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ABSTRACT
School-based bullying is a widespread issue, but it occurs less often when 
bystanders defend the victims. This study examined whether type of bullying 
and students’ trust in their teacher’s ability to manage the class would be 
associated with reaction of the bystander (i.e. defending, passive, and pro- 
bullying). The participants were 202 ninth-grade students in Sweden, aged 
15 years, who completed a questionnaire in their classroom. They were 
randomized to one of five vignettes depicting different types of bullying 
(direct/ostracism, indirect/ostracism, direct/devaluing, indirect/devaluation, 
and control condition) and imagined that the situation they read in the 
vignette happened to them. Students with higher trust in their teacher 
were more inclined to defend victims. Students reported more passive 
bystanding in indirect devaluing compared to direct ostracizing. Finally, 
type of bullying interacted with trust in the teacher on passive bystanding.
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Introduction

School bullying has captured increased international concern during the past decades, and in the 
world, there have been significant efforts to better our understanding of this phenomenon as well as to 
tackle it (e.g., Chang, 2021; Hymel & Swearer, 2015; P. K. Smith, 2011). Furthermore, an extensive 
amount of attention has been given to developing programs to promote safer school environments and 
increase the number of students who defend their peers (Bezerra et al., 2023; Cornu et al., 2022), 
considering that peer intervention is essential in reducing bullying behaviors (Ma et al., 2019; 
Pöyhönen et al., 2012; Salmivalli et al., 2011). Previous research has shown that students who have 
warmer and more supportive relationships with their teachers are less involved in school bullying as 
perpetrators and victims (Espelage et al., 2015; F. Forsberg et al., 2023; Longobardi et al., 2018; 
Thornberg et al., 2022; for a recent meta-analysis, see; Ten Bokkel et al., 2023), show greater will
ingness to intervene in bullying situation (Wachs et al., 2020), have stronger autonomous motivation 
to defend victims (Iotti et al., 2020; Jungert et al., 2016), and are more often act to defend victims when 
they witness school bullying (Jungert et al., 2016; Sjögren et al., 2021b). In addition to warm relation
ships between students and teachers, students’ trust in teachers’ abilities to manage the classroom may 
also play an important role. When teachers and students trust each other, it will serve not only to 
facilitate teaching and learning and is an important end in itself (Bryk & Schneider, 2002), it may also 
facilitate students to defend victims of bullying. If students trust their teachers’ abilities to manage the 
class, they may also be more likely to cooperate actively and, thus, be more likely to try to defend 
victims of school bullying.
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The purpose of the present study was to investigate whether school students’ tendency to engage in 
pro-bullying, passive bystanding, and defending as bystanders in hypothetical events varies due to 
types of witnessed bullying, and their level of trust in their teachers.

Bullying

Bullying is defined as the repeated intentional aggression of someone who cannot easily defend 
themselves (Olweus, 1993). Thus, the most assumed definition of bullying is depicted by the following 
three criteria: (i) intention; (ii) repetition; and (iii) power imbalance in favor of the perpetrator(s). 
Sometimes, a fourth criterion is added, where it appears in the absence of evident provocation. 
Bullying is often categorized into two types: direct and indirect (Wang et al., 2009). Direct bullying 
relates to more direct forms of aggression targeted against the victim and tends to include physical 
(e.g., hitting, pushing, tripping) and verbal aggressions (e.g., name-calling, insulting) (Björkqvist,  
1994). Indirect bullying refers to covert forms of aggression (e.g., gossiping, rumor spreading, social 
exclusion) that may help the bullies avoid detection and retribution (Björkqvist, 1994; Marini et al.,  
2006), including using and involving others, to damage the victim’s social status and eventually isolate 
them from their peers (Archer & Coyne, 2005).

Bullying can involve the social devaluation of the victim (Eugene et al., 2021). Social devaluation 
can take the form of both direct and indirect aggression where the indirect forms involve spreading 
rumors and the direct forms typically involve scornful remarks and ridiculing, particularly if they 
perceive them as different from themselves (Wright et al., 1986). Moreover, bullying can also involve 
ostracism, which refers to being socially excluded and ignored (Williams, 2001). It can be either 
indirect and take the form of social exclusion or direct and take the form of rejection, which refers to 
an explicit verbal or physical action or an implicit action that declares that the individual is rejected or 
not desired as a member within a group or relationship (Williams et al., 2013).

