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Abstract 

Background:  Bullying and peer victimization are the most pressing social problems affecting the wellbeing of 
children and adolescents. This study attempts to estimate the prevalence and examine the association of bystander’s 
sex, her/his relationship with the victim and with the bully, and bystander’s reaction to school bullying in East Gojjam 
Administrative Zone, Ethiopia.

Methods:  This study followed an explanatory mixed-method study design. For the quantitative phase, 612 partici-
pants were selected using multistage cluster sampling techniques and for qualitative phase, 18 participants were 
selected using purposive sampling technique. We used self-reported questionnaires and semi-structured interviews 
to collect data from students attending grades 7, 8, 9, and 10.

Results:  This study revealed that 55% of bystanders remained passive while 38% of them defended the victim upon 
witnessing bullying incidents. Pearson Chi-Square test for independence indicated a significant association between 
bystanders’ relationship with the victim and/or bully, and bystanders’ reaction. In contrast, sex has no significant asso-
ciation with bystanders’ reaction. The semi-structured interview data also suggested that large number of bystanders 
most often stood by passively while some of them defended the victim.

Conclusion:  The practice of defending among students attending their education in governmental primary and sec-
ondary schools in East Gojjam Administrative Zone was low. Close social relationships (being close friends, relatives, 
and classmates) with the victim and bully were significantly associated with the practice of defending.
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Background
Bullying and peer victimization are the most pressing 
social problems affecting the wellbeing of children and 
adolescents [1]. Although bullying occurs in many con-
texts [2], it is predominantly prevalent within a school 
setting [3, 4]. For instance, over 90% of primary and sec-
ondary school students in Australia witnessed verbal 

bullying, and more than 60% witnessed physical bullying 
in their schools [5]. Moreover, a study on the prevalence 
of being bullied in South Australian schools depicted that 
approximately one of every two secondary school stu-
dents experienced victimization by peers while at school 
[3].

The problem of violence and bullying is also prevalent 
in Ethiopia [6–10]. A study in Addis Ababa revealed that 
84% of teachers and directors confirmed that violence is 
a problem in and around primary and secondary schools, 
mainly targeting girls and smaller children [7]. Similarly, 
a national study in Ethiopia revealed that 13.1% and 
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16.7% of children have been left out and hit by other chil-
dren, respectively, in their class [10].

The situation of school bullying in the East Gojjam 
Zone does not seem an exception. For example, in the 
2014 academic year, more than 57% of students in Men-
korer High School at Debre Markos Town, the capital of 
East Gojjam Administrative Zone, experienced physical 
and sexual violence [11].

School bullying is viewed as a group phenomenon 
that, in addition to bullies and victims, involves a large 
number of bystanders who witness bullying [12–14]. 
For instance, two studies in Canada illustrated that peer 
bystanders were present in more than five out of six bul-
lying episodes [13, 14]. Another natural observational 
research also reported that peers were present closely in 
nine out of ten bullying episodes [13]. Although bullying 
often occurs in the presence of large bystanders who have 
a high potential to reduce it, most do not intervene to 
stop it [13, 14].

In bullying situations, bystanders may take the fol-
lowing four roles: (1) assistants, who join in the bully’s 
side (2) reinforcers, who encourage bullies (3) passive 
bystanders, who merely watch what is happening and (4) 
defenders, who stand up on behalf of victims [12]. Recent 
studies proposed three forms of bystander roles as pas-
sive bystanders, defenders, and pro-bully/bully support-
ers/by combining the roles of assistant and reinforcers 
[15].

A study in 1220 elementary school children from 
grades four to six found that low scores on the anti-bul-
lying attitude scale were associated with bullying, assist-
ing the bully, and reinforcing the bully. In contrast, high 
scores on that scale were related to defending the victim 
and remaining passive in bullying situations [16]. Since 
passive bystanders scored high in anti-bullying attitude 
and moral disapproval scores of bullying, it is easier to 
change them to the defenders than assistants and rein-
forcers. Thus, passive bystanders were the focus of this 
study. Besides, passive bystanders and defenders account 
for more than half of the bystanders who could play a key 
role in reducing bullying. To our knowledge, no previous 
studies in Ethiopia estimated the extent of defenders and 
passive bystanders during bullying in primary and gen-
eral secondary school students. Thus, one of the focuses 
of this study was to estimate the extent of defending and 
passive bystanding behaviors during school bullying.

Empirical findings reported gender differences in 
defending and passive bystanding behavior [5, 17–20]. 
Several studies revealed that girls are more involved in 
defending the victim [16, 17, 20–22] and remaining pas-
sive in bullying situations than boys, whereas boys were 
more involved in supporting bullies as assistants and 
reinforcers than girls [16, 17, 20, 23]. In addition, some 

studies have shown a significant association between the 
gender of the bystander, the gender of the bully, and the 
victim [13]. Their findings suggest that boys are more 
likely to defend when the bully or victim is male, whereas 
girls are more likely to defend when the bully or victim is 
female. Likewise, some studies [24, 25] documented that 
students were more likely to defend their same-sex peers 
than opposite-sex peers. This shows that previous studies 
emphasized sex differences and how bystanders are more 
likely to help the same sex victim [17–19]. They did not 
answer the question, “To what extent do female and/or 
male bystanders defend or remain passive upon witness-
ing a girl victimizing a boy, a boy victimizing a boy, a boy 
victimizing a girl, and a girl victimizing a girl. Thus, fur-
ther research is needed to fill these knowledge gaps.

