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Abstract

As cyberbullying is a phenomenon that is inherently social, the normative social
influence of significant others can play an important role in the behaviour of ado-
lescents involved in cyberbullying incidents. Using data from 525 adolescent
bystanders of cyberbullying, we created a path model in order to investigate
whether injunctive and descriptive norms of certain reference groups can cause
bystanders to experience social pressure and join in cyberbullying. The results
showed that social pressure fully mediated the relationship between the injunctive
norm of friends approving of cyberbullying and joining in cyberbullying as a
bystander. Furthermore, both the injunctive norm of parents approving of cyberbul-
lying and bystanders’ involvement in cyberbullying perpetration were related to
joining in cyberbullying as a bystander.
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Importance of Investigating Cyberbullying Bystanders’ Reinforcing Behaviour

Cyberbullying, or bullying through mobile phone and Internet applications, has
received ample research attention from scholars concerned with adolescent well-
being. Cyberbullying victimization is related to emotional distress and (social) anxi-
ety (e.g., Kowalski & Limber, 2013; Mishna, Khoury-Kassabri, Gadalla, & Daciuk,
2012; Pure & Metzger, 2012; Şahin, 2012), depression (e.g., Kowalski & Fedina,
2011; Machmutow, Perren, Sticca, & Alsaker, 2012; Schneider, O’Donnell, Stueve,
& Coulter, 2012), school problems (Marsh, McGee, Nada-Raja, & Williams, 2010;
Patchin & Hinduja, 2010; Price & Dalgleish, 2010), and can in extreme cases even
lead to suicidal ideation (Gini & Espelage, 2014) and self-harming behaviour (Price
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& Dalgleish, 2010; Schneider et al., 2012). Due to these potential serious mental
and physical health consequences, cyberbullying has become the subject of many
research and education initiatives to establish successful intervention and prevention
programs. However, cyberbullying is a complex phenomenon and understanding the
dynamics of the problem remains work in progress to this day.

Traditional bullying research has provided insights in the importance of group
processes in bullying incidents, not only paying attention to victims and perpetrators
or bullies, but also considering the bystanders or witnesses that are involved.
Bystanders have an important role in the bullying process, as they can either rein-
force the bully and increase the negative impact on the victim, or instead can stop
the bullying and reduce the negative impact on the victim (Hawkins, Pepler, &
Craig, 2001; O’Connell, Pepler, & Craig, 1999; Pepler, Craig, & O’Connell, 2010;
Salmivalli, 2010; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Bj€orkqvist, €Osterman, & Kaukiainen,
1996). In the context of cyberbullying, current research has mostly focused on
determinants of whether or not bystanders of cyberbullying engage in behaviours
aimed at helping the victim, for instance defending the victim in front of the bully
(DeSmet et al., 2012, 2014; Freis & Gurung, 2013; Mach�ačkov�a, Dedkova, Sevci-
kova, & Cerna, 2013; Obermaier, Fawzi, & Koch, 2014). However, cyberbullying
bystanders can also reinforce the bully by actually joining in the bullying, by show-
ing approval (e.g., by laughing), or sometimes even by remaining passive (Van
Cleemput, Vandebosch, & Pabian, 2014). Consequently, investigating the determi-
nants of bystanders’ reinforcing behaviour may be equally important to gain insights
in the dynamics of the cyberbullying problem, and consequently inform cyberbully-
ing programs and interventions.

With regard to the behavioural determinants of bystanders’ reinforcing behav-
iour, most cyberbullying research has focused on personal characteristics of
bystanders, including age (Van Cleemput et al., 2014), gender (Barli�nska, Szuster,
& Winiewski, 2013; Bastiaensens et al., 2014; Van Cleemput et al., 2014), involve-
ment in cyberbullying as victim or perpetrator (Barli�nska et al., 2013; Van Cleem-
put et al., 2014), and psychological traits, such as empathy and social anxiety (Van
Cleemput et al., 2014). However, when investigating bystanders’ reinforcing behav-
iour in cases of cyberbullying we also need to consider the social context (both
online and offline), in which aggressive behaviour can be affected by group proc-
esses and social influence exerted by peers (Bastiaensens et al., 2014; Festl, Schar-
kow, & Quandt, 2013; Hinduja & Patchin, 2013) and adults (Hinduja & Patchin,
2013; Zhou et al., 2013). Therefore, in this study we wanted to explore how the
social context affects bystanders’ reinforcing behaviour, by looking at processes of
normative social influence and social pressure.

