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A B S T R A C T   

Given that defending victimized peers might help discourage bullying behavior and prevent its 
harmful consequences, various anti-bullying programs have attempted to increase defending 
behavior among participating children. However, the cognitions that underlie the effectiveness of 
interventions in increasing defending remain unknown. Data for this randomized controlled trial 
(RCT) of the KiVa anti-bullying program were collected in Finnish primary schools at baseline, 
after 5 months of implementation, and after 9 months of implementation and were used to 
examine the possible mediating role of seven psychological factors (empathy for the victim, 
feelings of responsibility to intervene, self-efficacy for defending, negative attitudes towards 
victims, and outcome expectations that defending would decrease or stop the bullying, be 
beneficial for one’s status, and not increase one’s risk of being victimized). Analyses conducted on 
a sample of 5731 children (baseline Mage = 11 years; 51% girls) revealed that the positive effects 
of KiVa on defending behavior after 9 months of implementation could partly be explained by the 
positive effects of the program on two factors (i.e., feelings of responsibility to intervene and 
expectations that the defending would make the bullying decrease or stop) after 5 months of 
implementation. This study provides information regarding the individual-level factors that anti- 
bullying interventions can target to successfully promote defending of victimized peers in primary 
schools.   

1. Introduction 

The initiation and maintenance of school bullying, defined as repeated aggression against a peer in a more vulnerable position, can 
be inhibited (or facilitated) by the behavior of those who are neither the instigators nor the targets of bullying behavior (i.e., the 
bystanders; e.g., Nocentini et al., 2013). Defending victimized peers, which can be done by comforting them, seeking help from adults, 
or directly attempting to stop the bullying (Lambe & Craig, 2020) is thought to help counteract bullying and its consequences. 
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Although more longitudinal investigations of the effects of defending on the prevalence of bullying and on the psychosocial adjustment 
of victimized youth are still needed (e.g., Healy, 2020; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2023), there is evidence that higher rates of defending in 
the classroom are associated with lower levels of bullying, both concurrently (Kärnä et al., 2010; Salmivalli, Voeten, & Poskiparta, 
2011) and over time (Nocentini et al., 2013), and with lower levels of internalizing problems among victimized children (Kärnä et al., 
2010; Yun & Juvonen, 2020). In an observational study, Hawkins et al. (2001) indicated that peer interventions in favor of the victim 
were also found to put an end to bullying in 57% of bullying occasions. Moreover, victims with at least one defender have concurrently 
been reported to be better adjusted than non-defended victims (Sainio et al., 2011) and experience higher feelings of belonging 9 
months later (Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2023). 

The recognition that bystanders play a role in bullying events has provided additional opportunities for anti-bullying interventions. 
Instead of focusing intervention efforts on changing perpetrators and their victims, modifying the cognitions of bystanders so that they 
start defending victimized peers appears as a promising strategy to counter bullying (Salmivalli, 2014). The anti-bullying program 
KiVa, which has been shown to be effective at reducing bullying in several countries (e.g., Garandeau & Salmivalli, 2018; Huitsing 
et al., 2020; Kärnä et al., 2011; Nocentini & Menesini, 2016), was designed to enhance bystanders’ support of victimized peers and 
deter them from reinforcing the behavior of “ring‑leader bullies.” After 5 months of implementation, it was found to increase 
defending in Finnish primary schools (b = 0.110, p = .046; Kärnä et al., 2011). Other anti-bullying programs that encourage children 
witnessing bullying to stand up for the victim have been found to increase prosocial peer interventions in situations of bullying 
(Hedges’s g = 0.20, 95% confidence interval [CI] = 0.11–0.29, p < .001; Polanin et al., 2012). 

However, increasing the defending behavior of bystanders is challenging. Fear of becoming the next victim prevents many potential 
defenders from acting (e.g., Lodge & Frydenberg, 2005; Thornberg et al., 2018) and partly explains why the percentage of students 
who actively defend victims is estimated to be no higher than 20% (Pouwels et al., 2018; Salmivalli et al., 1996). To develop in
terventions that are more effective at promoting defending of victimized children, additional knowledge is needed on the mechanisms 
through which anti-bullying programs foster defending behavior. Although a myriad of studies identified concurrent predictors of 
defending (see Ma et al., 2019, Lambe et al., 2019, and Zych et al., 2019, for meta-analyses), less is known on the factors that predict 
increases in defending over time. Moreover, most studies evaluating anti-bullying interventions have examined their effects on 
bullying and victimization but have less frequently considered their effects on defending and on the cognitions and attitudes that might 
underlie the effectiveness of the program in increasing defending. 

Using data from a randomized control trial (RCT) of the Finnish anti-bullying program KiVa in primary schools, this study aimed to 
identify how the intervention successfully increased defending behavior among school children by investigating the possible mediating 
role of seven psychological factors, including (a) affective empathy for the victim, (b) feelings of responsibility to intervene, (c) self- 
efficacy for defending, (d) negative attitudes towards victims, and three expectations about the outcomes of defending: (e) it will make 
the bullying stop or decrease, (f) it will make the defender popular, and (g) it will increase the risk of being victimized for the defender. 
These psychological factors were selected because KiVa was designed to influence them and there is empirical evidence suggesting 
and/or theoretical reasons to expect that these factors are associated with defending behavior. Other factors, in particular contextual 
factors, also have been suggested to promote defending. These include, for example, classroom anti-bullying norms and pro-defending 
norms, the quality of teacher-student relationships, and students’ level of popularity and likeability among their peers (e.g., Lambe 
et al., 2019). However, the mechanisms underlying the effects of these contextual factors on defending are assumed to be psychological 
factors, such as outcome expectations or self-efficacy for defending. For this reason, the present study focused on the possible 
mediating role of seven cognitions and attitudes, which should be more directly linked to behavioral change (e.g., Bandura, 1986). 

2. Hypothesized mediating factors 

2.1. Affective empathy for the victim 

Affective empathy is defined as an emotional response that stems from another’s emotional state or condition and is congruent with 
the other’s emotional state or condition (Eisenberg et al., 1991); it also is one of the most often studied predictors of defending in 
situations of bullying. Affective empathy is a capacity believed to be necessary for prosocial behavior and has been found to be 
positively related to interpreting the situation as an emergency and the corresponding act of intervening (Fredrick et al., 2020). 
According to six systematic reviews and meta-analyses (i.e., Deng et al., 2021; Lambe et al., 2019; Ma et al., 2019; Nickerson et al., 
2015; Van Noorden et al., 2015; Zych et al., 2019), those who defend victimized peers have higher levels of affective empathy. 
Although the average effect size varies across meta-analytic studies (from r = 0.15 in Ma et al., 2019, to r = 0.33 in Nickerson et al., 
2015), this positive association is consistently found across individual studies and meta-analyses. 

