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Abstract

Background: Bystander behaviors are widely recognized as exhibiting substantial potential to either mitigate or exacerbate bullying
outcomes. However, the specific emotions underlying bystander responses to bullying remain relatively underexplored. This study
examines how perceived malice in bullying incidents shapes the emotional responses of bystanders and how these responses, in turn,
relate to distinct behavioral patterns. In addition, the study evaluates how emotions perceived in the victim (PV) may also contribute to
bystander behavior. Methods: A cross-sectional study was conducted with 366 participants. Data were collected via online self-report
surveys. Two structural models were tested using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA): one
examining bystanders’ self-experienced (SE) emotions and the other examining emotions PV. Analyses of gender differences were also
conducted for exploratory purposes. Results: Across both models, perceived malice was significantly associated with all emotions and
consistently exerted direct and indirect influences on bystander behaviors. Regarding SE emotions, anger was positively associated with
protective behavior and negatively associated with passive behavior, whereas fear showed non-significant associations in the opposite
direction. Regarding emotions PV, none were significantly associated with protective behavior. Conversely, perceived humiliation and
anger were positively related to passive behavior. Analyses of gender differences revealed that males exhibited stronger associations
between perceived malice and both SE and perceived emotions compared to females, with these emotions showing stronger links to pro-
tective and passive behaviors, respectively. Conclusions: In bullying settings, SE emotional responses arising from perceived malice,
as well as emotions PV, appear to influence bystander behavior, modulating the likelihood of displaying protective or passive responses
depending on the emotional configuration. Gender may further modulate these associations, with males exhibiting more polarized be-
havioral tendencies. Future research should explore these dynamics and patterns longitudinally, across diverse cultural contexts, and
incorporate additional emotions and cognitive appraisals that may influence intervention.
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1. Introduction

Interpersonal violence is an escalating global concern,
with bullying representing one of its most visible and nor-
malized manifestations. Bullying is characterized by sus-
tained behaviors intentionally directed to cause harm and
reinforced by power imbalances (Menesini and Salmivalli,
2017). Strongly ingrained in school environments and pre-
dominantly studied within these contexts, this common so-
cial phenomenon exacerbates the vulnerability of individ-
uals undergoing critical developmental transitions, which
underscores its significance as a public health issue (Ari-
ani et al., 2025; Rivers and Noret, 2010). However, bul-
lying is not confined to educational settings and can also
manifest in workplaces (Sun et al., 2025), within families
(deLara, 2022), in public spaces (Tyler and Schmitz, 2021),
and in digital environments (Yen and Chamanadjian, 2025).
Across these contexts, bullying typically involves three key
participants: perpetrators, victims, and bystanders (Camod-
eca and Nava, 2022; Chen et al., 2025; Milani and Car-
bajal, 2023; Mulder et al., 2014). Research on bullying
has primarily focused on perpetrators and victims. How-

ever, bystander behaviors are widely recognized as pre-
senting substantial potential to either mitigate or intensify
bullying outcomes (Ada Manga et al., 2023; Evans and
Smokowski, 2015; Itzkovich et al., 2021; Machackova and
Pfetsch, 2016; Miranda et al., 2019; Parris et al., 2020). De-
spite their central involvement in these dynamics, the spe-
cific emotions underlying bystander behavioral responses
to bullying remain relatively underexplored.

Experimental evidence indicates that bystander judg-
ments of fairness, emotional reactions toward the situa-
tion, and willingness to intervene are significantly influ-
enced by the severity of the bullying (Paull et al., 2012),
which can range from repeated teasing to severe abuse (Ar-
mitage, 2021). Malice can be defined as deliberate aggres-
sive intent characterized by the intention to cause suffer-
ing, lack of compassion, and premeditation (Quiles et al.,
2010). Since malicious intent is a defining feature of bully-
ing, involving deliberate behaviors aimed at causing unfair
harm and reflecting the desire of the perpetrator to hurt and
make the victim suffer (Gonzalez-Puerto and Fernández,
2025), the severity of bullying can be substantially deter-
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mined by the level of malice imposed by the perpetrator. In
this context, perceived malice or cruelty has been identified
as a crucial variable that can promote intense emotional re-
sponses in victimization settings, which may, in turn, influ-
ence the behavioral patterns of those who experience them
(Gonzalez-Puerto and Fernández, 2025). Furthermore, re-
search indicates that bystanders’ perceptions of the emo-
tional states of victims can impact their responses through
empathetic processes (Sokol et al., 2015). Considering that,
in victimization contexts, certain cognitive appraisals, such
as perceptions of injustice or cruelty, can predict specific
emotions leading to either confrontational or nonconfronta-
tional behaviors (Agudo et al., 2024; Fernández et al., 2015;
Gonzalez-Puerto and Fernández, 2025), it is plausible that,
among bystanders, emotions such as humiliation, anger, or
fear, which are common emotional responses in bullying
settings (Borrego-Ruiz and Fernández, 2024; Jiang et al.,
2025; Swartz et al., 2019; Vidourek et al., 2016), may me-
diate the relationship between perceived malice and behav-
iors aimed at supporting the victim or remaining passive.
This mediation may occur through bystanders’ own emo-
tional experience or through their perception of the victims’
affective responses (Barhight et al., 2013; Gini et al., 2008;
Machackova and Pfetsch, 2016; Sokol et al., 2015; Trach
and Hymel, 2020). Therefore, this study investigates how
distinct key emotions, whether experienced or perceived,
shape the behavioral responses of bystanders during bully-
ing incidents.

