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ABSTRACT

Objectives: This study investigates the association between victimization experience and the tendency to defend on behalf of
victims during school bullying incidents in public settings, with a focus on the mediating effect of empathy and the moderating
role of school level among Chinese children and adolescents. Methods: Data were collected by a cross-sectional survey. A total
of 1491 students in Grades 4–11 participated (Boys = 52.8%; Meanage = 13.00 years, Standard Deviationage = 2.31). Structural
equation modeling is employed to test the hypotheses. Results: The results indicate that empathy measures partially mediate
the relationship between victimization experience and defending tendency in public in-school bullying situations. In particular,
individuals with a history of victimization typically demonstrate lower levels of empathy. They are less likely to protect victims
in school bullying situations in the presence of others, which suggests that empathy plays a significant mediating role in this
relationship. Group differences were found between primary and secondary school students, which indicates that the
hypothesized model should be considered through a developmental perspective. Conclusions: The findings of this study
emphasize the importance of children’s benign peer relationships, and practitioners are encouraged to prevent victimization in
schools and care for students who have been victimized; specific measures include cultivating empathy, teaching defending
skills that have been found to help reduce the adverse effects of victimization, and encouraging prosocial behavior during
children's socialization development.
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Introduction

School bullying is a pervasive issue affecting students
worldwide. Recent global estimates indicate that
approximately one in three students have been bullied at
school [1]. The adverse impact of victimization in school
bullying is long-lasting, can significantly impede a student’s
mental health [2], and can result in poor academic
outcomes [3] and future conduct problems [4]. As a group

process, most school bullying happens in a school or
classroom context in the presence of bystanders [5].
Defending others in school bullying situations is a
manifestation of prosocial behavior that includes actively
stopping the bullying behavior, reporting the bullying to
teachers and seeking help from others, and comforting the
child who was bullied [6]. According to the research
established, the actions of peer bystanders are pivotal in
shaping the trajectory of school bullying [7]. It has been
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observed that instances of bullying escalate in frequency when
classmates provide reinforcement to the aggressors, whereas
interventions that demonstrate solidarity with and defense
of the victims tend to mitigate such behaviors [8].

Even though the intervention of bystanders in the event
of school bullying is an extremely effective way to put an end
to the bullying altogether, studies have shown that children
are often passive outsiders who stay away from the situation
[6,7,9]. Hawkins et al. [7] revealed that even though
approximately 85% of school bullying incidents are observed
by peers, only 19% of these cases were defended. The role of
the passive outsider may not be neutral, however, because it
may signal acquiescence to the bullying behavior [9]. Huang
et al. [10] conducted a study in China and also revealed
that, when faced with school bullying, as many as 24.75% of
students chose passive bystander behaviors. To elucidate the
factors influencing peer bystanders’ behavior, numerous
studies have investigated the cognitive and contextual
factors associated with their intervention or passivity [11–
14]. For example, helping the victim of bullying may require
moral courage [15], high levels of empathy and self-efficacy
[16,17], and being popular [18]. Since a majority of the
research has focused on cognitive and contextual factors,
relatively little is known about the impact of victimization
experiences on the defending tendency, especially in public
situations.

Additionally, the occurrences of school bullying are often
repetitive, intentional, and due to power imbalances [19]. In
this context, children’s defending tendency in school
bullying scenarios when others are present may be
complicated. In this study, we were particularly interested in
peer bystanders’ defending tendency when they witnessed
public school bullying and the association thereof with their
previous victimization experiences, and we also assessed the
underlying mechanism in this relationship.

Victimization experience and defending tendency in public
Adverse experiences influence prosocial behavior, including
the defending tendency. According to peer socialization
theory, positive, harmonious peer relationships provide
children with opportunities to learn prosocial skills and
practice prosocial behaviors during their socialization
development [20]; this perspective presumes that a child
who is well-accepted and cared for by their peers is more
likely to behave in a prosocial manner in social contexts
than their counterparts who are disliked, isolated, and/or
rejected [21]. Victimization, which is a specific type of
adverse experience, can result in children forming negative
perceptions of their peer relationships; without benign social
contacts, victims of school bullying may not have the
opportunity and peer resources to learn how to treat others
in a prosocial manner, and they are less likely to defend the
victims of future school bullying situations when they are
bystanders [22].