Previous research has shown that the subjective well-being of school children is significantly more 
influenced by psychological and relational bullying, such as social exclusion and rejection than by 
physical bullying (Savahl et al., 2019) and that adolescents who were victims of relational bullying 
experienced stronger negative emotional well-being than victims of direct bullying (Múzquiz et al.,  
2023). Thus, there are indications that students who are being intentionally isolated and left out suffer 
more emotionally and impair their capability to feel positive emotions than adolescents who are being 
hit. These findings are important because teachers are inclined to identify and interfere more easily 
when bullying is direct or physical than when it is indirect and relational (Chen et al., 2018). Hence, 
because school bullying in forms of ostracism and social devaluation is particularly harmful to the 
victims and tends to go under the teachers’ radar, there is a need to know more about how students 
respond to ostracism and devaluing bullying in their role as bystanders, because how they act can 
influence the prevalence. Moreover, the features of an assumed type of relational bullying include 
severity, risk, and cost of intervention and bystander behavior may vary depending on these factors 
(Oh & Hazler, 2009; Pozzoli & Gini, 2010). For example, the severity of ostracism may be deemed as 
lower than being devalued. Likewise, bystanders who observe direct and open relational bullying may 
conclude that it is easier to defend the victim than when bullying is indirect. Relational bullying is 
complex (Bauman & Del Rio, 2006) and the nature of this type of bullying makes it challenging to 
intervene. Thus, intervening in relational bullying, whether it is direct or indirect and whether it is 
ostracizing or devaluing may confer different kinds of difficulties and risks on a bystander.Their 
bystander behaviors might also be associated with their levels of trust in their teachers.

Bystanding behavior

Bystanders, defined as students who witness bullying or know that it is occurring (Polanin et al., 2012), 
can take on different roles, including actively assisting bullies after the aggression has started 
(assistants), supporting the bullying indirectly by laughing or cheering (reinforcers), defending, 
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comforting, or advocating for victims (defenders), or remaining passive and avoiding involvement 
(outsiders/passive bystanders) (Salmivalli et al., 1996). Observational studies conducted in Canadian 
schools have found that bystanders are present in 88% of school bullying episodes (Hawkins et al.,  
2001). Bystanders can influence bullying extensively as they can stop bullying episodes (Hawkins et al.,  
2001), as often as 50% of the time (Craig et al., 2000), and reduce their overall frequency (Salmivalli 
et al., 2011). Conversely, bullying prevalence is higher in classroom peer ecologies where classmates 
more often reinforce bullying when they become bystanders (Kärnä et al., 2011; Salmivalli et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, Salmivalli (2014) has suggested that the success of interventions could be increased by 
targeting bystanders rather than trying to stop the perpetrators of bullying because bystanders are 
more receptive to influence than the perpetrators themselves. This is because bystanders often report 
feeling conflicted about bullying and wanting to help (C. Forsberg et al., 2014; Gini et al., 2008).

Despite students’ asserted desire to help, findings show that not many of them do intervene to 
support victims. Defending behavior is estimated to range from only 17% to 46% (Cappadocia et al.,  
2012; Ma et al., 2019). When trying to understand such estimates, there is an absence of a clear 
distinction between intent to defend and actual defending behaviors (Pozzoli & Gini, 2013). 
Nonetheless, as bystanders play such important roles when it comes to reducing bullying, 
a substantial quantity of research has been devoted to investigating the individual and situational 
factors that can influence their adoption of defending behaviors (Bezerra et al., 2023; Sjögren et al.,  
2021a; for a review, see; Lambe et al., 2019).

Trust in teacher’s ability to manage the classroom

Trust is an essential element in all relationships (Lewicki & Bunker, 1996; Tschannen-Moran, 2014). 
Trust is closely linked with cooperative behavior and when this is lacking, organizations are less 
effective (Hoy & Sweetland, 2001). Thus, trust is seen as being a vital factor in schools and involves 
special expectations of role relationships (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999). 
Given the negative consequences of school bullying, it is important to identify teacher approaches that 
are linked to student conflict and how much students trust that their teachers can manage the 
classroom. If teachers could professionally manage situations where, for example, a student is being 
bullied by peers in the classroom, this would likely result in their students’ trust in their teachers’ 
abilities.

