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I N TRODUC TION

Although bystanders are present in about 80% of bully-
ing situations in school (Jones et al., 2015), only a minority 
(about 25%) attempts to help victimized peers (e.g., Craig 
& Pepler, 1998; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2022). The silence of 
passive bystanders may be more hurtful for victims than 
the bullying itself (Jones et al.,  2015). Passivity from by-
standers could signal tacit approval or condoning of the 
bullying, which gives perpetrators a green light to continue 
or to pursue their behavior. Therefore, anti-bullying pro-
grams increasingly encourage peer defending, which refers 
to prosocial actions undertaken in response to a bullying 
situation, such as being kind and supportive to the victim 
(victim-directed defending) or publicly confronting bullies 
and actively trying to stop bullying by asking others to in-
tervene (bully-directed defending; Lambe & Craig,  2020). 
Though defending may help victims (Laninga-Wijnen 
et al., 2022; Sainio et al., 2011), it could be risky for defenders, 

especially when defending occurs in bully-directed ways, as 
such defending attempts challenge and contest the behav-
iors of generally powerful bullies and their allies (Lambe & 
Craig, 2020). Therefore, bully-directed defending is assumed 
to require high peer status—such as being liked or popular—
but also to be potentially costly in terms of status (Salmivalli 
et al., 2021).

Given the growing call to encourage youth to defend 
their victimized peers, more insight is needed into the bi-
directional links between defending and peer status. Most 
studies on the associations between defending and peer 
status have been cross-sectional. A recent meta-analysis 
detected a small, positive link between the two, but there 
was also substantial heterogeneity in effect sizes across 
studies (Ma et al., 2019). Only three studies have examined 
prospective bidirectional links between peer status and de-
fending (Meter & Card, 2015; Pozzoli & Gini, 2021; van der 
Ploeg et al.,  2017) and only one of them considered both 
being liked and popularity as indicator of status (Pozzoli 
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& Gini, 2021). Their findings vary considerably from each 
other both in the magnitude and in the direction of effects. 
This may be an indication that the bidirectional associa-
tions between adolescents' status and defending behavior 
vary as a function of individual and contextual factors. 
We propose that these bidirectional associations depend 
on students' empathy, gender, and classroom anti-bullying 
norms, as these factors may determine the anticipated 
and actual social costs and benefits of defending (Pouwels 
et al.,  2019). Thus, the current study aimed to clarify 
whether defending requires high status and has conse-
quences for adolescents' status, and whether these associ-
ations are moderated by students' gender and empathy, as 
well as classroom anti-bullying norms. We focus on bully-
directed ways of defending, given their potential relevance 
for adolescents' status.

Is high status a prerequisite for defending?

Adolescence is marked by a heightened concern about one's 
status (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010). Youth may strive both 
for belonging to the peer group (being liked; also referred 
to as peer acceptance) and for being noticed, admired, or 
powerful among their peers (i.e., being popular; Dawes & 
Xie,  2017). Qualitative studies have indicated that adoles-
cents may consider a certain level of peer status a prerequisite 
for daring to stand up against a powerful bully (Spadafora 
et al., 2020). There are at least three possible reasons for this. 
First, adolescents with high status—both in terms of being 
liked and being popular—may feel more confident to defend 
victimized peers with no fear of social repercussions from 
bullies, as high-status youth generally have more friends 
(Laninga-Wijnen & Veenstra, 2021), which can protect them 
against victimization (Hodges & Perry, 1999). Second, ado-
lescents who are well-liked or popular tend to be more asser-
tive (Poorthuis et al., 2021) and have better social–emotional 
skills (Laninga-Wijnen et al.,  2021), allowing them to bet-
ter understand the effect of their behaviors on their peers 
(Hawley, 2014), making them more likely to defend. Third, 
costly signaling theory (Grafen,  1990)—which applies 
mainly to popularity—proposes that people tend to behave 
more prosocially when they are being observed by others. In 
addition, being prosocial can be a way to demonstrate one's 
social power, especially if the prosocial acts are perceived as 
“risky.” The visibility of popular youth may therefore explain 
why they defend victims—it demonstrates their power to 
others (Pronk et al., 2019).

Only three studies have tested whether high peer status 
predicts more defending over time, while also testing for 
opposing directions (i.e., whether defending predicts higher 
status). One study found that Finnish 4th–6th graders with 
higher popularity were more likely to defend victims about 
5 months later (van der Ploeg et al., 2017), whereas another 
study on American 6th and 7th graders did not detect any 
significant effect of being liked on students' defending be-
havior 1 year later (Meter & Card,  2015). The third study 

found that neither being popular nor being liked predicted 
defending 1 year later among Italian 6th–8th graders 
(Pozzoli & Gini, 2021). Thus, previous work is inconclusive 
regarding whether high status is a prerequisite for defend-
ing. Based on the theoretical arguments mentioned above, 
we expected that both being popular and being liked would 
positively predict bully-directed defending over time in the 
current study.

Is status a consequence of defending?

The act of defending may have consequences for defenders' 
peer status. However, there are theoretical arguments for 
both positive and negative consequences. On the one hand, 
it is conceivable that defending increases adolescents' sta-
tus. Costly signaling theory (Grafen, 1990) posits that en-
gaging in public prosocial behaviors, such as generosity, is 
not only a way to display one's status, but also to enhance 
it. To qualify as a costly signal, these prosocial behaviors 
should be observable by others (i.e., public; Smith & Bliege 
Bird, 2000) and costly in terms of time, energy, or risk, so 
as to display the prosocial actors' qualities, which in turn 
should heighten their social power (Boone,  1998). Bully-
directed defending can qualify as ‘costly signal’ because it 
is observable by peers and it demonstrates that defenders 
dare to take a risk: they are powerful and brave enough to 
take a stance against bullying. This may foster respect and 
admiration among peers and thereby increase defenders' 
popularity (Reijntjes et al.,  2016). Defending may also af-
fect how well-liked defenders are by peers, because defend-
ers undertake prosocial actions that are helpful for others 
(Pronk et al., 2020).

On the other hand, defending may have negative reper-
cussion for adolescents' peer status. Preventing aggressors 
from achieving their goals (Pozzoli & Gini,  2013), under-
mining their control over resources (Olthof et al.,  2011), 
and challenging their power could result in retaliation from 
the bullies and their allies (retaliation hypothesis; Huitsing 
et al., 2014; Spadafora et al., 2020). This retaliation might en-
tail social exclusion, physical attacks, and damage to the rep-
utation of defenders. Such treatment should logically lower 
defenders' status in the peer group. Indeed, in qualitative 
studies, fear of losing their popularity or fear of becoming 
the next target are the main reasons that adolescents cite 
for their reluctance to defend victimized peers (Strindberg 
et al., 2020).

Findings of longitudinal studies that examine whether 
and how defending contributes to status (while controlling 
for the predictive role of status in defending) vary con-
siderably. Defenders decreased in being liked in one study 
(Meter & Card, 2015) and increased in being liked in an-
other (Pozzoli & Gini, 2021). Defending predicted higher 
popularity in one study (van der Ploeg et al.,  2017) but 
was unrelated to future popularity in another (Pozzoli & 
Gini, 2021). As there are theoretical reasons to expect both 
that defending could lead to higher status and to lower 
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status, and because prior work is inconclusive, we explored 
in the current study whether defending predicted being 
liked and popularity over time among adolescents, with 
no directional hypothesis.

