	

Figure	2.	Schematic	overview	of	the	research	questions	and	empirical	chapters	included	in	this	dissertation	
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Darley	(1970),	we	considered	how	bystanders	are	affected	by	social	influences	(behaviour	of	

others,	 friendship	 relations	 with	 others)	 in	 the	 online	 context	 of	 a	 social	 network	 site.	

Furthermore,	we	 investigated	 how	 characteristics	 of	 social	 network	 sites,	 for	 instance	 the	

limitation	 to	 textual	 information	 or	 the	 addition	 of	 pictures,	 generate	 a	 certain	 severity	

perception	in	cyberbullying,	which	can	in	turn	affect	bystander	responses.		

The	results	of	Chapter	2	showed	that	bystanders’	behavioural	 intentions	to	help	the	victim	

and	reinforce	 the	bully	were	affected	by	 information	with	 regard	 to	other	bystanders	 that	

was	embedded	in	the	cyberbullying	incident:	the	identity	of	other	bystanders	(good	friends	

vs.	 acquaintances)	 and	 the	 responses	 of	 other	 bystanders	 (defending	 the	 victim	 vs.	

reinforcing	 the	 bully).	 The	 findings	 show	 that	 good	 friends	 have	 a	 stronger	 influence	 on	

bystanders	than	acquaintances,	which	is	in	line	with	the	Social	Identity	Approach	(1979	in	S.	

E.	Jones,	Manstead,	&	Livingstone,	2011).	In	Chapter	2,	we	also	found	that	bystanders	were	

more	 likely	 to	help	 the	victim	when	 they	were	exposed	 to	an	embarrassing	picture	with	a	

deriding	 comment,	 than	when	 they	were	exposed	 to	a	 textual	harassing	 remark.	 The	pre-

test	of	this	study	specifically	showed	that	the	embarrassing	picture	with	deriding	comment	

was	considered	as	more	severe	from	a	bystander’s	point	of	view,	compared	to	the	textual	

harassment.	 Visual	 materials	 thus	 led	 to	 a	 higher	 severity	 perception	 with	 adolescents,	

which	corresponds	with	the	results	of	previous	cyberbullying	research	(Menesini,	Nocentini,	

&	 Calussi,	 2011).	 As	 visual	 materials	 are	 richer	 in	 social	 cues,	 it	 might	 be	 easier	 for	

bystanders	to	interpret	an	incident	as	severe	and	to	infer	that	help	is	warranted.	Moreover,	

Chapter	 2	 revealed	 that	 bystanders’	 helping	 intentions	 were	 affected	 by	 an	 interaction	

between	 incident	 severity	 (or	 the	 type	 of	 cyberbullying	 incident)	 and	 other	 bystanders’	

identities.	 Bystanders	 thus	 appear	 to	 use	 a	 combination	 of	 social	 cues	 embedded	 in	 the	

message	(that	 lead	to	severity	perception)	and	information	from	other	bystanders	in	order	

to	decide	on	whether	they	will	help	the	victim.		

1.1.2. How	 context	 information	 from	 the	 bystanders’	 larger	 social	 context	 affects	

antisocial	bystander	behaviour	

In	Chapter	4	of	the	dissertation,	we	aimed	to	uncover	how	information	from	the	bystanders’	

larger	 (offline)	 social	 context,	 more	 specifically	 normative	 social	 influence	 and	 social	

pressure	 from	 peers	 and	 adults,	 affects	 their	 antisocial	 behaviour	 online	 (joining	 in	
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cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystander).	 Chapter	 4	 revealed	 that	 bystanders’	 perception	 of	 friends	

approving	 of	 cyberbullying	 (injunctive	 norm	 of	 friends)	 was	 related	 to	 elevated	 levels	 of	

perceived	 social	 pressure	 to	 join	 in	 cyberbullying,	 which	 was	 in	 turn	 related	 to	 a	 higher	

likelihood	of	 joining	 in	cyberbullying	as	a	bystander.	No	significant	effect	was	found	of	the	

injunctive	 norm	 of	 class	 group	 members	 on	 social	 pressure	 to	 join	 in	 cyberbullying.	 This	

finding	relates	to	the	Social	Identity/Self-Categorisation	perspective	on	social	norms	(Terry	&	

Hogg,	1996;	White,	Hogg,	&	Terry,	2002),	as	 it	posits	that	normative	social	 influence	of	 in-

group	members	 is	 stronger	 than	normative	 influence	of	out-group	members	 (White	et	al.,	

2002).		

Findings	 from	 Chapter	 4	 also	 showed	 that	 parents’	 approval	 of	 or	 indifference	 towards	

cyberbullying	made	bystanders	more	 likely	 to	 join	 in	cyberbullying,	but	 this	effect	was	not	

found	 for	 teachers.	 This	 finding	 is	 in	 line	 with	 previous	 research	 on	 cyberbullying,	 which	

found	 that	 parents’	 injunctive	 norms	 were	 more	 strongly	 related	 to	 cyberbullying	

perpetration	 compared	 to	 teachers’	 injunctive	 norms	 (Pabian	 &	 Vandebosch,	 2014).	

Moreover,	 it	 is	 in	 line	with	 previous	 research	 on	 adolescent’	 online	 self-disclosure,	which	

found	that	social	norms	of	parents,	but	not	those	of	teachers,	were	related	to	adolescents’	

intentions	to	engage	in	personal	self-disclosure	on	Facebook	(Van	Gool,	Van	Ouytsel,	Ponnet,	

&	 Walrave,	 2015).	 A	 possible	 explanation	 for	 this	 difference	 in	 normative	 influences	 of	

parents	 and	 teachers	 can	 lie	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 youth	 feel	 that	 teachers	 have	 no	 right	 to	

intervene	 in	 their	 personal	matters	 outside	 of	 school,	while	 they	 believe	 parents	 do	 have	

that	right	(Yariv,	2009).	Even	though	cyberbullying	frequently	occurs	between	same-school,	

same-class	students	(Wegge,	Vandebosch,	&	Eggermont,	2014),	adolescents	might	consider	

cyberbullying	 as	 a	personal	matter	 that	 happens	 “outside	of	 school”,	 over	which	 teachers	

have	no	authority.		