Teachers were once seen as moral authorities who maintained societal norms (Durkheim, 1956). In 
the previous 35 years, assumptions that students perceive all teachers as legitimate authority figures 
have been challenged (Arum, 2003; Pace & Hemmings, 2007). Research has also shown that adults 
who perceive police and judges as authentic authority figures will willingly comply with them to 
a greater extent (Tyler & Sevier, 2013). This has been confirmed among adolescents as it has been 
found that teachers are judged as legitimate authorities when they use relationship building to prevent 
discipline problems, as this earns the trust and cooperation of students (Gregory & Mikami, 2015; 
Gregory & Ripski, 2008). Smetana and Bitz (1996) showed that trust in the legitimacy of teachers’ 
authority over conventional rules was associated with lower rates of misbehavior. Irrespective of 
teachers’ beliefs and the ways to maintain order in the classroom, it is likely that students’ perceptions 
of their teachers as legitimate authority figures will be of great importance for the role they take when 
they witness situations of conflict and school bullying. Research conducted in Sweden has found that 
in classrooms where teachers are more authoritative (i.e., caring, supportive, and good at maintaining 
classroom rules and order), students are more inclined to defend victims and less prone to reinforce 
bullying and remain passive when witnessing bullying (Thornberg et al., 2018). They are also less likely 
to engage in bullying perpetration (Kloo et al., 2023), and being bullying victimized (Kloo et al., 2023; 
Thornberg et al., 2018).

However, student trust in teacher authority has received little attention (Gregory & Ripski, 2008). 
Some studies indicate that trust among teachers and their principals, coworkers, and parents (Bryk & 
Schneider, 2002) as well as faculty trust (Goddard et al., 2001) and students’ trust in their teachers (Sun 
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et al., 2023) is of importance for academic achievement of students. Moreover, Bryk and Schneider 
(2002) state that when principals, teachers, students, and parents trust each other, this trust will serve 
not only as a means to facilitate teaching and learning but it is also as an important end in itself. We 
believe that if students trust their teachers, they will be more likely to make efforts to defend victims if 
they witness school bullying. It is worth noting that teachers tend to identify and intervene more easily 
when bullying is direct than when it is indirect (Chen et al., 2018). If teachers are good at perceiving 
when bullying occurs and have skills to intervene, and the students have trust in their teacher, it is 
likely to have an impact on the students’ willingness to intervene themselves. However, no study, to 
our knowledge has investigated whether students’ trust in their teachers’ managerial skills is associated 
with their willingness to take the role of defender of a victim of school bullying.

The present study

The purpose of the present study was to investigate whether school students’ tendency to engage in 
pro-bullying, passive bystanding, and defending as bystanders in hypothetical events varies due to the 
types of bullying in the scenarios, and their level of trust in their teachers. First we measured 
participants’ trust in their teacher. We then presented participants with detailed, context-laden 
vignettes of bullying situations capable of eliciting emotional responses and appraisals that are similar 
to those that would be experienced in a real-life classroom. The types of bullying involved direct 
ostracism, indirect ostracism, direct social devaluation, or indirect social devaluation of the victim. We 
hypothesized that witnesses of ostracism were more likely to defend and less likely to remain passive or 
take the role of pro-bully compared to witnesses of devaluation (Hypothesis 1) and that individuals 
who witness direct bullying were more likely to defend and less likely to remain passive or take the role 
as pro-bully compared to witnesses of devaluation (Hypothesis 2). We also hypothesized that 
individuals who have high trust in teacher were more likely to defend the victim and less likely to 
remain passive or take the role of pro-bully (Hypothesis 3).

Gender was included as a control variable. While boys tend to pro-bully more than girls in previous 
studies (Parris et al., 2020; Pöyhönen et al., 2012; Pozzoli & Gini, 2013; Sjögren et al., 2021a, 2021b; 
Thornberg et al., 2023), girls are more inclined to defend victims than boys (Gini et al., 2008; Parris 
et al., 2020; Pöyhönen et al., 2012; Pozzoli & Gini, 2013; Sjögren et al., 2021a; Thornberg et al., 2023; 
for an exception showing no significant gender differences, see; Sjögren et al., 2021b). Previous 
findings on gender differences in passive bystanding are more inconsistent, showing passive bystand
ing to be more common among boys (Pozzoli & Gini, 2013; Sjögren et al., 2021a), more common 
among girls (Gini et al., 2008; Pöyhönen et al., 2012), or not significantly different between gender 
(Parris et al., 2020; Sjögren et al., 2021b; Thornberg et al., 2023). The positive link between being a girl 
and defending has been confirmed in a meta-analysis on defending (Ma et al., 2019). We hypothesized 
that boys would be more inclined to pro-bully than girls (Hypothesis 4), and girls would be more 
inclined to defend than boys (Hypothesis 5), whereas the possible association between gender and 
passive bystanding was investigated in an exploratory manner due to previously mixed findings.