Moderators of the bidirectional links between 
status and defending

A key goal of our study was to examine whether the pro-
spective links between defending and peer status depend 
on individual and contextual factors. As outlined above, 
defending victimized peers can entail either social costs 
or benefits (Do et al.,  2017). Therefore, before interven-
ing in a bullying situation, students may weigh the poten-
tial costs and benefits of doing so (cost–benefit analysis; 
Armstrong-Carter et al., 2023; Nickerson et al., 2014). This 
may be particularly true for high-status youth, as they may 
have more to lose (i.e., more costs, as the higher one's status 
is, the more one can lose of it), but may also be particularly 
motivated to engage in defending as a means to further 
increase their status (more driven to gain benefits—costly 
signaling theory; Grafen,  1990). Moreover, the extent to 
which defending actually predicts a higher or lower status 
may depend on the extent to which these behaviors align 
with social (gender) or normative expectations (Nielson 
et al.,  2017; Peets et al.,  2015). Based on previous work 
(Lucas-Molina et al.,  2018; Pouwels et al.,  2019), we con-
sidered empathy, gender, and peer norms as important de-
terminants for the anticipated and actual social costs and 
benefits of defending.

Empathy

Following the bystander intervention model, it can be ar-
gued that empathy shapes the anticipated costs and benefits 
of defending (Batson, 1988; Nickerson et al., 2014) because 
an empathetic individual should place more emphasis on the 
benefits of helping others and thereby should see the costs 
of non-intervention as high. Previous longitudinal work has 
identified empathy as an important predictor of defending 
behavior (Deng et al., 2021). We argue that empathy may also 
interact with youths' peer status in predicting their defend-
ing behavior, as a strong capacity to sympathize with victims 
may override high-status youths' hesitance to defend; i.e., the 
potential benefit of ending victims' suffering may outweigh 
the potential anticipated cost of losing status. In line with 
this reasoning, some studies have found that the concurrent 
link between status and defending was stronger for empathic 
youth (e.g., Caravita et al., 2009; Pöyhönen et al., 2010), yet 
other studies did not find this effect (e.g., Kim et al., 2013; 
Lucas-Molina et al., 2018). Despite inconsistencies in cross-
sectional studies, we expected that the prospective effect of 
students' status (being popular and being liked) on defend-
ing would be stronger for adolescents with higher levels of 
empathy.

Gender

There are reasons to expect that status may be both a 
stronger predictor and a stronger outcome of bully-
directed defending among boys than among girls. First of 
all, boys may have a stronger preference to show their sta-
tus to others by means of using public and risky prosocial 
behaviors. Indeed, the costly signaling principle (being 
prosocial to show how powerful one is) has more often 
been detected among men (McAndrew, 2019). For example, 
an experimental study showed that boys were more likely 
than girls to demonstrate publicly generous behaviors as 
a means to demonstrate their status (Dreher et al., 2016). 
As costly signaling theory is about status in terms of so-
cial power or popularity, we hypothesize that popularity 
may be a stronger predictor of defending among boys than 
among girls, and we will explore whether the same pattern 
is found for being liked.

Furthermore, confrontational defending behaviors may 
fit better to what is socially expected from boys than from 
girls; therefore, boys' status may be more strongly affected 
by bully-directed defending than girls' status. Social role 
theory of gender and helping (Eagly & Crowley, 1986) ar-
gues that traditionally, boys and girls are socialized in gen-
dered ways to help others. Masculine prosocial behavior 
tends to be characterized by strength and assertiveness, 
whereas feminine prosocial behavior is more focused on 
kindness and being attuned to others' needs (Hine, 2017; 
Nielson et al., 2017). Consistent with this reasoning, stud-
ies about defending in bullying situations have shown 
that boys are more likely to publicly stand up against the 
bully, whereas girls are more likely to comfort victims or 
provide advice in more indirect, private ways (Lambe & 
Craig, 2020; Reijntjes et al., 2016). Thus, defending others 
by standing up to the bully may be viewed as more socially 
acceptable for boys. Consequently, we hypothesized high 
peer status to be a stronger predictor and a stronger out-
come of bully-directed defending among boys than among 
girls.

Classroom anti-bullying norms

Classroom anti-bullying norms may also moderate the ex-
tent to which status predicts defending and vice versa. Social 
norms determine which behaviors are expected or appropri-
ate in a particular context (Shaw, 1981), and previous work 
has shown that high-status youth are more likely to conform 
to these social norms than low status youth (Lucas-Molina 
et al.,  2018; Peets et al.,  2015). This effect has often been 
explained by the idea that high status youth are concerned 
about losing their status (i.e., an anticipated cost) if they 
do not conform to these norms (Peets et al.,  2015; Yun & 
Graham, 2018). If bullying is considered inappropriate in a 
classroom (i.e., a strong injunctive anti-bullying norm) high-
status youth may consider it relatively safe to defend victim-
ized peers, because such defending behaviors are compatible 
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with the norm. Thus, high status youth may consider the 
potential social costs of defending to be lower in classrooms 
with high anti-bullying norms, and possibly even anticipate 
social benefits for aligning with group norms.

Classroom norms may also determine the actual social 
costs and benefits of defending. Following social misfit theory, 
students who display behaviors that align with group norms 
are more likely to be accepted by their peers than students who 
do not conform to norms (Wright et al., 1986). Therefore, de-
fending will likely result in higher status (being liked and pop-
ular) in classrooms with higher anti-bullying norms.

A few cross-sectional studies have tested whether anti-
bullying norms moderated the link between status and 
defending in primary schools. These studies found that pop-
ularity was more strongly related to defending in classrooms 
with stronger anti-bullying norms (Garandeau et al., 2022; 
Peets et al., 2015). Less consistent findings emerged for the 
role of norms in the link between being liked and defend-
ing. One study found that the positive link between being 
liked and defending was stronger in classrooms with higher 
anti-bullying norms (Lucas-Molina et al.,  2018) whereas 
another study did not detect any significant moderating ef-
fect of norms in the link between being liked and defend-
ing (Garandeau et al.,  2022). The cross-sectional design of 
these studies could not provide insights into whether anti-
bullying norms affected the extent to which either (1) high-
status youth were more likely to defend victims over time, or 
(2) defenders were more likely to increase in status over time. 
Moreover, the role of norms may be more pronounced in ad-
olescence, when adult supervision wanes, paving the way 
for stronger influences of peers (Laursen & Veenstra, 2021). 
Based on both the theoretical arguments and prior findings 
mentioned above, we expected that higher status (popu-
larity and being liked) would predict more defending, and 
that more defending would predict increased status in class-
rooms where anti-bullying norms are higher.

Current study

Using a cross-lagged panel model, we examined bidirec-
tional associations between bully-directed defending and 
two types of status simultaneously to identify the unique 
and relative role of popularity and being liked over time. We 
expected higher status to predict higher levels of defending 
over time. We also examined if and how defending behavior 
is associated with future peer status. We did not formulate 
directional hypotheses about these effects as prior empirical 
studies are scarce and inconclusive in this regard.

