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Abstract
Understanding the factors that motivate defending behaviour from an early age is crucial in informing effective intervention 
in bullying. However, relatively little is known about the social, emotional, and cognitive factors that predict young chil-
dren’s involvement in defending behaviour. This study investigated the concurrent role of social (i.e. relational and physical 
aggression, prosocial behaviour, positive peer interactions, and peer rejection), emotional (i.e. anger, empathy), and cognitive 
(i.e. social withdrawal, inhibitory control, and attention) predictors of defending behaviour in early childhood (N = 87, M 
age = 46.74 months, SD = 10.13, 56% males). Children were recruited from kindergartens located in three diverse socio-
economic communities in the South Island of New Zealand. The findings of a series of hierarchical regressions showed that, 
after controlling for age, lower levels of social withdrawal predicted higher levels of defending behaviour. For older children 
(≥ 46.7 months), empathy was a strong predictor of defending behaviour. Defending behaviour was positively associated 
with age; however, no differences were found in teacher reports of boys’ and girls’ use of defending. Implications for early 
prevention, intervention, and future research directions are discussed.
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Introduction

Bullying behaviour has been a public health concern since 
Dan Olweus’ (1978) seminal work in which he empiri-
cally and objectively examined bullying behaviour. Recent 
research in the bullying field has highlighted the different 
roles that individuals take in bully-victim interactions; how-
ever, still little is known about these roles in early child-
hood. Bullying can be defined as repeated or likely to be 
repeated aggressive acts that occur within a power imbal-
ance (Gladden et al., 2014; Olweus, 1993) and is associated 
with a host of serious adjustment problems for both the bully 
(Nansel et al., 2004; Ostrov et al., 2019) and victim of the 
bullying (Kaltiala-Heino et al., 2000; Olweus, 1994). Evi-
dence is mounting that bullying can be seen as early as the 

preschool years when children enter formal and informal 
social settings (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Ladd, 2016; Ostrov 
et al., 2019; Swit, 2018). Given the serious problems associ-
ated with bullying, researchers have sought to build effective 
interventions to prevent and reduce bullying. The Olweus 
Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP, 1993) has been widely 
implemented, with over five million participants (Luxenberg 
et al., 2019) and impressive effectiveness rates in reducing 
both bullying behaviour and victimization in the classroom 
(Limber et al., 2018; Olweus & Limber, 2010). Notably, 
Olweus and Limber (2010) highlight the importance of 
not just focusing on the primary roles involved in bullying 
(i.e. the bully and victim) but that a consideration of those 
involved in the bullying circle (i.e. participants involved in 
a bullying interaction) is crucial for better understanding 
the complex group nature of bullying. The importance of 
this is underscored by the well-recognized participant roles 
(e.g. bystander, reinforcer) outside of that of just the bully 
and victim that contribute to the prevention or proliferation 
of bullying (Salmivalli et al., 1996). This study aimed to 
broaden previous investigations by focusing on the predic-
tors of defending behaviour in an early childhood sample.
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Defending behaviour is generally thought to be a pro-
tective role that may help alleviate some of the negative 
repercussions of bullying for victims (Hawkins et  al., 
2001; Longobardi et al., 2020). A defender is defined as 
an individual who witnesses bullying behaviour and seeks 
to support and protect the victim (Salmivalli et al., 1996). 
Thus, defenders are often thought of as active bystanders 
who come to the aid of a victim through comforting and/or 
supporting them (Ma et al., 2019; Salmivalli et al., 1996, 
2011). In an attempt to increase defending behaviour, pre-
vious work has examined different factors that motivate 
individuals to act as defenders. In older children and ado-
lescents, researchers have identified several individual, 
peer, school, and cognitive factors that are associated with 
bystanders stepping in to defend victims of bullying (see 
Lambe et al., 2019 for an extensive review).

Although the majority of research focused on bullying 
and defending has examined the adolescent developmental 
period, there is an increased amount of work demonstrating 
the existence of bullying behaviour and the defender role 
across development, including early childhood (Camodeca 
& Coppola, 2019; Lucas-Molina et al., 2018; Monks et al., 
2021). For instance, recent work has identified that early in 
childhood, children are active observers of aggressive behav-
iour. Monks et al. (2021) found that other children were 
present in approximately two-thirds of peer victimization 
situations. However, the study found that few children actu-
ally engaged in defending behaviour (Monks et al., 2021). 
Despite the increasing empirical and real-world focus on 
bullying and bullying intervention as a public health crisis, 
little is known about the contribution of social, emotional, 
and cognitive factors to the prediction of defending behav-
iour in early childhood in cultural contexts outside the USA 
and Europe. Early childhood is an important developmental 
period for building early social skills associated with future 
positive and healthy peer relationships (Weinfield et al., 
1999), and defending behaviour may be influenced by cul-
tural contexts (Monks et al., 2011).

Gender may also be an important consideration when it 
comes to defending in early childhood. Earlier work on defend-
ing behaviour in a sample of preschool-age children in the USA 
found gender effects favouring girls as defenders (Belacchi & 
Farina, 2010; Monks et al., 2003). More recent research has 
shown that aggressive and non-aggressive defending behav-
iour is used by preschool-age children (Camodeca et al., 2015; 
Coyne et al., 2017; Monks et al., 2003, 2011), and types of 
defending may differ for boys and girls. Coyne et al. (2017) 
found girls engaged in higher levels of non-aggressive defend-
ing in comparison to boys; however, no gender differences were 
found between boys’ and girls’ aggressive defending behaviour 
(Coyne et al., 2017). Given the importance of early childhood 
for future peer relations, it is important to learn about what 

factors may motivate defending behaviour in young boys and 
girls so that they can be promoted and supported.

