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Abstract

Cyberbullying often occurs in group-based situations; therefore, how young people
respond when they witness cyberbullying is important in the process of combating the issue.
This study examined how young people perceive the severity of cyberbullying incidents and
how they respond as a bystander according to different factors associated with cyberbullying
(i.e., publicity, anonymity, type, and victim response). The final sample was 990 (545 female,
403 male, 42 non-disclosed) students aged between 11 — 20 years (Mage = 13.16, SDage =
2.14) from two schools and one college in England. Participants responded to 24
hypothetical vignettes which were manipulated to measure publicity, anonymity, type of
cyberbullying, and victim response. Participants responded to items assessing a. perceived
severity, and b. bystander responses. The bystander responses examined were: ignore the
incident, encourage the bully, seek adult help, seek friend help, provide emotional support to
the victim, and challenge the bully. Perceived severity was higher in public scenarios, when
the bully was anonymous, and when the victim was upset. Victim response was the most
influential factor across all response strategies on how young people react to cyberbullying,
followed by the publicity of the incident, the anonymity of the bully, and to a limited extent,
the type of cyberbullying. The results suggest that bystanders do respond differently to
cyberbullying according to the publicity, anonymity, type of cyberbullying, and victim

response.
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Introduction

Defined as “an aggressive, intentional act carried out by a group or individual, using
electronic forms of contact, repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot easily
defend him or herself’ (Smith et al., 2008, p. 376), cyberbullying presents a cause for
concern within educational settings (Macaulay et al., 2018; Myers & Cowie, 2019). Smith et
al.’s definition of cyberbullying draws on the traditional bullying (i.e., face-to-face bullying)
criteria of: (i) the intention to inflict harm on the victim, (ii) the act is repeated by the
perpetrator, and (iii) there is a power imbalance between the victim and perpetrator (Olweus,
1999; Smith & Sharp, 1994). In addition to these distinct criteria, cyberbullying is perpetrated
using electronic communication methods, and is often characterised by unique features in

the online domain, hamely anonymity and publicity.

There are variations in the reported prevalence of cyberbullying. For example,
findings from an international review across 159 studies of young people aged 12-18-years-
old found that in the last six months, the prevalence of cyberbullying victimisation ranged
from 1.6% - 56.9%, while perpetration reports ranged from 1.9% - 79.3% (Brochado et al.,
2017). More recently, a report from data gathered in 2020 shows that nearly all children
(97%) aged 5-15-year-olds use a device to go online, with 91% of 12-15-year-olds having
access to their own smartphone (Ofcom, 2021). This illustrates the increased accessibility to
digital technology and online communication, resulting in a range of risks and opportunities
as young people go online (Livingstone et al., 2017; Macaulay et al., 2020). Previous studies
suggest that cyberbullying is a common experience for many young people (Kowalski et al.,
2019; Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017; Olweus & Limber, 2010) which can lead to an array of
negative consequences. For example, negative feelings including loneliness (Varghese &
Pistole, 2017), reduced self-efficacy (Heiman et al., 2015), depression (Tynes et al., 2010),
lower levels of self-esteem (Brewer & Kerslake, 2015), anti-social behaviour (Wolke et al.,
2017), and in some cases can lead to suicidal thoughts and/or attempts (Hinduja & Patchin,

2019). Together, the prevalence and impact of involvement in cyberbullying highlight the
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importance of anti-cyberbullying initiatives (e.g., Cyber Friendly Schools; Cross et al., 2016).
Further, as cyberbullying is an interpersonal problem in a social context, it is important the
views of young people are explored to understand how they perceive and respond to

cyberbullying (Cowie, 2013).

Bryce and Fraser (2013) conducted a set of 18 focus groups with young people aged
9-19 in the UK exploring young people’s perceptions and experiences of cyberbullying.
While young people perceive cyberbullying to be a serious problem, they also recognised
that cyberbullying is normalised in society and embedded within online social interactions.
Furthermore, one study reported that some young people regard cyberbullying as a serious
contemporary issue in society (Sobba et al., 2017). Despite being recognised as a serious
problem, cyberbullying often goes un-reported by victims due to fear of disclosure (Betts &
Spenser, 2017; Dennehy et al., 2020), and so one aspect of cyberbullying that merits closer
attention is the role of peers or bystanders who observe the incident. Cyberbullying often
occurs in group-based situations, and therefore, how young people respond when they
witness cyberbullying is important to the process of combating the issue (Pepler et al.,
2021). Individuals involved in a cyberbullying situation can be classified broadly into three
major roles: the instigators of the incident known as perpetrators, receivers of the targeted
insult known as victims, and observers that are present when the incident takes place, also
known as bystanders. Bystanders in cyberbullying are those who are present and/or actively
witness a victim being bullied online and play a crucial role in the bullying dynamic
(Machackova, 2020; Pepler et al., 2021). Due to the anonymous nature and capacity in the
online environment, it is possible to have numerous bystanders present at any one time

(Brody & Vangelisti, 2016).

The reactive behaviours of these bystanders play a crucial role on the permanence of
cyberbullying incidents and the consequences it may have to the victim and perpetrator.
These reactive behaviours from bystanders can be constructive victim-focused (e.g.,

providing emotional support to the victim), constructive bully-focused (e.g., telling the bully to
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stop), or aggressive (e.g., threatening the bully) (Bussey et al., 2020; Luo & Bussey, 2019;
Moxey & Bussey, 2020). Even though the online environment is characterised by increased
anonymity and autonomy, studies still report a lack of bystander constructive focused
intervention strategies to cyberbullying scenarios (Barlinska et al., 2013; Song & Oh, 2018).
One explanation for this is the fear of retaliation of becoming the victim (Balakrishnan, 2018;
Bauman, 2013), and so bystanders reframe from constructive intervention strategies.
Bystanders may also lack the skills and awareness on how to respond to cyberbullying when
they witness it (Gini et al., 2008; Kowalski & Limber, 2007). A focus on bystander processes
is warranted not least because peer support can help alleviate victims’ suffering (Sainio et
al., 2011), so it is important to explore different factors associated with bystander

intervention to promote constructive intervention strategies to combat cyberbullying.

Factors that influence bystander intervention

Perceived severity has been implicated as an influential factor for bystander
responses because of the association with the perception on the potential or practical harm
(Chen & Cheng, 2017). For example, when young people evaluate incidents of cyberbullying
as severe, they are more motivated to positively intervene to support the victim
(Bastiaensens et al., 2014; Desmet et al., 2012, 2014). In addition, research with 868 11-13-
year-olds found that bystanders reported they would provide emotional support to the victim
and intervene to address the bully when they evaluated the incident to be severe,
characterised by the intensity of the bullying, frequency of the victimisation, and extent the
victim was upset (Macaulay et al., 2019). Therefore, there is value to be had in measuring

how young people perceive the severity of different factors associated with cyberbullying.

In addition to severity, different personal and situational factors have been identified
in either attenuating or precipitating constructive bystander responses to cyberbullying
(Dominguez-Hernandez et al., 2018). For instance, the type of cyberbullying has been
implicated in the literature as a factor that young people perceive differently. There is a

recognised distinction between text based (e.g., posting or sharing negative comments), and
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visual based (e.g., posting or sharing an embarrassing photo/video) cyberbullying
behaviours. For example, early research by Smith et al. (2008) identified how the type of
cyberbullying may impact on perceived severity, whereby visual acts of cyberbullying were
perceived more severe than written forms, attributed to the greater impact for the victim. The
notion that visual forms of cyberbullying are more severe has been consistently reported in
the literature (Menesini et al., 2011; Pieschl et al., 2013; Slonje & Smith, 2008; Smith et al.,
2006; Smith et al., 2008). The perceived difference in severity for visual acts of cyberbullying
has been attributed to the increased impact on the victim, leading to further distress (Pieschl
et al., 2013; Slonje & Smith, 2008; Smith et al., 2006; Smith et al., 2008). As well as the type
of cyberbullying, the extent to which the victim is upset also plays a role in how young people
perceive and respond to cyberbullying. Research suggests that when the victim is more
upset from victimisation of cyberbullying, young people are more willing to provide positive
bystander support and help the victim (Dominguez-Hernandez et al., 2018; Macaulay et al.,
2019). As such, the current study will explore perceived severity of cyberbullying accordingly
to the type of cyberbullying, and extent the victim is upset, and explore differences in
bystander response strategies according to these factors. Specifically, it is hypothesised that
perceived severity will be higher for visual scenarios, compared to written verbal scenarios
(Menesini et al., 2011; Pieschl et al., 2013; Slonje & Smith, 2008; Smith et al., 2006; Smith et
al., 2008), perceived severity will be higher when the victim is upset, compared to when the
victim is not upset (Dominguez-Hernandez et al., 2018; Macaulay et al., 2019), and there will
be a difference in likelihood of bystander response according to the type of cyberbullying and

extent victim is upset.

