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Abstract

Background: Bullying during adolescence presents a significant social issue affecting all individuals involved,
especially the victims. Insights into the behaviors of bystanders and upstanders and the factors influencing them
can lead to more effective anti-bullying strategies. While previous research has primarily centered on
perpetrators and victims, the role of witnesses-who can significantly influence the reduction of bullying in
various environments, including schools-remains underexplored.

Objective: This study aims to examine the lived experiences of adolescents who witness bullying.

Method: A qualitative, descriptive phenomenological method was employed to meet the research objective. The
study involved 12 male and female students from first and second high schools in Birjand during the 2023-2024
academic year. Participants were selected through purposive sampling (maximum variation) and based on the
principles of saturation and sampling adequacy. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews and
analyzed using the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method.

Results: Interview data analysis revealed six main themes, 15 sub-themes, and 31 semantic units. The main
themes included power dynamics and social hierarchy (arrogance and control), vulnerability and social
challenges (personal traits and interpersonal skills), emotional turmoil (empathy and compassion, moral
injustice, personal responsibility), ambivalent reactions (passive responses, active intervention), avoidance and
self-protection (lack of assertiveness, caution, indifference, and self-interest), and positive social impact
(emotional intelligence, social competence, peaceful conflict resolution).

Conclusion: The findings underscore the complexity and multidimensionality of the positive and negative
behaviors of bullying witnesses, highlighting various influencing factors. The study’s results can inform the
development of intervention and educational programs aimed at promoting positive behaviors among bullying
witnesses and supporting victims.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence represents a crucial developmental phase marked by profound psychological,
social, and emotional changes that significantly impact mental health. Among various risk
factors, bullying has been identified as a major contributor to adolescent psychological
distress (Hikmat et al., 2024). Defined as a repeated, intentional act of aggression involving a
power imbalance (Olweus, 2013), bullying comprises three primary roles: the bully, the
victim, and the bystander (Zych et al., 2016).

While extensive research has explored the experiences of bullies and victims, the
behavioral responses of bystanders remain less studied, despite their prevalence among
students who witness bullying incidents. Bystander behaviors can be classified into three
distinct categories: positive responses (defending the victim), negative responses (supporting
the bully), and passive reactions (remaining uninvolved). Active bystanders intervene directly
by confronting the bully or seeking help, or indirectly by offering support to the victim post-
incident (Mazzone, 2020). Conversely, some bystanders align with the bully through direct
assistance or indirect reinforcement, such as laughing or approving gestures. Passive
bystanders, however, refrain from engagement due to fear, uncertainty, or social discomfort
(Salmivalli et al., 1996).

Understanding the varied roles and behavioral patterns of witnesses to bullying highlights
the complexity of these interactions and underscores the need to identify factors influencing
bystander responses. Research suggests that the psychological and behavioral drivers behind
positive versus negative bystander behaviors differ substantially (Konishi et al., 2021). A
review of existing literature indicates that investigations into the determinants of bystander
behavior remain relatively underdeveloped, and few studies have explored students' lived
experiences with bullying. The majority of prior research has examined the perspectives of
educators (Pourtaleb et al., 2019), counselors (Chan et al., 2020), or students in a general
sense (Zahrani, 2024). Given this gap, the present study employs a phenomenological
approach to qualitatively examine adolescents' firsthand experiences of witnessing bullying
behaviors.

Method

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological approach to examine the lived
experiences of adolescents who witnessed bullying. Conducted in the fall of 2024, the
research utilized a purposive sampling strategy to recruit 12 high school students (male and
female) who had observed bullying incidents and were willing to share their experiences.
Inclusion criteria encompassed an age range of 14 to 18 years, enrollment in the first or
second period of high school, observation of at least one bullying incident within the past
year (either within or outside the school setting), as well as an expressed interest and
willingness to participate in interviews. Exclusion criteria involved students who withdrew
from participation, displayed non-cooperation during interviews, or were non-Persian
speakers.

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews, with questions
informed by theoretical frameworks, prior research, and study objectives. The interview
protocol underwent face validity verification by three experts in qualitative methodology,
followed by two pilot interviews before final implementation. Interview data were analyzed
using Moustakas (1994) phenomenological approach, a widely recognized method for
exploring lived experiences. To enhance credibility, strategies such as member checking,
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detailed descriptions and analyses, reflective note-taking, and the use of targeted questioning
were employed. Transferability was ensured through purposive sampling and comprehensive
data descriptions, while dependability was strengthened by documenting procedural details
and explicitly outlining the data collection process. Additionally, confirmability was
reinforced by maintaining meticulous records of research activities, interview transcripts, and
procedural details, alongside systematic efforts to identify and mitigate potential researcher
bias in data interpretation.