This study stems from a larger project, which was pre-registered on the Open Science Framework 
on November 17th, 2023 (https://osf.io/venq8/).

Method

Participants and procedure

The study involved a total of 202 ninth-grade students from four different lower secondary schools in 
the southern part of Sweden. In the Swedish educational system, the lower secondary school consists 
of grades 7–9 and students enter this school level the year they turn 13. All of the participants were 15  
years old, and 84 (42%) were boys and 107 (53%) were girls, 5 (2.5%) were other, and 6 (3%) preferred 
not to tell. Socioeconomic background was not directly measured in the study, but the sample of public 
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schools represented a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds. The research was approved by the 
Swedish Ethical Review Authority on December 22, 2022 (protocol number 2022 -05,131-01).

The current research is an experimental vignette study that was conducted in an ordinary classroom 
setting. It was conducted in the classroom to increase ecological validity (Rummel & Kvavilashvili, 2021), 
minimize, and to isolate the variables at study. A research assistant informed the students of the study and 
their rights as participants and collected their consent before distributing the survey, which was presented 
online using the SoSci Survey online tool Version 3.4.17 and participants anonymously completed it in their 
ordinary classroom setting. First, the students rated their trust in their teacher’s ability to manage the 
classroom. After this, they were randomized to one of four vignettes, which participants imagined that the 
situation they read in the vignette happened to them. A research assistant was recruited and instructed to 
administrate the data-gathering sessions. She was present throughout the sessions, explained the study 
procedure, reassured participants of the anonymous nature of the study, assisted those who needed help, 
and informed the participants that they had the option of withdrawing from the study at any time. The 
session took about 20 minutes in each classroom.

To ensure data quality in the sample, we measured participants’ reading times. We had decided that the 
cutoff would be participants who spent less than 10 s reading their vignette from the initial samples, 
however, no participant spent less than 18 s. Participants were randomly assigned to the different condi
tions: Direct/Ostracism (n = 40), Indirect/Ostracism (n = 39), Direct/Devaluing (n = 37), Indirect/ 
Devaluation (n = 42), and Control condition (n = 38). The gender ratios were similar between conditions.

The study was part of a larger project, and additional measures (e.g., study motivation) were 
assessed, which are not reported here as they are not the focus of the present research.

Stimuli

We used five vignettes (see APPENDIX A), varying types of bullying (Direct/Ostracism, Indirect/ 
Ostracism, Direct/Devaluing, Indirect/Devaluation), and a control vignette (no bullying). We asked 
participants to imagine that everything in the vignette was happening to them. All names in the 
vignettes were gender-neutral.

All vignettes described a class where students were instructed to form groups of four to work on a project 
in history. In the direct/ostracism condition one student is directly ostracized. An example statement 
includes “‘Our group is already full . . . // . . . we’d rather be three without you than four with you’.” In the 
indirect/ostracism condition, one student is indirectly ostracized. An example line from the vignette is “‘We 
would not mind having you, but we are waiting for another person who should join us soon,’ while it is clear 
that this is not true.” In the direct/devaluing condition, one student is allowed to be part of a group but is 
directly devalued. An example statement is “Well go ahead, join us! At least we’ll be having fun!.” In the 
indirect/devaluing condition, one student is allowed to be part of a group but is indirectly devalued. An 
example line is “ . . . you hear another of your classmates, who says to his neighbor while looking at Alex [the 
victim] ‘talks so much bullshit!’.” Thus, in the direct/devaluation condition, Max speaks directly about Alex, 
and other students make comments directly and out loud about Alex who hears this, while in the indirect/ 
devaluation condition there are only subtle remarks about Alex and comments behind Alex’s back.

The students were asked to respond to these hypothetical scenarios by answering 12 items with rating 
scales.

Measures

Trust in teacher
Student trust in a teacher’s ability to manage the classroom was measured prior to the vignette, by 
three items adapted from the Trust in Leadership scale (Kelloway et al., 2012), which were drawn from 
Cook and Wall’s (1980) six-item measure. The items were originally designed to reflect both faith in 
management and confidence in the ability of management and the current study, the items reflect 
student’s faith and confidence in their teacher’s management skills in the classroom. The three items 
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are the following ones: “I can trust that my class teacher would listen and understand me if I would 
have a problem of some kind,” “I can trust my class teacher to handle conflicts between students in 
a good way,” and “I can trust that my class teacher makes reasonable decisions for the future of the 
class.” The items were presented on a seven‐point scale ranging from 1 = do not agree at all to 7 =  
completely agree and the Cronbach alpha was .84.