In addition, other factors like the publicity and anonymity of cyberbullying also have
an impact on how young people perceive and respond to cyberbullying. The public nature
associated with cyberbullying means that young people online are more likely to witness
these incidents (Mishna et al., 2009), so it is important to understand how they respond to

promote constructive bystander intervention strategies. The publicity of cyberbullying is
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distinguished between private, semi-public, and public instances (Fawzi, 2009), and this
unique characteristic of cyberbullying can be associated with increased negative outcomes
for the victim. The additional characteristic of anonymity also mean victims may not know the
identity of their perpetrator, and bystanders may not know how to respond if the perpetrator
has concealed his/her identity. Previous research shows that young people perceive
cyberbullying to be more severe than traditional bullying, due to the publicity and anonymity
characteristics of cyberbullying (Sticca & Perren, 2013). In addition, qualitative research of
interviews across 25 15-24-year-olds found that public instances of cyberbullying, and those
where the perpetrator had concealed their identity were regarded as more severe (Dredge et
al., 2014). Such findings pertaining to publicity are consistent across young people in a
range of countries (Nocentini et al., 2010). These findings were attributed to the increased
distress and anxiety when exposed in the public domain (Pieschl et al., 2015; Sevé&ikova et
al., 2012), and feelings of loneliness and fear when the victim did not know the identity of the
perpetrator (Corby et al., 2016; Dredge et al., 2014; Vandebosch et al., 2014). As such, the
current study will explore perceived severity of cyberbullying accordingly to the publicity and
anonymity of cyberbullying, with the hypotheses perceived severity will be higher in public
scenarios (Nocentini et al., 2010; Pieschl et al., 2015; Sevéikova et al., 2012; Sticca &
Perren, 2013), compared to semi-public or private, and perceived severity will be higher
when the bully is anonymous, compared to not anonymous (Corby et al., 2016; Dredge et

al., 2014; Sticca & Perren, 2013; Vandebosch et al., 2014).

The literature presented above highlight the moderating factors of publicity and
anonymity on the perceived severity of cyberbullying, but also suggest young people may
respond differently to cyberbullying based on such features. The nature of cyberbullying
means there could be an infinite number of witnesses online (Brody & Vangelisti, 2016) and
so it is important to consider if the role of publicity influences bystander action to
cyberbullying. For example, one study of 63 primary, secondary, and college teachers using

focus groups found that teachers perceived the role of publicity as a key factor in how young
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people respond to cyberbullying, but also how teachers manage it (Macaulay et al., 2021).
Teachers suggested that public incidents of cyberbullying would elicit more constructive
bystander responses as the negative consequences are enhanced due to the increased
visibility, which in turn, leads to bystanders disclosing bulling victimisation to teachers:
‘sometimes it’'s not the person that’s being bullied that blows the whistle, its usually
somebody else’ (Macaulay et al., 2021, p16). In addition to publicity, the different degree of
anonymity may also influence bystander decisions. While anonymity can refer to the extent
individuals can conceal their identity from other individuals, whether that be other
bystanders, victims, or perpetrators of bulling, the current study explores anonymity in terms
of the perpetrator concealing their identity in a cyberbullying situation (Brody & Vangelisti,
2016). Prior research has explored the anonymity of the bystander in cyberbullying
situations, with findings suggesting the positive role of anonymity in promoting bystander
action as it provides additional confidence to report cyberbullying without the threat of
retaliation and provides justification to remain passive (Wong-Lo & Bullock, 2014; You &
Lee, 2019). However, one area that merits further attention is how young people respond to
cyberbullying when the perpetrator has concealed their identity. Taken together, the current
study hypothesised that there will be a difference in likelihood of bystander response

according to the publicity and anonymity of cyberbullying.

In summary, the study examined (a) how young people perceive the severity of
cyberbullying, and (b) how young people respond as a bystander according to different

factors associated with cyberbullying.

Method

The Current Study

To explore the hypotheses, a series of hypothetical vignettes were developed to

experimentally manipulate the variables of publicity, anonymity, type of cyberbullying, and
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victim response. This meant the variables could be presented in every combination.
Participants were then asked to read the scenario carefully and respond to two items after
each scenario. One item pertained to perceived severity of the scenario, while the other
referred to likelihood to engage in different bystander responses. The items are outlined and

described further in the Measures section.

Participants

A total of 1438 participants were recruited from two secondary schools and one
college in England, United Kingdom during the 2018 — 2019 academic year. The data was
cleaned, with incomplete responses removed. The nature of these incomplete responses
involved participants providing informed consent but did not respond to any of the questions
throughout the survey. The final sample was 990 participants (55.1% female) aged between
11 — 20 years (Mage = 13.16, SDage = 2.14), with a 68.85% response rate. The sample
comprised of 403 males (40.7%), 545 females (55.1%), and 42 participants preferred not to
report their gender (4.2%). In terms of ethnicity, there were 780 (78.8%) White participants,
45 (4.5%) Asian participants, 21 (2.1%) Black or African participants, 76 (7.7%) participants
responded to the ‘other’ category, and 68 (6.9%) participants preferred not to report their

ethnicity.

The sample from the two secondary schools (n = 808, 80.6%) were aged 11 (n =
218, 22%), 12 (n = 272, 27.5%), 13 (n = 212, 21.4%), 14 (n = 90, 9.1%), and 15 (n = 186,
1.6%) years of age. They are typical state-funded schools with around 1500 students from a
range of socio-economic backgrounds. One college (n = 182, 17%) was also recruited as
part of the final sample, with young people aged 16 (n = 60, 6.1%), 17 (n = 74, 7.5%), 18 (n
=28, 2.8%), 19 (n = 13, 1.3%), and 20 (n = 7, .7%). The school/college approximately holds
1500 pupils aged 11 — 20 years, but only the pupils enrolled in the college division were
recruited. The sample were recruited from urban schools in England, the Midlands. The
schools are rated ‘good’ to ‘outstanding’ by recent Ofsted reports with safeguarding

measures meeting statuary requirements (Ofsted, 2019). Ofsted is the Office for Standards
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in Education, Children’s Services and Skills in England. Ofsted is responsible for inspecting
and regulating education and training for learners of all ages, and the services that care for
young people. The primary role of Ofsted is to ensure that organisations providing education,
training, and care services to children and young people do so to a high standard according
to set criteria. For example, the Ofsted School Inspection Handbook requires schools to
provide information and evidence on safeguarding and anti-bullying measures (Ofsted,
2019), where ‘behaviour and safety’ forms part of their inspection criteria. During these
inspections, schools are expected to show the impact of their anti-bulling measures in

addressing cyberbullying.

The anti-bullying policies for participating schools outline the definition of bullying, the
different forms it can take, and signs and symptoms students may indicate if they are being
bullied. The schools outline their responsibility to create and support an inclusive
environment which promotes a culture of mutual respect for young people, provide
opportunities for staff training to identify and manage bullying in the classroom, and provide
a range of approaches for students, staff, and parents/guardians to access support or raise
concerns. Regarding the anti-bullying curriculum participating students receive, the schools
regularly collate the views of young people on the nature and extent of bullying, encourage
students to report instances of bullying as soon as possible, highlight the range of sanctions
which may be applied for engagement in bullying, and involve students in anti-bullying
campaigns. The schools also promote an anti-bullying collaboration between schools,
students, and parents/guardians, making sure that key information about bullying is available

in a variety of formats.