Theoretical Framework for Defending Behaviour

Understanding the many factors that contribute to defend-
ing behaviour in bullying may be better understood within 
the bystander intervention model (Latane & Darley, 1970; 
Nickerson et al., 2014). The five-step model describes the 
processes that lead an individual to intervene in bullying. 
Individuals first must see that (1) a bullying event is occur-
ring, (2) identify the event as problematic, (3) recognize 
and take responsibility for their role as an active partici-
pant in the event, (4) understand what interventions may be 
beneficial given the situation, and (5) effectively implement 
that intervention. Similar to this model in our understand-
ing of social behaviour is the social information processing 
(SIP) model proposed by Crick and Dodge (1994, 1996). 
Following similar steps to the model above, the SIP model 
articulates a six-step process to better understand how chil-
dren interpret and act in social situations. In this cyclical 
model, children are thought to engage in a social interaction 
when they (1) encode and (2) interpret the social cue within 
their environment. Based on their interpretation, they then 
(3) clarify the goals that they have in that situation and (4) 
identify all possible responses associated with the goal iden-
tified. Finally, children then (5) choose the most appropri-
ate response and (6) enact it. There is considerable overlap 
between the two models with both describing the complex 
social cognitive processes that motivate defenders to engage 
in this proactive behaviour. More specifically, the bystander 
intervention model attempts to explain the various steps an 
individual processes when deciding to defend. These steps 
are likely influenced by the social cognitive steps described 
in the SIP model such as an individual’s prior experience of 
bullying and defending.

Previous research has identified factors that may be par-
ticularly important for aggressive and bullying behaviour 
based on these steps. Specifically, Crick and Dodge (1994) 
note that social difficulties or deficits in social cognitive 
skills are important predictors of aggressive behaviour. 
Individuals who attend to and interpret ambiguous situa-
tions as hostile may be more likely to respond aggressively, 
suggesting that individual-level factors such as emotion 
dysregulation and hostile attribution biases may be impor-
tant when considering factors that lead to aggression and 
bullying behaviour. However, understanding what factors 
delineate defenders within these frameworks is also impor-
tant in order to understand the complexity of bystanders in 
bullying behaviour. Theoretically, a defender will only be 
able to engage in defending when they first observe and 
comprehend that a bullying situation is occurring. As such, 
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this suggests that emotionally latent factors may play an 
important role in the development of defenders as they may 
present with higher levels of empathy which contribute to 
their ability to view bullying behaviour more sympatheti-
cally. They then must identify their involvement in the bully-
ing, suggesting the use of cognitive factors such as advanced 
executive functions. Then, a defender would have to clarify 
their goal to defend an individual in the given situation. This 
suggests that defenders often have to be outgoing and asser-
tive in order to defend against bullying behaviour. Thus, 
social factors may also play a significant role in understand-
ing the fundamental characteristics of a defender.

Social Factors of Defending

There are several social factors that are associated with 
defending in children and adolescents that may be displayed 
in young children as well. As previously mentioned, chil-
dren’s temperament (e.g. aggressive, assertive, or outgoing) 
may play an important role in their engagement in the latter 
steps of the bystander intervention model (Latane & Darley, 
1970; Nickerson et al., 2014). Previous research has sup-
ported the latter assertion by suggesting that individuals who 
engage in defending behaviour may be those who have previ-
ously exhibited aggressive behaviour (Huitsing & Monks, 
2018; Huitsing & Veenstra, 2012). Engagement in defending 
behaviour among aggressors may be due to a few reasons: 
(1) prevention of retaliation from other aggressors, (2) estab-
lishing social connections with others, or (3) demonstrat-
ing dominance in the peer group. In fact, aggressors may 
be more likely to have the power and confidence necessary 
to defend others (Huitsing et al., 2014). Thus, aggressive 
children may have previous experiences that allow them to 
identify the bullying behaviour and encode it as problematic. 
Consistent with the SIP model, these previous experiences 
may also lead to having a database of responses of how to 
handle the situation, leading to greater confidence to step 
in and defend others. Previous research examining defend-
ing behaviour in 5- to 7-year-old children found that when 
aggressive children targeted the same victim(s), they were 
more likely to defend each other if they became victims of 
bullying (Huitsing & Monks, 2018). These findings suggest 
that aggressive behaviour, both reactive aggression in which 
aggressive responses are retaliatory and proactive aggression 
in which aggression is goal-directed, should be examined 
in understanding what factors are associated with defend-
ing in young children. Although previous work has begun 
to examine associations between aggressive behaviour and 
defending, the inclusion of both the forms and functions of 
aggressive behaviour may provide important insights into 
the role of aggression and its association with defending.

As was eluded to with aggressors, social power or domi-
nance may play an important role in defending. Specifically, 

those individuals who are perceived as having social capital 
(i.e. perceived popularity) have been linked to defending 
behaviour in older children and adolescents (Menolascino & 
Jenkins, 2018; Salmivalli et al., 1996). Conceptually, social 
power could be positively associated with defending as these 
children may perceive less risk in putting themselves in the 
middle of a bullying situation. In fact, Pöyhönen et al. (2010) 
found a significant association between perceived popular-
ity and defending among older children. In early childhood, 
perceived popularity may be viewed as being a child that 
children want to engage or play with in conjunction with not 
being rejected by peers. Given the aforementioned informa-
tion, understanding the role of social factors in predicting 
defending behaviour may shed light on our understanding 
of which children, even in early childhood, begin engaging 
in defending behaviour.

