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Abstract 

Social media influencers often become the target of ridiculing or insulting messages with the 

intention to hurt them, also called influencer bashing. Supportive bystander behavior 

performed by followers, such as sending public support messages or reporting the hateful 

comments, has the potential to diminish or prevent negate outcomes for the influencer. The 

goal of the present study was to investigate antecedents of publicly and privately supportive 

bystander behaviors, as well as, publically and privately inappropriate bystander reactions, 

such as joining in with the aggressor. To this aim, an online survey was administered among 

234 female Instagram users aged 18 to 25. The results indicated that perceived similarity 

between follower and influencer and state empathy elicited by an influencer bashing incident 

explain intentions to perform supportive bystander behavior, whereas trait empathy and 

severity of the influencer bashing incident seem not related. More precisely, a high level of 

perceived similarity was associated with a high level of state empathy, which in turn was 

associated with greater intentions to perform public and private supportive bystander 

behavior (fully mediated relationships). Implications of these findings and limitations are 

discussed. 
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Defending my online friend: Investigating bystander reactions on influencer bashing 

among female Instagram users 

Being a social media influencer is something that many youngsters aspire. Recent research 

among 13-38 year-olds living in the US indicates that more than 50 percent of these young 

adolescents and adults want to be a social media influencer (MorningConsult, 2019) and also 

in the United Kingdom social media influencer is the second most popular profession among 

young people (Skeldon, 2019). Social media influencers are individuals that have a large 

reach on social media platforms on which they share their interests and aspects of their daily 

lives by sharing content that can be perceived as authentic (De Veirman et al., 2017; 

Schouten et al., 2020). Social media influencers have close relationships with their followers 

and seem successful in influencing their audience, which makes them highly valuable 

collaborators for organizations that are looking for ways to reach a certain audience and to 

convince them of certain ideas or products, also called influencer marketing (Lim et al., 

2017). Although collaborating with companies and being admired by a large audience seem 

for many young individuals a dream, the social media influencer life also has aspects that are 

less attractive (Abidin, 2016).  

In spite of the positive feedback that influencers often receive from their followers, 

recent research has indicated that many social media influencers become also the targets of 

derogatory messages (Abidin, 2016; Hassan et al., 2018). This behavior has been called in the 

context of celebrities ‘celebrity bashing’ (Ouvrein, Backer, et al., 2018; Rudnicki et al., 

2020). It consists of ridiculing or insulting the target with the intention to hurt, for instance by 

posting a derogatory or mean comment about the target’s appearance, work, or private life, or 

by threatening the target (Ouvrein, Pabian, et al., 2018). In the current study, we will further 

refer to this behavior in the context of influencers by using the term ‘influencer bashing.’ 

Influencer bashing has not only caught the attention of researchers (e.g., Hassan et al., 2018), 
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also (emotional) testimonials of social media influencers have been shared in (international) 

media outlets. For instance, Famke Louise, a Dutch vlogger and singer, has addressed this 

issue in a documentary by reading out loud negative reactions she receives daily, such as 

‘Please kill yourself’ and ‘You are an absolute loser, I hope you are going to die’ (Tratlehner, 

2018).  

Influencer bashing has the potential to have a large impact on the social media 

influencer. Research indicates that also public figures, who are expected to have a ‘thick skin’ 

(Ouvrein et al., 2017), can suffer from these negative online comments (Ouvrein et al., 2021). 

Examples of potential negative outcomes are related to poor mental health and well-being 

and externalizing behaviors, such as depressions, excessive alcohol use, or drug addiction 

(Dalla Pozza et al., 2011; Ouvrein, Pabian, et al., 2018). Research on online aggression 

indicates that interventions of bystanders can be successful in terms of diminishing or ending 

the online aggression and/or reducing the harmful effects (Salmivalli, 2010; Wang, 2021). 

For instance, bystanders can support the victim by sending a supportive message or can ask 

the perpetrator to stop behaving aggressively (DeSmet et al., 2019). However, bystanders can 

also decide to do nothing or to support the perpetrator. These behaviors can amplify the 

negative outcomes for the victims (O’Connell et al., 1999; Wang, 2021). Until now, 

bystander behavior has not been studied yet in the context of influencer bashing. The goal of 

the present study is to investigate antecedents of bystander behavior when witnessing 

influencer bashing.  

The research fields on online aggression towards peers and celebrities can provide 

important insights on different types of bystander behavior and drivers of performing 

bystander behavior within the influencer context (Ouvrein, De Backer, et al., 2018; Van 

Cleemput et al., 2014). In what follows, an overview of the relevant literature on bystander 
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behaviors and drivers of these behaviors is given. Also differences between influencer 

bashing, celebrity bashing, and online peer aggression are considered.  