Previous studies have provided inconsistent findings on
the association between victimization and defending
tendencies. According to a systematic review of the factors
associated with defending tendencies, 58.3% of the extant
literature asserts a positive relationship between
victimization and defending behavior, while the remaining

41.7% affirmed negative associations between these factors
[23]. As a specific example, Pozzoli et al. [24] observed that
prior experiences of being victimized positively predicted
bystanders’ defending behaviors, yet Nail et al. [25]
concluded that victimization was negatively related to
defending behaviors. Notably, few studies have investigated
the influence of victimization on defending actions in the
presence of other bystanders, especially in the Chinese
context. Wu et al. [26] made an initial effort to examine the
association between defending behaviors and different roles
in school bullying incidents using a sample from Taiwan,
and even though they ascertained that victims were more
likely to defend their peers, the reason for this was unclear.
Further research is therefore needed to fully understand
how children’s victimization experiences affect their public
defending tendencies, and the underlying mechanism that
may affect the relationship.

Empathy and defending tendency in public
Empathy refers to an affective state that is produced by
comprehending others’ emotional conditions [27]. The
impact of empathy on prosocial behaviors has been well-
documented by theoretical and empirical evidence over the
last few decades [28,29]. Defending peers who are being
bullied at school as a type of prosocial behavior has also
been determined to be the result of a high level of empathy
[14,30,31].

However, little is known about the manner in which
empathy affects defending tendencies in public situations,
and because most bullying occurs in public places, the
relationship between empathy and publicly defending
bullied classmates is complicated. Some researchers have
asserted that individuals who publicly engage in prosocial
behaviors when others are watching are often motivated by
potential rewards they could obtain through their
intervention, and this rationale is negatively associated with
empathy [32,33]. This negative association between empathy
and public prosociality was only supported among adults,
however, so the influence of empathy on children’s publicly
defending tendencies in school bullying situations must
therefore be further investigated.

Victimization experience and empathy
Even fewer studies have examined the impact of victimization
experience on empathy, and the conclusions thereof were even
more inconsistent. Malti et al. [34] posited that children with a
history of being victimized typically have fewer friends and
view their peers as offensive and distrustful; as a
consequence, they may lack the opportunity to properly
understand the feelings of other children and become less
sensitive to others’ emotions, both of which are important
prerequisites of developing empathy. This would suggest
that children who have been victimized have reduced levels
of empathy. This negative relationship between
victimization experiences and empathy was later duplicated
in other studies [35–37]. Malti et al. [34] argued, however,
that experiences of being bullied may be positively related to
a child’s empathy, because victims were usually more
sensitive to others’ emotional responses than non-victims
because they understand how it feels to be bullied. This
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conjecture was supported by Caravita et al. [38] who
concluded that significant victimization was associated with
higher levels of affective empathy. To further complicate the
matter, Belacchi et al. [39] and Barhight et al. [40] did not
find any significant association between victimization and
empathy. This confirms that understanding the relationship
between victimization and empathy is far from conclusive.

The mediating role of empathy
Based on the definition provided by Davis et al. [41], Olweus
et al. [42] differentiated two types of empathy: empathic
concern and empathic distress. Empathic concern is the
dispositional tendency to experience others’ emotions and
feelings, including sympathy, compassion, and concern.
Empathic distress differs from empathic concern and
focuses on one’s own distressful emotions, rather than those
of others; this type of empathy refers to an individual’s
emotional reactions when they witness others’ distress (i.e.,
feelings of discomfort and uneasiness). Because these
definitions underscore the notion that both facets of
empathy are based on adverse experience and negative
emotions, it is reasonable to assume that these types of
empathy are related to children’s victimization experiences
and defending tendencies. Furthermore, it is important to
recognize that not all forms of empathy are inherently
positive or lead to prosocial behavior. For instance, as
Bloom [43] suggested, being empathic and sharing the
feelings of others can sometimes lead individuals to become
overly immersed in the suffering of others. This emotional
contagion can result in negative emotions that may impair
one’s own emotional state and behavior, potentially
reducing the likelihood of engaging in prosocial actions.
Especially in specific contexts such as school bullying,
empathy might cause individuals to resonate with the
negative emotions of the victims, leading to a pessimistic
and painfully passive state. This form of empathy, rather
than motivating action, could paralyze individuals with the
weight of the shared misery. These aforementioned
counterexamples may be related to the unique dynamics of
bullying situations and the varying roles that different types
of empathy can play, yet little-to-no research has
investigated both types of empathy in a single study to
understand the consequences of children’s victimization.