In terms of anti-bullying procedures, students that are victims of bullying, or withess
instances of it, are encouraged to report these to an adult, parent, or teacher as soon as
possible. Students that witness someone being bullied are also encouraged to provide
support to the victim (e.g., asking if they are OK)), if it is safe to do so. Members of school

staff must then report any case of bullying reported to them to the senior leadership team,
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where a 3Rs process is delivered to all those involved: Reflection (i.e., what has happened /
could it have been different?), Resolution (i.e., how can we make sure this does not happen
again?), and Reconciliation (i.e., how we put things right between those involved). More
serious prolonged cases of bullying involve parental/guardian involvement to discuss the

issue, and if necessary and appropriate, consultation with the police.
Measures

Like previous research (Macaulay et al., 2019; Menesini et al., 2011; Palladino et al.,
2017), the use of hypothetical vignettes were employed to experimentally manipulate the
nature of ‘publicity’, ‘anonymity’, ‘type of cyberbullying’, and ‘victim response’. A total of 24
scenarios were created to manipulate these factors to occur in every combination. Table 1
shows the levels of each factor and the associated phrase used when it was present. Type
of cyberbullying was categorised into visual or written forms as prior research has
experimentally confirmed these two typologies for cyberbullying (Nocentini et al., 2010;
Palladino et al., 2015; Palladino et al., 2017). An example of a scenario to depict a public
incident, where the bully was anonymous, involving a written-verbal type of cyberbullying,

and when the victim was upset, was as follows:

“A pupil received an insulting text-based comment from someone they do not
know at their school. This happened digitally online. They and everybody else

(friends & others) could see this. This had upset them”

As there were 24 scenarios presented to young people who may misinterpret how
the scenarios differ, the phrase used to depict the presence of each factor was highlighted to
avoid misinterpretation or confusion. The use of highlighting key text for retention and
differentiation is reported in the literature to be effective (Fowler & Barker, 1974; Strobelt et
al., 2015). After each scenario, participants were asked to complete two items: one
pertaining to the perceived severity of the scenario, and the other measuring bystander

responses to each scenario. These items remained the same for each scenario in order to
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measure how perceived severity and bystander responses may vary according to the level of

publicity, anonymity, type of cyberbullying, and victim response.

Due to the number of scenarios participants were asked to respond to, teachers
reiterated there was no time limit to complete the survey, and asked students to read each
scenario carefully before responding to the questions. To avoid order and carry-over effects,
the scenarios were presented randomly to each participant. In the scenarios and
corresponding items, the bully and the victim are referred to as ‘the pupil’. The intention of
this meant students could focus on the behaviour/situation, and not on the label. For
example, Dweck (2008) notes how using labels can influence how young people view
others, and labels such as ‘victims’ may send out a message of pity to the individual, when

what they actually need is constructive bystander intervention to help stop the bullying.

Perceived Severity

The purpose of Item 1 was to measure perceived severity for each scenario,
exploring the hypotheses on perceived severity, whether there were any significant
differences in perceived severity on cyberbullying scenarios according to publicity,
anonymity, type of cyberbullying, and victim response. Item 1 read ‘Please rate how severe
you deem this incident to be’. Item 1 was measured on a 5-point response set from (1) ‘not
very severe’, (2) ‘a little severe’, (3) ‘neither severe or not severe’, (4) ‘fairly severe’ and (5)
‘very severe’. Item 1 is presented after each scenario. Cronbach’s alpha for perceived

severity across the scenarios was high (.951).

Bystander Responses

The purpose of Item 2 was to measure likelihood to engage in different bystander
responses, exploring the bystander responses hypothesis, whether there were any
significant differences in bystander responses on cyberbullying scenarios according to
publicity, anonymity, type of cyberbullying, and victim response. The responses were

developed based on prior research exploring bystander reactions to bullying and/or
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cyberbullying incidents (Bastiaensens et al., 2014; Desmet et al., 2012, 2014; Luo & Bussey,
2019; Macaulay et al., 2019; Machackova, 2020; Moxey & Bussey, 2020; Patterson et al.,
2017; Van Cleemput et al., 2014). For instance, the range of bystander responses
developed encapsulated the various bystander roles, including constructive victim-focused
(e.g., provide emotional support to the victim), constructive bully-focused (e.g., intervene to
tell the bully to stop), and passive (e.g., ignore what was happening) forms of intervention. In
addition, the bystander responses developed are in line with current anti-bullying procedures
at the participating schools, whereby if students witness a cyberbullying situation, school
bullying policies encourage bystanders to report these to an adult, parent, or teacher as
soon as possible. These policies also encourage bystanders to provide emotional support to
the victim if it is safe to do so. The anti-bullying policies are in line with teacher
recommendations on how to manage cyberbullying and mobilise constructive bystander

intervention strategies (Macaulay et al., 2018; 2021; Redmond et al., 2020).

Item 2 read ‘If this came to your attention, how likely would you do the following’ with
a. Ilgnore what was happening, b. Encourage the pupil that had sent the insulting
comment/embarrassing photo/video, c. Seek help from a teacher/parent/guardian or trusted
adult, d. Seek help from a friend, e. Provide emotional support for the pupil that had received
the insulting comment/embarrassing photo/video, f. Directly intervene and challenge the
pupil. Iltem 2 was also measured on a 5-point response set for each of the responses from
(1) ‘extremely likely’, (2) ‘somewhat likely’, (3) ‘neither likely nor unlikely’, (4) ‘somewhat
unlikely’ to (5) ‘extremely unlikely’. For Item 2, responses ‘b’ and ‘e’, the insulting comment
/embarrassing photo/video was modified to match the context of the scenario. For example,
if the scenario states ‘A pupil received an embarrassing photo/video from someone they
know at their school’, statements (b) and (e) was modified to only include embarrassing
photo/video. The same was applied if the scenario was based on the insulting comment.
Item 2 is presented after each scenario. Cronbach’s alpha for bystander responses across

the scenarios was high: ignore what was happening (.971), encourage the pupil that had
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sent the insulting comment/embarrassing photo/video (.979), seek help from a
teacher/parent/guardian or trusted adult (.979), seek help from a friend (.973), provide
emotional support for the pupil that had received the insulting comment/embarrassing

photo/video (.972), and directly intervene and challenge the pupil (.983).

Procedure

Initially, consent was gained from the head teachers and/or principal. An information
sheet detailing the nature and purpose of the research was distributed and sent to
parents/guardians, who were asked to indicate if they do not wish their son/daughter to
participate in the research by notifying the school/college. Regarding parental/guardian
consent, the school policies and procedures were adhered to so that letters were sent home
appropriately. No parents/guardians did not provide consent, and so all students took part in
the study. As a contingency, if any parents/guardians did not provide consent, or participants
themselves choose not to take part, students were informed they could use the time to carry
on with other classwork/revision. The young people were invited to complete an online
survey and completed the questionnaire on a class-by-class basis which aligned with the
school/colleges anti-bullying curricula. The students were informed about the purpose of the
research and were prompted to read an information sheet and check/tick the consent
statements before they could access and start the survey. Participants were informed that
they did not have to take part in the research, could withdraw at any time, and could
withdraw their responses later by providing their unique identifiable number. No participants
withdrew from the study. Teachers were briefed and administered the questionnaire.
Teachers were always present, reported that all students participated in the survey, and no
mocking took place. Teachers reported that no students felt uncomfortable. Participants had
approximately 30-40 minutes to complete the questionnaire, which was followed by a debrief

form.

Design and Data analysis
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To explore the perceived severity hypotheses, whether there were any significant
differences in perceived severity on cyberbullying scenarios according to publicity,
anonymity, type of cyberbullying, and victim response, a 3 X 2 X 2 X 2 (Publicity [public,
semi-public, private], Anonymity [anonymous, not anonymous], Type of cyberbullying
[written-verbal, visual], Victim response [upset, not upset]) within-subjects ANOVA was
performed. The factors of publicity, anonymity, type of cyberbullying and victim response
were the repeated measures. The perceived severity score for each scenario acted as the

dependent variable.

To explore the bystander responses hypothesis, whether there were any significant
differences for each response category, six separate 3 X 2 X 2 X 2 (Publicity [public, semi-
public, private], Anonymity [anonymous, not anonymous] Type of cyberbullying [written-
verbal, visual], Victim response [upset, not upset]) within-subjects ANOVA were performed.
The factors of publicity, anonymity, type of cyberbullying, and victim response were the
repeated measures. The dependent variable changed according to each ANOVA based on
the six responses participants responded to. These responses were re-coded such that a
higher mean represented a greater likelihood to engage in that behaviour. The assumptions
of ANOVA were tested (Cardinal & Aitken, 2006), which found the data was not normally
distributed. Despite this, the ANOVAs were still conducted because the ANOVA and F
statistic are known to be robust to violations of this assumption (Black et al., 2010; Ferreira
et al., 2012; Lantz, 2013), especially in large samples where alternative solutions such as
data transformations offer no additional benefit to reducing type 1 error (Blanca et al., 2017;
Winer et al., 1971). Violations of sphericity were dealt with using the Greenhouse-Geisser

correction.