Types of Bystander Behavior 

Researchers have indicated that there are three broad types of bystander behaviors 

when witnessing online aggression: doing nothing, joining in, and helping the victim (Van 

Cleemput et al., 2014). The latter is perceived as positive or supportive bystander behavior 

(DeSmet et al., 2019). Examples of positive bystander behavior are comforting, giving 

advice, reporting, and confronting the bully (DeSmet et al., 2018). In the context of 

influencer bashing, positive bystander behavior can consist, for instance, of reporting the 

hurtful comment to the social media platform, sending a supportive message to the 

influencer, or sending a message to the perpetrator to ask to stop bashing. One can also 

decide to perform negative bystander behavior such as reinforcing the negative incidents or 

joining in, for instance, by liking the influencer bashing incident or by also posting hurtful 

comments directed towards the influencer. Studies on online bystander behavior have further 

distinguished specific bystander behaviors, for instance by focusing on how visible an action 

is to others, i.e. publicness (Wang, 2021). Social media platforms provide contexts in which 

bystanders can offer help in either a publicly visible or a privately manner. Research indicates 

that bystanders often prefer to react privately because this is perceived as less risky and, thus, 

more safe (Dillon & Bushman, 2015; Patterson et al., 2017), whereas there might be a chance 

that the bystander becomes the new target of the online aggressor if the bystander reacts in a 

publicly visible way (DeSmet et al., 2014). In order to convince current and future bystanders 

to perform positive bystander behavior, behavior change theories and evidence-based 

intervention and prevention programs focusing on online aggression have indicated that it is 

crucial to understand determinants of bystander behavior (DeSmet et al., 2016, 2018). 

 



BYSTANDER REACTIONS ON INFLUENCER BASHING  5 

 

 

Antecedents of Bystander Reactions: Empathy 

A large number of determinants have been proposed to understand supportive online 

bystander behavior in the peer context, relying on theoretical models such as the bystander 

effect theory (Latané & Darley, 1970), Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986), Moral 

Disengagement theory (Bandura et al., 1996), and the Social Ecological Model (Lambe et al., 

2019). A recent meta-analysis (Torgal et al., 2021) on online bystander behavior towards 

peers indicated that of the several personality factors that have been linked to supportive 

bystander behavior, empathy consistently emerges as an important predictor (e.g., Lambe et 

al., 2019; Machackova & Pfetsch, 2016; Van Cleemput et al., 2014). Empathy has been 

defined as sharing the emotional state of another person through taking the perspective of the 

other and understanding his or her emotions (Davis & Franzoi, 1991; Eisenberg & Strayer, 

1987). Positive associations have been found with supportive bystander behavior: Individuals 

who reported higher levels of empathy were found to be more likely to perform supportive 

bystander behavior when they witnessed online aggression (e.g., Lambe et al., 2019). In 

contrast, low levels of empathy have been found to be associated with negative bystander 

behavior (e.g., Van Cleemput et al., 2014). 

Some studies have included and compared different types of empathy, such as 

cognitive empathy and effective empathy (e.g., Machackova & Pfetsch, 2016). Cognitive 

empathy is related to understanding the internal state of another individual, whereas affective 

empathy is related to reacting emotionally on the observed experiences of another individual 

(Davis & Franzoi, 1991). For instance, in their study among German adolescents, 

Macháčková and Pfetsch (2016) found that affective empathy was a significant positive 

correlate of supportive bystander behavior when witnessing online aggression, whereas 

cognitive empathy was not associated.  
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Besides the distinction between cognitive and affective empathy, researchers have 

indicated the difference between empathy as a character trait (trait empathy) and empathy as 

a situational state (state empathy) (Van der Graaff et al., 2016). The earlier mentioned studies 

included trait empathy, which refers to the general ability to show empathy. The second type, 

state empathy, refers to an empathic response in a concrete situation. Also state empathy has 

been found to be associated with bystander behavior: individuals scoring higher on state 

empathy, elicited by witnessing the online aggressive incident, are more inclined to perform 

supportive bystander behavior, both publicly and privately (Wang, 2021), and are less likely 

to perform negative bystander behavior (Barlińska et al., 2013). One’s state empathy depends 

on the situation and therefore previous research has linked this form of empathy to other 

characteristics of the online aggressive incidents, including similarity between oneself and the 

victim and the severity of the incident (Wang, 2021).  

Perceived Similarity and Bystander Behavior 

Perceived similarity in the context of bystander behavior can be described as the 

perceived social distance between the victim and the bystander that is established by social 

comparison: The more similar bystanders perceive the victim with themselves, for instance 

based on beliefs, attitudes, personality and/or other characteristics, the shorter the perceived 

social distance (Liviatan et al., 2008; Stets & Burke, 2000; Wang, 2021). Research on online 

peer aggression and bystander behavior has indicated a positive association between 

similarity and supportive bystander behavior (DeSmet et al., 2016; Wang, 2021). DeSmet et 

al. (2016) explained this association by referring to the greater sense of responsibility for the 

welfare of the victim that bystanders feel when they feel a close connection between 

themselves and the victim. These studies have been conducted within the peer context and 

research indicates that the social distance between a celebrity and a bystander is much larger 

compared to the social distance that one perceives between oneself and a peer (Ouvrein, De 
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Backer, et al., 2018; Ouvrein et al., 2020). The social distance with an influencer might be 

much smaller than the perceived social distance with a celebrity. In contrast to celebrities, 

influencers try to connect with their audience and they try to present themselves as ‘normal’, 

identifiable, and approachable individuals (Chapple & Cownie, 2017; Djafarova & 

Rushworth, 2017; Schouten et al., 2020). In the study of Schouten et al. (2020) among young 

female adults, respondents perceived themselves as being more similar to influencers than to 

celebrities. Influencers are often perceived as role models or as a big brother or sister, 

whereas celebrities are often perceived as being unapproachable (Djafarova & Matson, 2021; 

Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017; Lou & Kim, 2019). This can be explained by the 

communication style that influencers use, which include strategies to engage with their 

audience. Also within groups of followers there might be differences in perceived similarity 

with the influencer and this might be associated with one’s reaction on influencer bashing as 

a bystander.  