Perception of bullying (manipulation check)
Immediately after the participants had read the vignette, they were asked to complete a three-item 
questionnaire that measured perceptions of school bullying presented on a seven‐point scale ranging 
from 1 = low to 7 = high. An example item was “To what extent was Alex ostracized by the classmates 
(Max and Camille).” The Cronbach alpha was .82.

Participant roles
After the perception of bullying, they completed a version of the Participant Roles Scale (Jungert et al.,  
2016). A nine-item scale was used to measure bystander behavior in bullying situations. The partici
pants were asked, “In this situation [the vignette] I would . . . .” Three items described pro-bullying 
(e.g., “join in with Max and Camille;” Cronbach alpha = 0.65), three items described passive bystand
ing (e.g., “ . . . act as if nothing happened;” Cronbach alpha = 0.83); three items described defending 
(e.g., “ . . . help or comfort Alex;” Cronbach alpha = 0.79). The response options for each item were on 
a four-point scale: do not agree at all (1), partly disagree (2), partly agree (3), and completely agree (4). 
Because we intended to measure participants’ self-reports of how they typically responded when they 
had witnessed bullying, the items were measured on an “agree – disagree” scale, as opposed to 
a “never – always” scale. The latter type of wording might increase the risk of confounding the 
perceived frequency of witnessing bullying.

Gender and age
At the end of the questionnaire, participants completed a sociodemographic scale that included 
questions about their gender (1 = girl, 2 = boy, 3 = other) and age (i.e., “How old are you?,” followed 
by, “I’m . . . . . . years old”).

Statistical analyses

First, we report the descriptive data to give an impression of the manifest data structure in the four 
conditions. The dependent variables were normally distributed indicated by skewness (−.05 to .18) and 
kurtosis (−.87 to .18), and only pro-bully was significant in the Shapiro-Wilk test. For the inferential 
analyses, we calculated three separate ANCOVAs with the three different participant roles (defender, 
passive, and pro-bully) as dependent variable, type of situation (Direct/Ostracism, Direct/Devaluing, 
Indirect/Ostracism, Indirect/Devaluing, and Control) as between-subject factors, and trust in teacher, 
treated as continuous variable, and gender as covariates in each model.

Results

The data were analyzed in the statistical software Jamovi. Results of the manipulation check indicated 
that participants in the experimental condition perceived what happened in the vignettes as involving 
elements of aggression more than the participants in the control group, t(194) = 3.79, p < .001, Cohen’s d  
= .69. This suggests that the manipulation was induced. Table 1 depicts the descriptive results.

Regarding the defender role, we did not find any significant main effect for condition, F(4, 182) = 1.07, p  
= .372, η2 = .02, and the post-hoc test did not show any significant differences between the conditions. On 
the other hand, we found a significant effect for trust in the teacher, F(1, 185) = 4.74, p = .031, η2 = .03, which 
means that students with higher trust in their teachers were more likely to defend the victim of school 
bullying than students with lower trust. Gender was not significant. Regarding the passive role, we found 
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a significant main effect for condition, F(4, 184) = 2.45, p = .048, η2 = .05, and the post-hoc test showed that 
the students reported more passive bystanding in the indirect/devaluing situation (ptukey = .009) than those 
in the direct/ostracizing condition. There was no main effect for either gender or trust in the teacher, but 
there was an interaction effect between condition and trust, F(4, 178) = 3.85, p < .005, η2 = .08. Simple Effects 
Analysis indicated that when trust was low, passive bystanding was higher primarily in the ostracizing and 
direct conditions, but also to some extent when bullying was direct and devaluing. Finally, regarding the role 
as pro-bully, we did not find any significant main effect for condition, F(4, 182) = 1.94, p = .105, η2 = .04, and 
there was no significant post-hoc test. On the other hand, we found that trust in the teacher was a significant 
covariate, F(1, 185) = 6.31, p = .031, η2 = .03, and explained that students who trusted their class teacher 
more were less prone to take the role as pro-bully. Finally, gender was a significant covariate, F(1, 185) =  
6.02, p = .015, η2 = .03, and indicated that boys were more likely to take the role of pro-bully.1