Furthermore, bystanders’ relationships with the vic-
tim or bully may also influence defending or passive 
bystanding behavior [26, 27]. These studies revealed that 
bystanders who had a close relationship with the victim 
are more likely to help the victim, whereas those who 
had a close relationship with the perpetrator and no rela-
tionship with the victim are more likely to remain pas-
sive; sometimes it may even initiate co-bullying [26]. 
The motives for co-bullying or non-intervention, were 
reported to come from fear of friendship loss, perceived 
peer pressure, or to not disprove the actions of friends.

In the culture of Amhara, when one’s close relative or 
friend is attacked, he/she will not watch the incident pas-
sively. At least, he/she is expected to separate the bully 
and the victim. This strong social bond among Amhara 
society [28] makes it reasonable to include bystanders’ 
relationship with the bully and victim in the study.

Research question
This research planned to answer the following questions:

•	 To what extent do students defend or remain passive 
during bullying incidents in primary and secondary 
schools in East Gojjam Administrative Zone?

•	 To what extent do male and female bystanders defend 
or remain passive upon witnessing a boy victimizing 
a boy, a boy victimizing a girl, a girl victimizing a girl, 
and a girl victimizing a boy?

•	 Does the relationship between the bystander and the 
victim or the bystander and the bully make a differ-
ence in the bystander’s reaction?

Methods
Aim
This study aimed to estimate the prevalence and examine 
the association between bystander’s sex, her/his relation-
ship with the victim and with the bully, and bystander’s 
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reaction to school bullying in East Gojjam Administrative 
Zone, Ethiopia.

Study design
This study followed an explanatory sequential mixed 
methods design [29, 30] with quantitative data collection 
and analysis in the first phase and qualitative data collec-
tion and analysis in the second phase. Mixed methods 
design was selected to other designs since the complex 
nature of bystanding behaviors during school bullying 
requires an investigation from multiple ways.

Setting
The study was conducted in primary and general second-
ary schools from Aneded, Debre Markos, Enebesie Sar 
Medir, Enemay, and Machakel Woredas of East Gojjam 
Administrative Zone, Amhara National Regional State, 
Ethiopia. These five Woredas consists of 181 second cycle 
primary schools (Grades 5–8) and 19 secondary schools 
(grades 9 and 10). Primary and general secondary schools 
from Woredas in East Gojjam Administrative Zone were 
selected due to bullying prevalence and its serious conse-
quences. In addition to familiarity with the language and 
culture, the researcher works in the study area that may 
contribute to the study.

Participants and sampling techniques
The quantitative data were drawn from 612 students aged 
12–16  years attending five primary schools in grades 
7and 8 and five general secondary schools in grades 9 
and 10 (see Table 1). To select participants for this study, 
we used a multistage cluster sampling procedure. In the 
first stage, we subdivided the 19 Woredas of East Goj-
jam Administrative Zone into five groups based on the 
number of students’ population from grades 7–10. From 
each group, we selected one woreda randomly. Then, 
from each woreda, one general secondary school was 
chosen randomly. Next, for accessibility and comparison 
purposes, from all primary schools in the area where the 
selected general secondary schools were situated, one 
primary school from each woreda was selected by using 
lottery method. Then, one class from each grade in each 
school was selected by applying lottery method. Accord-
ingly, 20 classes of students from both primary and gen-
eral secondary schools (10 classes each) were invited to 
participate in the study.

On the other hand, the qualitative data were drawn 
from 18 participants (9 boys and 9 girls) who witnessed 
bullying incidents. To select participants, a purposive 
sampling technique was employed. With the help of 
school principals, homeroom teachers, and classroom 
representatives, students who usually defend or passively 
watch when witnessing bullying incidents were selected. 

Participants’ age ranged from 14 to 16  years, and more 
than 22% were from rural areas. Concerning grade level, 
five students were from grade seven, four students from 
grade eight, five students from grade nine, and four stu-
dents from grade ten.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
All students who were attending grades 7–10 education 
in 20 classes were included in the study. Those students 
who witnessed bullying were also included in the study. 
Those students outside the age range of 12–16 years, who 
did not witness bullying, and absent from class during 
data collection were excluded from the study.

Data collection instruments
Questionnaire
To collect quantitative data, self-report question-
naires have been adapted from previous sources [17]. 
To estimate the prevalence and examine the association 
between bystander’s sex, her/his relationship with the 
victim and with the bully, and bystander’s reaction to 
school bullying, participants were asked to recall one par-
ticular incident where they witnessed a student/s bully-
ing another student since the beginning of this semester. 
The items included in the questionnaire were: “Describe 
in brief the nature of the bullying incident you witnessed,” 
“When and where the bullying incident happened,” 

Table 1  Participants’ demographic characteristics

Variables Frequency Percent

Sex

Male 266 43.5

Female 346 56.5

≤ 13 70 11.4

14 137 22.4

15 142 23.2

16 263 43.0

Grade level

Grade 7 175 28.6

Grade 8 174 28.4

Grade 9 155 25.3

Grade 10 108 17.6

Residence

Rural 249 40.7

Urban 363 59.3

Number of close friends

0 4 0.7

1–2 190 31.0

3–4 265 43.3

5–6 105 17.2

7 and above 48 7.8
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“Describe the characteristics of the victim and the bully 
(sex, grade, bystander’s relationship with the victim/bully 
such as close relative, close friend, classmate, a person 
that I knew but have no close relationship, or person that 
I did not know),” and “What did you do when you wit-
nessed bullying incident?”.