The KiVa program targets all students and includes several components designed to increase affective empathy for victims of 
bullying. During KiVa lessons, students are taught how painful the consequences of bullying are for victims and perform exercises in 
which they reflect on the thoughts and feelings of victimized peers. They also watch filmed interviews of adults who were victimized at 
school, explaining how it felt and the negative impact the experience has had on their lives. Furthermore, in the KiVa program’s online 
game, which is an online environment where participants are introduced to a virtual school where they can witness bullying incidents 
with animated characters in the roles of perpetrators, victims, or outsiders, participants are shown – via thought bubbles on the screen 
– the sad thoughts and emotions of the victim. As KiVa has been found to have a positive effect on affective empathy for victims after 5 
months (Saarento et al., 2015) and 9 months of program implementation (Garandeau, Laninga-Wijnen, & Salmivalli, 2022), we ex
pected an indirect effect of KiVa on defending via affective empathy. 
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2.2. Responsibility to intervene 

Early research on the bystander effect among adults has shown that individuals are less likely to help a victim in the presence of 
other people because they assume that someone else will take responsibility for intervening (Darley & Latané, 1968). In the situational 
model of bystander behavior (SMB; Latané & Darley, 1970), which has been shown to be relevant for incidents of school bullying 
(Jenkins et al., 2018; Jenkins & Nickerson, 2017), seeing oneself as responsible for intervening in a troubling situation is one of the key 
processes underlying the decision to intervene. Numerous studies have shown that feeling responsible for intervening predicts 
defending in situations of bullying; for instance, a positive association was found between Italian adolescents’ sense of responsibility to 
intervene in favor of the victim and self-reported defending behavior (r = 0.40; Pozzoli & Gini, 2010). Moreover, among Canadian 
(Cappadocia et al., 2012) and Flemish youth (Van Cleemput et al., 2014), the belief that it was not their “place”, their “business”, or 
their responsibility to intervene, acted as a barrier to defending victims of bullying. Additionally, in a sample of American adolescents, 
feelings of responsibility to intervene were found to be strongly correlated (r = 0.80) with intention to intervene in a bullying context 
(Nickerson et al., 2014). 

The various components of the KiVa program emphasize that bullying incidents are not only the concern of perpetrators; rather, 
everyone plays an important role in bullying incidents. In student lessons, all students receive the message that the silence and 
passivity of witnesses of bullying contribute to the perpetuation of the behavior and that it is everyone’s responsibility to do something, 
even if only reporting the bullying to an adult. We expected that KiVa would increase students’ perceptions that it is the responsibility 
of bystanders to intervene, which in turn would predict the positive effects of the program on defending behavior. 

2.3. Negative attitudes towards victims 

The perceptions that bystanders have of their victimized classmates should logically contribute to their willingness to defend them. 
Perceiving victims as deserving of their plight and as weak individuals simply asking for trouble is likely to prevent any action to 
intervene. Although few studies have investigated the specific role of negative attitudes towards victims on the likelihood to defend, a 
body of research on moral disengagement, which refers to a set of cognitive mechanisms by which people convince themselves that 
ethical standards do not apply to them in a particular context (Bandura, 2016), provides insight into this association. Indeed, these 
mechanisms include blaming the victim (e.g., endorsing statements that people who are weird are to blame for being bullied), moral 
justification of negative behavior, and minimizing the consequences of the behavior. Numerous studies have shown that children and 
adolescents with high levels of moral disengagement were less likely to defend victims of bullying (Gini, 2006; Jiang et al., 2022; 
Mazzone et al., 2016; Pozzoli et al., 2016; Thornberg et al., 2015, 2017, 2022). 

The KiVa program teaches students that (a) bullying is never acceptable and (b) everyone must be respected regardless of their 
differences. KiVa also exposes participants to adults reflecting on their former experiences of peer victimization in school. We expected 
that exposure to KiVa would decrease negative attitudes towards victims (e.g., perceptions that vulnerable children deserve to be 
maltreated) which in turn would lead to more defending behavior. 

2.4. Self-efficacy for defending 

Within social cognitive theory, perceived self-efficacy refers to individuals’ beliefs about their own capabilities to execute a 
particular action successfully; in turn, these beliefs influence how individuals behave (Bandura, 1994). As defending victimized peers 
is not always an easy behavior to engage in, researchers have theorized that a high level of self-efficacy for defending would be a key 
predictor of the behavior. There is strong empirical support for the idea that children and adolescents are unlikely to defend victimized 
peers if they lack defender self-efficacy (DeSmet et al., 2016; Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015; Gini et al., 2008; Peets et al., 2015; 
Pöyhönen et al., 2010, 2012; Sjögren et al., 2020; Thornberg et al., 2017, 2020; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). Two longitudinal studies 
also have shown that higher levels of defending self-efficacy led to higher levels of defending 5 months (Gini et al., 2022) and 7 months 
later (van der Ploeg et al., 2017) among youth. 

Through student lessons, role-play exercises, and an online game, the KiVa program demonstrates various means for participants to 
defend victims and the positive consequences of such actions. Thus, students get to practice defending behaviors in a safe environment. 
The program emphasizes that it is possible to defend in ways that are relatively easy to carry out, such as reporting the incident to a 
teacher. As a result, participants should feel more confident in their abilities to take actions against bullying. Therefore, we hy
pothesized that the effects of KiVa on defending behavior would be mediated by increases in self-efficacy for defending. 

2.5. Outcome expectations for defending 

According to social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1994), feelings of self-efficacy and engagement in a particular behavior are 
determined by the consequences that individuals expect for engaging in the behavior. These outcome expectations are defined as 
personal beliefs about the likelihood of their behavior leading to a specific outcome. Consequently, when students expect positive 
outcomes, such as believing that one’s defending behavior will make the bullying decrease, stop, or will otherwise benefit one’s own 
status, they should be more likely to defend. Conversely, when they expect negative outcomes, such as believing that defending will 
make them a target for bullying, they should be less likely to defend. Research on the effects of outcome expectations on defending 
behavior in situations of bullying is scarce. To our knowledge, the only study to examine these associations was conducted with cross- 
sectional data collected for the evaluation of KiVa and revealed that children were more likely to defend if they expected that 
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defending would make the bullying decrease and would improve their own status (Pöyhönen et al., 2012). As students are hesitant to 
defend victimized peers due to fear of becoming victimized (e.g., Thornberg et al., 2018), the present study considered the expectation 
of this negative outcome, the expectation that the bullying would decrease, and the expectation that defending would benefit one’s 
status. 