1.2. Bystanders’	 preferences	 for	 communication	 modalities	 to	 help	 a	 victim	 of	

cyberbullying	

According	 to	 Van	 Cleemput	 (2012),	 adolescents	 assign	 great	 value	 to	 the	 ability	 to	 exert	

control	 in	 their	 communication.	 Especially	 in	 more	 difficult	 social	 situations	 (Madell	 &	

Muncer,	 2007),	 such	 as	 responding	 to	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 bystanders,	 and	 in	 “collapsed	

contexts”	on	social	network	sites	(boyd,	2010),	being	able	to	control	your	message	and	the	
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audience	of	your	message	can	be	valuable	assets.	In	Chapter	3,	we	applied	the	“affordances	

of	 technologies	 perspective”	 (Hutchby,	 2001a,	 2001b)	 to	 compare	 two	 sets	 of	

communication	modalities	to	help	a	victim	of	cyberbullying	according	to	their	affordances	to	

exert	control	(boyd,	2010;	Valkenburg	&	Peter,	2011;	Van	Cleemput,	2012):	CT-mediated	vs.	

face-to-face	 communication	 (more	 vs.	 less	 message	 control),	 and	 private	 vs.	 public	

communication	(more	vs.	less	audience	control).		

Findings	from	Chapter	3	revealed	that	adolescent	bystanders	are	more	likely	to	help	a	victim	

of	cyberbullying	via	CT-mediated	communication	rather	than	face-to-face.	This	difference	is	

only	 apparent	 in	 high	 severity	 situations,	 which	 gives	 strength	 to	 our	 assumption	 that	

adolescents	 prefer	 CT-mediated	 communication	 because	 of	 the	 ability	 to	 control	 their	

message	more	tightly	in	a	difficult	social	situation	(Madell	&	Muncer,	2007).	In	addition,	we	

found	that	adolescent	bystanders	are	more	likely	to	help	a	victim	of	cyberbullying	via	private	

rather	than	public	forms	of	communication.	As	public	communication	happens	in	front	of	a	

potentially	 large,	 often	 even	 partly	 invisible	 audience	 (boyd,	 2010),	 it	 gives	 the	 bystander	

much	less	control	over	the	reach	and	impact	of	their	message.	In	private	communication	the	

bystanders	communicates	with	only	one	communication	partner	(for	instance	the	victim	or	

the	bully),	which	offers	more	audience	control.		

Following	 the	 affordances	 perspective	 (Hutchby,	 2001a,	 2001b),	 we	 expected	 that	

bystanders’	preferences	of	communication	modalities	to	help	a	victim	would	also	depend	on	

the	 context	 of	 the	 cyberbullying	 incident.	 Findings	 from	 Chapter	 3	 showed	 that	 other	

bystanders	 exerted	 social	 influence	 on	 bystanders’	 intentions	 to	 publicly	 help	 the	 victim.		

These	findings	highlight	the	importance	of	audience	control	and	maintaining	a	desired	self-

presentation	 (Valkenburg	 &	 Peter,	 2011)	 for	 adolescent	 bystanders	 who	 want	 to	 help	 a	

cyberbullying	 victim.	 When	 other	 bystanders,	 and	 especially	 good	 friends	 (see	 the	 Social	

Identity	 Approach	 (1979	 in	 S.	 E.	 Jones	 et	 al.,	 2011)),	 set	 antisocial	 behavioural	 norms,	

bystanders	 were	 even	 more	 likely	 to	 turn	 to	 private	 means	 of	 communication	 to	 help	 a	

victim	of	 cyberbullying.	When	other	 bystanders,	 and	especially	 good	 friends,	 set	 prosocial	

behavioural	 norms,	 bystanders	were	more	 inclined	 towards	publicly	 defending	 a	 victim	of	

cyberbullying.		
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1.3. Part	 2:	 Adolescents	 providing	 social	 support	 to	 cyberbullying	 victims	 who	 tell	 their	

story	

Previous	 interview,	 focus	group	and	survey	research	on	peer	support	 in	cyberbullying	(e.g.	

Jacobs,	Goossens,	Dehue,	Völlink,	&	Lechner,	2015;	Livingstone,	Haddon,	Görzig,	&	Olafsson,	

2011;	Price	&	Dalgleish,	2010)	identified	the	main	support	providers	in	cyberbullying,	but	did	

not	reveal	 in-depth	knowledge	on	the	content	of	 the	social	 support	provided	to	victims	of	

cyberbullying.	 In	 order	 to	 generate	 such	 in-depth	 knowledge,	 Chapter	 5	 investigated	

adolescents’	social	support	with	regard	to	cyberbullying,	by	examining	message	threads	on	

cyberbullying	 posted	 on	 two	 online	 support	 group	 fora	 of	 youth	 helpline	 organisations.	

Thematic	analysis	of	these	message	threads	revealed	three	types	of	social	support	sought	by	

victims	 and	 provided	 by	 online	 fora	 members.	 A	 first	 type	 of	 social	 support	 sought	 and	

provided	 included	 informational	 support	 on	 coping	 strategies	 to	deal	with	 (cyber)bullying.	

Secondly,	 appraisal	 support	was	 sought/provided	on	 (cyber)bullying	as	a	phenomenon,	on	

the	 actors	 involved	 in	 (cyber)bullying,	 and	 on	 specific	 (cyber)bullying	 situations.	 Thirdly,	

online	 fora	members	 provided	 cyberbullying	 victims	with	 emotional	 support,	 even	 though	

victims	did	not	specifically	ask	for	this	type	of	support.	Emotional	support	provided	by	online	

fora	members	 included	a	wide	 array	of	 different	 support	messages.	 Based	on	 the	 themes	

generated	 from	 our	 data,	 we	 identified	 five	 subtypes	 of	 emotional	 support:	 affective,	

empathic,	emotion	regulation,	esteem	and	network	support.		