Our second aim is to test whether the bidirectional asso-
ciations between defending and status vary as a function of 
individual (empathy, gender) and contextual (anti-bullying 
norm) factors. We expect that empathy moderates the effect 
of status on future defending. Specifically, we hypothesize 
that the positive prospective links between both types of 
status and defending are stronger at higher levels of empa-
thy. We hypothesize popularity to be a stronger predictor of 

defending among boys and we explore whether gender mod-
erates the prospective effect of being liked on defending. We 
also expect both status types to be stronger outcomes of de-
fending among boys. Moreover, we expect that high-status 
youth are more likely to defend victims and that defenders 
are more likely to increase in status over time in classrooms 
with stronger anti-bullying norms.

M ETHOD

Participants and procedure

Data were collected from a sample of seventh and eighth 
grade students who took part in the randomized controlled 
trial conducted for the evaluation of the KiVa program in 
Finnish secondary schools (see Kärnä et al.,  2013). Three 
waves of data were collected in May 2008, December 2008 
and May 2009. The academic year in Finland is from mid-
August until the end of May, thus data was collected across 
two academic years. For the analyses, we selected only 
control schools and classrooms that participated from the 
first wave onwards (n = 5738). In total, 88.0% of students 
(n = 5048) had active parental consent and were included in 
our analyses. Not all classroom compositions remained sta-
ble. Classrooms with more than 20% change in composition 
were excluded, resulting in a sample of n = 4833 students. To 
ensure reliability and validity of peer-nomination scores, we 
selected classrooms with at least 10 participating students 
at all waves (n = 4376; cf. Laninga-Wijnen et al.,  2022) and 
with a participation rate of at least 40%, resulting in a sample 
of 3680 students in 211 classrooms (including 112 seventh-
grade classrooms). Participants were on average 13.94 years 
of age (SD = 0.74), 53.0% identified themselves as girls, and 
the majority of participants were born in Finland (83.9%).

The online questionnaires were completed during regular 
teaching hours and was supervised by teachers who had been 
thoroughly instructed 2 weeks prior to data collection. The 
participants were ensured of the confidentiality of their an-
swers and it was made clear to them that participation to the 
study was voluntary and they could withdraw at any time. The 
order of items and scales was randomized. At the beginning 
of each questionnaire session, students learned about the defi-
nition of bullying (Olweus, 1996), emphasizing the repetitive 
nature of bullying as well as the power imbalance between the 
bully and the victim. The data collection was done in accor-
dance with the Declaration of Helsinki and the recommen-
dations of the Ethics Board of the University of Turku with 
written informed consent from all subjects and their parents.

Measures

Defending

Defending was assessed by means of the Participant Role 
Questionnaire (PRQ; Salmivalli & Voeten,  2004), including 
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two items that described bully-directed forms of defending (i.e., 
“tries to make others stop bullying” and “tells the others to stop 
bullying”). All students could nominate an unlimited number 
of classmates for each item. For each student, the number of 
received nominations was divided by the number of possible 
nominations within each class and multiplied by 100, in order 
to retrieve scores that represent the percentage of classmates 
that nominated a student for that item. These percentages could 
theoretically range from 0 to 100. The two items correlated 
strongly and significantly with each other across time-points, 
varying from r = .768 to r = .821 (all p < .001). Consequently, 
these two items were averaged to create one scale for defending.

Popularity

Popularity was assessed across the three waves using a peer-
nominated question: “who are the most popular?” (cf. Peeters 
et al., 2021). Students could nominate an unlimited number 
of classmates. Again, the number of received nominations 
was divided by the number of possible nominate within each 
class, and multiplied by 100, resulting in percentage scores.

Being liked

The degree to which each student was liked by peers was as-
sessed across all three waves using the peer-nominated item: 
“who are the ones you like the most?” (cf. Laninga-Wijnen 
et al., 2019). Students were allowed to nominate an unlimited 
number of classmates. Percentage scores of being liked were 
computed by dividing the number of received nominations 
by the number of potential nominations within each class-
room, and multiplied by 100.

Empathy for victims at T1 and T2

We assessed empathy for victims of bullying with the follow-
ing four items: When the bullied student starts to cry, I also 
feel bad; When someone is bullied, I start to get angry on his/
her behalf; When the bullied student feels sad, I want to com-
fort him/her; When the bullied student is sad, I also feel sad 
(see Kärnä et al., 2013). These items cover affective empathy, 
which refers to the capacity to sympathize with victims. We 
assessed affective, rather than cognitive empathy (the capacity 
to understand the emotions of victims), as affective empathy 
has been found to be a more important predictor of defending 
(Peets et al., 2015; van der Ploeg et al., 2017). Answers were pro-
vided on a 4-point Likert scale from 0 (never true) to 3 (always 
true). The scale was internally consistent (αt1 = .88, αt2 = .90).

Anti-bullying injunctive norms at T1

Participants indicated the extent to which they agreed or 
disagreed with three anti-bullying propositions that were 

based on Rigby's and Slee's pro-victim scale (1991). Students 
answered on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 = to-
tally disagree to 4 = totally agree; thus higher scores indicate 
stronger anti-bullying attitudes. An example item is: “It is 
wrong to join in bullying.” The reliability of this subscale 
was Cronbach's α = .70, indicating adequate internal consist-
ency. For each participant, these items were averaged into a 
mean score. In turn, these mean scores were aggregated at 
the classroom level, to create a measure of anti-bullying in-
junctive norms. There was high between-classroom variabil-
ity in anti-bullying norms, with means ranging from 1.81 to 
3.65 (M = 2.88, SD = 0.31). Anti-bullying norms were lower in 
eighth grade than in seventh grade (Mgrade7 = 2.93, SD = 0.29; 
Mgrade8 = 2.83, SD = 0.33), as indicated by an independent t-
test, with t(209) = 2.25, p = .026. Anti-bullying norms were 
also lower in classrooms with a higher percentage of boys 
(r = −.291, p < .001).

Covariates

Students were asked about their gender, which was coded as 
0 = girl, 1 = boy. Age in years was also entered as covariate, as 
were anti-bullying attitudes at the individual level (Rigby & 
Slee, 1991).

Analyses

First, because our selection criteria (e.g., having stable class-
room composition and sufficient participants per classroom, 
cf. Garandeau et al., 2021; Kaufman et al., 2022) led to a rela-
tively high sample reduction, we examined whether included 
students differed from the excluded students in our variables 
of interest. Multivariate analyses indicate that included stu-
dents did not significantly differ from excluded students in 
empathy, anti-bullying attitudes, popularity, being liked, 
and defending at T1 (all p's > .088). At T2, excluded students 
scored significantly higher on being liked than included stu-
dents (F(4698) = 4.82, p = .028), however, the effect size was 
very small, with partial η2 = .001. A similar pattern for being 
liked was present at T3 (F(4422) = 23.73, p < .001), but again, 
the effect size was very small (partial η2 = .005). The ex-
cluded group was also slightly more popular (F(4422) = 6.95, 
p = .008, partial η2 = .002). In the total sample included in the 
analyses, on average, 5.3% of the data was missing on the 
variables of interest across waves.