1.1 Bystander Behavior in Bullying Dynamics

As previously noted, bystander behaviors play a piv-
otal role in counteracting or amplifying the negative ef-
fects of bullying (Parris et al., 2020; Tsang et al., 2011;
Wood et al., 2017). The five-step intervention model (La-
tané and Darley, 1970) provides a framework for under-
standing these behaviors, proposing that effective interven-
tion involves (i) noticing the event, with bystanders being
more likely to recognize it when it is vivid and the vic-
tim is identifiable, whereas distractions or competing pri-
orities can reduce the likelihood of noticing; (ii) interpret-
ing the event as an emergency, whereby bystanders assess
whether the event requires intervention, often influenced
by the reaction of others and perceived as less urgent when
the situation appears less dangerous; (iii) accepting respon-
sibility to act, with group contexts potentially diffusing
this responsibility and reducing the likelihood of interven-
tion unless personal empathy or emotional responses moti-
vate action; (iv) determining the most appropriate interven-
tion, with bystanders evaluating available actions based on
their knowledge, resources, and perceived costs or risks in-
volved; and (v) implementing the chosen action, with per-
ceived self-efficacy and perceived risks playing a pivotal
role in whether bystanders intervene (Jenkins and Nicker-
son, 2017). Within this framework, three specific psycho-
logical factors are thought to reduce the likelihood of in-

tervention by bystanders: (i) pluralistic ignorance, defined
as the belief that if no one else is intervening, the situation
may not constitute an emergency; (ii) diffusion of responsi-
bility, in which the presence of multiple bystanders leads
to a reduced sense of personal responsibility to act; and
(iii) evaluation apprehension, which is the fear of negative
judgment from others when intervening (Hortensius and de
Gelder, 2018). Although the model primarily focuses on
cognitive processes, emotions also play a key role, particu-
larly in the third step, as they can influence the likelihood
of intervention. For instance, emotional responses such as
fear, associated with personal distress, may lead to inac-
tion or avoidance (i.e., passive behaviors) even if the event
is interpreted as an emergency. In contrast, emotional re-
sponses such as anger, potentially arising from sympathy
toward the victim, may lead to actions aimed at defending
or supporting the victim (i.e., protective behaviors) and mo-
tivate bystanders to intervene (Hortensius and de Gelder,
2018). Moreover, skills such as assertiveness and coop-
eration influence engagement with the model (Darley and
Latané, 1968), which has been applied across diverse age
groups and contexts (e.g., bullying, sexual harassment) to
examine how bystanders make judgments and decisions at
each stage (Jenkins and Nickerson, 2017).

Recent evidence suggests that prior exposure to ag-
gression or harassment increases the likelihood of bystander
intervention, as individuals who have experienced or wit-
nessed such events may be more aware of risk and more
willing to assume responsibility and act (Milani and Carba-
jal, 2023). In contrast, previous research suggests that chil-
dren with a history of being bullied are less likely to inter-
vene when witnessing bullying compared with their peers
(Rigby and Johnson, 2006). This pattern may reflect a ten-
dency among these children to prioritize their own safety,
due to fear of further victimization, thereby reducing the
likelihood of intervention. However, this tendency may
vary depending on gender. Specifically, one study reported
that girls with lower levels of prior victimization were more
likely to perceive bullying situations as high-risk, whereas
boys with higher levels of victimization were more likely
to do so. In addition, girls who reported more passive by-
stander behavior showed lower knowledge of how to inter-
vene, whereas boys exhibited the opposite pattern (Jenk-
ins and Nickerson, 2017). In this context, prior research
reveals mixed findings regarding gender differences in by-
stander behavior, with some studies reporting that females
intervene more than males (Salmivalli et al., 1996; Trach et
al., 2010), others reporting that males intervenemore (Nick-
erson and Mele-Taylor, 2014), and still others finding no
significant differences (Rigby and Johnson, 2006). These
inconsistencies may be due to variations in how bystander
behavior is defined, the measurement tools employed, and
the age or grade level of participants (Jenkins et al., 2018).
For instance, one study reported that the likelihood of by-
stander intervening in bullying situations varied by gender
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and was also influenced by age (O’Connell et al., 1999).
Specifically, older boys were significantly more likely to
align with the bully than younger boys or older girls. In
contrast, girls, regardless of age, were more likely to sup-
port the victim than older boys, highlighting a gender and
grade level interaction in bystander behaviors. Moreover,
additional findings suggest that although most adolescents
express a willingness to help victims, they may lack the
knowledge of how to intervene, highlighting the potential
influence of certain measurement approaches (e.g., video-
based scenarios) on research conclusions (Tamm and Tul-
viste, 2015).

In situations involving bullying, several contextual
and social factors, including supportive school environ-
ments, positive relationships with adults and peers, and or-
ganizational cultures that promote prosocial norms, have
been reported to enhance the engagement of bystanders,
while unsupportive or violent settings have been associ-
ated with passivity or inaction (Hellemans et al., 2017; Mi-
randa et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2017). Moreover, individual
attributes such as empathy, self-efficacy, social problem-
solving skills, and a positive identity have been shown to
influence whether bystanders adopt different behavioral re-
sponse patterns, with gender and relational closeness to vic-
tims or perpetrators also shaping intervention decisions (Ei-
jigu and Teketel, 2021; Jenkins and Nickerson, 2019; Mul-
der et al., 2014; Parris et al., 2020; Yang and Kim, 2017).
Collectively, these findings underscore that bystander be-
havioral tendencies in victimization contexts are shaped by
both contextual and individual factors. However, the emo-
tional dimension of bullying dynamics, particularly its po-
tential implications for bystander intervention, has received
comparatively less attention in the existing literature.

1.2 Emotional Responses and Bystander Behavior
Emotional states contribute to behavioral patterns by

enhancing the ability to predict, learn from, and reappraise
environmental stimuli and situations based on prior expe-
riences (Šimić et al., 2021). The theory of emotion uti-
lization (Izard et al., 2008) proposes that both positive and
negative emotions can lead to adaptive actions, such as en-
suring safety in the case of fear or confronting a situation
in the case of anger (Barhight et al., 2013). In addition,
the perception and recognition of emotions may also con-
tribute to behavioral responses through empathy processes
(Olderbak and Wilhelm, 2017). Theoretical literature dis-
tinguishes between two types of empathy: cognitive empa-
thy and affective empathy (Jolliffe and Farrington, 2006).
Cognitive empathy refers to the ability to understand the
emotions of others, whereas affective empathy involves the
ability to experience those emotions. In this context, re-
search has reported that affective empathy, in particular,
predicts bystander intervention in bullying situations (Gini
et al., 2008; Machackova and Pfetsch, 2016).