When	considering	the	 implications	of	 this	chapter’s	 findings,	we	have	to	take	 into	account	

that	online	support	group	fora	constitute	a	very	specific	venue	in	which	adolescents	can	be	

confronted	with	 and	 can	 respond	 to	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 third	 party	 (see	 Chapter	 1	 for	 an	

overview).	 On	 these	 online	 fora,	 third-party	 adolescents	 are	 confronted	 with	 victims’	

anonymous,	written	accounts	of	 their	cyberbullying	experiences.	Consequently,	 third-party	

adolescents’	 interpretations	 of	 such	 cyberbullying	 incidents	 are	 highly	 dependent	 on	 the	

social	context	information	conveyed	by	the	victim	and	on	the	limited	social	cues	that	textual	

communication	can	provide.	The	affordances	of	these	online	support	group	fora	also	affect	

online	fora	members’	peer	support	responses.	First,	on	these	fora	online	fora	members	are	

not	able	to	get	into	direct	personal	contact	with	the	victim	to	provide	instrumental	support	

(e.g.	standing	up	to	the	bully,	helping	the	victim	report	the	incident	to	an	adult).	Secondly,	
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on	 these	 online	 support	 group	 fora,	 peer	 support	 can	 only	 be	 provided	 through	 textual	

communication	 and	 is	 thus	 deprived	 of	 rich	 social	 cues	 (e.g.	 facial	 expressions,	 body	

gestures,	 physical	 contact).	 Some	 online	 fora	members	 attempted	 to	mitigate	 this	 lack	 of	

social	 cues	 by	 expressing	 “virtual	 kisses	 and	 hugs”	 in	 order	 to	 provide	 the	 victim	 with	

emotional	support.	Moreover,	online	 fora	members	explicitly	advised	victims	to	seek	 face-

to-face	 social	 support	 from	 peers,	 but	 also	 from	 adults	 and	 the	 police.	 This	 can	 point	

towards	 online	 fora	 members	 acknowledging	 that	 peer	 support	 on	 these	 online	 support	

group	fora	holds	certain	limitations.		

2. Theoretical	implications		

Based	on	the	theoretical	and	conceptual	background	of	this	dissertation,	and	on	its	empirical	

findings,	 we	 formulate	 theoretical	 implications	 for	 future	 research	 on	 bystanders	 of	

cyberbullying	and	on	adolescents’	prosocial	and	antisocial	communication	via	CT.	

2.1. Theoretical	implications	for	future	research	on	bystanders	of	cyberbullying	

In	 Chapter	 1	 we	 outlined	 a	 conceptual	 model	 of	 adolescents’	 third-party	 involvement	 in	

cyberbullying.	 This	 model	 allowed	 us	 to	 take	 into	 account	 the	 complex	 communication	

patterns	 of	 adolescents,	 in	 which	 online	 and	 offline	 social	 contexts	 and	 communication	

coexist.	While	previous	cyberbullying	research	mainly	focused	on	witnessing	cyberbullying	as	

a	bystander	“directly	and	in	real	time”,	mainly	adhering	to	concepts	of	traditional	bullying,	

the	 conceptual	 model	 in	 Chapter	 1	 allowed	 us	 to	 think	 about	 other	 ways	 in	 which	

adolescents	 can	 be	 confronted	 with	 cyberbullying	 as	 a	 third-party.	 Consequently,	 we	

investigated	the	role	of	adolescents	who	provide	(online)	peer	support	to	a	victim’s	narrated	

account	about	being	cyberbullied	(see	Chapter	5).		

Recently,	cyberbullying	scholars	have	started	to	address	the	narrow	conceptualisation	of	the	

bystander-role	 in	 cyberbullying.	 Jones,	 Mitchell	 and	 Turner	 (2015)	 emphasised	 the	

importance	of	addressing	any	person	who	becomes	aware	of	a	cyberbullying	incident.	They	

suggested	 the	 term	 “secondary	 bystanders”	 to	 define	 people	 who	 are	 confronted	 with	

victimisation	 through	 a	 disclosure	 from	 the	 victim.	 We	 suggest	 that	 future	 cyberbullying	

research	 could	 further	 implement	 this	 idea	 and	 make	 the	 distinction	 between	 “primary	

bystanders”,	 who	 directly	 witness	 a	 cyberbullying	 incident	 happening	 in	 real-time,	 and	
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“secondary	bystanders”,	who	are	confronted	with	a	reconstructed	version	of	a	cyberbullying	

incident	at	a	later	point	in	time	(e.g.	via	a	victim’s	story	about	being	cyberbullied,	via	copied	

“evidence”	 of	 a	 cyberbullying	 incident).	 Future	 research	 could	 further	 validate	 this	

distinction,	by	examining	whether	these	types	of	bystanders	have	different	 interpretations	

of	 a	 similar	 cyberbullying	 incident,	 and	 whether	 they	 react	 differently	 towards	 a	 similar	

cyberbullying	incident.	

Figure	3.	Proposed	classification	of	involvement	in	cyberbullying	

	

	

2.2. Theoretical	implications	for	future	research	on	adolescents’	use	of	CT	in	prosocial	and	

antisocial	communication	

This	 dissertation	 (Chapter	 3)	 applied	 the	 “affordances	 of	 technologies”	 perspective	

(Hutchby,	 2001a,	 2001b)	 to	 get	 a	 more	 nuanced	 understanding	 of	 adolescents’	 use	 of	

different	 communication	 modalities	 to	 help	 a	 cyberbullying	 victim.	 We	 distinguished	

between	 face-to-face	 and	 CT-mediated	 communication,	 and	 public	 and	 private	 forms	 of	

communication.	When	examining	adolescents’	CT-mediated	communication,	future	research	

can	also	use	a	more	specific	approach,	looking	at	specific	technological	and	design	features	

of	particular	CT	(e.g.	“like”	and	“reply”	buttons,	emoticons	and	emojis,	hash	tags)	and	how	

they	 afford	 prosocial	 or	 antisocial	 communication.	 These	 features	 can	 give	 adolescents	

specific	 action	 possibilities,	 but	 their	 use	 and	 meanings	 can	 be	 perceived	 differently	 by	

different	 individuals	 and	 in	 different	 contexts.	 The	 recent	 public	 controversy	 on	 Twitter’s	
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change	 of	 the	 star-shaped	 “favourite”	 button	 to	 the	 heart-shaped	 “like”	 button	 (Howard,	

2015),	 and	 Facebook’s	 plans	 to	 generate	 some	 type	 of	 “dislike”	 button	 (Constine,	 2015),	

illustrate	the	importance	of	studying	the	use	and	meaning	of	such	specific	CT-features.	We	

therefore	 argue	 that	 a	 specific	 application	 of	 the	 affordances	 perspective	 can	 provide	

researchers	 with	more	 nuanced	 insights	 into	 the	 role	 of	 CT	 in	 adolescents’	 prosocial	 and	

antisocial	communication.			

