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Abstract 

Bullying continues to be a significant problem for children and adolescents. Peers are 

often involved in bullying as bystanders. Through their actions or inactions, bystanders 

can support the bullying, or can stop it by defending the person who is victimized. The 

increasing use and availability of digital communications technology has provided an 

avenue for electronic bullying. Little is known about the role of peers in electronic 

bullying, nor about how peers behave across traditional and electronic bullying.  Using a 

developmental contextualism framework to examine how the peer group context and 

environmental contexts of bullying influence adolescent interactions, this group of studies 

aimed to identify and explore peer roles in electronic bullying, and to compare peer roles 

across traditional and electronic bullying contexts. The first study developed and 

validated an assessment of peer roles in electronic bullying, the Electronic Bullying Roles 

Questionnaire (EBRQ), based on the traditional bullying roles identified by Salmivalli 

and colleagues (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996). The 

second study examined the correspondence between peer bystander roles across 

traditional and electronic bullying environments. The third study examined peers who 

intervene in traditional and electronic bullying, by examining whether perceptions of the 

harmfulness of bullying would influence subsequent defending behaviours. Overall, our 

findings confirmed that peers are involved in electronic bullying, and that these electronic 

roles parallel the behaviours and characteristics associated with traditional peer roles. 

However, our findings also suggest that the unique features of the electronic environment 

can lead to inconsistencies in adolescent bystander behaviours across bullying contexts. 

This research has implications for understanding how the peer group behaves when 

witnessing bullying in both bullying contexts. In addition, this research illuminates some 
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of the similarities and differences between traditional and electronic bullying. It is our 

hope that this research leads to a greater understanding of the factors related to peer 

participant roles in both bullying contexts. Understanding traditional and electronic peer 

roles may help to provide insight into the peer processes involved in bullying, which may 

in turn inform intervention efforts to encourage adolescents to defend others when 

confronted with bullying, no matter the context. 
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Chapter 1: General Introduction 
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General Introduction 

 Bullying is a significant relationship problem, with substantial negative mental 

health implications for all of those involved (Craig & Pepler, 2007), including the person 

who is bullied, the person who is bullying, and peers who witness it – the bystanders. 

Bullying occurs when a more powerful individual (or group) aggressively and repeatedly 

targets a less powerful individual using physical, verbal, social/relational, discriminatory, 

or electronic aggression (Olweus, 1993; Pepler, Jiang, Craig, & Connolly, 2008; 

Underwood, Beron, & Rosen, 2009). With the increasing availability and reliance on 

electronic communications technology (Mesch & Talmud, 2010), children and 

adolescents are more frequently engaging in electronic bullying (Li, 2007). Electronic 

bullying has unique characteristics, such as the ease and speed in which electronic 

communication can be shared (e.g., through text messages, email, social networking, or 

websites), and the permanence, and the constant access to these technologies from no 

matter where (Dooley, Py!alski, & Cross, 2009; Kowalski, Limber, & Agatston, 2008; 

Langos, 2012; Mesch & Talmud, 2010; Patchin & Hinduja, 2009). While the peer group 

is a key feature of traditional bullying (Hawkins, Pepler, & Craig, 2001; O'Connell, 

Pepler, & Craig, 1999; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 

1996), very little is known about the role of the peer group in electronic bullying. Peers 

are present about 85% of the time in traditional bullying (Craig & Pepler, 1997), and they 

engage in bystander behaviours that condemn or condone bullying, by reinforcing or 

supporting the bullying, by defending the person who is bullied, or by passively 

observing it (Salmivalli, et al., 1996). By virtue of the social nature of electronic bullying, 

peers are involved in electronic bullying (Kowalski, et al., 2008). The goal of this 
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research was to examine adolescent peer behaviours in electronic bullying, and to 

compare peer roles across traditional and electronic bullying.  

 The Developmental Contextualism framework emphasizes the importance of the 

interactions between the individual and the contexts in which children and adolescents 

live, work, and play, for the development of cognitions, attitudes, beliefs, emotions, and 

behaviours (Collins & Laursen, 2004; Hartup & Laursen, 1999; Lerner, 1995). The peer 

group can influence youth’s development both directly and indirectly, via social 

expectations, reinforcement, and behavioural modeling (Bandura, 1977; Hartup, 1999). 

Peers also can affect youth development through the interaction of these social influences 

with an individual’s prior experiences, knowledge, attitudes, or emotions (Crick & 

Dodge, 1994). Social pressures and expectations of others (perceived or otherwise; 

Hartup, 1999) can affect how one behaves when confronted with bullying. The presence 

of peers may influence one’s decision to intervene on behalf of a victimized peer (Darley 

& Latané, 1968; Latané & Darley, 1968). Further, interactions with members of the peer 

group during bullying situations can influence subsequent behaviours when encountering 

bullying. For instance, prior experiences of being bullied, bullying others, or witnessing 

bullying may influence how one interprets, reacts to, and behaves in later bullying 

situations. Thus, the peer group context can have a significant effect on whether bullying 

desists or continues.  

 According to the Developmental Contextualism framework, it is important to 

understand how different contexts can collectively influence development (Lerner, 1996). 

Peer group interactions occur across different environmental contexts, such as in 

traditional, face-to-face social situations, or electronically, via digital technology. The 

features of different social environments within which adolescents interact may 
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differentially affect behaviours in bullying situations. For instance, the contacts between 

those who are involved in bullying differ in traditional and electronic bullying contexts. 

Social cues for behaviours that are present and visually salient in traditional bullying, and 

that may inhibit one from supporting bullying, are absent in the electronic bullying 

context. In the electronic environment, those who are targeted by, or who perpetrate 

bullying, and those who witness it, are not usually in the physical presence of one 

another. Thus, according to social cognitive theory of aggression (Crick & Dodge, 1994), 

the differences in the presence or absence of social cues across bullying contexts may in 

turn affect how adolescents process social information and behave in traditional and 

electronic bullying. As peers interact with one another across different environmental 

contexts, and peers can have a significant impact on supporting or stopping traditional 

bullying, it is important to understand the role of peers in the electronic bullying context. 

Further, given that peer involvement is necessary for electronic bullying, understanding 

the roles that peers play, and the characteristics of those roles can illuminate how the peer 

group context interacts in the different environmental contexts in which bullying occurs 

to result in peer roles that can support or stop bullying.  

 Embedded within the Developmental Contextualism framework, the following 

three studies intended to examine how the peer group can influence bullying behaviours 

within and across the traditional and electronic bullying contexts. The first study focused 

on the peer group within the electronic bullying context. As little is yet known about how 

the peer group behaves within electronic bullying, the purpose of this study was to 

identify and explore electronic peer roles among adolescents. Using data obtained from 

early and late adolescents, we developed and validated a measure that identifies peer roles 

in electronic bullying, the Electronic Bullying Roles Questionnaire (EBRQ). We expected 
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that similar peer behaviours would emerge in the electronic bullying context, based on the 

traditional peer roles (Salmivalli, et al., 1996). We also expected that underlying 

characteristics and behaviours that have been associated with traditional peer roles would 

similarly be associated with the electronic peer roles. Through the development of an 

assessment tool that reliably identifies peer behaviours in electronic bullying in two 

developmental samples, this study expands understanding of how peers are involved 

within electronic bullying. Finally, this study can begin to identify whether the traditional 

and electronic bullying contexts similarly affect peer behaviours that can contribute to, or 

stop electronic bullying.  

 In a second study, we further investigated the role of the peer group across 

bullying contexts to explore the correspondence in peer behaviours across traditional and 

electronic bullying environments. With data obtained from high school students at two 

time points, we examined whether traditional peer roles were associated with their 

corresponding electronic peer roles over time. We expected that adolescents would 

engage in similar peer behaviours across both traditional and electronic bullying contexts. 

In addition, we examined whether psychosocial and behavioural correlates of traditional 

bystander behaviours would affect engagement in both traditional and electronic peer 

roles. This study contributes to the bullying literature by examining the link between peer 

roles across bullying contexts. Further, by examining some of the associated underlying 

characteristics and behaviours, this study identifies whether features of the environmental 

contexts in which bullying occurs similarly influence peer group behaviours across 

traditional and electronic bullying.  

 The third study examined the defending role in both traditional and electronic 

bullying. Applying Bystander Intervention Theory (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & 
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Darley, 1968), we examined whether perceptions of the harmfulness of bullying would 

influence subsequent defending behaviours. We expected that adolescents who perceived 

bullying as more harmful would be more likely to engage in defending behaviours in both 

traditional and electronic bullying. This study also explored whether perceptions of harm 

of bullying differentially affected bystander behaviours in traditional versus electronic 

bullying contexts. This study is one of the first to directly apply Bystander Intervention 

Theory to bullying to examine the processes involved in determining whether to intervene 

in bullying by defending. This study illuminates the socio-cognitive processes associated 

with defending in both bullying contexts. As the peer group can affect perceptions of the 

harmfulness of bullying through prior experiences of bullying, or through social norms, 

this study explores how the peer group context can influence adolescent defending 

behaviours. Further, this study confirms whether the processes involved in defending 

behaviours are similar for both environmental contexts.  

 These studies were guided by a Developmental Contextualism framework in order 

to further understanding about the role of the peer group context in both traditional and 

electronic bullying. By focusing on the peer bystanders, who constitute the majority of 

those involved in bullying situations, our studies enabled us to develop a better 

understanding of the role of peers in the electronic bullying context. At the same time, the 

findings in this dissertation highlight the important differences in how the peer contexts 

and peer roles differ across bullying environments. Peer bystanders can be very 

influential in stopping bullying and mitigating the harmful effects of bullying for the 

peers they defend. The goal of these three studies was to contribute to the research that is 

focused on understanding the role of bystanders in bullying, which in turn could be used 
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to encourage adolescents to stand up for their peers who are bullied, both in traditional 

and electronic bullying contexts. 
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Abstract 

In traditional bullying, the Participant Roles Questionnaire (PRQ) has identified 

bystander roles of defenders, reinforcers, assistants, or outsiders (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, 

Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996). However, adolescent peer roles in electronic 

bullying have not yet been examined. This study validated the Electronic Bullying Roles 

Questionnaire (EBRQ), based on the PRQ, which identifies adolescent peer roles in 

electronic bullying. The EBRQ was validated in a sample of 223 younger adolescents 

(57% female; between 14-16 years) and 1190 older adolescents and young adults (69% 

female; Mage = 18 years, SD = 0.86). Confirmatory and exploratory factor analyses were 

conducted on the items of the EBRQ, as well as reliability, convergent, and discriminant 

validity analyses. Emerging roles for both samples reflected similar traditional roles of 

electronic defending, secondary aggressing, bullying, and victimization. The electronic 

roles converged with and discriminated from assessments of perspective taking, prosocial 

behaviour, and physical and social aggression. Electronic roles were not mutually 

exclusive in both samples, suggesting that involvement in electronic bullying may be 

dependent on the situation and the context in which it occurs. Implications of the EBRQ, 

limitations, and directions for future research on bystander roles in traditional and 

electronic bullying are discussed. 
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Peers and Electronic Bullying: Validation of the Electronic Bullying Roles 

Questionnaire 

 Adolescent use of computers, the Internet, cell phones, and Smartphones has 

grown rapidly, with recent estimates indicating that 97% of teenagers are “connected” in 

some form (Smith et al., 2008; Li, 2007; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). Electronic devices 

provide convenient and portable social networking opportunities, but can also provide a 

venue for engaging in electronic bullying (Beran & Li, 2005; Langos, 2012; Mesch & 

Talmud, 2010). It is estimated that between 19 and 70% of students report being involved 

in electronic bullying or victimization (Kowalski & Limber, 2007; Li, 2006; Patchin & 

Hinduja, 2006; Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2007; Smith et al., 2008; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004), 

and the majority of students perceived electronic bullying as problematic (Agatston, 

Kowalski, & Limber, 2007). Although researchers have been exploring aspects of 

electronic bullying, the role of peers and bystanders in electronic bullying has not yet 

been examined. The current study addresses this gap by developing and validating a 

measure of peer participation in electronic bullying, while also contributing to our 

understanding of peer processes in electronic bullying.  

 Traditional bullying is a specific form of aggression characterized by repeated 

aggression by a more powerful individual directed to harm a less powerful individual that 

often involves physical, verbal, or social/relational aggression (Olweus, 1997; Pepler, 

Jiang, Craig, & Connolly, 2008). Electronic bullying constitutes a form of bullying that is 

perpetrated through electronic media such as cell phones and computers (Beran & Li, 

2005). The electronic bullying context shares some similarities with the traditional 

bullying context, but is also unique from traditional bullying in a few important ways. 

Similarities between traditional and electronic bullying include the social, peer-based, 
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aspect of rumour spreading, name calling, and covert forms of relational aggression 

(Beran & Li, 2005; Li, 2007), and the fact that often the same individuals bully others 

and/or are victimized in both contexts (Marsh, McGee, Nada-Raja, & Williams, 2010; 

Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2007). The most unique feature of electronic bullying that 

distinguishes it from traditional bullying is the perpetual and wide reach of the electronic 

environment that enables the rapid transmission and dissemination of embarrassing 

photos or videos, for example, to a wider group of viewers much quicker than the 

traditional bullying context affords (Dooley, Py!alski, & Cross, 2009). Further, 

anonymity afforded by the electronic context removes salient social cues that are typically 

present in traditional bullying, which can potentially lower the threshold for engaging in 

electronic bullying.  

 One facet known to have a significant impact on traditional bullying, the role of 

peers, has not yet received much attention within electronic bullying research. In 

adolescence, peers have a significant influence on individual behaviours, cognitions, and 

beliefs (Hartup, 2005), and peers play a significant role in traditional bullying (Hawkins, 

Pepler, & Craig, 2001; O'Connell, Pepler, & Craig, 1999). Traditional bullying primarily 

occurs in groups where peers are present (Bukowski & Sippola, 2001; Hawkins et al., 

2001; O'Connell et al., 1999; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & 

Kaukiainen, 1996; Sutton & Smith, 1999). As well, peers provide an audience in about 

85% of traditional bullying situations (Hawkins et al., 2001), and peers can stop the 

bullying, encourage it to continue, or do nothing (O'Connell et al., 1999). In fact, when 

bystanders intervene, bullying stops within 10 seconds about half the time (Hawkins et 

al., 2001). 
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 Salmivalli et al. (1996) developed the Participant Roles Questionnaire (PRQ) to 

better understand the roles that peers play in bullying. The peer roles identified by the 

PRQ include the bully, the victim, the reinforcers (those bystanders who respond 

positively to bullying), the assistants (those bystanders who encourage by joining in and 

taking part), the defenders (those bystanders who support the victimized peer), and the 

outsiders (those bystanders who do not take part in the bullying). These roles have been 

fairly stable across iterations of the PRQ and across age (Goldbaum, Craig, & Fabrigar, 

2004; Goossens, Olthof, & Dekker, 2006; Sutton & Smith, 1999), although the reinforcer 

and assistant roles often come together to form a secondary aggressor role that involves 

supporting the bullying (Goldbaum et al., 2004; Salmivalli, Lappalainen, & Lagerspetz, 

1998; Sutton & Smith, 1999). Peer roles tend to reflect gender differences, such that 

females are less often involved in bullying others or encouraging bullying to continue, 

and are more likely to defend those who are victimized, than males (Espelage, Mebane, & 

Swearer, 2004; Goossens et al., 2006; Paquette & Underwood, 1999).  

 Along with identification of the roles, associated peer and individual correlates 

have been identified that characterize and differentiate between the traditional peer roles. 

For example, traditional peer roles are associated with peer status variables (Goossens et 

al., 2006), empathy and perspective taking (Gini, Albiero, Benelli, & Altoè, 2007; Pozzoli 

& Gini, 2010), moral and social cognition (Gini, 2006; Sutton, Smith, & Swettenham, 

1999), and aggressive and prosocial attitudes and behaviours (Goldbaum & Craig, 2004; 

Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). Defenders typically have more prosocial attitudes, engage in 

more prosocial behaviours, have higher levels of empathy, have more self-efficacy, and 

engage in less aggression than do the other participant roles (Gini et al., 2007; Gini, 

Albiero, Benelli, & Altoè, 2008; Goldbaum & Craig, 2004; Goldbaum et al., 2004; 
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Pozzoli & Gini, 2010). Peers who have more favourable attitudes towards those who are 

victimized report that they would be more likely to help a victimized peer (Rigby, 2005; 

Rigby & Slee, 1991). Individuals who have more favourable attitudes towards aggression 

often adopt more aggressive roles, such as bullying or secondary aggressing, than 

individuals with less favourable attitudes towards aggression (Goldbaum & Craig, 2004). 

Therefore, individual differences in attitudes and behaviours are associated with specific 

traditional peer roles, and distinguish between positive and negative peer roles in the 

context of traditional bullying. These clusters of characteristics and social behaviours 

suggest underlying attitudes or motivations for behaving positively or negatively, 

regardless of bullying context. Despite the increased understanding of peer group 

dynamics and the underlying attitudes that may motivate certain peer behaviours, little is 

known about the peer processes or the roles that peers take in the electronic bullying 

context.  

Much of the current research has highlighted a need to focus on the roles of 

electronic bystanders (Beran & Li, 2005; Huang & Chou, 2010; Li, 2006; Patchin & 

Hinduja, 2006). Peers are involved in electronic bullying, as research indicates that 

witnessing electronic bullying is the most frequently occurring electronic bullying 

experience (Huang & Chou, 2010), and more than 47% of adolescents reported having 

witnessed electronic bullying (Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). Similar research has found that 

69% of students are aware of the occurrence of electronic bullying (Beran & Li, 2005). It 

is important to understand the peer processes in electronic bullying, as much of it is peer-

based, and given peer involvement in condemning or condoning traditional bullying, it is 

possible that similar peer behaviours may contribute to electronic bullying. At the same 

time, due to the features of the electronic context, peers may engage in other behaviours 
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than they normally would when involved in traditional bullying (Kowalski, Limber, & 

Agatson, 2008). However, we do not yet know whether peers behave similarly in 

electronic bullying as they do in the traditional bullying context. The first step toward 

understanding peer behaviours in the electronic bullying context is to develop and 

validate a measure that identifies electronic peer roles.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

 The current study had three primary objectives: (a) to develop a measure of 

electronic peer roles, the Electronic Bullying Roles Questionnaire (EBRQ); (b) to assess 

the validity and reliability of the roles emerging from the EBRQ; and (c) to provide 

preliminary comparisons between the peer roles in traditional bullying and electronic 

bullying. Because peer involvement has been defined and measured by the PRQ, we 

expected that comparable roles would emerge from the EBRQ and that these would be 

stable over time. Further, since characteristics of peer roles are known in traditional 

bullying, we expected that the emerging EBRQ roles would similarly be associated with 

individual difference measures of perspective taking, physical and social aggression, and 

frequency of electronic bullying.  

Method 

Participants 

 We obtained data from two adolescent samples to validate the EBRQ. The 

younger adolescent sample came from three high schools located in a mid-sized city in 

Ontario, Canada. These students were in grades 9 and 10, where students in Ontario are 

typically between 14 and 16 years of age. The younger adolescent sample completed the 

measures at two time points, approximately 6 weeks apart. At Time 1, 223 students (95 

males and 128 females) participated. The majority of participants at Time 1 self-identified 

as Caucasian (83%), and the remaining participants identified as Asian (7%), Latin 
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Canadian (2%), and other or don’t know (8%). Approximately six weeks later, 187 (84%) 

of the students who had completed the Time 1 surveys completed the Time 2 surveys. 

Attrition analyses indicated no differences on key dependent variables between 

participants who dropped out of the study between Time 1 and 2. Attrition was primarily 

due to absence from school at Time 2. Data obtained at Time 1 from all younger 

adolescent participants were used for all analyses except for the longitudinal test-retest 

analyses, which used the subset of 187 students who had completed measures at both 

times.  

 The older adolescent sample consisted of 1,190 undergraduate students (309 

males and 823 females) enrolled in Introductory Psychology courses at a university in a 

mid-sized city in Ontario, Canada. All participants were between the ages of 16 and 20 

years (M = 18 years, SD = 0.86), thus consisting of late adolescents and young adults 

(referred to hereafter as the older adolescent sample). The majority of participants self-

identified as Caucasian (72%), and the remaining participants identified as East Asian 

(13%), South Asian (4%), Black (1%), Hispanic (1%), and other, multiple, or not 

identified (9%). 

Measures 

 The EBRQ was developed for this study based on the PRQ (Salmivalli, et al., 

1996). The EBRQ consisted of 38 questions about how often participants engaged in 

various electronic activities. Items were generated through the adaptation of PRQ items to 

the electronic environment as well as through the addition of items that might reflect 

specific electronic behaviours. Through interviews with mid- to late-adolescents (n = 10, 

Mage = 16 years), we established if the items on the EBRQ were reflective of the 

adolescent experience with electronic bullying.  
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In the EBRQ, participants rated on a five-point scale (ranging from 0 = never to 4 

= often) how frequently they engaged in electronic bullying behaviours. Questions on the 

EBRQ were related specifically to technology available for electronic bullying, such as 

text messaging, instant messaging, email, websites, and social networking tools. 

Examples of questions paralleling the PRQ role of bullying include starting websites 

aimed at harming another and always tries new ways of harassing their target online or 

electronically. Examples of questions paralleling the PRQ role of aggressive bystander 

include visit mean websites or social networking groups when they hear about them and 

are generally aware of mean websites/social networking groups. Examples of items 

paralleling the PRQ role of prosocial bystander include posts encouraging messages to 

the target like ‘ignore them’ and telling a friend about what you have seen for help.  

 The Health Behaviours Survey of Children and Youth Bullying Scale (Social 

Program Evaluation Group, 2005), measured the frequency of bullying others, generally 

and in various forms of both traditional and electronic bullying on a five-point scale 

(ranging from 1 = Never in the last 4 weeks to 5 = Two or more times a week). Students 

rated how often they bullied another student in the past few weeks in seven modes of 

bullying (i.e., physically, verbally, socially, sexually, based on religion or race, based on 

disability, or electronically; " =. 70). High scores reflected more frequent bullying than 

low scores.   