A bystander was placed into categories of defender, 
passive bystander, and bully supporter based on his/her 
reactions to the bullying incident in the school:

(1)	 If a student answers, “I joined in the bullying when 
the bully had started it,” “I assisted the bullying by 
doing something for the bully”, and/or “I giggled, 
laughed, shouted, or made similar reactions,” s/he is 
categorized under “bully supporter.”

(2)	 If a student answers, “I kept looking at the bullying 
without siding anyone,” “Nothing, I went away from 
the situation,” and/or “Nothing, I pretended not to 
notice what was happening,” s/he is categorized 
under “passive bystander.”

(3)	 If a student answers, “I tried to help in some way 
but was not successful,” and/or I tried to help in 
some way and was successful,” s/he is categorized 
under “defender.”

The English version of the instrument was translated 
into the Amharic language by three language experts 
who have Ph.D. in Teaching Amharic, Linguistic, and 
Teaching English as a Foreign Language and whose 
mother tongue was Amharic. The principal investigator 
of this study synthesized a single version by combining 
the best cultural translation of each item. The appropri-
ateness of the synthesized translated version was judged 
by three language experts (two Amharic, one English) 
and two psychologists. By taking into account the feed-
back offered by professionals, in view of the study’s 
objectives and reviewed literature, the researcher of this 
study revised the synthesized translated version of the 
instrument. An expert from Debre Markos University 
who had a doctoral degree in Teaching English as a For-
eign Language back-translated the synthesized version 
from Amharic into English. Moreover, the Amharic ver-
sion of the instrument was submitted to seven psychol-
ogy instructors of Debre Markos University to assess 
the instruments’ content validity. Based on comments 
of experts, some items were modified. Finally, the ques-
tionnaire was administered to the participants during the 
period 01–31 January 2019.

Semi‑structure interview
The interviews were conducted face to face by the princi-
pal investigator from 01 April to 02 May 2019 using semi-
structured open-ended items with probing questions. 

Interviews were conducted at the offices of the counselor, 
or school director lasted between 30 and 45  min. Stu-
dents were alone (not accompanied by guardians/parents) 
when interviews were administered. All interviews were 
audio-recorded, transcribed, and notes were taken prop-
erly. Items in the interview guide include: “If you have wit-
nessed someone being bullied by another student, tell me 
what happened?”, “How did you feel when you saw bullying 
happening?”, “What did you do when you witnessed bully-
ing happening? Why?”, “Who else witnessed the bullying 
situations besides you?”, “What did they do when this was 
happening?”, “Why do you think they reacted this way?”, 
“Why do you think that some students defend and oth-
ers remain silent in bullying incidents?” and “How do you 
describe boys and girls’ engagement in defending or passive 
bystanding behaviors?”.

Data analysis techniques
Researchers employed percentage to describe the rate of 
defending and passive bystanding behavior during bullying 
incidents for data analysis. Chi-square test of independence 
was used to check the association between bystanders’ sex, 
their relationship with the victim and with the bully, and 
their reaction to the bullying incident. Thematic analysis 
[31] was used to analyze the qualitative data.

Ethical considerations
Addis Ababa University School of Psychology Ethical 
Review Committee exempted the study from requiring 
ethical clearance and suggested collecting letter of permis-
sion from the school of Psychology. Accordingly, a letter of 
permission was collected from the School of Psychology, 
Addis Ababa University.

Permission letters were submitted to East Gojjam 
Administrative Zone Education Office. The office itself 
wrote a letter of permission to school directors. After 
receiving permission from school directors, students were 
also asked their willingness to participate in the study. 
Before data collection, informed assent and passive consent 
were secured from students and parents, respectively. Stu-
dents were also informed that they would be free to omit 
any questions they did not want to answer. The partici-
pants were also informed that their identity would not be 
disclosed to any third party, and the information they pro-
vided would be kept confidential.

Results
The extent of defenders, passive bystanders, and bully 
supporters
Out of 511 participants who reported witnessing a sin-
gle bullying incident, 55% of bystanders reported being 
passive bystanders, and 38% of them reported being 
defenders (see Table  2). The Chi-Square test revealed 
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significant differences between the three percentages, x2 
(2, N = 511) = 181.131, p = 0.000.

In the semi-structured interview, all of the partici-
pants agreed that most of the students did not want to 
defend the victims when witnessing school bullying. For 
instance, One interviewee stated, “Those who stand and 
watch victimization were larger than those who defend 
because they have the interest to see the fight and to 
know who wins at the end.”

The extent of students involved in defending, passive 
bystanding, and bully supporting by bully‑victim sex
As shown in Table  3, 39.3% of bystanders witnessed  
male victimizing male, 33.1% witnessed male victimizing 
female, 20.2% witnessed female victimizing female, and 
7.4% witnessed female victimizing male.