In the context of bullying victimization, bystander
behavior may therefore be influenced both by the emo-
tional responses experienced by the bystanders themselves,
which are more closely associated with affective empathy,
and by the emotional states they perceive in the victim,
which are more closely associated with cognitive empa-
thy (Barhight et al., 2013; Sokol et al., 2015; Trach and
Hymel, 2020). Specifically, emotions such as fear and
anger have been shown to significantly influence bystander
behavioral responses, with anger markedly increasing the
likelihood of intervention (Barhight et al., 2013; Pozzoli et
al., 2017; Trach and Hymel, 2020), whereas fear may de-
crease the likelihood of intervention (Mulder et al., 2014).
This can be explained by the fact that anger serves as an
adaptive response to perceived injustices, driving individu-
als to confront adverse situations and encouraging engage-
ment (Sznycer et al., 2022; Williams, 2017), whereas fear
serves as an adaptive response to perceived threat, driv-
ing individuals to avoid harm and prioritize safety (Jack-
son and Gray, 2010; McVeigh et al., 2024; Vidourek et
al., 2016). However, fear has also been reported to be as-
sociated with bystander intervention in bullying situations
(Trach and Hymel, 2020), which suggests that its effect on
intervention may depend on the context and on how the
threat is perceived. Despite the strong influence of self-
experienced (SE) anger as a predictor of protective behav-
iors in bystanders during bullying victimization dynam-
ics (Barhight et al., 2013; Pozzoli et al., 2017; Trach and
Hymel, 2020), perceiving this emotion in the victim has
been associated with lower intentions to intervene, possibly
because bystanders view the victim as more capable of han-
dling the situation, as an active participant in the conflict,
or as less distressed (Sokol et al., 2015). Consistent with
these findings, prior research has shown that victims who
exhibit hostility are perceived as less friendly than those
who ignore or downplay the harassment (Lightner et al.,
2000; Scambler et al., 1998), and that sympathy toward the
victim is associated with protective behaviors among by-
standers of bullying (Hortensius and de Gelder, 2018). On
the other hand, victims who respond passively and display
emotional distress appear to evoke greater empathy from
bystanders, thereby increasing the likelihood of interven-
tion (Sokol et al., 2015). Regarding gender differences in
bystander emotional responses in bullying settings, females
have been reported to be significantly more likely to expe-
rience fear, while males are more likely to experience anger
(Trach and Hymel, 2020). In addition, gender differences
have also been found in how bystanders rated same-sex vic-
tims. Specifically, female bystanders rated angry victims
less favorably, whereas no significant effect of victim re-
sponse was observed among male bystanders (Sokol et al.,
2015). This is consistent with prior findings in which fe-
males viewed aggressive victims as less friendly than pas-
sive ones, while males showed no such distinction (Scam-
bler et al., 1998). These patterns may reflect the perception
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that anger and aggression are often viewed as less accept-
able in females (Underwood et al., 2001).

Conceptual models of bystander responses also sug-
gest that witnessing bullying can trigger a range of behav-
iors driven by both cognitive appraisals and emotional re-
sponses (Itzkovich et al., 2021). Within this framework,
emotions such as humiliation, anger, and fear have been
identified as closely linked to bullying victimization dy-
namics (Borrego-Ruiz and Fernández, 2024; Jiang et al.,
2025; Swartz et al., 2019; Vidourek et al., 2016), and the
way bystanders experience and process these emotions may
relate to the behavioral tendencies they adopt during bul-
lying (Pöyhönen et al., 2010; Pozzoli and Gini, 2010).
As previously noted, a potential underlying mechanism is
the appraisal of malicious or cruel intent inherent in the
intentional and harmful nature of bullying behavior (Do-
bry et al., 2013), which elicits emotional responses in vic-
tims (Gonzalez-Puerto and Fernández, 2025) and might
also shape, by extension, the emotions experienced by by-
standers. Indeed, interpreting an act and its perpetrator as
malicious could shape how bystanders respond to the situ-
ation, with such appraisals intensifying perceived severity
and driving stronger emotional reactions (Wheat and Good-
win, 2025). Consequently, specific emotional patterns,
whether experienced empathically or perceived in others,
may contribute to the behavioral tendencies displayed by
bystanders, such as protective or passive responses, poten-
tially arising from the perceived malice of the bullying in-
cident.

1.3 The Present Study

This study investigates the specific emotions underly-
ing bystander responses to bullying, focusing on the influ-
ence of both emotions directly experienced by bystanders
and those perceived in the victim (PV). Specifically, it ex-
amines how the cognitive appraisal of malice (i.e., per-
ceived malicious intent inherent in the bullying incident)
may shape the emotional responses of bystanders (i.e.,
anger and fear) and how these, in turn, relate to distinct
behavioral patterns (i.e., passive behavior and protective
behavior). In addition, the study considers how emotions
PV (i.e., anger, fear, and humiliation) may also contribute
to bystander behavior by influencing how they respond to
the situation. Based on this conceptual framework, we hy-
pothesized that (i) the appraisal of malice and the emo-
tional responses under study were all expected to be sig-
nificantly associated; (ii) regarding bystanders’ own emo-
tional responses, anger was expected to be positively re-
lated to protective behavior and fear to passive behavior,
as anger may energize approach-oriented action, whereas
fear may be more closely linked to withdrawal or behav-
ioral restraint; and (iii) regarding emotions PV, fear was
expected to be positively related to protective behavior,
whereas both anger and humiliation were expected to be
positively related to passive behavior. These patterns may

reflect that inferring fear in the victim could elicit empathic
concern and a willingness to help, while anger might be
perceived as a negative emotional reaction or interpreted as
self-defensiveness, potentially reducing the perceived need
for intervention. In turn, humiliation may contribute to the
devaluation of the victim, potentially eliciting social with-
drawal or avoidance due to both the victim’s perceived low
status and the socially aversive nature of the emotion.

To test our hypotheses, we specified two models
grounded in the adopted theoretical framework and col-
lected data through self-report instruments. Participants
were first asked to recall a personal experience of witness-
ing a bullying incident in school or other contexts, which
served as the basis for measuring all the variables included
in the models. The sample, drawn from a large and diverse
population across Spain, provided retrospective reports of
these experiences. In addition, potential gender differences
in the variables of interest were assessed, with these analy-
ses conducted purely for exploratory purposes.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1 Participants

The sample consisted of 366 individuals, with a mean
age of 35.11 years (standard deviation [SD] = 15.5), and
58% identified as women. The research was conducted at
a large public distance-learning university in Spain, char-
acterized by a more diverse student population than tradi-
tional institutions, including a wider age distribution and a
high proportion of students who combine their studies with
responsibilities such as employment and family life. More-
over, because the university operates nationwide through
affiliated centers across Spain, participants were drawn
from both rural and urban areas throughout the country.
The sample included 57 undergraduate psychology students
who participated voluntarily and received course credit as
part of a practical course assignment. In addition, 309 vol-
unteers were recruited by these students from their per-
sonal networks as part of the same assignment. After initial
screening, 23 observations were excluded due to entirely
or substantially incomplete responses or overly consistent
answering patterns, resulting in a final sample of 366 par-
ticipants. With this sample size, the study was constituted
with sufficient statistical power to identify medium to large
effect sizes using Structural EquationModeling (SEM), ful-
filling the commonly recommended ratio of 20 participants
per estimated parameter (Kline, 2015). Post hoc analyses
revealed a statistical power of 0.99 for the first model and
0.95 for the second model, indicating that the sample size
was adequate to detect medium-sized statistically signifi-
cant effects in both models.