The perspective taking subscale of Davis’s Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI; 

Davis, 1994) assessed one’s ability to take on the perspective of another person (Younger 

adolescents: " = .85; Older adolescents: " = .77). For each of the five statements relating 

to their ability to take the perspective of another person, participants rated how much the 

item described them. The scale options ranged from 1 = Does not describe me at all to 5 
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= Describes me very well. An example of a perspective-taking item was I try to look at 

everybody’s side of a disagreement before I make a decision. Higher scores reflect greater 

perspective taking ability.  

 The Revised Social Experiences Questionnaire (RSEQ; Paquette & Underwood, 

1999) assessed frequency of engaging in prosocial behaviours, social, and physical 

aggression, using a five-point scale (ranging from 0 = never to 4 = often). The social 

aggression subscale of the RSEQ, " = .83, consisted of seven items, including How often 

do you leave other students out of an activity? The physical aggression subscale, " = .83, 

consisted of three items, including How often do you push or shove others? The prosocial 

behaviour subscale, " = .91, consisted of five items, including How often do you cheer up 

another student when they are sad or upset? Higher scores on the three RSEQ subscales 

reflected more frequent involvement with each subtype of social behaviour (i.e., higher 

physical or social aggression, or higher prosocial behaviour).  

Procedure 

 All measures met the ethical guidelines of the General Research Ethics Board of 

the university and of the school boards, and informed consent was provided by all 

participants (and parents of the younger adolescent sample) prior to completing the 

measures. The younger adolescent sample completed all of the measures during their 

class time. Older adolescent participants completed measures in lecture and on a take-

home questionnaire. Not all students who completed the in-class surveys completed the 

take-home surveys, and some students completed only parts of the measures, resulting in 

different sample sizes for the older adolescent measures. The EBRQ was on the in-class 

survey, whereas the Bullying Scale and the Perspective Taking assessments were on the 

take-home survey. Of those who completed the EBRQ, the Bullying Scale was completed 
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by 730 participants (74% female), and the perspective taking measure was completed by 

927 participants (72% female). Attrition analyses indicated no significant differences 

between the samples who completed all measures and those who completed only the 

EBRQ. 

Results 

Factor Structure of the EBRQ  

 To validate the EBRQ and find the most parsimonious explanation of peer 

involvement in electronic bullying, exploratory factor analyses (EFA) were conducted 

with the younger adolescent sample, using the data gathered at Time 1. In the PRQ the 

‘victimized’ role consists of a single question assessing how frequently the individual was 

victimized. We similarly had one item measuring ‘electronic victimization’ status, and 

thus this item was not included in the reliability or factor analyses. The electronic 

victimization role was only included in the assessment of test-retest validity.  

 When employing EFA, factors were extracted using Maximum Likelihood 

estimations with direct oblimin rotations to enhance the interpretability of the solution. 

According to the procedures for EFA (Fabrigar, MacCallum, Wegener, & Strahan, 1999), 

we tested several possible models, and determined the best fit based on visual inspection 

of the Scree plots, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) fit index, chi-

square difference tests, and parsimony of the factor solution. Based on RMSEA, EFA 

results suggested that the two-factor and three-factor solutions were providing good fit 

(two-factor: RMSEA = .085, 95% C.I. = .080 to 091; three-factor: RMSEA = .077, 95% 

C.I. = .071 to .083). The items for the two-factor solution represented electronic 

defending and electronic bullying roles, while the items for the three-factor solution 
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represented electronic defending, electronic bullying, and electronic secondary aggressing 

roles.  

 The electronic bullying factor from the two-factor model consisted of items that 

included both the electronic bullying and secondary aggressing factors. We then tested 

competing nested models of the two-factor and three-factor solutions using chi-square 

difference tests. The three-factor solution was a better fit of the data than the two-factor 

model (#2
2-factor (593) = 1416.327, #2

3-factor (558) = 1190.653, $#2
 (35) = 225.674, p < 

.001). Thus, the three-factor model of the EBRQ, with the electronic defending, electronic 

bullying, and electronic secondary aggressing roles, was used in all subsequent analyses. 

Factor scores and items are depicted in Table 2.1.   

 Using the three-factor solution, Cronbach’s alpha reliability measures were 

conducted on the 22 electronic bullying items, the 10 electronic defending items, and the 

five electronic secondary aggressing items. Three items were dropped from the original 

EBRQ based on results of the reliability analysis and low or double factor loadings: How 

often do you lurk on menacing websites/groups/chat rooms without adding anything or 

making your presence known? How often do you agree with/encourage the initiator to 

continue with the posting/instant or text messages/harassment? and How often are you 

generally aware of who is making the websites/posting? The electronic bullying subscale 

resulted in 21 items, with an " = .93; the electronic defending subscale resulted in nine 

items with an " = .87; and the electronic secondary aggressing subscale resulted in four 

items with an " = .74.  
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Table 2.1 

Factor Loadings for Electronic Bullying Participant Role Behaviours 

 Younger Adolescents (N = 195)a Older Adolescents (N = 1,132)b 

Item 

Electronic 

Defending 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

Electronic 

Bullying 

Electronic 

Defending 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

Electronic 

Bullying 

Try to mediate through  

     postings/comments between the  

     initiator and the targetc 

.36 -.07 .19 .63   

Tell an adult/teacher about what is  

     occurring onlinec 
.51 .03 -.11 .61   

Encourage the target to talk to  

     someone about what is occurring  

     onlinec 

.65 -.07 -.01 .60   

Make supportive posts/comments to  

     defend the victimized personc 
.83 .00 -.10 .73   

Comfort the victimized person either  

     online or in personc 
.88 -.01 -.15 .72   

Stop the initiator when he/she is  

     harassing someone electronically  

     (when in their real-world  

     presence)c 

.61 -.03 .04 .73   

Post encouraging messages to the  

     target like “ignore them”c 
.77 -.04 -.01 .72   

Tell a friend about what you’ve seen  

     for help c,d 
.72 .06 -.01 %   
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Table 2.1 Continued 

 Younger Adolescents (N = 195)a Older Adolescents (N = 1,132)b 

Item 

Electronic 

Defending 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

Electronic 

Bullying 

Electronic 

Defending 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

Electronic 

Bullying 

Notify administrators or  

     website/social networking  

     site/instant messaging site about  

     what is happening c 

.43 .09 .04 .52   

Generally aware of who is making  

     the websites/postings 
.42 -.17 .09 % % % 

Visit the mean websites or social  

     networking groups when you hear  

     about itc 

-.01 -.83 .05  .57  

Get others to view the mean website  

     or social networking group whenc 
-.07 -.81 .52  .80  

Generally aware of mean websites or  

     social network groupsc 
.22 -.40 .09  .33  

Make it known that you have visited  

     the site (registering, signing guest  

     books, etc.)c 

.15 -.32 .29  .41  

Further invite others to join the  

     group/site; spreading the invitation  

     to join to more people c 

.11 -.18 .33   .44 

Add comments such as “LOL”  

     (laughing out loud) to mean  

     comments or photosc 

.02 -.15 .61   .28 
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Table 2.1 Continued 

 Younger Adolescents (N = 195)a Older Adolescents (N = 1,132)b 

Item 

Electronic 

Defending 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

Electronic 

Bullying 

Electronic 

Defending 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

Electronic 

Bullying 

Add more mean comments or  

     postings to pre-existing mean       

     websites/groups/pollsc 

-.05 -.21 .75   .70 

In the room when the initiator is  

     cyberbullying, and encouraging  

    others to carry onc 

-.04 -.09 .54   .49 

Post embarrassing photos/videos of  

     othersc 
.06 -.26 .54   .39 

Encourage others to add mean  

     posts/comments on a social  

     network or websitec
 

-.08 -.26 .58   .72 

Make negative comments on pictures  

     or websitesc 
.14 -.26 .45   .53 

Start websites or social networking  

     groups aimed at harming othersc 
-.16 .02 .62   .47 

Harass someone via instant  

     messaging (i.e., MSN)c 
.05 -.03 .72   .59 

Post nasty comments on someone’s  

     social networking spacec 
.00 .06 .88   .77 

Try new way of harassing the target  

     onlinec 
-.05 -.01 .80   .75 
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Table 2.1 Continued 

 Younger Adolescents (N = 195)a Older Adolescents (N = 1,132)b 

Item 

Electronic 

Defending 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

Electronic 

Bullying 

Electronic 

Defending 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

Electronic 

Bullying 

Encourage others not to associate  

     with the target by excluding them  

     from joining networks (social  

     networking), or by encouraging  

     them not to associated with the  

     person in real- or cyber-worldc 

.16 .07 .37   .29 

Engage in ‘flaming’ against the  

     perpetrator (i.e., posting aggressive  

     comments/posts about the initiator)c 

.04 -.01 .62   .40 

Make suggestions about harassing  

     someone via text messaging, instant   

    messaging, or prank telephone  

    callingc 

-.14 -.19 .74   .65 

Harass someone via emailing (i.e.,  

     SPAM, harassing emails, etc.)c 
-.09 -.09 .77   .66 

Encourage others to harass the target  

     through instant or text messagingc 
-.03 .17 .94   .71 

Harass someone using text messages  

     on a cell phonec 
.00 -.05 .37   .55 

Start a group within a social  

     networking site intended to harm  

     anotherc 

-.09 -.01 .62   .40 
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Table 2.1 Continued 

 Younger Adolescents (N = 195)a Older Adolescents (N = 1,132)b 

Item 

Electronic 

Defending 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

Electronic 

Bullying 

Electronic 

Defending 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

Electronic 

Bullying 

Start rumours online about another  

     person (through instant messaging,  

     text messaging, website/social  

     networking posting, etc.)c 

.06 .27 .84   .54 

Harass someone by impersonating  

     another person (either the target or  

     someone else to lure the target)c 

.02 -.13 .51   .54 

Post messages opposing the initiator  

     and those making further mean  

     commentsc 

.07 -.25 .45   .23 

Agree with/encourage the initiator to  

     continue with the postings/instant or  

     text messaging/harassment 

-.16 -.37 .55 % % % 

‘Lurk’ on menacing  

     websites/groups/chat rooms without  

     adding anything or making your  

     presence known 

.10 -.28 .20 % % % 

Eigenvalue 4.270 1.177 12.010    

Percentage of Variance accounted for 11.539 3.180 32.459    

Note. a Results of the pattern matrix of the exploratory factor analysis using direct oblimin rotations on the 
younger adolescent sample are presented. Item loadings above 0.30 are shown in bold for clarity. b Results 
of the confirmatory factor analysis on the older adolescent sample are presented. ‘%’ denotes where the 
items were not included in the CFA. c Items retained for final version of EBRQ.  d This item was added after 
the older adolescents had completed the EBRQ.  
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 Second, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on the emerging 

factor structure of the remaining 34 items with the older adolescent sample of 1,131 

participants who had complete data on the EBRQ to confirm the three-factor structure 

obtained with the younger sample. Using LISREL 8.80 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2006), we 

specified the model to have uncorrelated unique variances. Results suggested satisfactory 

fit of the three-factor model derived from the younger adolescent sample, with a RMSEA 

value of .067 (90% confidence intervals of .070 and .075), a Non-Normed Fit Index 

(NNFI) of .93, and a standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) value of .072 

(Bentler & Dudgeon, 1996; Hu & Bentler, 1998). All of the factor loadings on the three 

theoretical factors yielded moderate to high loadings, ranging from .23-.80 (Table 1). The 

CFA with the older adolescent sample confirmed the three-factor structure of the EBRQ 

from the younger adolescent sample EFA.  

Validity of the EBRQ 

 To assess the validity of the three roles of the EBRQ, we examined the 

relationships among the roles, and among measures of perspective taking, prosocial 

behaviour, social aggression, and physical aggression. For both samples, we used the 

Perspective Taking subscale of the IRI (Davis, 1994), and the frequency of electronic 

bullying involvement question from the Bullying Scale (referred to hereafter as ‘EB 

Involvement’). For the younger sample, we also measured social behaviours with the 

RSEQ. We calculated mean scores for Perspective Taking, and for each of the prosocial 

behaviour, social aggression, and physical aggression subscales of the RSEQ. The single-

item score indicating EB Involvement was also used to assess convergent validity 

analyses. Role scores for each of the factors of electronic defending, electronic bullying, 

and electronic secondary aggressing were calculated by averaging the items for that 
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subscale. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among all measures are depicted in 

Table 2.2.  

 In both cohorts, electronic participant roles were correlated with one another 

(Table 2.2). Electronic victimization was moderately positively correlated with all other 

electronic roles for both samples. In addition, in the older cohort, electronic defending 

was moderately positively related to electronic bullying, differing from the younger 

sample. For both samples, the roles of electronic bullying and electronic secondary 

aggressing were highly positively correlated (younger adolescents: r = .64; older 

adolescents: r = .54) suggesting that these roles share significant features. To reduce 

problems of multicollinearity in subsequent regression analyses of the electronic bullying 

and electronic secondary aggressing roles, the other aggressive role was not included in 

the analyses.   

 Convergent validity. Table 2.2 also depicts the correlations between the 

electronic bullying roles and other factors that were selected to validate the electronic 

roles. All of the behavioural and attitudinal measures were related to the various 

electronic roles. As anticipated, perspective taking was differentially related to the roles 

in both samples, with perspective taking being positively associated with electronic 

defending, and negatively associated with electronic bullying. Consistent with our 

expectations, in both samples, EB Involvement was related to the aggressive roles of 

electronic bullying and secondary aggressing, but not to electronic defending.  
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Table 2.2 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Younger and Older Adolescents. 

Variable MYoung SDYoung MOld SDOld 1
a
 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Gender 
b
  0.58 0.49 0.75 0.43 ! - .12** - .07   .06 - .05   .05 - .01 – – – 

2. Electronic Bullying 0.32 0.49 0.23 0.28 - .06 !   .54**   .32**   39** - .02   .29** – – – 

3. Electronic 2° Aggressing 0.61 0.77 0.51 0.55   .06   .64** !   .32**  .26**   .02   .19** – – – 

4. Electronic Defending 1.04 0.84 1.24 0.91   .34**   .08   .18* !  .27**   .19** - .01 – – – 

5. Electronic Victimized 0.62 1.05 0.30 0.66   .11   .37**   .26**   .24** ! - .05   .12** – – – 

6. Perspective Taking 3.14 1.13 3.50 0.72   .22** - .16* - .06*   .27**   .02 ! - .03 – – – 

7. WHO Bullying 1.34 0.78 0.03 0.28   .03   .40**   .29**   .09  .33** - .07 ! – – – 

8. RSEQ Pro 2.59 1.08 – –  .41**  -.20**  -.03   .45** - .01   .26**   .03* ! – – 

9. RSEQ Soc  0.45 0.56 – – - .04   .40**   .28** - .02  .36** - .06   .21**  -.13 – – 

10. RSEQ Phys 0.49 0.77 – – - .32**   .23**   .14** - .17*   .16* - .15**   .18*  -.12  .52** – 

Note. nYoung = 197; nOld  = 700. 
a
 Correlations for the older adolescents are above the diagonal and for the younger adolescents below the diagonal. 

b 
Point-biserial 

correlations are reported for gender. For gender, 0 = male, 1 = female. 2° = Secondary; RSEQ Pro = Prosocial Behaviour; RSEQ Soc = Social Aggression; RSEQ 

Phys = Physical Aggression.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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 With the younger adolescents, higher role scores for electronic bullying were 

associated with lower levels of prosocial behaviour, whereas higher role scores for 

electronic defending were associated with higher levels of prosocial behaviour. Social and 

physical aggression were positively associated with both the electronic bullying and 

electronic secondary aggressing roles, whereas physical aggression was negatively 

associated with electronic defending. To further confirm the convergent validity among 

the traits and electronic roles, we conducted several regression analyses of the resulting 

roles of the EBRQ. 

 Results of the convergent validity analyses for electronic defending, and for 

electronic bullying and secondary aggressing are depicted in Tables 2.3 and 2.4, 

respectively. In both samples, having greater perspective taking abilities was significantly 

related to electronic defending. In addition, gender was significantly related to electronic 

defending, where being female was more predictive of defending behaviours than being 

male (Table 2.3). EB Involvement was positively related to the electronic bullying and 

electronic secondary aggressing roles in both samples. For the older adolescents, where 

we controlled for the other electronic roles in the first step of the hierarchical regression, 

all of the roles were significantly predictive of the others, further supporting that the roles 

are not mutually exclusive. In the older adolescent sample, gender was also related to the 

electronic bullying and electronic secondary aggressing roles, where being male was 

more predictive of electronic bullying or secondary aggressing than being female (Table 

2.4). Although gender was not independently predictive of electronic bullying or 

secondary aggressing for the younger adolescent sample, the interaction between gender 

and EB Involvement was significant as predictive of the electronic bullying role with the 

younger adolescents. We examined these interactions using simple slopes analysis (Aiken 
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& West, 1991). Gender was a significant moderator of the relationship between EB 

Involvement and the electronic bullying role. The unstandardized simple slope for boys 

was b = .403, p < .001, and the unstandardized simple slope for girls was b = .140, p < .05 

(see Figure 2.1). For both genders, higher levels of EB Involvement was associated with 

higher electronic bullying role scores than lower levels of EB Involvement; however, the 

increase in electronic bullying role scores was much higher for boys than for girls at 

higher levels of EB Involvement. The electronic participant roles appear to be converging 

with perspective taking and EB Involvement for both adolescent samples. 
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Table 2.3 

Convergent validity of the Electronic Defending role. 

Older Adolescents: Perspective Taking Electronic Defending 

Step 1 B SE ! 

    Gender (0 = male; 1= female)       .214      .066       .101* 

    Electronic Bullying       .600      .119       .187** 

    Electronic Secondary Aggressing       .391      .060       .242** 

Step 2    

    Perspective Taking (PT)       .171      .072       .135* 

    PT x Gender       .104      .085       .069 

 R
2
 = .146** "R

2
 = .039** 

 F (5, 878) = 39.686**, MSE = 26.929 

Younger Adolescents: Perspective Taking  

Step 1 B SE ! 

    Gender (0 = male; 1= female)       .573      .106       .343** 

    Electronic Bullying      -.019      .146      -.011 

    Electronic Secondary Aggressing       .196      .091       .179* 

Step 2    

    Perspective Taking (PT)       .242      .076       .325** 

    PT x Gender      -.126      .096      -.131 

 R
2
 = .160** "R

2
 = .052** 

 F (5, 213) = 11.409**, MSE = 6.346 
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Table 2.3 Continued 

Younger Adolescents: Prosocial Behaviour  

Step 1 B SE ! 

    Gender (0 = male; 1= female)       .559      .108       .333** 

    Electronic Bullying      -.025      .147      -.014 

    Electronic Secondary Aggressing       .197      .092       .179* 

Step 2    

    Prosocial Behaviour (RSEQ)       .364      .073       .474** 

    Prosocial Behaviour  x Gender      -.103      .100      -.093 

 R
2
 = .149** "R

2
 = .133** 

 F (5, 207) = 16.233**, MSE = 8.260 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .001. 



 35 

Table 2.4 

Convergent validity for the Electronic Bullying and Secondary Aggressing roles. 

 Electronic Bullying Electronic Secondary Aggressing 

Older Adolescents: EB Involvement 

Step 1 B SE ! B SE ! 

    Gender (0 = male; 1= female)      -.098      .023      -.152**      -.115      .045      -.090* 

    Electronic Defending       .101      .011       .327**       .198      .021       .326** 

Step 2         

    EB Involvement (WHO)       .290      .033       .289**       .370      .069       .187** 

    EB Involvement (WHO) x  

   Gender 

     -.012      .073      -.005       .005      .150       .001 

 R
2
 = .124** "R

2
 = .084** R

2
 = .111** "R

2
 = .035** 

 F (4, 713) = 46.760**, MSE = 2.880 F (4, 713) = 30.311**, MSE = 7.881 

Younger Adolescents: EB Involvement   

Step 1 B SE ! B SE ! 

    Gender (0 = male; 1= female)      -.065      .072      -.068       .041      .114       .026 

    Electronic Defending       .061      .041       .109       .164      .067       .179* 

Step 2       

    EB Involvement (WHO)       .403      .061       .642**       . 384      .103       .383** 

    EB Involvement (WHO) x  

    Gender 

     -.263      .080      -.320*      -.189      .135      -.145 

 R
2
 = .011 "R

2
 = .199* R

2
 = .036* "R

2
 = .083** 

 F (4, 204) = 13.584**, MSE = 2.515 F (4, 201) = 6.762**, MSE = 3.592 
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Table 2.4 Continued 

 Electronic Bullying Electronic Secondary Aggressing 

Younger Adolescents: Social Aggression  

Step 1 B SE ! B SE ! 

    Gender (0 = male; 1= female)      -.081      .069      -.085        .008      .110       .005 

    Electronic Defending       .063      .040       .114        .175      .066       .192 

Step 2           

    Social Aggression (RSEQ)       .381      .076       .465**       .274      .126       .208* 

    Social Aggression x Gender      -.153      .104      -.155       .163      .173       .090 

 R
2
 = .013 "R

2
 = .142** R

2
 = .038* "R

2
 = .078** 

 F (4, 210) = 9.678**, MSE = 1.852 F (4, 208) = 6.820**, MSE = 3.523 

Younger Adolescents: Physical Aggression   

Step 1 B SE ! B SE ! 

    Gender (0 = male; 1= female)      -.081      .069      -.085       .008      .110       .005 

    Electronic Defending        .063      .040       .114       .175      .066       .192 

Step 2       

    Physical Aggression (RSEQ)       .156      .055       .253*       .090      .088       .091 

    Physical Aggression x  

    Gender 

     -.019      .088      -.019       .217      .141       .134 

 R
2
 = .013 "R

2
 = .053* R

2
 = .038* "R

2
 = .039* 

 F (4, 210) = 3.743*, MSE = 0.792 F (4, 208) = 4.301*, MSE = 2.321 

Note. EB = Electronic Bullying. *p < .05. **p < .001. 
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Figure 2.1. Interaction for Electronic Bullying Role Between Electronic Bullying 

Involvement by Gender 

 

 We also used the RSEQ subscales to validate the electronic roles with the younger 

adolescent sample. Younger adolescents who had high prosocial behaviour, were more 

likely to score higher on the electronic defending role than individuals with low prosocial 

behaviour (Table 2.3). Social aggression was positively related to the electronic bullying 

role, though physical aggression was only related to electronic bullying among younger 

adolescents (Table 2.4). Young people who engaged in social aggression scored higher on 

the electronic bullying role than individuals who did not engage in social aggression. For 

the younger adolescents, the role scores exhibited good convergent validity with their 

respective measures of prosocial behaviours, physical, and social aggression.  