Since the bully support role expected frequencies 
were less than 5 in more than 8% of the cells [32], and 
the purpose of the study focused on defending and pas-
sive bystanding behaviors, the bully support role was 
removed from further analysis (see Table 4).

The Chi-Square test revealed no significant association 
between bully-victim sex and bystander’s reaction, χ2 (3, 
N = 475) = 1.956, p = 0.58, Cramer’s V = 0.06.

The extent to which male and female bystanders 
defend, or remain passive upon witnessing victimization 
across bully‑victim sex
Tables 5, 6, 7 and 8 summarizes that 67.2% of males and 
32.8% females had witnessed male victimizing male, 
31.2% males, and 68.8% females witnessed male victim-
izing femalel, 14.4% males and 85.6% females witnessed 

female victimizing female, and 63.9% males and 36.1% 
females witnessed female victimizing male.

Among students who witnessed male victimizing 
male, 40.2% of boys and 38.7% of girls defended victims. 
Besides, 36% of boys and 49.1% of girls who witnessed 
male victimizing female helped victims in some way. 
Regarding students who saw female victimizing female, 
46.2% of boys and 35.1% of girls defended victims. More-
over, 30.4% of boys and 53.8% of girls helped victims 
when witnessing female victimizing male.

The Chi-Square test revealed no significant associa-
tion between bystander’s sex with victimization across 

Table 2  Percentage of students who were involved in 
defending and passive bystanding behavior

Role Frequency Percent x2 p

Passive bystander 281 55 181.131 0.000

Defender 194 38

Bully supporter 36 7

Total 511 100

Table 3  Percentage of students participating in bully supporting, defending, and passive bystanding behavior by bully-victim sex

Bully-victim sex Supporting bully Passive bystanding Defending Total

Male to male victimization 12 (6%) 114 (56.76%) 75 (37.3%) 201 (39.3%)

Female to female victimization 13 (12.6%) 57 (55.3%) 33 (32.0%) 103 (20.2%)

Male to female victimization 9 (5.3%) 88 (52.1%) 72 (42.6%) 169 (33.1%)

Female to male victimization 2 (5.3%) 22 (57.9%) 14 (36.8%) 38 (7.4%)

Total 36 (7%) 281 (55.0%) 194 (38.0%) 511 (100%)

Table 4  Chi-square analysis on bystanders’ reaction by bully-
victim sex

 P > 0.05. So, the Chi-square test shows no significant association between bully-
victim sex and bystander’s reaction

Bully-victim sex N Choice of bystanders’ 
reaction

χ2 p

Defending Passive 
bystanding

1.956 0.582

Male victimizing a male 189 75 114

Female victimizing a 
female

90 33 57

Male victimizing a 
female

160 72 88

Female victimizing a 
male

36 14 22

Total 475 194 281

Table 5  Bystander’s reaction by sex upon witnessing male 
victimizing male

Variables N Bystander’s reaction χ2 p

Defending Passive 
bystanding

Sex 0.001 0.974

Male 127 (67.2%) 51 (40.2%) 76 (59.8%)

Female 62 (32.8%) 24 (38.7%) 38 (61.3%)

Total 189 (100%) 75 (39.68%) 114 (60.32%)
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bully-victim sex and bystander’s reaction. The Chi-
Square test values were χ2 (1, N = 189) = 0.001, p = 0.974, 
phi = − 0.014, for students witnessing male victimizing 
male; χ2 (1, N = 160) = 1.881, p = 0.170, phi = − 0.122, 
for students witnessing male victimizing female; and χ2 
(1, N = 36) = 1.057, p = 0.304, phi = − 0.231, for students 
witnessing female victimizing male.

The interview data revealed that boys and girls inter-
vened when witnessing school bullying. For instance, 
Hermela noted, “When male victimizes female, mostly 
girls hold girls and boys hold boys.” Kidist, a ninth-grade 
student, also indicated, “When female victimizes female, 
both boys and girls may intervene.”

The qualitative data demonstrated a dissimilar inter-
vention approach between girls and boys when witness-
ing male physically victimizing male. Male students, 
most of the time, defend directly when witnessing male 
physically victimizing male. On the other hand, girls can 
participate in defending indirectly by screaming or call-
ing other students or reporting the case to the school 
authority. For instance, Hermela says, “When male physi-
cally attacks male, mostly boys and teachers directly 
intervene.” Debasu, an eighth-grade student said “If a 
girl directly intervenes when male is victimized, rumors 
will spread which show the girl has love affair with the 
victim.”

The extent of students’ participation in defending 
and passive bystanding behavior by relationship 
with the victim or bully
As indicated in Tables 9 and 10, bystanders were asked to 
report their relationship with victims and bullies. Among 
those who reported their relationship with victims and 
bullies, 3.6% and 3.8% reported to be relatives, 26.7% and 
11.6% close friends, 24.6% and 24.2% classmates, 24.6% 
and 26.3% knew the victim/bully, but have no close rela-
tionships, and 20.4% and 34.1% did not know the victim 
and bully, respectively. Among those who reported their 
relationship with the victim, 52.9% of relatives, 60.6% 
of close friends, and 47.8% of classmates defended the 
victim. Similarly, among those who reported their rela-
tionship with the bully, 61.1% of relatives, 49.1% of close 
friends, and 47% of classmates defended the victim.