The KiVa program promotes defending as an effective way to put an end to bullying and should therefore increase the expectation 
that it will help decrease or stop the bullying. It also depicts defending behavior in a positive light by describing how other behaviors 
(e.g., assisting the bullies or remaining passive) often result from succumbing to the pressure of the group. Highlighting the weaknesses 
of these other behaviors, by contrast, underlines the strength required for defending and may reinforce the belief that defending will 
heighten one’s status. Finally, as KiVa is implemented as a whole-school program and involves most adults in the school, it should 
make potential defenders feel that they will be protected in their defending attempts and be less afraid of being bullied in retaliation. 

2.6. The present study 

To develop more effective interventions, information on the mechanisms leading to desired outcomes is urgently needed. Saarento 
et al. (2015) identified various individual-level mechanisms explaining how the KiVa program leads to reductions in bullying 
perpetration, namely increases in antibullying attitudes, perceiving an increased number of classmates as defending the victim, and 
perceiving the teacher as being more disapproving of bullying than before. Although encouraging defending behavior has become one 
of the major objectives of whole-school anti-bullying programs, tests of the effectiveness of such programs do not always include 
defending as an outcome and no information is available on the mechanisms through which these interventions might lead students to 
more frequently defend victimized peers. 

We hypothesized that KiVa would lead to increased defending after 9 months of implementation (T3) by influencing several factors 
after 5 months of implementation (T2), including students’ (a) affective empathy for the victim, (b) feelings of responsibility to 
intervene, (c) self-efficacy for defending, (d) negative attitudes towards victims, (e) expectations that defending would make the 
bullying decrease, (f) expectations that defending would be beneficial for their own status, and (g) expectations that defending would 
not increase their risk of being victimized. 

3. Method 

3.1. Participants 

This study used three waves of data collected in 77 Finnish primary schools (39 intervention schools, 38 control schools) for the 
RCT evaluation of the KiVa anti-bullying program (Kärnä et al., 2011). Among schools providing basic education that had volunteered 
to participate in the RCT, stratified random sampling was used to include schools from all the provinces of mainland Finland (see Kärnä 
et al., 2011, for a detailed description). 

Among classrooms already participating at the first wave (T1; pretest data), our initial sample included 7357 children participating 
in at least one of the three waves (including 5255 participating in all three waves). The percentage of parents providing consent for 
their children to participate was 91%. As the main variable of interest (i.e., defending behavior) was assessed via within-classroom 
peer nominations, we ensured good reliability of the variable by selecting classrooms with at least 10 students and a minimum 
40% participation rate at each wave, resulting in a sample of 5731 participants (Mage = 11 years, SD = 1.10; 51% girls) from 172 
intervention and 125 control classrooms. At T1, 33% of the participants were in Grade 3, 33% in Grade 4, and 36% in Grade 5. Ten 
percent of the participants attended Swedish-speaking schools and 2% were immigrants. In this sample, the percentage of parents 
providing consent was 96%. 

3.2. Procedure 

Active consent forms were translated into 15 languages and distributed to the parents of all the students in the target sample. The 
first wave (T1; pretest data) was collected at the end of the school year (May 2007) when participants (with both parental consent and 
their own assent for participating) were in Grades 3–5. The second wave (T2) was collected in the winter of the following school year 
after 4–5 months of program implementation. The third wave (T3) was collected after 9 months of program implementation and 
occurred approximately 1 year after the first data collection wave. At T2 and T3, participants were in Grades 4–6. In Finnish primary 
schools, children typically remain in the same classroom from one year to the next during these grades. The overall implementation 
level of the KiVa curriculum (i.e., student lessons) during the RCT was classified as relatively good. For instance, primary school 
teachers implemented an average of 8.7 out of 10 lessons and an average of 68% of lesson content was delivered, with a mean duration 
of a lesson being 79 min (Haataja et al., 2014; Salmivalli, Haataja, & Poskiparta, 2011). Almost 80% of the teachers were female and 
their average teaching experience was 15 years (Haataja et al., 2015). 

Data were collected through online questionnaires that were completed during regular school hours in the school computer lab 
under the supervision of teachers. The questionnaires were either in Finnish or in Swedish, depending on the language of the school. 
The teachers were given detailed instructions about the procedure 2 weeks prior to data collection. In addition, the teachers were 
provided with an option of receiving support through phone or email prior to and during the data collection in case they had any 
questions. The order of the questionnaires presented to students, as well as the order of the items within questionnaires, were ran
domized. In accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, all parents gave written informed consent and participating children 
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provided their assent. When the KiVa research project began, neither institutional nor national guidelines required an ethics approval 
for non-invasive questionnaire studies. Nevertheless, this study was conducted in accordance with the recommendations of the Ethics 
Board of the University of Turku, Finland. 

3.3. Measures 

3.3.1. Defending behavior 
At the three data collection waves, participants were asked to nominate the classmates who fit various descriptions of bystander 

behaviors. Defending was assessed with three items from the Participant Role Questionnaire (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004): (a) “He/She 
comforts the victim or encourages him/her to tell the teacher about the bullying”; (b) “He/She tells the others to stop bullying”; and (c) 
“He/She tries to make the others stop bullying”. Participants were able to nominate an unlimited number of classmates. For each item, 
the total number of nominations received by each student was summed and divided by the number of possible nominators. Composite 
scores were created by averaging across the three items resulting in proportion scores for defending that ranged from 0 to 1 (T1 α =
0.92; T2 α = 0.92; T3 α = 0.94). 

3.3.2. Affective empathy for the victim 
Four self-report items designed for the evaluation of the KiVa program were used to measure students’ affective empathy for 

victimized peers: (a) “When the bullied student starts to cry, I also feel bad”; (b) “When someone is bullied, I start to get angry on his/ 
her behalf”; (c) “When the bullied student feels sad, I want to comfort him/her”; and (d) “When the bullied student is sad, I also feel 
sad”. Responses were provided on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 (Never) to 3 (Always). The total score was the average score from the 
four items. The Cronbach’s alphas were high at T1 (α = 0.81) and T2 (α = 0.84). 