Theoretical Background

Normative Social Influence on Bystanders’ Reinforcing Behaviour: Differentiation
Between the ‘Is’ and the ‘Ought’

In adolescence, children’s attitudes and behaviours are affected by different social-
ization agents: adults, including parents, teachers, and other adults with educational
roles (Rubini & Palmonari, 2006), but also peers, who play an increasingly impor-
tant role in adolescents’ lives (Scholte & Van Aken, 2006). Biddle, Bank, and Mar-
lin (1980) have argued that adolescents may undergo social influences by peers and
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adults (parents) through their expression of normative standards or modelling of cer-
tain behaviours, which can lead adolescents to internalize norms or preferences for
conduct. This process of normative social influence was defined by Schultz, Taba-
nico, and Rend�on (2008, p. 386) as the ‘conformity to a group norm brought by a
desire to be liked by the group members’. In their definition, they emphasize that
normative social influence operates when an individual, belonging to a certain
group, cares about the evaluations of other group members (Schultz et al., 2008).
Internalized social norms of peers and adults exert an important influence on cyber-
bullying perpetration (Ang, Tan, & Mansor, 2011; Burton, Florell, & Wygant,
2013; Heirman & Walrave, 2012; Lazuras, Barkoukis, Ourda, & Tsorbatzoudis,
2013; Pabian & Vandebosch, 2014; Wright & Li, 2012). As traditional bullying
research has demonstrated that social norms can also affect adolescent bystanders’
reinforcing behaviour (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Sandstrom, Makover, & Bartini,
2012), we expect internalized social norms to impact bystanders’ reinforcing behav-
iour in cases of cyberbullying as well.

According to the theory of normative social behaviour, the impact of norms on
behaviour can be divided into norms that relate to the ‘is’ and those that refer to the
‘ought’ (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990; Kallgren, Reno, & Cialdini, 2000). The
first category of normative influences, the ‘is’ or descriptive norms, are driven by
an individual’s perception of what most (relevant) others do in a particular situation,
while the second category, the ‘ought’ or injunctive norms, are informed by what
(relevant) others approve or disapprove of (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005; Reno, Cialdini,
& Kallgren, 1993). In case of cyberbullying, the descriptive norms can relate to the
adolescent bystanders’ perception of whether or not other peers engage in cyberbul-
lying (or joining in cyberbullying as bystanders). Injunctive norms on cyberbullying
can arise from social influence of both peers and relevant adults, for instance
parents and teachers. These norms relate to adolescent bystanders’ perception of
how these reference groups feel about cyberbullying, for instance whether they
think cyberbullying is not an important problem or whether they think it is unac-
ceptable. It is important to note that descriptive and injunctive norms are informed
by bystanders’ perception of relevant others’ behaviour and opinions, rather than
the actual behaviour and opinions of relevant others. In this respect, Sandstrom
et al. (2012) revealed a discrepancy between perception and reality. They found that
bystanders often overestimated their friends’ approval of traditional bullying, which
was associated with higher levels of joining in bullying.

Although research on traditional bullying (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Sand-
strom et al., 2012) has investigated the effect of injunctive and descriptive norms
on bystander behaviour, these two distinct normative social influences have rarely
been explicitly compared with each other within this research field. Pozzoli, Gini,
and Vieno (2012) related both injunctive and descriptive norms to bystanders’
defending and passively standing by in cases of traditional bullying. With regard to
cyberbullying, Pabian and Vandebosch (2014) applied the Theory of Planned
Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) to cyberbullying perpetration and concluded that injunctive
norms of peers were more strongly related to intentions to engage in cyberbullying,
compared with descriptive norms (of peers). Based on these results, we expect a
similar pattern for bystanders’ reinforcing behaviour in cases of cyberbullying:
bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying will be more affected by bystanders’ perception
of how peers feel about cyberbullying (injunctive norm) than by their perception
about peers’ cyberbullying behaviour (descriptive norm).
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Impact of Injunctive Norms on Bystanders of Cyberbullying: Taking into Account
Different Reference Groups

Following Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1991, 1998, 2010), peers as well as
adults can serve as role models for the acquisition and maintenance of aggressive
behaviours, such as bullying (Espelage, Bosworth, & Simon, 2000; Idsoe, Solli, &
Cosmovici, 2008). However, their (normative) social influence may vary due to a
differential relationship with the adolescent (Biddle et al., 1980; Clasen & Brown,
1985; Kandel, 1978; Urberg, 1992).