Second, to test our hypotheses, we conducted cross-
lagged panel analyses on the three data waves using path 
analyses in Mplus version 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén,  2017). 
This allowed us to examine the predictive role of popularity 
and being liked in defending—as well as the predictive role 
of defending in the two types of status—with time inter-
vals of about 4–5 months, while controlling for the prospec-
tive links in the other temporal direction. In the analyses 
without classroom norms, we controlled for the interde-
pendence of students being nested within classrooms using 
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the CLUSTER option. In the analyses including classroom 
norms, we conducted multilevel analyses. We centered all 
individual-level variables at the group mean, because we 
were interested in students' status positions and behaviors 
relative to others in their classroom. Also, applying group-
mean centering is appropriate when testing cross-level 
interactions (Enders & Tofighi, 2007). Classroom-level vari-
ables (e.g., anti-bullying norms) were centered at the grand 
mean.

To test the moderating role of empathy in the extent to 
which status predicts defending, we calculated four in-
teraction terms (e.g., empathy T1*popularity T1; empathy 
T2*being liked T2). These interaction terms were simultane-
ously included in the model.

Multi-group cross-lagged panel analyses were performed 
to test whether bidirectional associations differed for boys 
and girls. Using the Satorra Bentler scaled chi-square dif-
ference test (Satorra & Bentler, 1994), we compared a model 
in which all parameters were constrained to be equal for 
boys and girls (constrained model) with a model in which 
all parameters were freely estimated for boys and girls (un-
constrained model). In case the unconstrained model fits 
the data significantly better than the unconstrained model, 
the beta estimates of this unconstrained model and their 
95% CIs for the cross-lagged effects were compared for boys 
and girls. Differences between beta estimates were consid-
ered significant only when the 95% CIs of the beta estimates 
for boys did not include the beta estimates for girls and vice 
versa (Pfister & Janczyk,  2013). Lastly, multi-level cross-
lagged panel analyses with cross-level interactions were 
conducted to examine the moderating role of anti-bullying 
norms in the longitudinal bidirectional links between sta-
tus and defending.

We used maximum likelihood estimations with robust 
standard errors (MLR; Mueller & Hancock,  2008). Model 
fit precision was examined using the chi-square statis-
tic (χ2), comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewin Index 
(TLI), root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), 
and the standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR; 
Kline, 2005). We used full information maximum likelihood 
estimation to handle missing data.

R E SU LTS

Descriptive statistics

Means, standard deviations, and individual-level correla-
tions are presented in Table 1. Correlations are provided for 
the whole sample, as well as for boys and girls separately. 
Correlations between defending and being liked were moder-
ately positive, and correlations between defending and being 
popular were positive yet small across time. Correlation co-
efficients of defending and status were positive and moder-
ate for girls, and positive and small for boys.

Bidirectional associations between 
status and defending

First, a cross-lagged panel model including popularity, being 
liked and defending at the three time points was run. The model 
fit was excellent, with χ2(24) = 235.717, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.051, 
CFI = 0.983, TLI = 0.950, SRMR = 0.037. Results of this baseline 
model (with AIC = 219,722.67 and BICadjusted = 219,917.80) are 
displayed in the first column of Table 2.

T A B L E  1   Means, standard deviations, and correlations among main variables of interest for the total sample and for boys and girls separately.

M (SD) all 
students M (SD) boys M (SD) girls 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12

1. Age 13.94 (0.74) 13.97 (0.75)a 13.93 (0.72)a .002 .014 .049* .018 −.008 .036* .070* .063* .057* −.013 .012

2. Def T1 9.8 (11.2) 6.5 (8.1)a 13.1 (12.8)b .020/.000 .693* .568* .339* .270* .283* .200* .191* .204* .332* .300*

3. Def T2 8.6 (10.5) 5.6 (7.5)a 11.6 (12.2)b .057*/−.032 .692*/.586* .659* .284* .317* .298* .197* .215* .218* .292* .288*

4. Def T3 6.6 (8.9) 4.7 (7.1)a 8.7 (10.1)b .077*/.032 .578*/.437* .674*/.543* .265* .311* .413* .169* .183* .231* .248* .245*

5. Lik T1 25.5 (14.8) 25.7 (15.4)a 26.5 (14.1)a .039/−.001 .377*/.320* .336*/.225* .292*/.237* .617* .512* .405* .392* .356* .080* .075*

6. Lik T2 25.8 (14.2) 24.9 (14.2)a 27.6 (14.1)b −.015/.007 .271*/.239* .343*/.254* .329*/.259* .610*/.623* .618* .320* .356* .340* .078* .077*

7. Lik T3 22.3 (14.4) 21.4 (14.3)a 24.1 (14.3)b .030/.051* .278*/.263* .320*/.234* .418*/.393* .516*/.508* .634*/.591* .251* .277* .338* .100* .099*

8. PopT1 12.4 (18.7) 13.4 (19.4)a 11.7 (18.5)b .078*/.060* .275*/.147* .270*/.142* .235*/.109* .360*/.454* .284*/.371* .210*/.307* .803* .741* .017 .015

9. Pop T2 11.1 (17.2) 12.3 (18.0)a 10.3 (16.6)b .064*/.060* .271*/.133* .304*/.141* .268*/.102* .357*/.431* .315*/.413* .248*/.321* .806*/.800* .816* .015 .022

10. Pop T3 9.7 (15.3) 10.2 (15.9)a 9.2 (15.0)a .071*/.041 .286*/.132* .308*/.131* .327*/.130* .341*/.374* .310*/.382* .319*/.368* .751*/.729* .820*/.811* .028 .029

11. Emp T1 1.16 (0.73) 0.93 (0.69)a 1.39 (0.69)b −.011/.002 .275*/.264* .246*/.200* .234*/.134* .094*/.056* .067*.037 .088*/.060* .038./.027 .031/.036 .040/.044 .580*

12. Emp T2 1.17 (0.75) 0.91 (0.72)a 1.39 (0.70)b .031/.013 .239*/.224* .234*/.206* .225*/.136* .087*/.045 .055*/.039 .085*/.052* .032/.026 .044/.031 .044/.032 .585*/.477*

Note: T1, T2, and T3 refer to Timepoint 1, 2, and 3 respectively. Lik, being liked; Def, defending; Pop, popularity. N ≈ 3167. Mean values are the non-centered values.  
For status and defending variables, means reflect the average percentage of classmates that nominated someone for these variables. Pearson correlations in the upper  
diagonal are for the entire sample. In the lower diagonal, correlations are for girls/boys. Different superscripts across rows 2 and 3 indicate significant differences between  
boys and girls.
*p < .05.
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Status as predictor of future defending

Peer status was not predictive of future defending, with only 
one exception: being popular at T1 positively predicted de-
fending at T2. The other findings are in contrast with our 
hypotheses that both being popular and liked would posi-
tively predict defending.

Defending as a predictor of status

Defending behavior at T1 had a positive effect on both 
popularity and being liked at T2, and defending at T2 had 
a positive effect on being liked at T3. Although the effect of 
defending at T2 on being popular at T3 was also in a positive 
direction, it did not reach statistical significance (p = .094). 
Thus, defending predicted a relative increase in popularity 
and—especially—in being liked.