Furthermore,	future	research	can	work	on	solving	some	of	this	dissertations’	methodological	

issues	in	measuring	adolescents’	preferences	of	communication	modalities.	Via	experimental	

vignettes	 (see	 Chapter	 3),	 we	 measured	 bystanders’	 intentions	 to	 use	 certain	

communication	modalities	to	help	a	victim	of	cyberbullying.	We	used	these	measurements	

to	make	inferences	about	adolescents’	cognitive	processes:	what	affordances	do	adolescents	

link	 with	 specific	 communication	 modalities,	 how	 important	 are	 certain	 affordances	 with	

regard	to	specific	communicative	goals,	how	do	adolescents	weight	affordances	in	order	to	

make	a	communicative	choice,....	These	cognitive	processes	were,	however,	not	measured	in	

itself,	and	they	thus	remain	a	“black	box”	in	this	dissertation.	This	issue	highlights	the	need	

for	 in-depth	 methods	 to	 investigate	 adolescents’	 use	 of	 and	 preferences	 for	 certain	

communication	 modalities.	 Experimental	 vignettes,	 for	 instance,	 could	 also	 be	 used	 to	

conduct	 in-depth	 interviews	with	 adolescents	 on	 their	 cognitive	 processes	when	 choosing	

communication	modalities	in	a	particular	context.	Findings	from	these	interviews	could	then	

be	integrated	in	future	quantitative	(survey,	experimental)	research,	in	order	to	investigate	

how	 cognitive	 processes	 on	 the	 affordances	 of	 CT	mediate	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	

context	 in	 which	 an	 adolescent	 communicates	 and	 his/her	 subsequent	 communication	

preferences.		

3. Practical	implications		

Insights	 from	 this	 dissertation	 can	 inform	 the	 creation	 of	 cyberbullying	 intervention	 and	

prevention	programmes,	but	they	can	also	generate	practical	opportunities	for	social	media	

developers	 who	 want	 to	 promote	 prosocial	 bystander	 behaviour	 in	 cyberbullying	 and	

discourage	antisocial	bystander	behaviour.	
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3.1. Practical	implications	for	cyberbullying	intervention	and	prevention	programmes	

First,	 findings	 from	 this	 dissertation	 can	 inform	 cyberbullying	 programmes	 that	 aim	 to	

reduce	adolescent	bystanders’	antisocial	responses	to	cyberbullying.	We	found	evidence	for	

the	 important	 role	 of	 peers’	 responses	 towards	 cyberbullying,	 perceived	 social	 norms	 of	

peers,	 and	 social	 pressure	 of	 peers,	 especially	 (good)	 friends,	 in	 bystanders’	 reinforcing	

behaviour	towards	the	bully.	Therefore,	cyberbullying	programmes	could	focus	on	changing	

antisocial	 social	 norms	 with	 regard	 to	 cyberbullying	 within	 the	 whole	 peer	 (class/school)	

group,	as	a	couple	of	existing	cyberbullying	programmes	already	do	(Menesini,	Nocentini,	&	

Palladino,	 2012;	 Schultze-Krumbholz,	 Wölfer,	 Jäkel,	 Zagorscak,	 &	 Scheithauer,	 2012).	

Programmes	 could	 aim	 to	 decrease	 adolescents’	 perception	 that	 peers,	 and	 in	 particular	

friends,	 approve	of	 cyberbullying,	which	 is	often	misperceived	by	adolescents	 (Sandstrom,	

Makover,	 &	 Bartini,	 2012).	 This	 could,	 for	 instance,	 be	 accomplished	 by	 setting	 up	 group	

discussions	 on	 cyberbullying	 within	 a	 class	 context.	 In	 addition,	 programmes	 could	 teach	

adolescents	some	social	pressure	resistance	techniques,	such	as	relating	intended	behaviour	

to	 values	 and	psychological	 inoculation	 (Bartholomew,	Parcel,	 Kok,	Gottlieb,	&	 Fernandez,	

2011),	 in	 order	 to	 make	 them	 less	 susceptible	 to	 antisocial	 peer	 pressure,	 from	 (good)	

friends	 in	particular.	Furthermore,	as	perceived	social	norms	of	parents	appear	to	have	an	

impact	on	bystanders’	reinforcing	behaviour,	cyberbullying	programmes	can	involve	parents,	

for	instance	via	parent	meetings	or	peer-to-parent	tutoring	(Menesini	et	al.,	2012),	to	make	

them	aware	of	the	important	role	that	they	play	in	transferring	pro-social	values	and	norms	

about	(online)	behaviour	to	their	children.		