 Discriminant validity. The discriminant validity of the roles was determined 

using a series of CFAs and chi-square difference tests comparing models where the 
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factors were allowed to freely covary with models where the factors were correlated at 

unity (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). If a model that was allowed to vary freely provided a 

better fit to the data than a model that was constrained, then the electronic role factors 

were distinct from the related traits, attitudes, or behaviours (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). 

The results of the discriminant validity assessments are in Table 2.5. For each of the 

measures in both younger and older adolescent samples, chi-square difference tests 

suggested that the free model fit the data better than the fixed model. The electronic roles 

showed good discriminant validity from the other measures. Given that the EB 

Involvement was a single item, it could not be placed into a factor analysis. However, EB 

Involvement was only moderately correlated with the aggressive electronic bullying roles 

(see Table 2.1), suggesting that the electronic bullying and electronic secondary 

aggressing roles were distinct from the EB Involvement assessment (Kline, 1998).  

 Test-retest reliability. To test the reliability of the EBRQ over time, we used the 

data from the subset of younger adolescents (n = 187) who had completed the measures at 

both time points. We examined if the roles obtained at Time 1 in the younger adolescent 

sample were predictive of their respective EBRQ roles obtained at Time 2. Due to the 

multicollinearity problems, we did not include the Time 1 role scores in the analyses 

predicting electronic bullying or electronic secondary aggressing at Time 2. Results of 

these regressions are depicted in Table 2.6. All three EBRQ roles were predictive of the 

same roles when re-assessed at a subsequent follow-up assessment, suggesting that the 

EBRQ had satisfactory test-retest reliability.  
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Table 2.5 

Discriminant Validity for the Electronic Roles for Older and Younger Adolescents.  

Role Trait Sample Model !
2
 df RMSEA "!

2
 

Perspective Taking Older Free 411.070 64 .064 580.13** 

  Fixed 991.203 65 .104  

 Younger Free 161.236 76 .066 64.02** 

  Fixed 225.252 77 .086  

Prosocial Behaviour Younger Free 177.04 76 .083 587.61** 

  Fixed 682.91 77 .20  

Social Aggression  Younger Free 260.51 103 .088 244.89** 

  Fixed 1019.62 104 .21  

Physical Aggression Younger Free 111.61 53 .076 759.11** 

Electronic 

Defending 

  Fixed 356.50 54 .170  

Perspective Taking Older Free 1558.21 298 .071 1033.600** 

  Fixed 2591.81 299 .100  

 Younger Free 774.620 298 .078 120.170** 

  Fixed 894.790 299 .088  

Prosocial Behaviour Younger Free 794.250 298 .080 195.554** 

  Fixed 989.804 299 .094  

Social Aggression  Younger Free 1006.647 349 .085 179.853** 

  Fixed 1186.500 350 .096  

Physical Aggression Younger Free 761.171 251 .088 117.179** 

Electronic 

Bullying 

  Fixed 878.350 252 .098  
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Table 2.5 Continued 

Role Trait Sample Model !
2
 df RMSEA "!

2
 

Perspective Taking Older Free 127.574 26 .055 725.869** 

  Fixed 853.443 27 .153  

 Younger Free 45.801 26 .063 54.168** 

  Fixed 99.969 27 .119  

Prosocial Behaviour Younger Free 45.756 26 .063 104.433** 

  Fixed 150.189 27 .155  

Social Aggression  Younger Free 120.440 43 .097 115.376** 

  Fixed 235.816 44 .151  

Physical Aggression Younger Free 17.370 13 .042 69.459** 

Electronic 

Secondary 

Aggressing 

  Fixed 86.829 14 .165  

Note. *p < .05. **p < .001.
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Table 2.6  

Test-retest Reliability of EBRQ Factors with the younger adolescents. 

Regression 1: DV = Electronic Defending Time 2 

Step 1 B SE ! 

    Electronic Victimization Time 1       0.160      0.060       0.203* 

    Electronic Bullying Time 1      -0.054      0.172      -0.031 

    Electronic Secondary Aggressing Time 1       0.135      0.103       0.124 

    Electronic Victimization Time 1       0.160      0.060       0.203* 

Step 2    

     Electronic Defending Time 1       0.621      0.059       0.635** 

 R
2
 = .058* "R

2
 = .359** 

 F (4, 177) = 31.685**, MSE = 12.427 

Regression 2: DV = Electronic Bullying Time 2 

Step 1 B SE ! 

    Electronic Victimization Time 1       0.070      0.042       0.128 

    Electronic Defending Time 1       0.045      0.052       0.067 

Step 2      

    Electronic Bullying Time 1       0.749      0.077       0.614** 

 R
2
 = .026 "R

2
 = .339** 

 F (3, 178) = 34.141**, MSE = 7.024 
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Table 2.6 Continued 

Regression 3: DV = Electronic Secondary Aggressing Time 2 

Step 1 B SE ! 

    Electronic Victimization Time 1       0.377      0.090       0.187* 

    Electronic Defending Time 1       0.151      0.070       0.161* 

Step 2    

    Electronic Secondary Aggressing Time 1       0.559      0.064      0.539** 

 R
2
 = .079* "R

2
 = .275** 

 F (3, 177) = 32.280**, MSE = 12.838 

Note. N = 187.  *p < .05. **p < .001. 

 

Discussion 

 This study addressed the lack of research that examines peer involvement in 

electronic bullying through the development and validation of the Electronic Bullying 

Roles Questionnaire, a measure of peer behaviours in electronic bullying. The 

associations between clusters of psychosocial and behavioural characteristics and the 

electronic roles suggested that the roles were reliable and valid measures of electronic 

peer behaviours. The EBRQ roles paralleled peer roles found in the traditional bullying 

context (Goldbaum et al, 2004; Salmivalli et al., 1996), suggesting that some peer 

behaviours are common across both traditional and electronic bullying contexts, and that 

the nature of peer processes is similar across bullying contexts.  

Electronic Bullying Roles 

 This study identified the electronic peer roles of electronic defending, secondary 

aggressing, and bullying with younger and older adolescents. The role of electronic 
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defending reflected positive bystander behaviours that support the adolescent who was 

being victimized by posting positive supportive messages, or by seeking help. The role of 

electronic secondary aggressing reflected passive negative bystander behaviours that did 

not involve directly initiating electronic bullying, but contributed to it, by going to view, 

or by getting others to view, the electronic bullying. The electronic bullying role reflected 

active negative behaviours involving initiating the bullying by posting mean comments, 

photos, videos, etc., contributing to other pre-existing electronic bullying, or being 

physically present when others were engaging in electronic bullying and encouraging it to 

continue. 

 Although the EBRQ was designed to parallel the traditional peer roles identified 

by the Participant Roles Questionnaire (Salmivalli et al., 1996), the outsider and 

antisocial defending roles did not emerge in the electronic bullying context. The outsider 

role is characterized by not being aware of bullying, or passively standing by without 

helping the person who is victimized (Gini et al., 2008; Salmivalli et al., 1996; Sutton & 

Smith, 1999). It is possible that due to the electronic environment, one must be aware of 

the bullying (and thus engaging in behaviours characteristic of defending and/or 

secondary aggressing). Alternatively, electronic “outsiders” may not use the technologies 

where electronic bullying occurs (i.e., social networking, instant messaging, or text 

messaging). The outsider role may not translate into the electronic context given the 

widespread use of electronic technologies by adolescents (Smith et al., 2008; Li, 2007; 

Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004).  

 The traditional antisocial defending role reflects actions taken on behalf of the 

person who was victimized, but that are aggressive in nature, such as retaliating against 

the person(s) who was bullying, or physically fighting back (Goldbaum et al., 2004; 
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Salmivalli et al., 1996). Although the EBRQ included items that were intended to parallel 

antisocial defending, this electronic peer role did not emerge. In fact, these types of items 

of electronic antisocial defending emerged as part of the electronic bullying or secondary 

aggressing roles. The ambiguous interpretations that occur due to the electronic context 

(Walther & D’Addario, 2001) may make it difficult to discern between aggressive 

behaviours to defend and being aggressive to harm. Electronic communications that 

contain an ambiguous or negative valence are perceived as more negative, regardless of 

their intended meaning (Derks, Bos, & Grumbkow, 2008; Walther & D’Addario, 2001). 

As such, it is possible that despite intentions to help someone who is electronically 

bullied, the nature of electronic communications often leads to negative attributions 

regarding the behaviour. 

 The electronic peer roles were not mutually exclusive in either age group. The 

overlap amongst roles reflects the dynamic, contextually based nature of peer 

involvement in bullying, where peers may take on different roles depending on who else 

is viewing the electronic bullying, or the nature of their relationship with the 

perpetrator(s) and with the person being victimized. It is important to consider that 

adolescents do not always behave in the same way across all bullying situations. For 

instance, in both age groups, the roles of electronic secondary aggressing and electronic 

bullying were strongly positively related. Adolescents who regularly engage in initiating 

electronic bullying also engage in supporting electronic bullying. The nature of the two 

negative peer roles might reflect similar underlying cognitions, behaviours, or 

motivations that condone aggression and bullying (Huesmann & Guerra, 1997). Further, 

adolescents with aggressive tendencies often tend to belong to peer groups that are 

comprised of similarly aggressive people (Espelage, Holt, & Henkel, 2003), which might 
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in turn influence ready engagement in electronic bullying and/or electronic secondary 

aggression. These peer group processes might result in modeling and reinforcement of 

electronic bullying or secondary aggressing (Dishion, Piehler, & Myers, 2008), though 

the circumstances of the electronic bullying might dictate whether one engages in 

initiating or supporting the bullying in that particular instance.  

 All of the electronic peer roles also overlapped with electronic victimization, 

suggesting that those who are victimized electronically may also be involved in 

perpetrating and supporting electronic bullying, as well as electronically defending others. 

The unique features of the electronic environment might provide individuals who are 

victimized with a “safer” venue to retaliate against their perpetrators or against others 

(Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). The anonymity and remoteness from the targeted peer 

afforded by the electronic environment might provide more opportunities to engage in 

electronic bullying that may not be possible if they were face-to-face with their 

perpetrators. Some young people who are traditionally bullied use electronic bullying to 

retaliate against those who bully them (König, Gollwitzer, and Steffgen, 2009; Kowalski 

& Limber, 2007; Ybarra, 2004), though others have found that those who are 

electronically victimized tend to also be traditionally victimized (Erdur-Baker, 2010; 

Gradinger, Strohmeier, & Spiel, 2009; Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2007). The electronic 

bullying context does afford different opportunities for involvement in all roles than the 

traditional bullying context, though further work is needed to fully elucidate this 

relationship and the relationships between EBRQ roles and traditional participant roles. 

 Although the association between electronic bullying and secondary aggressing 

was strong in both age groups, this relationship was stronger with younger than older 

adolescents. In addition, there were developmental differences in the associations 
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between electronic defending and electronic bullying between the older and the younger 

adolescents. Electronic defending and bullying were not associated in younger 

adolescents, but were moderately positively associated for the older adolescents. It may 

be that younger and older adolescents have different interpretations of aggressive 

electronic behaviours, or that the uses of the technologies involved in electronic bullying 

differ across age groups. With maturation, older adolescents may have a more 

sophisticated understanding of the social and moral motivations and intentions of others, 

as well as differences in attitudes or beliefs condoning aggression (Arsenio & Lemerise, 

2004; Crick & Dodge, 1994; Huesmann & Guerra, 1997; Rigby & Slee, 1991), and thus 

have a greater understanding of the subtle differences between initiating electronic 

bullying and engaging in secondary aggression, or defending others. It is possible that the 

nature of bullying differs across adolescence, where the line between positive and 

negative roles is less clear, and adolescents engage in all roles depending on who is 

involved in the electronic bullying. Alternatively, there may be differences in the 

availability and frequency of use of electronic technology between age groups, where 

older adolescents use electronic media more frequently than younger adolescents (Finn, 

2004), which present more opportunities to encounter and/or engage in electronic 

bullying. As the older adolescent sample was drawn from an undergraduate pool, they 

have greater continuous access to electronic media, and fewer restrictions on use than 

younger adolescents. Younger adolescents might be more limited in their opportunities to 

engage in electronic bullying than older adolescents due to the high school environment, 

which has more structured class time, less free time during the days, school rules 

requiring cell phones turned off during class time, or parental monitoring of computer or 

cell phone use. Future examinations of adolescent electronic bullying might examine how 
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development may affect factors such as time spent using electronic technologies, or 

relationships between those who are involved in the electronic bullying in order to clarify 

why older adolescents engage in all forms of electronic behaviours more so than younger 

adolescents.  

Electronic Bullying Roles and Behaviours and Cognitions 

 The EBRQ roles were validated with several psychosocial and behavioural 

characteristics that have been associated with bullying and traditional peer roles, such as 

perspective taking (e.g., Espelage, Mebane, & Adams, 2004; Gini et al., 2007; 2008), 

prosocial behaviour and physical or social aggression (e.g., Goldbaum et al., 2004; 

Paquette & Underwood, 1999). We found that these characteristics validated the 

electronic roles and discriminated between the roles, as the characteristics and behaviours 

represented underlying attitudes or motivations that would influence engagement in 

particular behaviours similarly, regardless of the context in which it occurs.  

 Adolescents who generally behaved positively towards others by helping, sharing, 

or being able to place themselves in another’s position tended to be more likely to engage 

in electronic defending, and less likely to engage in electronic bullying or secondary 

aggression. These characteristics have been positively associated with traditional 

prosocial defending, with greater levels of empathy, and with more positive attitudes 

towards those who are victimized (Espelage et. al., 2004; Gini et al., 2007, 2008; 

Goldbaum et al., 2004; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). Further, these characteristics are 

often associated with gender, where females exhibit higher levels of empathy and caring 

behaviours than males (Espelage et al., 2004; Salmivalli et al., 1996). Accordingly, being 

female was significantly associated with electronic defending, more so than being male, 

in both samples. Together, these findings suggest that positive psychosocial and 
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behavioural characteristics not only influence prosocial behaviours and defending 

regardless of bullying context, but also that these characteristics can discriminate between 

electronic defending and electronic bullying or secondary aggressing. As such, 

perspective taking, prosocial behaviour, and being female converged as anticipated with 

electronic defending, but also discriminated between the positive and negative electronic 

roles.   

 Adolescents who engaged in electronic bullying and electronic secondary 

aggressing behaviours were more likely to engage in frequent electronic bullying in both 

adolescent samples, and younger adolescents were also more likely to engage in social 

aggression than adolescents who took on the electronic defending role. Adolescents who 

typically engage in aggressive behaviours and hold attitudes that support aggression often 

engage in traditional bullying or secondary aggressing (Dukes, Stein, & Zane, 2010; 

Goldbaum et al., 2004; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Varjas, Henrich, & Meyers, 2009; 

Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009). In addition, males are often more supportive of 

aggression, engage more readily in aggressive behaviour, and take on bullying or 

secondary aggressing roles, than females (Goldbaum et al., 2004; Li, 2006; Salmivalli et 

al., 1996). Further, for younger adolescents with a higher frequency of engaging in 

electronic bullying, being male was significantly associated with electronic bullying, and 

older males were more likely than older females to engage in both negative electronic 

roles. There may be related underlying characteristics that may motivate or drive 

aggression regardless of context, such as attitudes that support bullying (Rigby & Slee, 

1991) or aggression (Huesmann & Guerra, 1997). Therefore, social aggression, and 

frequency of electronic bullying converged with electronic bullying and secondary 

aggressing roles, but discriminated from electronic defending. At the same time, younger 
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adolescents in the electronic bullying role were more likely to also engage in physical 

aggression than adolescents in the electronic secondary aggressing or defending roles. 

Physical aggression involves more extreme and direct forms of aggression such as hitting, 

pushing, or kicking, while social aggression involves less direct forms of aggression, such 

as rumour spreading, or exclusion (Paquette & Underwood, 1999). The extreme nature of 

physical aggression may account for the positive association with electronic bullying, but 

not with electronic secondary aggressing. As such, physical aggression discriminated 

between electronic bullying and electronic secondary aggressing roles.  

Electronic versus Traditional Bullying Contexts 

 Electronic bullying, defending, and secondary aggressing roles paralleled the 

traditional roles of bullying, prosocial defending, and secondary aggressing. These results 

are not surprising, given the corresponding behaviours and characteristics associated with 

initiating bullying, supporting bullying, or helping the person who is victimized (e.g., 

Goldbaum et al., 2004; Salmivalli et al., 1996; Sutton & Smith, 1999; Sutton et al., 1999). 

Further, patterns in the constellations of underlying cognitive and behavioural 

characteristics that are associated with peer roles in traditional bullying were also parallel 

to corresponding associations with peer roles in electronic bullying. Finally, gender 

patterns among peer roles in electronic bullying corresponded with patterns among peer 

roles in traditional bullying. Taken together, these similarities suggest that the peer roles 

of defending, bullying, and secondary aggressing exist across bullying contexts. The 

validation of the EBRQ provides evidence of peer involvement in electronic bullying that 

mirrors peer involvement in traditional bullying, and that peer processes may be similar 

across modes of bullying. With the EBRQ, we can begin to examine associations between 

traditional and electronic peer roles, to determine whether the same individuals behave 
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accordingly in both contexts, or whether there is a different group of adolescents who 

defend, bully, or secondarily aggress traditionally than electronically.   

Limitations, Implications, and Future Directions 

 Some limitations of this study include the self-report nature of the assessments 

and the use of a single item for the electronic victimized role. Participants may have 

overestimated their involvement in prosocial electronic behaviours and perspective 

taking, while downplaying antisocial electronic behaviours, though the anonymous 

surveying may have mitigated some self-report bias. In addition, as there were limited 

measures of psychosocial characteristics with the older adolescents, future research 

supporting the psychometric properties and validity of the EBRQ is warranted, including 

adding more items to assess electronic victimization and use of additional measures to 

confirm the convergent and discriminant validity of the EBRQ with older adolescents. 

 This study represents confirmation that the EBRQ is a valid and reliable measure 

of adolescent peer roles in electronic bullying. The validation of the EBRQ provides 

important information regarding the underlying attitudes and correlated social behaviours 

associated with electronic bullying, and begins to highlight similarities in peer roles and 

peer processes between traditional and electronic bullying contexts. With a 

psychometrically sound measure of electronic peer behaviour, we can increase 

understanding of electronic bullying in adolescence and compare peer processes in 

bullying across different contexts (i.e., traditional and electronic). The EBRQ can provide 

a more sophisticated understanding of how adolescents engage in and interpret electronic 

bullying, and the measure can be used to further identify and understand the roles of peers 

in electronic bullying, as well as gain a deeper understanding of the processes involved in 

electronic bullying in general. Further, the EBRQ can also extend our understanding of 
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peer involvement within and across adolescent bullying contexts. A greater understanding 

of peer involvement in electronic bullying can inform interventions for bullying 

behaviour in children and adolescents of many ages.  
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Abstract 

Peers play a significant role in traditional bullying through their actions that condemn or 

condone bullying. The peer processes are less well understood in electronic bullying than 

in traditional bullying. This study used the Participant Roles Questionnaire (Salmivalli, 

Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996) and the Electronic Bullying 

Roles Questionnaire (McCuaig Edge, Craig, Legate, Jacobson, & Chan, in preparation) to 

identify the associations between peer roles across traditional and electronic bullying. 

Peer roles, and measures of cognitions and social behaviours, were obtained from 181 

adolescents (54% female; aged 14-16 years) at two time points. The traditional peer roles 

of bullying, secondary aggressing, and defending were positively associated with their 

corresponding electronic peer roles over time. Similar associations between cognitions 

and behaviours and electronic peer roles suggested some behavioural consistency among 

bystander behaviours across bullying contexts. Results from the mediation analysis 

indicated that social aggression and prosocial behaviour uniquely accounted for the 

overlap between traditional and electronic secondary aggressing. Implications of the 

different peer roles and the different bullying contexts for future research on both 

traditional and electronic bullying are discussed.  
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Peer processes across traditional and electronic bullying contexts 

 Electronic bullying among children and adolescents has increasingly become a 

problem for youth, as between 11% and 70% of students report involvement in electronic 

bullying or victimization (Craig & McCuaig Edge, 2012; Kowalski & Limber, 2007; Li, 

2006; Patchin & Hinduja, 2006; Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2007; Rivers & Noret, 2010; Smith 

et al, 2008; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). Electronic bullying (or cyberbullying) extends 

traditional bullying to the electronic context through digital communications technology, 

such as social networking, the Internet, or cellular and Smart phones (Beran & Li, 2005). 

The unique features of the electronic environment enable the instant transmission and 

dissemination of electronic bullying to a wider group of viewers from anywhere and at 

any time (Dooley, Py!alski, & Cross, 2009). Research on electronic bullying has been 

primarily cross-sectional and descriptive (though longitudinal research is beginning to 

emerge; e.g., Hemphill et al., in press; Underwood, Rosen, More, Ehrenreich, & Gentsch, 

2012). The research has focused on the short- and long-term consequences of electronic 

bullying (e.g., Cassidy, Jackson, & Brown, 2009), the unique and overlapping features of 

traditional versus electronic bullying (e.g., Erdur-Baker, 2010), as well as the mental 

health implications associated with electronic victimization (e.g., Perren, Dooley, Shaw, 

& Cross, 2010). While the role of the peer group has been widely recognized as a key 

feature in traditional bullying (Hawkins, Pepler, & Craig, 2001; O'Connell, Pepler, & 

Craig, 1999; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996), little is 

known about the role of peers in electronic bullying, or how peer behaviours compare 

across the traditional and electronic bullying contexts. This study examined the 

correspondence between peer behaviours across traditional and electronic bullying, and 



 

 63 

investigated whether associated cognitions and behaviours accounted for the overlap in 

bystander behaviours across bullying contexts.   