2.2 Procedure
Data were collected using a self-report survey, with all

responses obtained at a single time point over the course of
several months. The data collection period spanned from
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November 2023 to May 2024. Participants completed the
survey via an online link to a Qualtrics form. Participants
first received detailed instructions and a brief explanation
of the study, including a definition of bullying at the be-
ginning of the survey. Bullying was described not only
as a dynamic that commonly occurs in educational settings
(e.g., primary and secondary schools, or higher education),
but also as a phenomenon that can arise in other contexts,
such as workplaces, neighborhoods, digital environments,
or within the household. This conceptualization allowed
for the inclusion of individuals who had not witnessed bul-
lying in school but had observed it in other settings. The
definition of bullying aligned with its foundational frame-
work (Olweus, 1993; Salmivalli et al., 2021), which char-
acterizes it as deliberate, repeated aggression involving an
imbalance of power. To minimize recall bias, participants
were instructed to vividly recall a specific incident in which
they had witnessed bullying as bystanders. They were then
asked whether they could recall and describe such an event
based on their direct experience. Subsequent measures
were thus based on this recalled experience. Two separate
models were constructed to analyze the data: one focusing
on the emotions experienced by bystanders themselves, and
another on the emotions PV that may motivate bystander
intervention. Informed consent was obtained prior to par-
ticipation, and the voluntary nature of the study was clearly
stated. The research complied with established ethical stan-
dards and was approved by the Research Ethics Committee
of the university where it was conducted.

2.3 Measures
All survey items, presented in Spanish, weremeasured

using Likert-type agree/disagree statements, with response
options ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree).

2.3.1 Perceived Malice
Perceived malice was conceptualized as a cognitive

appraisal reflecting the attribution of intentional harm and
malevolence in the bullying incident. The construct was
measured using four brief items designed to concisely cap-
ture its core dimensions. In developing these items, prior
measures were consulted to inform the conceptualization of
the scale (Chen et al., 2012; Felix et al., 2011). Participants
were asked whether they perceived the bullying incident
as “malevolent”, “cruel”, “unjust”, or “deliberately mali-
cious”. Internal consistency was satisfactory (Cronbach’s
α = 0.88).

2.3.2 Emotions Experienced by Bystanders
Emotions experienced by bystanders were measured

with a single-item scale, consistent with previous research
that has successfully used single-item assessments for dis-
crete emotional states in similar contexts (Fernández et al.,
2015; 2022; 2023). Although multi-item scales are often

preferred for capturing complex constructs, this approach
was selected for its efficiency and its ability to capture well-
defined and unambiguous emotional responses. Partici-
pants were asked to indicate the extent to which they felt
“anger” or “fear” in response to the bullying incident.

2.3.3 Emotions PV
Emotions PV (i.e., those inferred or interpreted by

bystanders from the observed situation) were also mea-
sured with a single-item scale, following previous research
supporting single-item assessments for discrete emotional
states (Fernández et al., 2015; 2022; 2023). This ap-
proach allows for clear and unambiguous capture of their
responses. Participants were asked to indicate the extent to
which the victim appeared to feel “anger”, “fear”, or “hu-
miliation” during the bullying incident.

2.3.4 Bystander Behaviors
Bystander behaviors were measured using three-item

scales for each construct, developed to capture the behav-
ioral roles of witnesses during bullying incidents. Two dis-
tinct behavioral patterns were assessed: protective behav-
ior (i.e., actions aimed at defending or supporting the vic-
tim) and passive behavior (i.e., inaction or avoidance in re-
sponse to the bullying incident). The items were informed
by prior research measuring related aspects of similar by-
stander roles (Álvarez-García et al., 2021; Thornberg and
Jungert, 2013). Participants were asked to indicate how
they responded behaviorally during the bullying incident.
For protective behavior, the items were: “I tried to support
the victim”, “I sought external help”, and “I took a stand
against the bully or bullies”. For passive behavior, the items
were: “I just observed”, “I avoided getting involved in the
situation”, and “I did nothing and only witnessed what was
happening”. Internal consistency was satisfactory for both
protective behavior (Cronbach’s α = 0.76) and passive be-
havior (Cronbach’s α = 0.82).

2.4 Data Analysis
For both models, descriptive statistics were first com-

puted to summarize the data and provide an overview of the
main variables. This was followed by simple regression
analyses to examine the extent to which perceived malice
explained variance in emotions, and how these variables, in
turn, explained variance in bystander behaviors. We then
used SEM, implemented with the lavaan package in R soft-
ware, version 4.4.2 (R Foundation for Statistical Comput-
ing, Vienna, Austria), to test the hypothesized pattern of
relationships and the corresponding indirect effects. For
model estimation, theMaximumLikelihood Robust (MLR)
estimator was used. The goodness of fit for the measure-
ment model was assessed via Confirmatory Factor Anal-
ysis (CFA), after which the hypothesized structural model
was fitted, with perceived malice as the predictor, emotions
as mediators, and bystander behaviors as outcome vari-
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations among the measured variables.
Variable Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Perceived malice 4.03 (1.02)
2 SE Anger 3.80 (1.37) 0.58***
3 SE Fear 2.80 (1.50) 0.36*** 0.43***
4 Anger PV 3.53 (1.20) 0.46*** 0.41*** 0.31***
5 Fear PV 3.60 (1.34) 0.56*** 0.51*** 0.59*** 0.44***
6 Humiliation PV 4.00 (1.20) 0.68*** 0.53*** 0.36*** 0.55*** 0.65***
7 Protective behavior 3.09 (1.22) 0.36*** 0.43*** 0.17** 0.16** 0.32*** 0.25***
8 Passive behavior 2.40 (1.18) –0.01 –0.08 0.06 0.14** 0.03 0.12* –0.51***
SD, standard deviation; SE, self-experienced; PV, perceived in the victim. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. Data
points without any symbol indicate non-significant results.

ables. Collinearity diagnostics were conducted using vari-
ance inflation factors (VIFs). Missing data were handled
using Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML). For
exploratory purposes, invariance analyses were conducted
to compare the models across gender groups. Specifically,
unconstrained multigroup models were first estimated, fol-
lowed by tests of metric and structural invariance. Separate
models for females and males were additionally estimated
to explore potential gender differences in the relationships
among the variables.