Secondly,	the	generated	findings	can	be	implemented	in	cyberbullying	programmes	that	aim	

to	 promote	 prosocial	 responses	 to	 cyberbullying	 with	 adolescents.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	

cyberbullying	programmes	can	encourage	bystanders	to	help	a	victim	of	cyberbullying.	The	

empirical	findings	showed	that	bystanders	are	more	likely	to	help	a	cyberbullying	victim	in	a	

more	 severe	 situation.	 Therefore,	 programmes	 could	 work	 on	 elevating	 adolescents’	

perceived	severity	of	cyberbullying,	for	 instance	by	outlining	possible	severe	consequences	

for	 victims.	 In	 addition,	 we	 found	 that	 bystanders	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 help	 a	 victim	 of	

cyberbullying	via	CT,	and	via	private	forms	of	communication.	This	knowledge	can	be	taken	

into	account	when	programmes	want	to	advise	adolescents	on	realistic	behavioural	options	
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to	 help	 a	 victim	 as	 a	 bystander.	 For	 cases	 in	 which	 public	 helping	 behaviour	 is	 deemed	

beneficial,	 programmes	 can	 attempt	 to	 elevate	 public	 helping	 behaviour	 by	 convincing	

adolescents	that	their	good	friends	would	also	help	a	victim	of	cyberbullying	(e.g.	via	group	

discussions).	On	 the	other	 hand,	 cyberbullying	 programmes	 can	 encourage	 adolescents	 to	

support	a	victim	of	cyberbullying,	even	when	they	were	not	present	during	the	cyberbullying	

incident	as	bystanders.	Programmes	can	do	this	by,	 for	 instance,	emphasising	adolescents’	

important	role	as	peer	supporters	and	by	outlining	the	positive	outcomes	of	peer	support	for	

the	 victim’s	 well-being.	 Based	 on	 this	 dissertation’s	 findings,	 we	 can	 advise	 cyberbullying	

programmes	 to	 present	 adolescents	 with	 realistic	 and	 relevant	 prototype	 stories	

(Vandebosch	et	al.,	2015),	in	which	fellow	sufferers	provide	victims	with	emotional	support,	

appraisal	 support	 on	 cyberbullying,	 and	 informational	 support	 on	 how	 to	 deal	 with	

cyberbullying,	 from	 their	 own	experiences	 (what	worked	 for	 them	and	what	didn’t	work).	

These	prototype	stories	can	serve	to	guide	adolescents	in	providing	peer	support	to	victims,	

but	 they	 can	 also	 be	 useful	 for	 victims	 to	 acquire	 information	 on	 how	 to	 deal	 with	

cyberbullying.	

3.2. Practical	implications	for	social	media	developers	

When	we	 apply	 a	more	 specific	 perspective	 on	 the	 affordances	 of	 CT,	 we	 can	 advise	 CT-

developers,	 and	 social	 media	 companies	 in	 particular,	 to	 create	 or	 adapt	 certain	

technological	 or	 design	 features	 in	 order	 to	 tackle	 antisocial	 bystander	 responses	 to	

cyberbullying	 and	 facilitate	 prosocial	 bystander	 responses.	 With	 regard	 to	 antisocial	

bystander	 responses,	 findings	 from	 this	 dissertation	 showed	 that	 bystanders’	 severity	

perception	and	social	 influence	by	peers	 (good	friends	 in	particular)	and	parents,	have	the	

ability	to	reduce	reinforcing	behaviour	of	bystanders.	This	knowledge	could	be	integrated	in	

reflective	interfaces	on	SNS,	which	could	be	used	to	tackle	both	cyberbullying	perpetration	

and	 reinforcing	 behaviour	 of	 bystanders.	 Reflective	 interfaces	 on	 SNS	 automatically	 show	

messages	that	are	aimed	to	encourage	users’	reflection	on	their	own	behaviour	(Van	Royen,	

Poels,	 &	 Vandebosch,	 2015),	 for	 instance	 on	 the	 formulation	 of	 their	message,	 or	 on	 the	

implications	of	 their	message	 (Dinakar,	 Jones,	Havasi,	 Lieberman,	&	Picard,	2012).	When	a	

SNS	 detects	 that	 an	 adolescent	 user	 wants	 to	 type	 a	 harassing	 comments	 (via	 automatic	

monitoring),	this	user	could	be	provided	with	a	prompt	to	reflect	on	their	good	friends’	or	
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parents’	 disapproval	 of	 cyberbullying	 (e.g.	 “Think	 about	 it:	 Your	 best	 friends	 think	

cyberbullying	 is	not	OK”,	 “Would	you	post	 such	a	message	 if	 your	parents	 could	 see	 it?”),	

which	has	also	been	suggested	by	Van	Royen,	Poels	and	Vandebosch	(2015).	Furthermore,	

adolescent	users	could	get	a	notification	of	the	potential	harm	caused	to	the	receiver	of	the	

message	(Van	Royen	et	al.,	2015),	in	order	to	elevate	severity	perception	(e.g.	“That	message	

could	 really	 hurt	 someone”).	 It	 must,	 however,	 be	 noted	 that,	 even	 though	 previous	

research	has	shown	that	reflective	messages	are	effective	in	making	people	reflect	on	their	

behaviour	on	SNS	(Wang	et	al.,	2013),	the	effectiveness	of	reflective	 interfaces	 in	reducing	

cyberbullying	or	cyberharassment	still	remains	to	be	studied	(Van	Royen	et	al.,	2015).		

Technical	 and	 design	 features	 of	 SNS	 could	 also	 be	 used	 to	 facilitate	 prosocial	 bystander	

behaviour.	As	findings	from	this	dissertation	revealed	that	bystanders	are	more	likely	to	help	

in	 a	 severe	 cyberbullying	 situation,	 SNS	 could	 use	 automatic	 monitoring	 in	 order	 to	 flag	

potential	cyberbullying	situations	as	severe	(Dinakar	et	al.,	2012)	and	as	such	elevate	helping	

behaviour	with	bystanders.	SNS	could	also	provide	users	with	 the	option	 to	 flag	messages	

they	 receive	 themselves,	 providing	 a	 severity	 indication	 to	 other	 users.	 Furthermore,	 SNS	

could	 provide	 bystanders	 with	 short-cut	 options	 to	 help	 a	 victim	 of	 cyberbullying.	