MANOVA was considered to examine the likelihood of each bystander response
across the scenarios. Van der Ploeg et al. (2017) recommended sub-dividing bystander
intervention strategies to gain a deeper understanding on specific bystander responses. As

such, the research was exploratory in nature, with the aim to examine the individual
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bystander responses to each scenario, according to the publicity, anonymity, type of
cyberbullying and victim response. The current study was interested in examining these
individual variables, and not the difference across a combination of these, so a series of
separate within-subjects ANOVAs was performed (Frane, 2015; Huberty & Morris, 1992).
Due to the number of statistical tests performed and the sensitivity for type 1 errors, a stricter
significance level of p <.01 was implemented throughout the analysis, to provide more
confidence when reporting differences (Baguley, 2012; Benjamin & Berger, 2019; These et
al., 2016). This approach has been recommended when conducting multiple tests (Frane,
2015; Huberty & Morris, 1992), and so an adjustment to alpha was made in the current
study. Partial eta squared (n2) was used to determine effect size following Cohen’s (1988)

small (n2 =.01), medium (n2 = .06), and large (n2 = .14) effect level recommendations.

Age and gender effects were examined for perceived severity, and each of the
bystander responses, but no significant differences between the groups were found
(all p>.05). Hence, age and gender did not feature in any results presented below. In
addition, school/class effects were not controlled for as there was some changing of class

membership during the data collection process.

Results

Perceived severity of cyberbullying

Table 2 contains the descriptive statistics for perceived severity across scenarios.
Young people perceived cyberbullying to be the most serious when in the public domain,
perpetrated anonymously, where the type of cyberbullying was visual based (e.g.,
embarrassing photos/videos), and the victim was upset. In comparison, young people
perceived cyberbullying to be the least serious when it occurred privately, the perpetrator
was not anonymous, the type of cyberbullying was visual based, and the victim was not

upset.

[Table 2 near here]

Sensitivity: Internal



There were several statistically significant findings for perceived severity, as listed in
Table 3. Perceived severity did vary according to the publicity level of cyberbullying. Pairwise
comparisons adjusted using the Bonferroni correction showed a significant difference in
severity scores between each pair of publicity level, all p < .001. Severity scores were
greater for public (M = 3.83) than semi-public (M = 3.55) and private (M = 3.48) incidents of
cyberbullying, with a significant difference between semi-public and private. The results also
indicated that the level of severity was higher when the bully was anonymous (M = 3.67),
than when the identity of the bully was known to the victim (M = 3.58), p < .001. Perceived
severity did not differ between visual and verbal types of cyberbullying. Perceived severity
did vary according to victim response. Perceived severity was greater when the victim was

upset (M = 4.14), than when the victim was not upset (M = 3.10), p <.001.

[Table 3 near here]

There was a significant two-way interaction between publicity and victim response on
perceived severity to cyberbullying. There was a significant difference in perceived severity
scores across public (upset: M = 4.34; not upset: M = 3.33), semi-public (upset: M = 4.05;
not upset: M = 3.04), and private (upset: M = 4.03; not upset: M = 2.93). For both types of
victim response, there was a significant difference between each pair of publicity level, all p
< .001. Figure 1 shows the interaction between publicity and victim response on perceived
severity. The interaction shows that public incidents of cyberbullying where the victim was
upset were perceived more severe than semi-public and private incidents, and all levels of

publicity were regarded as less severe when the victim was not upset compared to upset.

[Figure 1 near here]

Bystander responses to cyberbullying

Table 4 contains the descriptive statistics for likelihood to engage in each bystander

response across scenarios.

[Table 4 near here]
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Six separate 3 X 2 X 2 X 2 (Publicity [public, semi-public, private] Anonymity
[anonymous, not anonymous], Type of cyberbullying [written-verbal, visual], Victim response
[upset, not upset]) within-subjects ANOVA were performed to explore each of the bystander
responses. There were several statistically significant findings for each bystander response,

as listed in Table 5.

[Table 5 near here]

Likelihood to ignore the situation did vary as a function of publicity and victim
response. For publicity, pairwise comparisons adjusted using the Bonferroni correction
showed a significant difference in ignore scores between each pair of publicity level, p <
.001, with the exception between semi-public and private incidents of cyberbullying. Ignore
scores were lower for public (M = 2.18) than semi-public (M = 2.30) and private (M = 2.31)
incidents of cyberbullying, although ignore scores were similar between semi-public and
private cyberbullying. For victim response, contrasts revealed that ignore scores were
greater when the victim was not upset (M = 2.52), than when the victim was upset (M =
2.00). For higher order effects, there was a significant two-way interaction between publicity
and victim response for likelihood to ignore the situation. There was a significant difference
in ignore scores across public (upset: M = 1.94; not upset: M = 2.42), semi-public (upset: M
= 2.05; not upset: M = 2.55), and private (upset: M = 2.02; not upset: M = 2.61). For both
types of victim response, there was a significant difference between each pair of publicity
level, all p <.001. Figure 2 shows the interaction between publicity and victim response on
likelihood to ignore what was happening. The interaction shows that across all levels of
publicity, young people were more likely to ignore what was happening when the victim was

not upset compared to when the victim was upset.

[Figure 2 near here]

Likelihood to encourage the bully varied as a function of victim response (p <

.001). The contrasts revealed that encourage scores were greater when the victim was not
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upset (M = 1.60), than when the victim was upset (M = 1.56). There were no significant

higher order effects.

Likelihood to seek help from an adult varied as a function of publicity, anonymity,
and victim response. For publicity, pairwise comparisons adjusted using the Bonferroni
correction showed a significant difference in seek adult help scores between each pair of
publicity level, p <.001, with the exception between semi-public and private incidents of
cyberbullying. Seeking help from an adult to help the victim was higher in public (M = 3.70)
cyberbullying scenarios, than semi-public (M = 3.60), or private incidents (M = 3.57), but
seeking adult help did not significantly differ between semi-public and private incidents. For
anonymity, seeking help from an adult to help the victim was greater when the bully was
anonymous (M = 3.65), compared when the bully was not anonymous (M = 3.59), p <.001.
For victim response, contrasts revealed that seeking adult support was greater when the
victim was upset (M = 3.86), than if the victim was not upset (M = 3.39), p < .001. For higher
order effects, there was a significant two-way interaction between anonymity and victim
response for likelihood to seek adult help (p < .001). There was a significant difference in
seeking adult help for the victim when the bully was anonymous (upset: M = 3.88; not upset:
M = 3.43), and when the bully was not anonymous (upset: M = 3.85; not upset: M = 3.34).
Figure 3 shows the interaction between anonymity and victim response on likelihood to seek
help from an adult for the victim. The interaction shows that young people were more likely
to seek adult help when the bully was anonymous, and the victim was upset. The anonymity
of the bully is more important in determining when young people seek adult help when the

victim is not upset.

Likelihood to seek help from a friend varied as a function of publicity, anonymity,
type of cyberbullying, and victim response. For publicity, pairwise comparisons adjusted
using the Bonferroni correction showed a significant difference in seek friend help scores
between each pair of publicity level, p < .001. Seeking help from a friend to help the victim

was higher in public (M = 3.67) cyberbullying scenarios, than semi-public (M = 3.60), or
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private incidents (M = 3.56). For anonymity, contrasts revealed the likelihood to seek help
from a friend to help the victim was greater when the bully was anonymous (M = 3.63),
compared to when the bully was not anonymous (M = 3.59), p < .005. For type of
cyberbullying, the likelihood to seek friend support for the victim was greater for written
verbal (M = 3.62) than visual (M = 3.59) types of cyberbullying, p < .01. For victim response,
contrasts revealed that seeking friend support was greater when the victim was upset (M =
3.81), than when the victim was not upset (M = 3.41), p < .001. There were no significant

higher order effects.