First, with regard to the social influence of peers as role models for cyberbullying
behaviour, the Social Identity/Self-Categorization Perspective on social norms (Terry
& Hogg, 1996; White, Hogg, & Terry, 2002) helps us distinguish between normative
social influence of different peer groups, by emphasising ‘the importance of normative
support from salient self-inclusive group memberships’ (White et al., 2002, p. 92).
This theoretical perspective states that people make categorizations between the ‘in-
group’ and ‘out-groups’, subsequently leading to self-enhancement in favour of the
in-group (Terry & Hogg, 1996). Traditional bullying research has mainly studied the
friendship group as (one of) the most influential in-groups affecting bullying perpetra-
tion (Burns, Maycock, Cross, & Brown, 2008) and a lack of willingness to intervene
as a bystander (Espelage, Green, & Polanin, 2012). With regard to bystanders of
cyberbullying, Bastiaensens et al. (2014) have found that the behaviour of friends,
rather than acquaintances, had a higher impact on behavioural intentions to join in
cyberbullying. Consequently, we expect that bystanders’ perception of whether or not
friends approve of cyberbullying (injunctive norm of friends) will have a higher
impact on bystander’ joining in cyberbullying than their perception of the approval of
lower-affiliated peers (injunctive norm of lower-affiliated peers).

Second, apart from peers, adults can also serve as models for the acquisition of
negative behaviours such as bullying, not by performing the behaviour themselves
per se, but by directly or indirectly imposing their injunctive social norms, for
instance through (a lack of) monitoring and sanctioning (Atik & G€uneri, 2013; Idsoe
et al., 2008; Marini, Dane, Bosacki, & CURA, 2006) and their general engagement
in conflict and destructive problem-solving strategies (Stevens, De Bourdeaudhuij, &
Van Oost, 2002). The social influence of adults has been compared with that of peers
with regard to cyberbullying perpetration (Hinduja & Patchin, 2013; Pabian & Vande-
bosch, 2014) and (passive) bystander behaviour (Pozzoli et al., 2012). More specifi-
cally, Pabian and Vandebosch (2014) considered injunctive norms of peers in
comparison to those of parents and teachers in relation to cyberbullying perpetration.
They found that injunctive norms of peers were most strongly related to behavioural
intentions to engage in cyberbullying, followed by injunctive norms of parents and
teachers, respectively. Following up on the latter results, we expect that bystanders’
perception of parents’ approval of cyberbullying (injunctive norm of parents) will
more strongly relate to bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying, than bystanders’ percep-
tion of teachers’ approval of cyberbullying (injunctive norm of teachers).

A Path Model of Normative Social Influence on Bystanders’ Reinforcing Behaviour:
Specific Injunctive Norms Arousing Social Pressure

Another pivotal aspect of social influence on adolescents involves social pressure,
which has received a lot of attention in research on adolescents’ risk-taking
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behaviours. Within this research field, social pressure has been conceptualized as a
process that involves relevant others (usually peers) actively encouraging, urging, or
pressuring the adolescent to act or think in a certain way, which will make the ado-
lescent motivated to do so (Brown, Lohr, & McClenahan, 1986; Clasen & Brown,
1985; Santor, Messervey, & Kusumakar, 2000). The Reasoned Action Approach to
health promotion (Fishbein, 2008) has described how normative beliefs on specific
others’ behaviour (descriptive norms) and normative beliefs on whether specific
others think one should or should not perform the behaviour (injunctive norms) can
lead to social pressure to perform the behaviour. As the peer group has repeatedly
been identified as a key factor in inducing or sustaining bullying behaviour (Pepler
et al., 2010; Salmivalli, 2010), we expect peers to have the ability to exert social
pressure on bystanders to join in cyberbullying.

Applying this approach to bystander behaviour in cases of cyberbullying, peers’
descriptive and injunctive norms might both arouse social pressure to join in bully-
ing, which will in turn lead bystanders to join in cyberbullying. This means that
bystanders’ perception of peers being involved in cyberbullying behaviour and their
perception of peers approving of cyberbullying will lead bystanders to experience
social pressure to join in cyberbullying and will consequently make them more
likely to engage in this behaviour. Such an approach goes beyond former research
on cyberbullying perpetration (Pabian & Vandebosch, 2014), which has considered
peer pressure and the effect of injunctive and descriptive norms of peers as distinct
processes that affect intentions to engage in cyberbullying perpetration.

