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This article explores the decision-making processes by which early adolescents choose a
strategy to upstand, bystand, orjoin the perpetrators when they witness situations
of physical and relational bullying in their schools. Authors Silvia Diazgranados Fer-
rans, Robert L. Selman, and Luba Falk Feigenberg analyze data from twenty-three
interviews conducted with eighth graders in four middle schools using a grounded the-
ory approach and propose an emerging theoretical framework to guide future research
on bullying. Their framework includes a multilevel model that identifies nested sources
of influence on students’ responses to bullying and a decision-making tree that hypoth-
esizes different choice paths that student witnesses’ decision-making processes might
Jollow in situations of bullying as predicted by the students’ positions along a set of
“key social-relational indices.” Finally, the authors connect their findings with cur-
rent debates in the field of moral decision making and discuss the implications for re-
searchers, practitioners, and policy makers.

Peer aggression and social exclusion processes such as bullying are common
occurrences in middle and high schools (Smith & Brain, 2000), and their
negative consequences have been documented across countries and cultures
(Hawker & Boulton, 2000). Despite evidence showing that these behaviors
are normative occurrences in schools, they are not considered socially accept-
able in the context of democratic societies (United Nations, 1989). In fact,
there is ample evidence that bullying, in particular, has detrimental effects
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on the psychological, emotional, social, and physical well-being of the victims
(Brain, 1997; Due et al., 2005; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Nansel, Craig, Over-
peck, Saluja, & Ruan, 2004; Nishina, Juvonen, & Witkow, 2005; Olweus, 1993;
Rothon, Head, Klineberg, & Stansfeld, 2011; Schwartz, Gorman, Nakamoto,
& Toblin, 2005) as well on their academic performance in school (Card &
Hodges, 2008; Juvonen, Wang, & Espinoza, 2011). In extreme cases, these
behaviors may be associated with increased risks of suicide and homicide, as
shown by the growing number of students in several countries—such as the
United States, England, Japan, Norway, and Ireland—who have fatally harmed
themselves or taken the lives of others after experiencing chronic harassment
(O’Moore, 2000; Vossekuil, Fein, Reddy, Borum, & Modzeleski, 2002).

In an effort to better understand bullying and to decrease its prevalence and
negative effects, researchers have typically studied this form of peer aggression
and social exclusion from the perspectives of the victims and the perpetrators
(Bolton & Underwood, 1993; Erling & Hwang, 2004; O’Moore & Kirkham,
2001; Seals & Young, 2003). However, given that bullying is most often a group
process (Lagerspetz, Bjorkqvist, Berts, & King, 1982), some researchers study
this phenomenon as a relationship among people who play different partici-
pant roles beyond the bully and the victim (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Bjorkqvist,
Osterman, & Kaukiainen, 1996). In particular, the field has seen increased
interest in understanding the varied roles that witnesses play in these situa-
tions, as their responses can contribute to reducing or reinforcing the prob-
lem. For example, “assistants of the bully” join the perpetrators and actively
participate in the harassment; “reinforcers of the bully” give positive feedback
to the perpetrators by laughing or by providing them with an audience; and
“defenders of the victim” take sides with the target of the bullying by comfort-
ing the victim, telling the teacher, or expressing disapproval to the perpetra-
tors (Salmivalli et al., 1996).

Studies about the role of witnesses in bullying situations have documented
that most early adolescents have negative attitudes toward peer victimization
that occurs in schools and express an interest in helping the victims (Boul-
ton, Bucci, & Hawker, 1999). Research has also noted that when early ado-
lescent witnesses take action to protect a victim and express disapproval to
the perpetrators, the prevalence of bullying in schools is likely to decrease
(Karna, Voeten, Poskiparta & Salmivalli, 2010; Salmivalli & Poskiparta, 2012;
Salmivalli, Voeten, & Poskiparta, 2011; Salmivalli et al., 1996). For example,
one study of nearly seven thousand elementary students’ responses to a survey
showed that defending a victim is negatively associated with the frequency of
bullying in a classroom (Salmivalli, Voeten, & Poskiparta, 2011).

Given these findings, researchers believe that antibullying programs would
benefit from targeting witnesses by encouraging them to support the victims
and express disapproval to the perpetrators (Polanin, Espelage, & Pigott,
2012). Unfortunately, very little is known about what it takes for witnesses to
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stand up for the victims of bullying (Péyhénen, Juvonen, & Salmivalli, 2010)
and about the factors that influence how early adolescents respond to these
situations. In fact, despite most students expressing negative attitudes toward
peer victimization, most witnesses remain uninvolved when episodes of social
exclusion and peer aggression occur in schools. For example, Salmivalli and
colleagues (1996) found that among preadolescents and adolescents, less than
20 percent of witnesses act as defenders. Similarly, Hawkins, Pepler & Craig
(2001) observed that in grades 1-6, peers were present during 88 percent of
bullying episodes that took place on school playgrounds but decided to inter-
vene only in 19 percent of those situations. More recently, Nishina and Bell-
more (2010) found that among ninth graders, friends are the most likely to
help the victim when they witness bullying; strangers almost never try to inter-
vene or help.

This evidence illustrates a disconnect between the opinions adolescents
express about these school-based situations and the actions these students
take, a relational phenomenon researchers and practitioners in the field of
moral development have documented and struggled with for some time:
what people say is the best response to a moral dilemma is not always consis-
tent with what they actually do when a similar situation presents itself (Blasi,
1980). As Selman (2003) has noted, the gap between “talk and walk” has led
some researchers to prioritize the study of action (the “walk”) over the study
of thought (the “talk”), and vice versa, but “it is the connection—or the dis-
connection—between thought and action that needs to be better understood,
both theoretically and practically” (p. 25).

To understand students’ thoughts and actions in response to situations of
bullying, most studies have used quantitative methodologies to test hypotheses
based on responses to large sample surveys (Guerra, Williams, & Sadek, 2011).
However, many questions about the nature of bullying and decision-making
processes associated with it cannot be adequately addressed with quantitative
surveys that require hypotheses based on a priori theories. Exploratory quali-
tative studies are needed to examine how students make meaning of their
experiences and to identify factors that influence their responses in these situ-
ations. With these issues in mind, we aim to answer the following question:
What is the process by which early adolescent students in eighth grade at four K-8
schools decide to bystand, upstand, or join the perpetrators in school-based situations
where they witness peer aggression and social exclusion?