3. Results
3.1 Preliminary Analyses

In order to provide an overview of the data patterns,
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics (i.e., means and
SDs) for all variables included in both models (i.e., per-
ceived malice, emotions experienced by bystanders, emo-
tions PV, and bystander behaviors), as well as the bivariate
correlations among them.

SE anger had a significantly higher mean than SE fear
(t[357] = 12.32, p < 0.001, d = 0.65). Regarding emotions
PV, there were no statistically significant differences be-
tween the means of anger and fear (t[358] = –0.40, p =
0.726, d = –0.20). In contrast, anger had a significantly
lower mean than humiliation (t[358] = –7.40, p < 0.001,
d = –0.39), and fear had a significantly lower mean than
humiliation (t[358] = –7.50, p < 0.001, d = –0.40). Further-
more, protective behavior had a significantly higher mean
than passive behavior (t[350] = 6.40, p < 0.001, d = 0.34).

3.2 The Role of Emotions Experienced by Bystanders
To provide an initial estimate of the effects among

variables, we conducted simple linear regression analyses
examining the effects of perceived malice on SE emotions
and bystander behaviors, as well as the effects of SE emo-
tions on bystander behaviors. Table 2 presents the regres-
sion coefficients and R-square values for each analysis.

3.2.1 Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
The CFA demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data:

χ2 = 119.749, df = 46, p < 0.001; Comparative Fit Index

(CFI) = 0.97; Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.95; Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.07; and Stan-
dardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) = 0.04. Ro-
bust standard errors were computed for all parameter esti-
mates as part of the MLR estimation procedure. All fac-
tor loadings were statistically significant. Although anger
and fear were modeled as latent variables, each construct
was represented by a single indicator due to the nature of
the measurement instruments used. The factor loadings for
the items of each construct are presented below. Perceived
malice: item 1 (b = 0.93, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001), item 2 (b =
0.89, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001), item 3 (b = 0.84, SE = 0.05, p <
0.001), and item 4 (b = 0.61, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001). Anger:
single indicator (b = 1.00, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001). Fear: sin-
gle indicator (b = 1.00, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001). Protective
behavior: item 1 (b = 0.91, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001), item 2
(b = 0.54, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001), and item 3 (b = 0.75, SE
= 0.07, p < 0.001). Passive behavior: item 1 (b = 0.90, SE
= 0.06, p < 0.001), item 2 (b = 0.59, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001),
and item 3 (b = 0.86, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001). Collinearity
diagnostics were conducted for both mediators, anger and
fear. For anger, the VIFs for each item of perceived mal-
ice were as follows: item 1 (4.22), item 2 (3.77), item 3
(2.85), and item 4 (1.53). For fear, the VIFs for each item
of perceived malice were as follows: item 1 (4.51), item 2
(4.12), item 3 (2.93), and item 4 (1.56). Therefore, the re-
sults did not indicate issues with multicollinearity. Missing
data rates for each item are presented below. Perceivedmal-
ice: item 1 (1.37%), item 2 (1.09%), item 3 (1.09%), and
item 4 (1.91%). Anger: single indicator (1.64%). Fear: sin-
gle indicator (1.64%). Protective behavior: item 1 (3.55%),
item 2 (4.37%), and item 3 (4.64%). Passive behavior: item
1 (4.64%), item 2 (4.37%), and item 3 (4.92%). To test
our hypotheses, we fitted a SEM that included all poten-
tial pathways between variables. This approach allowed us
to estimate both direct and indirect effects. To ensure the
robustness of our findings, sensitivity analyses were per-
formed by including age as a control variable. Model fit in-
dices showed no significant changes, and the relationships
among key variables remained stable, with only minor vari-
ations observed in a limited number of coefficients. Fig. 1
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Table 2. Linear regression analyses of the effects among variables.
Anger Fear Protective behavior Passive behavior

Perceived malice 0.79 (p < 0.001) 0.53 (p < 0.001) 0.23 (p < 0.01) 0.03 (p = 0.734)
Anger 0.31 (p < 0.001) –0.12 (p < 0.050)
Fear –0.04 (p = 0.325) 0.09 (p < 0.100)
R square 0.34 (p < 0.001) 0.13 (p < 0.001) 0.21 (p < 0.001) 0.02 (p = 0.117)
The coefficients are not standardized.

Fig. 1. Model of the effects of perceived malice on bystander behaviors via the SE emotions. For clarity, the direct paths from
perceived malice to bystander behaviors are displayed above and below the circle representing the corresponding construct. Coefficients
are standardized: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; + p < 0.10. Solid lines: significant effects. Dashed lines: marginal trends.
Dotted lines: non-significant effects. SE, self-experienced.

presents the tested SEM, which focuses on emotions expe-
rienced by bystanders in a bullying incident.

The relationships between perceived malice, emo-
tions, and bystander behaviors revealed several significant
pathways. Consistent with our hypothesis, perceived mal-
ice was significantly positively associated with both anger
(b = 0.60, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001) and fear (b = 0.39, SE
= 0.06, p < 0.001). Anger was significantly positively re-
lated to protective behavior (b = 0.36, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001)
and significantly negatively related to passive behavior (b
= –0.16, SE = 0.06, p < 0.05). Although the relationship
between fear and passive behavior did not reach statistical
significance (b = 0.10, SE = 0.06, p = 0.14), it was posi-
tive, as expected. In contrast, the relationship between fear
and protective behavior showed amarginal trend (b = –0.10,
SE = 0.06, p < 0.10), with a negative coefficient approach-
ing statistical significance. Perceived malice showed a sig-
nificant positive direct effect on protective behavior (b =

0.20, SE = 0.08, p < 0.01), while its direct effect on pas-
sive behavior was not significant (b = 0.04, SE = 0.08, p
= 0.59). Regarding indirect effects, perceived malice was
significantly positively associated with protective behavior
via anger (b = 0.22, SE = 0.05, 95% confidence interval
(CI) [0.13, 0.30], p < 0.001), and significantly negatively
associated with passive behavior via anger (b = –0.10, SE =
0.05, 95% CI [–0.19, –0.01], p < 0.05). The indirect path-
ways via fear on protective behavior (b = –0.04, SE = 0.03,
95% CI [–0.09, 0.01], p = 0.11) and passive behavior (b =
0.04, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [–0.01, 0.09], p = 0.15) did not
reach statistical significance, but both were consistent with
the hypothesized relationships.