The Chi-Square test revealed that there is a significant 
association between the relationship with the victim 
and bystander’s reaction, χ2 (4, 475) = 32.79, p < 0.001, 
phi = − 0.263; and between relationship with the 
bully and bystander’s reaction, χ2 (4, N = 475) = 9.847, 
p = 0.043, phi = − 0.114.

The qualitative data through interview indicated that 
bystanders’ close relationship with the victim or/and 
bully as key determinant of defending upon witness-
ing school bullying. For instance, Debasu said “I have 
entered (involved in defending) because both the perpe-
trators and the victims were my friends.” A grade eight 
student named Binyam stated, “Students who are relative 
or close friends…to the victim/bully would not have any 
role other than separating the bully and the victim.” Her-
mela also noted that relatives, friends, and teachers are 
defenders during victimization.

On the other hand, not being a friend of the bully or 
the victim was reported as a possible reason for bystand-
ers’ passive bystanding. For instance, Hermela mentioned 
“bystanders’ not being the friend of the bully or the vic-
tim as one reason for bystanders to surround and watch 
bullying events. Had the bystanders been friends of the 

Table 6  Bystander’s reaction by sex upon witnessing male 
victimizing  female

Variables N Bystander’s reaction x2 p

Defending Passive 
bystanding

Sex 1.881 0.170

Male 50 (31.2%) 18 (36%) 32 (64%)

Female 110 (68.8%) 56 (49.1%) 54 (50.9%)

Total 160 (100%) 88 (55%) 72 (45%)

Table 7  Percentage of students participating in defending and 
passive bystanding behavior upon witnessing female-on-female 
victimization

Variables N Bystander’s 
reaction
Defending Passive bystanding

Sex

Male 13 (14.4%) 6 (46.2%) 7 (53.8%)

Female 77 (85.6%) 27 (35.1%) 50 (64.9%)

Total 90 (100%) 33 (36.67%) 57 (63.33%)

Table 8  Bystander’s reaction by sex upon witnessing female-on-
male victimization

Variables N Bystander’s reaction χ2 p

Defending Passive 
bystanding

Sex 1.057 0.304

Male 23 (63.9%) 7 (30.4%) 16 (69.6%)

Female 13 (36.1%) 7 (53.8%) 6 (46.2%)

Total 36 (100%) 14 (38.89%) 22 (61.11%)
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victim/bully, they would have intervened or they would 
have called a teacher.”

Discussion
The extent to which students defend or passively watch 
during bullying incidents
The findings of this study revealed that a larger propor-
tion of students remained passive upon witnessing school 
bullying. Fifty five percent of bystanders were involved in 
passive bystanding behavior, and 38% of them involved in 
defending behavior.

The interview data also supported the findings of 
the quantitative data. All participants of the interview 
reported that many bystanders most often stood by pas-
sively, and only some of them defended the victim. Many 
participants concisely stated that when students in school 
witness bullying incidents, most of them often stand and 
observe while a small number of others decide to defend.

These findings are consistent with prior studies [14, 
17]. For instance, a study conducted on college students 
who recalled bullying events occurring in junior high 
school and high school students with the same method 
reported that 59% of bystanders chose to remain passive 
upon witnessing bullying situations, and 31% of them 
were involved in defending on behalf of the victims [17]. 
Similar findings were also reported in an observational 

study conducted in two Toronto school children in Can-
ada [14]. Even the percentages are very close to the ones 
this study found.

There are various explanations attributed to the sur-
passing of passive bystanders to defenders in East Goj-
jam Administrative Zone. One reason for passivity of 
bystanders during bullying incidents may involve the 
gradual decline of helping relationships due to urbani-
zation. In the past, people do not often standby and 
watch when one individual victimized another. Findings 
in Yetmen, East Gojjam, revealed that when conflicts 
arise within and between households, they were usu-
ally resolved by neighbors. If neighbors cannot solve the 
problem, relatives of the two parties consider the prob-
lem and try to address it. If this level of conflict resolution 
fails, the elder of the community get involved [28]. So, 
helping each other during an emergency was the norm. 
Due to urbanization, the norms of helping relation-
ships are changing somehow in the current East Gojjam. 
Another possible explanation for more passive bystand-
ers to defenders involves fear of revenge. If the perpetra-
tor is older and/or physically stronger than the bystander, 
the bystanders are more likely to remain passive. Student 
bystanders may believe that defending on behalf of the 
victim could lead the older/or stronger bully to attack 
the defender later. Many other personal and situational 

Table 9  Bystander’s reaction by relationship with the victim

Relationship with the victim N Bystander’s reaction x2 p

Defending Passive bystanding

32.79 0.000

Relative 17 (3.6%) 9 (52.9%) 8 (47.1%)

Close friend 127 (26.7%) 77 (60.6%) 50 (39.4%)

Classmate 117 (24.6) 44 (47.8%) 73 (69.2%)

Person that I knew 117 (24.6%) 36 (30.8%) 81 (69.2%)

Person that I didn’t know 97 (20.4%) 28 (28.9%) 69 (71.1%)