Methodology

Participants and Data Collection

Our sample consists of twenty-three eighth-grade students selected from
among two urban district public schools and two urban charter public schools
in a large metropolitan region in the U.S. Northeast. We contacted principals
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from several schools at random or by recommendation. In each of the schools
that volunteered to participate, all of the students in the eighth grade were
eligible to participate in a larger study of school climate. Among the 167 par-
ticipants who returned parental consent, we selected twenty-three for in-depth
interviews because they exhibited either very high or very low scores on a mea-
sure of social awareness and perspective taking (Schultz, Selman, & LaRusso,
2003). Eleven females and twelve males participated in the interview portion
of the study. On average, the students were thirteen years old and were rep-
resentative of the school district in terms of racial and socioeconomic back-
ground (40% Black, 35% Latino, 25% White.) We chose to focus on eighth
graders because most students at this grade level have been in the same school
environment for at least three years, giving them ample time and experience
to formulate opinions about the social dynamics and culture of their schools.
Furthermore, the emerging cognitive and social skills of early adolescents cre-
ate a new set of opportunities and challenges for students (Nakkula & Tosha-
lis, 2006), and middle school is a time when school-based episodes of bullying
peak (Peskin, Tortolero, & Markham, 2006).

Guided by an interview protocol, we presented students with a range of sce-
narios reflecting social interactions that regularly occur among peers in unsu-
pervised school settings. We selected three of these scenarios to use in our
analysis because they were specifically oriented to issues of bullying. In each
of these, we asked students to imagine themselves as witnesses to situations of
peer aggression and social exclusion. We then asked them to share similar situ-
ations they have experienced in their own schools.

¢ In the first scenario, participants read an essay written by an eighth-grade
student who had taken a class using material developed by Facing History
and Ourselves (1994), an educational program that combats prejudice and
promotes civic education in schools. The essay describes the student’s per-
sonal experience of a group of popular students who regularly teased her
and then unexpectedly invited her to join them in picking on another girl.

¢ In the second scenario, a hypothetical one, students were invited to imag-
ine that there is a lot of teasing and name calling going on in their school.
While they are walking down the hallway with a same-sex friend, someone
calls their friend “gay,” intending it as an insult.

e In the third scenario, also hypothetical, students were asked to imagine that
they are in a school where students hang out in the bathrooms between
classes. They see a lot of students “getting jumped” in the bathroom during
the school day.

In each case, we asked students to: (1) express how they feel about the situ-
ation, (2) consider what would be the best thing to do, and (3) explain the
reason why they think that’s the best course of action. Then we asked students
to relate these situations to their own school experience.
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Process of Analysis

In analyzing student responses, we used both preexisting codes and codes that
emerged from our interviews. Specifically, we coded for choice of strategy using
three preexisting (etic) categories of analysis that Feigenberg, King, Barr, &
Selman (2008) developed: (1) upstand requires intervention in the existing
situation, articulates an action that assists the victim, or aligns against (resists)
the teasing; (2) perpetrate accepts the invitation to tease the victim, aligns with
the group that teases the victim; or (3) bystand aligns with neither the victim
nor the group doing the teasing, avoids involvement with the situation. Addi-
tionally, we used a constructivist grounded theory approach in our analysis
(Charmaz, 2006). Through a nonlinear process of open, selective, and axial
coding, we created a conceptual multilevel framework and a decision-making
tree to illustrate how students in our sample justified their choice of strat-
egy. We chose grounded theory because this method provided us with system-
atic but flexible research tools for analyzing our set of interviews, using an
exploratory approach that potentially leads to new insights about witnesses’
responses to bullying and to constructing an emerging theory rooted in the
data (Charmaz, 2006). To verify our emic codes, we worked with two individu-
als who first blindly coded the interviews and then engaged in discussions to
assess their level of agreement. We obtained an indicator of inter-rater reliabil-
ity of .87, which reflects the proportion of units upon which raters agreed out
of the total number of units they coded. Included in the number of agreed-
upon units were those coded segments upon which the raters initially dis-
agreed but after further discussion reached consensus agreement. These were
a small proportion of the total responses.

Through our analysis, we identified two primary types of explanations given
by our participants for why students their age in general, and in their school
more specifically, behave the way they do in situations like the scenarios. First,
participants made reference to individuals’ motivation for power, connection,
and safety, which we coded as personal needs. Second, students appeared to
follow the shared agreements that exist in the social space in which they live
about the ways people are expected to behave in different situations. We cre-
ated a second construct, rules of the culture, to code the prescriptions for action
and messages that students receive from the groups to which they belong or
with which they identify. These rules of the culture capture what the students
consider to be the socially desirable ways to respond to the social situations
they regularly encounter at school. Because it became evident that these mes-
sages come from different sources, which sometimes prescribe contradictory
paths of action, we further specified this category to indicate which primary
social-relational groups were prescribing the action or benefiting from it: rules
of friendship, rules of the peer group, and rules of the school.

We then identified a set of factors that we labeled “key social-relational indi-
ces,” which reflect how students position themselves as they answer, implicitly
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or explicitly, questions that appear to be critical in determining how they navi-
gate the maze of rules and personal needs in their decision-making process.
We present a decision-making tree to illustrate students’ choice of strategy
according the positions they adopt along these four social-relational indices:
(1) their interpretation of the underlying nature of the situation, (2) their
relationship with the victim and the perpetrator, (3) their universe of moral
responsibility, and (4) their perceived personal power status in relationship to
the perpetrator (see figure 2).

Results

The Talk-Walk Gap

Consistent with the literature (Boulton et al., 1999; Hawker & Boulton, 2000;
Hawkins et al., 2001; Nishina & Bellmore, 2010; Salmivalli et al., 1996; Smith &
Brain, 2000) ), our analysis showed that while many of our participants (65%)
expressed disapproval of the three instances of peer aggression and social
exclusion portrayed in the scenarios, most students (78%) reported that these
incidents are common occurrences in their schools. And even though every
single student in the sample recommended becoming an upstander—74 per-
cent by recommending to express public disapproval of the perpetration and
26 percent by recommending to decline the invitation to participate in the
teasing and offering support to the victim in private—half of them acknowl-
edged that in practice they often laugh when they see others victimizing a peer
in school. Below we present our analysis of how students justify their choices of
strategy when they witness situations of bullying.