Likelihood to provide emotional support for the victim varied as a function of
publicity, anonymity, and victim response. For publicity, pairwise comparisons adjusted using
the Bonferroni correction showed a significant difference in emotional support scores
between each pair of publicity level, p < .001, except for semi-public and private, non-
significant. Providing emotional support for the victim was higher in public (M = 3.88)
cyberbullying scenarios, than semi-public (M = 3.83), or private incidents (M = 3.81), with the
latter two prompting similar responses. For anonymity, likelihood to provide emaotional
support for the victim was greater when the bully was anonymous (M = 3.86), compared to
when the bully was not anonymous (M = 3.82), p < .001. For victim response, contrasts
revealed that emotional support was greater when the victim was upset (M = 4.10), than if
the victim was not upset (M = 3.58), p < .001. For higher order effects, there was a
significant two-way interaction between anonymity and victim response (p < .01). There was
a significant difference in providing emotional support to the victim when the bully was
anonymous (upset: M = 4.11; not upset: M = 3.62), and when the bully was not anonymous
(upset: M = 4.09; not upset: M = 3.54). Figure 3 shows the interaction between anonymity
and victim response on likelihood to provide emotional support to the victim. The interaction
shows that young people were more likely to provide emotional support for the victim when

the bully was anonymous, and the victim was upset.
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Likelihood to intervene and challenge the bully varied as a function of publicity,
anonymity, and victim response. For publicity, pairwise comparisons adjusted using the
Bonferroni correction showed a significant difference in intervene scores between each pair
of publicity level, p <.001, with the exception between semi-public and private incidents of
cyberbullying. Intervene scores were higher for public (M = 2.41) than semi-public (M = 2.35)
and private (M = 2.32) incidents of cyberbullying, although intervene scores were similar
between semi-public and private cyberbullying. For anonymity, likelihood to intervene and
challenge the bully was greater when the bully was not anonymous (M = 2.38), compared to
when the bully was anonymous (M = 2.33), p < .001. For victim response, contrasts revealed
that intervene scores were greater when the victim was upset (M = 2.45), than if the victim
was not upset (M = 2.26), p < .001. For higher order effects, there was a significant two-way
interaction between anonymity and victim response (p < .001). There was a significant
difference in intervene scores when the bully was anonymous (upset: M = 2.41; not upset: M
= 2.26), and when the bully was not anonymous (upset: M = 2.50; not upset: M = 2.27).
Figure 3 shows the interaction between anonymity and victim response on likelihood to
intervene and challenge the bully. The interaction shows that young people were more likely
to intervene and challenge the bully when the victim was upset, and the bully was not

anonymous.

[Figure 3 near here]

Discussion

The current study examined how young people aged 11-20 years from the Midlands,
England perceived the severity of cyberbullying, and to what extent they responded as a

bystander based on factors associated with cyberbullying.

In response to the hypotheses on perceived severity, the study found main effects for
publicity, anonymity, and victim response respectively, but not for the hypothesis on the type

of cyberbullying on the perceived severity of cyberbullying. Young people were more likely to
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perceive public forms of cyberbullying as more severe, followed by semi-public and private
forms. Public acts of cyberbullying have the potential to be distributed to a wider audience
and increase the negative impact for the victim (Kowalski & Limber 2007; Nocentini et al.
2010). As such, young people may perceive such victimisation via public domains more
severely due to the perceived greater impact. This is consistent with prior literature
suggesting young people attribute higher severity for public forms of cyberbullying as more
severe (Dredge et al., 2014; Nocentini et al., 2010; Pieschl et al., 2015), compared to semi-
public or private forms of cyberbullying. Regarding anonymity, perceived severity of the
situation was higher when the bully was anonymous. This supports literature showing how
anonymity in bullying can lead to fear, powerlessness, and lack of control (Dooley et al.
2009; Nocentini et al. 2010; Slonje & Smith 2008; Vandebosch & Van Cleemput, 2008). In
addition, young people reported higher levels of perceived severity when the victim was
identified as being upset. A prior systematic review has identified how the feelings of the
victim can influence the perceived severity of cyberbullying (Dominguez-Hernandez et al.,
2018). For example, constructive bystander intervention strategies are prompted when the
victim was upset by their victimisation (Macaulay et al., 2019). This suggests that publicity,
anonymity, and victim response play an important role in the perceived severity of

cyberbullying.

These findings on perceived severity are consistent with previous literature,
attributing the increased distress and anxiety when exposed publicly (Nocentini et al., 2010;
Pieschl et al., 2015; Sevéikova et al., 2012), and feelings of isolation and fear when the
victim did not know the identity of the perpetrator (Corby et al., 2016; Dredge et al., 2014;
Vandebosch et al., 2014). The finding that the type of cyberbullying did not impact on the
perceived severity of cyberbullying contradicts previous research into this area reporting
visual forms of cyberbullying to be more severe than written verbal (Menesini et al., 2011;
Pieschl et al., 2013; Slonje & Smith, 2008; Smith et al., 2006; Smith et al., 2008). This

indicates that young people may value specific characteristics of cyberbullying as more
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important in determining the severity of the situation, than the actual type of cyberbullying
perpetrated. This is a positive notion as it suggests young people are equally likely to view
visual and written verbal forms of cyberbullying as severe. In terms of anti-bullying policies
and initiates, this suggests schools should further emphasise the unique characteristics of
cyberbullying (e.g., the publicity and anonymity) to educate young people how these
characteristics are used to target victims in different ways. The current study suggests young
people view different forms of cyberbullying as severe, so a focus on highlighting the unique
characterises of cyberbullying will provide a foundation for young people to recognise that
regardless of the unique characteristics of a situation, all cases of cyberbullying merit
constructive bystander intervention strategies, as involvement can lead to an array of

negative consequences (Heiman et al., 2015; Hinduja & Patchin, 2019; Wolke et al., 2017).

Regarding bystander responses, findings support the bystander responses
hypothesis that there are differences in likelihood of engaging in each response strategy,
where victim response was found to be the most influential factor, followed by the publicity,
anonymity of the bully, and type of cyberbullying on how young people aged 11-20 years
from the Midlands, England responded to cyberbullying. Addressing likelihood to ignore the
incident, main effects were found for publicity and victim response, but not for anonymity and
type of cyberbullying. Young people were more likely to ignore what was happening when
the cyberbullying was semi-public or private, but significantly less likely to ignore those acts
that were public. As young people perceive private and semi-public forms of cyberbullying to
be less severe than incidents in the public domain, this suggests young people could choose
to ignore these incidents (Barlinska et al., 2013; Bastiaensens et al., 2014; Koehler & Weber,
2018). In addition, young people were more likely to ignore the situation when the victim was
described as not being upset. This suggests that the publicity of cyberbullying and how the
victim responds are important factors that could influence if young people choose to ignore
cyberbullying or not. These two main effects also interacted whereby ignore scores

increased across all levels of publicity when the victim was not upset from their victimisation.
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Young people may lack the relevant skills and knowledge to intervene constructively, as
identified in prior research (DeSmet et al., 2012, 2014; Van Cleemput et al., 2014). For
example, young people may choose to ignore the incident if they perceive the situation to be
resolved, or others have already intervened (DeSmet et al., 2012, 2014). This suggests
schools need to implement initiates in their anti-bullying curricula to encourage young people
to stop being a passive bystander and instead foster constructive victim-focused and
constructive bully-focused bystander intervention strategies. In line with current anti-bullying
policies outlined in the Participants section, schools could ask students to create poster
campaigns on why not to be a passive bystander, while highlighting different constructive
focused strategies young people could employ. These can then be presented in the
classrooms and showcased in the school corridors to promote a wider message across the
school environment, fostering a positive school climate where students respect each other

and have the knowledge on how to be a constructive bystander to cyberbullying.

Examining likelihood to encourage the bully, the study found a main effect for victim
response, but not for publicity, anonymity, or type of cyberbullying. As such, young people
were more likely to encourage the bully if the victim was not upset, suggesting the
importance of this factor when young people decide if to encourage the bully. From a
theoretical perspective, due to the minimisation of authority in the online domain, and the
notion of asynchronicity as actions have no immediate consequences online, it is possible
young people are more likely to encourage the bully and escalate the situation (Bryce &
Fraser, 2013; Suler, 2004). The notion of online disinhibition suggests young people
separate their actions online to real life interactions. For example, this suggests young
people are more likely to encourage the bully online because they have the invisible barrier
of anonymity, allowing them to feel more confident online to do things they would not
necessarily do in the physical world (Bryce & Fraser, 2013; Suler, 2004). As a result, young

people may inaccurately misjudge how the victim is feeling. Schools should encourage
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students to show their emotion if they are a victim of cyberbullying as a strategy to mobilise

constructive bystander support.