Severity of the Incidents and Bystander Behavior 

Bystander reactions have also been related to the severity of the incident that the 

bystander witnesses (Macaulay et al., 2019). Research on online aggression towards peers 

indicates a positive relationship between severity and supportive bystander behavior: 

Bystanders are motivated to support the victim when the incident is being perceived as more 

severe (Bastiaensens et al., 2014). Potential explanations might be that people feel more 

responsible to support the victim when witnessing a more severe incident compared to a mild 

incident (Obermaier et al., 2016; Wang, 2021). In addition, a bystander of a more severe 

incident who decides to not intervene may experience greater shame for not intervening in a 

positive manner compared to a bystander of a mild incident who decides to not perform 

positive bystander behavior (Macaulay et al., 2019). Although the likelihood to support the 

victim is higher when witnessing a more severe incident, bystanders perceive a more severe 
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incident as less safe to intervene compared to mild forms (Bastiaensens et al., 2014; Bennett 

& Banyard, 2016; Wang, 2021). Wang (2021) notes that this can influence their choice to 

react privately instead of publicly as they want to limit the risk for negative outcomes for 

themselves.  

Mild forms of influencer bashing can include criticizing an influencer’s appearance, 

work (e.g., social media posts), or private life, saying mean things, insulting, making fun of 

an influencer, or sharing a negative news article about the influencer (based on mild forms of 

celebrity bashing, proposed by Ouvrein, De Backer, et al., 2018). Severe forms of influencer 

bashing can consist of practices such as modifying online content of an influencer in a 

negative way and threatening the influencer (based on severe forms of celebrity bashing, 

proposed by Ouvrein, De Backer, et al., 2018).  

Relationships Between Antecedents of Bystander Reactions and The Present Study 

Besides the direct associations that have been found between empathy and bystander 

behavior, similarity and bystander behavior, and severity of the incident and bystander 

behavior in the context of online peer aggression, researchers have also suggested 

relationships between some of these antecedents of bystander behavior. Multiple studies have 

indicated that similarity and state empathy are related to each other in the context of prosocial 

behavior, including helping: Perceived similarity seems to be associated with higher levels of 

state empathy, which, in turn, seems to be related to higher levels of prosocial behavior (e.g., 

Cialdini et al., 1997) This association between similarity and state empathy can be explained 

by the in-group empathy hypothesis (Brown et al., 2006) or the intergroup empathy bias 

(Fourie et al., 2017). According to these frameworks, in-group members that are in danger or 

that are being attacked elicit higher levels of state empathy among bystanders compared to 

outgroup members (Brown et al., 2006; Fourie et al., 2017). Individuals who are perceived as 

highly similar are considered to be in-group members. The limited or lack of state empathy 
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towards outgroup members is also called outgroup empathy failures. The intergroup empathy 

bias even indicates that outgroup empathy failures do not depend on a person’s trait empathy: 

Even the most deeply empathic individuals can mute their state empathy towards a perceived 

enemy or outgroup member (Fourie et al., 2017).  

Similarity and state empathy have also been linked to the severity of the incidents that 

are witnessed. For instance, in the study of Wang among adult Facebook users (2021), an 

interaction effect between severity of the online aggressive incident and perceived similarity 

had an impact on empathy. More precisely, if online aggressive incidents were performed 

towards dissimilar victims, severe incidents elicited more state empathy than mild incidents. 

If online aggressive incidents were performed towards similar victims, both mild and severe 

forms of online aggression elicited rather high levels of state empathy.  

The present study will investigate antecedents of intentions to perform bystander 

behavior when witnessing influencer bashing. Three potential antecedents were selected 

based on the literature: empathy, perceived similarity, and severity of the influencer bashing 

incidents. Although the literature on online peer aggression and celebrity bashing provides 

inputs for the potential importance of these antecedents in explaining influencer bashing 

bystander behavior, no expectations were formulated given that the present study focuses on 

a different form of online aggression. The research question for the present study was: How 

are empathy, perceived similarity, and severity associated with intentions to perform 

bystander behavior among young female Instagram users? The presented study was limited to 

female Instagram users as the majority of influencers tailor to a female audience (Gannon & 

Prothero, 2018; Schouten et al., 2020) and women between 18 to 25 are most frequently 

active on Instagram compared to males and older adults (Gazit et al., 2019; McComb et al., 

2021; Van der Veer et al., 2021). Moreover, there are indications in the literature regarding 
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differences between female and male social media users in perceived similarity towards 

female and male influencers (Gräve, 2017; Hoegele et al., 2016). 

Method 

Respondents & Procedure 

In order to answer the research question, an online survey was administered among 

young female Instagram users aged 18 to 25 in April 2021. The sample was a convenience 

sample, consisting of Bachelor and Master students of [University blinded for review]. A 

total of 240 respondents completed the survey. Six respondents were removed from the 

dataset during the data cleaning process, because of missing values or outliers. The analytic 

sample thus consisted of N = 234 young females with a mean age of 21.36 (SD = 2.11). The 

majority had the Dutch nationality (97%, N = 227), other nationalities were Belgian (.9%, N 

= 2), Syrian (.9%, N = 2), Indonesian (.4%, N = 1), Polish (.4%, N = 1), and Spanish (.4%, N 

= 1). About half of the sample’s highest degree of education (50.8%, N = 119) was ‘higher 

education’ (college or university). All respondents were Instagram users and almost all of 

them used Instagram daily (95.7%, N = 224). The majority of the respondents followed 1 to 

25 (59.4%, N = 139) or 25 to 50 (23.9%, N = 56) influencers. Nine out of ten respondents 

indicated that they (almost) never post a reaction under Instagram posts of influencers 

(91.0%, N = 213).  