Personal Characteristics in the Path Model of Normative Social Influence on
Bystanders’ Reinforcing Behaviour

Based on research on traditional bullying and on social pressure to engage in bullying
or antisocial behaviour, we expect that bystanders’ personal characteristics could affect
the proposed path model of normative social influence. First, adolescents’ engagement
in cyberbullying perpetration could affect bystanders’ (social pressure to engage in)
joining in cyberbullying. Bullies have been identified as more likely to engage in rein-
forcing bystander behaviour in traditional bullying (Oh & Hazler, 2009), and as more
likely to feel pressured to join in bullying, due to processes of (self-)labelling (Burns
et al., 2008) and the desire to maintain an aggressive reputation (Burns et al., 2008;
Houghton, Nathan, & Taylor, 2012). A similar pattern has been found for cyberbully-
ing, as cyberbullies appear to be more inclined to join in cyberbullying as a bystander
(Barli�nska et al., 2013; Van Cleemput et al., 2014). Following up on these findings,
we expect that cyberbullies will feel more social pressure to join in cyberbullying as a
bystander and will be more likely to engage in subsequent behaviour.

Second, bystanders’ gender and age could also affect the normative social influ-
ence process. Boys have been found to be more likely to engage in reinforcing
behaviour in cases of traditional bullying (O’Connell et al., 1999; Salmivalli et al.,
1996; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004), while older youngsters have been found to display
more reinforcing bystander behaviour in cases of traditional bullying (O’Connell
et al., 1999) and cyberbullying (Van Cleemput et al., 2014). Consequently, we
hypothesize that older youngsters and boys will be more likely to join in cyberbully-
ing as bystanders. With regard to age and gender effects on social pressure, to the
best of our knowledge no traditional bullying or cyberbullying studies have investi-
gated these effects on social pressure to engage in (cyber)bullying behaviours. Related
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research on social/peer pressure from the field of adolescents’ antisocial behaviour
(e.g., Brown et al., 1986; Clasen & Brown, 1985; Eamon, 2002; Ngee Sim & Fen
Koh, 2003) has shown mixed results with regard to age and gender. This prevents us
from generating straightforward expectations of age and gender differences in social
pressure to join in cyberbullying as a bystander. Therefore, we would like to include
these relationships in the model, without formulating specific hypotheses.

Proposed Model

In this study, we propose the creation of a path model of normative social influence
on bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying. We include the direct effects of peers’
injunctive and descriptive norms on bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying, as well as
the indirect effects of peers’ injunctive and descriptive norms on bystanders’ joining
in cyberbullying via social pressure, in order to test our expectations of full or partial
mediation. With regard to peers’ injunctive norms, we make the distinction between
friends (highly affiliated peers) and class group members (peers with lower affilia-
tion). In sum, we expect that bystanders’ perception of friends and class group mem-
bers approving of cyberbullying and their perception of peers engaging in
cyberbullying will be related to higher levels of social pressure to join in cyberbully-
ing, which will in turn lead to elevated levels of joining in as a bystander. In addition,
we anticipate that relevant adults’ (parents’ and teachers’) approval of cyberbullying
will be directly related to a higher likelihood of bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying.

Based on our literature review, we can also formulate some expectations on com-
parisons of relationship strengths. First, we hypothesize that the injunctive norm of
friends will have a stronger relationship with social pressure to join in cyberbullying
compared with the injunctive norm of class group members, meaning that friends’
approval of cyberbullying causes more social pressure to join in cyberbullying as a
bystander. Second, we anticipate that injunctive norms of peers (perception of friends’
and class group members’ approval of cyberbullying) will be more strongly related to
social pressure to join in cyberbullying, compared with the descriptive norm of peers
(perception of peers’ cyberbullying behaviour). Third, we expect that the injunctive
norm of parents will have a stronger relationship with joining in cyberbullying as a
bystander, compared with the injunctive norm of teachers.

Bystanders’ age, gender, and involvement in cyberbullying perpetration will be
added to the proposed model as personal characteristics. We expect that cyberbully-
ing perpetration will be positively related to both social pressure and bystanders’
joining in cyberbullying. This entails that the more bystanders have engaged in
cyberbullying perpetration, the more they will experience social pressure to join in
cyberbullying as bystanders and the more likely they will be to join in cyberbully-
ing. Furthermore, we anticipate that boys and older adolescents will be more likely
to join in cyberbullying as a bystander. The relationships between gender and age
and social pressure to join in cyberbullying as a bystander will be added to the
model as well, without specific hypotheses.