3.3.3. Responsibility to intervene 
Children’s feelings of responsibility to intervene in bullying situations were measured by four items specifically created for the 

evaluation of the KiVa program: (a) “If someone bullies another, others don’t have to care about it” (reverse-coded); (b) “It is ev
eryone’s collective task to prevent bullying in class”; (c) “If someone bullies another, that issue is just between them” (reverse-coded); 
and (d) “Everyone should for his/her part take care that nobody gets bullied”. Responses were provided on a 5-point scale ranging from 
0 (Completely disagree) to 4 (Completely agree). The scores across the four items were averaged to create a composite score at T1 and T2, 
with higher scores on the scale reflecting stronger feelings of responsibility to intervene (T1 α = 0.58; T2 α = 0.67). 

3.3.4. Negative attitudes towards victims 
Three items that were adapted from the Provictim Scale (Rigby & Slee, 1991) measured participants’ negative attitudes towards 

victimized children. Participants were asked to rate the extent to which they agreed with the following items: (a) “Kids who are weak 
are just asking for trouble”, (b) “Soft kids make me sick”, and (c) “Nobody likes a wimp”. Responses were given on a scale ranging from 
0 (Completely disagree) to 4 (Completely agree). Higher scores on these items indicate more negative attitudes towards victims. The 
scores for the three items were averaged at T1 (α = 0.64) and T2 (α = 0.69). 

3.3.5. Self-efficacy for defending 
Participants’ beliefs in their capacity to defend victims of bullying were assessed with three items previously used by Pöyhönen 

et al. (2010). Participants were asked to rate how easy or difficult it would be for them to behave in the following ways: (a) “Trying to 
get others to stop bullying”, (b) “Comforting the bullied person or encouraging him/her to report the bullying to the teacher”, and (c) 
“Asking others to stop bullying or saying that bullying is stupid”. Answers were given on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 (Very easy) to 3 
(Very difficult). The three items were reverse coded so that higher scores would reflect higher self-efficacy; items then were averaged to 
form a composite score (T1 α = 0.69; T2 α = 0.74). 

3.3.6. Outcome expectations for defending behavior 
Three types of outcome expectations for defending behavior were assessed using items created specifically for the evaluation of the 

KiVa program. First, children were asked to imagine a situation when one of their classmates is bullied and to rate the likelihood of 
various consequences they would expect for three types of defending behavior they might engage in, including (a) if they tried to stop 
the bully, (b) if they comforted the bullied person or told them to report the bullying to a teacher, and (c) if they asked others to stop the 
bullying or said that bullying is stupid. Each item measuring an outcome expectation for defending was repeated for each of the three 
types of defending. Outcome expectations that defending would make the bullying stop or decrease were assessed by two items: (a) “It 
would end or decrease the bullying” or (b) “It would increase the bullying” (reverse-coded). Responses were provided on a 4-point 
scale ranging from 0 (Not likely at all) to 3 (Very likely). The total score for outcome expectations that the bullying would stop was 
computed by averaging the scores of the six items (two for each type of defending; T1 α = 0.75; T2 α = 0.76). Outcome expectations 
that defending would benefit the status of the defender was assessed by the item “It would make the others think highly of you (you 
would be valued)”. Responses were provided on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 (Not likely at all) to 3 (Very likely). The total score for 
outcome expectations that defending would benefit the defender’s status was computed by averaging the scores of the three items (one 
for each type of defending; T1 α = 0.80; T2 α = 0.83). Outcome expectations that defending would increase risks of being victimized for 
the defender was assessed by the item “It would make you unpopular and you would be bullied”. Responses were provided on a 4-point 
scale ranging from 0 (Not likely at all) to 3 (Very likely). The total score for outcome expectations that defending would increase risks of 
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being victimized was computed by averaging the scores of the three items (one for each type of defending; T1 α = 0.79; T2 α = 0.82). 
This variable was reverse coded so that higher scores indicated that the participant found it not likely that their defending would make 
them unpopular and victimized. 

3.4. Analysis plan 

To determine whether the implementation of the KiVa program led to increases in defending at T3 via the effects of KiVa on seven 
hypothesized mediators at T2, a series of structural equation models were estimated in Mplus 8.6 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017). As 
testing all seven hypothesized, correlated mediating factors in the same model might result in a loss of power to detect indirect effects 
(Hayes, 2017), we decided to only include in our final mediation model factors that were shown to be either significantly affected by 
the KiVa program at T2 (controlling for T1 levels) or that significantly predicted defending at T3 (controlling for T2 defending). 
Therefore, we first conducted models testing these effects. All models were run using maximum likelihood estimation with robust 
standard errors (MLR) and accounting for T1 within-classroom dependence. Several indices were used to evaluate model fit based on 
recommended cut-off criteria (Hu & Bentler, 1999), including the Comparative Fit Index (CFI; > 0.95), the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI; >
0.90), the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA; < 0.06), and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR; <
0.08). Finally, the significance of the indirect effects of KiVa on defending via the hypothesized mediators was tested with bias- 
corrected bootstrap confidence intervals (95%) for indirect and direct effects, using 10,000 bootstrap draws. Indirect and direct ef
fects were considered significant when the value of zero was outside of the range of confidence intervals (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). 

First, we tested whether the implementation of KiVa had a positive effect on defending behavior at T2 and at T3, controlling for age, 
gender, and defending at T1 (Model 1). Second, we examined the effects of KiVa on all hypothesized mediators at T2, controlling for 
age, gender, and hypothesized mediators at T1 (Model 2). All T1 variables were allowed to correlate. Third, we examined the effects of 
the seven hypothesized mediating variables at T2 on defending at T3, controlling for T2 defending, KiVa implementation, age, and 
gender (Model 3). Finally, the hypothesized mediators, which were either significantly predicted by KiVa or significantly predicted 
defending at T3, were included in a model designed to examine their mediating role in the association between KiVa implementation 
and T3 defending (Model 4; see Fig. 1). The key hypotheses of the study, which predicted that the KiVa program would have a positive 
effect on defending via its effects on these seven psychological factors, were tested in this fourth model. 

This final model (Model 4) was an autoregressive panel model in which any variable regressed on itself at a previous time point 
represents change in that variable. Our model included (a) regression paths from KiVa to all variables at T2 and on defending at T3; (b) 
autoregressive paths between T1 and T2 measurements of the mediators and defending, and between T2 and T3 measurements of 
defending; (c) within-time correlations (T1) and residual correlations (T2) among the mediators; (d) cross-lagged associations between 
all mediators and defending at T1 and T2; and (e) regression paths from the mediators to defending at T3. To account for T1 variables 
that may have differed between KiVa and control schools, our model included correlations between the following variables: KiVa 

Fig. 1. Standardized coefficients for the final model testing for the indirect effects of KiVa on T3 defending. Within-timepoint correlations (T1), 
residual correlations (T2), and cross-lagged paths between T1 and T2 variables were estimated. Effects of age and gender on all T1, T2 and T3 
variables were controlled for. 
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

C.F. Garandeau et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                 



JournalofSchoolPsychology99(2023)101226

7

Table 1 
Correlations among defending at the three time points and seven potential mediators at T1 and T2.   