Emotional Factors of Defending

Previous research has identified that empathy and emotions, 
such as anger, may play an important role in the motivation 
for children and adolescents defending victims of bullying. 
Empathy has been previously defined as having a similar emo-
tional response to someone else’s emotional state (Eisenberg 
& Fabes, 1990; Nickerson et al., 2015). Empathy has been 
found to be an important predictor of prosocial behaviour 
(Spinrad & Gal, 2018). Empathy has also been posited to 
increase the likelihood someone will step in to defend another 
person as they are able to understand what the victim may be 
experiencing and be motivated to reduce the stress or nega-
tive emotional state of others (Nickerson et al., 2015). Previ-
ous work examining this link has found significant support 
for empathy as a predictor of defending behaviour in middle 
childhood and adolescence and these findings have been sup-
ported in systematic reviews (Van Noorden et al., 2015) and 
meta-analyses (Nickerson et al., 2015).

Research examining empathy has also identified empathic 
anger, a related but unique dimension of empathy, which 
might motivate defending behaviour. Empathic anger has 
been defined as when someone feels anger due to witnessing  
someone aggress or attack someone they feel did not deserve 
it (Hawkins & Trobst, 2000; Pozzoli et al., 2017). Empathic 
anger can occur even though the victim may not directly 
express emotions of anger but rather display sadness or fear 
(Hawkins & Trobst, 2000; Pozzoli et al., 2017). Pozzoli 
et al. (2017) examined defending behaviour and empathy, 
specifically examining three dimensions including empathic 
concern, perspective taking, and empathic anger. These 
researchers found that perspective taking and empathic con-
cern were associated with empathic anger, and this empathic 
anger partially mediated the association between perspective 
taking, empathic concern, and defending behaviour (Pozzoli 
et al., 2017).
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Related to empathic anger, anger and having anger diffi-
culties have also been posited to be associated with defend-
ing. More specifically, anger has been hypothesized to lead to 
defending behaviour as a way to cope with the difficult emo-
tions and anger they feel when witnessing bullying, highlight-
ing their identification of the event as bullying and reaction to 
the event (steps 3 and 4 of the bystander intervention model) 
(Lambe et al., 2017). In support of this hypothesis, previous 
work has found that children who reported anger difficulties 
(e.g. children reporting that they had felt angry recently) were 
more likely to also report engaging in defending behaviour 
(Lambe et al., 2017). While this study could not specifically 
link anger to empathic anger, there was a significant positive 
association between anger difficulties and defending behaviour.

To date, there has been limited work examining the role 
of empathy and defending behaviour in early childhood. 
Camodeca and Coppola (2016) examined the role of empa-
thy in engaging in bullying as well as defending in a sample 
of Italian children ages 3 to 6. They found that empathy was 
negatively associated with bullying. However, they also found 
that empathy was not associated with defending behaviour. 
This work has not been replicated in early childhood and was 
not examined alongside other social, emotional, or cognitive 
factors above and beyond rule internalization and emotional 
understanding. Thus, there is a need to further understand the 
associations between empathy, associated emotions such as 
anger, and defending behaviour in early childhood.

Cognitive Factors of Defending

Cognitive abilities may also play an important role in pre-
dicting defending behaviour. From a bystander intervention 
perspective, not only do defenders have to be able to identify 
their own role in the bullying behaviour, but they also have to 
have the ability to take the perspective of others, demonstrate 
self-discipline to engage in a less common response (Huitsing 
& Monks, 2018), and likely have the forethought to determine 
how that behaviour might impact their future peer interactions. 
Thus, consideration of psychobiological components such as 
inhibitory control and behavioural inhibition may be important 
in our understanding of cognitive factors leading to defending.

Self-regulation is often characterized as a complex, broad 
variable with several different components contributing to one’s  
overall ability to regulate their behaviour and emotions (Bridgett 
et al., 2015). Previous research has examined components of 
self-regulation in the context of bully and victimization experi-
ences with evidence that both the victim and bully tend to exhibit 
higher levels of dysregulation (Godleski et al., 2015; Shields et 
al., 2001). Inhibitory control is often defined as the ability to 
inhibit a natural response to achieve a goal (Zeytinoglu et al., 
2017) and is often beginning to develop in early childhood 
(Bridgett et al., 2015; Rothbart et al., 2011). When individuals 
display higher levels of inhibitory control, it is thought that they 

have more cognitive resources, allowing them to engage in more 
organized behaviour with fewer impulsive responses (Rudolph 
et al., 2013). Given that the tendency to defend involves com-
plex social information processes consistent with the SIP model 
such as identifying and encoding bullying behaviour, recogniz-
ing one’s role in the bullying behaviour, generating possible 
responses to that behaviour and inhibiting the impulse to choose 
the easiest response to instead engage in one supportive of the 
victim suggest that defenders are much more likely to exhibit 
higher levels of inhibitory control.

Conversely, those who are more behaviourally inhibited or 
socially withdrawn may be particularly disadvantaged when 
it comes to defending. Behavioural inhibition is thought to 
be a more cautious, reactive form of self-regulation that 
leads individuals to withdraw or avoid new or novel situa-
tions (Bridgett et al., 2015). One form of behavioural inhibi-
tion is social withdrawal, or the avoidance or withdrawal of 
an individual from their peers. Previous work has identified 
that children who are socially withdrawn tend to disengage 
with their peers due to internalizing problems (e.g. anxiety; 
Bowker et al., 2014; Coplan & Armer, 2007). Not surpris-
ingly, when children are withdrawn from their peers, par-
ticularly due to fear or anxiety, it is unlikely that they will 
actively approach a bullying situation as a defender, thus 
limiting an active role in recognizing and reacting to the bul-
lying event according to the bystander intervention model. 
Consistent with this, previous work has demonstrated that 
a child’s feelings about their social abilities (i.e. social self-
efficacy) was positively associated with active defending of 
others (Gini et al., 2008). Thus, social withdrawal may be an 
important individual characteristic that negatively contributes 
to the prediction of defending behaviour in young children.