Complementary	to	the	“like”	button,	SNS	could	develop	a	button	that	provides	an	easy	way	

to	 express	 empathy	 or	 compassion	 (just	 as	 Facebook	 has	 recently	 suggested	 (Constine,	

2015)).	Moreover,	SNS	could	provide	users	with	short	cuts	 to	 retrieve	more	social	 context	

information	 to	 guide	 their	 interpretation	 and	 responses,	 for	 instance	 an	 “Are	 you	 OK?”	

button	 to	 forward	 a	message	 to	 the	 victim	 and	 ask	 if	 he/she	 is	 OK,	 or	 an	 “Ask	 a	 friend”	

button	to	forward	a	message	to	a	friend	and	ask	for	his/her	opinion	on	the	message.		
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DUTCH	SUMMARY:	Sociale	en	technologische	factoren	bepalen	hoe	

jongeren	reageren	op	cyberpesten	

Onderwerp	van	het	doctoraat:	de“derde-partij”	rol	in	cyberpesten	bij	jongeren	

Uit	voorgaand	onderzoek	over	traditioneel	pesten	bij	kinderen	en	adolescenten	is	geweten	

dat	groepsprocessen	een	grote	invloed	kunnen	uitoefenen	op	pestgedrag.	De	omstaanders,	

die	 getuige	 zijn	 van	 pesterijen,	 spelen	 hierin	 een	 belangrijke	 rol.	 Zij	 kunnen	 de	 pestkop	

bevestigen	en	zo	de	pesterijen	 laten	aanhouden	en	het	negatieve	effect	op	het	slachtoffer	

versteken.	De	omstaanders	kunnen	echter	ook	de	kant	kiezen	van	het	slachtoffer,	waardoor	

de	pestkop	negatieve	 feedback	krijgt	over	 zijn/haar	gedrag	en	het	negatieve	effect	op	het	

slachtoffer	vermindert.	

Door	 de	 opmars	 van	 nieuwe	 communicatietechnologieën,	waaronder	 sociale	media,	 is	 de	

pestproblematiek	en	dus	ook	de	rol	van	de	omstaander	complexer	geworden.	De	online	en	

offline	 sociale	 context	 kunnen	 bij	 jongeren	 niet	 los	 van	 elkaar	 gezien	 worden.	 Bovendien	

beschikken	 jongeren	 over	 verschillende	 communicatietechnologieën	 om	 met	 elkaar	 te	

communiceren.	 Al	 naargelang	 hun	 kenmerken,	 bieden	 deze	 communicatietechnologieën	

jongeren	 verschillende	 mogelijkheden	 om	 te	 communiceren,	 maar	 leggen	 ze	 hen	 ook	

bepaalde	 beperkingen	 op.	 Dit	 doctoraat	 heeft	 als	 doel	 een	 brede	 blik	 te	 werpen	 op	 hoe	

jongeren	als	 “derde-partij”	geconfronteerd	kunnen	worden	met	cyberpesten	en	hoe	ze	op	

cyberpesten	 (kunnen)	 reageren.	 Daarbij	 wordt	 zowel	 de	 sociale	 context	 van	 jongeren,	 als	

hun	gebruik	van	communicatietechnologieën	in	acht	genomen.		

Eerste	 deel	 van	 het	 onderzoeksluik:	 reacties	 van	 jonge	 omstaanders	 of	 getuigen	 van	

cyberpesten	

In	het	eerste	deel	van	het	onderzoeksluik	van	dit	doctoraat	werd	gekeken	naar	hoe	jongeren	

als	 omstaander,	 of	 rechtstreekse	 getuige,	 reageren	 op	 cyberpesten.	 In	 een	 eerste	 studie	

(Hoofdstuk	2)	werd	gekeken	naar	hoe	omstaanders	informatie	m.b.t.	een	cyberpestincident	

meenemen	 in	 hun	 keuze	 om	 op	 een	 prosociale	 (het	 slachtoffer	 helpen)	 of	 antisociale	

(meedoen	met	de	pestkop)	manier	te	reageren	op	cyberpesten.	In	een	experimentele	studie	

werden	meer	 dan	 400	 Vlaamse	 jongeren	 uit	 het	 tweede	 jaar	 secundair	 onderwijs	 (13-14	
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jaar)	 als	 omstaander	 blootgesteld	 aan	 een	 fictief	 scenario	 over	 cyberpesten	 op	 Facebook,	

waarna	hen	werd	gevraagd	 in	welke	mate	ze	geneigd	waren	om	op	bepaalde	manieren	te	

reageren.	 Als	 de	 omstaanders	 geconfronteerd	 werden	 met	 een	 meer	 ernstig	

cyberpestincident	(met	een	gênante	foto),	dan	waren	ze	meer	geneigd	om	het	slachtoffer	te	

helpen	 en	 minder	 geneigd	 om	 de	 pestkop	 te	 bevestigen,	 dan	 wanneer	 het	 ging	 om	 een	

minder	 ernstig	 incident	 (een	 belediging	 gericht	 aan	 het	 slachtoffer).	 Verder	 blijken	 de	

aanwezigheid	en	reacties	van	andere	omstaanders	een	belangrijke	invloed	uit	te	oefenen	op	

het	gedrag	van	de	omstaander.	Vooral	de	reacties	van	goede	vrienden	speelden	een	rol:	als	

goede	vrienden	meededen	met	de	pestkop,	dan	was	de	omstaander	sterk	geneigd	zijn	om	

de	pestkop	 te	bevestigen.	Als	 die	 goede	 vrienden	echter	het	 slachtoffer	 verdedigden,	 dan	

was	de	omstaander	veel	minder	geneigd	zijn	om	dit	gedrag	te	stellen.		

In	 een	 tweede	 studie	 (Hoofdstuk	 3)	 werd	 de	 focus	 gelegd	 op	 prosociaal	 gedrag	 van	

omstaanders,	nl.	het	helpen	van	het	slachtoffer.	Aan	de	hand	van	data	van	de	experimentele	

scenariostudie	 werd	 gekeken	 of	 jongeren	 een	 voorkeur	 hebben	 voor	 bepaalde	

communicatiewijzen	om	het	slachtoffer	te	helpen,	en	of	deze	voorkeuren	beïnvloed	werden	

door	 informatie	 m.b.t.	 het	 cyberpestincident.	 Uit	 de	 resultaten	 bleek	 dat	 jongeren	 meer	

geneigd	zijn	een	cyberpestslachtoffer	te	helpen	in	een	privégesprek	dan	voor	een	publiek,	en	

dat	 ze	 dit	 liever	 doen	 via	 communicatietechnologieën	 dan	 face-to-face.	