1. 2 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 14. 15. 16. 17. 

1. Defending T1 –                 
2. Defending T2  0.75 –                
3. Defending T3  0.69  0.81 –               
4. Empathy T1  0.33  0.31  0.29 –              
5. Empathy T2  0.30  0.34  0.31  0.53 –             
6. Responsibility T1  0.25  0.22  0.21  0.42  0.33 –            
7. Responsibility T2  0.25  0.28  0.28  0.35  0.45  0.45 –           
8. Neg. att. vict T1  − 0.23  − 0.23  − 0.20  − 0.32  − 0.27  − 0.45  − 0.34 –          
9. Neg. att. vict T2  − 0.26  − 0.28  − 0.26  − 0.28  − 0.35  − 0.33  − 0.54  0.43 –         
10. Self-efficacy T1  0.13  0.15  0.16  0.17  0.21  0.13  0.15  − 0.11  − 0.13 –        
11. Self-efficacy T2  0.16  0.18  0.16  0.18  0.22  0.16  0.24  − 0.14  − 0.21  0.38 –       
12. Exp. decrease T1  0.14  0.14  0.14  0.17  0.14  0.22  0.19  − 0.20  − 0.17  0.15  0.19 –      
13. Exp. decrease T2  0.16  0.19  0.19  0.16  0.24  0.17  0.28  − 0.18  − 0.25  0.20  0.27  0.37 –     
14. Exp. status T1  0.10  0.12  0.12  0.19  0.14  0.14  0.14  − 0.09  − 0.08  0.10  0.13  0.33  0.22 –    
15. Exp. status T2  0.10  0.13  0.14  0.13  0.23  0.11  0.19  − 0.09  − 0.09  0.17  0.18  0.21  0.40  0.32 –   
16. Exp. fear T1  0.10  0.09  0.08  .02b  .04a  0.11  0.12  − 0.19  − 0.13  0.13  0.17  0.47  0.28  0.12  0.16 –  
17. Exp. fear T2  0.13  0.13  0.13  0.05  0.06  0.10  0.14  − 0.14  − 0.22  0.18  0.28  0.25  0.49  0.13  0.21  0.37 – 
Mintervention  0.20  0.22  0.19  1.85  1.84  3.04  3.05  1.08  1.09  1.89  1.80  1.93  1.86  1.59  1.57  1.86  1.79 
SDintervention  0.14  0.15  0.15  0.73  0.73  0.76  0.77  0.94  0.93  0.72  0.73  0.59  0.58  0.77  0.75  0.80  0.81 
Mcontrol  0.20  0.20  0.17  1.83  1.79  2.98  2.95  1.13  1.22  1.83  1.80  1.91  1.78  1.60  1.54  1.81  1.72 
SDcontrol  0.14  0.14  0.14  0.72  0.76  0.78  0.81  0.92  0.96  0.72  0.74  0.60  0.58  0.77  0.76  0.80  0.81 

Note. All correlations were significant at p < .001, except correlations with subscript a (p < .01) and b (p > .05). Neg. att. Vict = Negative attitudes towards victims; Exp decrease = Outcome expectation 
that defending will make the bullying decrease or stop; Exp status = Outcome expectations that defending would benefit the defender’s status; Exp fear = Outcome expectations that defending would not 
increase risks of being victimized. 
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intervention (vs control), T1 defending, and all hypothesized mediators at T1. In addition, the effects of demographic variables (i.e., 
age and gender of the students) were controlled for by correlating them with all T1 variables and regressing the mediator and outcome 
variables at T2 and T3 on them. 

The percentage of missing data was low for most of the key variables. For defending, it was <0.1% across the three time points. For 
all other variables, it ranged from 4.5% to 6.8% across T1 and T2, except for responsibility to intervene at T1, which had 20.9% 
missingness due to a technical issue that led to missing data from some schools. Therefore, we assumed the data to be missing at 
random (MAR) and used full information maximum likelihood estimation (FIML) in order to use all available data to estimate the 
model without imputing it. 

4. Results 

4.1. Descriptive statistics 

Table 1 provides the means, standard deviations, and correlations for all study variables, computed separately for KiVa intervention 
schools and for control schools. All hypothesized mediators at T1 and T2 were significantly and positively correlated with defending 
behavior at each time point. Independent-sample t-tests indicated that intervention schools at T1 were higher on mean levels of re
sponsibility to intervene, t = 2.47, p = .014, self-efficacy, t = 3.31, p < .001, and outcome expectations that defending would not 
increase risks of being victimized, t = 2.12, p = .034. At T2, mean level of negative attitudes towards victims was lower in intervention 
schools and mean levels of other variables (responsibility to intervene, affective empathy, outcome expectations that defending would 
decrease bullying and would not increase risks of being victimized) were higher in intervention schools (all p-values < .02), except for 
outcome expectations that defending would benefit the defender’s status, t = 1.33, p = .183, and self-efficacy for defending, t = 0.85, p 
= .932. 

4.2. Effects of KiVa on defending and hypothesized mediators 

In Model 1, we tested whether the KiVa program had a significant effect on defending after 5 months (T2) and 9 months (T3) of 
program implementation, controlling for baseline levels of defending behavior, age, and gender. Results of this saturated model are 
shown in Table 2. Consistent with our expectations, KiVa had a positive effect on defending behavior at T2 (p = .008) and at T3 (p =
.009). When both T1 and T2 defending were controlled for at the same time, the effect of KiVa on T3 defending was no longer sig
nificant, β = 0.009, SE = 0.006, p = .154. However, the indirect effect of KiVa on T3 defending via T2 defending was significant, est. =
0.040, SE = 0.015, p = .008. 

