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Abstract Bystanders witness bullying, but are not directly

involved as a bully or victim; however, they often engage

in negative bystander behavior. This study examines how

social capital deprivation and anti-social capital are asso-

ciated with the likelihood of engaging in negative bystan-

der behavior in a sample (N = 5752) of racially/ethnically

diverse rural youth. Data were collected using an online,

youth self-report; the current study uses cross sectional

data. Following multiple imputation, a binary logistic

regression with robust standard errors was run. Results

partially supported the hypothesis and indicated that social

capital deprivation in the form of peer pressure and verbal

victimization and anti-social capital in the form of delin-

quent friends, bullying perpetration, verbal perpetration,

and physical perpetration were significantly associated

with an increased likelihood of engaging in negative

bystander behavior. Findings highlight the importance of

establishing sources of positive social support for disen-

franchised youth.
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Introduction

The brutal murder of Catherine Susan (Kitty) Genovese,

witnessed by 38 of her neighbors, sparked national dis-

course about the behavior of bystanders (i.e., individuals

who observe an emergency event but are not directly

involved [1]). The bystander effect [2], supported by

decades of research, is the social phenomenon that indi-

viduals who witness an event requiring intervention are

less likely to intervene if there are other actual or per-

ceived people present [3]. This phenomenon is best

understood by the ‘‘diffusion of responsibility’’: the

presence of others during a situation requiring assistance

decreases or ‘‘diffuses’’ the feeling of personal responsi-

bility because individuals assume that someone else will

provide support [4].

Indeed, individual behavior is influenced by the pres-

ence of others [5], especially in the context of negative

social relationships. Compared to positive experiences,

negative experiences have a greater impact on human

behavior (see [6] for a review), suggesting that the presence

of negative social relationships might influence bystanders’

proclivity to intervene. Negative social relationships indi-

cate social capital deprivation [7; p. 404], a term used to

describe an absent or weak social network, indicating a

lack of positive social support. As applied to the bullying

dynamic, bystanders who experience social capital depri-

vation through social rejection and engagement in multiple

negative social relationships, might be inclined to replicate

these relationships and engage in negative bystander

behavior. Further, youth enmeshed in anti-social peer net-

works that provide anti-social capital (e.g., social capital

from deviant sources such as delinquent friends), might

feel pressure to mimic their friends’ behavior in order to

preserve their social ties and thus might display negative

bystander behavior. Little research has examined if and

how the presence of social capital deprivation and anti-

social capital impacts the likelihood of engaging in nega-

tive bystander behavior and the current study aims to fill

this gap.
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Theoretical Framework: Social Capital, Social

Capital Deprivation, and Anti-social Capital

The theory of social capital refers to the benefits gained

from social relationships [8]. The social capital literature

describes these relationships as prosocial and as offering

four beneficial resources: access to information about

opportunities, the potential to influence socially powerful

individuals, social credentials (e.g., being socially con-

nected to certain individuals provides access to resources),

and reinforcement of identity and self-worth [9, 10]. A

social network ripe with negative relationships (e.g., par-

ent–child conflict, friend rejection) indicates disengage-

ment from positive social capital resulting in social capital

deprivation [7]. It is well established that social capital

deprivation is associated with deviant behavior; positive

relationships are essentially blocked, leaving youth to

affiliate with anti-social peers. For example, poor parent–

child relationships and low levels of parent support, teacher

control (e.g., teachers breaking up fights), school attach-

ment, and adolescent attachment to adult figures were

associated with higher rates of adolescent delinquency,

aggression, use of weapons, and fighting [11–13]. It fol-

lows that social capital deprivation might be associated

with other deviant behaviors such as negative bystander

behavior. Further, youth deprived of positive social capital

might turn to anti-social sources for support or engage in

deviant behavior in an effort to obtain anti-social capital.

Indeed, peer rejection (a form of social capital depri-

vation) is associated with increased delinquency [14] sug-

gesting that rejected youth might seek out a deviant peer

group in order to obtain anti-social capital. Although

delinquent peers are anti-social, they provide social capital

in the form of access to information, social credentials, and

reinforcement of one’s sense of self. Further, belonging to

a group of delinquent peers provides comradery and sense

of belonging. In this regard, connection to delinquent

friends is a form of social capital, but one that fosters rule

breaking and deviant behavior and is thus termed anti-so-

cial capital. In order to obtain entry into such a group,

engaging in deviant and rule breaking behavior, such as

aggression, bullying, and negative bystander behavior

might be necessary. Using the theoretical framework of

social capital, the current study examines how a lack of

positive social capital in the form of social capital depri-

vation and anti-social capital are associated with negative

bystander behavior.

Bystanders in the Bullying Dynamic

Bystanders are ubiquitous in the bullying dynamic and

witness between 80 and 90 % of bullying episodes

[15–18]. Between one-third and two-thirds of elementary,

middle, and high school students report having been a

bystander to bullying [19, 20]. Although bystander

behavior varies widely from defending the victim to rein-

forcing or assisting the bully to ignoring the situation [21],

many bystanders engage in negative bystander behavior

and support the bully.

In one study of Canadian youth in Grades 1 through 6,

researchers found that bystanders assisted or reinforced the

bully 32 % of the time, while bystanders defended the

victim only 10 % [15]. Another study of Canadian youth in

the same grades revealed that bystanders joined in the

bullying 21 % of the time [22]. Studies using self- and

peer-report surveys of bystander behavior mirror these

results. In a sample of 573 Finnish students in sixth grade,

26 % reported reinforcing or assisting the bully and only

17 % defended the victim [23]. Assisting and reinforcing

behavior is problematic, because it fuels rates of classroom

bullying [24]. Given the relatively high rates of negative

bystander behavior and the impact this behavior has on

subsequent bullying, it is incumbent upon researchers to

gain a more comprehensive understanding of the individ-

ual- and school-level characteristics that impact negative

bystander behavior. Further, the aforementioned studies

take place outside of the United States and focus on factors

associated with positive and passive bystander behavior, to

the exclusion of negative bystander behavior [e.g., 25–27].