The Current Study

Understanding the social, emotional, and cognitive factors 
that motivate defending behaviour in early childhood have 
critical applications, such that defenders play an important 
role in preventing bullying behaviour. Thus, additional 
exploration of factors that contribute to the prediction of 
defending behaviour would further our understanding of the 
skills that should be promoted in bullying prevention and 
intervention programs. The aims of the current study were:

(a) To examine age and gender differences in teacher-
reported defending behaviour. Based on previous 
research examining defending behaviour in early child-
hood samples in the USA and Europe and a recent meta-
analysis across early and middle childhood and adoles-
cence (Lambe et al., 2019), we hypothesize that there 
will be a main effect of gender in the current study, such 
that teachers would judge girls as engaging in higher 
levels of defending behaviour compared to boys.
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(b) To examine the social, emotional, and cognitive predic-
tors of defending behaviour within an early childhood 
sample. Based on studies with older age groups, we 
hypothesize that adaptive social (i.e. prosocial behav-
iour, positive peer interactions), emotional (i.e. empa-
thy), and cognitive (i.e. inhibitory control) factors will 
be positively associated with defending (Camodeca et  
al., 2015; Gini et al., 2007; Monks et al., 2005; Nickerson  
et al., 2008). Given the developmental differences in 
the maturity of social, emotional, and cognitive skills 
during early childhood relative to middle childhood and 
adolescence, the examination of these factors to the 
prediction of defending behaviour in this early child-
hood sample is considered exploratory.

Methods

Participants

Participants consisted of 87 children (M age = 46.74 months, 
SD = 10.13, 56% males) from three community-based kin-
dergartens in three urban, moderate-sized communities in 
the South Island of New Zealand. School deciles measure 
the socio-economic position of a school’s student com-
munity compared to other schools throughout the country. 
Scores range from 1 to 10, with a lower score indicating 
a higher proportion of students from low socio-economic 
communities and a higher score representing fewer of these 
students (Ministry of Education, n.d.). The kindergartens 
were located in decile three, five, and eight communities 
suggesting a diverse sample of socio-economic status. Par-
ticipation rates at all kindergartens exceeded 80%. The sam-
ple was composed of the following ethnic groups: 68% Cau-
casian, 17% Māori, 4% Pacific Islander, and the remaining 
11% from Southeast Asia and European countries.

Ten kindergarten teachers (87.5% female, M 
age = 57.70 years, SD = 3.61 years) completed teacher-reports 
of children’s defending behaviour, social, emotional, and 
cognitive factors. All teachers identified as Caucasian. Six 
teachers had completed a bachelor’s degree; four had com-
pleted a diploma. Teachers had 9 to 30 years’ (M = 23.3 years, 
SD = 7.40 years) experience working in kindergartens and 
were engaged in employment in their current workplace 
between 24 and 52 h per week (M = 42.2 h, SD = 8.00 h).

Measures

Assessment of Defending Behaviours

Teacher reports of children’s defending behaviour were 
assessed using four items (e.g. “This child stands up for other 
children who are excluded by others. He/she may play with 

kids whom other children purposefully ignore or exclude,” 
“This child defends other children who are being physically 
hurt by other peers. For example, he/she may tell the child to 
stop hitting”) from previous research (Coyne et al., 2017). 
In this measure, teachers report on a 5-point Likert scale 
from 0 (never or almost never true) to 4 (always or almost 
always true) about the child’s defending behaviour in the peer 
group. Higher scores are indicative of greater use of defending 
behaviour. Previous work has demonstrated moderate reliabil-
ity of this measure over time (Coyne et al., 2017). Cronbach’s 
alpha for the full scale showed adequate reliability (α = 0.63).

Assessment of Social Factors

Relational and Physical Reactive and Proactive Aggression The 
forms and functions of children’s aggression were measured 
using the Preschool Proactive and Reactive Aggression 
Teacher Report (PPRA-TR) (Ostrov & Crick, 2007). Using a 
5-point Likert-type scale from 0 (never or almost never true) 
to 4 (always or almost always true), teachers rated the fre-
quency of children’s aggressive behaviour on four subscales: 
reactive-relational aggression (R-RA, e.g. “If other children 
hurt this child, s/he often keeps them from being in their group 
of friends”), proactive-relational aggression (P-RA, e.g. “This 
child often says ‘you can’t come to my birthday party’ to other 
children to get what s/he wants”), reactive-physical aggression 
(R-PA, e.g. “If other children make this child mad, s/he will 
often physically hurt them”), and proactive-physical aggres-
sion (P-PA, e.g. “This child often hits, kicks, or punches to get 
what s/he wants”). Scores were summed with higher scores 
indicative of greater use of form and function of aggressive 
behaviour. All subscales were reliable, with Cronbach’s α 
equal to 0.74, 0.57, 0.94, and 0.80 respectively. Cronbach’s 
α for the relational aggression subscale was 0.81 and physical 
aggression subscale was 0.91.

Prosocial Behaviour Teacher reports of children’s prosocial 
behaviour were obtained with the two prosocial items (e.g. 
“This child will often include others”) from the PPRA-TR 
(Ostrov & Crick, 2007). Teachers responded to these items 
using the same response format described for the aggression 
items. Scores were summed with higher scores indicative of 
more prosocial behaviour. Cronbach’s α was adequate at 0.71.