 The study followed APA Ethical Guidelines for research with human subjects and the 

advices of the ethical advisory board of [Faculty and University blinded for review]. 

Informed consent was obtained from all respondents. After providing informed consent, 

respondents first filled in a block of questions to measure socio-demographic questions, as 

well as questions to measure trait empathy. In a next block, they were introduced to a Dutch 

Instagram influencer by means of pictures and a short text and respondents were asked to rate 

their perceived similarity with the influencer. Next, respondents were exposed, ad random, to 
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two examples of either mild or severe influencer bashing incidents performed towards the 

influencer. More precisely, N = 114 respondents were shown two examples of mild incidents, 

whereas N = 120 respondents saw two examples of severe incidents. Respondents indicated 

for each of the two examples their affective state empathy, their (general) intention to take 

action, and their intentions to perform specific types of bystander behavior. After these 

questions, respondents reached the end of the survey and received a debriefing which 

included a warning that some of the incidents were fictional and created, based on previous 

research, for this study. The data and materials of the present study are available on the Open 

Science Framework [url blinded for review]. 

Materials & Measures 

In order to investigate antecedents of and intentions to perform bystander behavior, 

respondents were exposed to two examples of influencer bashing, either mild or severe 

incidents. These (fictional) incidents were shown under two (real) Instagram posts of the 

Dutch female lifestyle influencer Juultje Tieleman (@juultjetieleman). The influencer had 

932.000 followers at the moment of administering the survey and is in the same age group as 

the respondents of the present study. A pre-test among N = 23 young female Instagram users 

(Mage = 22.0, SD = 1.84) indicated that this age group is, on average, slightly familiar with the 

influencer and does not have an extreme negative or positive attitude towards the influencer. 

More precisely, respondents of the pre-test indicated, on average, M = 3.35 (SD = 2.31), to be 

somewhat familiar with the influencer (single-item measurement with answer options ranging 

from 1 to 7; Wei et al., 2008). Attitudes towards these influencer are, on average, neutral to 

slightly positive, M = 4.61, SD = 1.09 (measured with four items on a scale ranging from 1 to 

7; Reliability of the scale: α = .66; adapted from Dimofte et al., 2003). Similar scores for 

familiarity and attitude were found in the analytical sample (familiarity: M = 4.11, SD = 2.08; 

attitude: M = 4.45, SD = 1.12). Besides familiarity with and attitude towards the influencer, 
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the pre-test also tested the perceived seriousness of the influencer bashing incidents. The 

influencer bashing incidents were created based on the study of Ouvrein et al. (2018). 

Respondents of the pretest rated nine influencer bashing incidents from 1 (mild) to 10 

(severe) and based on these scores two mild and two severe incidents were selected. 

 The two mild influencer bashing incidents that were selected based on the pre-test 

scores were the following negative comments towards the influencer ‘You are so fake’ and 

‘You are such a bad influencer’, which are, according to Ouvrein et al. (2018) examples of 

‘saying mean things to a celebrity’ and ‘criticizing the performance of a celebrity’. The two 

severe negative comments that were selected were ‘I’ll be waiting for you at your house 

soon’ and ‘If you don’t respond, I will share pictures of you that you don’t want to see all 

over the internet’, these are, according to Ouvrein et al. (2018), examples of threats towards 

the celebrity.  

 Before analyzing the data, a manipulation check was performed to test whether the 

used influencer bashing incidents were interpreted as intended (mild or severe) by the 

analytical sample. Respondents were asked at the end of the survey to indicate on a slider bar, 

ranging from 1 (mild) to 10 (severe) whether they considered the Instagram post they had 

seen as a mild or severe incident. Respondents who were exposed to mild bashing incidents 

(N = 114) rated the incidents they had seen as somewhat mild (MMild incident 1 = 4.76, SDMild 

incident 1 = 2.13; MMild incident 2 = 4.77, SDMild incident 2 = 2.23), whereas respondents who saw 

severe influencer bashing incidents (N = 120) rated the two incidents they had seen as rather 

severe (MSevere incident 1 = 6.10, SDSevere incident 1 = 2.08; MSevere incident 2 = 6.86, SDSevere incident 2 = 

2.14), and, therefore, the manipulation was considered to be successful.  

The following scales were used to measure perceived similarity, trait empathy, state 

empathy, and intention to perform bystander behavior. 
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 Perceived similarity. In order to measure perceived similarity with the influencer, 

four items were assessed with answer options ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally 

agree), based on Hoffner and Buchanan (2005). An example of an item is: ‘This influencer 

thinks in the same way as I do’. For further analyses a mean score for each respondents was 

calculated. The internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) was .87.  

 Affective trait empathy. The Basic Empathy Scale (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006) was 

used to measure affective trait empathy. Eleven items were administered, with answer options 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). An example of an item is ‘After 

being with a friend who is sad about something, I usually feel sad.’ A mean score was 

calculated for each respondent (α = .74).  

 Affective state empathy. A scale consisting of five items was used to measure 

affective state empathy after exposure to each of the two influencer bashing incidents (either 

mild or severe influencer bashing incidents) (based on Davis, 1983). The five items were: 

After seeing this, I feel: ‘worried’, ‘uncomfortable’, ‘sad’, ‘disturbed’, and ‘upset’. Answer 

options ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). A mean score was calculated based on the 

answers for the two influencer bashing incidents respondents were exposed to (α = .92).  