Justifications Behind Choice of Strategy: A Multilevel Framework

In order to explore the reasons behind students’ choice of strategies and rec-
ommendations for action, we organized students’ justifications in three lev-
els: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional. At the intrapersonal level,
study participants referenced their personal needs for connection, power, and
safety as individual motivations for their actions. At the interpersonal level,
study participants referenced the messages they receive from friends and
peers about appropriate responses to particular situations. At the institutional
level, study participants referenced the messages they receive from teachers
and administrators about how students are expected to behave when they
encounter a specific situation. Students made reference to any one or all of
these levels in providing their justifications. We present a framework in figure
1 that visually illustrates the multilevel nature of the intrapersonal, interper-
sonal, and institutional settings that, according to our interpretation of par-
ticipants’ reports, move students in our sample to act in certain ways (bystand,
upstand, or perpetrate). We show how students’ personal needs (intrapersonal
level) interact with the various rules of the culture as prescribed by friends and
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FIGURE 1 Multilevel framework of justifications of choice of strategy: Personal
needs and rules of the culture at the friends, peer group, and school levels

Rules of
the

Interpersonal (Peer) Level
Culture P ( )

Rules of Peers

Interpersonal (Dyadic) Level

“Be cool”; Fit in”; Go with the flow”;

“It's okay to make fun of others as long
as you don't take it too far”;

“Stand up for yourelf”; “Don’t snitch”;

“Mind your own business”

“Stick up for your friends, no matter

what”; “If you mess with my friend,

Rules of Friendship . "
you mess with me

“People need to feel safe”
“People need to belong”
“People need to have power”

Personal Intrapersonal
Needs (Individual) Level

peers (interpersonal level) and school staff (institutional level) to influence
their responses to bullying.

At the intrapersonal level we observe that students in our study are aware of
the personal needs that people strive to fulfill in their everyday interactions,
which are salient in social situations of peer aggression and social exclusion.
For example, some students justify a decision to bystand based on consider-
ations of their personal need for safety: “what if the person came up to you and
stabbed you for saying that” or “otherwise she would have gotten beaten up
bad again.” Others explain a decision to join perpetrators based on a personal
need for connection: “they do it because they really want to fit in.” Often, par-
ticipants explained teasing and bullying as a strategy that students use when
they have a personal need for power: “they do it because they want to feel pow-
erful; they want to feel good about themselves.”

At the interpersonal and institutional levels we observe that students reported
receiving conflicting messages from friends, peers, and teachers about the ways
they are expected to behave as members of each group under different con-
ditions. For example, some students report that they helped a friend because
“you have to stick up for your friends, no matter what” (rules of friendship),
while others reported they remained bystanders when a nonfriend was being
victimized because “you should mind your own business” (rules of the peer

group).
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We also tried to understand the dynamic processes that regulate how the
personal needs and the rules of the culture function in different social situa-
tions, as reported by students in our sample. We paid special attention to those
instances in which the rules prescribed by one or more of the three nested
social groups conflict with a personal need or where the rules prescribed by
these different groups conflict with each other. In doing so, we identified two
patterns:

* When facing a social conflict, students tacitly reach into the rules of the cul-
ture to choose those strategies that help them fulfill the personal need they
perceive as least satisfied. For instance, students who are not popular seem
to yield more readily to group pressures because they are struggling to
belong, while students who are popular appear less prone to follow group
expectations they disagree with because doing so will not threaten their
feeling of belonging.

¢ When messages from different groups prescribe rules of the culture that lead
to contradictory paths of action, students prioritize loyalty to the rules of
the group with whom they have stronger ties—friends, peers, or school. In
our study, participants consistently exhibited more loyalty to rules of friend-
ship than to the rules of the peer group and similarly prioritized loyalty to
the rules of the peer group over those prescribed by adults in the school.

Key Social-Relational Indices: Turning Points Along the Path

Keeping in mind the patterns of interaction described above, and using the
rules of the culture and personal needs (figure 1) as transversal categories
of analysis, we examined the process by which our sample of eighth-grade
participants chose strategies to bystand, upstand, or join perpetrators when
they witness bullying in their schools. Through our analysis, we identified four
key social-relational indices that seem to have a large influence on students’
choice of strategy in different situations. In what follows, we describe each of
these indices and discuss the ways in which they intersect with the rules of the
culture to influence students’ choice of social strategy.

— Key Indicator 1. Interpretation of the Underlying Nature of the Situation:
“Are They Taking It Too Far?”

Participants in our sample are acutely sensitive to the ways in which they are
perceived by their peers and how they perceive their own status in social hier-
archies according to how likable or unlikable they are in the eyes of other
group members. As one student stated,

There’s always going to be popular kids, there’s always going to be the one who's
always going to be nerds, there’s always going to be jocks, there’s always going to
be cliques, there’s always going to be groups. So, in any school it doesn’t really
matter if you know the person, if you know any popular people. If you hang out
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with the nerds you’re not popular. If you hang out with popular people and you
talk to the nerds then you’re still pretty much popular. (Andy)

They also accept as a normal part of life that some students are popular and
others are not, and our data suggest that they feel strongly that it is preferable
to be popular. For this reason, our participants follow the rules of the peer
group, according to which they should “be cool” or, at a minimum, “fit in.” By
prescribing a rule to “be cool,” the group provides individuals with a socially
approved way of fulfilling their personal need for power; by prescribing a rule
to “fit in,” the group provides individuals with standard mechanisms to fulfill
their personal need to belong and be treated as legitimate members of the
peer group. Those who do not succeed in these tasks are considered outcasts
and become targets of teasing by students who are trying to fulfill their per-
sonal need for power.

I think that it mostly happens because some of the older kids, they feel more
powerful and that they could do anything that they want just to prove it in front
of their friends. So that they can stay in the group that they are, so then they
can’t be made fun of. (Antonio)

According to students’ responses, teasing appears to be an important mech-
anism by which the peer group creates social pressure for individuals to con-
form to its prescriptions, which often reflect the values of dominant members
of the peer group. Note how in the following excerpt a student suggests, with-
out questioning the mechanisms of dominance and power, that the more
effective way to avoid being teased is to act in ways that are consistent with
what the popular members of the group value:

I say for the kids that getting picked on . . . not get mad, but try to do things
that the popular kids or the kids that are making fun of them do, so they won’t
get picked on. Or like doing things that other kids are doing, that they are not
doing. That would help a lot ’cause the kids that are popular would begin to
notice and say, “Hey, you doing things like us.” And they start talking to them.
(Amari)

Teasing also appears to be an instrument by which students in our sample
position themselves in relation to others in the social hierarchy. Therefore,
teasing helps some students satisfy their personal need for power, but, as a
consequence, it often prevents other students from satisfying their personal
need for safety: “Ummm, this girl she’s getting picked on and . . . probably to
make herself more popular, she’s trying to become, she’s trying to make fun
of someone who’s at a lower level than her. So she can become popular again”
(Talia).