Peer Roles in Traditional and Electronic Bullying 

 Peers are present in bullying situations about 85% of the time (Craig & Pepler, 

1997), and contribute to bullying by enabling it to continue, by intervening, or by doing 

nothing (O'Connell et al., 1999). The degree of aggression perpetrated by a young person 

who bullies escalates as more bystanders observe the bullying (Craig & Pepler, 1997). 

Alternatively, when bystanders intervene, bullying stops within 10 seconds about half the 

time (Hawkins et al., 2001). Salmivalli et al. (1996) developed a measure of peer 

participant roles that identified subsets of bystander behaviours that youth engage in 

during traditional bullying situations, including the roles of bullying, being victimized, 

secondary aggressing, defending, and outsider roles. Secondary aggressing involves 

assisting or reinforcing the adolescent who bullies, by joining in when witnessing 

bullying, or by watching and laughing without doing anything to stop the bullying. 

Defending involves acting on behalf of the adolescent who is victimized, by walking 

away from the situation (so as not to provide an audience), or by taking the victimized 

adolescent away from the situation. These peer roles have illuminated some of the peer 

processes involved in traditional bullying, such as pressures to engage in behaviours that 

support or reject the bullying, or peer status, which can influence likelihood of role 

(Salmivalli et al., 1996).  

 Although research examining peer roles has clarified peer behaviour in the 

traditional bullying context, little is yet known about peer involvement in electronic 

bullying. By virtue of the social nature of electronic bullying, peers are involved 

(Kowalski & Limber, 2007), and research has highlighted a need to focus on the roles of 
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electronic bystanders (Beran & Li, 2005; Huang & Chou, 2010; Li, 2006; Patchin & 

Hinduja, 2006). Approximately two-thirds of Taiwanese adolescents report having 

witnessed threatening, rumour spreading, or making fun of others using electronic 

bullying (Huang & Chou, 2010), and more than 47% of adolescents reported having 

witnessed some form of electronic bullying (Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). Similar research 

has found that 69% of Canadian students are aware of the occurrence of electronic 

bullying (Beran & Li, 2005), while 88% of American teens report witnessing others being 

mean or cruel on social networking sites (Lenhart et al., 2011). These findings suggest 

that, similarly to traditional bullying situations, the majority of adolescents are bystanders 

to electronic bullying. However, the unique features of the electronic bullying context, 

such as the anonymity, asynchronicity, remoteness from those who are targeted, and the 

features of electronic communication (Kowalski, Limber, & Agatston, 2008; Patchin & 

Hinduja, 2006) may alter the way that adolescent bystanders behave when observing 

bullying in the electronic context. It is unclear whether adolescent bystanders engage in 

peer behaviours that stop the electronic bullying, or peer behaviours that support the 

electronic bullying. Further, it is unclear whether these electronic bystander behaviours 

correspond with traditional bystander behaviours.  

 The correspondence among peer roles across bullying contexts has not yet been 

examined. Often the same individuals bully and/or are victimized in both traditional and 

electronic bullying contexts (Marsh, McGee, Nada-Raja, & Williams, 2010; Perren et al., 

2010; Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2007; Twyman, Saylor, Taylor, & Comeaux, 2010; Wang, 

Iannotti, Luk, & Nansel, 2010), suggesting an overlap among some traditional and 

electronic behaviours. Research examining peer roles in electronic bullying has recently 

developed a measure that identifies the electronic peer roles of bullying, defending and 
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secondary aggressing (McCuaig Edge, Craig, Legate, Jacobson, & Chan, in preparation). 

For instance, the electronic bullying role involves behaviours that initiate bullying such as 

creating a mean webpage. The electronic defending role involves behaviours that 

discourage bullying or that support the targeted peer, such as posting supportive messages 

on the victimized peer’s Facebook wall. The electronic secondary aggressing role 

involves behaviours that support bullying, without actively initiating it, such as spreading 

a mean text or photo message to more people upon receiving it from another person. The 

electronic peer roles reflect similar behaviours of the traditional roles of bullying, 

defending, and secondary aggressing (Salmivalli et al., 1996), but in the electronic 

bullying context. The primary objective of the current study was to examine whether peer 

roles corresponded across traditional and electronic bullying contexts. We expected that 

traditional peer roles would be associated with corresponding electronic peer roles. 

Characteristics of Peer Roles in Bullying 

 Within the traditional bullying literature, researchers have identified underlying 

cognitive, social, and behavioural correlates that are differentially associated with the 

peer roles (e.g., Gini, Albiero, Benelli, & Altoè, 2007, 2008; Pozzoli & Gini, 2010; 

Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; van Goethem, Scholte, & Wiers, 2010). For example, high 

levels of empathy and perspective taking, being female, having high levels of self-

efficacy, and negative attitudes toward bullying have been associated with prosocial 

defending (Caravita, Di Blasio, & Salmivalli, 2009; Espelage, Mebane, & Adams, 2004; 

Gini et al., 2007, 2008; Goossens, Olthof, & Dekker, 2006; Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006; 

Pöyhönen, Juvonen, & Salmivalli, 2010; Rigby & Slee, 1991; Salmivalli et al., 1996; 

Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Sutton & Smith, 1999). In addition, positive attitudes toward 

bullying, low levels of empathy, engaging in social and physical aggression, and being 
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male, have been associated with secondary aggressing (Gini et al., 2007; Goossens et al., 

2006; Paquette & Underwood, 1999; Salmivalli et al., 1996; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; 

Sutton & Smith, 1999; Warden & Mackinnon, 2003). Similar patterns of associated 

cognitions and behaviours have emerged with electronic peer roles. McCuaig Edge et al. 

(in preparation) found that the associations between the electronic peer roles and 

perspective taking, prosocial behaviour, and social and physical aggression, mirrored how 

these cognitions and behaviours have been previously associated with traditional peer 

roles (e.g., Caravita et al., 2009; Gini et al., 2007, 2008). That is, adolescents engaging in 

electronic defending typically engaged in more prosocial behaviour, less social 

aggression, and possessed greater perspective taking abilities than adolescents engaging 

in other electronic peer roles. Adolescents engaging in electronic secondary aggressing 

typically engaged in more social and physical aggression, and possessed poorer 

perspective taking abilities than adolescents engaging in other electronic peer roles 

(McCuaig Edge et al., in preparation). The similar correlates between cognitions and 

behaviours, and traditional and electronic bullying roles, suggest that there may be 

common underlying processes that may account for the overlap across bullying contexts.  

 The nature of the specific processes that underlie traditional and electronic peer 

roles has not yet been examined. Associated cognitions and behaviours may act as 

mechanisms for engagement in both traditional and electronic peer roles. For instance, 

cognitions such as perspective taking, self-efficacy, and attitudes toward bullying, and 

behaviours, such as prosocial behaviour, and social and physical aggression, may mediate 

the associations between peer roles across traditional and electronic bullying contexts. For 

example, having the ability to take on another’s perspective tends to be associated with 

defending behaviours in traditional and electronic bullying situations (Caravita et al., 
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2009; Gini et al., 2007, 2008; Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006; McCuaig Edge et al., in 

preparation; Pöyhönen et al., 2010). As the interactions within electronic bullying 

situations occur online and there are likely no visual social cues, it may be that 

adolescents require greater perspective taking abilities to place him or herself into the 

position of the victimized person. As such, higher levels of perspective taking might 

mediate the association between traditional and electronic defending. At the same time, 

lower levels of perspective taking might allow for more electronic secondary aggressing 

among adolescents who engage in traditional secondary aggressing.  

  In addition, attitudes and beliefs about bullying may differentially mediate peer 

behaviours across bullying contexts. Research examining attitudes toward bullying has 

typically found that youth holding negative attitudes tend to engage in higher levels of 

traditional defending (Goldbaum, Craig, & Fabrigar, 2004; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). 

Furthermore, youth holding positive attitudes toward bullying tend to engage in 

behaviours that support bullying, such as secondary aggressing (Rigby & Slee, 1991; 

Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). As the electronic bullying context lacks salient social cues 

that may inhibit bullying, or support of bullying in the traditional bullying context, it may 

be that positive attitudes towards bullying may induce more electronic bullying or 

secondary aggressing. Furthermore, without the social cues that may elicit helping 

behaviours more readily in traditional bullying than electronic bullying, it may be that 

stronger negative attitudes toward bullying may be more necessary for electronic 

defending than for traditional defending.  

 Another cognition that may mediate the correspondence between traditional and 

electronic bystander behaviours may be self-efficacy. Adolescents who have high self-

efficacy tend to be more effective at defending others during bullying situations (Gini et 
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al., 2008), given that they believe their actions will be more effective at stopping the 

bullying. The anonymous nature of the electronic context may make it easier to engage in 

electronic bullying, or make it easier to stand by and allow it to occur. As higher levels of 

self-efficacy are required to effectively defend someone in traditional bullying, it may be 

possible that higher levels of self-efficacy are also required to combat the anonymity 

afforded by the electronic context in order to also defend electronically. 

 Social behaviours may also mediate the relationship between traditional and 

electronic peer roles. Adolescents with higher levels of prosocial behaviours engage in 

more defending behaviours than adolescents with lower levels of prosocial behaviours, 

who often engage in secondary aggressing (Goldbaum et al., 2004; McCuaig Edge et al., 

in preparation). Prosocial behaviours may mediate the associations between traditional 

and electronic defending, due to the differences in social pressures and social presence 

between traditional and electronic bullying environments. For instance, in the electronic 

bullying context, social pressures from other bystanders to defend are absent. Further, the 

wide reach of electronic communications may increase the number of electronic 

bystanders, which may result in greater diffusion of responsibility (Darley & Latané, 

1968), thus reducing the likelihood of defending. Therefore, adolescents may need to be 

more prosocial in order to defend in electronic bullying than in traditional bullying.  

 While prosocial behaviours may be associated with positive peer roles, aggressive 

behaviours may be associated with negative peer roles. For instance, aggression may play 

a role in the overlap between traditional and electronic peer roles. Aggressive behaviours 

tend to co-occur (Paquette & Underwood, 1999), and those who condone aggression tend 

to engage in aggressive behaviours generally (Huesmann & Guerra, 1997). Thus, it may 

be that adolescents who are particularly aggressive in the traditional context may act 
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aggressively across bullying contexts. Children and adolescents who engage in physical 

aggression also tend to engage in other forms of bullying and aggression in the traditional 

context (Underwood, Beron, & Rosen, 2009). These youth may also be at higher risk to 

engage in electronic bullying or electronic secondary aggressing. Additionally, the nature 

of electronic bullying closely resembles social bullying, where often bullying occurs 

through name calling, rumour spreading, or other covert forms of aggression using 

electronic media (Beran & Li, 2005; Catanzaro, 2011; Li, 2007). Because of the 

similarities among social aggression, electronic bullying, and electronic secondary 

aggressing, it may be that socially aggressive adolescents are more likely to engage in 

negative traditional and electronic bullying behaviours (i.e., bullying or secondary 

aggressing) than less socially aggressive adolescents.  

 Taken together, associated cognitions and behaviours may constitute underlying 

mechanisms that link bystander behaviours across bullying contexts. The second 

objective of this study was to examine whether associated cognitions and behaviours 

mediated the relationship between traditional and electronic secondary aggressing, and 

between traditional and electronic defending. We expected that physical and social 

aggression, prosocial behaviour, attitudes toward bullying, self-efficacy, and perspective 

taking may serve as mediators between traditional and electronic defending, and between 

traditional and electronic secondary aggressing.  

 In summary, the purpose of this study was to examine the correspondence 

between peer roles across bullying contexts. Further, in order to clarify what it is about 

the adolescents who engage in both traditional and electronic bystander roles, this study 

examined whether associated cognitions and behaviours mediated the relationship 

between traditional and electronic peer roles in adolescence.  
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Method 

Participants 

 Study participants consisted of 261 adolescents (111 males and 150 females), 

attending Grades 9 and 10 from three high schools located in a mid-sized city in South 

Eastern Ontario, Canada. These adolescents constituted the younger adolescent sample 

from the study in Chapter 2. Recruitment letters were sent through the schools to parents 

of all Grade 9 and 10 students requesting active consent for their child to participate in the 

study. Students were not compensated for their participation. Grade was used as a proxy 

for age, where students in Grades 9 and 10 in Ontario are typically between 14 and 16 

years. The majority of participants self-identified as Caucasian (85%) while the remaining 

participants identified as Asian (6%), Latin Canadian (2%), and Other (7%). Students 

completed the measures at two time points, approximately six weeks apart. A subset of 

181 adolescents (76 males and 105 females) completed the survey at both time points. 

Analyses were conducted using Mann Whitney U tests to test attrition, and showed no 

significant differences in traditional and electronic bystander roles between participants 

who only completed measures at Time 1, and those who completed measures at both time 

points. There were no gender differences between participants who completed the surveys 

at both time points and those who only completed once. 

Measures 

 Bystander roles. 

 Traditional bullying roles. Students completed the Participant Roles 

Questionnaire  (PRQ; Salmivalli et al., 1996) to assess traditional bullying roles at Time 

1. The PRQ self-report questionnaire consisted of 42 items assessing the roles individuals 

engage in, in bullying situations. Participants were asked on a five-point scale, ranging 
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from “0 = never” to “4 = often”, how they behave in situations of bullying. Examples of 

items included “always finds new ways of harassing the victim”, “comforts the victim in 

the bullying situation”, and “pretends not to notice what is happening”. A Confirmatory 

Factor Analysis on the PRQ assessed at Time 1 using LISREL 8.80 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 

2006), suggested a satisfactory fit of the five-factor model, confirming the factor structure 

found by Goldbaum et al., (2004). The roles of bullying (7 items; ! = .83), secondary 

aggressing (3 items; ! = .81), antisocial defending (4 items; ! = .66), prosocial defending 

(7 items; ! = .88), and outsider (6 items; ! = .67) emerged from the Time 1 sample. The 

five-factor model had a good fit, with a Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 

(RMSEA) value of .073 (with 90% confidence intervals of .065 and .081), a Non-Normed 

Fit Index (NNFI) of .90, and a standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) value of 

.08 (Bentler & Dudgeon, 1996; Hu & Bentler, 1998). All of the factor loadings on the five 

roles ranged from .23-.88, with most of the loadings yielding moderate to high factor 

loadings. Traditional bystander role scores were calculated based on the mean scores of 

the items on each of the five subscales.  

 Electronic bullying roles. The Electronic Bullying Roles Questionnaire (EBRQ; 

McCuaig Edge et al., in preparation) identified peer roles in electronic bullying including 

electronic bullying, electronic secondary aggressing, and electronic defending, using the 

Time 2 data. This questionnaire consisted of 34 questions asking participants to rate on a 

five-point scale, ranging from “0 = never” to “4 = often” how frequently they engaged in 

electronic bullying behaviours. Questions on the EBRQ were related specifically to 

technology available for electronic bullying, such as text messaging, instant messaging, 

email, websites, and social networking tools. An example of the electronic bullying role 

(! = .96; 21 items) was “tries new ways of harassing their target online or electronically”. 
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An example of the electronic secondary aggressing role (! = .81; 4 items) was “visiting 

mean websites or social networking groups when they hear about them”. An example of 

the electronic defending role (! = .89; 9 items) included “posts encouraging messages to 

the target like ‘ignore them’”. Electronic bystander role scores were calculated based on 

the mean scores of the items on each of the three subscales. 

 Cognitions and behaviours of bystanders. 

 Perspective Taking. The perspective taking subscale of Davis’ Interpersonal 

Reactivity Index (IRI; Davis, 1994) assessed one’s ability to take on the perspective of 

another person (! = .85). Participants reported how much five statements described them 

on a five-point scale ranging from “1 = Does not describe me at all” to “5 = Describes me 

very well”. An example of a perspective-taking item is “I try to look at everybody’s side 

of a disagreement before I make a decision”. High scores reflected greater perspective 

taking ability than low scores. 

 Self-Efficacy. Perceived self-efficacy was assessed by the Self-Efficacy Scale 

(Rigby & Johnson, 2006). This scale measured participants’ perceptions of their 

effectiveness in resolving problems, for example “I can always manage to solve difficult 

problems if I try hard enough”. Participants responded to eight items on a four-point scale 

ranging from “1 = not at all true of me”, to “4 = exactly true of me”, with higher scores 

reflective of greater perceived self-efficacy (! = .89). 

 Social Behaviour. The Revised Social Experiences Questionnaire (RSEQ; 

Paquette & Underwood, 1999) assessed frequency of engaging in prosocial behaviours, 

social aggression, and physical aggression on a five-point scale ranging from “0 = never” 

to “4=  often”. The social aggression subscale (! = .83) consisted of seven items, such as 

“How often do you leave other students out of an activity?” The physical aggression 
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subscale (! = .83) consisted of three items, such as “How often do you push or shove 

others?” The prosocial behaviour subscale (! = .91) consisted of five items, such as “How 

often do you cheer up another student when they are sad or upset?” High scores on the 

three RSEQ subscales reflect more engagement in each subtype of social behaviour. 

 Attitudes toward bullying. Attitudes about bullying were assessed using Rigby 

and Slee’s (1991) Pro-victims Scale, consisting of 12 items measuring how participants 

feel about those who are victimized by bullying using a five-point Likert-type scale 

ranging from “0 = disagree” to    “4 = agree” (! = .82). A sample item includes “Students 

who get picked on a lot usually deserve it.” High scores on this scale reflected positive 

attitudes towards bullying while low scores reflected negative attitudes toward bullying.  

Procedure 

 All measures met the ethical guidelines of the General Research Ethics Board of 

Queen’s University and of the participating school boards. We obtained informed consent 

from both parents and adolescents prior to completing the surveys. After receiving active 

consent letters from parents granting permission for their child(ren) to participate in the 

study, adolescents were excused from their class to complete the surveys in a central 

location within the school. Prior to completing the surveys, students were informed that 

their parents had granted permission for them to participate, informed of the study’s 

objectives, and provided the opportunity to give their consent to participate. Students 

completed all of the measures during their class time. Approximately six weeks later, 

students once again completed the same surveys during their class time. 
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Results 

Traditional & Electronic Bullying Roles 

 Means, standard deviations, and correlations among traditional and electronic 

bystander roles and psychosocial characteristics can be found in Table 3.1. All of the 

anticipated associations between corresponding traditional and electronic bystander roles 

were positively correlated. That is, traditional bullying was positively correlated with 

electronic bullying; traditional prosocial defending was positively correlated with 

electronic defending; and traditional secondary aggressing was positively correlated with 

electronic secondary aggressing. In addition, there was a strong relationship among all 

electronic bullying roles, especially between electronic bullying and secondary 

aggressing. To reduce problems of multicollinearity in the regression analyses predicting 

electronic bullying and electronic secondary aggressing, the other aggressive electronic 

bullying role was not included in the analysis. Defending bystander roles were 

significantly correlated with prosocial behaviours, perspective taking, negative attitudes 

toward bullying, and gender, while secondary aggressing roles were significantly 

correlated with positive attitudes toward bullying, and social and physical aggression. 
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Table 3.1 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

1. Electronic Defending !                

2. Electronic 2° Aggressing   .40** !               

3. Electronic bullying   .35**   .72** !              

4. TB Prosocial Defending   .43**   .04  -.02 !             

5. TB Antisocial Defending   .10   .11   .12   .34** !            

6. TB 2° Aggressing  -.08   .33**   .34**  -.12   .34** !           

7. TB Outsider  -.04   .03  -.22**  -.01   .01   .12 !          

8. TB Bullying   .03   .25**   .33**  -.03   .31**   .60**   .03 !         

9. Self-efficacy   .13   .10  -.05   .33**   .15*   .03   .22**  -.15 !        

10. Attitudes To Bullying  -.23**   .19*   .35**  -.38**   .05   .40**  -.21**   .36**  -.28** !       

11. Perspective Taking   .22**  -.04  -.17*   .44**   .11  -.18*   .08  -.15*   .24* -.26** !      

12. RSEQ Physical Aggression  -.10   .11   .17*  -.08   .31**   .30**  -.02   .22**   .09  .27** -.19** !     

13. RSEQ Social Aggression   .06   .25**   .26**   .03   .37**   .37**  -.00   .41**  -.00  .33**  -.04   .51** !    

14. RSEQ Prosocial Behaviour   .36**   .02  -.20**   .46**   .11  -.22**   .18*  -.18*   .37**  -52**   .26**  -.10  -.13 !   
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Table 3.1 Continued 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

15. Gender 
a 

  .32**   .13  -.03   .20**  -.12  -.03   .15   .00  -.08 -.25**   .20**  -.29**   .02  .35** !  

16. Grade 
a 

  .04   .07   .01   .12   .24**   .17*   .12   .08   .28**  -.08  -.04   .12   .12  .09   .09 ! 

M 0.914 0.603 0.321 1.767 0.808 0.469 1.828 0.217 2.940 0.955 3.198 0.509 0.457 2.593 0.580 9.420 

SD 0.808 0.759 0.531 0.930 0.756 0.692 0.766 0.433 0.632 0.736 0.647 0.780 0.570 1.055 0.495 0.495 

Note. a. Point-biserial correlations are reported for gender and grade. For gender, 0=male, 1=female. For grade, 0 = Grade 9, 1 = Grade 10.N=181. 2° = 

Secondary; TB = Traditional Bullying; RSEQ = Revised Social Experiences Questionnaire. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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 We conducted a series of hierarchical linear regressions to determine the nature of 

the relationship between traditional and electronic bystander roles, predicting electronic 

roles from traditional roles while controlling for gender, grade, and the other possible 

electronic bystander roles. Results of the regression analyses exploring the relationships 

among bystander roles can be found in Table 3.2. As anticipated, traditional bystander 

roles significantly predicted electronic bystander roles. Electronic bullying was positively 

associated with electronic defending and traditional secondary aggressing, and negatively 

associated with prosocial defending and outsider behaviour, F (8, 176) = 13.27, MSE = 

2.73, p < .001. In addition, there was a positive association between electronic bullying 

and traditional bullying that approached significance. Given that the association between 

traditional and electronic bullying was not significant, further mediation analyses were 

not conducted on this bystander role. Electronic defending was positively associated with 

traditional prosocial defending and with being female. Electronic defending was also 

positively associated with both electronic secondary aggressing and electronic bullying, 

and negatively associated with traditional secondary aggressing, F (9, 175) = 14.49, MSE 

= 5.75, p < .001. Electronic secondary aggressing was positively associated with 

traditional secondary aggressing and electronic defending. There was a negative 

association between electronic secondary aggressing and traditional prosocial defending 

that approached significance, F (8, 176) = 10.53, MSE = 4.47, p, < .001. The antisocial 

defending role was not associated with any of the electronic roles.  