Method

Sample

In this article, we used data from the fourth and last wave (April–May 2013) of a lon-
gitudinal study on traditional bullying and cyberbullying with Flemish youngsters, in
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order to provide the most recent figures on cyberbullying. Respondents for this study
were selected from the population of Flemish students from the last year of primary
education up to the fifth year of secondary education, on the basis of a random strati-
fied cluster sample and using grade and type of schooling (general, technical, and
vocational secondary education) as sampling criteria. Data were collected via paper-
and-pencil questionnaires administered at school, after the respondents and parents pro-
vided their consent.* This resulted in a sample of 2058 respondents. As some years
and schooling types were overrepresented in the obtained sample, the results were
weighted based on the proportions of boys and girls per schooling type and per school
year or grade in the population.

For the purpose of our research questions and hypotheses, we extracted
respondents who had witnessed cyberbullying at least once in the past six months.
The respondents who indicated that they were bystanders of cyberbullying (N =
525), were 16 years old on average (M 5 15.42, SD 5 1.69) and 64 percent of them
were girls. Twenty-seven cyberbullying bystanders (5 percent of bystanders) admit-
ted that they had joined the bully when they witnessed cyberbullying happening.
Among these 27 youngsters, with a mean age of 16 (M 5 15.78, SD 5 1.45), we
could identify 16 boys and 10 girls (1 missing value), as well as 19 cyberbullying
perpetrators and 5 victims of cyberbullying.

Measures

In the questionnaire, cyberbullying was introduced as ‘bullying through the internet
or mobile phones’. Respondents were provided with a definition of bullying, con-
taining the key elements proposed by Olweus (1993): repetition, intention to hurt,
and power imbalance. The concepts proposed in the path model (see Figure 1) were
all measured with one item each, measured on a 7-point Likert scale from ‘Totally
disagree’ (1) to ‘Totally agree’ (7), unless stated otherwise. The one-item injunctive
and descriptive norm measures were based on the injunctive and descriptive norma-
tive belief items proposed by Ajzen (2002) to measure normative beliefs regarding
specific reference groups. Means and standard deviations of the item scores are for
the sample of cyberbullying bystanders (N 5 525).

Injunctive norm of friends approving of cyberbullying was assessed through the
item ‘My friends would think it is good if I would bully someone through the Inter-
net or mobile phone’. Within the sample of bystanders of cyberbullying, this item
had a mean score of M 5 2.34, with standard deviation SD 5 1.49.

Injunctive norm of class group members approving of cyberbullying was meas-
ured with the reversed item ‘My class group members would not think it is good if
I would bully someone through the Internet or mobile phone’ (reversed scale:
M 5 3.04, SD 5 1.75).

Injunctive norm of parents approving of cyberbullying was assessed as the
reversed of ‘My parents would not approve of me bullying someone through the
Internet or mobile phone’ (reversed scale: M 5 1.76, SD 5 1.41).

Injunctive norm of teachers approving of cyberbullying was measured as ‘My
teachers would think it is good if I bully someone through the Internet of mobile
phone’ (M 5 1.67, SD 5 1.38).

Descriptive norm of peers engaging in cyberbullying was measured with the
item ‘Bullying on the Internet is simply common with young people’ (M 5 5.42,
SD 5 1.41).
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Social pressure to join in cyberbullying as a bystander was assessed by the
item ‘Sometimes I feel obliged to join in bullying through the Internet or mobile
phone, even though I do not want to myself’ (M 5 2.29, SD 5 1.54).

Joining in cyberbullying was part of the question ‘In these past six months,
what have you done when you saw that others were bullied through the Internet or
mobile phone?’ Respondents could indicate whether they had joined in the bullying
on a dichotomous scale (0 5 no, 1 5 yes). As said before, 27 respondents or 5 per-
cent of the sample of cyberbullying bystanders (N 5 525) admitted that they had
joined in cyberbullying.