Social Capital Deprivation and Anti-social Capital

Factors Associated with Bystander Behavior

Social Capital Deprivation: Negative Friend Relationships

Friend rejection is a form of social capital deprivation that

denotes unstable and negative friendships. In the current

study, friend rejection was characterized by negative

teasing, being picked on, and being treated in a disre-

spectful way by one’s friends. Youth treated in this manner

might be inclined to behave as a negative bystander for a

few reasons. First, rejected youth in the current study

clearly lack supportive friends. Perhaps siding with the

bully is used to gain favor with the bully, with the ultimate

hope of being accepted into the bully’s social circle.

Although often disliked, bullies sometimes possess social

power and are viewed as popular by their classmates

[28, 29]. Second, youth who are rejected by their friends

are also likely rejected by the wider school or classroom

social networks and these rejected youth are at risk of being

victimized [30]. Perhaps socially rejected youth assist the

bully as a form of self-protection; reinforcing the bullying

of someone else decreases the likelihood of becoming the

victim. Finally, negative bystander behavior might be used

as a means of gaining power and social standing over the

victim, thus increasing the bystanders’ sense of self-worth.
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According to social comparison theory, humans evaluate

themselves in comparison to others [31] and negative

bystander behavior relegates the victim to a lower social

status than the bystander, allowing the bystander to eval-

uate him or herself in a comparatively positive light.

Along with friend rejection, other indicators of social

capital deprivation, such as peer pressure, might also

impact bystander behavior. Peer pressure refers to pressure

exerted by peers to think or act in a specific manner [32]

and typically refers to youth encouraging each other to

break rules. In the current study, peer pressure exerted by

friends to engage in negative behaviors was assessed and

its presence thus represents unstable friend relationships.

Both direct and indirect peer pressure to engage in

aggression and delinquency are associated with increases

in these deviant behaviors [33, 34]. Witnessing bystanders

who support the bully serves as indirect peer pressure for

other group members to also support the bully. Direct peer

pressure in the form of verbal encouragement to join in the

bullying might further encourage youth to behave as neg-

ative bystanders. Indeed, researchers found that perceiving

one’s friends to be unsupportive of defending behavior,

resulted in decreased defense of victims [27]. It follows

that peer pressure to assist the bully would be associated

with increases in negative bystander behavior

Social Capital Deprivation: Bullying Victimization

and General Victimization

Bullying is a distinct form of aggression defined by repe-

tition, power imbalance, and intent to harm [35]. Bullying

victimization and general victimization (absence of repe-

tition and power imbalance) represent social capital

deprivation as victims have few friends [36, 37], perceive

low levels of peer support [38–40], and are thus cut off

from accessing positive social capital in the form of

prosocial peer relationships. Youth who are victimized

might refrain from engaging in negative bystander behav-

ior in an effort to prevent someone from feeling the

humiliation engendered by victimization. Conversely,

victims might engage in negative bystander behavior for

the same reasons that rejected youth might behave as

negative bystanders (i.e., to gain social status, avoid being

victimized, and increase positive self-regard by relegating

a peer to a lower social status). Additional research is

needed to examine the relationship between bullying vic-

timization, general victimization, and negative bystander

behavior.

Social Capital Deprivation: Parent-Adolescent Conflict

Parent-adolescent conflict represents a form of social cap-

ital deprivation that inhibits the formation of a supportive

parent-adolescent relationship. The presence of parent-

adolescent conflict is associated with negative outcomes

such as increased aggression [41, 42]. Indeed, the family

coercion theory of childhood aggression posits that nega-

tive interactions among family members, such as parent-

adolescent conflict, exacerbate problem behaviors and

aggression in youth [43, 44]. It follows that youth coming

from families characterized by high levels of parent-ado-

lescent conflict might be more likely to behave aggres-

sively and display negative bystander behaviors. Further,

youth constantly engaged in negative social interactions

with their parents, might be inclined to replicate these

interactions in the peer group by supporting the bully.

Social Capital Deprivation: Negative School Experiences

and Characteristics

Many youth are exposed to school based violence and

weapons [45] and thus view school as a dangerous and

hostile place, making it difficult for them to engage and

invest in school. Viewing school as dangerous represents a

form of social capital deprivation that undoubtedly impacts

bystander behavior. Youth who view school as dangerous

likely feel unsafe and might engage in negative bystander

behavior as a way of appearing tough and avoiding vic-

timization. Further, viewing school as dangerous indicates

the presence of violence and aggression within the school,

suggesting that aggressive behavior, like negative bystan-

der behavior, could be the norm.

Youth’s view of school as safe or dangerous is impacted

by school characteristics. For example, compared to

smaller schools, larger schools have higher rates of vio-

lence [46], crime [47], vandalism [48], and bullying [49]

and accordingly, youth often feel less safe in larger schools

[50]. Bystanders in larger schools might therefore mimic

the violence and aggression surrounding them and assist or

reinforce the bully. Given that poverty at the individual

level is associated with an increased risk for aggression

[51], it follows that schools with many low income students

might have high rates of aggression. Indeed, for middle

schools, a high concentration of students receiving free or

reduced priced lunch was associated with increased bul-

lying and victimization [52]. It follows that bystanders in

such schools might mimic this aggression and support the

bully. Teacher turnover rate indicates the percentage of

teachers who leave school each year. A high teacher

turnover rate might indicate that a school provides a poor

working environment ripe with problematic students.

Indeed, one study found that a high teacher turnover rate

was associated with increased student aggression [42].

Thus, a high teacher turnover rate might also be associated

with increased aggression in the form negative bystander

behavior. Further, a high teacher turnover results in social
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capital deprivation because youth are unable to form and

maintain strong bonds with their teachers. Finally, school

suspension rates are an indicator of school environment

and many states use them to gauge the level of school

disruption [52]. High suspension rates indicate a high

prevalence of aggressive, deviant, and rule breaking

behavior and might be associated with increased negative

bystander behavior.

Contributors to Social Capital Deprivation: Depression

and Anxiety

Although poor mental health per se is not a form of social

capital deprivation, symptoms of depression and anxiety

impede social capital formation, putting youth in danger of

experiencing social capital deprivation. Youth who are

depressed and anxious are likely socially withdrawn and

may be unappealing social companions and might also be

particularly vulnerable to group influence. It follows that

poor mental health might be associated with bystander

responses to bullying. Irritability is a hallmark for both

depression and anxiety, especially in children [53]. The

increased irritability of depressed and anxious youth could

fuel negative bystander behavior. Further, in children and

adolescents, there is well established comorbidity between

internalizing symptoms (i.e., depression, anxiety) and

aggression [54]. Depressed and anxious youth are inclined

to be aggressive, supporting the notion that poor mental

health might be associated with negative bystander

behavior.