The National Institute of Health Toolbox Emotion Battery 
(NIHTB-EB) surveys were developed as parent reports. 
The items on the positive peer interactions, peer rejection, 
anger, empathy, and social withdrawal were adapted to 
read “this child” and have been used as teacher-reports for 
the purpose of this study. Each survey demonstrated good 
internal consistency with Cronbach’s α ranging from 0.71 
to 0.94, suggesting that teacher informants can reliably 
report on these constructs using these surveys.
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Positive Peer Interactions Teachers reported on children’s 
peer interactions using the NIHTB-EB Positive Peer Interac-
tion Ages 3–12 v2.0 (Gershon et al., 2013) which consists 
of four items (e.g. “Other children seek this child out for 
play”) assessing how often a child plays with friends and 
gets along with peers. Positive peer interactions are meas-
ured on a 5-point Likert scale from 0 (never) to 4 (always). 
Higher scores were indicative of more positive peer interac-
tions. Cronbach’s α was adequate at 0.71.

Peer Rejection The NIHTB-EB Peer Rejection Ages 3–12 
v2.0 (Gershon et al., 2013) consists of nine items (e.g. “This 
child is left out by other children”) assessing how often a 
child is left out, avoided, or teased by peers. Teachers 
responded to this survey using the same response format 
described previously for the NIH Toolbox Emotion Battery 
surveys. Higher scores were indicative of greater peer rejec-
tion. For this study, Cronbach’s α was 0.86.

Assessment of Emotional Factors

Anger The NIHTB-EB Anger Ages 3–12 v2.0 (Gershon 
et al., 2013) consists of nine items (e.g. “This child argues 
a lot with adults”) assessing how often a child displays an 
angry mood towards peers and adults. Teachers were asked 
to report on a child’s anger measured on a 3-point Likert 
scale from 0 (never or not true) to 2 (often or very true) with 
higher scores indicating more child anger. For this study, 
Cronbach’s α was 0.77.

Empathy The NIHTB-EB Empathic Behavior Ages 3–12 
v2.0 (Gershon et al., 2013) consists of ten items (e.g. “This 
child tries to help someone who has been hurt”) assessing 
how often a child shows empathic behaviour towards peers. 
Teachers responded to this survey using the same response 
format described previously for the NIH Toolbox Emo-
tion Battery surveys. Higher scores are indicative of more 
teacher-reported empathic behaviour. Reliability was excel-
lent, with Cronbach’s α equal to 0.94.

Assessment of Cognitive Factors

Social Withdrawal The NIHTB-EB Social Withdrawal Ages 
3–12 v2.0 (Gershon et al., 2013) consists of four items (e.g. 
“This child withdraws from peer activities”) assessing how 
often a child avoids or withdraws from social activities with 
peers. Teachers responded to this survey using the same 
response format described previously for the NIH Toolbox 
Emotion Battery surveys. Higher scores were indicative of 
more social withdrawal. Cronbach’s α was adequate at 0.78.

Inhibitory Control and Attention The National Institute of 
Health Toolbox Cognition Battery (NIHTB-CB) Flanker 

Inhibitory Control and Attention Ages 3–7 with Devel-
opmental Extension (Rueda et al., 2004; Weintraub et al., 
2013) is a computerized behavioural measure requiring chil-
dren to focus on a central stimulus while inhibiting attention 
to stimuli (fish) flanking it. On congruent trials, the central 
fish is pointing in the same direction as the surrounding fish; 
on incongruent trials, the central fish is pointing in the oppo-
site direction to the surrounding fish (see Fig. 1). Children 
were instructed to place their dominant index finger on home 
base and press the right or left arrow on the iPad screen 
corresponding to where the central fish was positing. Each 
child was administered twenty trials. Where children scored 
90% or higher on the fish stimuli, an additional twenty trials 
with arrows were presented. If the child did not successfully 
pass the practice trials, no further trials were administered. 
Instructions for completion of each trial were read to the 
child by the researcher. Higher scores indicated better inhibi-
tory control and attention.

Procedure

This study was approved by the University’s Human Research 
Ethics committee, and parents provided written informed 
consent prior to participation. Child assent was obtained prior 
to completing the NIHTB-CB Flanker Inhibitory Control and 
Attention computerized task. Instructions for completing the 
flanker task were provided in English by the researcher. On 
average, the flanker task took 5 to 7 min to complete and 
was administered in a quiet area in the kindergarten, away 
from distractions. There was a small amount of missing data 
for the flanker task (19%) due to technical difficulties and 
children declining consent. Imputation using the expecta-
tion–maximization (EM) algorithm (Dempster et al., 1977) 
in SPSS was used to handle this missing data. This procedure 
has been shown to be superior to other methods for managing 
missing data (e.g. pair- and list-wise deletion, or mean sub-
stitution) because it utilizes all existing data to impute values 
and does not reduce the power of the analysis (Allison, 2002; 
Enders, 2001; Schafer & Graham, 2002).

Teachers provided written informed consent before com-
pleting the surveys assessing each of the social, emotional, 
and cognitive factors. Teacher reports were distributed and 
completed 2 weeks prior to the completion of data collection. 