Cyberbullying perpetration was assessed with an item asking about the fre-
quency of cyberbullying perpetration within the past six months, measured on a 7-
point Likert scale ranging from ‘Never’ (1) to ‘Multiple times a week’ (7). In the
sample of cyberbullying bystanders (N 5 525), 16 percent indicated that they had
cyberbullied someone at least once in the past six months. Most youngsters who
had cyberbullied others did this only once (7 percent of the sample) or a couple of
times (4 percent) in the past six months.

Data Analysis

To assess whether the proposed path model of normative social influence adequately
fits the data, we performed path analysis using MPlus 7.† This type of data analysis
is called path analysis as the model only contains observed variables and no latent
concepts. Because joining in cyberbullying as a bystander is a dichotomous depend
variable, means and variances adjusted weighted least squares estimation (WLSMV)

Figure 1. Proposed path model.
Note: CB 5 cyberbullying
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was used. The data were weighted to match the population (see Sample section).
School was used as clustering variable.

Results

Results of the path analysis revealed that the path model estimated provides an
adequate fit for the data, supported by the chi-square test of model fit
(v2(2) 5 2.847, p 5 .241) and the robustness of fit indices (RMSEA 5 .033 (90 per-
cent CI: .000–.111); CFI 5 .972; TLI 5 .766). The correlations between the study
variables are presented in Table 1.

Table 2 and Figure 2 both display the unstandardized and standardized probit
regression coefficients of the path model and the two-tailed p value. Injunctive
norms, descriptive norms, and the personal characteristics included in the model
(cyberbullying perpetration, age, and gender) explain 35 percent of the variance in
social pressure to join in cyberbullying. In turn, these variables together with social
pressure explain 53 percent of the variance in bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying.

First, with regard to the normative social influence of peers, the results of the
path analysis reveal that the injunctive norm of friends approving of cyberbullying
is significantly positively related to social pressure (b 5 .547, p <.001), which is in
turn significantly related to joining in cyberbullying (b 5 .243, p 5 .003). As
expected, there is no significant direct effect of the injunctive norm of friends on
joining in (b 5 .200, p 5 .362). These results provide evidence for the hypothesized
mediation via social pressure in the effect of the injunctive norm of friends on
bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying. A significant relationship with social pressure
was found neither for the injunctive norm of class group members (b 5 2.052,
p 5 .297), nor for the descriptive norm of peers (b 5 .055, p 5 .382). Furthermore,
in line with our expectations, the injunctive norm of class group members
(b 5 2.179, p 5 .463) and the descriptive norms of peers (b 5 .007, p 5 .963) were
not significantly related to joining in.

Second, with regard to the normative social influence of adults on joining in
cyberbullying, we found a significant positive effect for the injunctive norm of
parents (b 5 .249, p 5 .034), but not for the injunctive norm of teachers (b 5 .092,
p 5 .536).

Third, of the personal characteristics included in the model only cyberbullying
perpetration turned out to have a significant positive effect on joining in (b 5 .321,
p 5 .002), as expected. However, contrary to our expectations, cyberbullying perpe-
tration did not significantly affect social pressure (b 5 .036, p 5 .519). Bystanders’
age and gender were neither significantly related to social pressure (age: b 5 2.073,
p 5 .240; gender: b 5 2.087, p 5 .182), nor to joining in cyberbullying (age:
b 5 2.030, p 5 .851; gender: b 5 .057, p 5 .793).

Conclusion and Discussion

In this study, we used data from 525 Flemish adolescent bystanders of cyberbully-
ing in order to investigate how injunctive and descriptive norms of peers (friends
and class group members) and injunctive norms of adults (parents and teachers)
affect bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying, directly or indirectly via social pressure.
Furthermore, we assessed how bystanders’ gender, age, and cyberbullying perpetra-
tion affect the proposed normative social influence process.
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Path Model of Normative Social Influence on Bystanders’ Joining in
Cyberbullying

The findings of this study are in line with the Reasoned Action Approach (Fishbein,
2008), which states that social norms can cause social pressure to engage in a cer-
tain kind of behaviour. We found that social pressure fully mediated the relationship
between the injunctive norm of friends and joining in cyberbullying as a bystander.
More concretely, bystanders’ perception of friends approving of cyberbullying was
related to a higher experience of social pressure to join in cyberbullying as a
bystander and to higher levels of subsequent joining in cyberbullying. To the best
of our knowledge, this study is the first in the field of (cyber)bullying to relate
injunctive norms to social pressure, instead of considering them as two separate
concepts affecting bystander behaviour (see e.g., Pabian & Vandebosch, 2014; Poz-
zoli et al., 2012).