Anti-social Capital: Delinquent Friends and Engagement

in Bullying and Perpetration

Spending time with deviant, anti-social peers isolates youth

from prosocial peers and adults, preventing the accrual of

positive social capital. However, delinquent friends pro-

vide youth with anti-social capital as youth benefit from a

feeling of comradery and belonging. Both delinquency and

bullying are defined by a disregard for prosocial behavior

and a lack of concern for others. It follows that there is a

well-established link between both behaviors [55, 56].

Given the strong influence that peers have on adolescent

behavior, especially delinquent and deviant behavior, it is

not surprising that compared to youth who do not associate

with delinquent peers, those who do are more likely to

engage in delinquent acts [36, 57]. Indeed, deviant peers

fuel and encourage each other’s negative behaviors

[36, 58]. Further, compared to non-aggressive youth,

aggressive youth, such as those who engage in delinquency

and bullying, show little concern for victims’ suffering [59]

and report that it is easier to perform aggressive acts [60].

This research suggests that delinquent youth disregard the

feelings and needs of their peers, engage in bullying others,

and might be inclined to assist or reinforce the bully when

witnessing a bullying situation. Thus, youth who are

friends with delinquent youth might be inclined to mimic

their friends’ behavior and support the bully. Failure to

mirror this behavior could result in group exclusion and a

loss of anti-social capital.

In addition to engaging in negative bystander behavior

to assimilate into delinquent friend groups, youth might

also resort to bullying and perpetration as means of gaining

and maintaining access to anti-social capital. Indeed, bul-

lying and general perpetration are negative behaviors, but

often result in acquisition of popularity and social power

[28, 29]. Given their propensity towards aggression

[61, 62], it is likely that youth who bully others would

engage in negative bystander behavior. Negative bystander

behavior is a natural extension of bullying behavior, but

rather than instigating the bullying, youth simply join in on

the bullying that someone else started. This argument

extends to youth who behave aggressively towards their

peers, but are not considered bullies (i.e., repetition and

power imbalance are absent). Indeed, a retrospective study

of 298 college students, found that compared to non-bul-

lies, participants who had bullied others were significantly

more likely to report having assisted or reinforced the bully

when in the position of a bystander [63].

Hypothesis

The thesis guiding the current study was that social capital

deprivation from prosocial individuals and anti-social

capital would be associated with an increased probability

of reporting negative bystander behavior. Based on past

research, it was hypothesized that being male, young, of

minority status, and from a single parent household, as well

as receiving free or reduced price lunch and low grades

would be associated with an increased likelihood of

engaging in negative bystander behavior. It was further

hypothesized that social capital deprivation in the form of

negative social relationships (e.g., peer rejection, parent-

adolescent conflict), negative school experiences and

characteristics (e.g., school danger, large school size), and

poor mental health functioning (i.e., depression, anxiety)

would be associated with an increased likelihood of

engaging in negative bystander behavior. See Fig. 1.

Method

Current Study

The current research was funded by the United States

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention through a

Child Psychiatry Hum Dev

123



cooperative agreement with the North Carolina Academic

Center for Excellence in Youth Violence Prevention (NC-

ACE). Data for the current study came from the Rural

Adaptation Project (RAP), a 5-year longitudinal panel

study of more than 7000 middle- and high-school students

from 26 public middle schools and 12 public high schools

in two rural, economically disadvantaged counties in North

Carolina. In Year 1, a complete census in County 1 (all

middle school students in Grades 6 through 8) was inclu-

ded in the sample and each year the new class of sixth

graders was added to the analysis. Because County 2 was

geographically bigger with a larger student population, a

random sample of 40 % of middle school students were

included and each year a new, random sample of 500 sixth

graders was added. Students in both counties were tracked

longitudinally as they moved through middle school and

high school. Data for the current analysis were collected in

Year 4 of the RAP study, therefore the current analysis was

cross sectional.

Procedure

After obtaining approval from the Institutional Review

Board from a major research university in the Southeastern

United States, a nearly identical collection procedure was

used in both counties. In accordance with school district

policies, County 1 adopted the assessment as part of normal

school procedures, while County 2 sent a letter home to all

parents explaining the study. If parents from County 2 did

not want their child(ren) to participate, they returned a

letter requesting non-participation and their child(ren) were

removed from the study roster. In both counties, assess-

ments were filled out in school computer labs closely

monitored by research staff; although other students were

present, the close monitoring maintained privacy. All par-

ticipants were notified that participation was voluntary and

that they were free to decline participation at any time

without negative consequences. Student’s assented to par-

ticipate by reading and electronically signing an assent

screen. No identifying information was collected and each

participant had a unique identification number in order to

maintain confidentially. Surveys took 30–45 min to com-

plete and participants received a $5 gift card as an

incentive.

Participants

The final analytic sample for the current study was com-

prised of all participants who participated in Year 4 of the

RAP study (N = 5752). About half (51.03 %; n = 2935)

were female. The racial/ethnic composition reflected the

diversity of the surrounding community and 29.40 %

(n = 1691) identified as Caucasian, 25.85 % (n = 1487)

as African American, 24.32 % (n = 1399) as Native

American, 12.70 % (n = 730) as mixed race or other, and

7.74 % (n = 445) as Latino. Participants’ age ranged from

11 to 19 years old (M = 14.42; SD = 1.78) and students

were in Grades 6 through 11, with about 15.00 % to

20.00 % in each grade. About two-thirds of the sample

received free or reduced price lunch (76.95 %; n = 4426),

the majority resided in a two parent households (81.99 %;

n = 4716), and a little more than half (55.62 %, n = 3199)

Fig. 1 Conceptual model of

social capital deprivation and

anti-social capital factors

hypothesized to be associated

with negative bystander

behavior
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reported receiving A’s and B’s while the remainder

reported receiving C’s, D’s, and F’s.