Regarding likelihood to seek help from an adult, main effects were found for publicity,
anonymity, and victim response, but not type of cyberbullying. While there was no difference
in seeking adult help to support the victim between semi-public and private incidents of
cyberbullying, there were higher levels of adult help in public acts of cyberbullying. As young
people perceive public acts of cyberbullying to be more severe than semi-public or private
acts of cyberbullying, this could explain why young people are more likely to seek help from
an adult in these cases (Chen & Cheng, 2017). In addition, young people were more likely to
seek adult help when the bully was anonymous in the situation. Regarding victim response,
seeking adult help to support the victim was higher when young people witnessed the victim
was upset. This suggests the publicity, anonymity, and victim response are important factors
to consider when young people decide to seek adult help. Despite young people recognising
cyberbullying as a serious issue (Bryce & Fraser, 2013), a majority continue to do nothing
(Balakrishman, 2018). In addition, some young people are less likely to seek help from a
teacher/adult when they perceived teachers to lack the skills and confidence to address the
issue (Bauman, 2010; Blake & Louw, 2010). Schools should encourage young people to
have open discussions with teachers and parents about cyberbullying, to facilitate an
environment where young people disclose not only their victimisation, but also seek adult
help for the victimisation of others. However, students are often not receptive to anti-bullying
policies or curricula because they do not engage them (Cunningham et al., 2016), so
schools should provide more opportunities for students to participate in anti-bullying content
and give students the voice to feed into the anti-bullying policy, so students feel part of

something they themselves have created.

The study found main effects for publicity, anonymity, type of cyberbullying, and
victim response when young people aged 11-20 years from the Midlands, England were

reporting on the likelihood to seek help from a friend to support the victim. In terms of
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publicity, young people were more likely to seek help from a friend to support the victim for
public incidents, followed by semi-public, and private cases of cyberbullying. Regarding
anonymity, when the bully was anonymous, young people were more likely to seek help from
a friend compared to when the bully was known. In addition, young people were more likely
to seek help from a friend when the type of cyberbullying was written verbal, compared to
visual cyberbullying. Previous literature suggests visual forms of cyberbullying are more
humiliating for the victim (Menesini et al., 2011; Pieschl et al., 2013; Slonje & Smith, 2008;
Smith et al., 2008), and so suggests more needs to be done to promote positive intervention.
In terms of the victim response, young people were more likely to seek help from a friend to
help the victim when the victim was upset. This suggests all four factors of publicity,
anonymity, type of cyberbullying, and victim response are important to consider when young
people decide when to seek help from a friend. This is a positive finding, because it suggests
young people are more likely to seek social support and help from a peer/friend when they
witness cyberbullying, across all factors examined in the current study. As seeking social
support is an effective strategy to address cyberbullying (Pabian, 2019), young people need
to be reminded to report cyberbullying and seek help from friends and trusted adults. In
terms of anti-bullying policies and initiatives, these can be taken in the form of a peer support
service or buddy system, which have been helpful supporting victims deal with negative

emotions (Cowie, 2011).

When examining any differences on likelihood to provide emotional support for the
victim, main effects were found for publicity, anonymity, and victim response. Young people
aged 11-20 years from the Midlands, England were more likely to provide emotional support
for the victim when the victim was targeted via a public domain. Considering anonymity,
emotional support for the victim increased when the bully was anonymous. Regarding victim
response, emotional support increased when the victim was upset, compared to when the
victim was not upset. This suggests young people consider the publicity of the incident, the

extent the bully is anonymous, and if the victim is upset when deciding if to provide
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emotional support for the victim. This is important because providing emotional support for
the victim is an effective strategy young people adopt when they witness cyberbullying online
(Bastiaensens et al., 2019; Machackova et al., 2015). When young people provide emotional
support, they discuss the cyberbullying incident with the victim, and provide the victim coping
strategies (Bastiaensens et al., 2019) to help them overcome the negative consequences

(Kowalski et al., 2017).

In terms of likelihood to intervene to challenge the bully, main effects were found for
publicity, anonymity, and victim response. Young people aged 11-20 years from the
Midlands, England were more likely to intervene to challenge the bully when the
cyberbullying was public, with no significant difference between semi-public and private
incidents. In addition, young people were more likely to challenge the bully when the bully
was anonymous. Considering the victim response, young people were more likely to
intervene and challenge the bully when the victim was upset. As such, factors of publicity,
anonymity, and victim response play a role in how young people decide if to intervene and
challenge the bully. These findings support prior research suggesting young people would
intervene to support victims of cyberbullying (Dillon & Bushman, 2015; Huang & Chou,

2013).

In Summary, the factor of victim response was found to be significant across all
response strategies, where young people were more likely to ignore the situation and
encourage the bully when the victim was not upset, but more likely to seek adult or friend
support, provide emotional support for the victim, and intervene to challenge the bully when
the victim was upset. This suggests that the victim response of being upset or not upset from
cyberbullying plays an important role in how young people choose to respond. The factor of
publicity was the second most influential factor, being significant for all response strategies
except likelihood to encourage the bully. Young people were less likely to ignore public
incidents of cyberbullying compared to semi-public or private incidents but were more likely

to seek adult or friend support, provide emotional support for the victim, and intervene to
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challenge the bully for public incidents of cyberbullying. This suggests that the public nature

of cyberbullying has an influential role in how young people choose to respond.

The factor of anonymity was important across all proactive strategies (e.g., seek
adult help, friend help, emotional support, challenge bully), but was not a significant factor for
likelihood to ignore the situation and encourage the bully. Young people were more likely to
seek adult or friend support, provide emotional support for the victim, and intervene to
challenge the bully when the bully was anonymous, compared to not being anonymous. This
suggests the role of anonymity is an important factor for proactive strategies when young
people choose how to respond. In terms of type of cyberbullying, this was the least influential
factor on response strategies, only significant for seeking help from a friend. Young people
were more likely to seek help from a friend when they witnessed a written verbal
cyberbullying incident compared to a visual incident. However, the type of cyberbullying was

not significant for any other response strategy.

Implications

The findings suggest that young people aged 11-20 years from the Midlands,
England do respond differently to cyberbullying, with victim response being the most

influential factor, followed by publicity, anonymity, and type of cyberbullying.

These findings have implications for anti-bullying policies in schools. Consecutive
Governments in England have introduced legislation and statutory guidance to address the
welfare of young people. By law, all state schools must have a policy in place that includes
measures to manage all forms of bullying among pupils, although the content of this policy is
decided at the school level (Department for Education, 2017). All schools need to have an
implemented anti-bullying policy to address bullying related issues in the school environment
(Education and Inspections Act, 2006). While policies are decided at the school level, the
Department for Education (DfE) have produced guidance for all schools in England, which

outlines its duties towards preventing and tackling bullying in schools (Department for
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Education, 2017). For example, the DfE have provided guidance for all school staff and
pastoral members of the school with appropriate guidance on supporting children and young
people that have been affected by cyberbullying. These guidelines provide support for
school staff to identify the adverse outcomes of cyberbullying, promoting the welfare of
young people in the school. Findings from the current study show that how the victim
responds to being cyberbullied (i.e., if they show that there are upset or not), is the most
influential factor for fostering constructive bystander intervention strategies and reducing
passive and/or bully supportive responses. One recommendation when schools review their
anti-bullying policies is to include curricula focused on recognising the signs when someone
is upset in a bullying context. Related to this, schools should foster an environment where
students are encouraged to show and talk about their emotions. This can be facilitated in the
classroom using role play scenarios to get students to think how someone would feel if they
were a victim of bullying, or how the victim would feel if they noticed bystanders showing
passive or aggressive responses. This strategy may also be beneficial for mobilising
constructive victim-focused and constructive bully-focused bystander intervention responses
(Bussey et al., 2020; Luo & Bussey, 2019). If students are encouraged to reflect on different
courses of action bystanders can take and discuss the outcome/impact of these bystander
roles, schools are nurturing an environment where students recognise the importance and

choose to act on constructive responses to help the victim.