Many of our participants consider teasing to be a universal behavior that
most people have experienced and that cannot be prevented. For example,
in the following excerpt, a student naturalized this behavior by pointing out
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that humans have exhibited it throughout history, even in isolated areas of
the world:

I feel like it’s just like the natural order of things and it has to happen. It’s so ste-
reotypical that you hear about these stories . . . it’s almost like the same situation
happening over and over again. I feel like it’s almost like it has to happen. You
like you hear about it in villages and in, you know, nineteenth-century towns and
stuff. I don’t think it’s something that we have created in middle school. (Lisa)

Interestingly, while eighth graders in our sample appear to take teasing for
granted and don’t question its use as a method of status differentiation, they
did discuss with us the limits beyond which teasing becomes aggression. In
fact, students appear to follow a rule of the peer culture according to which
“it’s ok to make fun of others, as long as you don’t take it too far” (see rules of
the peer group, figure 1). By prescribing this rule, the peer group enables its
members to use teasing as a mechanism by which a status hierarchy is estab-
lished, maintained, or revised while acknowledging members’ personal needs
for safety. For this reason, when students witness others teasing a peer, their
choice of strategy may depend on their initial assessment of the underlying
nature or severity of the situation. In other words, they accept the act of teas-
ing as long as it does not cross the boundary into what they would consider
harassment. Here a student commented on the essay scenario, where the
author, despite being a victim herself, decides to join perpetrators and make
fun of another girl:

That’s messed up. Because she knows what it’s like to be in that situation. But
then again she just wants to fit in. But either way, it’'s messed up. If she’s laughin’,
then that’s alright, because if you laugh at somebody, then you laugh at some-
body. But if she’s going to humiliate her, then that’s just too far. It’s getting
pushed too far, that’s just taking it over the edge. (Jariah)

However, the limits between teasing playfully and teasing as harassment are
sometimes blurry. What it means to “take it too far” seems to vary in differ-
ent contexts and for different students. When asked how they determine if
somebody is taking it too far, students in our sample answer according to dif-
ferent underlying conceptions. Some focus on the nature of the relationship
between the teaser and the teased. These students argue that friends always
tease playfully because they care about each other’s feelings and well-being.
In contrast, they suggest that most people would feel threatened if a stranger
made them the target of a joke. Other students focus on the intention of the
teaser: if the goal is to be funny, the teasing is acceptable; but if it is to be hurt-
ful, that is “taking it too far.” A third group of students considers that what
matters most is the potential impact of the action on the person who is being
targeted. While students in this group do not always agree on whether rela-
tional and verbal aggression is hurtful, most think behaviors that put the physi-
cal integrity of the victims at risk represent what it means to “take it too far.”
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Finally, one student pointed out that victims of harassment may laugh at the
jokes that others play on them to hide that they are hurt and to avoid looking
weak in the eyes of the peer group. For this reason, he suggested that the best
way to identify if somebody is “taking it too far” is to use the golden rule: do
unto others as you would have them do unto you.

Using any of these four strategies to distinguish teasing from bullying, wit-
nesses arrive at this juncture: if they feel that somebody is “just kidding,” they
are likely to bystand or to join in and laugh; but if they feel that somebody is
teasing another student as a way of harassment, other factors play a significant
role as they consider a strategy of action. This takes us to the next step in their
decision-making process.

— Key Indicator 2. Personal Relationship with the Victim and Perpetrator:
Who Is My Friend?

Our interviews suggest that when students feel that somebody is bullying
another student—that is, when they witness teasing that has “gone too far’—
they consider their own relationship with those involved in the conflict before
deciding on whether they will bystand, upstand, or join the perpetrators. If a
friend is involved, their choice of strategy often follows a rule of friendship
that prescribes that they should “stick up for their friends, no matter what”
(see rules of friendship, figure 1). Given that participants believe that friends
help each other fulfill their personal need to belong, students often stick up
for friends who are bullied, even if this means disregarding the rules of the
peer group and the rules of the school. In this way, when the victim is a friend,
witnesses are most likely to become upstanders.

When the kids were making fun of one of my really good friends and I was with
them, you are kind of like, “Yo, you really should stop because you’re really hurt-
ing this person, so I really think you should stop.” [I: What in that moment
makes you feel this is important enough to do something about it?] Definitely
when you find out, you definitely think that, umm, that is my really good friend,
I should hang on to ’em. If you know that if it’s a popular person and a really
good friend, then you really want to go with the friend though, even if you want
to be popular. (Andy)

Unfortunately, according to our data, “sticking up for your friends, no mat-
ter what,” also means that students may automatically support their friends
even when those friends are in the role of perpetrators themselves. This may
explain why students in our sample report that the best thing to do in a hypo-
thetical scenario is to stand up to the perpetrators yet frequently acknowledge
that, in practice, they laugh and act as assistants to the bully when their friends
are teasing somebody.

My friend Andre was making fun of this really small girl, like she speaks real low.
He was making fun of her, saying she talks like Mighty Mouse. [I: In that situa-
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tion, are you laughing along?] Yeah. I feel bad for her. I laugh, but then I still
feel bad. (Tyler)

Our data suggest that when witnesses of a bullying incident are friends with
both the victim and the perpetrator, they may try to take the role of mediator
or simply avoid taking sides. In these situations, witnesses may be protecting
their personal need to belong by taking a position that allows them to main-
tain their connections with both parties. In the following excerpt, note how
under the same circumstances a student would confront the perpetrator if the
victim was a friend but would avoid taking sides and try to mediate if the per-
petrator was also a friend:

If someone calls my friend gay? Am I friends with the person who called him gay?
... Well, if I was friends with the guy that called him gay, I would just be like,
“Why are you guys fighting? You guys ain’t even friends. You guys need to squash
this; there’s no point to fighting.” But if it wasn’t my friend, I'd be like, “Shut up!
Leave him alone. What’s your problem?” (Chris)

In summary, when the personal needs of friends are involved, students
appear to prioritize the rules of friendship over the prescriptions of the peer
and school groups. We see that when the victim is a friend, witnesses are likely
to become upstanders; when the perpetrators are friends, witnesses are likely to
join them in their teasing; and when both victim and perpetrator are friends,
witnesses may feel moved to act as mediators. Interestingly, when witnesses don’t
have ties with the victim or the perpetrator, their choice of strategy appears to
incorporate and give weight to additional factors. One of the most important
factors is whether they feel a moral obligation to help people beyond their own
circle of friends.