Fig. 1  A Congruent flanker task stimuli. B Incongruent flanker task stimuli
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Kindergartens in New Zealand are open learning spaces with 
all of the children and teachers in the same classroom. Each 
child was rated by one teacher who was most familiar with the 
child. In all cases, teachers had known the child for 12 weeks 
or longer. Child behaviour reports were fairly evenly distrib-
uted across each of the teachers in the kindergarten.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and visualizations indicated a non-normal 
distribution in several of the study variables. Square root trans-
formations were conducted to address non-normality. Com-
parisons between the transformed and original dataset were 
conducted and the transformed data significantly improved 
skewness and kurtosis. Outliers with 3 + SD above the popula-
tion mean on any of the study variables were removed from the 
analysis (n = 5) (Kline, 2011). Table 1 shows the means, stand-
ard deviations, and independent samples T-test t and p values 
comparing mean scores for boys and girls across all study vari-
ables. Compared to boys, girls showed significantly higher lev-
els of teacher-reported reactive-relational aggression (r = .22), 
proactive-relational aggression (r = .25), prosocial behaviour 
(r = .25), positive peer interactions (r = .24), and empathy 
(r = .32). Conversely, boys showed significantly higher levels 
of proactive-physical aggression (r = .23). Applying Funder 
and Ozer’s (2019) effect sizes criteria of very small (r = .05), 
small (r = .10), medium (r = .20), large (r = .30), and very large 
(r > .40), the significant differences identified between boys 
and girls were considered moderate. No significant gender 

effects were found for the other social, emotional, and cogni-
tive factors.

Next, a series of bivariate correlations were computed 
between all measures involved in this study along with 
means and standard deviations. These were computed for 
the population sample because no significant gender differ-
ence was found for defending behaviour. Table 2 displays the 
correlations between defending and each of the social, emo-
tional, and cognitive predictors. As can be seen in Table 2, 
of the social predictors, reactive-relational aggression, 
proactive-relational aggression, prosocial behaviour, and 
positive peer interactions were moderately to highly posi-
tively correlated with defending behaviour. Lower levels of 
proactive-physical aggression and peer rejection were mod-
erately to highly associated with defending behaviour. The 
emotional predictor, anger, was not significantly correlated 
with defending; however, empathy was significantly cor-
related. For the cognitive predictors, lower levels of social 
withdrawal and higher levels of inhibitory control were 
moderately correlated with defending. Table 2 also shows 
correlations between independent predictors.

Main Analyses

We used hierarchical linear regression to explore the unique 
contribution of social, emotional, and cognitive factors to the 
prediction of defending behaviour. In the analysis, defend-
ing behaviour was the dependent variable and child age and  
the social, emotional, and cognitive factors were the inde-
pendent variables. Possible age and gender differences in the 
relationship between social, emotional, and cognitive fac-
tors and defending behaviour were examined by including all 

Table 1  Gender differences for 
all main study variables and 
independent samples T-test 
results

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
a p < 0.10

Boys Girls t p

M SD M SD

Defending 1.33 1.32 1.71 1.30  − 1.34 .19
Reactive-relational aggression 0.91 0.91 1.31 0.90  − 2.04 .05*
Proactive-relational aggression 0.46 0.79 0.88 0.86  − 2.38 .02*
Reactive-physical aggression 0.77 0.97 0.67 0.92 0.47 .64
Proactive-physical aggression 0.31 0.60 0.07 0.32 2.19 .03*
Prosocial behaviour 0.82 0.90 1.25 0.68  − 2.42 .02*
Positive peer interactions 3.94 0.36 4.11 0.32  − 2.31 .02*
Peer rejection 3.33 0.45 3.24 0.43 0.89 .38
Anger 3.19 0.24 3.11 0.20 1.83 .07a

Empathy 4.98 0.96 5.56 0.75  − 3.06 .00**
Social withdrawal 2.60 0.46 2.65 0.50  − 0.42 .67
Inhibitory control and attention 1.52 0.37 1.52 0.35  − 0.01 1.00
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interactions involving the predictors with age and gender. The 
significance of each interaction between social, emotional, 
and cognitive factors and age and gender was examined 
before and after deleting non-significant interactions. Only 
the interaction between age and empathy was significant.

The inclusion of a large number of predictors in a model 
increases the amount of variance accounted for in the out-
come. To mitigate this, a Bonferroni correction is gener-
ally recommended. However, some statisticians (Nakagawa, 
2004; Perneger, 1998) argue against the application of a 
conservative significance level because of the risk of pre-
dictors going unrecognized. Given the exploratory nature 
of this study and the study’s sample size, we have followed 
the recommendations of Funder and Ozer (2019) and have 
focused on effect size; strict control of the error rate was not 
the aim of this study. Thus, we report the unadjusted results 
and interpret effect sizes to identify meaningful predictors of 
defending behaviour. These results are presented in Table 3.

As can be seen in Table 3, after controlling for age, social 
withdrawal significantly predicted defending behaviour 
(p = .034, r = .12). Lower levels of social withdrawal pre-
dicted higher frequency of defending behaviour. There was 
a significant interaction between empathy and age (p = .006, 
r = .16). In order to interpret this interaction and analyse the 
slopes, age and empathy were dichotomized into younger 
(≤ 46.6 months) and older (≥ 46.7 months) and scores lower 
and higher than the population mean. The interaction pre-
dicting defending behaviour was significant for both younger 
(β = .71, p < 0.001) and older (β = .75, p < 0.001) children. 
As displayed in Fig. 2, examination of beta weights showed 
that empathy was a stronger predictor of defending behav-
iour for older children. With an adjusted R2 of .69, these 
predictors explain two-thirds of variance in defending. There 
were no other significant main effects or interactions involv-
ing social, emotional, and cognitive predictors.