What is also under-investigated is how the school
bullying victim’s gender influences bystanders’ defending
tendency. Only a few studies have investigated the relation
between the gender of the target of the empathy and
intervention in bullying [42,44]. For example, Van Noorden
et al. [44] found that girls tend to exhibit higher levels of
empathy toward other girls; however, their findings did not
reflect bystanders’ experiences, nor whether the bullying
happened in a public situation. In the present study, we
were especially interested in whether empathic concern
toward boys or girls and empathic distress uniquely
mediated the associations between victimization experiences
and children’s defending tendencies in school bullying
scenarios.

We examined the mediating role of empathy for three
reasons: First, while empathy has been found to be a
significant predictor of defending behaviors in school

bullying incidents [16], it is unknown whether this effect is
applicable when explaining defending-in-public scenarios.
Furthermore, even though evidence suggests that a child’s
victimization experiences affect their empathy levels, the
extent of this influence remains unclear, due to the
conflicting results produced by previous studies [36,38,40].
Finally, the manner in which various dimensions of
empathy (i.e., empathic concern with different stimulus and
empathic distress) and victimization influence defending
tendencies in the context of school bullying is unknown and
should be clarified to gain a more nuanced understanding of
this phenomenon.

The present study
In response to the aforementioned research gaps, the aim of
the present study is to evaluate the ways in which children’s
victimization experiences associate with their defending
tendencies in public when they witness a peer being bullied
at school and the mediating effects of empathy, especially
among Chinese children and adolescents. The study of
bystander behavior in school bullying is particularly
pertinent among Chinese children and adolescents, given
the high prevalence of peer victimization, which is
recognized as a significant social issue in China. For
instance, a study by Chen et al. [45] reported that a
staggering 42.9% of Chinese adolescents had experienced
peer victimization. Furthermore, the Chinese cultural
emphasis on harmony, known as hexie [46], is deeply
ingrained in compulsory education. This cultural value may
subtly influence children’s behaviors during the incidents of
peer victimization. In the interest of preserving harmony,
peer bystanders may be less inclined to intervene, as they
aim to de-escalate conflicts and maintain peace. This
tendency suggests that the avoidance of conflict involvement
could be particularly pronounced in this cultural context.
Against this social and cultural background, it becomes
essential to examine the model of the present study within
the Chinese context, as it may offer insights into the unique
dynamics of bystander intervention or inaction among
Chinese children and adolescents.

The hypotheses of this study are as follows: H1)
Children’s victimization experience is negatively associated
with their defending tendency in public in school bullying
situations; H2) Children who have been victimized are more
likely to exhibit lower levels of empathy (i.e., empathic
concern and empathic distress) and, in turn, less likely to
defend others in public when they are bystanders in school
bullying. This latter hypothesis was informed by Malti
et al.’s [34] perception that victimized children often
perceive their peers as untrustworthy, and they may struggle
to understand others’ feelings and become less sensitive to
emotions, hindering their empathy development and
consequently making them less likely to defend other victims.

In addition, our study also considers the potential
moderating role of school level, drawing on the
developmental perspective [47]. It has now been well
established by a variety of studies that school level is
significantly associated with frequency of victimization [48],
level of empathy [49], and likelihood of defending victims in
school bullying [14]. Based on this evidence, our study
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proposes that the school level is a significant moderator due to
the variations in social dynamics, cognitive development, and
emotional regulation capabilities that occur as children
progress through different educational levels. Therefore, we
proposed the following final hypothesis: H3) The path
coefficients in the mediation model are moderated by
children’s school levels. Specifically, we expect to explore
differences in these relationships as students move from
primary to secondary education, reflecting developmental
changes in empathy and prosocial responses to bullying.

Materials and Methods

Participants
A multistage stratified cluster random sampling method was
used to administer a questionnaire in three districts of
Wuhan, Hubei Province, China—namely Wuchang,
Hanyang, and Hongshan—by simple random sampling. The
Wuhan Education Bureau provided a comprehensive list of
public schools in the three districts, and from each district,
one primary school (Grades 4–6), one junior high school
(Grades 7–9), and one senior high school (Grades 10–11)
were randomly chosen. The participants needed to be in
Grade 4 or higher to ensure they could read and understand
the questionnaire, and Grade 12 students were excluded to
allow them to focus on university entrance exams. In each
selected school, one classroom per grade was randomly
selected. In all, the questionnaire was completed by 1491
students.