Discussion

In the current study, we examined the impact of different types of bullying scenarios on students’ roles 
as defenders, passive bystanders, and pro-bullies, considering potential influences of gender and 
students’ trust in teacher. Regarding the defender role, the main effect of the condition did not 
reach significance. However, a significant effect for trust in teacher indicated that students with higher 
trust in their teachers were more inclined to defend victims of school bullying, which supported our 
hypothesis. Gender did not emerge as a significant factor in the defender role. Thus, our findings did 
not support our hypothesis that girls are more inclined than boys to defend victims. However, even 
though many studies have demonstrated that girls are more likely to engage in defending (e.g., Parris 
et al., 2020; Pöyhönen et al., 2012; Pozzoli & Gini, 2013; Thornberg et al., 2023), there are exceptions 
showing no significant difference between boys and girls (e.g., Sjögren et al., 2021b). In their meta- 
analysis, Ma et al. (2019) concluded although girls are significantly more likely to defend victims than 
boys, the effect size was small, and heterogeneity among the included studies was significant as well. In 
addition, they found that “there was a gender difference in defending favoring girls in childhood 
(especially between ages eight and 11), but this trend was absent during adolescence (age 12–18)” 
(p. 908). The students in the current study were adolescents.

For the passive role, a significant main effect for condition revealed that students reported more 
passive bystanding in the indirect devaluing situation compared to the direct ostracizing condition. 
Neither gender nor trust in the teacher showed any significant main effects in the passive role. We did 
not have any a priori hypothesis on the link between gender and passive bystanding due to incon
sistent findings in the literature (e.g., Gini et al., 2008; Parris et al., 2020; Pöyhönen et al., 2012; Pozzoli 
& Gini, 2013; Sjögren et al., 2021a, 2021b; Thornberg et al., 2023), our findings did not support our 
hypothesis that students who have high trust in their teacher are less likely to remain passive as 
bystanders. A possible explanation might be that other factors play a much more important role in 
passive bystanding, such as social self-efficacy (Gini et al., 2008), defender self-efficacy (Sjögren et al.,  
2021b), empathy (Gini et al., 2008), autonomous motivation to defend (Thornberg et al., 2023), coping 
strategies (Pozzoli & Gini, 2013), perceived coping effectiveness (Parris et al., 2020), and classroom 
collective moral disengagement (Sjögren et al., 2021a).

A significant interaction effect was observed between the type of school bullying and trust in the 
teacher concerning the role of being a passive bystander. However, the interaction between condition 
and trust in teacher implies that the impact of trust in the teacher on the likelihood of being a passive 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations of variables over the conditions.

Direct/ 
Ostracism

Direct/ 
Devaluing

Indirect/ 
Ostracism Indirect/Devaluing Control

Defender 2.43 (0.87) 2.35 (0.76) 2.47 (0.88) 2.15 (0.85) 2.09 (0.73)
Passive 2.13 (0.91) 2.50 (0.60) 2.27 (0.87) 2.75 (0.91) 2.52 (0.84)
Pro-bully 1.40 (0.62) 1.74 (0.75) 1.52 (0.62) 1.70 (0.79) 1.61 (0.67)
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bystander varies depending on the type of bullying situation. When trust is low, passive bystanding 
seems to be higher especially if the bullying is ostracizing, but also when bullying is direct and 
devaluing. A possible explanation for this finding could be that high trust is needed to refrain from 
staying passive in bullying conditions that are less evident.

Concerning the pro-bully role, we did not find any main effect for the condition. Trust in teacher 
emerged as a significant covariate, revealing that students with higher trust in their class teacher were 
less likely to adopt the pro-bully role, which lends support to our hypothesis. Moreover, gender was 
a significant covariate, suggesting that boys were more prone to take on the role of pro-bully than girls, 
which supported our hypothesis and has been found in previous research (Parris et al., 2020; 
Pöyhönen et al., 2012; Pozzoli & Gini, 2013; Sjögren et al., 2021a, 2021b; Thornberg et al., 2023).

These findings emphasize the nuanced nature of students’ responses to different bullying scenarios 
and notably the influence of trust in teacher on their roles in bullying situations. Our results support 
the evidence of the positive effect of high trust in teacher (e.g., Gregory & Ripski, 2008, Smetana & Bitz,  
1996; Sun et al., 2023). Specifically, we found that trust in teacher had a positive effect on defending 
victims of school bullying and was negatively associated with pro-bullying. These findings support the 
theory that trust in teacher fosters not only the maintenance of order in the classroom and higher 
academic achievement but also increased positive interventions by students in bullying situations. 
Possible reasons for this could be because teachers who benefit from their students’ trust are role 
models on how to resolve conflict and intervene in bullying as well as the assurance that the class 
teacher will support students’ efforts to intervene in professional ways.