Discussion

Defending behaviour has been identified as a protective 
factor against the negative consequences of bullying (e.g. 
Longobardi et al., 2020), and researchers have called for 
early intervention to reduce or prevent bullying behaviour 
that begin in early childhood (Jenkins et al., 2017; Polanin 
et al., 2012). To increase the number of children who par-
ticipate in defending, it is important to know what factors 
motivate this behaviour. In line with the bystander interven-
tion model, identifying factors that allow young children 
to detect and react to bullying is not well known. How-
ever, with the integration of the SIP model, we have been 
able to ascertain key variables that play an important role 
in defending behaviour. As previously cited, Monks et al. 
(2021) observed that although many young children observe 

aggressive acts they are not likely to step in to defend. In an 
early childhood sample, we investigated the age and gender 
differences in teacher-reported defending behaviour, as well 
as the social (relational and physical aggression, prosocial-
ity, positive peer interactions, and peer rejection), emotional 
(anger and empathy), and cognitive (social withdrawal and 
inhibitory control and attention) predictors of defending  
behaviour. To our knowledge, this is the first study to exam-
ine the contribution of these predictors to defending behav-
iour during early childhood when defending behaviour first 
becomes evident in children’s social interactions with peers 
(Camodeca et al., 2015; Monks et al., 2003, 2011).

Individual Factors Associated with Defending Behaviour

First, we examined gender differences in defending behav-
iour in this sample of New Zealand children as previous 
work with preschool-age children has shown that boys’ and 
girls’ use of defending behaviour may be influenced by 
the geographic region or cultural factors in which children 
live (Monks et al., 2011). For example, how parents and 
teachers socialize, model, and reinforce defending behav-
iour may vary across cultural contexts. Consistent with the 
findings conducted with children living in Spain (Monks 
et al., 2011), we found no gender differences in teacher 
reports of children’s defending behaviour. In contrast, 
findings with preschool-age children in the USA have 
shown girls are more likely to be identified as defend-
ers by their teachers and peers and through self-reports 
(Monks et al., 2003). More recently, Coyne et al. (2017) 
found higher population means for parent reports of girls’ 
nonaggressive defending and marginally higher means for 
boys’ use of aggressive defending behaviour. Collectively, 
these findings suggest that gender differences in young 
children’s defending may be influenced by the form of 
defending, the cultural context in which children live, and 
the informant used to report on this behaviour.

With regard to age, teachers identified older children as 
defenders compared to younger children and this finding is 
consistent with previous research in early childhood (Belacchi 
& Farina, 2010; Camodeca et al., 2015). Theoretically, chrono-
logical age may be important in the development of defending 
behaviour because of social cognitive maturation. The ability 
to effectively and confidently engage in the steps described 
by the bystander intervention model (Latane & Darley, 1970; 
Nickerson et al., 2014) and the social information process-
ing model (Crick & Dodge, 1994, 1996) is likely to improve 
with age and with greater exposure to bullying and defending 
situations. Changes in children’s social cognition and social 
information processing related to defending behaviour have 
been absent from longitudinal research across early childhood, 
presenting a promising avenue for future research.
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Several bivariate associations between defending and 
social, emotional, and cognitive factors are worth mention-
ing. Briefly, defenders were more likely to engage in higher 
levels of reactive and proactive-relational aggression, and 
lower levels of proactive-physical aggression. These find-
ings suggest that forms and functions of aggression are dif-
ferentially associated with defending behaviour. In this early 
childhood sample, relationally aggressive children were also 
more likely to use prosocial behaviour and engage in positive 
peer interactions. Moreover, defenders experienced less peer 
rejection, were less socially withdrawn from their peers, and 
had higher levels of empathy, inhibitory control, and atten-
tion. These findings suggest that defenders may be socially 
competent and well-liked children, allowing them to strategi-
cally use a combination of aggressive and defending behav-
iour in their peer interactions. It is important to note that 
these associations did not remain significant predictors of 
defending behaviour when entered in the regression analy-
ses. Thus, these preliminary findings require more robust 
examination in future research to determine the interplay 
between forms and functions of aggression, social compe-
tence, and defending behaviour.

Defending is an adaptive, prosocial behaviour character-
ized by helping, sharing, and showing emotions and behav-
iour to comfort the victim (Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2014; 
Lambe & Craig, 2020). Thus, it is not surprising that we 

found a strong correlation between defending and prosocial 
behaviour. This is consistent with studies of older children 
(see Lambe et al., 2019 for a review) and the first known 
study to demonstrate these associations in early childhood. 
However, when entered with the other independent variables 
in the regression analyses, prosocial behaviour did not sig-
nificantly predict defending behaviour. An explanation for 
the lack of significant result may be because defending is a 
risky behaviour that is unlikely to be predicted by prosoci-
ality alone. Rather, defenders may be required to balance 
prosocial behaviour with other social, emotional, or cogni-
tive factors while also protecting themselves from potential 
retaliation or becoming a target of future aggression. This 
finding requires replication in future studies.

Above and beyond the bivariate associations described 
above, defending was negatively predicted by social with-
drawal. As previously identified, children may withdraw from 
social situations for a multitude of reasons including anxiety, 
fear, or preferring to be alone (Bowker et al., 2014; Coplan & 
Armer, 2007). According to step 1 of the bystander interven-
tion model (Latane & Darley, 1970; Nickerson et al., 2014), 
socially withdrawn children have fewer opportunities to wit-
ness bullying and therefore, fewer opportunities to defend 
their peers. Moreover, socially withdrawn children may be 
more anxious in social situations, impacting their ability to 
stand up and take responsibility for their role in bullying (step 

Fig. 2  The age × empathy effect on teacher-reported defending behaviour
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3), identify an effective intervention (step 4), or be able to 
effectively implement an intervention (step 5). Thus, children 
who are less socially withdrawn may have greater confidence 
to defend their peers and this finding suggests that this is an 
important skill to foster during early childhood.