The findings also have implications for promoting bystander intervention to
cyberbullying. The social psychological work by Latané and Darley (1970) outlines the
importance of being able to notice the event and interpret the event as something serious
that merits intervention when deciding whether to intervene. Normally, bystanders would
look to others to see how they physically respond via diffusion of responsibility. However, in
the online environment this notion is much more ambiguous as bystanders may be unaware
how many virtual ‘onlookers’ there are. As the severity of the situation has been implicated in

reducing the bystander effect (Fischer et al., 2011; Macaulay et al., 2019), it is important for
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teachers to promote the idea that all forms of cyberbullying, regardless of the factors
examined in the current study are serious, and so merits intervention. The current study
found that young people aged 11-20 years from the Midlands, England do respond
differently to cyberbullying situations according to the publicity, if the perpetrator is
anonymous, the type of cyberbullying witnessed, and if the victim is upset or not. These
factors were found to explain differences in likelihood to intervene in a positive or negative
manner. As such, these findings have important implications for the development of
bystander support and initiatives. An important element to promote positive bystander
actions is the expectation of appraisal and social support. Therefore, the educational
community, parents, and social media companies need to implement social support and
recognition for bystander intervention, as this will increase perceived self-efficacy to

intervene to support the victim and confront the perpetrator (DeSmet et al., 2014).

In addition, educating young people that some victims may suffer in silence, and can
experience negative consequences from cyberbullying even if the perpetrator has/has not
concealed their identity, may reinforce the message that all incidents of cyberbullying are
serious. As such, young people will be more inclined to intervene to support the victim and
seek help to address the situation. For example, teachers can implement reflection
discussions and role play scenarios to help build empathy, so young people are more likely

to see cyberbullying as serious when the victim is upset (Machackova & Pfetsch, 2016).

Limitations

The use of hypothetical vignettes to measure perceived severity of cyberbullying and
how young people respond to situations needs to be acknowledged. For example, how
young people respond to cyberbullying in real life may be different (Nickerson et al., 2014).
Another limitation of the vignettes used is the wording and representation of the variables
that are being measured. For example, the written versus visual depiction of the
cyberbullying scenarios may lack validity because visual depictions were not provided in the

study, rather written information about a visual depiction. Despite this, written information
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about a visual depiction has previously been included in cyberbullying scales with good
validity and reliability (Nocentini et al., 2010; Palladino et al., 2015), and such typologies
have been used to examine differences in perceived severity of cyberbullying with a similar
age group of 12 to 20-year-olds (Palladino et al., 2017). Regarding perceived severity, it is
possible this may change if the scenarios were more specific in terms of the wording and the
different types of cyberbullying behaviours young people experience. The fact that perceived
severity is the implicit perception of potential harm to the individual or others suggests this
construct may be largely context specific, and so the current findings should be taken
considering this. However, the construct of perceived severity is highly relevant to
understanding the behaviours of the peer group (Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017; van der Ploeg
et al., 2017), and the extent to which a cyberbullying situation may prompt constructive
bystander intervention strategies (Dominguez-Hernandez et al., 2018; Macaulay et al.,
2019). Future research should further explore the relation between the perception of severity
and constructive victim-focused or constructive bully-focused intervention strategies in the

context of cyberbullying.

In addition, it is possible some young people reported higher agreement with positive
bystander intentions, even though this may not have reflected their true behaviour in real life.
One study has shown how young people are prone to report higher levels of defending
behaviour, but actual defending behaviour in real life is a lot lower (Lindstrom Johnson et al.,
2013). However, like previous research (Schultze-Krumbholz et al., 2020), the current study
aimed to account for these social desirability effects by reinforcing the idea that there were
no right or wrong responses, it was down to the perception of the individual, and all
responses were completed anonymously. It is also important to note that while 24 vignettes
were developed to experimentally manipulate the factors of publicity, anonymity, type of
cyberbullying, and victim response in every combination, there was only one vignette per
condition. This means that any differences found for perceived severity and/or bystander

responses can only be associated with the specific contextual factors of each condition.
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Future research could develop the findings of the current study by utilising more than one
vignette per condition. Regarding the context of the scenarios, it is worth noting that some
participants may not constitute all scenarios as cyberbullying. For example, non-
anonymously sending an insulting comment to a victim who did not feel upset may be more
easily construed as banter or joking around. However, banter interactions online are very
easily misinterpreted as cyberbullying due to the ambiguity of online interactions which is a
common experience for young people (Betts & Spenser, 2017; Buglass et al., 2020; Steer et
al., 2020). Future research should explore the role of bystander intervention strategies in the

context of banter versus cyberbullying interactions.

Conclusion

The current study highlights that the victim response is the most influential factor
across all response strategies, followed by the publicity of the incident, the anonymity of the
bully, and the type of cyberbullying. In summary, young people aged 11-20 years from the
Midlands, England are more likely to perceive cyberbullying to be serious when it occurs in
the public domain, is perpetrated anonymously, and the victim is noticeably upset. The type
of cyberbullying made no difference on the perceived severity of cyberbullying. In addition,
the study found young people are more likely to act positively when they witness
cyberbullying (i.e., seek help from a friend/adult, emotional support, and intervene to
challenge the bully) when it occurs in the public domain, is perpetrated anonymously, and
the victim is upset. Victim response was found to be the most influential factor on the
perceived severity of cyberbullying, and across all bystander intervention strategies. Future
research should further explore the influential role on how the victim responds to

cyberbullying as a strategy to mobilise constructive bystander intervention.
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Table 1: The factor, level and associated phrased used to manipulate each scenario.

Factor Level Phrase

Public they and everybody else (friends & others)
- could see this

Publicity
Semi-public they and only their friends could see this
Private only they could see this

Anonymity Anonymous Someone they do not know
Not anonymous Someone they know

Type of Written verbal insulting text-based comment

incident . .
Visual embarrassing photo/video

Victim Upset This had upset them

response .

P Not upset This had not upset them
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Table 2: The mean and standard deviation (SD) on perceived severity across scenarios

Publicity Anonymity Type of Victim Perceived
Scenario
Cyberbullying Response Severity
“3 Public Anonymous Visual Upset 4.40 (.89)
7 Public Not Visual Upset 433 (.91)
Anonymous
1 Public Anonymous  Written Verbal Upset 4.32 (.90)
5 Public Not Written Verbal Upset 4.26 (.95)
Anonymous
11 Semi-Public  Anonymous Visual Upset 4.10 (.96)
19 Private Anonymous Visual Upset 4.09 (.96)
9 Semi-Public  Anonymous  Written Verbal Upset 4.07 (.93)
17 Private Anonymous  Written Verbal Upset 4.02 (.99)
15 Semi-Public Not Visual Upset 4.01(.97)
Anonymous
Private Not Written Verbal Upset
21 Anonymous 3.99 (.97)
13 Semi-Public Not Written Verbal Upset 3.98 (.96)
Anonymous
23 Private Not Visual Upset 3.95
Anonymous (1.04)
4 Public Anonymous Visual Not Upset 3.36
(1.16)
Public Anonymous  Written Verbal Not Upset 3.36
2
(.1.14)
8 Public Not Visual Not Upset 3.32
Anonymous (1.29)
6 Public Not Written Verbal Not Upset 3.25
Anonymous (.1.15)
Semi-Public  Anonymous Visual Not Upset 3.12
12
(2.20)
Semi-Public  Anonymous  Written Verbal Not Upset 3.04
10
(2.13)
Private Anonymous Visual Not Upset 3.01
20
(2.23)
Semi-Public Not Written Verbal Not Upset 3.00
14
Anonymous (1.16)
Private Anonymous  Written Verbal Not Upset 2.99
18 (1.93)
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Semi-Public Not Visual Not Upset 2.95

16 Anonymous (1.20)
29 Private Not Written Verbal Not Upset 2.88
Anonymous (1.22)
o4 Private Not Visual Not Upset 2.81
Anonymous (1.24)

Note: vHighest perceived severity vvLowest perceived severity. Perceived severity was measured on a 1-5 scale, with higher

scores indicating greater perceived severity for each scenario.