— Key Indicator 3. Scope of the Universe of Moral Responsibility:
Should I Help Nonfriends?

Our interviews suggest that the rules of the peer group prescribe contradic-
tory paths of action when the victim of bullying is not a friend. On the one
hand, the peer group disapproves of acts of bullying by prescribing that “it’s
not ok to take teasing too far.” On the other hand, it discourages witnesses
from upstanding by prescribing rules according to which they should “mind
their own business” and “don’t snitch” (see rules of the peer group, figure 1).
By prescribing minding one’s own business, the peer group protects witnesses’
personal needs for safety. Additionally, by prescribing that witnesses shouldn’t
report the situation to adults, or “snitch,” the peer group acknowledges that
adults have a completely different set of rules to address bullying and avoids
bringing them in to protect members from the risk of getting in trouble.

If you tell a teacher, they have to tell somebody. So, if you really feel like you
can control it, you definitely don’t want to tell anybody because then it doesn’t
get solved the way you want. And sometimes you just feel that adults don’t know
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how you feel. Even when they think they know what’s best for you, you have to
control what you do and what’s going to happen. But they should get to the bot-
tom of it and set some boundaries. If they say, “It started when this kid gave me
marijuana,” you need to say that, but you don’t want to get the kid in trouble. So,
that’s why it’s hard to talk to adults. (Chris)

When victims of bullying are not their friends, students in our sample sug-
gest that most witnesses will either become bystanders or join in, even when
they disapprove of the actions of the perpetrators. This is not surprising given
that the rules of the peer group discourage intervention and encourage being
sensitive to social hierarchies. Therefore, in order to protect their personal
need for safety and their personal need to belong, most witnesses will “go with
the flow” (see rules of the peer group, figure 1).

When the popular people call me over to their table, I know they just call people
over to laugh at them. I knew something was going to happen, but you still want
to go because it may increase your popularity and maybe do stuff to your ego. It
may bring you up. So, you kind of go with the flow, you just kind of follow the
people that are higher than you. It’s just something a lot of people do. I think
people normally know that they need to go with whatever’s going to happen,
because if they don’t then that’s just going to make them lower. And then, some-
times the wannabes or whatever will laugh at them to try and become popular.
(Sam)

In this sense, the peer group enables teasing to serve as a mechanism to
establish social hierarchies by forcing students to position themselves in the
social order. To avoid victimization, targets of teasing have to “stand up for
themselves” and learn how to “act tough so they don’t get punked” (see rules
of the peer group, figure 1).

Importantly, we did find a few cases in which a witness took a stand against
bullying to support a peer who was not a friend at the moment of the event.
Looking across these cases, we noted that students who intervened in favor of
a nonfriend share a common commitment to address issues of unfairness. This
commitment does not depend on the quality of their relationships with the
people directly involved in the conflict but, rather, on their feelings of empa-
thy and care for the personal needs of others. Therefore, if somebody is “tak-
ing it too far,” these students will “stick up” for the victim, even if they don’t
have a personal relationship with that person. We used the category universe
of moral responsibility to discriminate between witnesses of bullying who take a
stand against peer aggression regardless of the target and those who only get
involved to support their friends. The following excerpt illustrates how a stu-
dent, whose universe of moral responsibility only includes friends, disengages
from any responsibility to help a nonfriend who is being victimized:

People always make fun of this girl and I never do anything. Most of the time I
just, like, stand around and watch. They make fun of her ’cause everybody thinks
she’s fat and ugly and rude. [I: Are you friends with those kids?] I'm friends with
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the kids that make fun of her all the time. [I: You see them teasing her and you
don’t say anything?] Yeah, ’cause I'm not really friends with her so I don’t know
what I should do and I don’t know how she really feels about it . .. I don’t even
think it bothers her ’cause she never says anything. She just doesn’t realize that
they’re making fun of her. So I can’t do anything if she doesn’t acknowledge
that they make fun of her. [I: Would it be different if you were good friends with
her?] Yeah. Then I would tell them to stop ’cause that’s my friend. (Leslie)

In contrast, another student justified his decision to become an upstander
and support a stranger because he cared about that person’s well-being in the
same way he would care about the well-being of a friend:

[I: You would have defended her? Why would that matter to you?] ’Cause I would
consider that person a friend. I would probably later on ask them if they wanted
to be my friend and talk to them, try to make their self-esteem higher. [I: And
why would that be a good thing to do?] ’Cause I would feel good about myself,
and they would probably feel a lot more better, that they finally have another
friend at school. And now that they have more power, they could step up to the
other popular kids. (Pedro)

In addition, we note that this student appears aware that friends are sources
of power and that targeted students who feel empowered are more likely to
stand up for themselves during conflicts.

In summary, our interviews suggest that when students’ universe of moral
responsibility only includes their friends, they are likely either to bystand or
to join perpetrators as reinforcers in situations where they witness others bul-
lying a student who is not a friend. If, however, they empathize with others
and feel moved to protect the personal need for safety of people beyond their
friends—that is, if their universe of moral responsibility includes nonfriends—
they are more likely to respond as upstanders. However, our data also suggest
that the witness’s own position in the social hierarchy matters. We explore this
dimension below.

— Key Indicator 4. Personal Power Status: Can I Challenge the Perpetrator?

Students appear aware of their own power status in relationship to other peers,
and they keep their position in mind when choosing a strategy of action in sit-
uations where they witness others bullying a peer. An eighth grader’s concern
about entering high school shows that he is not oblivious to the ways in which
his power status varies across different contexts and relationships: “Here I'm
at the top of the food chain, there I'm at the bottom.” Yet, the same individual
who yields to the pressure of a group of popular peers and joins them in per-
petration may choose to upstand when his seniority confers on him some per-
ceived power over younger students who are victimizing a peer.