3.2.2 Exploratory Analyses of Gender Differences

Comparing the unconstrained multigroup model with
the metric invariance model revealed no significant dif-
ference in model fit (Δχ2(7) = 9.41, p = 0.23), indicating
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Table 3. Linear regression analyses of the effects among variables.
Anger Fear Humiliation Protective behavior Passive behavior

Perceived malice 0.53 (p < 0.001) 0.74 (p < 0.001) 0.78 (p < 0.001) 0.41 (p < 0.001) –0.23 (p < 0.050)
Anger –0.04 (p = 0.489) 0.15 (p < 0.050)
Fear 0.20 (p < 0.001) –0.06 (p = 0.387)
Humiliation –0.11 (p = 0.192) 0.22 (p < 0.050)
R-square 0.21 (p < 0.001) 0.32 (p < 0.001) 0.47 (p < 0.001) 0.17 (p < 0.001) 0.05 (p < 0.010)
The coefficients are not standardized.

that factor loadings were invariant across genders. Sepa-
rate CFAs for each gender showed similar and acceptable
fit for both models (females/males: CFI = 0.96/0.97; TLI =
0.95/0.95; RMSEA = 0.07/0.06; SRMR = 0.05/0.05). The
changes in CFI (ΔCFI = 0.005) and RMSEA (ΔRMSEA =
0.000) were both within acceptable ranges. Structural in-
variance analysis indicated a marginal deterioration in fit
(Δχ2(14) = 22.73, p < 0.10), suggesting potential variations
in structural relationships between genders. The analyses
included 211 females and 152 males. Three participants
who identified as “other” regarding gender were not in-
cluded in these analyses.

Several noteworthy differences in structural paths
were observed between genders. The path linking per-
ceived malice to anger was stronger for males (b = 0.69,
SE = 0.09, p < 0.001) than for females (b = 0.53, SE = 0.08,
p < 0.001), and the path linking perceived malice to fear
was also stronger for males (b = 0.46, SE = 0.10, p < 0.001)
than for females (b = 0.35, SE = 0.11, p < 0.001). Regarding
the paths linking emotions to bystander behaviors, males
exhibited a stronger association between anger and protec-
tive behavior (b = 0.51, SE = 0.11, p < 0.001) compared
with females (b = 0.26, SE = 0.08, p < 0.01). The paths
linking anger to passive behavior and fear to both protec-
tive and passive behaviors were not significant for males.
For females, the paths linking anger to passive behavior and
fear to protective behavior were also non-significant. Con-
versely, they showed a significant positive association in
the path linking fear to passive behavior (b = 0.19, SE =
0.06, p < 0.05).

3.3 The Role of Emotions PV

First, simple linear regression analyses were con-
ducted to examine the effects of perceived malice on per-
ceived emotions and bystander behaviors, as well as the ef-
fects of perceived emotions on bystander behaviors. Table
3 presents the regression coefficients and R-square values
for each analysis.

3.3.1 Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
The CFA demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data:

χ2 = 131.359, df = 53, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.97; TLI = 0.96;
RMSEA = 0.06; and SRMR = 0.04. Robust standard er-
rors were computed for all parameter estimates as part of
the MLR estimation procedure. All factor loadings were

statistically significant. Although anger, fear, and humilia-
tion were modeled as latent variables, each was represented
by a single indicator due to the nature of the measurement
instruments used. The factor loadings for the items of each
construct are presented below. Perceived malice: item 1 (b
= 0.93, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001), item 2 (b = 0.90, SE = 0.05, p
< 0.001), item 3 (b = 0.84, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001), and item
4 (b = 0.61, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001). Anger: single indicator
(b = 1.00, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001). Fear: single indicator (b
= 1.00, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001). Humiliation: single indica-
tor (b = 1.00, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001). Protective behavior:
item 1 (b = 0.91, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001), item 2 (b = 0.54,
SE = 0.07, p < 0.001), and item 3 (b = 0.75, SE = 0.07, p
< 0.001). Passive behavior: item 1 (b = 0.90, SE = 0.06,
p < 0.001), item 2 (b = 0.59, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001), and
item 3 (b = 0.86, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001). Collinearity diag-
nostics were conducted for all three mediators: anger, fear,
and humiliation. For anger, the VIFs for each item of per-
ceived malice were as follows: item 1 (4.41), item 2 (3.88),
item 3 (2.88), and item 4 (1.56). For fear, the VIFs for each
item of perceived malice were as follows: item 1 (4.35),
item 2 (3.83), item 3 (2.89), and item 4 (1.56). For humil-
iation, the VIFs for each item of perceived malice were as
follows: item 1 (4.39), item 2 (3.83), item 3 (2.90), and item
4 (1.56). Therefore, the results did not indicate issues with
multicollinearity. The missing data rates for items of the
constructs perceived malice, protective behavior, and pas-
sive behavior are presented in section 3.2.1. The missing
data rates for emotions PV are detailed below. Anger: sin-
gle indicator (1.37%). Fear: single indicator (1.37%). Hu-
miliation: single indicator (1.37%). To test our hypotheses,
we fitted a SEM that accounts for all potential pathways
among variables, allowing for the estimation of both direct
and indirect effects. To assess the robustness of our find-
ings, sensitivity analyses were conducted by including age
as a control variable. Model fit indices showed no signif-
icant changes, and the relationships between key variables
remained stable, with only minor variations observed in a
limited number of coefficients. Fig. 2 presents the tested
SEM model, which focuses on bystanders’ perceptions of
the emotions of the victims during a bullying incident.