Differentiation in Normative Social Influence: Comparison of Norm Types and
Reference Groups

Although the injunctive norm of friends approving of cyberbullying was significantly
related to bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying via social pressure, the injunctive
norms of class group members approving of cyberbullying had no significant relation-
ship (via social pressure) with bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying. This finding is in

Figure 2. Path model results.
Note: CB= cyberbullying; *** p< .001, ** p< .01, * p< .05; RMSEA 5 .033 (90
percent CI: .000–.111); CFI 5 .972, TLI 5 .766; v2(2) 5 2.847, p 5 .241.
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line with the Social Identity/Self-Categorization Perspective (Terry & Hogg, 1996;
White et al., 2002), which advocates a stronger normative social influence exerted by
members of the ‘in-group’. It also matches the results of previous research on
bystanders of cyberbullying (Bastiaensens et al., 2014) which found that good friends
affect bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying more than acquaintances.

In this study, the descriptive norm of peers engaging in cyberbullying did not
significantly affect social pressure. This means that there was no relationship
between bystanders’ perception of peers’ cyberbullying behaviour and social pres-
sure to join in cyberbullying as a bystander. In their application of the Theory of
Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) to cyberbullying perpetration, Pabian and Vande-
bosch (2014) came to a similar conclusion of injunctive norms of peers being more
strongly related to behavioural intentions to engage in cyberbullying than descrip-
tive norms of peers.

With regard to normative social influence of adults, we found that the injunctive
norm of parents was positively related to joining in cyberbullying as bystander. In
line with findings by Pabian and Vandebosch (2014) on cyberbullying perpetration,
this means that bystanders’ perception of parents’ approval of cyberbullying makes
them more likely to join in cyberbullying. The injunctive norm of teachers approv-
ing of cyberbullying did not have a significant effect on bystanders’ joining in
cyberbullying, which points towards a more important normative role for parents
than for teachers.

Personal Characteristics in Normative Social Influence on Bystanders’ Joining in
Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying perpetration, age, and gender were included in the path model of nor-
mative social influence on bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying. We found that the
more adolescents engaged in cyberbullying perpetration, the more likely they were
to join in cyberbullying as a bystander. This result points towards an overlap
between the roles of perpetrator and reinforcing bystander, as had been demon-
strated for traditional bullying (Oh & Hazler, 2009). However, perpetrators of
cyberbullying did not experience more social pressure to join in cyberbullying as
bystanders. According to this study’s results, being a cyberbully makes adolescent
bystanders’ more likely to join in cyberbullying, but does not elevate their feeling
of being pressurized to join in cyberbullying (against their own will). A possible
explanation was provided by Burns et al. (2008), who found that bullies have the
feeling they need to be consistent in their behaviour. Consequently, the pressure to
join in cyberbullying as a bystander could come from within, caused by the cyber-
bully’s need to avoid cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1962), and will be in compli-
ance with the bystanders’ own will.

With regard to gender and age, we firstly did not find significant effects on
joining in cyberbullying as a bystander. These results contradict our expectations
based on traditional bullying (O’Connell et al., 1999; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004;
Salmivalli et al., 1996) and cyberbullying (Van Cleemput et al., 2014) research.
Second, no age or gender differences were found in bystanders’ social pressure to
join in cyberbullying. As research on social/peer pressure in adolescents’ antisocial
behaviour (e.g., Brown et al., 1986; Clasen & Brown, 1985; Eamon, 2002; Ngee
Sim & Fen Koh, 2003) revealed mixed results regarding age and gender, further
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research is warranted to determine whether and how boys and girls react differently
when being exposed to social pressure to join in cyberbullying as a bystander.

Limitations and Recommendation for Future Research

Although this study offers an innovative approach to normative social influence on
bystanders of cyberbullying, it also has some limitations that need to be recognized.
First, in the proposed model we included general injunctive and descriptive norms
about cyberbullying, without specifying the cyberbullying behaviour under concern
(e.g., perpetration, joining in as a bystander). By including more specific injunctive
and descriptive norms on joining in cyberbullying as a bystander, we could estab-
lish a more nuanced relationship between normative social influence and social
pressure to join in cyberbullying as a bystander.