The authors assert that all procedures contributing to this
work comply with ethical standards of relevant institutional
committees on human experimentation and with the
Declaration of Helsinki in 1975, as revised in 2008. The
procedures for this study and all consent forms and
measurements were approved by the Survey and Behavioral
Research Ethics Committee in The Chinese University of
Hong Kong. Prior to the commencement of the survey, an
informed-consent form that included a brief introduction of
the study was distributed to each of the students’ parents or
guardians, and 88.7% of them approved of their child’s
inclusion in the study. These students, whose parents or
guardians provided consent, constituted the participants of
this research. Before responding to the questionnaires, the
participants were informed that their contributions were
voluntary and confidential, and they could discontinue their
involvement at any time for any reason. The questionnaire
was conducted with the entire sample during the after-class
period. Clear verbal and written instructions were provided
to the participants. The first author of the study and the
class’s head teacher were present during data collection, to
address any issues or provide assistance if required.

The sample consisted of 1491 students: 788 (52.9%) boys,
693 (46.5%) girls, and 10 (0.6%) respondents who did not
report their gender. The students’ ages ranged from 9–18
years, with a mean age of 13.0 years (SD = 2.31). When
divided by school level, 514 (34.5%) were elementary school
students, 977 (65.5%) were secondary school students.
Within the secondary school group, 505 students were
from junior high school, and 472 students were from senior
high school.

Measures
All adopted measures had already been validated in Western
societies and were translated by the study authors from
English to Chinese and from Chinese to English under the
supervision of bilingual professional researchers. Since these
measures were not originally designed for the Chinese
context, we re-evaluated the validity and reliability of each,
and the results indicated that every scale was acceptably
constructed, valid, and internally consistent. In addition, as
our study specifically focuses on school bullying, we have
presented the definition of school bullying at the beginning
of the questionnaire. This definition includes the key
elements of repetition and power imbalance, which are
essential characteristics of bullying.

Victimization experience was measured according to the
7-item scale developed by Hunter et al. [50], which included
the following scenarios in which someone could be
victimized: “Someone called you names;” “You were
threatened by someone;” “Your belongings were stolen/
damaged;” “You were left out of games or groups;” “You
were hit or kicked;” “Nasty stories were spread about you;”
and “You were forced to do something you did not want to
do.” The answers reflected the frequency of being treated in
the above ways, which were coded as 0 = never; 1 =
sometimes; 2 = often; and 3 = always. The Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient of the 7-item scale in the present sample was 0.85.

Empathy was tested by Olweus et al.’s Empathic
Responsiveness Questionnaire [42], which originally
consisted of three subscales: three items for the Girl-as-
Stimulus Empathic Concern scale, three items for the Boy-
as-Stimulus Empathic Concern scale, and four items for the
Empathic Distress scale. Even though the item wording of
the first two empathic concern subscales was identical, they
each focused on different stimulus objects: “When I see a
boy/girl who is hurt, I wish to help him/her;” “Seeing a
boy/girl who is sad makes me want to comfort him/her;”
“Seeing a boy/girl who can’t find anyone to be with makes
me feel sorry for him/her.” The focus of the empathic
distress subscale was emotional distress reactions, and we
adopted two of the four items on this subscale: “It often
makes me distressed when I see something sad on TV;”
“Sometimes I feel a bit distressed when I read or hear about
something sad.” The other two items—“When I see a
boy/girl who is distressed I sometimes feel like crying”—
were not included in the present study, because they
emphasized crying behavior, which Olweus et al. [42]
conceptualized as a relatively strong emotional reaction;
moreover, because the exploratory factor analysis results in
the present study found that neither of these items were
significant indicators in the empathic distress construct, it
seemed reasonable to exclude the “crying” items from this
study. Each answer was scored within a 5-point range of “1
= not true for me” to “5 = always true for me.” The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.90 for the 8-item
questionnaire, 0.89 for the Girl-as-Stimulus Empathic
Concern scale, 0.88 for the Boy-as-Stimulus Empathic
Concern scale, and 0.84 for the 2-item Empathic Distress
scale.