Measures

The School Success Profile (SSP [64]) is a 195-item youth

self-report with 22 scales that measure perceptions and

attitudes about school, friends, family, neighborhood, self,

and health and well-being. The SSP has been administered

to tens of thousands of students since its creation in 1993,

and has well-documented reliability and validity [65]. The

RAP project used a modified version of the SSP, the School

Success Profile Plus (SSP?), which included 17 of the

original SSP scales plus 12 additional scales. The current

study used 10 of the original SSP scales included on the

SSP? and nine of the additional scales.

Dependent Variable: Negative Bystander Behavior

Negative bystander behavior was conceptualized as

behavior that supported the bully’s actions. Like the

majority of the scales used in the SSP?, the negative

bystander scale was a modified version of a longer scale

that has been widely used in other studies and is currently

being used to evaluate bullying behavior in 3000 youth in

40 Colorado counties [66] and has also been used in

evaluations of Second Step [67, 68]. In the current study,

the negative bystander scale was a modified version of

scale from The Colorado Trust Bullying Prevention Ini-

tiative Student Survey [66]. Participants were provided

with a prompt that asked: ‘‘When you see someone being

bullied, how often do you behave in the following ways?’’

Items included: ‘‘I cheered when someone was beating up

another student,’’ ‘‘I joined in when students were teasing

and being mean to certain students,’’ and ‘‘I joined in when

students told lies about another student’’ [66]. Each item

was rated on a 4-point Likert scale (Strongly Agree, Agree,

Disagree, Strongly Disagree) and Cronbach’s alpha was

.76 in the current sample (M = 1.23, SD = 0.51).

Independent Variables Associated with Negative Bystander

Behavior

Demographics Demographic variables included gender

and age. Race was coded as four dichotomous variables

Hispanic, African American, American Indian, and Mixed

Race/Other (Caucasian participants were the reference

group). Receipt of free or reduced price lunch was used as

a proxy for socioeconomic status (SES), family structure

was dichotomized as a two parent household or another

type of family situation, and school grades were dichot-

omized into high grades (receiving A’s and B’s) and low

grades (receiving C’s, D’s, and F’s).

Social Capital Deprivation: Negative Friend Relationships

Friend Rejection The degree to which participants felt

rejected by their friends through teasing, being picked on,

and being treated disrespectfully was measured with

a three-item scale [64]. Example items included: ‘‘I am

made fun of by my friends’’ and ‘‘I wish my friends would

show me more respect.’’ Each item was rated on a 3-point

Likert scale (Not Like Me, A Little Like Me, or A Lot Like

Me) and the Cronbach’s alpha reliability was .80 in the

current sample (M = 1.23, SD = 0.44).

Peer Pressure The degree to which participants felt their

friends negatively pressured them was assessed with a five-

item scale [64]. Example items included: ‘‘I let my friends

talk me into doing things I really don’t want to do’’ and ‘‘I

tend to go along with the crowd.’’ Each item was rated on a

3-point Likert Scale (Not Like Me, A Little Like Me, or A

Lot Like Me) and Cronbach’s alpha reliability was .83 in

the current sample (M = 1.23, SD = 0.39).

Social Capital Deprivation: Victimization

Bullying Victimization Following the Youth Risk

Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS [69]), bullying

victimization was measured by a dichotomous variable that

asked: ‘‘During the past 12 months, have you ever been

bullied on school property?’’ The response options were

Yes or No (M = 0.23, SD = 0.42).

Physical Victimization Physical victimization was asses-

sed with three-items from the Olweus Bully/Victim

Questionnaire [70]. Although the items assessed forms of

physical bullying, the word bullying was not used in this

portion of the survey, thus this scale assessed general

physical victimization and not physical bullying specifi-

cally. Example items included: ‘‘Someone at school

pushed, shoved, or hit you’’ and ‘‘Someone at school stole

my money or possessions or damaged something I own.’’

Each item was rated on a 3-point Likert scale (Not Like Me,

A Little Like Me, or A Lot Like Me) and the Cronbach’s

alpha reliability was .81 in the current sample (M = 1.20,

SD = 0.42).

Verbal Victimization Verbal victimization was assessed

with a five-item scale; two-items were from the Olweus

Bully/Victim Questionnaire [70] and three-items were

from the school hassles scale from the SSP [64]. Although

items assess forms of verbal bullying, the word bullying

was not used in this portion of the survey, thus it assessed

general verbal victimization and not verbal bullying

specifically. Example items included: ‘‘Someone at school

yelled a racial slur or racial insult at you’’ and ‘‘Someone at
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school ‘made fun of’ or ‘picked on’ you.’’ Each item was

rated on a 3-point Likert subscale (Not Like Me, A Little

Like Me, or A Lot Like Me) and the Cronbach’s alpha

reliability was .82 in the current sample (M = 1.27,

SD = 0.42).

Social Capital Deprivation: Parent-Adolescent Conflict

The parent-adolescent conflict scale measured the degree

of conflict in the parent-adolescent relationship. Ten of the

20 items from the Conflict Behavior Questionnaire (CBQ

[71]) were used. Example items included: ‘‘At least three

times a week, my parent(s) and I get angry at each other’’

and ‘‘My parent(s) put me down.’’ The response for each

item were True or False and the Cronbach’s alpha relia-

bility was .85 in the current sample (M = 2.43,

SD = 2.78).

Social Capital Deprivation: Negative School Experiences

and Characteristics

School Danger Students’ perception of the level of dan-

ger present in their school was assessed with the 11-item

School Danger scale [64]. Following the prompt ‘‘How

often does each of the following happen at your school?’’

example items included: ‘‘Fights among students’’ and

‘‘Students carrying weapons.’’ Each item was rated on a

3-point Likert scale (Does Not Happen, Happens Some-

times, Happens A Lot) and Cronbach’s alpha reliability was

.91 in the current sample (M = 1.81, SD = 0.50).

School Characteristics School characteristics were

obtained from publically available administrative data and

included: school size (M = 477.21, SD = 238.97), per-

centage of students receiving free or reduced price lunch

(M = 76.37, SD = 10.30), teacher turnover rate

(M = 14.03, SD = 10.08), and average number of short

term (i.e., less than 10 days) suspensions per 100 students

(M = 34.75, SD = 21.47).