 Intention to perform bystander behavior. First, the general intention to take action 

was measured with a single item: ‘What is the probability you would react after seeing this 

comment?’, on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very unlikely) to 7 (very likely) 

(based on Bastiaensens et al., 2014). This question was administered twice, after exposure to 

each example of either mild influencer bashing or either severe influencer bashing (α = .68). 

Next, intentions to perform specific forms of bystander behavior were measured. Based on 

existing measurements used to measure bystanders’ response towards online peer aggression 

and celebrities bashing (Bastiaensens et al., 2014; DeSmet et al., 2019; Ouvrein, Backer, et 
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al., 2018) both supportive bystander behavior and negative bystander behavior were included 

and a differentiation was made between publicly visible forms of bystander behavior and 

private (non-publicly visible) forms of bystander behavior, which resulted in four types of 

bystander behavior. All types were administered twice, after exposure to the two examples of 

either mild or severe influencer bashing, with a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very 

unlikely) to 7 (very likely). Public supportive bystander reactions were measured with two 

items, consisting of ‘Leaving a comment to support the victim’ and ‘Leaving a comment to 

point out the inappropriate behavior of the perpetrator’ (α = .88). Private supportive bystander 

reactions were measured with four items: ‘Reporting the hurtful message of the perpetrator’, 

‘Reporting the profile of the perpetrator’, ‘Sending a private message to the influencer to 

support her’, and ‘Sending a private message to the perpetrator to point out the 

inappropriateness of his/her behavior’ (α = .88). Public negative bystander reactions were 

measured with one item, ‘Leaving a publically visible comment to support the perpetrator (α 

= .81). Finally, private negative bystander reactions were measured with one item, ‘Sending a 

private message to the perpetrator to support him/her’(α = .86).  

Data-analysis 

To analyze the data, first descriptive and bivariate statistics were calculated. In order 

to test the associations between the potential antecedents and intention to perform (specific 

forms of) bystander behavior, bootstrapped moderation (model 1), mediation (model 4), 

double moderation (model 3), and moderated mediation (model 7) analyses were performed 

by using Hayes’ Process Macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2017) in SPSS version 28. Moderation 

models (see Figure 1) were calculated to test the associations between perceived similarity, 

trait empathy, and bystander behavior intentions, more precisely, intention to (1) take action 

(general intention to perform bystander behavior), (2) perform public supportive bystander 

behavior, (3) perform private supportive bystander behavior, (4) perform public negative 
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bystander behavior, and (5) perform private negative bystander behavior. In order to test 

similar associations for state empathy, mediation analyses were performed as state empathy 

might be influenced by perceived similarity (see Figure 2). Next, associations between the 

severity of the influencer bashing incident, trait empathy, and bystander behavior intentions 

were calculated by means of double moderation models (see Figure 3). In a final step, 

moderated mediation models were calculated to see whether the severity of the influencer 

bashing incident has an effect on the indirect relationship between perceived similarity and 

bystander behavior intention via state empathy (see Figure 4). Bias-corrected 95% confidence 

intervals based on 5,000 bootstrap samples were used to evaluate the effects. Significant 

effects are supported by the absence of zero within the confidence intervals.  

 

     Figure 3. Tested double moderation models           Figure 4. Tested moderated mediation models 

 

Results 

Descriptive and Bivariate Statistics 

The descriptive statistics of the main variables (Table 1) indicated that, on average, 

respondents had a very low intention to take action (M = 1.49, SD = .84, range 1-7). The 

mean scores of the specific types of bystander behavior indicated that if respondents would 

take action, they would rather perform private supportive bystander behavior (M = 2.18, SD = 
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1.15, range 1-7), followed by public supportive bystander behavior (M = 1.73, SD = .96, 

range 1-7), public negative bystander behavior (M = 1.24, SD = .67, range 1-7), and private 

negative bystander behavior (M = 1.24, SD = .65, range 1-7). Bootstrapped paired samples t-

tests (see Appendix A) indicated that all types of bystander behavior differed from each other 

in terms of intentions to perform, except for the two types of negative bystander behavior 

(public and private). Furthermore, the descriptives indicated that respondents perceived rather 

low similarity between themselves and the influencer (M = 2.77, SD = 1.08, range 1-7) and 

they scored below the midpoint on state empathy (M = 2.26, SD = .86, range 1-5). Finally, the 

average score on trait empathy indicated that respondents are somewhat empathic (M = 3.64, 

SD = .46, range 1-5).    

Table 1 

Spearman correlation coefficients and descriptive statistics of the main variables of the 

present study 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 

1.Severity of the influencer 

bashing incidents 

-         

2. Intention to take action .13 -        

3. Public supportive 

bystander behavior 

-.04 .62*** -       

4. Private supportive 

bystander behavior 

.36*** .59*** .57*** -      

5. Public negative bystander 

behavior 

.02 .40*** .43*** .25*** -     

6. Private negative 

bystander behavior 

.07 .42*** .39*** .28*** .90*** -    

7. Similarity .13 .06 .14* .20** -.05 -.05 -   

8. State empathy .24*** .43*** .43*** .56*** .16* .18** .25*** -  

9. Trait empathy -.11 .05 .13 .11 -.05 -.10 .11 .19** - 

Mean / 1.49 1.73 2.18 1.24 1.24 2.77 2.26 3.64 

SD / .84 .96 1.15 .67 .65 1.08 .86 .46 

Range / 1-7 1-7 1-7 1-7 1-7 1-7 1-5 1-5 

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

 

Spearman correlation coefficients (Table 1) indicated moderate to strong correlations 

between the different forms of bystander behavior. Perceived similarity correlated only 

significantly with two specific types of bystander behavior, public supportive bystander 

behavior (r = .14, p < .05) and private supportive bystander behavior (r = .20, p < .01). State 
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empathy had a significant positive correlation with the overall intention to take action (r = 

.24, p < .01) and the intention to perform all specific types of bystander behavior. Trait 

empathy was not related to intention to take action, nor to intentions to perform specific types 

of bystander behavior. 