The moderating role of empathy

In the next model, we tested whether empathy at T1 mod-
erated the extent to which status at T1 predicted defend-
ing behavior at T2, and whether empathy at T2 moderated 
the extent to which status at T2 predicted defending be-
havior at T3. The model included four interaction terms 
(empathy*popularity and empathy*being liked at T1 and 
T2). Only one out of the four interaction terms was sig-
nificant (empathy T1*popularity T1; B = 0.022, SE = 0.010, 
p = .027) indicating that, consistent with our expectations, 
popular youth were more likely to defend if they scored 
higher on affective empathy. However, this interaction 
barely explained any additional variance in defending 

(<0.01%). Therefore, we decided not to interpret the inter-
actions with empathy further and, for parsimony, not in-
clude them in subsequent analyses. Thus, findings did not 
support the hypothesis that the prospective link between 
status and defending would be moderated by empathy for 
victims.

The moderating role of gender

To test whether the bidirectional links between sta-
tus and defending differed for boys and girls, we com-
pared a fully constrained model (AIC = 219,146.22, 
BICadjusted = 219,367.95, χ2(87) = 381.95, p < .001, Correction  
Factor = 1.36) with an unconstrained model (AIC = ​
219,003.63; BICadjusted = 219,340.66, χ2(48) = 255.17, p < .001, 
Correction Factor = 1.17). The Satora-Bentler Scaled Chi-
Square Difference was ∆χ2

SB(∆39) = 138.60, p < .001, indi-
cating that the unconstrained model was preferred over the 
constrained model. The results of the unconstrained model 
with a model fit of RMSEA = 0.050, CFI = 0.984, TLI = 0.959, 
and SRMR = 0.039 are displayed in the second and third col-
umn of Table 2 and a summary of findings is presented in 
Figure 1.

Status as a predictor of defending

The unconstrained model indicated that the effect of popu-
larity on future defending differed between girls and boys. 
Among girls, higher popularity consistently predicted higher 
defending across time-points, whereas for boys, only popu-
larity at T1 positively predicted defending at T2. The confi-
dence intervals of betas of popularity T1 on defending at T2 

T A B L E  1   Means, standard deviations, and correlations among main variables of interest for the total sample and for boys and girls separately.

M (SD) all 
students M (SD) boys M (SD) girls 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12

1. Age 13.94 (0.74) 13.97 (0.75)a 13.93 (0.72)a .002 .014 .049* .018 −.008 .036* .070* .063* .057* −.013 .012

2. Def T1 9.8 (11.2) 6.5 (8.1)a 13.1 (12.8)b .020/.000 .693* .568* .339* .270* .283* .200* .191* .204* .332* .300*

3. Def T2 8.6 (10.5) 5.6 (7.5)a 11.6 (12.2)b .057*/−.032 .692*/.586* .659* .284* .317* .298* .197* .215* .218* .292* .288*

4. Def T3 6.6 (8.9) 4.7 (7.1)a 8.7 (10.1)b .077*/.032 .578*/.437* .674*/.543* .265* .311* .413* .169* .183* .231* .248* .245*

5. Lik T1 25.5 (14.8) 25.7 (15.4)a 26.5 (14.1)a .039/−.001 .377*/.320* .336*/.225* .292*/.237* .617* .512* .405* .392* .356* .080* .075*

6. Lik T2 25.8 (14.2) 24.9 (14.2)a 27.6 (14.1)b −.015/.007 .271*/.239* .343*/.254* .329*/.259* .610*/.623* .618* .320* .356* .340* .078* .077*

7. Lik T3 22.3 (14.4) 21.4 (14.3)a 24.1 (14.3)b .030/.051* .278*/.263* .320*/.234* .418*/.393* .516*/.508* .634*/.591* .251* .277* .338* .100* .099*

8. PopT1 12.4 (18.7) 13.4 (19.4)a 11.7 (18.5)b .078*/.060* .275*/.147* .270*/.142* .235*/.109* .360*/.454* .284*/.371* .210*/.307* .803* .741* .017 .015

9. Pop T2 11.1 (17.2) 12.3 (18.0)a 10.3 (16.6)b .064*/.060* .271*/.133* .304*/.141* .268*/.102* .357*/.431* .315*/.413* .248*/.321* .806*/.800* .816* .015 .022

10. Pop T3 9.7 (15.3) 10.2 (15.9)a 9.2 (15.0)a .071*/.041 .286*/.132* .308*/.131* .327*/.130* .341*/.374* .310*/.382* .319*/.368* .751*/.729* .820*/.811* .028 .029

11. Emp T1 1.16 (0.73) 0.93 (0.69)a 1.39 (0.69)b −.011/.002 .275*/.264* .246*/.200* .234*/.134* .094*/.056* .067*.037 .088*/.060* .038./.027 .031/.036 .040/.044 .580*

12. Emp T2 1.17 (0.75) 0.91 (0.72)a 1.39 (0.70)b .031/.013 .239*/.224* .234*/.206* .225*/.136* .087*/.045 .055*/.039 .085*/.052* .032/.026 .044/.031 .044/.032 .585*/.477*

Note: T1, T2, and T3 refer to Timepoint 1, 2, and 3 respectively. Lik, being liked; Def, defending; Pop, popularity. N ≈ 3167. Mean values are the non-centered values.  
For status and defending variables, means reflect the average percentage of classmates that nominated someone for these variables. Pearson correlations in the upper  
diagonal are for the entire sample. In the lower diagonal, correlations are for girls/boys. Different superscripts across rows 2 and 3 indicate significant differences between  
boys and girls.
*p < .05.
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for boys and girls overlapped. However, the beta of popular-
ity at T2 on defending behavior at T3 among girls did not 
fall in the confidence interval of the beta of popularity at T2 
on defending T3 among boys and vice versa. Thus, across 
time points, popularity was a consistent, positive predictor 
of defending among girls, whereas it was less consistently 
predictive of defending among boys, which was in contrast 
to our hypothesis.

Being liked was mostly unrelated to future defending for 
both genders, with the exception of being liked at T1 being 
predictive of defending at T2 for boys. However, the beta es-
timate of being liked at T1 on defending for boys did fall in 
the confidence interval of the beta estimate of this effect for 
girls. Thus, being liked barely predicted the extent to which 
students engaged in defending, and this did not differ sig-
nificantly between boys and girls.

Defending as a predictor of status

In contrast to our hypothesis that defending would be more 
strongly predictive of status among boys, our results indi-
cate that defending predicted significantly higher levels of 
popularity over time only for girls. Moreover, the beta for 
the effect of defending at T1 on popularity at T2 for girls 
did not fall into the confidence interval of the beta for the 
effect of defending at T1 on popularity at T2 for boys, and 
vice versa. The beta for the effect of defending at T2 on 
popularity at T3 for girls also did not fall into the confi-
dence interval of the beta for the effect of defending at T2 
on popularity at T3 for boys, yet the beta of boys did fall 
into the confidence interval of girls. Together, these find-
ings indicated that defending was predictive of popularity 
among girls but not among boys, which is in contrast to our 
hypothesis that defending would be a stronger predictor of 
popularity among boys.