In this model, the relationships among perceived mal-
ice, emotions, and bystander behaviors also revealed sev-
eral significant pathways, although they differed from those
in the other model in key aspects. Consistent with our hy-
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Fig. 2. Model of the effects of perceived malice on bystander behaviors via emotions PV. For clarity, the direct paths from perceived
malice to bystander behaviors are displayed above and below the circle of the corresponding construct. Coefficients are standardized:
*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. Solid lines: significant effects. Dotted lines: non-significant effects.

pothesis, perceived malice was significantly positively as-
sociated with anger (b = 0.47, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001), fear
(b = 0.61, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001), and humiliation (b = 0.71,
SE = 0.08, p < 0.001). Regarding protective behavior, none
of the emotions (i.e., anger, fear, and humiliation) showed
significant associations. Regarding passive behavior, anger
was significantly positively related (b = 0.16, SE = 0.06,
p < 0.05), humiliation was significantly positively related
(b = 0.24, SE = 0.07, p < 0.01), and fear exhibited a non-
significant association. However, the effect of humiliation
on passive behavior was not significantly stronger than that
of anger (Δχ2(1) = 0.08, p = 0.77). Perceivedmalice showed
a significant positive direct effect on protective behavior (b
= 0.42, SE = 0.10, p < 0.001) and a significant negative
direct effect on passive behavior (b = –0.23, SE = 0.09, p
< 0.05). Regarding indirect effects, perceived malice was
significantly positively associatedwith passive behavior via
anger (b = 0.08, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.01, 0.14], p < 0.05)
and significantly positively associated with passive behav-
ior via humiliation (b = 0.17, SE = 0.07, 95% CI [0.05,
0.30], p < 0.05).

3.3.2 Exploratory Analyses of Gender Differences

Comparing the unconstrained multigroup model with
the metric invariance model revealed no significant decre-

ment in model fit (Δχ2(7) = 8.81, p = 0.27), indicating
that factor loadings were invariant across genders. Sepa-
rate CFAs for each gender showed similar and acceptable
fit for both models (females/males: CFI = 0.96/0.97; TLI =
0.95/0.95; RMSEA = 0.07/0.06; SRMR = 0.05/0.05). Vari-
ations in CFI (ΔCFI = 0.004) and RMSEA (ΔRMSEA =
0.001) were both within acceptable ranges. Comparison
with the structural invariance model showed a marginal de-
terioration in model fit (Δχ2(14) = 21.98, p < 0.10), suggest-
ing potential differences in structural relationships across
genders. Analyses included 211 females and 152 males.
Three participants who identified as “other” regarding their
gender were not included in these analyses.

In this model, several notable differences in the struc-
tural paths were also observed between genders. The path
linking perceived malice to anger was stronger for males (b
= 0.53, SE = 0.08, p < 0.001) compared with females (b =
0.43, SE = 0.08, p < 0.001). The path linking perceivedmal-
ice to fear was also stronger for males (b = 0.65, SE = 0.08,
p < 0.001) than for females (b = 0.56, SE = 0.08, p < 0.001).
Similarly, the path linking perceived malice to humiliation
was stronger for males (b = 0.74, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001) than
for females (b = 0.65, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001). Regarding the
associations between emotions and bystander behaviors, a
significant negative association was observed only among
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males, specifically between humiliation and protective be-
havior (b = –0.27, SE = 0.15, p < 0.05). In addition, only
males exhibited a significant positive association between
anger and passive behavior (b = 0.32, SE = 0.11, p < 0.01),
as well as between humiliation and passive behavior (b =
0.44, SE = 0.15, p < 0.01).

4. Discussion
This study aimed to examine the emotional mecha-

nisms underlying bystander responses to bullying, focus-
ing on both the emotions directly experienced by witnesses
and those PV, as well as the role of cognitive appraisals
of malice in shaping these responses. To our knowledge,
this is the first study to investigate the relationships among
these variables in a comparable context, highlighting the
foundational contribution of the present research. The find-
ings generally supported the hypothesized associations, in-
dicating that perceived malice consistently elicited strong
emotional responses among bystanders. These associations
are consistent with prior research showing that appraisals
of cruelty can trigger specific affective responses, includ-
ing anger and humiliation (Gonzalez-Puerto and Fernández,
2025).

In the model assessing emotions experienced by by-
standers, perceived malice exerted a direct positive effect
on protective behavior, with indirect effects via anger fur-
ther highlighting its potential role in motivating interven-
tion, whereas its direct effect on passive behavior was not
significant. Indeed, malice is a construct closely related
to injustice and immorality (Gonzalez-Puerto and Fernán-
dez, 2025; Quiles et al., 2010), both of which can also
elicit strong social reactions. These perceptions violate es-
tablished social norms, potentially triggering emotional re-
sponses that are difficult to disregard. As a result, perceived
malice may serve as a powerful stimulus, driving individ-
uals to act in ways that aim to report or stop bullying be-
haviors, as these are viewed as deviations from socially ac-
cepted patterns of conduct. Anger was associated with in-
creased protective behavior and decreased passive behav-
ior, whereas fear showed non-significant associations in the
opposite direction. These patterns align with prior evidence
indicating that children who exhibit stronger emotional re-
actions to witnessed bullying are more likely to intervene,
suggesting that heightened negative emotional arousal can
promote protective actions (Barhight et al., 2013). In ad-
dition, recent research further supports that anger consti-
tutes a particularly powerful predictor of bystander protec-
tive behavior, with bystanders being more than five times
as likely to attempt to stop the bullying or comfort the vic-
tim if they experienced anger (Trach and Hymel, 2020).
Therefore, anger appears to serve as an adaptive response to
perceived injustices, signaling the need to confront adverse
situations and facilitating assertive engagement (Sznycer et
al., 2022; Williams, 2017). In contrast, the observed trend
for fear is consistent with research showing that this emo-

tion often promotes withdrawal or avoidance when facing
potential threats, reflecting an adaptive defensive mecha-
nism (Labrenz et al., 2022; Wong et al., 2022). Neverthe-
less, the lack of significant effects for fear in this model
may suggest that it is a complex emotion, which is associ-
ated with a range of behavioral reactions, such as aggres-
sion (Sattler et al., 2019), rather than being uniquely linked
to passivity or withdrawal. Furthermore, its manifestation
may be influenced by situational factors, individual differ-
ences, or the presence of other emotions.