 Bootstrapped independent t-tests were performed to discover significant differences 

between the two types (severity) of influencer bashing, mild and severe, and their average 

score on overall intention to take action and their average scores on intentions to perform 

specific bystander behaviors. Significant differences between being exposed to mild versus 

severe influencer bashing incidents were only found for private supportive bystander 

behavior, t(232)= -5.29, p < .001. Respondents who were exposed to severe forms of 

influencer bashing had a higher intention to perform private supportive bystander behavior 

(M = 2.55, SD =1.11), compared to respondents who were exposed to mild forms of 

influencer bashing (M = 1.80, SD = 1.06). In addition, a bootstrapped independent t-test was 

also performed to see whether there were differences in respondents’ state empathy. Those 

who were exposed to severe forms of influencer bashing scored significantly higher on state 

empathy (M = 2.46, SD = .81) compared to those who were exposed to mild forms of 

influencer bashing (M = 2.05, SD = .87), t(232)= -3.67, p < .001. Finally, two bootstrapped 

independent t-tests showed there were no differences between those who were exposed to 

mild influencer bashing incidents versus those who were exposed to severe influencer 

bashing incidents with regard to perceived similarity and trait empathy. This means that 

respondents were successfully randomly distributed to either mild or severe examples of 

influencer bashing for these two independent variables.  
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Understanding Bystander Behavior Intentions: Perceived Similarity & Empathy 

First, bootstrapped moderation models for intention to take action and for each of the 

specific types of bystander behaviors as dependent variables were calculated with similarity 

as independent variable and trait empathy as potential moderator for the whole sample 

(independent of the severity of the influencer bashing incidents they had seen) (see Figure 1). 

No significant associations were found in these models, indicating that similarity and trait 

empathy seems not directly associated with the intention to perform (any type of) bystander 

behavior, nor moderates trait empathy the relationships between similarity and intentions to 

perform (specific types of) bystander behavior. 

 Next, bootstrapped mediation models were calculated to investigate the relationship 

between similarity and intention to take action and intention to perform the specific types of 

bystander behaviors, with state empathy as potential mediator of these relationships (see 

Figure 2). An indirect association (β = .11, B = .09, SE = .03, CI 95% [.04; .14]) was found 

between perceived similarity and general intention to take action via state empathy: Perceived 

similarity was positively associated with state empathy (β = .25, B = .20, SE = .05, CI 95% 

[.10; .30], p < .001), which was, in turn, positively associated with general intention to take 

action (β = .45, B = .44, SE = .06, CI 95% [.32; .55], p < .001). In other words, a higher 

perceived similarity between oneself and the influencer is associated with a higher level of 

state empathy, which in turn is associated with a higher intention to take action. This 

relationship seems fully mediated by state empathy as no direct relationship was found 

between perceived similarity and general intention to take action. The mediation analysis 

indicated that the model explained 19.15% of the variance in intention to take action. Similar 

mediation models were also calculated for the specific types of bystander behaviors and these 

resulted in similar findings. An indirect association (β = .10, B = .09, SE = .03, CI 95% 

[.04; .15]) was found between perceived similarity and intention to perform public supportive 
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bystander behavior via state empathy: Perceived similarity was positively associated with 

state empathy (β = .25, B = .20, SE = .05, CI 95% [.10; .30], p < .001), which was, in turn, 

positively associated with intention to perform public supportive bystander behavior (β = .41, 

B = .45, SE = .07, CI 95% [.32; .59], p < .001). No direct relationship was found between 

perceived similarity and intention to perform public supportive bystander behavior. The 

model explained 18.25% of the variance in intention to take action. An indirect association (β 

= .14, B = .15, SE = .04, CI 95% [.07; .22]) was also found between perceived similarity and 

intention to perform private supportive bystander behavior via state empathy: Perceived 

similarity was positively associated with state empathy (β = .25, B = .20, SE = .05, CI 95% 

[.10; .30], p < .001), which was, in turn, positively associated with intention to perform 

public supportive bystander behavior (β = .55, B = .74, SE = .08, CI 95% [.59; .88], p 

< .001). No direct relationship was found between perceived similarity and intention to 

perform private supportive bystander behavior. The model explained 31.94% of the variance 

in intention to take action. For the intention to perform negative bystander behavior, no 

(indirect) relationship was found between perceived similarity and intention to perform 

public or private negative bystander behavior and also no relationship was found between 

state empathy and intention to perform public or private negative bystander behavior.  