Cognitions and Behaviours as Mediators 

 Multiple mediation analyses were conducted using methods outlined by Preacher 

and Hayes (2008), and Kenny, Kashy and Bolger (1998) to assess the total and specific  
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Table 3.2 

Associations between traditional and electronic bystander roles  

Regression 1: DV = Electronic Defending B SE ! "R
2
 

Step 1    .268*** 

     Grade -0.020 0.105 -0.012  

     Gender (0=male; 1=female)  0.484 0.107  0.296***  

     Electronic bullying  0.289 0.139  0.200*  

     Electronic secondary aggressing  0.239 0.102  0.228*  

Step 2    .159*** 

     Bullying  0.008 0.139  0.004  

     Secondary aggressing -0.216 0.093 -0.183*  

     Antisocial defending -0.002 0.075 -0.001  

     Prosocial defending  0.308 0.058  0.350***  

     Outsider   0.019 0.067  0.018  

Regression 2: DV = Electronic Bullying B SE ! "R
2
 

Step 1    .153*** 

     Grade  0.040 0.078  0.035  

     Gender (0=male; 1=female) -0.149 0.082 -0.132  

     Electronic defending  0.286 0.050  0.413***  

Step 2    .223*** 

     Bullying  0.177 0.099  0.135†  

     Secondary aggressing  0.239 0.064  0.293**  

     Antisocial defending  0.012 0.054  0.016  

     Prosocial defending -0.095 0.044 -0.157*  

     Outsider  -0.180 0.045 -0.245***  



 

 79 

Table 3.2 Continued 

Regression 3: DV = Electronic Secondary Aggressing B SE ! "R
2
 

Step 1    .182*** 

     Grade  0.106 0.106  0.068  

     Gender (0=male; 1=female)  0.020 0.112  0.013  

     Electronic defending  0.395 0.068  0.414***  

Step 2    .141*** 

     Bullying  0.077 0.142  0.043  

     Secondary aggressing  0.361 0.093  0.320***  

     Antisocial defending  0.011 0.077  0.011  

     Prosocial defending -0.111 0.064 -0.132†  

     Outsider  -0.015 0.064 -0.015  

Note. N = 185. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; †p < .10.  

 

indirect effects of cognitions and behaviours on the relationship between traditional and 

electronic bystander roles. We tested the models using AMOS 19.0 (Arbuckle, 2010) to  

allow for simultaneous testing of several mediators, while accounting for relationships 

between mediators, and to control for gender and grade (details of the analysis are 

available in Appendix A). Separate analyses were conducted for defending and secondary 

aggressing, with the cognitions and behaviours that correlated significantly (p < .05) with 

traditional and electronic roles (Table 3.1) included as mediators in each relationship. 

Figures 3.1 and 3.2 depict the mediation model for defending and secondary aggressing, 

respectively. To simplify the figures, only the paths relevant to the mediation are included 

in the model, and in Figure 3.1, female scores are in bold italics.  
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 Defending. Attitudes toward bullying, perspective taking, and prosocial behaviour 

were significantly correlated with both traditional and electronic defending, so were 

examined as possible mediators of the relationship between traditional and electronic 

defending. The model including all of these variables had a good fit, !
2
 (6) = 1.806, p = 

.405, RMSEA = .000, a CFI = 1.00, and a NFI = .99. When gender was included in the 

model as a covariate, the total indirect effect for the relationship between traditional and 

electronic defending roles was not significant (95% CI -0.0313 to 0.1332), as gender had 

a significant covariate effect (b = 0.332, p < .01).  

 Given the apparent role of gender in traditional and electronic defending, we 

conducted a moderated multiple mediation of the relationship between traditional and 

electronic defending to explore whether the relationship was consistent for boys and girls. 

Overall, the model was not significantly different for boys or girls ("!
2
 (8) = 9.672, p > 

.05), suggesting that the same general pattern applied across genders. However, when 

examining each of the pathways more specifically for gender differences, the pathway 

between perspective taking and electronic defending approached significance ("!
2 
(1) = 

3.55, p = .06). For boys, lower levels of perspective taking were associated with higher 

levels of electronic defending, while for girls, higher levels of perspective taking were 

associated with higher levels of electronic defending. Since aspects of the full multiple 

mediation model were moderated by gender, we examined the mediation models 

separately for boys and girls.  

 Figure 3.1 depicts the final multiple mediation models (with girls’ scores 

italicized), and Table 3.3 depicts the indirect effects for boys and girls separately. For 

boys, the total indirect effect was not significant (# = -0.029, standardized bootstrap SE = 

.100, 90% CI -0.191 to 0.137, p > .05), and none of the unique indirect effects of attitudes 



 

 81 

toward bullying, prosocial behaviour, and perspective taking were significant (Table 3). 

For girls, the total indirect effect approached significance (!=0.073, standardized 

bootstrap SE = 0.049, 90% CI 0.002 to 0.162, p = .09). Only the unique indirect effect of 

perspective taking approached significance above prosocial behaviour and attitudes 

toward bullying.   

 Secondary aggressing. Figure 3.2 illustrates the multiple mediation model for 

secondary aggressing with the four psychosocial characteristics that were significantly 

correlated with both traditional and electronic secondary aggressing, while controlling for 

gender: attitudes toward bullying, physical aggression, social aggression, and prosocial 

behaviours, "
2
 (6) = 9.235, p =.161. Fit indices indicated a good fit for the model, with 

RMSEA = .055, a Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = .99, and a Normed Fit Index (NFI) = 

.97. Gender had no effect on the association between traditional and electronic secondary 

aggressing, however gender was correlated with several mediators.   

 The total indirect effect of traditional secondary aggressing on electronic 

secondary aggressing was not significant with a 90% BCa bootstrap CI of -0.022 to 

0.139. However, two of the mediators did have significant unique indirect effects when 

accounting for the other mediators and gender. Although the total indirect effect was not 

significant, the specific indirect effects may still indicate mediation effects (Preacher & 

Hayes, 2008). The specific indirect effects of the psychosocial characteristics obtained 

using phantom variables (Macho & Ledermann, 2011) suggested that prosocial behaviour 

and social aggression were unique mediators when controlling for physical aggression 

and attitudes toward bullying (Table 3.3). Physical aggression and attitudes toward 

bullying did not significantly contribute to the total indirect effect on secondary 

aggressing bystander roles above and beyond social aggression and prosocial behaviour. 
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Figure 3.1 

Standardized total, direct, and indirect multiple mediation effects of cognitions and behaviours on traditional and electronic defending 

bystander behaviours. Standardized coefficients for girls are in bold and italic font. Standardized direct effects are in parentheses. **p 

< .001; *p < .01. 
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Figure 3.2  

Standardized total, direct, and indirect multiple mediation effects of cognitions and behaviours on traditional and electronic secondary 

aggressing behaviours. Standardized direct effects are in parentheses. **p < .001; *p < .01; 
† 
p < .10. 
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Table 3.3 

Unstandardized indirect effects of traditional bystander roles on electronic bystander 

roles 

 

Point Estimate S.E. 

Bootstrap BCa 

90% CI R
2
 

Model summary for Defending: Boys    .28** 

Total Indirect Effect -0.023 0.079 [-0.149, 0.109]  

Specific Indirect Effects     

     Attitudes Towards Victimization -0.038 0.045 [-0.116, 0.030]  

     Perspective Taking -0.059 0.045 [-0.144, 0.004]  

     Prosocial Behaviour  0.074 0.061 [-0.017, 0.183]  

Model summary for Defending: Girls    .11** 

Total Indirect Effect  0.066
†
 0.045 [ 0.002, 0.149]  

Specific Indirect Effects     

     Attitudes Towards Victimization -0.001 0.025 [-0.044, 0.039]  

     Perspective Taking  0.039 0.035 [ 0.009, 0.107]  

     Prosocial Behaviour  0.028 0.032 [-0.012, 0.092]  

Model summary for Secondary Aggressing    .20** 

Total Indirect Effect  0.058 0.049 [-0.022, 0.139]  

Specific Indirect Effects     

     Attitudes Towards Victimization  0.049 0.050 [-0.015, 0.154]  

     Physical Aggression -0.028 0.028 [-0.076, 0.015]  

     Social Aggression  0.072* 0.046 [ 0.010, 0.161]  

Prosocial Behaviour -0.035* 0.025 [-0.091, -0.005]  

Note. N = 181. *p < .05; **p < .01; 
†
p < .10.  
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Discussion 

 This study confirmed that bystander roles corresponded across traditional and 

electronic bullying contexts. Further, cognitions and behaviours were similarly associated 

with bystander roles in both bullying contexts. Finally, this study indicated that social 

aggression and prosocial behaviour might be mechanisms that link traditional and 

electronic secondary aggressing. These findings suggest that similar underlying factors 

may affect adolescent bystander behaviours in bullying, no matter the context. At the 

same time, the mediating effect of prosocial behaviour on the relationship between 

traditional and electronic secondary aggressing, suggested that the unique features of the 

electronic bullying environment may also influence adolescent bystander behaviours.  

 Adolescent bystanders generally behave consistently in traditional and electronic 

bullying, potentially due to the situational and affective similarities between bullying 

contexts, and to similar underlying cognitions and behaviours. As expected, bystander 

roles in traditional bullying were positively associated with their corresponding peer roles 

in electronic bullying. People have a tendency to behave consistently across different 

types of situations that possess situational and affective similarities (Furr & Funder, 2004; 

Sherman, Nave & Funder, 2010). Situational similarities in the nature of both traditional 

and electronic bullying (i.e., that both have the intent to harm another person, occur 

repeatedly, and involve an imbalance of power; Olweus, 1997; Pepler, Jiang, Craig, & 

Connolly, 2008) may elicit consistent behaviours among those who witness both forms of 

bullying. These situational similarities may account for the correspondence in peer roles 

across bullying contexts.  

 Further, similarities in bystander behaviours across traditional and electronic 

bullying may be due to underlying cognitions and behaviours, no matter the context. In 
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line with our expectations, cognitions and behaviours were similarly positively associated 

with peer roles in both bullying contexts. Underlying attitudes, beliefs, or cognitions that 

individuals have may facilitate consistent behaviours across different situations (Ajzen, 

1991; Furr & Funder, 2004; Sherman et al., 2010). For example, adolescents possessing 

perspective taking abilities, negative attitudes toward bullying, and high levels of 

prosocial behaviours were more likely to engage in both traditional and electronic 

defending roles, replicating findings found with traditional defending research 

(Eisenberg, 2003; Espelage, Mebane, & Swearer, 2004; Gini et al., 2007, 2008; 

Goldbaum et al., 2004; Greener & Crick, 1999; Rigby, 1997; Rigby & Slee, 1991; 

Warden, Cheyne, Christie, Firzpatrick, & Reid, 2003). In addition, girls were more likely 

to defend in both traditional and electronic bullying contexts than boys (Espelage, 

Mebane, & Swearer, 2004; Salmivalli et al., 1996). Similarly, consistent with findings 

found with traditional secondary aggressing, adolescents possessing low levels of 

perspective taking, positive attitudes toward bullying, and who engaged in high levels of 

physical or social aggression were more likely to engage in both traditional and electronic 

secondary aggressing (Dukes, Stein, & Zane, 2010; Goldbaum et al., 2004; Huesmann & 

Guerra, 1997; Rigby & Slee, 1991; Sutton & Smith, 1999; Varjas, Henrich, & Meyers, 

2009; Wang et al., 2010). The similar associations between peer roles and cognitions and 

behaviours in both bullying contexts suggest that these individual differences may 

facilitate defending or secondary aggressing behaviours when witnessing traditional 

and/or electronic bullying. Taken together, the situational similarities of bullying in both 

contexts, and the underlying cognitions and behaviours, may account for the consistency 

in bystander roles across contexts.   
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 Although, there was correspondence between cognitions and behaviours and 

bystander roles in both bullying contexts, many of the cognitions and behaviours that we 

assessed did not mediate the relationship between traditional and electronic bystander 

behaviours. Only social aggression and prosocial behaviour were key processes in the 

overlap between traditional and electronic secondary aggressing. Traditional secondary 

aggressing was positively associated with social aggression, which was in turn positively 

associated with electronic secondary aggression. The nature of social aggression and its 

similarities with electronic bullying, may explain the correspondence between traditional 

and electronic secondary aggressing. Social aggression involves behaviours such as 

rumour spreading, exclusion, and indirect relational aggression (Galen & Underwood, 

1997), which can all be accomplished via electronic media (Catanzaro, 2011; Kowalski & 

Limber, 2007). Further, both social aggression and electronic bullying and secondary 

aggressing are inherently peer based and require social input from peers (Catanzaro, 

2011; Paquette & Underwood, 1999). At the same time, adolescents who engage in social 

aggression tend to engage in other forms of aggressive behaviour, and likely hold 

attitudes supportive of bullying or aggression (Goldbaum et al., 2004; Huesmann & 

Guerra, 1997; Paquette & Underwood, 1999; Underwood et al., 2009). Thus, the same 

adolescents who use social aggression may be more likely to engage in electronic 

secondary aggressing, due to the similarities in nature of these behaviours, and due to the 

characteristics of the people who tend to engage in them.  

 In contrast, we had an unexpected finding: Prosocial behaviour also mediated the 

relationship between traditional and electronic secondary aggressing. The features of the 

electronic environment may provide unique opportunities for otherwise prosocial 

adolescents to engage in negative, secondary aggressive behaviours in the electronic 
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bullying context. Though traditional secondary aggressing was negatively associated with 

prosocial behaviour, prosocial behaviour was positively associated with electronic 

secondary aggressing. While we would expect that prosocial adolescents would be less 

likely to engage in secondary aggressing, prosocial behaviour led to increased electronic 

secondary aggressing. In the traditional bullying context, social cues or peer pressures 

may discourage secondary aggression or may encourage defending behaviours (Warden, 

et al., 2003).  As the electronic bullying context lacks these immediate social cues or 

pressures (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009; Mishna, Saini, & Solomon, 2009), the electronic 

context might allow for a normally prosocial adolescent to engage in electronic bullying, 

or at least absolve them from responsibility to defend electronically. Moreover, prosocial 

adolescents tend to have more advanced social abilities, and are able to suppress negative 

behaviours in social situations where social cues are more salient (Andreou & Metallidou, 

2004; Gini, 2006). As the electronic environment reduces social pressures and increases 

disinhibition, it may provide an outlet for normally prosocial adolescents to support 

electronic aggression (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009; Kowalski et al., 2008; Mesch & Talmud, 

2010; Mishna et al., 2009), or to remove the sense of responsibility to help (Hymel, 

Rocke Henderson, & Bonanno, 2005; Obermann, 2011; Pornari & Wood, 2010). The 

features of the electronic context may also explain why, independent of traditional roles, 

electronic defending was positively associated with both electronic bullying and 

electronic secondary aggressing. The associations between the positive and negative 

electronic roles is contrary to findings with traditional defending, where prosocial 

defending is usually negatively associated with bullying or secondary aggressing 

(Goldbaum et al., 2004; Salmivalli et al., 1996; Sutton & Smith, 1999). That is, although 

there were similarities in behaviours and the associations between cognitions and 
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behaviours across bullying contexts, the features of the electronic bullying context may 

also facilitate electronic secondary aggression among otherwise prosocial adolescents.  

 Several limitations of this study merit discussion. All of the measures were self-

report and hence subject to the social desirability bias. However, the confidential nature 

of the surveying may have mitigated some of the self-report bias. Another limitation of 

this study involved the limited mediation findings in the overlap between traditional and 

electronic bystander roles. Parallel behaviours across bullying contexts may be driven by 

underlying cognitions, behaviours and situational similarities. However, features of the 

electronic bullying context may limit behavioural consistency across contexts, thus 

accounting for why other underlying cognitions and behaviours did not explain more of 

the overlap between traditional and electronic behaviours. For example, though 

perspective taking was positively associated with defending in both traditional and 

electronic bullying, perspective taking did not mediate the overlap in defending 

behaviours across contexts. The remoteness and anonymity of electronic bullying may 

make it more difficult for an adolescent observer to take on the other person’s perspective 

than in traditional bullying. Further, our assessment of perspective taking only explored 

the cognitive aspect of empathy and not the affective component. While the cognitive 

component of empathy has been positively associated with defending, secondary 

aggressing, and bullying roles in traditional bullying, the affective component of empathy 

is generally positively associated with defending, and negatively associated with bullying 

(Ang & Goh, 2010; Caravita et al., 2009; Gini et al., 2008). Future work might examine 

whether affective empathy or other cognitions associated with prosocial or antisocial 

behaviours might influence the peer processes across traditional and electronic peer roles, 

especially defending.   



 

 90 

 Further, the nature of adolescent social interactions may differ between traditional 

and electronic bullying contexts. Although adolescents’ use of electronic communications 

technology is widespread (Smith et al., 2008; Li, 2007; Mesch & Talmud, 2010; Rivers & 

Noret, 2010; Williams & Guerra, 2007; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004), it is possible that not 

all adolescents who use electronic communications are involved in activities that expose 

them to electronic bullying. Moreover, it is possible that electronic social interactions are 

perceived or interpreted differently than face-to-face interactions. For instance, adolescent 

social norms for electronic communication (e.g., emoticons or text-speak; Derks, Bos, & 

von Grumbkow, 2008; Merchant, 2001; Varnhagen et al., 2010; Walther & D’Addario, 

2001), may affect how adolescents interact, perceive, and interpret content they view 

and/or post electronically. These differences between social norms for traditional or 

electronic interactions might affect peer bystander roles and expectations for behaviours 

across bullying contexts. Future work is merited to fully identify whether social norms 

may affect electronic bullying in general, and bystander behaviours in particular.  

 Finally, as our mediation model did not account for very much of the overlap 

between traditional and electronic bystander roles, it is possible that other models may 

better explain behavioural consistency across bullying contexts. Underlying cognitions, 

emotions, attitudes, or behaviours are directly related to the behavioural consistency 

across situations (Ajzen, 1991; Furr & Funder, 2004; Sherman et al., 2010), but are not 

the mechanism that explains this consistency in behavior. Alternatively, cognitions and 

behaviours may influence traditional and electronic roles directly, rather than by 

mediating the relationship. For example, attitudes toward bullying similarly influenced 

both traditional and electronic bystander behaviours; however, attitudes toward bullying 

did not affect the overlap between traditional or electronic behaviours. It is possible that 
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attitudes toward bullying first affect traditional bystander behaviours, which then led to 

electronic behaviours, or that attitudes affect both traditional and electronic bystander 

behaviours directly. Although traditional and electronic peer roles were assessed at 

different times, we measured cognitions and behaviours at the same time as traditional 

peer roles. This timing of our assessments limited our ability to test the direct influence of 

cognitions and behaviours on both sets of bystander roles. Future research might test the 

direct effect of cognitions and behaviours on bystander roles, or may explore other 

possible models to explain consistence in behaviours across bullying contexts. 

 Despite the modest findings of this study, this research has contributed to our 

understanding of peer involvement within and across traditional and electronic bullying 

contexts. In particular, this study has identified how adolescent bystanders behave in both 

bullying contexts, and has highlighted similarities in how cognitions and behaviours are 

associated with traditional and electronic secondary aggressing, and defending roles. 

Further, this study has identified how associated behaviours can influence the overlap 

between traditional and electronic secondary aggressing, while underscoring the need to 

further understand the mechanisms that link behaviours in traditional and electronic 

bullying. Though peer behaviours are similar across contexts, the unique features of the 

electronic bullying context may affect how cognitions and behaviours differentially affect 

electronic bystander behaviours. The anonymity, asynchronicity, and disinhibition 

inherent to electronic communications may contribute to the altered individual and peer 

processes in electronic bullying, and differentially affect how bystanders are involved in 

traditional and electronic bullying. Understanding how adolescents behave across both 

traditional and electronic bullying contexts, and the effects of the unique features of the 
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bullying context, can contribute to intervention research aimed at stopping traditional 

and/or electronic bullying.  
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Abstract 

Most of the time, bullying occurs in the presence of peer bystanders, who can be very 

effective at stopping bullying when they intervene. Though peers who intervene in 

bullying have been identified as defenders, little is known about the decision-making 

processes involved in determining whether to intervene in either traditional or electronic 

bullying situations. This study applied Bystander Intervention Theory (Latané & Darley, 

1968) to investigate how perceptions of the harmfulness of bullying influenced defending 

behaviours in both traditional and electronic bullying. Peer roles, measures of the 

perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional and electronic bullying, and rates of prior 

victimization were obtained from 197 adolescents (56% female; between 14-16 years). 

Perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional bullying, and prior victimization experience 

were positively associated with traditional defending behaviours for boys, but not for 

girls. Perceptions of the harmfulness of electronic bullying did not affect electronic 

defending for either gender. Implications of the applicability of Bystander Intervention 

Theory to both traditional and electronic bullying contexts, to both genders, and for 

intervention research, are discussed. Further, future research expanding on Bystander 

Intervention Theory in bullying is proposed.  
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Bystander intervention in bullying: The role of harm perceptions, gender, and prior 

victimization 

 During incidents of bullying bystanders can exacerbate youth’s negative responses 

by increasing the intensity of the event and associated perception of harmfulness of the 

incident. Alternatively, bystanders can mitigate negative effects of bullying by 

intervening to help the person who is victimized (Craig & Pepler, 1997).  Researchers 

have proposed that peers refrain from intervening, due to fear of retaliation, beliefs that it 

is not their concern (Rigby & Johnson, 2005), lack of appropriate strategies to 

successfully intervene (Rock & Baird, 2011; Trach, Hymel, Waterhouse, & Neale, 2010), 

or due to the influence of other bystanders (Rigby, 2005; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). In 

particular, the presence of other bystanders may inhibit the likelihood of intervention due 

to peer contagion, or diffusion of responsibility, where when more bystanders are present, 

individuals are less likely to intervene (Latané & Darley, 1968; Rigby, 2005; Salmivalli 

& Voeten, 2004). Several studies have implied that the bystander intervention theory 

(Latané & Darley, 1968) may be most useful in explaining why more peers do not 

intervene when witnessing bullying (e.g., Gini, 2006; Menesini, Codecasa, Benelli, & 

Cowie, 2003; O'Connell, Pepler, & Craig, 1999).  However, few studies have directly 

tested bystander intervention in the bullying context. This study examined whether 

bystander intervention theory applies to adolescents' willingness to intervene in bullying 

situations. More specifically, we examined whether adolescents' perceptions of 

harmfulness of bullying were related to their defending behaviours in traditional and 

electronic bullying.  

 Bullying is a relationship problem characterized by repeated acts of physical, 

social, relational, verbal, or electronic aggression directed toward a less powerful 
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individual by a more powerful individual or group of individuals (Olweus, 1997; Pepler, 

Jiang, Craig, & Connolly, 2008). In most bullying situations, bullying occurs in the 

presence of peer bystanders (Craig & Pepler, 1997; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, 

Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996). Bystander roles have been identified in both traditional 

and electronic bullying (e.g., McCuaig Edge, Craig, Murphy, Jacobson, & Chan, in 

preparation; Salmivalli et al., 1996). For instance, bystanders can encourage the bullying 

to continue, or join in with a person who bullies; they can passively observe bullying 

without stopping it; or bystanders can intervene on behalf of the person who is victimized 

(Salmivalli et al, 1996). Peers can be very effective in stopping bullying by actively 

intervening, by obtaining help, or by supporting the victimized peer during or after the 

bullying ceases. In fact, when children or youth do intervene, bullying ceases within ten 

seconds about half of the time (Hawkins, Pepler, & Craig, 2001), thus peers are very 

effective when they do intervene.    

 Although peer bystanders can be particularly successful in stopping bullying and 

helping the victimized peer, this intervention occurs rather infrequently. In observational 

studies, children only intervened on behalf of the victimized peer in 25% of incidents, 

while they passively watched in 54% of incidents, or actively joined in 21% of incidents 

(Craig & Pepler, 1997; O'Connell et al., 1999). Similarly, only 17% of sixth graders were 

identified by peers as ‘defenders’ (Salmivalli et al., 1996). In addition, over 55% of 7th 

and 8th grade students reported doing nothing the last time they had witnessed any form of 

bullying, and while 44% of those who did nothing reported that it wasn’t their business to 

intervene, almost 27% reported that they did not intervene because they did not care 

(Pergolizzi et al., 2009). Although some reasons for not intervening have been given, 

such as fear of retaliation, or not knowing how to help (e.g., O'Connell et al., 1999; 
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Pergolizzi et al., 2009; Rock & Baird, 2011; Trach et al., 2010), it is not yet clear why so 

few intervene, or what factors may contribute to peer intervention. Bystander Intervention 

Theory (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & Darley, 1968) provides a possible explanation 

for the processes through which observers of bullying determine whether or not to 

intervene, by engaging in defending behaviours.   

 Bystander Intervention Theory (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & Darley, 1968) 

proposes that in order for a bystander to help when witnessing a distressing situation, 

such as bullying, the bystander must undergo a series of cognitive processes regarding the 

observed event. First, the bystander needs to notice the event to determine whether it is a 

situation that requires intervening. Second, the bystander needs to decide whether the 

individual(s) in distress requires help. In this way, the bystander needs to evaluate the 

harmfulness of the event. Last, the bystander needs to decide whether it is his or her 

responsibility to act on behalf of the victimized person, thus resulting in a decision to 

intervene or not (Latané & Darley, 1968). Of these processes, Staub (1993) emphasized 

the importance of bystanders’ perception of an event as distressing, in affecting other 

bystanders’ responses to the situation, whereby one’s perception of the distress affects 

their own likelihood to intervene, and can subsequently influence other bystanders’ 

responses (Bickman, 1972). In addition, perceptions about the amount of potential danger 

when witnessing a violent encounter between two others influenced bystander 

intervention, whereby fewer bystanders intervened in situations with lower perceived 

danger than in situations with higher perceived danger (Fischer, Greitemeyer, Pollozek, & 

Frey, 2006). These findings suggest the importance of perceptions of harm in bystander 

intervention.  
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 Defending in bullying has been associated with characteristics such as empathy, 

perspective taking, and attitudes toward bullying (e.g.; Gini, Albiero, Benelli, & Altoè, 

2007, 2008; Pozzoli & Gini, 2010; van Goethem, Scholte, & Wiers, 2010); however, it is 

unclear whether perceptions of harm influence defending behaviours. Various cognitive 

processes can contribute to attitudes and behaviours that are associated with defending. 

For instance, children and adolescents tend to acknowledge the harmfulness and/or 

negative effects of bullying when describing what constitutes bullying (Coyne, Archer, & 

Eslea, 2006; Cuadrado Gordillo, 2011; Naylor & Cowie, 1999; Vaillancourt et al., 2008). 

In addition, youth tend to be sensitive to the distress of others (Zelec Caplan & Hay, 

1989), and typically hold attitudes condemning bullying (Rigby & Slee, 1991).  At the 

same time, youth who intervene in bullying situations tend to engage in less moral 

disengagement (i.e., minimizing the harmfulness of bullying) than youth who passively 

observe or who actively support bullying (Obermann, 2011). Adolescents who intervened 

in bullying had higher levels of guilt, shame, and feelings of responsibility for their co-

students than adolescents who passively observed or supported bullying (Ahmed, 2008; 

Almeida, Correia, & Marinho, 2009). It is possible that the cognitive processes involved 

in evaluating the harmfulness of a bullying situation influence bystander intervention, or 

defending. Therefore, the primary objective of this study was to apply Bystander 

Intervention Theory to adolescent bullying, to determine whether the evaluation of the 

harmfulness of bullying would predict bystander intervention (i.e., defending). We 

expected that adolescents who perceived bullying as more harmful would be more likely 

to intervene by defending, while adolescents who perceived bullying situations as less 

harmful would be less likely to intervene.  
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 Research has highlighted several differences arising in perceptions of, and 

participation in, bullying, based on prior victimization, gender, or the form of bullying 

(i.e., social, physical, verbal, or electronic). For instance, the peer roles associated with 

defending and victimization tend to be highly associated (Sutton & Smith, 1999), 

suggesting that children who have been victimized in the past also tend to defend others. 

Having been victimized in the past by bullying might affect one’s perceptions of harm of 

bullying, consistent with Social Information Processing Theory (Crick & Dodge, 1994), 

where the experience of victimization may increase one’s perceptions of how harmful 

bullying is. Though Frazier et al. (2012) did not examine victimization by bullying 

specifically, they found that as the number of prior traumatic experiences (i.e., death of a 

loved one, being physically abused) increased, there was also an increase in subsequent 

prosocial behaviours and higher empathy among late adolescent undergraduate students. 

Thus, prior victimization experiences may elicit more helping/defending behaviours. 

Alternatively, Malti, Perren, and Buchmann (2010) have found that children who are 

victimized by bullying may have lower levels of empathy over time, which may minimize 

their helping behaviours. As some findings suggest that prior experiences with distressing 

events, such as victimization by bullying, may affect helping behaviours, or cognitions 

associated with helping, we included prior victimization to explore what effect it may 

have on harm perceptions of bullying, and on defending behaviours. Due to the 

exploratory nature of the research, we did not have any a priori expectations about the 

direction of the effect.  

 In addition to the effects of prior victimization on harm perceptions and 

defending, gender differences have also been found for perceptions of harm, and 

involvement in bullying situations. Girls intervene in both traditional and electronic 
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bullying by defending more often than boys, who are more often involved in secondary 

aggressing or bullying roles than girls (Goldbaum, Craig, & Fabrigar, 2004; McCuaig 

Edge, Craig, Legate, et al., in preparation; Salmivalli et al., 1996). Further, girls reported 

engaging in behaviours that intended to stop the bullying or support the victimized peer 

more often than boys (Trach et al., 2010). Girls’ higher levels of defending and helping 

behaviours may be related to higher levels of empathy and prosocial behaviour in girls 

than in boys (Eisenberg, 2003; Espelage, Mebane, & Adams, 2004; Espelage, Mebane, & 

Swearer, 2004). In addition, perceptions of harmfulness differ for boys and girls by type 

of aggression. Girls perceived indirect, direct relational, and verbal aggressions as more 

harmful than boys, while boys perceived physical aggression as more harmful than girls 

(Coyne et al., 2006; Galen & Underwood, 1997). Further, girls perceived verbal, social, 

and electronic aggression as more harmful than boys (Murphy, 2009). Given these gender 

differences in both perceptions of harm, and in defending, we expected that there would 

be gender differences in how perceptions of harm related to defending behaviours, where 

females would perceive bullying as more harmful, and would engage in defending 

behaviours more than boys. It is possible that the effect of harm perceptions on 

subsequent bystander intervention behaviours may differ for boys than for girls.  

 Finally, differences across traditional bullying and electronic bullying contexts 

may influence perceptions of harmfulness, and likelihood to intervene in bullying 

situations. Although some of the same cognitions such as attitudes toward bullying, and 

perspective taking are associated with defending across bullying contexts (McCuaig 

Edge, Craig, & Legate, in preparation), perceptions of the harmfulness of electronic 

bullying have not yet been examined within the context of electronic bystander 

intervention. Some evidence suggests that electronic aggression is perceived as more 
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harmful than social or physical aggression, due to the public forum upon which it is 

exhibited (Murphy, 2009); however, whether these perceptions of harm actually result in 

electronic bystander intervention is not yet known. Further, adolescents tend to engage in 

electronic defending less frequently than traditional defending (McCuaig Edge, Craig, & 

Legate, in preparation; McCuaig Edge, Craig, Legate, et al., in preparation). The unique 

features of the electronic context, such as anonymity, remoteness, or the lack of presence 

of other bystanders. may alter the cognitive decision-making processes involved in 

deciding whether to intervene in electronic bullying when compared with the traditional 

bullying context. In particular, the lack of social cues in the electronic bullying context 

(e.g., facial expressions of the victimized person, tone and/or body language of the 

person(s) who are bullying, or the number of other people observing) may reduce the 

perceived degree of distress of an observer, thus reducing their likelihood of intervening. 

Thus, we expected that perceptions of electronic harm would be lower than traditional 

harm, and that there may be less electronic defending than traditional defending. 

 In summary, the purpose of this study was to apply the Bystander Intervention 

Theory (Latané & Darley, 1968) to traditional and electronic bullying, in order to explore 

whether the evaluation of the harmfulness of bullying would predict defending 

behaviours in both traditional and electronic bullying situations. In particular, we 

examined whether gender or prior experience with being bullied might affect perceptions 

of harm, and/or defending behaviours across traditional and electronic bullying contexts.  

Method 

Participants 

 One hundred and ninety-seven adolescents (87 boys and 110 girls), in Grades 9 

and 10, who constituted the younger adolescent samples from Chapters 2 and 3, 
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completed the measures. Students in Grades 9 and 10 are typically between the ages of 14 

and 16 years. The majority of participants self-identified as Caucasian (85%), with the 

rest of participants indicating their ethnicity was Asian (6%), Latin Canadian (2%), mixed 

race (3%), or other ethnicity (4%). Participants were recruited from three secondary 

schools in a mid-sized town in eastern Ontario, Canada. Participants were not 

compensated for their participation in this study.  

Measures 

 Questionnaires measured perceptions of harm, prior victimization experience, and 

defending behaviours in both traditional and electronic bullying. In addition to a 

demographic questionnaire assessing gender, grade, and ethnicity, the following measures 

were administered.  

 Prior victimization experience. The Health Behaviours Survey of Children and 

Youth Victimization Scale (Social Program Evaluation Group, 2006), measured 

frequency of experiencing bullying, generally and in various forms of both traditional and 

electronic bullying on a five-point scale (ranging from 1 = Never in the last 4 weeks to 5 

= Two or more times a week). Students rated how often another student bullied them in 

the past few weeks in four modes of bullying (i.e., physically, verbally, socially, or 

electronically; ! =. 75). High scores reflected more frequent victimization experience than 

low scores. An overall victimization experience score was obtained by combining any 

bullying experience from the different forms into a dummy-coded variable where 0 = no 

victimization experience, and 1 = at least one form of victimization, at least once in the 

past four weeks.    

 Harm perceptions. The Health Behaviours Survey of Children and Youth 

Victimization Scale (Social Program Evaluation Group, 2006) was adapted to include a 
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measure of perceived harm of each of the forms of bullying described above. Following 

the questions asking how often others had bullied them physically or electronically in the 

past four weeks, students were asked to rate “how harmful is physical bullying (or 

electronic bullying) to you?” using a five-point scale (1 = not harmful to 5 = very 

harmful). Following the questions asking how often others had bullied them socially or 

verbally, students were asked to rate “how harmful is being bullied verbally/socially to 

you when it is face-to-face?” and “how harmful is being bullied verbally/socially to you 

when it is online or over the phone?” using the same five-point scale in order to assess 

perceptions of harm for both the traditional and electronic bullying contexts. The three 

items that reflected perceived harm of traditional bullying (i.e., harm of physical, social 

and verbal, when done face-to-face) had a Cronbach’s alpha of .83, while the three items 

reflecting perceived harm of electronic bullying (i.e., harm of electronic bullying, social 

and verbal, when done online or over the phone) had an alpha of .88.   

 In addition to the aforementioned perceptions of harm based on actual 

experiences, we used a revised version of the Social Behaviour Questionnaire (RSBQ; 

Galen & Underwood, 1997) to assess the perceived harmfulness of various forms of 

aggression. The RSBQ presented students with a series of short vignettes describing 

situations of physical, verbal, and social aggression, and asked students to rate how 

harmful he or she would find the situations if it happened to them on a five-point scale (1 

= not harmful to 5 = very harmful). In the revised version (Murphy, 2009), three vignettes 

were added to assess the harmfulness of electronic aggression reflecting common forms 

of electronic bullying (i.e., instant messaging, or mean comments on social networking 

sites; Vandebosch & Van Cleemput, 2008). The RSBQ used herein contained seven 

items, with four subscales: one physical aggression vignette, one verbal aggression 
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vignette, two social aggression vignettes, and three electronic aggression vignettes. An 

example of a social aggression vignette is “Four people in your grade are talking about a 

movie they have just seen when you walk up to the group. The group sees you, stops 

talking, and turns away with their noses turned upwards.” An example of an electronic 

aggression vignette is “You are on MSN and someone sends you a message that says, ‘I 

don’t know why anyone hangs out with you. Maybe it is because they feel sorry for 

you.’” Cronbach’s alpha of the two social aggression vignettes was .78, and was .79 for 

the three electronic aggression vignettes. We created the perceived harm of traditional 

bullying score and a perceived harm of electronic bullying scores from the mean of the 

traditional harm items and the electronic harm items from the actual and hypothetical 

harm scales. 

 Defending/bystander intervention behaviours. To assess adolescents’ 

defending behaviours in traditional bullying, which reflected bystander intervention 

during traditional bullying, the prosocial defending subscale of the Participant Role 

Questionnaire (PRQ; Salmivalli, et al., 1996) was used. The PRQ self-report 

questionnaire consisted of 42 items assessing the peer roles that individuals engage in 

during bullying situations, including defending, secondary aggressing, outsider behaviour, 

or bullying. Participants were asked on a five-point scale, ranging from 0 = Never to 4 = 

Often, how they behave in situations of bullying. Examples of defending items included 

“comforts the victimized person in the bullying situation”, and “tells the others to stop 

bullying”. The traditional prosocial defending subscale represented bystander intervention 

behaviours that help the person who is victimized, that stop the bullying from happening, 

or that comfort the victimized person after the bullying occurs. Traditional bystander 
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intervention scores were calculated based on the mean of the seven items comprising the 

prosocial defending subscale (! = .88).   

 To assess electronic bystander intervention behaviours, the defending subscale 

from the Electronic Bullying Roles Questionnaire (EBRQ; McCuaig Edge, Craig, Legate, 

et al., in preparation) was used. The EBRQ identified peer roles in electronic bullying 

including electronic bullying, electronic secondary aggressing, and electronic defending. 

This questionnaire consisted of 34 questions asking participants to rate on a five-point 

scale, ranging from 0 = Never to 4 = Often how frequently they engaged in electronic 

bullying behaviours. Questions on the EBRQ were related specifically to technology 

available for electronic bullying, such as text messaging, instant messaging, email, 

websites, and social networking tools. Electronic bystander intervention scores were 

calculated based on the mean of the nine items comprising the electronic defending 

subscale. The electronic defending subscale (! = .88; 9 items) represented behaviours 

reflecting electronic bystander intervention, such as “posts encouraging messages to the 

target like ‘ignore them.’”  

Procedure 

 This study was approved by the General Research Ethics Board of Queen’s 

University and of the participating school boards. Parents were sent information letters 

and active consent forms, and were asked to return them to the researcher. Upon receipt 

of active consent from parents, students were excused from their classes to complete the 

survey. Prior to completing the survey, we explained the purpose of the research to the 

adolescent participants, and they were asked to provide their own consent to participate in 

the study. Students completed all of the questionnaires during one class period.  
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Results 

Descriptive Results 

 Table 1 depicts the correlations and descriptive statistics for traditional and 

electronic harm perceptions, traditional and electronic defending, prior victimization 

experience, and gender. Gender was significantly positively correlated with all other 

variables, except prior victimization experience. Girls scored higher than boys for both 

traditional defending, t (228) = -3.49, p = .001, and electronic defending, t (221) = -5.74, 

p < .001, and on measures of perceived traditional harm, t (229) = -5.92, p = .001, and 

electronic harm, t (185.81) = -6.01, p = .001. Perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional 

bullying were significantly positively associated with perceptions of the harmfulness of 

electronic bullying, and positively associated with both traditional and electronic 

defending. Perceptions of the harmfulness of electronic bullying were highly positively 

associated with electronic defending. Traditional and electronic defending were also 

significantly positively associated. Prior victimization experience was positively 

associated with traditional defending.  

Perceived Harmfulness of Bullying and Bystander Intervention 

 The relationship between prior victimization experience, perceptions of 

harmfulness of bullying, and defending behaviours were examined using path analysis 

conducted on AMOS 20.0 (Arbuckle, 2010). Scores for perceptions of harmfulness of 

traditional and electronic bullying, and for traditional and electronic defending behaviours 

were entered into the model as observed variables based on the mean of the items on the 

subscales reflecting each of these variables. Gender was dummy coded, where 0 = male, 

and 1 = female. Prior victimization experience was also dummy coded, where 0 = no 

prior victimization, and 1 = at least one incident of victimization (from physical, verbal,  
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Table 4.1 

Descriptive statistics and correlations for all measures. 

 Overall M (SD) Boys: M (SD) Girls: M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 ! 

1. Traditional Harm 3.46 (0.94) 3.07 (0.96) 3.76 (0.81) "     .87 

2. Electronic Harm 3.33 (1.00) 2.90 (1.03) 3.65 (0.83)  .85** "    .86 

3. Traditional Defending 1.81 (0.95) 1.57 (0.99) 2.00 (0.87)  .18* .10 "   .89 

4. Electronic Defending 1.03 (0.84) 0.68 (0.77) 1.30 (0.79)  .24** .21* .63** "   .89 

5. Prior Victimization Experience (rpb) 0.64 (0.23) 0.60 (0.49) 0.68 (0.47) -.00 .00 .14* .06 " " 

6. Gender (rpb) " " "  .36** .38** .23** .37**  .09 " 

Note: Nboys = 100, Ngirls = 131. Gender: 0 = boys, 1 = girls; Prior Victimization: 0 = no victimization in past 4 weeks, 1 = at least one victimization in past 4 

weeks; *p < .05, **p < .001. 
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social, or electronic bullying) in the past four weeks. We also included the correlations 

between perceptions of harm for both traditional and electronic bullying, and between 

traditional and electronic defending in the path model.  

 Given the twofold expectations regarding prior victimization experience as 1) a 

moderator of the association between perceptions of harmfulness and defending; or 2) as 

a predictor of perceptions of harmfulness of bullying and defending, we ran two separate 

models, controlling for gender. First, we tested whether prior victimization experience 

would moderate the relationship between harm perceptions and defending behaviours. 

Although the model fit well while controlling for gender, !
2
(4) = 3.031, p = .533, 

RMSEA = 0.00, 90% confidence interval: 0.00-0.09; pclose = .771, CFI = 1.00, NFI = 

0.99, there was no moderating effect of prior victimization experience. As such, we tested 

a model where prior victimization experience was included as a predictor of perceptions 

of harmfulness of bullying and of defending, instead of as a moderator (Figure 1). 

Initially, pathways between prior victimization experience and perceptions of harmfulness 

for both traditional and electronic bullying, and between prior victimization experience 

and traditional and electronic defending were included in the model. Only the pathway 

between prior victimization experience and traditional defending was significant, 

consistent with the correlations between each of the variables (Table 1). The final model 

yielded good fit, with a non-significant chi-square !
2
(8) = 4.309, p = .828, and provided a 

strong fit to the data as indicated by the following fit indices: RMSEA = 0.00 (90% 

confidence interval: 0.00-0.05); pclose = .959; CFI = 1.00; NFI = 0.99). Perceptions of 

harmfulness of traditional and electronic bullying were highly positively related, and 

traditional and electronic defending were also highly positively correlated.  
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Figure 4.1  

Standardized parameter estimates for the final model predicting defending behaviours based on perceptions of harmfulness of bullying, 

and prior victimization experiences for boys and for girls. Note. Girls’ standardized scores are italicized and bold.  Gender moderated 

pathways are indicated with a double line. *p < .05, **p < .001, †p < .10. 
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 Overall, the final model was not significantly different for boys or girls (!"
2
 (4) = 

8.657, p > .05), suggesting that the same general pattern applied across genders, and 

gender did not moderate the relationship between harm perceptions and bystander 

intervention. However, some of the pathways differed for boys and girls. In particular, the 

pathway between prior victimization experience and traditional defending was marginally 

different for boys and girls (z = 1.91, p < .10). In addition, although none of the pathways 

were significant for girls, a few were significant for boys, suggesting that there may be 

different processes occurring for boys and girls with respect to evaluation of bullying as 

harmful, and subsequent bystander intervention. For boys, the model accounted for 8% of 

the variance in electronic defending, and 8% of the variance in traditional defending, 

while for girls, the model accounted for 0.2% of the variance in electronic defending, and 

0% of the variance for traditional defending. 