In the model assessing emotions PV, none of the emo-
tions (i.e., anger, fear, or humiliation) showed significant
direct associations with protective behavior. Conversely,
anger and humiliation were both positively associated with
passive behavior. These results are consistent with prior
evidence indicating that the perception of anger in vic-
tims of bullying elicits stronger negative reactions from by-
standers, which may discourage protective intervention and
contribute to passive responses (Sokol et al., 2015). Indeed,
this could be explained by the fact that anger is often so-
cially portrayed negatively due to its associations with an-
tisocial tendencies (e.g., aggression and delinquency), as
well as maladaptive psychological states (Fernandez and
Johnson, 2016; Grünebaum et al., 2023; Lee et al., 2020;
Ornstein et al., 1985). In addition, it is also plausible that
bystanders interpret anger as a self-defensive signal (Zhang
et al., 2024), potentially lowering their perceived need to in-
tervene, or that it triggers avoidant responses, such as main-
taining greater interpersonal distance (Lebert et al., 2024;
Meisels and Dosey, 1971). In turn, the socially aversive na-
ture of humiliation and its associationwith a threatened self-
image may further promote passive responses among by-
standers, as the social devaluation of the victim can elicit re-
jection and reduce the willingness of observers to intervene
in a context characterized by public exposure (Borrego-
Ruiz and Fernández, 2024; Fernández et al., 2015). Inter-
estingly, experimental research indicates that the presence
of observers during hostile or unfair incidents can amplify
the sense of devaluation of the victim, reinforcing inaction
among bystanders (Fernández et al., 2023). Similarly to the
other model, fear did not show significant associations with
bystander behavior. This may further reflect the complexity
and variability of fear as an emotional response. Moreover,
fear may be more difficult to attribute to the victim than
other emotions, such as anger or humiliation, potentially
limiting its impact on bystander behavioral tendencies.

With respect to the exploratory analyses by gender,
males exhibited stronger associations between perceived
malice and all SE emotional responses, and anger more
strongly predicted protective behavior compared with fe-
males. In the model assessing emotions PV, males also
displayed stronger associations between perceived malice
and all victim-related emotions, and both anger and humili-
ation were more strongly related to passive behavior. These
patterns suggest that gender may moderate the influence
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of emotional responses on bystander behavior, with males
showing a tendency toward more polarized responses, ei-
ther intervention or withdrawal, whereas females may ex-
hibit more context-dependent behavioral tendencies. One
potential explanation for these gender differences may lie in
societal expectations related to gender roles, with males po-
tentially experiencing greater pressure to display assertive,
protective, or even aggressive behaviors, whereas females
may prioritize maintaining balanced social interactions,
leading to more context-sensitive responses. This aligns
with the cultural expectation that women should be caring
and understanding, whichmay conflict with ideals of auton-
omy more strongly associated with masculine traits such as
confidence and assertiveness (Proudfoot and Kay, 2023).
In fact, males may experience social pressure to conform
to traditionally masculine norms, and failure to do so may
lead to negative psychological consequences. These expec-
tations may contribute to more polarized responses to bul-
lying situations, in order to affirm their masculine identity
and avoid the psychological costs associated with not meet-
ing societal standards of masculinity (Cole et al., 2019).
Another potential explanation for these gender differences,
which is closely related to the previous one, may be rooted
in the distinct ways males and females are typically social-
ized to process and express emotions. Males may be more
commonly socialized to respond more strongly to external
threats or injustices with direct action, which could help ex-
plain their more polarized responses in situations involv-
ing perceived malice. In contrast, females may be more
commonly socialized to adopt more relational approaches,
in which consideration of social dynamics more strongly
influences their behavior. Furthermore, another important
factor that may help explain these gender differences relates
to environmental influences, such as the types of activities
individuals are exposed to during critical development peri-
ods. For instance, young males are more likely to engage in
video games compared with young females (Leonhardt and
Overå, 2021). In video games, players are often exposed
to simulated situations of conflict, tension, and violence.
By actively engaging in virtual environments and adopt-
ing roles that require action, these experiences may influ-
ence real-life behavior, potentially shaping their responses
to bullying situations by providing models for how to be-
have in such scenarios (Borrego-Ruiz and Borrego, 2025).

This study presents several limitations that should be
considered when interpreting the findings. First, its cross-
sectional design restricts causal inference, allowing only the
identification of associations among variables. Second, re-
liance on self-reported data may introduce biases related
to question wording, recall, and respondent characteristics.
Third, some participants may not have directly witnessed
bullying or may have misinterpreted reported situations,
potentially leading to inaccuracies in identifying true bul-
lying incidents. Fourth, variability across social contexts,
including school, family, digital, and community environ-

ments, may have influenced participant responses. In this
respect, the lack of a clearly defined context for bullying
and bystander behaviors may have led to variability in par-
ticipants’ responses, potentially affecting the interpretation
of the results. Fifth, although the itemswere carefully trans-
lated into Spanish by the authors and adapted for the study
context, no formal procedures were conducted to ensure full
equivalence in meaning between the Spanish and the orig-
inal English scales, which may have affected the accuracy
and consistency of the constructsmeasured. Sixth, although
the items used to measure the constructs were developed by
consulting previous scales, they were only partially based
on the original items and the overall conceptual structure
differs, which may limit the robustness of the measures em-
ployed and affect their validity. Seventh, the use of single-
item emotional constructs as latent variables could repre-
sent an additional limitation, as it may reduce the reliability
and stability of the measures due to an increased suscepti-
bility to measurement error. Finally, comparisons between
gender-based models are limited, as structural invariance
was only marginally supported.

5. Conclusions
In a bullying context, SE emotional responses aris-

ing from perceived malice, as well as emotions PV, ap-
pear to influence bystander behavior, modulating the likeli-
hood of displaying protective or passive responses depend-
ing on the emotional configuration. Anger may act as an
affective signal that promotes protective engagement when
experienced by bystanders, whereas fear might be associ-
ated with a greater propensity for withdrawal, and humilia-
tion appears to inhibit intervention when PV. Gender may
further modulate these associations, with males exhibiting
more polarized behavioral tendencies than females. Over-
all, these findings underscore the role of cognitive and emo-
tional factors in shaping bystander behavior, highlighting
the potential for future research to explore these dynam-
ics and patterns longitudinally, across diverse cultural con-
texts, and incorporating additional emotions and cognitive
appraisals that may influence proactive intervention in bul-
lying incidents.
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