Communicatietechnologieën	 laten	 jonge	 omstaanders	 toe	 om	 een	 grote	 controle	 uit	 te	

oefenen	 op	 wat	 ze	 zeggen	 en	 hoe	 ze	 zich	 presenteren.	 Het	 uitoefenen	 van	 controle	 in	

communicatie	 is	 zeer	 belangrijk	 voor	 jongeren,	 vooral	 in	 moeilijke	 sociale	 situaties	 zoals	

cyberpesten.	De	keuze	voor	private	communicatiemiddelen	(vb.	een	privégesprek	op	school	

of	privéberichten)	om	een	 slachtoffer	 van	 cyberpesten	 te	helpen,	werd	versterkt	wanneer	

andere	omstaanders,	en	dan	vooral	goede	vrienden,	meededen	met	de	pestkop.	Wanneer	

de	andere	omstaanders	(vooral	goede	vrienden)	echter	het	slachtoffer	hielpen,	dan	steeg	de	

intentie		van	de	jonge	omstaanders	om	het	slachtoffer	publiekelijk	te	helpen.		

In	 de	 derde	 studie	 over	 omstaanders	 (Hoofdstuk	 4)	 werd	 dan	 weer	 de	 focus	 gelegd	 op	

antisociaal	omstaandergedrag	of	meedoen	met	de	pestkop	bij	cyberpesten.	Er	werd	bij	meer	

van	 500	 Vlaamse	 jongeren	 (gemiddeld	 16	 jaar	 oud)	 onderzocht	 hoe	 de	 ruimere	 sociale	

context	 van	 leeftijdsgenoten	 en	 volwassenen	 een	 invloed	 heeft	 op	 meedoen	 met	 de	
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cyberpestkop	 als	 omstaander.	 Uit	 deze	 studie	 bleek	 dat	 jongeren	 die	 denken	 dat	 hun	

vrienden	 positief	 staan	 tegenover	 cyberpesten,	 een	 grotere	 sociale	 druk	 ervaren	 om	 als	

omstaander	mee	 te	doen	met	de	 cyberpestkop.	Of	 leeftijdsgenoten	al	 dan	niet	betrokken	

zijn	bij	cyberpesten,	bleek	geen	effect	te	hebben.	Ook	jongeren	die	denken	dat	hun	ouders	

positief	of	onverschillig	staan	tegenover	cyberpesten,	waren	meer	geneigd	om	mee	te	doen	

met	de	cyberpestkop.	Leerkrachten	bleken	dan	weer	geen	normatieve	invloed	te	hebben	op	

meedoen	met	de	pestkop	als	omstaander.	Het	 is	belangrijk	om	te	weten	dat	het	gaat	over	

het	beeld	dat	jonge	omstaanders	hebben	van	wat	anderen	denken	en	doen.	Dit	beeld	stemt	

niet	noodzakelijk	overeen	met	de	realiteit.		

Tweede	 deel	 van	 het	 onderzoeksluik:	 reacties	 van	 jongeren	 op	 een	 slachtoffer	 dat	

zijn/haar	verhaal	over	cyberpesten	vertelt	

Voorgaand	 onderzoek	 naar	 cyberpesten	 bracht	 in	 kaart	 welke	 actoren	 steun	 (kunnen)	

bieden	aan	slachtoffers	van	cyberpesten,	maar	bracht	geen	kennis	bij	over	de	inhoud	van	de	

steun	die	deze	actoren	bieden	aan	slachtoffers.	Om	hier	aan	 tegemoet	 te	komen,	werd	 in	

het	 tweede	deel	 van	dit	 doctoraat	 (Hoofdstuk	5)	 gekeken	naar	hoe	 jongeren	online	 steun	

zoeken	 en	 geven	 m.b.t.	 cyberpesten.	 Meer	 dan	 400	 berichten	 over	 cyberpesten	 van	 de	

online	 steungroep-fora	 van	 jongeren-hulporganisaties	 “Awel”	 uit	 Vlaanderen	 en	 “De	

Kindertelefoon”	 uit	Nederland	werden	 hiervoor	 geanalyseerd.	Uit	 deze	 analyses	 bleek	 dat	

vooral	 raad	 werd	 gevraagd	 en	 gegeven	 rond	 concrete	 strategieën	 om	 om	 te	 gaan	 met	

cyberpesten.	 Bovendien	 werd	 er	 veel	 gesproken	 over	 de	 benadering	 van	 het	 fenomeen	

cyberpesten,	 van	 concrete	 cyberpestsituaties	 (vb.	 is	 het	 ernstig?)	 en	 van	 de	 betrokken	

actoren	(vb.	wie	heeft	schuld?).	De	andere	jongeren	op	het	forum	gaven	de	slachtoffers	ook	

emotionele	steun,	hoewel	ze	hier	niet	expliciet	naar	vroegen.	Ze	drukten	bijvoorbeeld	hun	

affectie	of	 empathie	 voor	het	 slachtoffer	uit,	 probeerden	het	 zelfbeeld	 van	 slachtoffers	 te	

versterken,	wilden	 slachtoffers	 helpen	 om	 hun	 emoties	 te	 reguleren,	 en	 benadrukten	 dat	

slachtoffers	 niet	 alleen	 staan.	 Door	 de	 eigenschappen	 van	 deze	 online	 fora	 waren	 de	

jongeren	 enigzins	 beperkt	 in	 hun	 mogelijkheden	 om	 het	 slachtoffer	 te	 helpen.	 Door	 de	

anonimiteit	op	de	online	fora	konden	de	jongeren	niet	in	persoonlijk	contact	treden	met	de	

slachtoffers	van	cyberpesten,	waardoor	ze	bijvoorbeeld	geen	acties	konden	ondernemen	ten	

behoeve	 van	 het	 slachtoffer	 (vb.	 volwassenen	 contacteren,	 de	 pestkop	 contacteren).	
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Bovendien	 konden	 de	 jongeren	 enkel	 tekst	 gebruiken	 om	 het	 slachtoffer	 te	 steunen	 en	

konden	ze	niet	communiceren	via	lichaamstaal	of	fysieke	communicatie	(vb.	knuffels).		