Total 475 (100%) 194 (40.8%) 281 (59.2%)

Table 10  Chi-square analysis in bystander’s reaction by relationship with the bully

Relationship with the victim N Bystander’s reaction χ2 p

Defending Passive bystanding

9.847 0.043

Relative 18 (3.8%) 11 (61.1%) 7 (38.9%)

Close friend 55 (11.6%) 27 (49.1%) 28 (50.9%)

Classmate 115 (24.2%) 54 (47.0%) 61 (53.0%)

Person that I knew 125 (26.3%) 43 (34.4%) 82 (65.6%)

Person that I didn’t know 162 (34.1%) 59 (36.4%) 103 (63.6%)

Total 475 (100%) 194 (40.8%) 281 (59.2%)
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factors (e.g., lower level of bystander’s self-efficacy, empa-
thy, lower number of close friends, bullying experiences, 
high moral disengagement) may also be used to explain 
greater proportions of passive bystanders to defenders in 
bullying situations [17, 20, 22, 26, 33].

The extent to which male and female bystanders 
defend, or remain passive upon witnessing victimization 
across bully‑victim sex
The quantitative findings demonstrated that there 
were no significant difference between boys and girls in 
defending and passive bystanding behaviors upon wit-
nessing a boy victimizing a boy, a boy victimizing a girl, 
and a girl victimizing a boy.

According to the interview data, both boys and girls 
can intervene when a boy victimizes a boy. But, their style 
of intervention may differ. Boys may intervene directly 
when witnessing physical bullying, whereas girls may 
intervene indirectly. Many participants said that boys, 
teachers, and adults directly intervene when a boy physi-
cally victimizes a boy. One possible reason for the direct 
intervention of more boys than girls was that if a girl 
intervenes directly when a boy victimizes a boy, rumors 
of love between the girl and the victim will spread. In the 
culture of the study area, having a boyfriend for a girl and 
a girlfriend for a boy is not a commonly accepted norm at 
that age level. If they establish such kinds of friendship, 
they do not disclose it to others. If other students know 
the relationship, they become the target of the rumor. 
So as to avoid being the target of the rumor, the girl will 
decide to use indirect strategies to help the victim.

Another possible explanation for more direct defending 
of boys than girls in physical bullying was that boys were 
more often socialized and culturally expected to defend 
directly than girls. Let alone defending on behalf of the 
victim, boys are expected to be a winner in any fight by 
their families and are not accepted by families if beaten 
up by anyone. If they fail to win the fight, their parents 
could further beat them. Though girls’ involvement in 
separating the bully and the victim is less direct, they fre-
quently call defenders by screaming.

The finding also indicated that when a boy victimizes 
a girl, a girl victimizes a girl, and a girl victimizes a boy, 
most of the interview participants reported that both 
boys and girls are engaged in defending. This finding 
partly contradicts some other findings [24, 25]. To explain 
these findings further, future researches are needed.

Does the relationship between the bystander and the victim 
or the bystander and the bully make a difference 
in the bystander’s reaction?
The current study revealed that students who were 
reported to be close friends, classmates, and relatives of 

the victims appear to defend the victim more than per-
sons who either knew the victim or did not know them. 
Consistent with the current study, five studies included 
in one systematic review have examined the associa-
tion between friendship with students involved in bul-
lying situations and defending [33]. The studies revealed 
that youth were more likely to defend when the victim-
ized youth was their friend, relative to a neutral peer. 
Similarly, some studies [26, 27] revealed the association 
between bystanders’ close relationship with the victim 
and helping. For example, suppose a bystander is watch-
ing one’s own friend being bullied. In that case, the situ-
ation evokes more distressing emotions of empathy, 
sympathy, guilt, or anger and a stronger moral obligation 
and responsibility to intervene to help one’s friend [27].

The findings from the interview data also corroborated 
the quantitative results. The study showed that after 
bystanders witnessed bullying incidents, they evaluate 
their relationships (friendship, kinship, and disliking) 
with the bully, victim, or both before deciding to defend 
or passively watch the bullying incident. If bystanders 
witness victims with intimate relationships (friendship 
and blood relationship), they are more likely to defend 
the victim. Participants mentioned being close friends, 
relatives, and teachers with the victim as contributing 
factors to defending.

The finding that students who were reported to be rela-
tives, close friends, and classmates of the bully appear 
to defend the victim more than persons who know and 
those who did not know the bully was unexpected. The 
qualitative interview also supported this finding. Some 
interview participants disclosed that having a close rela-
tionship with the bully would motivate the bystander to 
assist the victim. If bystanders are close friends or rela-
tives of the bully, they can enter with confidence to pro-
tect the victim believing that the bully will not attack 
them later. Another possible reason for bystanders who 
have close relationships with the bully to stop the bully 
could be the belief that the problem will worsen and 
affect the whole family and its relatives. However, one 
participant reported that if bystanders have a close rela-
tionship with the bully, they might assist the bully to 
harm the victim further. Thus, further studies are needed.