Contributors to Social Capital Deprivation: Depression

and Anxiety

Symptoms of Depression Symptoms of depression over

the past six months were assessed with five items from the

Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ [72]). Items were

reworded slightly for the current population. For example,

the item ‘‘Trouble concentrating on things, such as reading

the newspaper or watching television’’ was reworded to

read: ‘‘I had trouble concentrating on things like school

work, reading, or watching T.V.’’ Other example items

included, ‘‘I felt down depressed, irritable, or hopeless’’

and ‘‘I felt tired and had little energy.’’ Items were rated on

a 3-point Likert scale (Not Like Me, A Little Like Me, A Lot

Like Me) and Cronbach’s alpha reliability was .88 in the

current sample (M = 1.39, SD = 0.51).

Symptoms of Anxiety Symptoms of anxiety over the past

six months were assessed with three items from the Youth

Self-Report (YSR [73]). Example items included: ‘‘I often

feel fearful or anxious’’ and ‘‘I often feel nervous or tense.’’

Each item was rated on a 3-point Likert scale (Not Like Me,

A Little Like Me, A Lot LikeMe) and Cronbach’s alpha was

.85 in the current sample (M = 1.41, SD = 0.59).

Anti-social Capital: Delinquent Friends and Engagement

in Perpetration

Delinquent Friends The nine-item Delinquent Friends

scale [64] assessed participants’ reports of the degree to

which their friends engaged in delinquent behavior.

Example items included: ‘‘I have friends who get in trouble

with the police’’ and ‘‘I have friends who carry a weapon

such as a knife, gun, or club.’’ Each item was rated on a

3-point Likert scale (Not Like Me, A Little Like Me, or A

Lot Like Me) and the Cronbach’s alpha reliability was .92

in the current sample (M = 1.37, SD = 0.47).

Bullying Perpetration Engagement in bullying perpetra-

tion was assessed by a dichotomous variable that mirrored

the dichotomous bullying victimization question used by

the CDC in the YRBSS [69]. Participants were asked:

‘‘During the past 12 months have you bullied someone

weaker than you?’’ The response options were Yes or No

(M = 0.08, SD = 0.28).

Verbal Perpetration Verbal perpetration was assessed

with three items from the Olweus Bully/Victim Question-

naire [70]. The word bullying was not used in this portion

of the survey, thus this scale assessed general verbal per-

petration and not verbal bullying specifically. Example

items included: ‘‘I called another student mean names,

made fun of, or teased him/her’’ and ‘‘I sent another student

mean messages or pictures on his/her cell phone or over the

internet.’’ Each item was rated on a 4-point Likert scale

(Never, Once, Sometimes, Often) and Cronbach’s alpha

reliability was .79 in the current sample (M = 1.18,

SD = 0.45).

Physical Perpetration Physical perpetration was assessed

with four items from the violent behavior measure [74].

Although these items assess forms of bullying behavior, the

word bullying was not used, thus this scale assessed

physical perpetration in general and not physical bullying

specifically. Example items included: ‘‘I hit or kicked

someone’’ and ‘‘I pushed or shoved someone.’’ Each item
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was rated on a 4-point Likert scale (Never, Once, Some-

times, Often) and Cronbach’s alpha reliability was .83 in

the current sample (M = 1.35, SD = 0.59).

Data Analysis

The dependent variable was positively skewed with a

skewness of 2.93 and a kurtosis of 12.59. A normal dis-

tribution of the disturbances is an assumption of linear

regression models and when this assumption is violated,

the convention in econometrics is to take the natural-

logarithm transformation. For example, income is a typi-

cal dependent variable in economics and is often skewed,

thus economist take the natural-logarithm transformation

of income (i.e., ln(income)) to use as the dependent

variable in linear modeling [75]. In accordance with this

procedure, the natural-logarithm of the dependent variable

was taken; however, this procedure did not sufficiently

address the non-normal distribution. A histogram indi-

cated that the natural log of the dependent variable

remained positively skewed with a skewness of 1.05 and a

kurtosis of 6.66. It was therefore not possible to analyze

the dependent variable in its original metric and it was

converted into ordinal levels and a binary logistic

regression was run.

Almost three-fourths (73 %) of participants scored a 1

(Never) on the negative bystander scale. Given this highly

skewed distribution, the scale was dichotomized. Values of

1 of y were coded as 0, indicating that a participant Never

reported negative bystander behavior and values of 1.01–4

of y were coded as 1, indicating that a participant Once,

Sometimes, or Often reported negative bystander behavior.

In the case of a binary logistic regression model the number

of ordinal levels (i.e., k) is 2 and the probability of

reporting each ordinal category is expressed as a function

of the independent variables and can be expressed with the

following equations:

Prðy ¼ 1Þ ¼ exp b0 þ b1X1 þ b2X2ð Þ
1þ exp b0 þ b1X1 þ b2X2ð Þ and

Prðy ¼ 0Þ ¼ 1� Pðy ¼ 1Þ

¼ 1

1þ exp � b0 þ b1X1 þ b2X2ð Þ½ �

where b is a regression coefficient and X is an independent

variable. A binary logistic regression with robust standard

errors was run using the Stata commands logistic and

vce(robust). Robust standard errors allow for accurate

model estimation in the presence of clustering. The low,

medium, and high cut points for the independent variables

were determined by the number of scale options (e.g., on

5-point scale a 1 was low, 2.5 was medium, and 5 was

high).

The current study used multilevel data (i.e., individual

students nested within 38 middle and high schools), thus,

the presence of clustering effects is one methodological

issue that needs to be addressed. Students from the same

school might be more similar on an outcome measure

compared to students from other schools. The presence of

such clustering is problematic because it violates the

independent-observation assumption embedded in a

regression model and might lead to an inaccurate test for

statistical significance [76]. Therefore, the intraclass cor-

relation coefficient (ICC [77]) was used to test the clus-

tering effects of the dependent variable in its original

metric (i.e., as continuous variables). The ICC is defined by

the following equation:

ICC ¼ r2u
þ r2u þ r2e þ

where r2u is the between-group variance, and r2e is the

within-group variance. Results indicated that the ICC value

for the negative bystander scale was .0242, showing that a

little over 2 % of the variation in outcome variables lies

between schools. Despite this low ICC, robust standard

errors were still used to be conservative and correct for this

small amount of clustering.