Next, defending was consistently predictive of increases 
in being liked among both girls and boys across time points, 
and the beta estimates of these effects each fell into the con-
fidence intervals for the other gender, indicating that the 
effects did not significantly differ for boys and girls. Thus, 
findings do not support our hypothesis that defending 
would be a stronger positive predictor of being liked among 
boys than among girls.

The moderating role of anti-bullying norms

To test whether anti-bullying norms moderate the extent to 
which popularity and being liked predict or result from de-
fending, we first estimated the random slopes for eight paths 
(e.g., T2 popularity on T1 defending, T3 defending on T2 
being liked, etc.). Almost all of these random slopes signifi-
cantly varied across classrooms, except the random slope of 
T3 defending on T2 popularity (p = .095). Next, we included 
cross-level interactions to predict classroom-level variance 
in the eight random slopes.O
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Status as predictor of defending across classrooms

Anti-bullying norms significantly moderated the link be-
tween being liked at T2 and relative increases in defend-
ing at T3. The moderating role of anti-bullying norms 
in the link between being popular at T2 and relative in-
creases in defending at T3 touched upon significance lev-
els (p = .05; Table  3). These two cross-level interactions 
are depicted in Figures 2 and 3, respectively. For the slope 
of defending T3 regressed on being liked at T2, the region 
of significance for the moderator was −.90 to .26. The 
simple slopes were significant for classrooms that had 
values on grand-mean centered anti-bullying norms out-
side of this region. The value of M = −0.90 was rare in our 
data (n = 1) but there were multiple classrooms (n = 42) 
scoring M = 0.26 or higher on anti-bullying norms. For 
these classrooms, the link between being liked at T2 and 
defending at T3 was significantly positive. For the slope 
of defending at T3 regressed on popularity at T2, sim-
ple slopes were significant for classrooms that had values 
on grand-mean centered anti-bullying norms lower than 
M = −0.09. Thus, in classrooms with low anti-bullying 
norms, popular youth were particularly likely to refrain 
from defending. The effects can be considered as small, 
as the variance in the random slopes explained by de-
fending norms was only 7.7% for being liked and 17.2% 
for popularity. The role of anti-bullying norms in the 
other random slopes of T1 status to T2 defending was 
non-significant.

Defending as predictor of status across classrooms

There were no significant cross-level interactions for the ef-
fect of anti-bullying norms on the extent to which defend-
ing is predictive of status (Table  3). Thus, we did not find 
support for our hypothesis that anti-bullying norms would 
strengthen the rewarding effects of defending on students' 
status.

DISCUSSION

Even though defending may be helpful for victims of bul-
lying (Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2022; Sainio et al., 2011), it is 
thus far unclear whether bully-directed forms of defending 
place defenders themselves at risk. These types of defend-
ing go against the goals and behaviors of powerful bullies, 
and therefore may require a high peer status and be poten-
tially costly in terms of status. As anti-bullying interven-
tions increasingly encourage youth to defend victims, the 
current study sought to clarify bidirectional associations 
between adolescents' peer status and bully-directed defend-
ing, and tested the moderating role of empathy, gender, and 
anti-bullying norms in these prospective links. Our findings 
show that it is generally safe for youths' peer status to defend 
victims—defending contributed to increases in being liked, 
as well as higher popularity among girls. Moreover, popular-
ity was more strongly predictive of defending among girls 
than among boys; and classroom anti-bullying norms partly 

F I G U R E  1   Bi-directional association between status and defending for girls/boys. Note: Standardized cross-lagged paths between status defending, 
separated for boys and girls. Bolded estimates vary significantly between boys and girls.
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T A B L E  3   Multi-level cross-lagged panel analyses testing the role of anti-bullying norms in bidirectional associations between defending and peer 
status.

Outcome regressed on predictor

Random intercept model Cross-level interaction model

B SE CI B SE CI

Individual-level

Defending T1 on boy −5.933*** 0.445 −6.806, −5.061 −5.933*** 0.445 −6.806, −5.061

Defending T1 on age 0.820** 0.291 0.251, 1.390 0.820** 0.291 0.251, 1.390

Defending T1 on anti-bullying attitudes 0.798*** 0.198 0.410, 1.186 0.798*** 0.198 0.410, 1.186

Defending T2 on defending T1 0.609*** 0.028 0.555, 0.663 0.609*** 0.028 0.555, 0.663

Defending T2 on being liked T1 0.000 0.010 −0.020, 0.020 −0.001 0.010 −0.021, 0.020

Defending T2 on popularity T1 0.029*** 0.008 0.013, 0.044 0.029** 0.008 0.012, 0.045

Defending T2 on empathy T1 0.814*** 0.178 0.466, 1.162 0.823*** 0.178 0.475, 1.171

Defending T3 on defending T2 0.448*** 0.029 0.392, 0.504 0.449*** 0.029 0.392, 0.507

Defending T3 on defending T1 0.148*** 0.019 0.110, 0.186 0.148*** 0.020 0.109, 0.187

Defending T3 on being liked T2 0.008 0.009 −0.009, 0.025 0.008 0.008 −0.009, 0.025

Defending T3 on popularity T2 0.007 0.005 −0.004, 0.018 0.006 0.005 −0.005, 0.016

Being liked T1 on boy −0.877 0.639 −2.131, 0.376 −0.877 0.639 −2.131, 0.376

Being liked T1 on age 0.058 0.403 −0.732, 0.848 0.058 0.403 −0.732, 0.848

Being liked T2 on being liked T1 0.575*** 0.018 0.539, 0.610 0.575*** 0.018 0.539, 0.610

Being liked T2 on defending T1 0.113*** 0.025 0.065, 0.161 0.110*** 0.025 0.061, 0.158

Being liked T3 on being liked T2 0.468*** 0.023 0.423, 0.512 0.463*** 0.023 0.418, 0.508

Being liked T3 on being liked T1 0.192*** 0.021 0.152, 0.232 0.192*** 0.021 0.152, 0.232

Being liked T3 on defending T2 0.086** 0.008 0.030, 0.143 0.083*** 0.032 0.022, 0.145

Popularity T1 on boy 1.587*** 0.620 0.370, 2.803 1.587*** 0.620 0.370, 2.803

Popularity T1 on age 3.404*** 0.617 2.195, 4.616 3.404*** 0.617 2.195, 4.616

Popularity T2 on popularity T1 0.724*** 0.019 0.686, 0.761 0.724*** 0.019 0.687, 0.761

Popularity T2 on defending T1 0.073* 0.030 0.015, 0.132 0.069* 0.031 0.008, 0.131

Popularity T3 on popularity T2 0.541*** 0.025 0.491, 0.583 0.538*** 0.026 0.487, 0.589

Popularity T3 on popularity T1 0.201*** 0.022 0.157, 0.244 0.202*** 0.022 0.158, 0.246

Popularity T3 on defending T2 0.033 0.026 −0.017, 0.083 0.017 0.027 −0.036, 0.070