 For boys, perceptions of harm of traditional bullying were predictive of traditional 

defending. As perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional bullying increased, the 

likelihood of defending others traditionally also increased, in boys, partially confirming 

our hypothesis. Contrary to our hypothesis, prior victimization experience was not 

significantly predictive of perceptions of harmfulness of either traditional or electronic 

bullying, nor for electronic defending, for either boys or girls. However, prior 

victimization experience was positively associated with traditional defending in boys. 

Consistent with our hypothesis, perceptions of harm of traditional bullying were not 

significantly associated with electronic defending, for either boys or girls. Contrary to our 

hypothesis, perceptions of the harmfulness of electronic bullying were not significantly 

associated with electronic defending for either boys or girls.  
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Discussion 

 This study applied Bystander Intervention Theory (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané 

& Darley, 1968) to explain defending/intervening behaviours in adolescents who were 

witnesses to traditional or electronic bullying. Our results suggested that the Bystander 

Intervention Theory might apply to the bullying context: Perceptions of the harmfulness 

of traditional bullying were associated with greater levels of defending against traditional 

bullying among boys, but not among girls. Further, our results suggested that there may 

be differences in the applicability of Bystander Intervention Theory across bullying 

contexts, where perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional bullying were associated 

with traditional defending, though this same relationship did not occur with electronic 

defending. There might be fundamental differences between how boys and girls perceive 

and behave in bullying situations, as well as fundamental differences across electronic 

and traditional bullying contexts in perceptions of bullying, and in defending.  

Bystander Intervention and Bullying 

 Bystander Intervention Theory explains that individuals undergo several cognitive 

decisions when determining whether to intervene on behalf of another person (Darley & 

Latané, 1968; Latané & Darley, 1968). First, a bystander must attend to the situation, and 

determine that it is distressing, and that the person in distress requires help. Second, the 

bystander must decide whether it is his or her responsibility to intervene. This study 

applied the first cognitive decision-making process in Bystander Intervention Theory to 

bullying, to determine whether the level of distress of a bullying situation impacts 

bystander intervention by defending the person who is bullied. Consistent with Bystander 

Intervention Theory, boys’ perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional bullying directly 

affected their subsequent defending behaviours in traditional bullying. Further, as recent 
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prior victimization experiences increased for boys, so did traditional defending 

behaviours. Thus, our findings suggest that Bystander Intervention Theory applies to 

traditional bullying situations with boys. However, Bystander Intervention Theory did not 

explain defending behaviour among adolescent girls. Different factors may lead to 

perceptions of harmfulness, and defending behaviours in boys versus girls. Consistent 

with previous findings (Goldbaum et al., 2004; McCuaig Edge, Craig, Legate, et al., in 

preparation; Oh & Hazler, 2009; Paquette & Underwood, 1999; Salmivalli et al., 1996; 

Trach et al., 2010), girls perceived all forms of bullying as more harmful than boys, and 

engaged in both forms of defending more often than boys. Girls tend to be more empathic 

and prosocial than boys, (Eisenberg, 2003; Espelage, Mebane, & Swearer, 2004), which 

may lead to more helping behaviour in general (Larrieu & Mussen, 2001). As such, the 

degree of the perceived distress may be more important for boys than for girls in 

determining whether to intervene when witnessing bullying. Boys may attend more to the 

details of the distress, than to how the situation makes them feel. On the other hand, girls 

may rely more on their feelings of empathy and possible sex role expectations to be more 

helpful (Eisenberg, 2003; Espelage, Mebane, & Swearer, 2004) when determining 

whether to intervene or not. Thus, for boys, the external cues associated with the 

perceived harmfulness of the situation may have a stronger influence on whether one 

chooses to intervene, while for girls, internal cues associated with empathy and/or helping 

may be more salient factors in determining the perceived distress of the situation.  

 In addition, gender differences in involvement in different forms of bullying (i.e., 

social versus physical), and perceptions of harm of different forms of bullying (i.e., 

electronic versus physical) may affect how likely male and female bystanders are to 

intervene when witnessing bullying. For instance, boys are more often involved in direct, 
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overt forms of bullying than girls, such as physical or verbal bullying (Paquette & 

Underwood, 1999), where the perceived harm to the person who is victimized may be 

more apparent, thus requiring more immediate intervention. On the other hand, girls are 

more often involved in covert forms of bullying, such as social or relational bullying that 

by nature involve more subtle, indirect forms of aggression (Paquette & Underwood, 

1999). Thus, the distress of the person who is victimized may not be as readily apparent 

to the bystanders, thus limiting its effect on intervention. The harmfulness of the situation 

may be more clear to bystander intervention in the more direct forms of bullying that 

boys engage in more than the subtler forms of bullying typically used by girls.  

 Finally, differences in the nature of peer group dynamics among adolescent boys 

and girls may affect the likelihood of intervening when witnessing bullying. For boys, 

social status and position in peer groups may not be as dependent on the need to belong 

and to be accepted by peers as it is for girls. Among female peer groups, social pressures 

to belong (Brown, 1990; Thurlow, 2002) may prevent defending behaviours for fear of 

standing out among other girls, or of not conforming to the rest of the group. For boys, 

defending someone may suggest strength or power, which might elicit more respect and 

acceptance among male peers (Brown, 1990). Thus, the differences in the social 

dynamics of peer groups of boys and girls may influence the effect of the perceptions of 

the harmfulness of bullying and subsequent intervention behaviours. Future work might 

examine what other cognitive and behavioural factors may explain gender differences in 

decisions to intervene on behalf of others when witnessing bullying.  

This study used self-report measures, which may have led to social desirability 

bias. Participants may have been more likely to report perceiving bullying as more 

harmful than they may actually perceive it when in the moment, or they may have been 
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more likely to report helping by defending than they actually would do when confronted 

with bullying events. In particular, sex role expectations may have affected social 

desirability among girls, where girls may have reported that they defend more than they 

actually do, potentially masking the effect of perceptions of harmfulness on bystander 

intervention among girls. In addition, our data was cross-sectional, limiting certainty of 

the causality of the associations. Future longitudinal research may be able to illuminate 

whether the significant association between the perceptions of harm of traditional 

bullying and traditional defending in boys persists over time, and if the relationship may 

become significant for girls, or for electronic bullying. 

 The second cognitive decision-making process involved in bystander interventions 

requires deciding whether it is one’s responsibility to help the person in distress. We did 

not directly test this process between evaluating the harmfulness of a bullying event, and 

the intervention outcome of defending in this study. Future work should consider 

examining factors that can influence this decision-making process in bullying situations. 

For instance, regardless of how distressing the event is perceived, the presence of others 

may affect decisions about whether to intervene or not. Diffusion of responsibility can 

occur in situations of distress with many bystanders present, and as the number of 

bystanders increases, the less likely one is to intervene (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & 

Darley, 1968). This process may be particularly salient in bullying, where most of the 

time bullying occurs in the presence of others, and in fact as more bystanders witness, the 

severity of bullying escalates (Craig & Pepler, 1997). In addition, features such as 

knowledge about the individuals involved in the bullying may affect whether one decides 

to intervene. In domestic violence situations, bystanders are reluctant to intervene 

between couples due to the presumed history of the relationship (Shotland & Straw, 1976; 
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West & Wandrei, 2002). Further, the social norms associated with social group 

membership, or being acquainted with the perpetrators, the victims, or other bystanders, 

influence one’s likelihood to intervene (Levine et al., 2002; Levine et al., 2008; 

Rutkowski et al., 1983), where identification with the target and/or group cohesiveness 

with other bystanders increases the likelihood of intervening. However, as the peer group 

is a particularly salient socializing agent for adolescents (Hartup, 1996), it is possible that 

the effect of other peers plays a significant role in determining whether bullying or 

aggression is perceived as harmful or as a normative behaviour within that peer group 

(Dishion, Piehler, & Myers, 2008), or whether it is expected for adolescents to defend or 

to join in when peers are bullying others (Hampson, 1984). Future research that accounts 

for social groups, whether bullying occurred among friends, or how many bystanders 

were present, may clarify the processes involved in determining whether or not to 

intervene in bullying among adolescents.  

Defending in Traditional and Electronic Bullying Contexts 

 Our study results suggested that there are differences between how harmful 

traditional and electronic bullying are perceived, and that there may be differences in 

associated defending behaviours across bullying contexts. Consistent with our 

expectations, electronic bullying was perceived as less harmful than traditional bullying, 

and electronic defending occurred less frequently than traditional defending. However, 

the perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional or electronic bullying did not account for 

bystander intervention in electronic bullying in either gender. That we did not find a 

bystander intervention effect in electronic bullying, suggests that there may be differences 

across bullying contexts in how the bystander intervention theory applies to traditional 

and electronic bullying.  
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 The unique features of the electronic bullying context may influence the cognitive 

decision to intervene on behalf of someone who is electronically bullied. Electronic 

bullying may be perceived as less distressing than traditional bullying, due to the unique 

features afforded by electronic communications technology, which may in turn reduce 

bystander intervention. While witnessing traditional bullying, indicators of distress are 

readily apparent, such as facial expressions, verbalizations of distress, pleas for help, or 

the presence of other people who condemn bullying, or who may place social pressure on 

one to help. The combination of these social cues may elicit more traditional defending 

behaviours in bystanders, due to the impending distress of the situation. However, in 

electronic bullying, these features of the social interaction are absent (Kowalski, Limber, 

& Agatston, 2008). The lack of social cues of electronic bullying may result in the 

reduced likelihood of bystander intervention, as the distress of the situation may be less 

apparent or salient to the bystander when witnessing electronic bullying. In addition, the 

anonymous, asynchronous, and remote nature of electronic communications may remove 

a sense of culpability in the bystander, who may decide that it is not his or her 

responsibility to help, even among adolescents who would normally defend if witnessing 

traditional bullying (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009; Kowalski et al., 2008; Mesch & Talmud, 

2010; Mishna, Saini, & Solomon, 2009). The asynchronous nature of electronic bullying 

may reduce the imminence of the situation among bystanders, as the offending text 

message, Facebook wall post or uploaded photo, may have been posted hours or days 

prior to the bystander viewing it, resulting in reduced perceptions of harm, and allowing 

the bystander to feel less responsibility to help.  

Finally, while a traditional bullying incident might only be witnessed by a select 

group of individuals, because of the instantaneous, wide reach, and constant availability 
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of electronic communications, the number of electronic bystanders may be infinite. In 

addition to greater harm to the person who is victimized as the individual may be re-

victimized every time a new person views the offending website, video, photo, or text 

message (Dooley, Py!alski, & Cross, 2009), the perception of many other electronic 

bystanders may contribute to minimized perceptions of harm of electronic bullying and 

reduced culpability, through moral disengagement (Ahmed, 2008; Almeida et al., 2009; 

Obermann, 2011), or diffusion of responsibility. That is, bystanders may minimize the 

harm of electronic bullying, or reduce any sense of responsibility, by navigating away 

from a website or by ignoring the incident without defending, given that they know how 

many others could do something to help. Future research might further dissect the nature 

of electronic defending, and of bystander perceptions of electronic bullying, to determine 

what social or cognitive processes may account for electronic defending in adolescents, 

other than Bystander Intervention Theory. 

Victimization & Defending in Bullying 

 While exploring the effects of perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional and 

electronic bullying on bystanding behaviours, we expected that having been victimized in 

the past would influence perceptions of the harmfulness of bullying. Contrary to our 

hypothesis, prior victimization experience did not affect perceptions of the harmfulness of 

traditional or electronic bullying. However, prior victimization experience of physical, 

verbal, social, or electronic bullying did influence traditional defending among boys. It is 

possible that having been victimized in the past four weeks affected other processes 

involved in deciding whether to intervene beyond perceptions of the harmfulness of 

bulling, such as empathy, or social pressures to help. This result is akin to Frazier et al’s 

findings (2012), where experiencing trauma, including victimization, increased empathy 
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and prosocial behaviours among undergraduate students. Future research might illuminate 

more specifically how prior bullying experience can affect subsequent helping 

behaviours. Further, while our study combined any victimization experience into one 

indicator of prior experience, future work might illuminate whether different forms of 

prior victimization might affect subsequent bystander behaviours. Finally, given that prior 

victimization only affected traditional defending in boys, future work might explore how 

gender influences the effect of prior victimization, and subsequent defending in boys and 

girls.  

Implications  

 This study has some practical and theoretical implications. The differences 

associated with gender that emerged in the relationship between harm perceptions of 

bullying and defending behaviours may influence intervention programs and strategies 

that encourage peers to intervene on behalf of their victimized peers. As the cognitive 

processes that are involved in bystander defending behaviours differ between genders, it 

is possible that different approaches may be necessary in encouraging male versus female 

bystanders to intervene on behalf of victimized peers in bullying situations. Further, as 

prior victimization experience appeared to predict boys’ defending behaviours in 

traditional bullying contexts, intervention programs aimed at boys who have been 

victimized, might also emphasize strategies to help defend others. Finally, this study 

builds on research contrasting traditional and electronic bullying, and increases our 

understanding of the similarities and differences between the two bullying contexts. This 

study provides further evidence of the association between both traditional and electronic 

defending, and between perceptions of the harmfulness of both forms of bullying, and 

how perceptions can influence the cognitive decision to intervene. Future work may 
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continue to contrast the two forms of bullying while examining peer behaviours, and 

different factors that can contribute to defending or bystander intervention.  

  This study contributed to both the Bystander Intervention and bullying literature, 

by directly applying Bystander Intervention Theory to both traditional and electronic 

bullying. Our findings have increased understanding of the bystander effect on traditional 

bullying in boys, while illuminating how perceptions of bullying can lead to defending 

behaviours differently in girls and boys, and across traditional and electronic bullying. 

For boys, the perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional bullying affected bystander 

intervention in traditional defending, consistent with how bystanders decide to intervene 

in distressing situations in the Bystander Intervention Theory literature.  



 

 131 

References 

Ahmed, E. (2008). 'Stop it, that's enough': Bystander intervention and its relationship to 

school connectedness and shame management. Vulnerable Children and Youth 

Studies, 3(3), 203-213. doi: 10.1080/17450120802002548 

Almeida, A., Correia, I., & Marinho, S. (2009). Moral disengagement, normative beliefs 

of peer group, and attitudes regarding roles in bullying. Journal of School 

Violence, 9(1), 23-36. doi: 10.1080/15388220903185639 

Arbuckle, J. L. (2010). Amos (Version 19.0). Chicago: SPSS. 

Bickman, L. (1972). Social influence and diffusion of responsibility in an emergency. 

Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 8, 438-445. doi: 10.1016/0022-

1031(72)90069-8 

Brown, B. B. (1990). Peer groups and peer cultures. In S. S. Feldman & G. R. Elliott 

(Eds.), At the threshold: The developing adolescent (pp. 171-196). Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press. 

Coyne, S. M., Archer, J., & Eslea, M. (2006). "We're not friends anymore! Unless...": The 

frequency and harmfulness of indirect, relational, and social aggression. 

Aggressive Behavior, 32, 294-307. doi: 10.1002/ab.20126 

Craig, W. M., & Pepler, D. J. (1997). Observations of bullying and victimization in the 

school yard. Canadian Journal of School Psychology, 13(2), 41-60. doi: 

10.1177/0143034300211002  

Crick, N. R., & Dodge, K. A. (1994). A review and reformulation of social information-

processing mechanisms in children's social adjustment. Psychological Bulletin, 

115(1), 74-101. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.115.1.74 



 

 132 

Cuadrado Gordillo, I. (2011). Divergence in aggressors' and victims' perceptions of 

bullying: A decisive factor for differential psychosocial intervention. Children and 

Youth Services Review, 33(9), 1608-1615. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.04.002 

Darley, J. M., & Latané, B. (1968). Bystander intervention in emergencies: Diffusion of 

responsibility. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 8(4), 377-383. doi: 

10.1037/h0025589 

Dishion, T. J., Piehler, T. F., & Myers, M. W. (2008). Dynamics and ecology of 

adolescent peer influence. In M. J. Prinstein & K. A. Dodge (Eds.), 

Understanding peer influence in children and adolescents (pp. 72-93). New York: 

Guilford Press. 

Dooley, J. J., Py!alski, J., & Cross, D. (2009). Cyberbullying versus face-to-face 

bullying: A theoretical and conceptual review. Zeitschrift für Psychologie / 

Journal of Psychology, 217(4), 182-188.doi: 10.1027/0044-3409.217.4.182 

Eisenberg, N. (2003). Prosocial behavior, empathy, and sympathy. In M. H. Bornstein, L. 

Davidson, C. L. M. Keyes, K. A. Moore & Centre-for-Child-Well-Being (Eds.), 

Well-being: Positive development across the life course (pp. 253-265). Mahwah, 

NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Espelage, D. L., Mebane, S. E., & Adams, R. S. (2004). Empathy, caring, and bullying: 

Towards an understanding of complex associations. In D. L. Espelage & S. M. 

Swearer (Eds.), Bullying in American schools: A social-ecological perspective on 

prevention and intervention (pp. 37-61). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates. 

Espelage, D. L., Mebane, S. E., & Swearer, S. M. (2004). Gender differences in bullying: 

Moving beyond mean level differences. In D. L. Espelage & S. M. Swearer (Eds.), 



 

 133 

Bullying in American schools: A social-ecological perspective on prevention and 

intervention (pp. 15-35). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Fischer, P., Greitemeyer, T., Pollozek, F., & Frey, D. (2006). The unresponsive 

bystander: Are bystanders more responsive in dangerous emergencies? European 

Journal of Social Psychology, 36, 267-278. doi: 10.1002/ejsp.297 

Frazier, P., Greer, C., Gabrielsen, S., Tennen, H., Park, C., & Tomich, P. (2012). The 

relation between trauma exposure and prosocial behavior. Psychological Trauma. 

doi: 10.1037/a0027255 

Galen, B. R., & Underwood, M. K. (1997). A developmental investigation of social 

aggression among children. Developmental Psychology, 22, 589-600. doi: 

10.1037/0012-1649.33.4.589 

Gini, G. (2006). Bullying as a social process: The role of group membership in students' 

perception of inter-group aggression at school. Journal of School Psychology, 44, 

51-65. doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2005.12.002 

Gini, G., Albiero, P., Benelli, B., & Altoè, G. (2007). Does empathy predict adolescents' 

bullying and defending behavior? Aggressive Behavior, 33, 467-476. doi: 

10.1002/ab.20204 

Gini, G., Albiero, P., Benelli, B., & Altoè, G. (2008). Determinants of adolescents' active 

defending and passive bystanding behavior in bullying. Journal of Adolescence, 

31, 93-105. doi: 10.1016/j.jsp.2008.02.001 

Goldbaum, S., Craig, W. M., & Fabrigar, L. (2004). Validating participant roles in 

bullying interactions. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Queen's University, 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada. 



 

 134 

Hampson, R. B. (1984). Adolescent prosocial behavior: Peer-group and situational factors 

associated with helping. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 46(1), 

153-162. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.46.1.153 

Hartup, W. W. (1996). The company they keep: Friendships and their developmental 

significance. Child Development, 67(1), 1-13. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-

8624.1996.tb01714.x 

Hawkins, D. L., Pepler, D. J., & Craig, W. M. (2001). Naturalistic observations of peer 

interventions in bullying. Social Development, 10, 512-527. doi: 10.1111/1467-

9507.00178 

Hinduja, S., & Patchin, J. W. (2009). Bullying beyond the schoolyard: Preventing and 

responding to cyberbullying. Thousand Oaks, California: Corwin Press. 

Kowalski, R. M., Limber, S. P., & Agatston, P. W. (2008). Cyber bullying: Bullying in 

the digital age. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 

Larrieu, J., & Mussen, P. (1986). Some personality and motivational correlates of 

children's prosocial behavior. The Journal of Genetic Psychology, 147(4), 529-

542. doi: 10.1080/00221325.1986.9914528 

Latané, B., & Darley, J. M. (1968). Group inhibition of bystander intervention in 

emergencies. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 10(3), 215-221. doi: 

10.1037/h0026570 

Malti, T., Perren, S., & Buchmann, M. (2010). Children's peer victimization, empathy, 

and emotional symptoms. Child Psychiatry and Human Development, 41, 98-113. 

doi: 10.1007/s10578-009-0155-8 

McCuaig Edge, H. J., Craig, W. M., & Legate, A. N. (in preparation). Peer roles across 

traditional and electronic bullying contexts.  



 

 135 

McCuaig Edge, H. J., Craig, W. M., Legate, A. N., Jacobson, J., & Chan, E. (in 

preparation). Peers and Electronic bullying: Development and validation of the 

Electronic Bullying Roles Questionnaire. 

Menesini, E., Codecasa, E., Benelli, B., & Cowie, H. (2003). Enhancing children's 

responsibility to take action against bullying: Evaluation of a befriending 

intervention in Italian middle schools. Aggressive Behavior, 29, 1-14. doi: 

10.1002/ab.80012 

Mesch, G. S., & Talmud, I. (2010). Wired youth: The social world of adolescence in the 

information age. New York: Routledge. 

Mishna, F., Saini, M., & Solomon, S. (2009). Ongoing and online: Children and youth's 

perceptions of cyber bullying. Children and Youth Services Review, 31, 1222-

1228. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2009.05.004 

Murphy, A. N. (2009). Electronic bullying and aggression in adolescents: The 

demographic, behavioral, and cognitive predictors of electronic bullying, 

electronic victimization, and harm perception of electronic aggression. 