The Effect of Severity of Influencer Bashing Incidents in Understanding Bystander 

Behavior Intentions 

In order to investigate the effect of the severity of the influencer bashing incidents on 

bystander behavior intentions while controlling for potential moderation effects of perceived 

similarity and trait empathy, bootstrapped double moderation models were calculated (see 

Figure 3). No significant direct effects of severity, similarity, and trait empathy were found, 

nor significant two-way or three-way interactions. 
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 Finally, bootstrapped moderated mediation models were calculated to investigate the 

influence of severity on the indirect relationship between perceived similarity and intention to 

perform bystander behavior via state empathy (see Figure 4). The bootstrapped 95% 

confidence intervals of the indices of moderated mediation (Hayes, 2015) indicated that 

moderated mediation was not supported by the data for the general intention to take action, as 

well as for the intentions to perform specific types of bystander behavior (public supportive 

bystander behavior, private supportive bystander behavior, public negative bystander 

behavior, and private negative bystander behavior). Taken together, it seems that the severity 

of the influencer bashing incident (mild or severe) has no influence on the relationships 

between similarity, state/trait empathy, and intention to perform (specific forms of) bystander 

behavior.  

Discussion 

The main aim of the present study was to explore antecedents of bystander behaviors 

when witnessing influencer bashing. The present study focused on antecedents of bystander 

behavior that are proposed by the literature on online peer aggression and celebrity bashing. 

First, with regard to empathy, our results indicated that state empathy seems 

associated with higher intentions to perform supportive bystander behavior when witnessing 

influencer bashing, but not trait empathy. In previous literature, both trait and state empathy 

consistently emerged to be positively associated with supportive bystander behavior (e.g., 

Barlińska et al., 2013; Lambe et al., 2019; Wang, 2021). In contrast, only a limited amount of 

studies emphasize the importance of state empathy instead of trait empathy for explaining 

supportive bystander behavior (Mackay, 2019) or prosocial behavior (Ma et al., 2021). It 

should be noted that the standard deviation for trait empathy was low, which indicates only 

very small to no differences between the respondents of the present study. Therefore, it seems 

that potential differences in intentions to perform bystander behavior when witnessing 
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influencer bashing between those who score high and those who score low on trait empathy 

could not have been investigated within the present sample. It seems that more research is 

needed to better understand associations between bystander behavior and both state and trait 

empathy. In addition, also more research is needed to further investigate the relationship 

between state empathy and negative bystander behavior. The correlation coefficients 

indicated a positive correlation between state empathy and negative bystander behavior, 

which indicates that those who score higher on state empathy not only have higher intentions 

to support the victim, but also higher intentions to support the perpetrator. This is in contrast 

with previous research on online peer aggression (Barlińska et al., 2013). A potential 

explanation for this relationship might be that the included scale for measuring state empathy 

did not explicitly measure state empathy towards the influencer. It could be that respondents 

indicated their state empathy towards the aggressor instead of the influencer. They might 

agree with the aggressor and/or understand why the aggressor is writing hurtful comments.  

 Second, regarding the perceived similarity, the results of the correlation analyses 

showed that similarity seems associated with supportive bystander behavior, both publicly 

and privately, but not with negative bystander behavior. The results of the bootstrapped 

mediation models indicated that these relationships can be fully explained by one’s state 

empathy: A higher perceived similarity is related to a higher state empathy, which in turn is 

associated with a higher intention to perform supportive bystander behavior. These findings 

were similar to previous studies (Cialdini et al., 1997; DeSmet et al., 2016; Wang, 2021) and 

emphasize the importance of investigating both state empathy and perceived similarity 

simultaneously in order to better understand bystander behavior. They also provide support 

for theoretical frameworks such as the intergroup empathy bias (Fourie et al., 2017). 

 Third, regarding the severity of the influencer bashing, the results of the present study 

provided limited evidence for the relationship between severity and intentions to perform 
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(specific forms of) bystander behavior. Those who were exposed to severe influencer bashing 

incidents had, compared to those who were exposed to mild influencer bashing incidents, 

only higher intentions to perform one specific form of bystander behavior, namely private 

supportive bystander behavior. This finding is in line with previous research that indicated 

that bystanders are more inclined to help the victim if the incident is serious (e.g., 

Bastiaensens et al., 2014) and rather prefer providing non-publicly visible support than 

publicly visible support (e.g., Bennett & Banyard, 2016; Wang, 2021). No associations were 

found between severity and intentions to perform negative bystander behavior. Furthermore, 

the results indicated that there were differences in associations between severity and state 

empathy: State empathy was higher among respondents that were exposed to severe forms of 

influencer bashing compared to respondents that were exposed to mild forms of influencer 

bashing. The models that tested associations between severity, similarity, trait empathy, and 

bystander behavior showed no differences between mild and severe forms. The earlier 

mentioned indirect association between perceived similarity and (public and private) 

supportive bystander behavior via state empathy are true for both respondents who were 

exposed to mild influencer bashing incidents and for those who had seen severe forms of 

influencer bashing. The overall insignificant effects of severity seems to indicate that 

respondents feel equally responsible to take action when witnessing mild or severe influencer 

bashing incidents and the severity of the incidents seems not a determinant of their bystander 

actions. 