The effects of KiVa on all hypothesized mediators at T2 were tested in Model 2 (see Table 3). The model fit was adequate, with 
χ2(44) = 695.071, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.051, CFI = 0.937, TLI = 0.871, SRMR = 0.057. To improve model fit, we added four paths 
suggested by modification indices, including (a) effects of negative attitudes towards victims and affective empathy for the victim at T1 
on responsibility to intervene at T2 and (b) effect of responsibility to intervene at T1 on negative attitudes towards victims and af
fective empathy for the victim at T2. The fit of the final model fit was good, χ2(40) = 490.766, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.044, CFI = 0.957, 
TLI = 0.901, SRMR = 0.048. The results indicated that KiVa had a positive effect on T2 responsibility to intervene (p = .001), negative 
attitudes towards victims (p < .001), and outcome expectations that the bullying would decrease or stop (p = .001). 

4.3. Effects of hypothesized mediators on T3 defending 

Model 3 examined the effects of each hypothesized mediator at T2 on T3 levels of defending behavior. The results are presented in 
Table 4. In this saturated model, defending at T3 was significantly lower among boys and older children and positively predicted by T2 
defending. Among the hypothesized mediators, only T2 responsibility to intervene had a statistically significant positive effect on 
defending at T3 (p = .014). 

4.4. Indirect effects of KiVa on T3 defending 

Based on the results of Model 2 and Model 3, we included the following three hypothesized mediators in the final model (Model 4) 
testing for the indirect effects of KiVa on T3 defending: (a) responsibility to intervene, (b) outcome expectations that the bullying 

Table 2 
Model 1: Unstandardized estimates for the effects of KiVa on defending at T2 and T3 accounting for within-classroom dependence and covariance 
between the two outcomes (N = 5731).    

Defending T2  Defending T3  

Est (SE) 95% CI p Est (SE) 95% CI p 

Age  − 0.013 (0.004)  [− 0.021, − 0.006]  < 0.001  − 0.018 (0.004)  [− 0.026, − 0.010]  < 0.001 
Boy  − 0.035 (0.005)  [− 0.045, − 0.026]  < 0.001  − 0.034 (0.005)  [− 0.044, − 0.023]  < 0.001 
KiVa intervention  0.018 (0.007)  [0.005, 0.031]  0.008  0.021 (0.008)  [0.005, 0.037]  0.009 
Defending T1  0.705 (0.027)  [0.653, 0.758]  < 0.001  0.652 (0.030)  [0.592, 0.712]  < 0.001  
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Table 3 
Model 2: Unstandardized estimates for the effects of KiVa on T2 potential mediators controlling for age, gender, outcome at T1, within-classroom dependence, and covariation among all hypothesized 
mediators at T1 and T2 (N = 5731).   

Predictors  

KiVa Age Boy Outcome at T1 

T2 Outcomes Est (SE) 95% CI p Est (SE) 95% CI p Est (SE) 95% CI p Est (SE) 95% CI p 

Empathy  0.04 (0.02)  [− 0.01, 0.08]  0.112  − 0.06 (0.01)  [− 0.09, − 0.04]  < 0.001  − 0.22 (0.02)  [− 0.26, − 0.19]  < 0.001  0.41 (0.02)  [0.38, 0.44]  < 0.001 
Responsibility  0.08 (0.03)  [0.03, 0.13]  0.001  − 0.05 (0.01)  [− 0.08, − 0.02]  < 0.001  − 0.16 (0.02)  [− 0.20, − 0.12]  < 0.001  0.32 (0.02)  [0.29, 0.36]  < 0.001 
Neg. att. Vict.  − 0.11 (0.03)  [− 0.17, − 0.06]  < 0.001  0.04 (0.02)  [0.01, 0.07]  0.010  0.32 (0.03)  [0.27, 0.37]  < 0.001  0.30 (0.02)  [0.27, 0.33]  < 0.001 
Self-efficacy  − 0.02 (0.02)  [− 0.07, 0.02]  0.319  0.00 (0.01)  [− 0.02, 0.03]  0.884  − 0.12 (0.02)  [− 0.16, − 0.09]  < 0.001  0.33 (0.02)  [0.30, 0.36]  < 0.001 
Exp. decrease  0.07 (0.02)  [0.03, 0.11]  0.001  − 0.04 (0.01)  [− 0.06, − 0.02]  < 0.001  − 0.10 (0.02)  [− 0.13, − 0.07]  < 0.001  0.26 (0.01)  [0.24, 0.29]  < 0.001 
Exp. status  0.03 (0.02)  [− 0.02, 0.08]  0.206  − 0.02 (0.01)  [− 0.05, 0.00]  0.107  − 0.07 (0.02)  [− 0.11, − 0.03]  0.001  0.26 (0.01)  [0.23, 0.28]  < 0.001 
Exp. fear  0.05 (0.03)  [− 0.01, 0.10]  0.087  − 0.02 (0.01)  [− 0.04, 0.01]  0.260  − 0.10 (0.02)  [− 0.14, − 0.06]  < 0.001  0.29 (0.01)  [0.27, 0.32]  < 0.001 

Note. Neg. att. Vict = Negative attitudes towards victims; Exp decrease = Outcome expectation that defending will make the bullying decrease or stop; Exp status = Outcome expectations that defending 
would benefit the defender’s status; Exp fear = Outcome expectations that defending would not increase risks of being victimized. 
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would decrease or stop, and (c) negative attitudes towards victims. Standardized regression coefficients for this model are displayed in 
Fig. 1. Model fit (without bootstrapping) was good, χ2(6) = 42.755, p < .001, CFI = 0.1.00, TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.03, SRMR = 0.01. 
Results with bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals (95%) indicated that there were significant indirect effects of KiVa on T3 
defending via T2 responsibility to intervene (95% CI = [0.00011, 0.00097]) and via T2 outcome expectations that bullying would 
decrease or stop (95% CI = [0.00010, 0.00096]). However, the indirect effect of KiVa on T3 defending via T2 negative attitudes 
towards victims was not statistically significant (95% CI = [− 0.00009, 0.00067]). The results remained similar when the model was 
run without the direct effect of KiVa on T3 defending. 

5. Discussion 

Along with decreasing bullying behavior directly, encouraging all children to stand up for victimized peers has become a key 
objective of many intervention programs. However, the effects of school-based bullying prevention and intervention programs on 
bystander behaviors and on the psychological factors that may play a role in these behaviors are not often investigated. One of the main 
obstacles to improving the effectiveness of anti-bullying interventions may be our lack of knowledge regarding the causal mechanisms 
that are associated with changes in the desired outcomes (the so-called “black box”, see Harachi et al., 1999). Saarento et al. (2015) 
previously had uncovered that the reductions in peer-reported bullying behavior obtained by the KiVa anti-bullying program were 
mostly due to changes in students’ antibullying attitudes and their collective perceptions of teacher attitudes towards bullying. The 
present study also used the three waves of data collected for the RCT of the KiVa program to examine, for the first time, possible 
mechanisms explaining the effects of an anti-bullying program on defending behavior. Seven potential mediating factors assessed after 
5 months of program implementation were investigated and our analyses revealed that two of them played a significant mediating role 
in the effects of the KiVa program on defending behavior after 9 months of program implementation: (a) feelings of responsibility to 
intervene and (b) outcome expectations that defending would make the bullying stop or decrease, both of which are discussed more 
below. 