Table 3: ANOVA summary table for differences in perceived severity according to publicity,
anonymity, type of cyberbullying and victim response

Variable Source SS df MS F p n2
Perceived  *Publicity 462.92 1.76 262.85 294.64 <.001 .262
severity
Anonymity 40.39 1.00 40.39 47.64 <.001 .054
Type of CB 4.43 1.00 4.43 5.59 .018 .007
Victim response 5404.07 1.00 5404.07 1874.83 <.001 .693
*Publicity x victim  9.17 2.00 4.59 9.26 <.001 .011
response

Note: SS sums of square, MS mean squares, *Huynh-Feldt correction reported.
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Table 4: The mean and standard deviation (SD) for each type of response towards cyberbullying.

Type of response

Scenario Ignore Encourage Adult Friend Emotional Intervene
support support support

1 [Public, Anonymous, Written Verbal, Upset] ¥1.96 (1.25) 1.65(1.25) 3.85(1.24) “3.83(1.15) “4.07(1.16) 2.48(1.36)
2 [Public, Anonymous, Written Verbal, Not Upset] 2.42 (1.29) 1.66 (1.22) 3.34(1.24) 3.46(1.14) 3.60(1.20) 2.27 (1.29)
3 [Public, Anonymous, Visual, Upset] 1.97 (1.26) 1.64 (1.25)  “3.90 (1.24) 3.80(1.17) 4.01(1.21)  2.46 (1.36)
4 [Public, Anonymous, Visual, Not Upset] 2.46 (1.30) 1.65 (1.20) 3.44 (1.22) 3.42(1.14) 3.56(1.20) 2.27 (1.29)
5 [Public, Not Anonymous, Written Verbal, Upset]  1.97 (1.26) 1.59 (1.19)  3.85(1.21) 3.82(1.12) 4.07(1.15) 2.55(1.37)
6 [Public, Not Anonymous, Written Verbal, Not 2.49 (1.28) 1.65 (1.22) 3.35(1.23) 3.40(1.13) 3.50(1.22) 2.33 (1.29)
? ?Sﬁglic, Not Anonymous, Visual, Upset] 1.97 (1.27) 1.61 (1.22) 3.85(1.22) 3.81(1.14) 4.02(1.20) 2.52 (1.35)
8 [Public, Not Anonymous, Visual, Not Upset] 2.43 (1.30) 1.63 (1.20) 3.38(1.22) 3.39(1.13) 3.52(1.21) 2.27 (1.29)
9 [Semi-Public, Anonymous, Written Verbal, 2.12 (1.28) 1.62 (1.21) 3.71(1.22) 3.72(1.15) 3.97 (1.20) 2.38 (1.32)
L1J(F))T§2mi-Public, Anonymous, Written Verbal, Not  2.56 (1.30) 1.65 (1.20) 3.35(1.23) 3.38(1.14) 3.49(1.18) 2.25 (1.27)
?1p ngmi-Public, Anonymous, Visual, Upset] 2.07 (1.26) 1.63(1.21)  3.81(1.20) 3.74(1.13) 4.02(1.14)  2.34(1.32)
12 [Semi-Public, Anonymous, Visual, Not Upset]  2.53 (1.29) 1.63 (1.16) 3.36 (1.25) 3.37(1.14) 3.54(1.23) 2.24 (1.26)
13 [Semi-Public, Not Anonymous, Written Verbal, 2.09 (1.23) 1.61(1.21)  3.72(1.21) 3.73(1.12) 3.96(1.17)  2.44(1.34)
ﬂ) ngmi-Public, Not Anonymous, Written Verbal, 2.57 (1.28) 1.62 (1.19)  3.32(1.23) 3.37(1.14) 3.49(1.23)  2.27(1.30)
Tgt[ggnsqitg’ublic, Not Anonymous, Visual, Upset]  2.09 (1.26) 1.63 (1.20) 3.75(1.23) 3.75(1.14) 3.96(1.15) 2.47 (1.32)
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16 [Semi-Public, Not Anonymous, Visual, Not 2.62(1.31)  1.65(1.17) 3.25(1.23) 3.29(1.14) 3.45(1.26)  2.22(1.28)
f??gﬁ]ivate, Anonymous, Written Verbal, Upset] 2.05 (1.23) v1.57 (1.18) 3.76(1.24) 3.75(1.13) 3.99(1.16) 2.41 (1.34)
18 [Private, Anonymous, Written Verbal, Not 2.58 (1.29) 1.66 (1.20)  3.30(1.28) 3.35(1.13) 3.53(1.20)  2.25(1.28)
?ngﬁ]ivate, Anonymous, Visual, Upset] 2.05 (1.22) vv1.57 (1.17) 3.76(1.22) 3.72(1.13) 4.03(1.13) 2.35(1.32)
20 [Private, Anonymous, Visual, Not Upset] 2.59 (1.31) 1.63 (1.18) 3.33(1.26) 3.30(1.15) 3.49(1.21) vv2.21 (1.27)
21 [Private, Not Anonymous, Written Verbal, 2.07 (1.25) 1.65(1.24)  3.70(1.23) 3.70(1.13) 3.99(1.16)  2.44 (1.35)
gzp?lg:]ivate, Not Anonymous, Written Verbal, Not ~ 2.65 (1.34) 1.63 (1.18) 3.28 (1.25) 3.33(1.14) 3.46(1.23) 2.22 (1.28)
g:? ?Str]ivate, Not Anonymous, Visual, Upset] 2.05(1.23)  1.60(1.18)  3.75(1.24) 3.68(1.14) 3.96(1.18)  2.42(1.32)
24 [Private, Not Anonymous, Visual, Not Upset] ¥2.64 (1.35)  Y1.70 (1.21) 2;3’33)6 2;313)2 Vv3.38 (1.22) “72.21(1.28)

v Vv . . L . . . .
Note: Highest likelihood = Lowest likelihood. Bystander responses was measured on a 1-5 scale, with higher scores indicating greater likelihood to engage in each bystander response for each

scenario.
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Table 5: ANOVA summary table for differences on bystander responses according to

publicity, anonymity, type of cyberbullying, and victim response

Variable Source SS df MS F p n2
Ignore the  *Publicity 66.67 190 35.11 44.82 <.001 .055
situation
Anonymity 1.34 1.00 1.34 1.90 .168 .002
Type of CB 314 1.00 .314 A17 519 .001
Victim response 1263.35 1.00 1263.35 502.28 <.001 .396
*Publicity x victim  10.73 199 5.40 10.11 <.001 .013
response
Encourage *Publicity 173 1.96 .088 193 .820 .000
the bully
Anonymity .268 1.00 .268 .585 445 .001
Type of CB .408 1.00 .408 .839 .360 .001
Victim response 7.27 1.00 7.27 10.94 <.001 .015
Seek adult  *Publicity 51.97 1.93 26.95 52.72 <.001 .064
help
Anonymity 17.27 1.00 17.27 32.86 <.001 .041
Type of CB .523 1.00 .523 .865 .353 .001
Victim response 1040.99 1.00 1040.99 47536 <.001 .381
Anonymity X 4.73 1.00 4.73 10.50 <.001 .013
victim response
Seek *Publicity 33.84 1.94 17.43 34.10 <.001 .042
friend help
Anonymity 4.98 1.00 4.98 9.82 <.005 .013
Type of CB 3.85 1.00 3.85 7.81 <.01 .010
Victim response 780.93 1.00 780.93 380.39 <.001 .329
Provide *Publicity 15.92 195 8.18 16.42 <.001 .021
emotional
support
Anonymity 10.42 1.00 10.42 22.52 <.001 .029
Type of CB .604 1.00 .604 1.30 .255 .002
Victim response 1263.18 1.00 1263.18 429.05 <.001 .361
Anonymity X 3.98 1.00 3.98 8.48 <.01 .011
victim response
Challenge  *Publicity 22.53 1.94 11.62 20.79 <.001 .031
the bully
Anonymity 10.33 1.00 10.33 14.97 <.001 .022
Type of CB 1.31 1.00 131 2.73 .099 .004
Victim response 140.93 1.00 140.93 108.26 <.001 .142
Anonymity x 5.85 1.00 5.85 11.27 <.001 .017

victim response

Note: SS sums of square, MS mean squares, *Huynh-Feldt correction reported.
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Figure 1: The interaction between publicity and victim response on perceived

severity (with 99% confidence intervals).
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Figure 2: The interaction between publicity and victim response on ignore what was

happening (with 99% confidence intervals).
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Figure 3: The interaction between anonymity and victim response on likelihood to a.
seek adult help, b. provide emotional support, and c. intervene to challenge the bully

(with 99% confidence intervals).
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