Theoretische	implicaties	van	het	doctoraat	

Dit	 doctoraat	 gaf	 een	 brede	 kijk	 op	 de	 betrokkenheid	 van	 jongeren	 als	 “derde	 partij”	 bij	

cyberpesten.	 In	 lijn	 met	 recente	 ontwikkelingen	 binnen	 het	 onderzoek	 naar	 cyberpesten,	

beveelt	 dit	 doctoraat	 aan	 om	 het	 begrip	 “omstaander”	 bij	 cyberpesten	 ruimer	 te	 gaan	

bekijken.	 Toekomstige	 studies	 zouden	 het	 onderscheid	 kunnen	 maken	 tussen	 “primaire	

omstaanders”,	 die	 direct	 getuige	 zijn	 van	 een	 cyberpest-incident	 op	 het	moment	 dat	 het	

plaatsvindt,	en	“secundaire	omstaanders”,	die	op	een	later	moment	geconfronteerd	worden	

met	 een	 gereconstrueerde	 vorm	 van	 een	 cyberpestincident	 (vb.	 via	 bewijsmateriaal	 van	

cyberpesten,	via	het	verhaal	van	een	slachtoffer).		

Verder	 raadt	het	doctoraat	aan	dat	 toekomstig	onderzoek	aandacht	heeft	 voor	de	 rol	 van	

specifieke	kenmerken	van	communicatietechnologieën	(vb.	“likes”,	emoticons,	hashtags)	en	

hoe	die	een	rol	spelen	in	prosociale	en	antisociale	online	communicatie	tussen	jongeren.	Er	

is	 eveneens	 nood	 aan	 onderzoek	 dat	 inzicht	 geeft	 in	 de	 “black	 box”	 rond	 keuzes	 van	

communicatietechnologieën.	 Er	 is	 namelijk	 nog	 te	 weinig	 kennis	 over	 de	 cognitieve	

processen	 die	 verklaren	 waarom	 jongeren	 kiezen	 om	 op	 een	 bepaalde	 manier	 te	

communiceren	 via	 communicatietechnologieën.	 Belangrijke	 vragen	 zijn:	 hoe	 bekijken	

jongeren	 de	 kenmerken	 van	 communicatietechnologieën	 in	 een	 bepaalde	 context?	 Hoe	

wegen	ze	verschillende	communicatiemogelijkheden	tegenover	elkaar	af?	

Praktische	implicaties	van	het	doctoraat	

De	resultaten	van	dit	doctoraatsonderzoek	hebben	verschillende	praktische	implicaties	voor	

interventie-	 en	 preventieprogramma’s	 voor	 scholen	 die	 willen	 inspelen	 op	

omstaandergedrag	bij	cyberpesten.	Gebaseerd	op	de	resultaten	van	de	verschillende	studies	

kunnen	we	interventie-	en	preventieprogramma’s	ten	eerste	aanraden	om	in	te	spelen	op	de	

sociale	 context	 om	 antisociaal	 omstaandergedrag	 bij	 cyberpesten	 aan	 te	 pakken.	

Programma’s	 kunnen	 werken	 aan	 het	 veranderen	 van	 sociale	 normen	 over	 cyberpesten	

binnen	 de	 klas	 of	 school,	 het	 aanpakken	 van	 mispercepties	 over	 de	 sociale	 norm	 rond	

cyberpesten	bij	leeftijdsgenoten,	en	het	aanleren	van	manieren	om	om	te	gaan	met	sociale	
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druk	 van	 leeftijdsgenoten.	 Bovendien	 is	 het	 belangrijk	 om	 ouders	 te	 betrekken	 in	 het	

overdragen	van	prosociale	normen	m.b.t.	online	gedrag	en	cyberpesten.	Ten	tweede	kunnen	

interventie-	 en	 preventieprogramma’s	 trachten	 om	 prosociaal	 omstaandergedrag	 te	

bevorderen.	 Dit	 kan	 o.a.	 door	 de	 ernstperceptie	 van	 cyberpesten	 bij	 omstaanders	 te	

verhogen	 en	 door	 jongeren	 realistische	 opties	 voor	 te	 leggen	 om	 een	 slachtoffer	 van	

cyberpesten	 te	 helpen,	 rekening	 houdend	 met	 hun	 wensen	 (liefst	 privé	 helpen	 en	 via	

communicatietechnologieën).	 Daarnaast	 kan	 men	 jongeren	 aanmoedigen	 om	 slachtoffers	

van	 cyberpesten	 steun	 te	 bieden,	 ook	 al	 waren	 ze	 geen	 directe	 getuigen	 van	 de	

cyberpesterijen.		

Verder	 heeft	 dit	 doctoraatsonderzoek	 ook	 praktische	 implicaties	 voor	 ontwikkelaars	 van	

sociale-mediaplatformen.	Zo	kan	sociale	invloed	van	vrienden	en	ouders	gebruikt	worden	in	

preventieve	boodschappen	op	sociale	media,	die	ervoor	kunnen	zorgen	dat	 jongeren	meer	

nadenken	over	wat	ze	gaan	posten	op	deze	sociale	media	en	dat	ze	minder	geneigd	zullen	

zijn	om	antisociaal	gedrag	te	vertonen.	Daarnaast	kunnen	sociale	media	aan	omstaanders	de	

mogelijkheid	geven	om	via	een	knop	meer	 informatie	te	vragen	aan	een	slachtoffer	of	aan	

andere	omstaanders,	 in	 geval	 van	een	mogelijk	 cyberpestincident.	 Tot	 slot	 kunnen	 sociale	

media	aan	slachtoffers	de	mogelijkheid	bieden	om	berichten	op	hun	profiel	aan	te	duiden	als	

ernstig,	zodat	de	impact	van	dergelijke	berichten	duidelijker	is	voor	omstaanders.		