Limitations of the study
The current study has some limitations. First, the study 
participants were limited to young and middle adoles-
cents in East Gojjam Administrative Zone. This could 
reduce the diversity of the sample and the generaliz-
ability of the findings. Had I included adults as well, the 
findings could have been more generalizable. Second, 
the quantitative and qualitative findings on defending 
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and passive bystanding behaviors were based on self-
report measures. In self-reporting data, study partici-
pants may not always provide honest evidences. Third, 
the current research was cross-sectional, where cause 
and effect relationships could not be inferred.

Fourth, it is expected that if the perpetrator is older 
and/or physically stronger than the bystander, the 
bystander is more likely to remain passive during the 
incident of bullying. However, the current study did not 
collect information on age and/or physical differences 
between bully and bystander. If future studies include 
age and physical differences between the bystander and 
the bully, it would have more insights into school bully-
ing literature.

Conclusion
Practice of defending among students attending their 
education in governmental primary and secondary 
schools in East Gojjam Administrative Zone was low. 
Close social relationships (being close friends, relatives, 
and classmates) with the victim and bully were signifi-
cantly associated with the practice of defending. The 
findings of our qualitative study also showed that the 
number of passive bystanders was larger than defend-
ers during witnessing school bullying; and bystanders’ 
close relationship with the victim, or/and bully as key 
determinants of defending.

High prevalence of passive bystanding behavior 
demand  prevention programs that can discourage bul-
lying in schools among bystanders in bullying situations 
through encouraging defending behavior irrespective of 
bully-victim sex, and helping bystanders establish close 
social relationships with the victim or/and bully.

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank Addis Ababa University for its financial sup-
port. We would also like to thank teachers at primary and secondary schools 
in East Gojjam Administrative Zone for their invaluable assistance in collecting 
data. Finally, we would like to acknowledge principals for facilitating the data 
collection and all participants of this study for their time and patience in 
responding to our interviews and questionnaires.

Authors’ contributions
TDE has been involved in the study concept and design, data acquisition, 
drafting the manuscript, administrative, statistical analysis, and interpretation 
of the data and final proof of the manuscript. SZT has been involved in the 
study concept and design, technical and study supervision, and manuscript 
revision. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
Addis Ababa University financially supported this study. However, the Uni-
versity did not have any role in the design of the study, data collection, and 
analysis, as well as in the interpretation of data and writing this manuscript.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets that support the findings of this study are not publically avail-
able at present. The authors need to use the data for further works before 
data could be made available. Besides, we have not received consent from 

participants to share the data on the web but, will be available from the cor-
responding author on reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The Department of Psychology at Addis Ababa University approved the 
study procedures for the dissertation, of which this manuscript is part of the 
dissertation. Psychology Department Ethical Committee exempted from 
requiring ethical clearance since this study collected data from schools with 
no physical or psychological harm on participants. Written informed consent 
was obtained from parents, and informed assent was obtained from student 
participants. The questionnaires were anonymous and fictitious names were 
assigned to interviewees. No payment was made to all participants, and inter-
views were conducted individually by the corresponding author.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 Department of Psychology, Institute of Educational and Behavioral Sciences, 
Debre Markos University, Debre Markos, Ethiopia. 2 School of Psychology, Addis 
Ababa University, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 

Received: 13 November 2020   Accepted: 9 November 2021

References
	1.	 Hong JS, Espelage DL. A review of research on bullying and peer victimi-

zation in school: an ecological system analysis. Aggress Violent Behav. 
2012;17:311–22.

	2.	 Smith PK, Sharp S, editors. The problem of school bullying. New York: USA 
Routledge; 1994.

	3.	 Delfabbro P, Winefield T, Trainor S, Dollard M, Anderson S, Metzer J, et al. 
Peer and teacher bullying/victimization of South Australian secondary 
school students: prevalence and psychosocial profiles. Br J Educ Psychol. 
2006;76:71–90.

	4.	 Harris S, Petrie GF. Bullying: the bullies, the victims, the bystanders. Lan-
ham: The Scarecrow Press, Inc.; 2003.

	5.	 Rigby K, Johnson B. Expressed readiness of Australian Schoolchildren 
to act as bystanders in support of children who are being bullied. Educ 
Psychol. 2006;26(3):425–40.

	6.	 Amogne A. Indiscipline problems of high school students: the case of 
Ethio-Japan Hidasse Secondary School (Addis Ababa, Ethiopia). J Educ 
Pract. 2014;5(37):23–8.

	7.	 Dereje T, Derese M, editors. Violence in Ethiopian schools: a study of some 
schools in Addis Ababa. Lausanne: United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization; 1997.

	8.	 Habtamu W. Interpersonal violence in Addis Ababa secondary schools: 
an iceberg of challenges to the democratization of education in Ethiopia. 
Addis Ababa: IER/AAU; 1998.

	9.	 Kinde G, Meknnen S. Types, magnitude, predictors, and controlling 
mechanisms of aggression in secondary schools of Jimma zone. Ethiop J 
Educ Sci. 2007;2(2):39–61.

	10.	 Yehualashet M, Negussie D. Children’s worlds national report Ethiopia. 
Addis Ababa: The African Child Policy Forum; 2015.

	11.	 Getachew M, Ayu G, Desalegne A, Animut A, Fasil W, Chalachew T, et al. 
Prevalence of gender based violence and associated factors among 
female students of Menkorer high school in Debre Markos town. North-
west Ethiop Sci J Public Health. 2015;3(1):67–74.