Classroom-level

Classroom-level defending T2 on anti-
bullying norms

3.574* 1.378 0.873, 6.274 3.573* 1.378 0.873, 6.247

Classroom-level defending T3 on anti-
bullying norms

3.134* 1.566 0.065, 6.202 3.134* 1.566 0.065, 6.202

Classroom-levels of being liked T2 on 
anti-bullying norms

1.049 1.281 −1.463, 3.560 1.049 1.281 −1.463, 3.560

Classroom-levels of being liked T3 on 
anti-bullying norms

2.170 1.748 −1.256, 5.596 2.170 1.748 −1.256, 5.596

Classroom-levels of being popular T3 on 
anti-bullying norms

1.476† 0.895 −0.278, 3.229 1.476† 0.895 −0.278, 3.229

Classroom-levels of being popular T2 on 
anti-bullying norms

1.688† 0.883 −0.043, 3.419 1.688† 0.883 −0.043, 3.419

Cross-level interactions

Defending T2 on being liked T1*anti-
bullying norm

−0.007 0.039 −0.084, 0.070

Defending T3 on being liked T2*anti-
bullying norms

0.074* 0.035 0.005, 0.143

Defending T2 on being popular T1*anti-
bullying norms

0.013 0.023 −0.033, 0.059
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      |  13DEFENDING AND PEER STATUS

enhanced the positive role of being well-liked and popular in 
defending victimized peers.

Is high status a prerequisite for defending? The 
role of gender, empathy, and norms

In our study, we found limited evidence that high peer sta-
tus is a prerequisite of defending, and the extent to which 
this was the case mostly depended on gender and class-
room norms. In the general analyses (without gender and 
norms as moderators), only the effect of being popular at 
T1 on defending at T2 was significant. This finding could 
indicate that having a larger social network may be per-
ceived as a more solid position from which youth dare to 
stand up against bullies (Hodges & Perry, 1999). Yet, the 
extent to which status contributes to defending can be con-
sidered small, and no effect of being liked on defending 

was detected after controlling for all other effects in the 
model.

The extent to which status predicts defending partly 
depended on adolescents' gender as well as on classroom 
norms. Specifically, and in contrast to our hypothesis, 
popularity was positively predictive of defending behavior 
among girls, but unrelated to defending among boys. One 
reason for this unexpected finding could be that, com-
pared to boys, girls may feel more strongly that they need 
an inf luential social position before they dare to stand 
up against powerful bullies and their allies (Strindberg 
et al.,  2020). It might also be that engaging in prosocial 
risky behavior as a way to demonstrate one's status is more 
common among girls than in boys. This contrasts with 
our expectations that bully-directed defending behaviors 
might be a way to demonstrate status, especially for boys. 
We based this expectation on the findings of prior work 
showing that boys were more likely to engage in risky 

Outcome regressed on predictor

Random intercept model Cross-level interaction model

B SE CI B SE CI

Defending T3 on being popular T2*anti-
bullying norms

0.037† 0.019 0.000, 0.073

Being liked T2 on defending T1*anti-
bullying norms

−0.014 0.083 −0.178, 0.149

Being liked T3 on defending T2*anti-
bullying norms

0.087 0.084 −0.077, 0.252

Popularity T2 on defending T1*anti-
bullying norms

−0.132 0.093 −0.314, 0.050

Popularity T3 on defending T2*anti-
bullying norms

0.074 0.072 −0.067, 0.215

Note: Intraclass correlations for defending varied from  .265 to .412 across waves, for being liked .194 to .247 across waves, and for being popular from .002 to .010. In this 
Table, we left out the effects of control parameters on defending and status at T2 and T3 for parsimony, but these can be retrieved upon request.
†p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

T A B L E  3   (Continued)

F I G U R E  2   The moderating role of anti-bullying norms in the link between defending and acceptance, with low values being 2 SD under the mean, 
and high values being 2 SD above the mean.
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prosocial behaviors to “show off” with their status (Dreher 
et al., 2016; McAndrew, 2019). There may be reasons why 
our finding diverges from previous work. For instance, 
even though the bully-directed defending behaviors we 
assessed may be riskier than victim-directed defending 
behaviors (such as comforting victims), it could still be 
that they are not considered risky enough among boys, 
and therefore would not be perceived as appropriate for 
demonstrating their power. For instance, having aggres-
sive confrontations with bullies is more likely to qualify 
as a risky, costly signal (indeed, these behaviors are more 
common among boys; Lambe & Craig, 2020) and we did 
not specifically assess whether attempts to stop the bully 
involved such aggressive or confrontational ways of de-
fending. Thus, it is possible that we assessed bully-directed 
defending behaviors that are considered as more appro-
priate for girls, which is an interesting avenue for future 
studies.

Furthermore, we did not find evidence supporting the 
hypothesis that high status youth would be more likely to 
defend if they are high on empathy. This finding is sur-
prising, as empathy has consistently been found to be pos-
itively associated with defending, and is considered to be a 
prerequisite for defending (e.g., Ma et al., 2019). However, 
our results suggest that empathy and status may both con-
tribute to defending behavior, independently of each other. 
Thus, even when youth have low status, high levels of em-
pathy may still predict increases in defending, as suggested 
by studies showing that low status youth (such as victims) 
still defend others (Malamut et al., 2021)—possibly due to 
their empathy.

Lastly, the extent to which high status predicted in-
creases in defending behavior was—albeit to a limited 
extent—dependent on classroom norms: in classrooms 
with high anti-bullying norms, well-liked youth were more 
likely to show a relative increase in defending than in class-
rooms with low anti-bullying norms. In classrooms with 

low anti-bullying norms, popular youth were more likely 
to refrain from defending than in classrooms with high 
anti-bullying norms. Even though the effects were not very 
strong, these findings suggest that both popular and well-
liked youth may engage in cost–benefit analyses (Nickerson 
et al.,  2014) before they defend victimized peers. In class-
rooms with high anti-bullying norms, higher status youth 
may perceive defending as safer and therefore may engage in 
defending more than in classrooms with low anti-bullying 
norms (Pouwels et al., 2019).

Is status a consequence of defending? The role of 
gender and norms

Our results quite consistently indicate that youth who de-
fend victimized peers are more likely to show a relative 
increase in peer status over time. Thus, in contrast to what 
many youth may fear (Strindberg et al., 2020), defending 
can be beneficial rather than disadvantageous for one's 
peer status. The effect of defending on being liked was 
more consistently present than the effect of defending on 
being popular. Possibly, defending signals youths' genuine 
care about others' safety and wellbeing, which may elicit 
an affectionate response among those who profit from 
these defending behaviors or from those who are witnesses 
of these behaviors. Moreover, defending behaviors may be 
helpful in stopping bullying (Saarento et al.,  2015) and 
fostering a positive classroom climate (Laninga-Wijnen 
et al.,  2021). Therefore, defending may evoke feelings of 
appreciation and gratitude—not only among victims, but 
also among other classmates – and enhance the likability 
of defenders over time.

The finding that defending can also boost youths' pop-
ularity aligns with costly signaling theory (Grafen,  1990) 
which posits that engaging in public, risky prosocial be-
haviors can be a means to improve one's status over time. 