Surprisingly we did not find that the students were more inclined to take the role of defender in the 
ostracizing scenario compared with the devaluing scenario. As previous research has shown that school 
children suffer more psychologically if they are victims of relational bullying compared to more direct and 
devaluing bullying (Múzquiz et al., 2023; Savahl et al., 2019), it was expected that ostracism would evoke 
a stronger urge to defend victims of ostracism compared to devaluing situations and that students 
witnessing direct bullying would be more inclined to defend the victim. Additionally, our findings show 
that students reported more passive bystanding in the indirect/devaluing situation compared to the direct/ 
ostracizing condition. There may be a combination of emotional responses, social norms, and group 
dynamics that are different between witnessing direct ostracism compared to indirect devaluing, and 
these dynamics contribute to less passiveness when a peer is being directly ostracized compared to when 
a peer is being indirectly devalued. Alternatively, just as teachers have difficulty deciding when to intervene 
in relational bullying (Bauman & Del Rio, 2006), students may find that both ostracizing and devaluing are 
equally serious and prohibited. Another possibility is that processes of displacement of responsibility are 
activated in all four types of bullying (Pozzoli & Gini, 2010; Thornberg et al., 2023).

Limitations and future directions

While the study benefitted from experimental methods and the employment of standardized measures, 
some limitations need to be noted. First, all data were collected via a self-reported questionnaire. Therefore, 
there is a risk of common method variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012). Second, another 
limitation is the moderately small sample size, which may have reduced the statistical power and ability to 
detect smaller effects. However, the sample size is in line with other exploratory studies in this area and 
some of our findings are consistent with similar prior research indicating robustness of the effects. 
Additionally, although we sought to eliminate social desirability through the use of anonymous surveys, 
it cannot be completely ruled out that this influenced our results. Self-reported data are also vulnerable to 
perception bias. Moreover, while the manipulation check confirmed that participants in the experimental 
conditions did perceive the situations as involving elements of aggression more than the participants in the 
control condition, it is possible that the aggression was not perceived as bullying. Future research should 
examine a range of types of aggression and adopt more powerful manipulations (e.g. videotapes of 
simulated bullying incidents).
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Another limitation is that we have examined how students respond to hypothetical events, which is not 
the same as studying how they would respond in real-life situations, which threatens ecological validity 
(Cicourel, 1982). Even if J. R. Smith and McSweeney (2007) have shown that intentions powerfully indicate 
real behavior, further studies are needed containing mixed methodologies, including observational designs 
(Monks et al., 2003; Obermann, 2011). Finally, the small and non-probabilistic sample in this study limits 
the generalizability of the findings. School bullying can take on different shapes in diverse cultures 
(Morcillo et al., 2015) and results may vary throughout different intergroup contexts such as ethnicity 
(Abbott & Cameron, 2014) and combinations of bystander, victim, and aggressor group memberships 
(Nesdale et al., 2013). Additional investigations are required in other countries and involve more diversity.

Conclusions

The study contributes by adding valuable insights into the complex dynamics of student behavior as 
defenders, passive bystanders, and pro-bullies within the context of bullying scenarios and highlights the 
importance of students’ trust in their teacher. Moreover, findings from the study have implications for anti- 
bullying interventions. Considering that the vast majority of bullying occurs in the classroom (Bradshaw 
et al., 2018), scholars, practitioners, and school officials have increasingly recognized the importance of 
teachers’ role in anti-bullying efforts (Veenstra et al., 2014; Wachs et al., 2019). As research has documen
ted, teachers’ support and responsiveness are significantly associated with a reduction in school bullying 
and negative outcomes that are linked to bullying among students (e.g., Flaspohler et al., 2009; Longobardi 
et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2023). For such efforts to work, however, there is a critical need to first assess 
students’ trust in their teacher and identify any barriers to trust between teachers and students.

Note

1. ANCOVA for pro-bully was conducted using general linear models with robust standard errors in Jamovi, yielding 
consistent results.
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APPENDIX A

Vignette 1 [Direct Ostracism]

During one of the first History-Geography lessons, the teacher asks your class to work in groups of 4 students to 
make a presentation on Egyptian civilization. Many groups are created quickly and spontaneously by students who 
either sit close to each other or already know each other. Your group is already complete. Max and Camilla, with 
whom you sometimes chat during the break, are only two (form a group of only 2 persons). You notice that Alex 
joins them, certainly to ask them to join their group. Max sees Alex coming and says to him: “Our group is already 
full.” When Alex replies that it takes four to make a working group, Max adds “and then, we’d rather be three 
without you than four with you.” Camilla adds “Didn’t you hear? Leave, go see if someone else wants you!.” Alex 
goes back, and you hear another of your classmates say to his neighbor “I know you are new, but I would avoid this 
person if I were you.” Unfortunately, this is not the first time that this kind of event has happened to Alex this year, 
whether with these students or with others.