[I: You are telling me that in some situations you are going to say something
and in other situations you are not. In this situation what makes you feel like
you need to say something?] In the track team I try to be, like, a leader because
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I’'m one of the oldest. I was the only eighth grader that day so I thought I should
step up. The teacher wasn’t around at that point in time, so I was going to be the
leader and say something. [I: And in other situations if you are not the oldest, or
if you're with friends, then it makes it harder?] Yeah. (Andy)

We find that when students witness an incident in which they feel that a
perpetrator has crossed the line and that it is their responsibility to help the
victim, they also report assessing how their power measures up to that of the
perpetrator before choosing a specific strategy of intervention. In fact, the
rules of the peer group prescribe that students should “know who is who in
the food chain” (see rules of the peer group, figure 1) so that in order to pro-
tect their personal needs for safety and connection, they avoid public confron-
tations with students who are higher up in the social hierarchy.

I don’t think she should say, “What you’re doing is really inhuman, guys,” because
that would just make it so that they don’t want to talk to her; it displaces her. But
at the same time, I don’t think she should egg it on as something good. She
should suggest something that doesn’t completely separate her from the group,
like, “Maybe you should be a little bit nicer.” Kind of subtle. Something that isn’t
like, “What you guys are doing is mean!” Something so that you get their atten-
tion but you are not insulting them. You're an advice [sic]. You're not telling
them what to do; you’re asking them to do it. [I: Why do you think that would be
the best way?] Because if you feel like you’re more powerful than someone, you
don’t want someone who you feel looks up to you telling you what to do. They
don’t want someone who they have more power than to question them. (Chris)

This student suggests that a disempowered witness who needs to fulfill her
personal need to belong may benefit from using subtle, nonconfrontational
ways to address her concern for the victim in ways that do not sound like a
challenge to a group of powerful perpetrators.

Interestingly, the few students who report having been active upstanders
in situations where they witnessed a nonfriend being victimized also describe
themselves as very powerful members of the peer group. Being popular them-
selves, it is possible that they may have fulfilled their personal need to belong
and can count on numerous friends to protect their personal need for safety.
For this reason, they claim feeling comfortable and empowered to openly
express their disapproval of the bullying. In other instances, popular students
already have a relationship with the perpetrators and feel safe confronting
them for their behavior.

[I: If you were in a school where students were jumping others in the bathroom,
what would you do?] I don’t know. It wouldn’t be a point where I would walk into
the bathroom and be scared, just because at school there’s no one that intimi-
dates me. So I would have control of it. If I walked in, I could tell everyone to
stop. All the kids, for the most part, I can probably tell them to stop. It would
have an effect on them. So, I'd just tell them to stop. [I: Why do you have an
effect on them?] Because I'm friends with a lot of them, that’s why. (Chris)
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Students who feel morally responsible to support the victim may then
choose the strategy of action that better suits them, according to their access
to various sources of power, such as popularity, seniority, or physical strength.
If witnesses feel they are in the weaker position, for instance, they appear
more likely to upstand passively by offering support to the victim in private or
by walking away from an invitation to engage in the perpetration.

I'would probably stick up for the person, especially if it was my really good friend.
It normally depends on who’s saying it though. I mean, in any situation, I hon-
estly would stick up for the person anyways. But, if it’s, like, a really big person,
like, a person that’s tough and everything, then people don’t really want to get
involved. So, you're just kind of quiet about it and you just kind of whisper to
your friend, “Yo, just forget about it.” (Sam)

Yet, if witnesses feel they are in an equally or more powerful position than
the perpetrator, they appear more likely to upstand actively and express in
public their disapproval of the bullying. It is worth noting that some students
in our sample are aware that if they succeed at challenging a perpetrator, they
can shift the power balance and gain social recognition among their peers.

If you have the courage to stand up for somebody and put that person in their
place, they know what you have done and they know what that could do. They
just do it because they want to see how the other popular kids will react to that
and to have them like bidding and stuff. So they’re just trying to impress the
popular kids, what they do to other people. (Pedro)

In conclusion, in the process of choosing a specific strategy of action, stu-
dents who want to help a victim of bullying first assess if their own status allows
them to openly and publicly express their disapproval to the perpetrators or
if it would be safer to offer support to the victim in private or report the situa-
tion anonymously. When witnesses feel they have less power than the perpetra-
tor, they appear more likely to upstand passively by offering help to the victim
in private or refusing to join them. When they feel they have more power
than the perpetrator, they appear more likely to upstand actively and openly
express their disapproval of the harassment.

The Path Students Walk: A Decision-Making Tree

We present a decision-making tree (figure 2) that illustrates the different paths
that students may walk when choosing a strategy of action according to their
position along the four key social-relational indices that emerged from our
data. From our analysis, we hypothesize that these four relational indices—
their interpretation of the underlying nature of the situation, their relation-
ship to the victim and perpetrator, their universe of moral responsibility, and
their power status in relationship to the perpetrator—are critical for students’
decision to bystand, upstand, or join perpetrators when they witness situations
of peer aggression and social exclusion in their schools.
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Given that the social-relational indicators that build up the layers of the
decision-making tree are intimately connected with the personal needs and
rules of the culture of our multilevel framework, the processes portrayed in
figure 2 do not represent definitive or universal processes. The paths portrayed
in the decision-making tree are in no way exhaustive, but simply reflective, of
the most salient justifications for choices given by the participants in our small
sample, as they dealt with hypothetical and real-life scenarios in the context of
their own school settings. Furthermore, the layers in the tree are not meant to
reflect an invariant, hierarchical, or linear process of selection. In actuality, in
our analysis we found that there was variation both within and across students
in how they report accessing these four social-relational indices.

Finally, the decision-making paths portrayed in figure 2 do not intend to
represent conscious reflections, although they do not preclude them. After
all, our data consist of reflections, but they are reflections well after the fact
(Haidt, 2001). In fact, our interviews suggest that in many instances, the pro-
cess by which witnesses make a decision to upstand, bystand, or join the perpe-
trators in situations of peer aggression and social exclusion exhibits high levels
of automaticity, as some students spontaneously stated that “it all happens like
areflex” and “without thinking.” In this sense, we are suggesting that students
may choose an outcome automatically or arrive at a strategy of action through
a more deliberative and conscious decision-making process.