F I G U R E  3   The moderating role of anti-bullying norms in the link between defending and popularity, with low values being 2 SD under the mean, 
and high values being 2 SD above the mean.
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Standing up against a powerful bully may foster respect and 
admiration among other peers, which in turn, would boost 
one's peer status. Importantly, and in contrast to our hy-
pothesis, the beneficial effects of defending on popularity 
were only detected among girls and not among boys. Future 
studies should investigate why defending may be more 
strongly prospectively related with popularity among girls 
than among boys.

Inconsistent with our hypothesis, we did not detect a 
moderating effect of classroom anti-bullying norms on the 
extent to which defending contributes to status over time. 
These findings are not in line with the results from cross-
sectional studies showing that the link between defending 
and status varied depending on classroom norms (Garandeau 
et al., 2022; Lucas-Molina et al., 2018; Peets et al., 2015). It is 
possible that the link detected in these studies was due to 
status being a stronger predictor of defending in classrooms 
with high anti-bullying norms, which we also found in the 
current study (even though effects were limited). It is possi-
ble that classroom anti-bullying norms only predict youth's 
anticipated reward from defending rather than the actual 
rewards of defending—future research should consider this 
possibility.

Yet, it should also be acknowledged that some measure-
ment issues may have prevented us from detecting signif-
icant moderating effects of classroom norms. We assessed 
classroom bullying injunctive norms by aggregating indi-
vidual scores in anti-bullying attitudes, hence we did not 
capture whether youth were accurately aware of their class-
mates' anti-bullying attitudes. However, we still considered 
aggregating individual attitudes to be a more valid way to 
capture norms than asking about classmates' anti-bullying 
attitudes. Indeed, many youth may not be accurate when 
reporting their classmates' anti-bullying attitudes, a phe-
nomenon referred to as norm misperception or pluralistic 
ignorance (Perkins et al., 2011). Indeed, research has shown 
that children and adolescents do not sufficiently express 
their private anti-bullying attitudes leading their peers 
to underestimate how much their classmates disapprove 
of bullying and misperceive what is normative in their 
classroom (Dillon & Lochman, 2022; Perkins et al., 2011). 
Another limitation of our measurement of classroom anti-
bullying norms was that the classroom average of individ-
ual anti-bullying attitudes does not capture the extent to 
which a classroom is heterogenous or homogenous with 
respect to these attitudes. For instance, norms may be 
different among girls versus boys in the same classroom 
(see Isaacs et al., 2013). Furthermore, in some classrooms, 
the average level of anti-bullying attitudes may be high 
because all classmates endorse anti-bullying attitudes 
(i.e., homogeneity), whereas a similarly high level of anti-
bullying norms in other classrooms may result from a few 
adolescents reporting extremely strong anti-bullying atti-
tudes (i.e., heterogeneity). In heterogeneous classrooms, it 
may be more difficult for youth to identify what the norm 
is, and therefore, behaving in ways that deviate from the 
average may have fewer consequences in terms of status. 

Thus, the detection of the effects of norms on the extent to 
which defending affects future status may have been pre-
vented by possible misperception of anti-bullying norms 
(Dillon & Lochman,  2022; Perkins et al.,  2011), as well 
as high heterogeneity of anti-bullying attitudes within 
classrooms.

Strengths and limitations

The current study has several strengths. First, prospective 
links between status and defending in both temporal di-
rections were tested. This does not only provide insights 
into the temporal precedence of effects but also allows 
a better understanding of how relative increases in sta-
tus may relate to relative increases in defending and vice 
versa. The current study used a traditional cross-lagged 
panel model, rather than random-intercept cross-lagged 
panel models, because we were interested in predicting 
relative, between-person differences. Peer status is a rela-
tive construct in and of itself, and only has meaning when 
it is examined in relation to the status of others within a 
particular classroom, which warrants examining relative 
between-person changes. Second, the few previous studies 
that examined bidirectional links between defending and 
status often assessed only one type of status and focused 
on defending in general. Our study extends upon this 
work by capturing two distinct types of status (popularity 
and being liked) and by focusing on bully-directed ways 
of defending as these may be most risky for youths' sta-
tus. Third, we aimed at explaining inconsistencies in prior 
work by examining both individual-level and contextual-
level moderators in the prospective links between defend-
ing and status, and our findings provide key insights into 
how bidirectional associations between defending and 
popularity vary depending on students' gender and class-
room norms.

The current study also has some limitations. First, our 
operationalization of classroom norms by aggregating 
individual-level attitudes may not be ideal. Even though it 
is a commonly used measure of norms (see Laninga-Wijnen 
& Veenstra, 2021), using peer nominations or youths' per-
ceptions of what their classmates generally think about 
bullying may have allowed us to detect a stronger mod-
erating effect of norms. Second, we did not examine by 
whom defenders were viewed as popular or well-liked. 
For instance, it is plausible that defenders are better-liked 
by the victims they defend and by bystanders who disap-
prove of the bullying; however, this may not be true for 
bullies and their allies. At the same time, the goal of the 
current study was to examine whether defending predicts 
youths' general reputation in the classroom and whether 
their general reputation predicts their defending behavior; 
and the finding that it is relatively safe for youths' general 
reputation to defend victims is important from an inter-
vention perspective. Future studies are encouraged to in-
vestigate among which classmates defenders gain (or lose) 
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in popularity or acceptance over time. Third, the theoret-
ical arguments that we presented to explain why high sta-
tus may predict future defending, and vice versa, were not 
directly tested in the current study. Future work should 
investigate the mechanisms underlying the positive asso-
ciation between peer status and defending. For example, 
a desire to demonstrate one's social power to others or a 
feeling of being protected by a network of peers may play 
a role in students' cost–benefit analysis. The reasons why 
defending benefits youths' status also remain unclear and 
should be examined in future studies.

CONCLUSION A N D 
PR AC TICA L I M PLICATIONS

The current study indicates that, in contrast to what many 
adolescents may fear, defending victimized peers does not 
jeopardize one's status among peers. In fact, defending may 
even increase one's acceptance and—for girls—one's popu-
larity. These findings are good news for anti-bullying in-
terventions: Defending victimized peers does not put youth 
at risk of losing status and may even be rewarding. Thus, 
these findings suggest that the practice of anti-bullying pro-
grams to encourage youth to defend victims is not harmful, 
at least, not in terms of their status. Importantly, our find-
ings require further validation by also examining whether 
defending might affect other aspects of defenders' social ad-
justment (see also Malamut et al., 2022). Moreover, whether 
victims indeed profit from being defended should be criti-
cally evaluated. Even though some work suggests that de-
fended victims have better psychological adjustment (Sainio 
et al., 2011) and higher feelings of belonging to the classroom 
(Laninga-Wijnen et al.,  2022) than non-defended victims, 
there is increasing recognition that defending may not be 
as helpful for victims as desired (Gaffney et al., 2021). Thus, 
more research should be devoted to whether, how, and when 
defending helps victims by stopping the bullying and im-
proving their adjustment. Standing up for others in general 
(i.e., when somebody is being discriminated or threatened) 
is an important citizen skill which should be taught to youth, 
not only to help others, but also to help oneself: a previous 
review has shown that adolescents reap emotional benefits 
from helping others (Fuligni, 2019). The current study has 
expanded this evidence by showing that defenders also reap 
social benefits from helping victims.
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