Defending tendency in public was measured according to
the public prosocial behavior subscale of the Prosocial
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Tendencies Measure devised by Carlo et al. [51], which
originally included four items that presented four potential
scenarios in which an individual might help someone else in
a public setting. Since the focus of the present study is
school bullying, we added “In school bullying situations,”
before each item and adjusted some of the wording to suit
this context, resulting in the following four items: “I can
defend the victim best when people are watching me”; “It is
easier for me to defend the victim when other people are
around”; “It is easier for me to defend the victim when it is
done in front of other people”; “Defending the victim when
I am being watched is when I work best.” The score of each
item fell within a 5-point range of “1 = does not describe
me at all” to “5 = describes me greatly,” and the Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients of the adjusted 4-item scale in the present
sample was 0.97.

Control variables include gender and grade level. Gender
was coded as 1 = Boy, 0 = Girl. Grade level was from 1 = Grade
4 to 8 = Grade 11. The grade levels were categorized into
primary school and secondary school for the purpose of
comparing grade-level differences.

Data analysis
The descriptive statistics were initially analyzed using SPSS
(Version 26.0) software to provide basic knowledge of the
key variables in the present study. To test the hypotheses,
structural equation modeling was then performed using
Amos (Version 26.0) program. A p-value less than 0.05 is
considered to indicate statistical significance.

The following indices were adopted to evaluate the
model’s goodness-of-fit: the chi-square index (χ2), the
comparative-fit index (CFI), the normed-fit index (NFI),
and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA).
Because the likelihood ratio test is sensitive to sample size, it
is acceptable to yield a significant χ2 in this study [52]; the
CFI and NFI values should be at least 0.95 [53]; and a
RMSEA value less than 0.08 suggests a reasonable fit and
less than 0.05 suggests a close fit [54]. The mediation effect
was assessed using the bootstrapping method with 2000
iterations and bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (CI)
[55]. The absence of zero in the confidence interval for the
indirect effect suggests a significant mediating role. Finally,
the model compared primary and secondary school students
using a multigroup comparison analysis.

Before conducting model testing, several steps were taken
to refine the dataset. Initially, the records of eight participants,
comprising less than 5% of the total sample, who had not
specified their gender, were excluded from the analysis.
Additionally, since the missing data for each variable was
<5%, the expectation maximization (EM) algorithm was
applied to impute these gaps in the continuous data.

Results

Descriptive statistics
The means (M), standardized deviations (SD), and bivariate
correlations are delineated in Table 1. According to the
results of bivariate correlations, victimization experiences
were negatively correlated with defending tendencies in
public (r = −0.124, p < 0.001) and three types of empathy:

girl-as-stimulus empathic concern (r = −0.112, p < 0.001);
boy-as-stimulus empathic concern (r = −0.118, p < 0.001);
and empathic distress (r = −0.086, p < 0.01). Notably, there
were significantly positive correlation coefficients between
defending tendencies in public and the three empathy
subscales (r = ranging from 0.341 to 0.401, p < 0.001).

Measurement model
The goodness-of-fit indices of the measurement model
indicated that the model fit the data very well (χ2 = 755.933;
df = 142; p < 0.001; CFI = 0.969; NFI = 0.962; RMSEA =
0.054). All observed indicators were loaded on their
corresponding latent variables, and the standardized factor
loadings ranged from 0.499–0.950 and were all greater than
the recommended 0.40 criterion [56].

Structural model
The standardized estimate of the structural model is shown in
Fig. 1.1 According to the model-fit indices, the structural
model appeared to reasonably fit the data (χ2 = 894.038;
df = 170; p < 0.001; CFI = 0.964; NFI = 0.955; RMSEA =
0.054). Overall, the model explains 23.4% of the variances
related to defending tendencies in public. Based on the
bootstrapping results, the relationship between victimization
experience and defending tendencies in public was partially
mediated by the aforementioned three types of empathy
(Total effect: 95% CI = [−0.167, −0.085], β = −0.15, p <
0.001; Direct effect: 95% CI = [−0.140, −0.026], β = −0.08,
p < 0.01; Indirect effect: 95% CI = [−0.094, −0.032],
β = −0.06, p < 0.001).