Discussion

In this study we introduced students to hypothetical scenarios that often occur
in schools, prompted them to make a recommendation for action, and asked
them to share their personal stories about the strategies they have used to
respond to similar situations in their own lives. Our purpose was to identify
the process by which early adolescents who witness peer aggression and social
exclusion choose strategies to address these situations. In fact, understand-
ing how early adolescents make moral decisions in situations of social con-
flict can be particularly useful for researchers, practitioners, and policy makers
interested in designing programs to prevent bullying in schools (Coie, Miller-
Johnson, & Bagwell, 2000; Kellam & Langevin, 2003).

An Emergent Theoretical Framework with Relevant Implications for Practice

Our grounded theory approach to the analysis of students’ narrative responses
led us to accomplish four tasks that provide insights into the links between
moral thought and moral action in the case of witnesses to bullying. First,
we identify that early adolescents who witness bullying choose strategies that
help them fulfill their personal needs for connection, power, and safety, while
attending to the rules of the culture that have been prescribed by the dif-
ferent groups to which they belong: friends, peers, and school. Second, we
present a multilevel framework to make meaning of how the personal needs
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at the intrapersonal level and the rules of the culture at the interpersonal and
institutional levels influence witnesses’ responses to these situations. Third,
we identify four social-relational indices that appear to mark critical positions
for witnesses’ decisions to upstand, bystand, or join perpetrators. Finally, we
use these indices to build a decision-making tree that illustrates the path stu-
dents walk in these situations. Given our small sample and exploratory meth-
odology, we see our model as an emerging theoretical framework with early
empirical support. For this reason, our insights need to be further explored
with more qualitative data from students in other settings, as well as tested
through quantitative analyses based on these outcomes. In what follows, we
discuss our preliminary insights into how our findings can inform theory, pol-
icy, and practice.

Theoretical Implications

The multilevel framework that emerged from our analysis is consistent with
ecological approaches to human behavior, which have been considered partic-
ularly useful to address bullying in schools (Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancuourt,
& Hymel, 2010). In fact, developmental and social psychologist Urie Bron-
fenbrenner sees human development as taking place “within a set of nested
contexts that range from proximal environments, such as home and class-
rooms, to more distal environments such as larger contexts of society, through
processes of progressively more complex reciprocal interactions between an
active, evolving bio-psychosocial human organism and persons, objects and
symbols in its immediate external environment” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
1998; p. 996). Our model identifies how students’ choices of strategy when
they witness situations of bullying in schools are influenced by their individual
personal needs as well as by the rules of the culture that regulate their mem-
bership to groups within the context of nested school settings.

Based on our emergent multilevel model, we argue that, on the one hand,
at the intrapersonal level, the personal needs for safety, connection, and
power that students rely on to explain their behavior may be linked to natural
predispositions that bio-evolutionary scientists think all humans share, as they
are connected with instincts that we developed as means of survival (de Waal,
1996; Pinker, 2002; Singer, 1981). On the other hand, at the interpersonal and
institutional levels, the framework incorporates an analysis of the particular
configurations that the rules of the culture have taken, at different levels of
the system, in four middle schools. The analysis of the cultural prescriptions
that regulate how students are expected to respond to particular situations
in their schools connects with the work of socioconstructionist researchers
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Gergen, 1994; Haste & Abrahams, 2008), who
describe how people co-construct social realities through language and inter-
action and the way in which the discourses that are available in the culture
shape subjectivities, create intelligibilities, and open up or close down possi-
bilities for moral thought and moral action. We argue that the specific rules of
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the culture that we identified, while affiliated with universal aspects of human
nature such as personal needs for safety, connection, and power, are neverthe-
less local social constructions that would vary in different places and times of
history, according to the ways in which people co-construct the shared under-
standings and expectations that regulate what they sanction as acceptable or
unacceptable behaviors of their group members.

In relation to our decision-making tree, we argue that the positions students
adopt along the social-relational indicators are context dependent (Krebs,
Denton, & Wark, 1997) and sensitive to development (Kohlberg, 1969; Piaget,
1965). Positions are context dependent because the rules of the culture that
are available in different settings provide students with contrasting expecta-
tions about desirable behaviors and contrasting opportunities to protect and
fulfill their personal needs for safety, connection, and power. For example, the
degree to which a school environment is safe or aggressive may inform how a
student who witnesses a nonfriend being victimized decides to respond to the
situation. The context-dependent nature of their decision-making process may
explain why the same student acts in some situations as a bystander, in others
as an upstander, and in yet others as a perpetrator. Similarly, positions are sen-
sitive to development because the implicit or explicit answers students give to
the questions that emerge along the path are intimately related to cognitive,
socio-emotional, and moral competencies. For example, the degree to which
students are able to feel empathy, see the world from the perspective of others,
and question the rules of the culture that promote harassment may inform
how they respond to situations where they witness any form of peer aggression
and social exclusion in their school.

Based on these emerging frameworks, we argue that in order to more fully
understand the gap that we often observe between espoused moral thoughts
and self-reported moral choices of action in the case of adolescent witnesses
to bullying, it is important to explore the relationship among individuals’ posi-
tions along the decision-making path; their personal needs for safety, connec-
tion, and power; and the rules of the culture that they try to follow in their
effort to maintain membership in groups at different levels of the system. In
fact, in a particular context, people’s moral responses to a given conflict seem
to be the result of their attempts to use the developmental set of skills they
have to position themselves in ways that help them protect and fulfill their
personal needs while trying to behave as legitimate members of the groups
to which they belong in a multilevel system where different groups prescribe
rules that may reinforce or contradict one another.