Missing data were addressed using multiple imputation.

Only a small fraction of the data were missing for the

dependent variable (3.7 %). Rates of missingness for the

independent variables ranged from 0 to 11.3 %. According

to Rubin [78], such modest patterns of missing data require

between two and 10 imputations, thus 10 imputed data sets

were created. The dependent variable and 26 independent

variables collected in Year 4 were imputed along with

predictors used only for imputation (the independent vari-

ables collected in Years 1 through 3).

Results

Overall, 73.20 % of the sample reported never behaving as

a negative bystander and 26.80 % reported behaving as a

negative bystander once, sometimes, or often. The negative

bystander model with all independent variables fit the data

as evidenced by a Chi square of 715.09 (with 26 degrees of

freedom) that was statistically significant at a .001 level.

An average student had a 76.02 % probability of reporting

never behaving as a negative bystander and a 23.98 %

probability of reporting a history of negative bystander

behavior.

Demographic Variables

Compared with older adolescents, younger adolescents

were significantly more likely to report negative bystander
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behavior. At age 11, there was a 27.68 % probability of

reporting negative bystander behavior which decreased to

19.57 % at age 19 (p = .009). Compared to girls, boys had

a significantly higher probability of reporting negative

bystander behavior (22.31 % for girls vs. 25.81 % for boys,

p = .009). Compared to youth who received high grades

(A’s and B’s), those who reported receiving low grades

(C’s, D’s, and F’s) had a significantly higher probability of

reporting negative bystander behavior (21.81 % for high

grades vs. 26.91 % for low grades, p\ .0001). Compared

to Caucasian students (17.77 %), African American

(29.10 %, p\ .0001), Native American (25.54 %,

p\ .0001), and mixed race or other youth (28.51 %,

p\ .0001), had a significantly higher probability of

reporting negative bystander behavior. A Chi square like-

lihood ratio test yielded that, overall, race was significantly

associated with negative bystander behavior: X2(4,

N = 5752) = 10.89, p = .03.

Social Capital Deprivation: Negative Friend

Relationships

Compared to youth who reported low levels of peer pres-

sure, youth who reported high levels of peer pressure had a

significantly higher probability of reporting negative

bystander behavior (20.92 % for low vs. 54.53 % for high,

p\ .0001).

Social Capital Deprivation: Victimization

Compared to adolescents who endorsed low levels of

verbal victimization, those who endorsed high levels of

verbal victimization had a significantly higher probability

of reporting negative bystander behavior (21.89 % for low

vs. 40.21 % for high, p = .002).

Anti-social Capital: Delinquent Friends

and Perpetration

Compared to youth whose friends engaged in minimal

delinquency, youth whose friends engaged in a high degree

of delinquency had a significantly higher probability of

reporting negative bystander behavior (20.78 % for low vs.

41.40 % for high, p\ .0001). Compared to youth who did

not engage in bullying others, youth who reported bullying

others had a significantly higher probability of reporting

negative bystander behavior (22.91 % did not bully vs.

37.72 % did bully, p\ .0001). Youth who reported high

rates of physical and verbal perpetration had significantly

higher probabilities of reporting negative bystander

behavior compared to youth who engaged in low levels of

physical perpetration (49.10 % for high vs. 19.91 % for

low, p\ .0001) and verbal perpetration (44.13 % for high

vs. 22.39 % for low, p\ .0001). See Table 1 for results.

Discussion

The overarching hypothesis of the current study was that

social capital deprivation (represented by negative social

relationships and school characteristics) and anti-social

capital (represented by delinquent friends, bullying, and

perpetration) would be associated with an increased like-

lihood of engaging in negative bystander behavior. Over

all, this hypothesis was partially supported.

Demographic Variables Associated with Negative

Bystander Behavior

In line with our hypothesis and past research [23], compared

to females, males had a significantly higher likelihood of

reporting engagement in negative bystander behavior.

Compared to females, males of all ages display more

physical aggression and violence [79–82]. Negative

bystander behavior involves acts of verbal or physical

aggression, thus, it follows that adolescent boys would be

more inclined than girls to engage in this form of behavior.

Younger participants were significantly more likely to

report negative bystander behavior compared to older par-

ticipants. This finding suggests that as youth age, they

become increasingly inclined to ‘mind their own business’

and avoid engaging in negative bystander behavior. In

terms of race, compared to Caucasian youth, African

American, Native American, and Mixed Race/Other youth

were significantly more likely to engage in negative

bystander behavior. Bullying victimization frequently cen-

ters on issues of race/ethnicity and racial minorities are

often bullied due to their race [83]. It is possible that the

African American, Mixed Race/Other, and Native Ameri-

can youth in the current sample witnessed high levels of

race-based bullying of victims. Rather than defend someone

from a different racial group, it is possible that youth chose

to join in the bullying as a means of strengthening the power

of their own racial group. Also in line with our hypothesis,

compared to youth who received high grades, youth who

reported low grades (C’s, D’s, and F’s) were significantly

more likely to report negative bystander behavior. Poor

academic performance is often indicative of low school

connectedness and is a risk factor for delinquency [84],

suggesting that poor school performance might also be

associated with increased aggression in the form of negative

bystander behavior. This finding highlights the importance

of supporting youth who are underperforming academically

in order to foster their positive feelings about school and

increase their school connectedness.
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Table 1 Model predicted

probabilities for negative

bystander behavior

Variables Sig Never Once sometimes often

All 0.7602 0.2398

Demographic variables

Age (years) .009

11 0.7232 0.2768

12 0.7343 0.2657

13 0.7452 0.2548

14 0.7558 0.2442

15 0.7661 0.2339

16 0.7661 0.2239

17 0.7858 0.2142

18 0.7952 0.2048

19 0.8043 0.1957

Gender .009

Female 0.7769 0.2231

Male 0.7419 0.2581

Free/reduced lunch

Yes 0.7547 0.2453

No 0.7777 0.2222

Grades \.0001

A’s and B’s 0.7819 0.2181

C’s, D’s, and F’s 0.7301 0.2691

Race .03

Caucasian (reference group) 0.8223 0.1777

African American \.0001 0.7090 0.2910

Latino 0.7758 0.2242

Mixed/other \.0001 0.7149 0.2851

Native American \.0001 0.7446 0.2554

Living arrangement

Two-parent family 0.7591 0.2409

Other type of family 0.7652 0.2348

Social capital deprivation: negative friend relationships

Friend rejection

Low 0.7530 0.2470

Medium 0.7834 0.2165

High 0.8111 0.1889

Peer pressure \.0001

Low 0.7908 0.2092

Medium 0.6397 0.3603

High 0.4547 0.5453

Social capital deprivation: bullying and general victimization

Bullying victimization

Yes 0.7710 0.2290

No 0.7570 0.2430

Verbal victimization .002

Low 0.7811 0.2189

Medium 0.6973 0.3027

High 0.5979 0.4021

Physical victimization

Low 0.7528 0.2472

Medium 0.7875 0.2125
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Table 1 continued
Variables Sig Never Once sometimes often