In particular, victimization experiences were negatively
associated with girl-as-stimulus empathic concern (β =
−0.11, p < 0.001), which in turn less likely to defend in
public (β = 0.20, p < 0.001); victimization experiences were
negatively associated with boy-as-stimulus empathic concern
(β = −0.14, p < 0.001) and consequently less likely to defend
in public (β = 0.22, p < 0.001); and the association between
victimization experiences and empathic distress was also
significant—albeit relatively weaker (β = −0.10, p < 0.01)—
and eventually significantly associated with defending
tendencies in public (β = 0.12, p < 0.01). In addition to the
mediation effects of these factors, the negative association
between victimization experiences and defending tendencies
in public was significant (β = −0.08, p < 0.01).

Subsequently, a multigroup analysis was conducted to
determine whether the moderating effect of school level was
significant across the overall model and specifically on each
individual path. By constraining all the path equalities, the
model comparison results indicated that the model of
primary school students was significantly different from
those of the secondary school students (Δχ2 = 20.194, Δdf =
7, p < 0.01). Upon constraining path equalities individually,
two pathways exhibited significant variation between
primary and secondary school students: the association
between the girl-as-stimulus empathic concern and

1 Prior to engaging in the mediation model analysis, we initially tested
the direct path relationship between victimization experience and
defending tendencies in public, excludingmediators from the model.
The results indicated a negative association (β = −0.13, p < 0.001).
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defending tendency in public (Δχ2 = 4.949, Δdf = 1, p < 0.05)
and the association between victimization experience and the
defending tendency in public (Δχ2 = 6.708, Δdf = 1, p < 0.01).

Finally, separate models were analyzed to examine
primary vs. secondary school students (see Fig. 2). Among
secondary school students, the pattern of the model’s results
was similar to the results for the entire sample (Total effect:
95% CI = [−0.266, −0.120], β = −0.20, p < 0.001; Direct
effect: 95% CI = [−0.198, −0.072], β = −0.14, p < 0.001;
Indirect effect: 95% CI = [−0.098, −0.022], β = −0.06, p <
0.01): the students’ defending tendency in public was

associated with their victimization experiences through the
mediation effects of the three domains of empathy. In
particular, victimization experiences were negatively
associated with girl-as-stimulus empathic concern (β =
−0.08, p < 0.05), boy-as-stimulus empathic concern (β =
−0.13, p < 0.001), and empathic distress (β = −0.12, p <
0.001), all of which in turn less likely to defend in public
(i.e., β = 0.25, p < 0.001; β = 0.18, p < 0.001; β = 0.12, p <
0.05, respectively). However, the model’s results among
primary school students showed a different pattern (Total
effect: 95% CI = [−0.165, 0.055], β = −0.05, p > 0.05; Direct

TABLE 1

Descriptive statistics of key variables

Bivariate correlation

Variables Range Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender 0–1 0.532 (0.499) 1

2. Grade level 1–8 4.720 (2.365) −0.031 1

3. Victimization experiences 0–3 0.465 (0.535) 0.085** −0.100*** 1

4 Girl-as-stimulus empathic concern 1–5 4.175 (0.986) −0.238*** −0.056* −0.112*** 1

5. Boy-as-stimulus empathic concern 1–5 3.875 (1.099) −0.029 −0.172*** −0.118*** 0.550*** 1

6. Empathic distress 1–5 4.025 (1.107) −0.232*** −0.121*** −0.086** 0.556*** 0.591*** 1

7. Defending tendencies in public 1–5 3.845 (1.105) 0.004 −0.112*** −0.124*** 0.373*** 0.401*** 0.341*** 1
Note: *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 1. Standardized solutions of the structural model.
Note: **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 2. Standardized solutions of the structural model for the primary school students vs. secondary school students.
Notes. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001. NS = Not significant. Coefficients in italics represent results for the secondary school students.
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effect: 95% CI = [−0.111, 0.115], β = 0.01, p > 0.05; Indirect
effect: 95% CI = [−0.131, −0.011], β = −0.06, p < 0.05).
Among the three domains of empathy, only boy-as-stimulus
empathic concern significantly mediated the relationship
between victimization experiences and defending tendencies
in public (β = −0.15, p < 0.01; β = 0.31, p < 0.001); girl-as-
stimulus empathic concern was significantly associated with
victimization experiences (β = −0.13, p < 0.01), but its
association with defending tendencies in public was not
significant; furthermore, empathic distress did not exert a
significant mediation effect.

Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this was the first study to
examine the manner and extent to which children’s
victimization experiences affected their defending tendencies
in public in the event of bullying situations at school and
the mediation of empathy based on a Chinese sample. These
study findings will enhance the current understanding of the
adverse effect of being victimized and pose considerable
implications for educational settings.

The mediation model for the entire sample
The most notable finding of the present study is that the
hypothesized model was supported by the data. Specifically,
the model revealed that children with a history of
victimization tend to have lower levels of empathy and are
ultimately less likely to defend their peers when they are
being bullied in school, especially when other people are
present. The three empathy domains were found to play
significant mediating roles in the relationship, and it did not
matter whether the stimulus was a boy or a girl.

It should be noted that all three types of empathy exerted
significant mediating effects, which indicates that experiences
of being victimized could reduce concern for others and
distressing feelings and further influenced children’s
tendency to defend other bullying victims when they are
bystanders. Of the three dimensions of empathy, the
mediation effect of boy-as-stimulus empathic concern was
relatively stronger than the other two; this may be related to
different levels of empathic concern toward boys and girls.
As shown in Table 1, the mean of empathic concern toward
boys (M = 3.875, SD = 1.099) was relatively lower than
empathic concern toward girls (M = 4.175, SD = 0.986),
which indicates that the participants were more empathic
toward girls; this result is consistent with that of Olweus
et al. [42], who administered a questionnaire to Norwegian
students. It could therefore be conjectured that those who
feel empathy for a boy are more likely to defend than
those who feel empathy for a girl; in other words, feeling
empathy for a bullied boy can better reflect an individual’s
defending motivation.

Victimization, empathy, and defending tendency in public
interplay
We documented significantly negative direct and indirect
associations between victimization experience and defending
tendency in public. This finding supported the assumption
of peer socialization theory from a reverse perspective:

While children and adolescents need benign peer
relationships to obtain opportunities to learn and practice
prosocial behavior, undesirable peer relationships may
reduce their prosocial tendencies [20–22].

The negative association between victimization and
empathy observed in the present study corroborated Malti
et al.’s [34] assertion that children who have experienced
victimization are more likely to perceive their peers as
offensive and untrustworthy and to feel unconcerned to
about their and others’ emotions. Likewise, children with
victimization experiences are often less empathic toward
other bullying victims when they are bystanders. This
finding expands the current knowledge by indicating that
both empathic concern and empathic distress could be
influenced by victimization experience.

Finally, while the positive relationship between empathy
and defending tendencies in public in school bullying
situations was consistent with the findings of Gini et al. [30]
and Van der Ploeg et al. [31]. This result contradicted
White’s [33] and McGinley et al. [32] that defending
behavior among adults is motivated by potential rewards;
this inconsistency may be due to the different target
population in this study. This distinction expands the
current body of knowledge, suggesting that, unlike adults,
children and adolescents’ defending tendencies in public are
positively associated with high levels of empathy.

Group differences between primary and secondary school
students
Another important finding was that the models’ results
differed significantly between primary and secondary school
students. The significant differences in model outcomes
between primary and secondary school students provide
valuable insights into the developmental nature of empathy
and its relationship with victimization experiences and
defending tendencies. These findings support the Hypothesis
3 (H3) in that the mediation effects of empathy between
victimization experiences and public defending tendencies
are moderated by the school level of the children. For
secondary school students, the presence of significant direct
and indirect effects through various types of empathy
suggest that empathy plays a complex role in explaining
how these adolescents respond to victimization. This aligns
with the understanding that older students have more
advanced cognitive and emotional capacities, which allow
them to process and respond to social situations, such as
bullying, with a greater degree of empathy and a propensity
to intervene. Conversely, for primary school students, only
the boy-as-stimulus empathic concern significantly mediated
the relationship between victimization and defending
tendencies. This finding indicates that younger students’
empathic responses are more situation-specific and less
generalized, possibly due to less developed cognitive
empathy and a less mature understanding of social dynamics.