Unpublished master's thesis, Queen's University, Kingston, ON, Canada. 

Naylor, P., & Cowie, H. (1999). The effectiveness of peer support systems in challenging 

school bullying: The perspectives and experiences of teachers and pupils. Journal 

of Adolescence, 22, 467-479. doi: 10.1006/jado.1999.0241 

O'Connell, P., Pepler, D., & Craig, W. (1999). Peer involvement in bullying: Insights and 

challenges for intervention. Journal of Adolescence, 22, 437-452. doi: 

10.1006/jado.1999.0238 

Obermann, M.-L. (2011). Moral disengagement among bystander to school bullying. 

Journal of School Violence, 10, 239-257. doi: 10.1080/15388220.2011.578276 



 

 136 

Oh, I., & Hazler, R. J. (2009). Contributions of personal and situational factors to 

bystanders' reactions to school bullying. School Psychology International, 30(3), 

291-310. doi: 10.1177/0143034309106499 

Olweus, D. (1993). Bullying at school. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 

Olweus, D. (1997). Bully/victim problems in school: Facts and intervention. European 

Journal of Psychology of Education, 12(4), 495-510. doi: 10.1007/BF03172807 

Paquette, J. A., & Underwood, M. K. (1999). Gender differences in young adolescents' 

experiences of peer victimization: Social and physical aggression. Merrill-Palmer 

Quarterly, 45(2), 242-266. 

Pepler, D. J., Jiang, D., Craig, W. M., & Connolly, J. (2008). Developmental trajectories 

of bullying and associated factors. Developmental Psychology, 79(2), 325-338. 

doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01128.x 

Pergolizzi, F., Richmond, D., Macario, S., Gan, Z., Richmond, C., & Macario, E. (2009). 

Bullying in middle schools: Results from a four-school survey. Journal of School 

Violence, 8(3), 264-279. doi: 10.1080/15388220902910839  

Peterson, L. (1983). Role of donor competence, donor age, and peer presence on helping 

in an emergency. Developmental Psychology, 19(6), 873-880. doi: 10.1037/0012-

1649.19.6.873 

Pozzoli, T., & Gini, G. (2010). Active defending and passive bystanding behavior in 

bullying: The role of personal characteristics and perceived peer pressure. Journal 

of Abnormal Child Psychology, 38, 815-827. doi: 10.1007/s10802-010-9399-9 

Rigby, K. (2005). Why do some children bully at school?  The contributions of negative 

attitudes towards victims and the perceived expectations of friends, parents and 



 

 137 

teachers. School Psychology International, 26(2), 147-161. doi: 

10.1177/0143034305052910 

Rigby, K., & Johnson, B. (2005). Student bystanders in Australian schools. Pastoral 

Care, 23(2), 10-16. doi: 10.1111/j.0264-3944.2005.00326.x 

Rigby, K., & Slee, P. (1991). Bullying among Australian school children: Reported 

behaviour and attitudes toward victims. The Journal of School Psychology, 131, 

615-627. doi: 10.1080/00224545.1991.9924646 

Rock, P. F., & Baird, J. A. (2011). Tell the teacher or tell the bully off: Children's strategy 

production for bystanders to bullying. Social Development, 21(2). 414-424. doi: 

10.1111/j.1467-9507.2011.00627.x  

Salmivalli, C., Lagerspetz, K. M. J., 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. doi: 

10.1002/(SICI)1098-2337(1996)22:1<1::AID-AB1>3.0.CO;2-T 

Salmivalli, C., & Voeten, M. (2004). Connections between attitudes, group norms, and 

behaviour in bullying situations. International Journal of Behavioral 

Development, 28(3), 246-258. doi: 10.1080/01650250344000488 

Shotland, R. L., & Huston, T. L. (1979). Emergencies: What are they and do they 

influence bystanders to intervene? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

37(10), 1822-1834. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.37.10.1822 

Shotland, R. L., & Straw, M. K. (1976). Bystander response to an assault: When a man 

attacks a woman. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 34(5), 990-999. 

doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.34.5.990 



 

 138 

Social Program Evaluation Group (2006). Health behaviour in school-aged children: 

Grade 9 and 10 survey. Kingston, ON: Queen's University. 

Staub, E. (1993). The psychology of bystanders, perpetrators, and heroic helpers. 

International Journal of Intercultural relations, 17, 315-341. doi: 10.1016/0147-

1767(93)90037-9 

Sutton, J., & Smith, P. K. (1999). Bullying as a group process: An adaptation of the 

participant role approach. Aggressive Behavior, 25, 97-111. doi: 

10.1348/026151099165384 

Thurlow, C. (2002). High-schoolers' peer orientation priorities: A snapshot. Journal of 

Adolescence, 25(3), 341-349. doi: 10.1006/yjado.476 

Trach, J., Hymel, S., Waterhouse, T., & Neale, K. (2010). Bystander responses to school 

bullying: A cross-sectional investigation of grade and sex differences. Canadian 

Journal of School Psychology, 25(1), 114-130. doi: 10.1177/0829573509357553 

Vaillancourt, T., McDougall, P., Hymel, S., Krygsman, A., Miller, J., Stiver, K., et al. 

(2008). Bullying: Are researchers and children/youth talking about the same 

thing? International Journal of Behavioral Development, 32(6), 486-495. doi: 

10.1177/0165025408095553 

van Goethem, A. A. J., Scholte, R. H. J., & Wiers, R. W. (2010). Explicit and implicit 

bullying attitudes in relation to bullying behavior. Journal of Abnormal Child 

Psychology, 38, 829-842. doi: 10.1007/s10802-010-9405-2 

Vandebosch, H., & Van Cleemput, K. (2008). Defining cyberbullying: A qualitative 

research into the perceptions of youngsters. Cyberpsychology & Behavior, 11(4), 

499-503. doi: 10.1089/cpb.2007.0042 



 

 139 

West, A., & Wandrei, M. L. (2002). Intimate partner violence: A model for predicting 

interventions by informal helpers. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 17(9), 972-

986. doi: 10.1177/0886260502017009004 

Zelec Caplan, M., & Hay, D., F (1989). Preschoolers' responses to peers' distress and 

beliefs about bystander intervention. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 

30(2), 231-242. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-7610.1989.tb00237.x 

 

 

 



 

 140 

Chapter 5: General Discussion 



 

 141 

General Discussion 

 The purpose of this research was to explore the role of peers in electronic 

bullying, to determine what characterizes electronic bullying-related peer behaviours, and 

to explore how electronic peer behaviours are related to traditional peer behaviours. The 

first study identified the roles that adolescents take on in electronic bullying, and found 

that the electronic peer roles paralleled peer roles found in the traditional bullying 

context. The second study confirmed that bystander roles, and associated cognitions and 

behaviours, were consistent for traditional and electronic bullying roles. In addition, the 

second study indicated that social aggression might be particularly important in the 

overlap between traditional and electronic secondary aggressing. At the same time, the 

mediating effect of prosocial behaviour on the overlap between traditional and electronic 

secondary aggressing suggest that the unique features of the electronic bullying 

environment might allow for inconsistency in behaviours across bullying contexts. 

Finally, the third study confirmed that perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional 

bullying influenced traditional defending behaviours for boys, but not girls. The results of 

the third study suggest that there might be fundamental differences between how boys 

and girls perceive and behave in bullying situations, and differences in how bullying is 

perceived and how adolescents defend across electronic and traditional bullying contexts. 

Through these three studies, our findings confirmed that peers are involved in electronic 

bullying, and that these electronic roles parallel traditional peer roles, at least to some 

extent. These findings suggest that some peer behaviours are common across both 

traditional and electronic bullying contexts. However, our findings also suggested that the 

unique features of the electronic bullying environment also influence adolescent 

bystander behaviours.  
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 Peers play a significant role in development, especially in adolescence (Hartup, 

1996). As much of bullying occurs within the peer group context, it is important to 

examine bullying using a Developmental Contextualism framework. The different 

contexts where youth interact with one another can all play a role in changing cognitions, 

attitudes, emotions, or behaviours (Lerner, 1996). Thus, peers can impact how 

adolescents perceive, interpret, and behave when encountering bullying in different 

environmental contexts. While the peer group context provides opportunities for 

development, the environmental contexts (i.e., traditional face-to-face versus electronic) 

in which adolescents interact with one another can also affect perceptions, interpretations, 

and behaviours when encountering traditional or electronic bullying. Although traditional 

and electronic bullying both involve aggression with the intention to harm, power 

imbalance, and repetition (Langos, 2012), the electronic bullying context has unique 

features, such as anonymity, asynchronicity, and remoteness from others (Kowalski, 

Limber, & Agatston, 2008; Patchin & Hinduja, 2006) that may influence how adolescents 

behave. As bullying occurs in both traditional and electronic environments, we also 

examined the effect of the environmental context on peer behaviours in bullying across 

these three studies.  

 In order to consider how the peer group context is involved in electronic bullying, 

we first needed a way to assess the role of the peer group in electronic bullying. Our first 

study established the validity of the Electronic Bullying Roles Questionnaire (EBRQ), a 

measure that identified peer roles in the electronic bullying environment. Past research 

has identified that many youth are aware of electronic bullying (Beran & Li, 2005; Huang 

& Chou, 2010; Kowalski & Limber, 2007; Lenhart et al., 2011; Li, 2006; Patchin & 

Hinduja, 2006), and that it is inherently peer-based (Beran & Li, 2005; Catanzaro, 2011; 
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Kowalski & Limber, 2007). The first study identified that peers engage in bullying, 

secondary aggressing, and defending behaviours when encountering electronic bullying. 

Through the validation of the electronic peer roles, we confirmed that the electronic peer 

roles are similar to peer roles that emerge in traditional bullying (e.g., Salmivalli, 

Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996); adolescents engage in defending 

behaviours by supporting the peer who is victimized, they engage in secondary 

aggressing behaviours that support the bullying initiated by someone else, and they 

initiate bullying in both traditionally and electronically. Furthermore, the establishment of 

a valid and reliable assessment of electronic peer roles facilitates the examination of the 

role of the peer group in both bullying contexts. Through the validation of the electronic 

peer roles, we established a pattern of cognitions and behaviours associated with peer 

roles that was similar across bullying contexts. For example, prosocial behaviour and 

perspective taking, which have both been associated with traditional defending (Gini, 

Albiero, Benelli, & Altoè, 2008; Goldbaum, Craig, & Fabrigar, 2004), were also 

associated with electronic defending. Aggressive behaviours, which have been associated 

with traditional bullying and secondary aggressing (Goossens, Olthof, & Dekker, 2006; 

Paquette & Underwood, 1999), were similarly associated with electronic bullying and 

secondary aggressing. Thus, the findings from our first study suggest that peer behaviours 

are common across both traditional and electronic bullying contexts, and that the patterns 

of cognitions and behaviours of those taking on the various roles are similar for both 

bullying contexts. With the EBRQ, we can begin to understand how the peer context 

affects adolescent behaviours in electronic bullying.  

 In order to gain a clearer understanding of how different bullying contexts affect 

individual behaviours, we needed to establish whether peers assume the same roles in 
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both traditional and electronic bullying. If peers engage in the same behaviours in both 

bullying contexts, the link between peer behaviours across bullying contexts may be 

affected by underlying cognitions or behaviours. Our second study confirmed that 

adolescents engaged in similar behaviours across traditional and electronic bullying 

contexts. Traditional bystander roles of secondary aggressing and prosocial defending 

corresponded with their respective electronic peer roles of electronic secondary 

aggressing and defending. Moreover, cognitive and behavioural characteristics of the 

individuals involved in the peer roles were consistent in both bullying contexts. Social 

psychological research that suggests that situational and affective similarities (Furr & 

Funder, 2004; Sherman, Nave, & Funder, 2010), and underlying attitudes, beliefs, or 

cognitions that have been influenced by the peer group context (Crick & Dodge, 1994), 

may facilitate consistent behaviours across different contexts (Ajzen, 1991; Furr & 

Funder, 2004; Sherman et al., 2010). The similarities in behaviours across different 

situations may also reflect similarities in the nature of bullying behaviours, no matter in 

which context it occurs. Thus, the findings from our second study confirm that peer group 

behaviours and characteristics are somewhat consistent across both traditional and 

electronic bullying contexts. These findings suggest that despite different bullying 

contexts, for the most part, similar patterns of peer behaviours emerged in both traditional 

and electronic bullying.  

 Our second study also suggested that adolescents who engaged in more social 

aggression were more likely to engage in electronic secondary aggressing than 

adolescents who engaged in less social aggression. The mediating effect of social 

aggression in the overlap between traditional and electronic secondary aggressing 

suggests similarities in the social contexts in which social aggression and electronic 
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bullying occur. The similarities between social aggression and electronic bullying may 

reflect the interaction between the peer group context of social aggression, including the 

peer-based nature of the way the aggression is perpetrated (e.g., through rumour-

spreading, exclusion, or gossip; Catanzaro, 2011; Paquette & Underwood, 1999), and 

features of the electronic environmental contexts in which bullying occurs. These 

findings, in particular, highlight the importance of examining the interactions between the 

various contexts where adolescents live, work, and play. Further, these findings highlight 

the similarities in the nature of electronic bullying and other forms of aggression, and 

may have implications for future research examining the peer-based nature of electronic 

bullying, or for the development of intervention programs aimed at individuals who often 

use social aggression and/or electronic bullying to target their peers.  

 While we confirmed similarities in peer group behaviours within and across 

bullying contexts, some of our findings from the first two studies suggested that the 

unique features of the electronic bullying context may lead to inconsistencies in peer 

behaviours within and across bullying contexts. For instance, in our first and second 

studies, we found that all the electronic peer roles were positively associated with one 

another, contrary to findings with traditional peer roles. Traditional prosocial defending is 

usually negatively associated with bullying or secondary aggressing (Goldbaum et al., 

2004; Salmivalli et al., 1996; Sutton & Smith, 1999), but we found that electronic 

defending was positively associated with both electronic bullying and secondary 

aggressing. Further, in our first study, we found that all electronic peer roles were 

positively associated with electronic victimization. Additionally, in our second study, we 

found that prosocial behaviours mediated the relationship between traditional and 

electronic secondary aggressing. Together, these findings suggest that the electronic 
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bullying context may provide opportunities for adolescents who would not normally 

engage in negative traditional bullying behaviours. These findings highlight the 

importance of understanding the interaction between individuals and the contexts in 

which they behave. For instance, the electronic context may allow victimized adolescents 

to retaliate against those who bully them (König, Gollwitzer, & Steffgen, 2009), or it 

might allow a normally prosocial adolescent the opportunity to engage in electronic 

bullying, or at least absolve them from responsibility to defend electronically (Hinduja & 

Patchin, 2009; Hymel, Rocke Henderson, & Bonanno, 2005; Kowalski et al., 2008; 

Mesch & Talmud, 2010; Mishna et al., 2009; Obermann, 2011; Pornari & Wood, 2010). 

Therefore, the features of the different contexts within which bullying occurs, and the 

affordances of the different environments need to be considered when examining 

adolescent bullying, and the peer roles that condone or condemn it.  

 While the first two studies were primarily focused on identifying and describing 

the role of peers in electronic bullying and across bullying contexts, it is important to 

consider how the peer group context may influence peer behaviours in both bullying 

contexts, especially in order to understand how and why adolescents defend others. The 

third study specifically examined factors associated with the effect of the individual and 

peer group context on the defending role. We applied Bystander Intervention Theory 

(Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & Darley, 1968) to explain defending behaviours in 

adolescents who were witnesses to traditional or electronic bullying. Bystander 

Intervention Theory suggests that the cognitive processes involved in the perception of 

the harmfulness of a distressing situation generally lead to bystander intervention. 

Further, the decision to intervene on behalf of a bystander may be affected by the 

presence of other bystanders (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & Darley, 1968). We found 
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that perceptions of the harmfulness of bullying were associated with defending behaviour 

in the traditional bullying context among boys. In particular, for boys, the degree of harm 

of the situation was associated with greater defending. In addition, for boys, prior 

victimization experiences were also associated with greater defending. These findings 

illuminate how one's prior experiences within the peer group context can influence an 

individual’s subsequent social behaviours. Although we did not directly test the effect of 

the presence of bystanders on bullying intervention (i.e., diffusion of responsibility; 

Darley & Latané, 1968; Fischer, Greitemeyer, Pollozek, & Frey, 2006), our third study 

constitutes one of the first studies, to our knowledge, to directly test Bystander 

Intervention Theory in bullying, and across bullying contexts. A closer examination of the 

effect the peer group context on bystander intervention would provide an interesting 

avenue for future research in this area. While our first two studies examined the peer roles 

and the individual cognitive and behavioural characteristics thereof, the third study 

focused on situational factors associated with bystander behaviours. In this way, our third 

study illuminated how one's experiences with the peer group can affect perceptions and 

behaviour in traditional bullying.  

 Although the peer group context can affect individuals’ behaviours in bullying, 

findings from the third study suggest that the electronic context may differentially affect 

the interpretation of electronic social interactions, and subsequent social behaviours. Our 

third study confirmed that adolescents' perceptions of the harmfulness of traditional and 

electronic bullying differentially influenced their defending behaviours. Electronic 

bullying may have been perceived as less distressing than traditional bullying due to the 

lack of social cues that indicate that the victimized peer is in distress, such as facial 

expressions, verbalizations of distress, or pleas for help (Kowalski et al., 2008). 
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Accordingly, a bystander may not feel as responsible to help (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009; 

Kowalski et al., 2008; Mesch & Talmud, 2010; Mishna et al., 2009). In addition, a 

bystander may be reluctant to defend electronically due to the perception that there are 

many other electronic bystanders, resulting in the diffusion of responsibility (Darley & 

Latané, 1968). Finally, a bystander may not realize the imminence of the harm of 

electronic bullying, as the incident may have occurred some time ago. As such, both the 

environmental and the peer group contexts can affect bystander behaviours differently.  

 Taken together, the findings from these three studies confirm that the peer group 

context plays an important role in electronic bullying. That is, peers engage in behaviours 

that can encourage or discourage electronic bullying through electronic secondary 

aggressing, or electronic defending. At the same time, all three studies contained findings 

suggesting that there are differences in how bystanders behave and interpret bullying 

situations due to the environmental contextual differences between traditional and 

electronic bullying. Future research should continue to explore the specific interactions 

between individual, situational, and social factors that may impact bystander behaviours 

in electronic bullying. This research might provide a clearer understanding of the effect of 

peers on bystander behaviours within the unique electronic bullying environment, as well 

as across bullying contexts.  

Implications and Future Directions 

  These three studies have several methodological, theoretical, and practical 

implications. We have developed and validated an assessment tool that identifies peer 

roles in electronic bullying. This measure has the potential to contribute to research and 

theory on traditional and electronic bullying and the role of peers therein. In addition, this 

research has compared the role of peers in traditional and electronic bullying, and has 
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highlighted a number of the underlying cognitions and behaviours that may account for 

similarities in peer roles. At the same time, this research has also identified a number of 

differences in peer behaviours resulting from the unique features of the electronic 

bullying environment compared to the traditional bullying environment. Future research 

should continue to compare peer behaviours across bullying contexts. This type of 

research could contribute to understanding how peers are involved in both traditional and 

electronic bullying, which in turn could contribute to the design of education or 

intervention programs focused on stopping traditional and/or electronic bullying. The 

gender differences found in our third study may suggest focusing on different aspects of 

male/female cognitions and behaviours when confronted with bullying. In addition, our 

findings that boys who had prior victimization experience were more likely to defend 

others suggest that specific interventions aimed at these boys could empower them to 

defend others.  

Limitations 

 This research program relied exclusively on self-report measures, which may have 

increased the likelihood of the social desirability bias. Adolescents may have over-

reported their positive behaviours (e.g., helping), or under-reported their negative 

behaviours (e.g., bullying). However, the anonymous nature of the surveying may have 

mitigated some of the self-report bias. Although the first study examined both early and 

late adolescents, the second and third studies were limited to early adolescents. It may be 

that peer processes in both traditional and electronic bullying differ for other age groups; 

thus caution should be taken when interpreting the generalizability of these findings. 

Finally, although this research was designed to encompass all aspects of the electronic 

bullying experience, the continuously and rapidly evolving nature of electronic 
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communications (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009) may have already lessened the relevance of 

these findings. Future research using the EBRQ should consider reviewing the items to 

ensure that it is up to date with the current adolescent experience.  

Summary 

 In summary, using a developmental contextualism framework to identify the role 

of the peer group in different bullying environments, these three studies contributed to the 

bullying literature by examining the role of the peer group in both traditional and 

electronic bullying. This research illuminated how the interaction between the peer group 

context and environmental contexts can differentially influence bystander behaviours in 

bullying. By focusing on the peer bystanders, who constitute the majority of those 

involved in bullying situations, this research contributed to the understanding of the role 

of the peer group in electronic bullying, while recognizing the differences in peer 

behaviours across traditional and electronic bullying contexts. Moreover, this research 

continued to highlight the importance of peer bystanders in bullying, who can be very 

influential in mitigating the harmful effects of bullying for peers that they defend. 

Through this research, we have endeavoured to illuminate the importance of the peer 

group, within and across traditional and electronic bullying. 
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Appendix A 

Mediation analysis details for Chapter 3 

 Indirect effects were tested using methods described by Preacher and Hayes 

(2008) to estimate the direct and indirect effects of multiple mediators. This method has 

several advantages: (a) it allows for the simultaneous testing of several mediators; (b) it 

does not rely on the assumption of a normal sampling distribution; and (c) the risk of 

Type 1 error is reduced, since the number of inferential tests is minimized (Preacher & 

Hayes, 2008). Although AMOS does not directly provide the tests for the unique indirect 

effects of mediator variables on the outcome, we used the phantom variable method to 

obtain these estimates and confidence intervals (Macho & Ledermann, 2011). We used 

bias corrected and accelerated (BCa) 90% confidence intervals with 5000 re-samples, as 

these account for asymmetry in the bootstrapped distribution (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).  

 

 