Implications for Policy and Practice

We provide here some thoughts on how our emergent multilevel framework
might inform future research to enhance policy and practice aimed at address-
ing bullying in schools. Our analysis suggests that individuals who feel safe,
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connected, and empowered may be more likely to “walk the talk” and enact in
practice the upstanding strategies they recommend in hypothetical scenarios.
Conversely, witnesses of peer aggression or social exclusion who feel unsafe,
disconnected, or disempowered may be less likely to take a stand against harass-
ment and translate their recommendations to hypothetical scenarios into real
action in their own lives. Our findings suggest that a productive direction for
future research may be to help both practitioners and policy makers develop
processes by which schools can become environments that provide opportu-
nities for all students—including those in the roles of victims, witnesses, and
perpetrators—to fulfill their personal needs for safety, connection, and power
in ways that are positive and socially constructive. Our multilevel model also
suggests that in order to breach the “talk-walk” gap, future research should
focus on developing strategies for educators to locate and intervene wherever
the rules of the culture enable or encourage students to seek fulfillment of
their personal needs by engaging in practices that promote or condone bully-
ing in their school. Given that the peer group often prescribes rules that lead
to bullying, research should focus on developing school interventions that
manage to involve all students in the critical transformation of the rules of the
culture that sustain these practices. In other words, our findings indicate that
creating antibullying rules at the school level only, with disregard for the ways
in which students seek to fulfill their personal needs by following the rules of
friendship and the rules of the peer group, may not be effective. Further, our
findings suggest that unilateral, top-down strategies may lead to a decrease in
aggression in supervised contexts but will not likely change student behavior
when teachers are not around. More research is needed to develop school
interventions that may succeed at involving the peer group in the process of
creating a counterculture against bullying.

Additionally, we argue that schools may be able to effectively impact wit-
nesses’ responses to peer aggression and social exclusion by creating strategies
that target students’ positions along each of the four layers of the decision-
making path. In fact, the first social-relational indicator of our decision-making
tree suggests that students’ choice of strategy often depends on whether they
interpret a situation to be “just teasing” or bullying. Students’ interpretation
of the situation can depend on contextual features, such as the degree to
which students personally know the people involved in the conflict and the
clarity and consistency of the rules of the culture at different levels of the sys-
tem, as well as on developmental factors, such as their ability to take perspec-
tives. Our findings suggest that research should focus on providing schools
with effective educational strategies to target the first layer of the decision-
making tree by supporting students in the process of developing the cogni-
tive, emotional, and social skills they need to accurately tell apart acceptable
teasing from aggression. Schools may see positive effects by establishing clear
and explicit rules about bullying and other unacceptable behaviors, by ensur-
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ing that teachers and administrators actively enforce these rules, and by mak-
ing sure school personnel serve as consistent models of how to take a stand
against all manifestations of harassment. As these changes in school culture
are not easily achieved, we hope our analysis will motivate future research that
seeks to empower schools to develop contextual and developmental supports
to help students interpret the underlying nature of different situations while
also protecting their personal need for safety.

The second social-relational indicator in our decision-making tree per-
tained to how witnesses’ choice of strategy depends on their relationship to
the victim and perpetrator. In fact, given their personal needs for connection
and the high influence of the rules prescribed by the culture at the friendship
level, witnesses of bullying are very likely to side with their friends. Not surpris-
ingly, having friends is a strong protective factor against victimization, and the
lack of friends puts children at high risk of being bullied. For this reason, at
the second layer of the decision-making tree, schools may help prevent bully-
ing by structuring activities in ways that promote positive interactions among
peers, help all students get to know each other as individuals, and facilitate the
process of building personal connections. Furthermore, schools can devise
focused strategies to help students who are at risk of victimization participate
in events where they can connect with others and be part of social networks
that can collectively change the rules of the culture that portray them in a
negative lens. In this way, schools would provide students with contextual and
developmental supports to make new friends, while at the same time protect-
ing and helping them fulfill their personal need to belong and their personal
need for power.

The third social-relational indicator shows that when the victims are non-
friends, the witnesses’ choice of strategy depends on the scope of their
universe of moral responsibility. In our study, most participants only felt per-
sonally responsible to defend their friends, and only in rare cases did they feel
moved to protect the personal needs of students who were nonfriends at the
moment of the event. For this reason, at the third layer of the decision-making
tree, schools can prevent bullying by creating a school climate that includes
students in the process of finding the solutions to the problems that occur
at school. Students can be actively involved in the critical transformation of
the rules of the culture that discourage students from helping nonfriends.
By including students in the process of creating and actively questioning the
rules of the culture, schools provide students with the contextual supports
they need to develop a sense of care and responsibility for others despite the
status of their relationship and a sense of awareness and critical thinking in
regards to the impact of their own actions on others. Additionally, schools can
also integrate socio-emotional learning and civic education in the curricula
and engage children in activities that support the development of empathy,
perspective taking, engagement, and informed social reflection (Selman &
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Kwok, 2010). This intervention not only has the potential to help students
expand the scope of their universe of moral responsibility, but would also help
them fulfill their personal needs to belong and their personal needs for power
by providing them with a sense of being part of a community in which they are
contributing and valuable members.

Finally, the fourth social-relational indicator suggests that witnesses’ choice
of strategy depends on how their own power compares to that of the per-
petrators. Power is a comparative category that varies in each bullying situa-
tion according to how the witness’s sources of strength—such as popularity,
seniority, or physical prowess—measure up to those of the perpetrator and the
aspects that are valued or relevant in each context. For this reason, our analy-
sis suggests that to target the fourth layer of the decision-making tree, schools
may be able to reduce bullying by providing safe, anonymous channels for stu-
dents to report bullying to school authorities without compromising their own
personal need for safety. Schools can also make “powerful” students key allies
in the process of creating a counterculture against bullying through training
that empowers them to express their disapproval of bullying in public and to
build peer pressure against harassment. Educational opportunities could also
be employed to help all students become aware of the transformative power of
collective action and the ways in which they can come together to change the
rules of the culture that enable or condone bullying. Our findings suggest that
these types of interventions may help students by providing them with tools to
shift the balance of power away from a few individuals who engage in bullying
and toward the larger group of witnesses who disapprove of it but too often do
not feel empowered to intervene.

The Missing Links

Our research raises the questions: Are there differences in climates among
these schools that lead one to believe different outcomes would occur should
an outbreak of teasing, bullying, or harassment emerge? And if so, what are the
rules of the culture that regulate action in different types of school climates
and in what ways do they affect students’ choice of strategy? Are there differ-
ences in students’ choice of strategy according to the level of social awareness
with which they respond to situations of peer aggression and social exclusion
in school? And if so, what interventions may be effective in helping students
develop the set of skills they need to respond constructively to the social con-
flicts they experience in their daily lives? These questions are deeply engaging
not only to researchers and practitioners but also to students themselves. Asking
students to discuss and debate their opinions about these controversial issues
may help researchers and practitioners gain insights into how to prevent bul-
lying. At the same time, it may provide students with opportunities to become
involved in the critical transformation of the rules of the culture that regulate
their responses to peer aggression and social exclusion in their schools.
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