The findings of the group differences could be explained
by a number of reasons. First, research has suggested that boys
in primary school are more likely to be involved in school
bullying—especially in the form of direct physical bullying
[57], which usually happens in the classroom or school
campus and is relatively easier to identify. Therefore, when
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faced with boys being bullied, primary school students who
have been victimized are less likely to exhibit empathic
concern toward bullied boys, and thus less likely to defend
other victims in public. The second potential reason is
related to the different developmental stages between
childhood and adolescence. For instance, one study revealed
that significant differences in life satisfaction emerge from
the age of 12, with girls exhibiting significantly higher levels
of dissatisfaction, depression, and anxiety than boys [58].
This leads us to postulate that, compared to primary school
students, adolescents might have greater levels of empathic
concern toward girls and empathic distress emerge, and that
bystanders are more inclined to intervene in cases of
victimization toward girls.

Implications for practice
The study findings suggest that children’s experiences of being
victimized adversely influence their emotional conditions and
behavioral tendencies. Compared to their counterparts,
children who have suffered victimization lack the
opportunity to feel their and others’ emotions, and they
ultimately become incapable of behaving in a prosocial
manner, which is a necessary aspect of socialization that
they will need in their future life.

Practitioners such as educators and social workers are
therefore highly encouraged to prevent victimization in
schools and to emphasize the importance of caring for
students who have been victimized. Specific measures to take
include cultivating children’s empathy for others, helping
them to be sensitive to their and others’ emotions, and
teaching them useful defense skills that they can use when
they become embroiled in future school bullying incidents.
For example, the KiVa program in Finland [59,60] employs
a multifaceted approach to foster empathy among students.
This initiative integrates various engaging methods, including
role-playing exercises, collaborative group activities,
interactive video games, and film screenings, all designed to
enhance students’ capacity for empathy. These diverse
strategies aim to provide a comprehensive learning
experience that caters to different learning styles and
promotes a deeper understanding of empathy’s role in social
interactions. Our study’s findings underscore the potential
benefits of empathy-focused interventions like the KiVa
program in mitigating the adverse effects of victimization
and fostering positive social development among children.
While such programs have demonstrated efficacy in contexts
such as Finland, there is a noted absence of their formal
establishment and widespread adoption in China [61]. Our
results suggest that introducing and adapting these evidence-
based strategies could be profoundly beneficial for Chinese
students’ socialization processes.

Furthermore, targeted intervention measures should be
implemented for primary and secondary school students.
For primary school students, greater emphasis should be
placed on boys and include preventing bullying behavior
among boys and fostering more empathy toward boys who
are bullied. For secondary school students, both boys and
girls need to be addressed, with a greater focus on providing
care and consolation for the distressing feelings experienced
by adolescents who witness bullying incidents.

Limitations

Even though this study provided remarkable theoretical and
practical implications, some limitations should also be
noted. First, the nature of the data is cross-sectional, which
only allows a limited examination of the causal relationships
between variable; a longitudinal design is recommended for
future research to verify these results. Second, all the data of
this study were collected from Wuhan, a relatively well-
developed city in China, so the study results may be limited
by not including children from other parts of China,
especially rural areas; considering the distinctive living
environments, children from rural and urban backgrounds
may exhibit different emotional and behavioral conditions,
and future investigation should compare children from
different backgrounds to more adequately confirm these
study findings. Third, the model of our study only includes
gender and grade levels as covariates, which are the most
commonly used demographic covariates in existing studies
[30]. However, it should be noted that bystanders’ defending
tendencies in school bullying are a complex psychological
process that may be influenced by various cognitive and
environmental factors, and future research could consider
adding additional variables to the model. Additionally, our
research is focused on offline bullying scenarios within
school contexts. However, with the rise of technology and
the prevalence of cyberbullying as a new form of bullying
[62], it is crucial to recognize that our findings may not be
directly applicable to online contexts. The dynamics and
implications of cyberbullying may introduce unique
variables and complexities not captured in our model.
Therefore, we suggest that future research should consider
adapting our model within the context of cyberbullying to
better understand its specific effects.

Conclusion

Based on the findings of this study, we conclude that empathy
significantly mediates the relationship between victimization
experience and the tendency to defend others in public
school bullying situations among Chinese children and
adolescents. The data analysis revealed that those who have
experienced victimization exhibit reduced empathy and are
less likely to engage in defending behavior. Additionally, the
study identified developmental differences between primary
and secondary school students, suggesting that specific
grade-level interventions are necessary to address the
complexities of victimization and empathy. In summary, the
promotion of empathetic peer relationships is crucial for
mitigating the adverse outcomes of victimization and
fostering a positive school environment.
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