Results

The qualitative data analysis resulted in the identification of 6 main themes, 15 subthemes,
and 31 semantic units (initial codes). The first overarching theme, "Power Dynamics and
Social Hierarchy", emerged in response to the question, "What does bullying mean to you?"
This theme consists of two subcategories: arrogance and control. Participants predominantly
described bullying as a phenomenon rooted in power imbalances, with 83% referencing the
element of hurtfulness, often accompanied by humiliation and belittlement. Additionally,
notions of power inequality and superiority were frequently highlighted in their
conceptualization of bullying.

Regarding the characteristics of victims, participants emphasized personal attributes
associated with vulnerability, including low self-esteem and a lack of physical strength, as
central themes. Furthermore, deficiencies in interpersonal skills, particularly tendencies
toward withdrawal and social isolation, were recurrent aspects of their lived experiences. In
exploring participants' emotional responses to witnessing bullying, the third theme,
"Emotional Turmoil”, encompassed three subthemes: empathy and compassion, moral
injustice, and personal responsibility.

When discussing passive bystanders, the fourth major theme, "Avoidance and Self-
Protection”, emerged, with three subthemes: lack of courage, caution, and indifference.
Notably, 50% of participants cited fear of retaliation as a significant deterrent to intervention,
while 42% attributed inaction to self-interest and prioritization of personal well-being.
Participants reported varied and sometimes contradictory reactions to witnessing bullying
incidents. Approximately 60% refrained from intervening, citing multiple justifications for
their passivity. Conversely, when exploring the factors contributing to positive and defensive
bystander behavior, the theme of "Positive Social Influence™ emerged, incorporating three
subthemes: emotional intelligence, social competence, and peaceful conflict resolution. When
asked about the characteristics of active bystanders, participants overwhelmingly linked
social-emotional competence to effective intervention. Approximately 60% identified
empathy and emotional understanding as defining attributes of active bystanders, while traits
such as assertiveness, courage, and boldness were also emphasized.

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to understand the lived experience of adolescents who
witnessed bullying. The imbalance of power and the harmfulness of the behavior of the
perpetrators of bullying formed the most important elements of the concept of bullying. This
finding is somewhat consistent with the conceptualization of Olweus (2013).In the definition
provided by Olweus (2013), persistence, intentionality, and an imbalance of power between
the bully and the victim form the three essential characteristics of bullying.

An analysis of the lived experience of individuals in relation to behavioral reactions after
witnessing a bullying incident indicated that despite negative emotional experiences in many
participants, behavioral reactions in 60% of adolescents were avoidance and avoidance of
intervention. This finding is consistent with the results of studies that emphasize the
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heterogeneity of bullying witness behaviors (Bao et al.,, 2024). A prominent theoretical
explanation for this finding can be attributed to the concept of the "bystander effect". The
concept of the bystander effect (reduced helpful behaviors in the presence of others),
proposed by Darley and Latane, explains the influence of situational factors on individuals’
decision-making.

Conclusion

Overall, the results of the present study focus on the multidimensional and complex nature of
bullying witness behaviors during adolescence; more specifically, six main themes extracted
from the interviews with participants, including power dynamics and social hierarchy,
vulnerability and social challenges, emotional turmoil, ambivalent reactions, avoidance and
self-protection, and positive social influence, emphasize the complex interaction of factors
influencing how adolescents respond when witnessing bullying situations.

Limitations

A major limitation is the subjective nature of qualitative research and the phenomenological
method, which relies on participants’ self-reported experiences and perceptions. This study
may not have fully captured the diversity of experiences across different cultural,
socioeconomic, or geographic contexts. Another limitation relates to the effects of time and
memory. Participants’ experiences and perceptions may change over time, which can lead to
distortion or forgetting of some details.

Future Studies

Future research could explore in more depth the interactions between power and social
hierarchy in different bullying situations and how these factors influence bystander behavior.
Longitudinal research could also focus on the long-term effects of emotional turmoil and
ambivalent reactions of bystanders and provide strategies to mitigate their negative effects. A
closer examination of strategies for avoiding and protecting oneself from bullying and the
positive social effects associated with bystandership are also areas that require further
research.
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