5.1. The mediating role of feelings of responsibility to intervene 

A central objective of the KiVa program is to make children aware that the behavior they choose to adopt in bullying incidents may 
influence how the situation evolves. The lessons in the program teach them that siding with the aggressors or remaining passive serves 
to reinforce the bullying and they have a duty to act when witnessing a peer being victimized. As expected, KiVa had a positive effect on 
children’s feelings that everyone has a responsibility to intervene when witnessing bullying among their peers. After 4–5 months of 
implementation, the mean levels of responsibility to intervene had increased slightly in intervention schools and decreased slightly in 
control schools. 

In turn, those who more strongly endorsed the view that all students have a responsibility to intervene in situations of bullying were 
more likely to increase in defending behavior. This finding is aligned with the bystander model that lists “feeling responsible” as one of 
the requirements for intervening in situations of crisis (Latané & Darley, 1970; Nickerson et al., 2014). This supports the idea that 
diffusion of responsibility, which refers to situations when individuals fail to provide help to someone in need because they assume that 
others present share their responsibility to help (Latané & Darley, 1970), may be an important obstacle to intervention when wit
nessing someone in danger. The diffusion of responsibility phenomenon has indeed been demonstrated in experimental studies with 
children (Plötner et al., 2015). In the early research on bystander interventions, personal responsibility to intervene decreased as the 
number of bystanders increased (Latané & Nida, 1981). Other studies have suggested that the larger the group, the less likely people 
are to help because their responsibilities are shared among all members of the group (e.g., Barron & Yechiam, 2002; Wiesenthal et al., 

Table 4 
Model 3: Unstandardized estimates for the effects of T2 defending and T2 potential mediators on T3 defending controlling for age, gender, KiVa 
intervention, within-class dependence, and covariation among all mediators (N = 5731).    

Defending at T3  

Predictors at T2 Est (SE) 95% CI p 

Age  − 0.008 (0.003)  [− 0.015, − 0.002]  0.007 
Boy  − 0.016 (0.004)  [− 0.024, − 0.007]  < 0.001 
KiVa intervention  0.006 (0.006)  [− 0.007, 0.018]  0.353 
Defending at T2  0.774 (0.022)  [0.731, 0.817]  < 0.001 
Affective empathy  0.001 (0.002)  [− 0.002, 0.005]  0.426 
Responsibility to intervene  0.005 (0.002)  [0.001, 0.009]  0.014 
Negative attitudes towards victims  − 0.002 (0.002)  [− 0.005, 0.001]  0.191 
Self-efficacy for defending  0.000 (0.002)  [− 0.004, 0.003]  0.919 
Outcome expectations decrease  0.004 (0.003)  [− 0.001, 0.010]  0.128 
Outcome expectations status  0.003 (0.002)  [− 0.001, 0.007]  0.127 
Outcome expectations fear  0.001 (0.002)  [− 0.003, 0.005]  0.588 

Note. Outcome expectations decrease = Outcome expectations that defending will make the bullying decrease or stop; Outcome expectations status =
Outcome expectations that defending would benefit the defender’s status; Outcome expectations fear = Outcome expectations that defending would 
not increase risks of being victimized. 
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1983). Diffusion of responsibility is believed to be due to a decrease in self-awareness that individuals experience when they are in the 
presence of many others (Wegner & Schaefer, 1978). Specific to school bullying, it remains unclear whether the number of bystanders 
plays a role. More insight into the factors that promote or deter children’s acceptance of responsibility to intervene in favor of 
victimized peers is needed. 

5.2. The mediating role of outcome expectations that bullying would stop or decrease 

Our results indicate that the KiVa program had a positive effect on the perception that children have of the consequences of their 
defending behavior with respect to its effectiveness at making the bullying stop or decrease. Although, on average, children’s ex
pectations that defending would decrease bullying declined in both intervention and control schools, children’s expectations declined 
significantly more in control schools. As predicted by Bandura’s (1994) social cognitive theory, these beliefs in the effectiveness of the 
defending behavior increased the likelihood that children would defend. These findings suggest that demonstrating to children that 
defending will have a positive impact by making the bullying stop is an effective way to encourage them to intervene. 

An important question for future research will be to determine whether defending is indeed an effective solution to put an end to 
bullying. Currently, there is a lack of longitudinal investigations examining the effects of being defended on future victimization 
(Healy, 2020). The only longitudinal study to date that has addressed this question did not find any evidence that victimized children 
with at least one defender at the beginning of the school year experienced less victimization by the end of the year than undefended 
victims (Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2023). It is possible that the success of defending attempts depends on other factors – personal or 
contextual – that remain to be identified. Moreover, the consequences of defending on the defenders themselves need to be better 
understood as it might be safe for some students and riskier for other students (Malamut et al., 2021, 2023). 

5.3. Strengths and limitations 

In addition to the large sample size, a key strength of the present study was the use of a three-wave longitudinal design to examine 
factors mediating the effects of an anti-bullying intervention on defending behavior. Much of the prior research on the individual 
characteristics associated with defending has tended to be cross-sectional. Furthermore, the present study has simultaneously 
investigated a wide range of relevant constructs that are often separately examined. 

The study also has several limitations. Out of the seven hypothesized mediators, only two were shown to have a significant indirect 
effect. This might partly be due to the measurement of the main variables of the study. Several scales, including responsibility to 
intervene, outcome expectations for defending, and affective empathy for the victims, were created specifically for the RCT evaluation 
of the KiVa program. At the time of this evaluation, no such scale existed to capture these constructs among children. As the program 
was designed to influence these constructs, it was important to create items to measure them. However, this implies that the scales 
were not already validated in prior studies, which could explain why the reliability coefficients of some of the scales were not very 
high. Moreover, the items used in the self-efficacy for defending measure, which included an aggressive element (“Saying that bullying 
is stupid”) did not exactly match the items used to assess defending behavior. Many of the items used to assess the various hypothesized 
mediators require the participants – explicitly or not – to imagine a hypothetical bullying event when answering the question. 
Participating children may have responded to these items differently depending on whether they had previously witnessed situations 
of bullying or whether they needed to mostly rely on their imagination. 