High 0.8184 0.1816

Social capital deprivation: parent-adolescent conflict

Parent-adolescent conflict

Low 0.7671 0.2329

Medium 0.7527 0.2473

High 0.7376 0.2624

Social capital deprivation: negative school experiences and characteristics

School danger

Low 0.7826 0.2174

Medium 0.7547 0.2453

High 0.7245 0.2755

School size

Small (140) 0.7544 0.2456

Medium (570) 0.7617 0.2383

Large (1000) 0.7689 0.2311

% Receiving free/reduced lunch

Low (60 %) 0.7714 0.2286

Medium (78 %) 0.7590 0.2410

High (95 %) 0.7469 0.2531

Teacher turnover

Low (0 %) 0.7566 0.2434

Medium (25 %) 0.7629 0.2371

High (50 %) 0.7691 0.2309

Average # suspensions per 100 students

Low (5) 0.7618 0.2382

Medium (43) 0.7597 0.2403

High (90) 0.7571 0.2429

Social capital deprivation: depression and anxiety

Depression

Low 0.7654 0.2346

Medium 0.7521 0.2479

High 0.7384 0.2616

Anxiety

Low 0.7541 0.2459

Medium 0.7686 0.2314

High 0.7825 0.2175

Anti-social capital

Delinquent friends \.0001

Low 0.7922 0.2078

Medium 0.6990 0.3010

High 0.5860 0.4140

Bullying perpetration \.0001

Yes 0.6228 0.3772

No 0.7709 0.2291

Verbal perpetration \.0001

Low 0.7761 0.2239

Medium 0.6769 0.3231

High 0.5587 0.4413
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Social Capital Deprivation and Anti-social Capital

Factors Associated with Negative Bystander

Behavior

In line with our hypothesis, compared to youth who

reported low levels of peer pressure, youth who reported

high levels of peer pressure were significantly more likely

to report negative bystander behavior. This finding mirrors

past research indicating that peer pressure to engage in

aggression and delinquency resulted in increases in these

anti-social behaviors [33, 34]. Friendships ripe with nega-

tive peer pressure are unstable and represent social capital

deprivation. Human beings in general, and particularly

adolescents, seek acceptance [85] and youth succumb to

peer pressure as a way of maintaining group belonging and

cohesion. Thus, if peers pressure youth to engage in neg-

ative bystander behavior, youth might comply in an effort

to avoid being ostracized from the group. Standing up to

peer pressure severs valuable social ties, resulting in iso-

lation. Current findings suggest that social capital depri-

vation in the form of peer pressure fuels negative bystander

behavior, highlighting the importance of creating inter-

ventions to help youth stand up to negative peer pressure.

Interestingly, the hypothesis that friend rejection would

be associated with increased negative bystander behavior

was not supported. The current measure of friend rejection

assessed rejection in the form of negative teasing, being

picked on, and being treated disrespectfully. Perhaps if a

more traditional measure of rejection has been used (e.g.,

assessing how liked and disliked youth were and how many

mutual friendships they had; [86, 87]), results would have

been different. It is possible that in order to preserve their

sense of self-worth, youth interpreted teasing and being

picked on by friends as playful and not as a form of

rejection and were thus not negatively impacted by the

presence of this friend behavior.

It was hypothesized that youth who endorsed bullying

victimization or general verbal or physical victimization

would report higher rates of negative bystander behavior

compared to youth who did not experience these harmful

events. However, contrary to our hypothesis, bullying

victimization was not significantly associated with negative

bystander behavior. Victims often feel lonely and excluded

[88], have few friends [36, 37], and perceive low levels of

peer support [38–40] all of which indicate social capital

deprivation. Bullying others through negative bystander

behavior can be used as a means of obtaining social status

and attempting to rectify this social capital deprivation;

however, in the current sample, victims of bullying did not

appear to use negative bystander behavior as a means of

gaining social capital as hypothesized. Perhaps firsthand

knowledge of the pain engendered from victimization

deterred victims from engaging in negative bystander

behavior. Some past research suggests that, compared to

non-victimized youth, victims were significantly more

likely to act as prosocial bystanders and defend victims

[23, 89]. In light of this finding and current findings, it is

interesting and enigmatic that victims’ inclination to pro-

tect other victims does not translate into a significantly

decreased likelihood of negative bystander behavior. Bul-

lying victims and non-victims had a relatively equal like-

lihood (23 and 24 % respectively) of endorsing negative

bystander behavior, which indicates that relative to non-

victimized youth, experiencing victimization did not

decrease victim’s proclivity to harm other victims.

Although most victims do not engage in negative bystander

behavior, a small percentage join the bully. This subgroup

could consist of ‘‘bully–victims,’’ a group that takes on the

role of bully and victim and might be inclined towards

aggressive behavior, such as negative bystander behavior.