 Taken together, the findings of the present study point to the direction that witnesses 

of influencer bashing are more inclined to help the influencer if they perceive similarities 

between themselves and the influencer and if the bashing incidents provoke an empathic 

response. The perceived similarity has been found crucial for experiencing a close bond or 

parasocial relationship with the influencer (Rubin & McHugh, 1987; Shan et al., 2020; Yuan 
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& Lou, 2020). Researchers have indicated that followers who perceive a strong bond between 

themselves and the influencer are more inclined to follow up advices of the influencer, both 

within the marketing context (e.g., higher purchase intentions towards the products the 

influencer promotes; Lou & Kim, 2019), as well as in the context of social and health-related 

issues, such as climate change (e.g., Boykoff & Goodman, 2009), smoking (e.g., Yoo, 2016), 

healthy foods (e.g., Folkvord et al., 2020), and sexual health (e.g., Janssen et al., 2021). The 

results of the present study seem to contribute to these research fields as they suggest that a 

stronger connection (caused by a higher perceived similarity) can also motivate followers to 

support (their favorite) influencers when they are victimized online. This means that for 

influencers, putting hard work in building close relationships with their community of 

followers not only benefits them for being able to affect followers’ behaviors in domains such 

as purchase behaviors and social and health-related issues, but also for receiving support from 

the community in case the influencer is being ridiculed or insulted. The support that 

influencers receive from community members can reduce the aversive outcomes for the 

influencer, such as in terms of mental-health and well-being problems. Influencers who have 

been victimized might want to share their negative experiences afterwards with the whole 

community. Their personal narratives, and especially their appropriate emotional, cognitive, 

or behavior strategies used for dealing with the situation, might be relevant for young 

followers who have been the target of harmful online actions themselves (Ouvrein et al., 

2019). Reading the stories of fellow-sufferers can help victims of online aggression cope with 

their own problems.  

 The present study has limitations that can be used to suggest directions for future 

research. First, the present study measured bystander behavior intentions towards an 

influencer that was selected, based on a pre-test, by the authors. Although these incidents 

where shown under a real Instagram post, the preselection of one influencer by the authors 
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had a serious impact on the external validity of the study. The results indicated that the 

respondents, on average, had rather low intentions to take action and saw rather small 

similarities between themselves and the influencer used in the present study. Future research 

might want to investigate bystander behavior intentions among actual followers of 

influencers. In addition, future research might also want to focus on actual bystander 

behavior instead of intention, or might want to focus on other proximal determinants of actual 

behavior, such as willingness to intervene in bystander behavior (see Prototype Willingness 

Model; Gerrard et al., 2008). Furthermore, the present study only focused on active bystander 

behavior, but research indicates that many bystanders rather remain passive (e.g., Levy & 

Sela-Shayovitz, 2020; Van Cleemput et al., 2014). This type of bystander behavior was not 

explicitly measured in the present study, but as the average intentions to perform supportive 

and negative bystander behavior were rather low, it can be expected that many bystanders of 

online aggressive incidents towards influencers rather have the intention to do nothing.  

 Second, the present study made a selection of possible determinants of bystander 

behavior. Examples of determinants that future research might want to include are past 

involvement in online aggression and the frequency of being exposed to influencer bashing. 

Research on bystander behavior when witnessing online peer aggression has indicated that 

former victims of online aggression, as well as former victims of offline aggression, are more 

likely to help the victim when witnessing an online aggressive incident, whereas former 

perpetrators of online aggression and former perpetrators of offline aggression are more 

likely to join in (e.g., Van Cleemput et al., 2014). Besides past involvement in online 

aggression, future research might also want to include previous exposure to influencer 

bashing as a bystander. Longitudinal research suggests that frequent exposure to online 

aggression can lead to lower levels of empathic responsiveness (Pabian et al., 2016). This can 

be explained by the desensitization mechanism: Repeated exposure to a certain stimulus can 



BYSTANDER REACTIONS ON INFLUENCER BASHING  25 

 

 

lead to reduced physiological, emotional, cognitive, and/or behavioral responsiveness to it, 

including a flattening of emotional reactions and a cognitive switch towards a more favorable 

attitude towards online aggression (Pabian et al., 2016; Rule & Ferguson, 1986; Strasburger 

& Wilson, 2014). A final suggestion that we want to formulate for future research is related 

to the bystander behaviors of other followers. Research on online peer aggression indicates 

that individual levels of supportive bystander behavior are related to levels of supportive 

bystander behavior in the peer group and positive peer norms towards supportive bystander 

behavior (e.g., Lambe et al., 2019). Applied to the context of followers, supportive bystander 

behaviors of other followers and community norms favoring performing supportive bystander 

behavior might also determine individuals’ intentions to performs supportive bystander 

behavior.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contribution to CAT: The present paper will contribute to CAT scholarship as it aims to 

shed more light on a potentially harmful form of technologically-mediated social interaction. 

The division and its members have already shown their interest in topics such as social media 

influencers, online conflicts, and public and private online bystander behavior.  

Note: This paper is submitted solely to the “Communication & Technology Division” of ICA. 

The full paper nor parts of the paper have NOT been published, presented, or accepted for 

publication or presentation anywhere else. 
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Appendix A 

Bootstrapped paired samples t-tests for intentions to perform specific forms of bystander 

behavior 

Pair Mean 

difference 

SD 95% C.I. t df p-value 

Public supportive bystander behavior – 

Private supportive bystander behavior 

-.44 .98 -.57; -.32 -6.92 237 < .001 

Public supportive bystander behavior – 

Public negative bystander behavior 

.48 .85 .37; .59 8.73 237 < .001 

Public supportive bystander behavior – 

Private negative bystander behavior 

.49 .86 .38; .60 8.76 237 < .001 

Private supportive bystander behavior 

– Public negative bystander behavior 

.92 1.15 .78; 1.07 12.36 237 < .001 

Private supportive bystander behavior 

– Private negative bystander behavior 

.93 1.14 .78; 1.07 12.61 237 <. 001 

Public negative bystander behavior – 

Private negative bystander behavior 

.01 .22 -.02; .03 .29 237 .769 

 