Finally, analyses revealed that empathy was also impor-
tant in predicting defending behaviour, and this effect was 
stronger for older children (≥ 46.7 months). This finding is 
consistent with previous work finding a positive association 
between empathy and defending behaviour in older children 
(e.g. Nickerson et al., 2015; Van Noorden et al., 2015) and 
emotion understanding and defending behaviour in kinder-
garteners (Camodeca & Coppola, 2016). Empathy is a skill 
linked to step 3 — recognizing and taking responsibility, 
and step 4 — understanding what type of intervention may 
be useful in a social situation, of the bystander intervention 
model. Empathy may be a key motivator of defenders as 
they can identify and understand another person’s experi-
ence (Nickerson et al., 2015). While empathy was associated 
with defending behaviour, a key finding is that empathy was 
a stronger predictor for older children compared to younger 
children. An explanation for this difference may be due to 
social cognitive maturation. Children’s social cognitive 
understanding and skills such as theory of mind and per-
spective taking abilities increase rapidly during early child-
hood (Wellman, 2014), improving their ability to understand 
and empathize with others. Thus, improvement in children’s 
social cognitive skills such as empathy is likely to increase 
a child’s defending behaviour. Further examination of the 
relationship between these various social cognitive skills and 
children’s early defending behaviour should be considered 
in future research.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are many strengths of the present study including 
the focus on defending behaviour in a diverse early child-
hood sample outside of Europe and the USA, the inclusion 
of multiple factors that have been found to be associated 
with defending in older samples (i.e. social, emotional, 
and cognitive factors), and examining the role of age and 
gender. Despite these strengths, there are limitations to this 
study. One limitation is the size and cross-sectional nature 
of our study. The small sample size may have prevented 
the predictors reaching a conservative Bonferroni correc-
tion significance level. Thus, our approach to focus on the 
magnitude of effect sizes (Funder & Ozer, 2019) rather than 
significance levels allowed us to draw conclusions about 
the strongest predictors of defending behaviour in young 
children while controlling for other variables. This serves 
as the groundwork for hypothesis testing in future studies. 
However, future work should continue to increase sample 
size and examine these associations longitudinally. Where 

multiple predictors are included in models, a Bonferroni 
correction may be helpful to identify predictors that meet a 
more rigorous significance level.1 Moreover, we were only 
able to examine these associations based on teachers’ behav-
ioural reports. While we relied on teacher reports given that 
defending behaviour is a peer group process that may be 
more easily observed in the school context, other reporters 
may provide useful insights. Future research should expand 
upon this work to use other informants such as parent and 
peer reports as well as observational methods to better 
understand and assess defending behaviour in young chil-
dren. Furthermore, some of the study variables were consid-
ered on the low side of reliability (e.g. proactive-relational 
aggression). Including multi-methods and multi-informants 
may improve the reliability of these variables. In addition, 
another limitation of the present study is in the operationali-
zation of defending behaviour. More specifically, our study 
did not separate out the form and function of the defending 
behaviour. It could be that different forms (i.e. relational and 
physical) and functions (i.e. aggressive and non-aggressive) 
of defending behaviour may be distinct behaviour predicted 
by different social, emotional, and cognitive factors, just 
as different forms and functions characterize aggressive 
behaviour (Evans et al., 2019; Ostrov & Crick, 2007). For 
example, as previously discussed as a future area of work 
around social factors such as aggression, it could be that 
different forms of defending that may be more aggressive in 
nature may be associated with a child’s aggression levels. 
In addition, as highlighted earlier, socialized gender norms 
and roles may influence the type of defending behaviour a 
child may use dependent on their own identified gender and 
their cultural context. Given this, future work incorporating 
different forms of defending behaviour would allow us to 
better understand potential gender differences in defending 
behaviour. Taken together, this study has highlighted some 
of the important factors associated with defending behav-
iour in an early childhood sample. These findings, as well 
as future replication of this work, could help to build early 
intervention and prevention programs focused on increas-
ing defending behaviour to reduce the negative effects of 
bullying. Future work should continue to examine the role 
of social withdrawal and the bystander intervention model 
(Latane & Darley, 1970; Nickerson et al., 2014) to see how 
social withdrawal may reduce the likelihood of engage-
ment in some or all of these steps. If social skills and social 
engagement are important for defending, interventions could 
target these skills to increase defending in the classroom. 
Moreover, more work is needed to continue to examine 
the role of empathy in defenders. Future work should also 

1 We would like to acknowledge the kind reviewer who made this 
suggestion.
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consider including measures of theory of mind or perspec-
tive taking abilities when examining empathy and defending 
behaviour in early childhood. Given that empathy requires 
perspective taking abilities, assessing the role of perspective 
taking and empathy may help further elucidate the role of 
cognitive development, age, and defending behaviour. Future 
work should also continue to examine other social, emo-
tional, and cognitive factors and defending behaviour. Sig-
nificant bivariate associations between aggression, prosocial 
behaviour, peer interactions, peer rejection, and inhibitory 
control may still be important factors to consider in develop-
ing interventions to increase defending behaviour and reduce 
the effects of bullying.

The current study contributes to the existing literature on 
bullying and defending behaviour as one of the first known 
studies examining the social, emotional, and cognitive fac-
tors that uniquely contribute to defending behaviour in an 
early childhood sample. Our findings underpin that at this 
developmental stage, some factors more strongly relate to 
defending behaviour than others. Identifying and promot-
ing these factors in young children may increase children’s 
motivation to engage in defending behaviour in response 
to bullying behaviour. Our results suggest that promoting 
higher levels of empathy and social engagement are likely 
to promote defending behaviour in young children.
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