Vignette 2 [Direct Devaluing]

During one of the first History-Geography lessons, the teacher asks your class to work in groups of 4 students to 
make a presentation on Egyptian civilization. Many groups are created quickly and spontaneously by students who 
either sit close to each other or already know each other. Your group is already complete. Max and Camilla, with 
whom you sometimes chat during the break, are only two (form a group of only 2 persons?). You notice that Alex 
joins them, certainly to ask them to join their group. Max sees Alex coming, breathes, and says very softly to 
Camilla: “Oh, oh, we hit the jackpot again!” To Alex: “OK to join the group, but please try to make an effort to 
work for once. We really need to get a top mark.” Camilla adds, “Well go ahead, join us! At least we’ll be having 
fun!.” Alex goes back to fetch bag and computer when you hear another of your classmates, say to his neighbor “Ah, 
I understand their reaction but it’s always fun to have Alex in your group, it’s always funny to hear how much Alex 
is able to talk bullshit!.” Unfortunately, this is not the first time that this kind of event has happened to Alex 
this year, whether with these students or with others.

Vignette 3 [Indirect Ostracism]

During one of the first History-Geography lessons, the teacher asks your class to work in groups of 4 students 
to make a presentation on Egyptian civilization. Many groups are created quickly and spontaneously by 
students who either sit close to each other or already know each other. Your group is already complete. 
Max and Camilla, with whom you sometimes chat during the break, are only two (form a group of only 
2 persons). You notice that Alex joins them, certainly to ask them to join your group. Max sees Alex coming 
but seems not to pay any attention of this. When Alex asks them to join their group, Max and Camilla start 
talking about private things. Alex asks them a second time, Max replies: “Well, we would not mind having you, 
but we are waiting for another person who should join us soon.” You know that’s not true, all the other 
groups have been made. Alex then goes back; everyone seems to turn away seeing Alex come back. 
Unfortunately, this is not the first time that this kind of event has happened to Alex this year, whether with 
these students or with others.

Vignette 4 [Indirect Devaluing]

During one of the first History-Geography lessons, the teacher asks your class to work in groups of 4 students 
to make a presentation on Egyptian civilization. Many groups are created quickly and spontaneously by 
students who either sit close to each other or already know each other. Your group is already complete. 
Max and Camilla, with whom you sometimes chat during the break, are only two (form a group of only 
2 persons). You notice that Alex joins them, certainly to ask them to join their group. Max sees Alex 
approaching and huffs. When Alex asks him if it’s possible to join the group, Max says, “Okay, come on. 
I hope you work hard because we’re aiming for a top mark on this assignment!.” Camilla, one of the other 
members of the group, adds “True! We really need to be good on this! But come on, it’s going to be fun.” Alex 
goes back to fetch bag and computer when you hear another of your classmates, who says to his neighbor 
while looking at Alex “Ah, we’re going to have a good laugh again!” and “talk so much bullshit!.” 
Unfortunately, this is not the first time that this kind of event has happened to Alex this year, whether with 
these students or with others.
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Vignette 5 [Control]

During one of the History-Geography lessons, the teacher asks your class to work in groups of 4 students to make 
a presentation on Egyptian civilization. Many groups are created quickly and spontaneously by students who either sit 
close to each other or already know each other. Your group is already complete. Max and Camilla, with whom you 
sometimes chat during the break, are only two. You notice that Alex joins them, certainly to ask them to join their group. 
You see Max and Camilla chatting for a few moments and then Alex returns to grab their bag and joins the group. Kim 
says hello and begins the planning of the work for the group. Every now and then you hear them talking and laughing, 
then get back to the task at hand.

JOURNAL OF SCHOOL VIOLENCE 183


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Bullying
	Bystanding behavior
	Trust in teacher’s ability to manage the classroom
	The present study

	Method
	Participants and procedure
	Stimuli
	Measures
	Trust in teacher
	Perception of bullying (manipulation check)
	Participant roles
	Gender and age

	Statistical analyses

	Results
	Discussion
	Limitations and future directions

	Conclusions
	Note
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	Notes on contributors
	ORCID
	References
	Vignette 1 [Direct Ostracism]
	Vignette 2 [Direct Devaluing]
	Vignette 3 [Indirect Ostracism]
	Vignette 4 [Indirect Devaluing]
	Vignette 5 [Control]