	12.	 Salmivalli C, Lagerspetz K, Bjorkqvist K, Osterman K, Kaukiainen A. Bullying 
as a group process: participant roles and their relations to social status 
within the group. Aggress Behav. 1996;22:1–15.

	13.	 Hawkins DL, Pepler DJ, Craig WM. Naturalistic observations of peer inter-
ventions in bullying. Soc Dev. 2001;10(4):512–27.



Page 10 of 10Eijigu and Teketel ﻿BMC Psychology           (2021) 9:183 

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

	14.	 O’Connell P, Pepler D, Craig W. Peer involvement in bullying: insights and 
challenges for intervention. J Adolesc. 1999;22:437–52.

	15.	 Thornberg R, Jungert T. Bystander behavior in bullying situations: basic 
moral sensitivity, moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy. J 
Adolesc. 2013;36(3):475–83.

	16.	 Salmivalli C, Voeten M. Connections between attitudes, group norms, and 
behavior in bullying situations. Int J Behav Dev. 2004;28(3):246–58.

	17.	 Oh I, Hazler RJ. Contributions of personal and situational fac-
tors to bystanders’ reactions to school bullying. Sch Psychol Int. 
2009;30(3):291–310.

	18.	 Gini G, Albiero P, Benelli B, Altoe G. Does empathy predict adolescents’ 
bullying and defending behavior? Aggress Behav. 2007;33:467–76.

	19.	 Pronk J, Olthof T, Goossens FA. Factors influencing interventions on behalf 
of victims of bullying: a counterfactual approach to the social cognitions 
of outsiders and defenders. J Early Adolesc. 2014;36(2):267–91.

	20.	 Pöyhönen V, Juvonen J, Salmivalli C. What does it take to stand up for the 
victim of bullying? The interplay between personal and social factors. 
Merrill-Palmer Q. 2010;56(2):143–63.

	21.	 Obermann M. Moral disengagement in self-reported and peer-nomi-
nated school bullying. Aggress Behav. 2011;37:133–44.

	22.	 Gini G, Pozzoli T, Bussey K. The role of individual and collective moral 
disengagement in peer aggression and bystanding: a multilevel analysis. 
J Abnorm Child Psychol. 2015;43:441–52.

	23.	 Pouwels JL, Lansu TAM, Cillessen AHN. Participant roles of bullying in ado-
lescence: status characteristics, social behavior, and assignment criteria. 
Aggress Behav. 2016;42:239–53.

	24.	 Fox CL, Jones SE, Stiff CE, Sayers J. Does the gender of the bully/victim 
dyad and the type of bullying influence children’s responses to a bullying 
incident? Aggress Behav. 2014;40:359–68.

	25.	 Sainio M. Same- and other-sex victimization: risk factors, consequences, 
and protection by peers. Turku: University of Turku; 2013.

	26.	 Thornberg R, Tenenbaum L, Varjas K, Meyers J, Jungert T, Vanegas G. 
Bystander motivation in bullying incidents: To intervene or not to inter-
vene? West J Emerg Med. 2012;13(3):247–52.

	27.	 Forsberg C, Thornberg R, Samuelsson M. Bystanders to bullying: fourth- 
to seventh-grade students’ perspectives on their reactions. Res Pap Educ. 
2014;29(5):557–76.

	28.	 WIDE1. research done 1994/5. 1994/5.
	29.	 Creswell JW. Educational research: planning, conducting, and evaluating 

quantitative and qualitative research. 4th ed. Boston: Pearson Education, 
Inc.; 2012.

	30.	 Creswell JW. Research design: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed meth-
ods approach. 3rd ed. Los Angeles: SAGE Publications, Inc.; 2009.

	31.	 Braun V, Clarke V. Successful qualitative research a practical guide for 
beginners. Los Angeles: SAGE Publications Ltd; 2013.

	32.	 Ho R. Handbook of univariate and multivariate data analysis and interpre-
tation with SPSS. Boca Raton: Chapman & Hall; 2006.

	33.	 Lambe LJ, Cioppa VD, Hong IK, Craig WM. Standing up to bullying: A 
social ecological review of peer defending in offline and online contexts. 
Aggress Violent Behav. 2019;45:51–74.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.


	Bullying in schools: prevalence, bystanders’ reaction and associations with sex and relationships
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusion: 

	Background
	Research question
	Methods
	Aim
	Study design
	Setting
	Participants and sampling techniques
	Inclusion and exclusion criteria
	Data collection instruments
	Questionnaire
	Semi-structure interview
	Data analysis techniques

	Ethical considerations

	Results
	The extent of defenders, passive bystanders, and bully supporters
	The extent of students involved in defending, passive bystanding, and bully supporting by bully-victim sex
	The extent to which male and female bystanders defend, or remain passive upon witnessing victimization across bully-victim sex
	The extent of students’ participation in defending and passive bystanding behavior by relationship with the victim or bully

	Discussion
	The extent to which students defend or passively watch during bullying incidents
	The extent to which male and female bystanders defend, or remain passive upon witnessing victimization across bully-victim sex
	Does the relationship between the bystander and the victim or the bystander and the bully make a difference in the bystander’s reaction?

	Limitations of the study

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