Regarding the responsibility to intervene measure, it is important to note that the measure did not specifically capture personal 
feelings of responsibility as would be the case with items such as “I feel responsible”. Instead, the four items assessed participants’ 
beliefs that it is the responsibility of all witnesses to defend victims of bullying. Furthermore, these items did not measure participants’ 
evaluation of the situation as an emergency or a problem in need of intervention, although this evaluation must precede the 
assumption of responsibility to intervene in the bystander model of Latané and Darley (1970). 

Defending behavior was the only study variable that was assessed with peer nominations. Although this method has the advantage 
of relying on multiple informants and being less likely than self-reports to be affected by socially desirable responding, it assumes that 
defending behavior is visible for the rest of the peer group. This could lead to an underestimation of specific types of defending 
behavior that bring support to the victim but remain hidden from peers. Moreover, at the time of data collection, defending behavior 
was generally conceptualized as a unidimensional construct. In the past decade, research has shown that defending could encompass a 
variety of behaviors, including comforting victims, confronting bullies by asking them to stop, reporting the incident to a teacher, or 
even aggressing the bullies (e.g., Lambe & Craig, 2020; Wang et al., 2023). These different types of defending have different correlates 
(e.g., Garandeau, Vermande, et al., 2022; Lambe & Craig, 2020; Reijntjes et al., 2016) and it is likely that anti-bullying programs do not 
increase the prevalence of all types of defending equally and the psychological mechanisms that explain changes in one type of 
defending might differ from the ones that explain changes in another type. It is noteworthy that one of the defending items combined 
comforting the victim and encouraging the victim to tell the teacher about the bullying, although these can be considered as distinct 
behaviors that do not necessarily co-occur. 

The fact that the data used in the present study were collected 15 years ago should also be considered when interpreting the 
findings. The growing prevalence of cyberbullying in the past two decades implies that situations of bullying are no longer restricted to 
the school but can happen anytime online. This might affect how bystanders intervene in such situations, and psychological mech
anisms through which school-based programs successfully increase defending behavior. Therefore, future research should seek to 
replicate the present findings with recent data. 

Although some of the factors of interest may take time to change, the time lag between the different data collection waves was 
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relatively short. For example, the KiVa program has been shown to have a positive effect on affective empathy after 9 months of 
program implementation (Garandeau, Laninga-Wijnen, & Salmivalli, 2022); however, statistically significant effects after 4–5 months 
were not detected in our models. Therefore, even if our analyses did not find evidence for an indirect effect of empathy, such a 
mechanism is still possible but might take longer to develop. 

The present study focused on a sample of primary school children – where the KiVa program had been shown to positively affect 
defending - and did not consider adolescents. Although research shows that anti-bullying programs are generally less effective in 
reducing bullying perpetration among adolescents in comparison to younger children (see Salmivalli et al., 2021), a prior meta- 
analysis indicated that program effects on bystander interventions are larger in high school than in middle school (Polanin et al., 
2012). Thus, it will be important for future research to investigate whether the factors that predict increases in defending behavior and 
that mediate the effectiveness of intervention on defending are the same in childhood and in adolescence. For example, the expectation 
that defending will benefit one’s status might play a stronger role among adolescents, compared to children, as popularity among peers 
becomes increasingly important at that age (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010). 

5.4. Implications for practice and research 

The present findings show that, at least in primary school, it is possible for school personnel to increase the likelihood that students 
witnessing bullying would be more likely to intervene on behalf of the victimized student by increasing their beliefs that it is their 
responsibility to do so and their intervention will help put an end to the bullying. Therefore, these cognitions may be the ones that 
teachers aiming to increase defending among bystanders of bullying should primarily target. The specific program components that 
effectively affected these statistically significant mediators were not identified. Knowledge of these components would be important to 
better inform anti-bullying practices beyond the KiVa program (e.g., Cunningham et al., 2020). New exercises specifically aimed at 
increasing students’ feelings of responsibility to intervene, as well as their expectations that their defending will be effective, could be 
developed. As mentioned above, it will be crucial for future research to determine how effective defending behavior is in putting an 
end to bullying, whether some types of defending are more effective than others, and whether this effectiveness depends on the context 
and on personal characteristics of the victimized child and of the defender. 

More research is also needed to identify the psychological mechanisms that can promote defending behavior in older age groups (e. 
g., adolescents) and to investigate whether the cognitions that underlie the effects of anti-bullying programs on defending behavior 
differ across types of defending. This information would be helpful for teachers. For example, it might be easier to increase self-efficacy 
for defending for safer intervention strategies, such as privately comforting a victim, than it is for directly confronting a bullying 
perpetrator. 

Finally, the psychological mechanisms underlying changes in defending behavior are not necessarily the same as the psychological 
mechanisms underlying changes in bullying behavior (e.g., Saarento et al., 2015). This might be because the children who decrease in 
bullying behavior after exposure to the program are not the same children as those who increase in defending. As educators striving to 
increase defending among their students generally also aim at decreasing bullying behavior, our findings suggest that it is important 
for educators to try and influence various types of cognitions needed to obtain beneficial effects among many children. 

6. Conclusion 

Understanding why anti-bullying programs achieve desired outcomes is essential for improving anti-bullying interventions. Recent 
research has investigated the effectiveness of specific program components in reducing bullying and victimization (Gaffney et al., 
2021; Hensums et al., 2022). Yet, studies investigating the mechanisms underlying the effectiveness of anti-bullying programs are still 
scarce. This study was the first to investigate potential mediating factors of the effectiveness of an anti-bullying program on defending 
behavior, thus contributing to opening the “black box” of interventions. Among the seven factors examined, two were shown to play a 
significant mediating role: (a) feelings of responsibility to intervene and (b) outcome expectations that the bullying would decrease or 
stop. Researchers should continue investigating other potential mediators, including the ones that were not found to have a statistically 
significant mediating effect in the present study as these other factors may play a role in the longer term or with a different age group. 
More research is also needed to determine if the cognitions that the program promotes and that lead to increases in defending are the 
same for all students. As suggested by Cunningham et al. (2020), both personal characteristics of the children such as their disposi
tional reactance and contextual factors such as school norms may influence the extent to which anti-bullying interventions affect 
students’ willingness to intervene. We encourage future research to identify (a) the specific program components leading to changes in 
feelings of responsibility to intervene and expectation that defending would help decrease bullying and (b) possible individual and 
contextual characteristics that might moderate the indirect effects of anti-bullying programs on defending behavior. 
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