Second, this study’s proposed model of normative social influence contains
both injunctive norm items reflecting relevant others thinking cyberbullying is good,
and reversed items about relevant others thinking cyberbullying is not good or rele-
vant others disapproving of cyberbullying. It must be noted, however, that a low
score on relevant others’ disapproval of cyberbullying can also just point towards
indifference about whether or not the adolescent bystander would join in cyberbul-
lying, and must not necessarily mean that relevant others approve of cyberbullying.
This could be especially true for adults, whose indifference towards cyberbullying
or towards adolescents’ online behaviour in general might lead to adolescents lack-
ing a normative framework on respectful online behaviour. Such a problem of con-
cept/item interpretation could be overcome in future studies by using the same
wording for all items and by formulating all items in the same direction (either
acceptance of or indifference towards cyberbullying). Furthermore, using multiple
items to measure one construct could increase the measures’ reliability and validity.

Third, the distinction between injunctive norms of peers with different affilia-
tion to the bystander was operationalized as an opposition between friends and class
group members. However, we do not know whether youngsters see friends and
class group members as two separate categories in terms of affiliation, or whether
they perceive a large overlap between the two. Moreover, other important peer ref-
erence groups might also be considered, for instance youth subcultures or social sta-
tus groups, such as the popular or controversial youth (Scholte & Van Aken, 2006).
Using (focus group) interviews with youngsters, future research could aim to iden-
tify important reference groups with regard to bystanders’ joining in cyberbullying,
in order to inform survey research. Such a distinction in specific reference groups
could also be made with regard to descriptive norms of peers, a distinction that was
not made in the present study.

Lastly, despite the large sample of bystanders (N 5 525), only 5 percent of this
sample or 27 adolescents admitted that they had joined in cyberbullying. Even
though respondents were ensured that their answers to the questions would remain
anonymous, they were probably still engaged in socially desirable answering. To
overcome this problem, questionnaires could include questions measuring tendency
to engage in social desirable answering (e.g., Crowne & Marlowe, 1960; Reynolds,
1982; Strahan & Gerbasi, 1972) and could complement youngsters’ accounts with
behavioural reports of other actors (e.g., other peers, teachers, parents). In addition,
we have to acknowledge that joining in cyberbullying can contain a wide range of
possible behaviours (e.g., laughing, calling names yourself, . . .). Therefore, future
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research could aim to measure a wider array of different, specific reinforcing behav-
iours. These reinforcing behaviours should best be measured on 7-point Likert-
scales to increase potential variation in the data.

Implications for School Programs and Interventions on Cyberbullying

Based on the findings of this study, we are able to formulate some recommendations
for interventions and school programs that aim to tackle and prevent cyberbullying.
First, as we found that friends’ approval of cyberbullying causes bystanders to feel
social pressure to join in cyberbullying and perform subsequent behaviour, program
components targeting bystanders could focus on (a) changing bystanders’ perceptions
of friends approving of (cyber)bullying, which is often overestimated by adolescent
bystanders (Sandstrom et al., 2012), and (b) teaching bystanders’ how to deal with
social pressure of friends urging them to join in cyberbullying. These goals could be
achieved by providing youngsters with information on friends’ disapproval of cyber-
bullying or joining in cyberbullying as a bystander (e.g., by setting up small group dis-
cussions of fictitious cyberbullying situations), and by using social pressure resistance
methods, for instance relating intended behaviour to values and utilizing psychological
inoculation (Bartholomew, Parcel, Kok, Gottlieb, & Fernandez, 2011). A similar
social-norms-based approach has already been implemented in evidence-based cyber-
bullying prevention programmes. An example includes the Italian ‘Noncadiamointrap-
pola’ programme, which utilizes peer-education to influence cyberbullying-related
norms and behaviours (Menesini, Nocentini, & Palladino, 2012). Moreover, as our
study showed that (frequent) cyberbullies have a higher chance of joining in cyberbul-
lying as bystanders as well, it is advisable to tackle these two behaviours together in
cyberbullying intervention and prevention programs.

Second, our study reveals an important role of parents in providing a normative
framework with regard to cyberbullying. Therefore, interventions could encourage
parents to provide their children with informational, emotional, appraisal, and instru-
mental support (Bartholomew et al., 2011) to help them act appropriately online,
especially when being confronted with cyberbullying as a bystander.

Notes
1In this fourth wave, 173 students did not receive parental consent or provide consent themselves. Consequently,

they were excluded from the data collection.
2Developed by Muth�en and Muth�en, see http://http://www.statmodel.com.
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