Interestingly, compared to youth endorsing low rates of

verbal victimization, youth who endorsed high rates of

verbal victimization were significantly more likely to

report negative bystander behavior. However, physical

victimization was not significantly associated with negative

bystander behavior. Verbal victimization is emotionally

harmful and might engender anger and the desire for

retribution that is then expressed through negative

bystander behavior. Further, verbal victimization can be

covert and teachers are less likely to intervene in episodes

of verbal bullying compared to episodes of physical bul-

lying [90], leaving verbal victims feeling alone and

unsupported to a greater degree than victims of physical

perpetration. Perhaps verbal victims therefore believe that

Table 1 continued
Variables Sig Never Once sometimes often

Physical perpetration \.0001

Low 0.8009 0.1991

Medium 0.6712 0.3288

High 0.5090 0.4910

Each probability was chosen for one category of an independent variable of interest while all other

independent variables were fixed at the sample mean level
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teachers will not intervene in bullying situations and sup-

port the bully with the knowledge that they will not be

caught. Engaging in negative bystander behavior might

also be a way for verbal victims to gain social status, avoid

being victimized, and increase positive self-regard by rel-

egating a peer to a lower social status. Because physical

victimization is a more violent experience than verbal

victimization, physical victims might be too afraid to

engage in bullying dynamics for fear of becoming physi-

cally harmed.

In line with our hypothesis, compared to youth whose

friends engaged in minimal rates of delinquency, youth

who reported that their friends engaged in high rates of

delinquent activity had a two-fold increase in the likelihood

of reporting negative bystander behavior. The close con-

nection between delinquency and bullying [55, 56] sug-

gests that, compared to non-delinquent youth, delinquent

adolescents might be more likely to be bullies or negative

bystanders. Given that youth mimic peer behavior [36], it

follows that, compared to youth whose friends do not

engage in delinquent behaviors, youth with delinquent

friends have a higher likelihood of reporting negative

bystander behavior. Delinquent friends provide youth with

anti-social capital, thus, youth are likely motivated to

maintain these social ties and shape their behavior to

conform with their delinquent friends’ behavior to maintain

group cohesion. Negative bystander behavior becomes a

mechanism to maintain a source of anti-social capital.

In line with our hypothesis and past research [63],

compared to non-bullies, youth who endorsed bullying

others had a significantly higher likelihood of engaging in

negative bystander behavior. Negative bystander behavior

is an extension of bullying, but rather than initiating the

bullying, youth join in on bullying that someone else

started. The current finding suggests that youth who bully

seek out opportunities to engage in bullying even if they

have not started the bullying. Also in line with the

hypothesis, both verbal and physical perpetration were

significantly associated with an increased likelihood of

reporting negative bystander behavior. The measures of

verbal and physical perpetration assessed general verbal

and physical aggressive perpetration, but did not refer

specifically to bullying. However, both of these behaviors

are forms of aggression, thus it follows that engaging in

these aggressive acts would be associated with aggression

in the form of negative bystander behavior. Current find-

ings indicate that youth who engage in bullying and

aggression consistently seek out opportunities to harm their

peers, and join in even when they did not instigate the

harm. Both bullying and aggression can also be viewed as

mechanisms to acquire anti-social capital as youth who are

aggressive and bully are often viewed as popular [28, 29].

Youth who bully and behave aggressively are often

embedded within social networks where this deviant

behavior is the norm. Youth in these groups reinforce each

other’s negative behaviors and provide one another with

anti-social capital, which fuels ongoing negative behavior.

Taken together, current findings highlight that youth

involved in negative social dynamics with their peers are at

an increased risk for involvement in negative bystander

behavior. Youth enmeshed in anti-social relationships with

delinquent friends are exposed to increased opportunities to

engage in anti-social behavior, such as episodes of bully-

ing, and might be pressured by their friends to join in as a

negative bystander. Youth who endorse bullying others and

behaving aggressively in interpersonal relationships engage

in this aggressive behavior in bullying situations others

have started. In this regard, aggressive youth fuel class-

room rates of bullying by engaging in negative bystander

behavior. Further, youth who are verbally victimized are at

an increased risk of behaving as negative bystanders and

turn on weaker peers in an effort to relegate someone else

to a lower social status than themselves. Overall, findings

point to the need to intervene immediately when youth are

enmeshed in negative peer relationships.

Limitations

The positive contributions of the current study must be

considered in light of the limitations. First, given the wide

range of negative bystander responses to bullying, it would

have been ideal to include additional items assessing other

forms of negative bystander behavior such as physically

attacking the victim or verbally encouraging the bully.

Second, it would have been interesting to assess negative

bystander responses to specific forms of bullying (e.g.,

physical, verbal) and different types of victims (e.g., gen-

der, race). Third, although the three-item negative bystan-

der scale is part of a larger scale that has been widely used,

further research is needed to establish the validity of this

scale. Fourth, although research staff closely monitored

participants to maintain privacy and confidentiality, youth

might have been affected by the presence of their peers. It

would be ideal to have participants fill out the online sur-

vey in private rooms; a lack of time, space, and research

staff made this impractical. Fifth, data were limited to

youth self-reports; it would have been ideal to collect data

from teachers and/or parents, however this was beyond the

scope of the current study. Sixth, the current study was

cross sectional because there was only one year of data on

the negative bystander items; future longitudinal research

in this area is needed. Finally, caution is warranted in

generalizing current findings; the current study population

accurately represented the areas in which data were col-

lected, but generalizability to other populations is limited
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given the rural, low income, racially/ethnically diverse

sample.

Summary

The current study examined how variables assessing social

capital deprivation and anti-social capital are associated

with negative bystander behavior during bullying episodes.

Social capital deprivation in the form of peer pressure and

verbal victimization and anti-social capital in the form of

delinquent friends, bullying perpetration, and verbal and

physical perpetration were significantly associated with an

increased likelihood of engaging in negative bystander

behavior. Findings highlight the importance of offering

social support to youth disengaged from positive sources of

social capital. Disengagement from social capital leaves

youth feeling isolated and alone and fuels their participa-

tion in negative social interactions such as negative

bystander behavior. Disengaged youth seek out support

from deviant sources and often use anti-social means, such

as acting aggressively and bullying others, to develop anti-

social capital. A key to decreasing bullying is eradicating

support for bullying behavior by extinguishing negative

bystander behavior. One means of accomplishing this goal

is through bullying interventions that focus on fostering

positive bystander behavior such as Bully Proofing Your

School [91] and KiVa [92], however, ongoing work is

needed to improve the outcomes of such interventions in

the United States [93]. Along with the need for additional

and improved bystander interventions, the current study

highlights the importance of obtaining social support for

disenfranchised youth as an important mechanism to

decreasing negative bystander behavior.
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