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Abstract
Previous research has shown that group processes are particularly pertinent to children’s bullying, and who they socially exclude
and include. This paper looks at how children’s responses to social exclusion change according to their friends’ group-based
emotions. Children aged 8–11 years (N = 77) read stories about a friendship group to which they were said to belong and an
instance of mild social exclusion. In the stories, the participants’ friends’ emotional reaction to the exclusion (pleased versus
angry) was manipulated. Measures of assertive bystanding intentions and responses towards the friendship group and the social
exclusion were taken. Children showed more assertive bystanding intentions when their friendship group was depicted as angry
and they reportedmore anger when reacting to social exclusion. Amediation effect was found, with a perception of the friendship
group’s emotion as anger being related to increased assertive bystanding, through an increase in the participant’s own anger
towards their group’s act of social exclusion. This study is among the first to show that from 8 years of age, the social appraisal of
group emotions can account for children’s reactions to social exclusion in a friendship group. Directions for future research in
social appraisal of group-based emotion in social exclusion situations are discussed.
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Bullying may be conceived of as aggression comprised of
three identifying features (1) behavior intended to do harm,
(2) behavior that is repeated over time, and (3) behavior that
takes place in a social context in which there is an imbalance
of power. It may include indirect aggression, or relational
aggression, covering the withdrawal of friendship, spreading
of gossip, and social exclusion (Smith 2004). Social exclusion
is a particularly pernicious form of bullying that may be de-
fined as the “experience of being kept apart from others phys-
ically or emotionally” (Riva and Eck 2016, p. ix). Social
exclusion (that is, exclusion from groups to which a child
belongs by members of that group) may be particularly perni-
cious because, unlike for other forms of bullying, children
who are rejected in this way are left without the support of
the peer group, to help them deal with this rejection. This form
of rejection is of concern in childhood because it has a

deleterious impact on a number of psychological processes
(e.g., Williams 2009). In the short-term, social exclusion de-
monstrably adversely affects fulfillment of the emotional need
to belong (Abrams et al. 2011), negatively impacts the way
children think about themselves (Hawes et al. 2012), and
causes withdrawal from learning (Buhs et al. 2006). In the
longer-term, research has shown that experiencing (especially
sustained) social exclusion is linked with increased risk for
depression and anxiety (e.g., Epkins and Heckler 2011;
Hamilton et al. 2015). There is then a good case in reducing
incidents of social exclusion from peer groups at school.

One route by which this may happen is through harnessing
the power of bystanders. That is, on the playground, it is
recognized that bystanders are often present during incidents
of social exclusion (e.g., Barhight et al. 2013; Pozzoli et al.
2012). When children intervene as assertive bystanders, social
exclusion is more likely to end (e.g., Hawkins, Pepler, and
Craig 2001). The key then is to determine what leads to active
over passive bystanding in the face of social exclusion. In this
regard, relatively little attention has been paid to bystanders’
emotional responses to witnessing bullying. Accordingly, the
central aim of the study reported here was to examine chil-
dren’s emotional responses to witnessing social exclusion of
someone said to be in their friendship group. Specifically, we
look at how a child’s perception of ingroup members’ [other
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bystanders] emotional responses to the social exclusion, in-
form their own emotional response, and in turn, their assertive
bystanding intentions.

Social Exclusion

Extensive previous research has looked at emotion in the con-
text of interpersonal and intergroup exclusion. For example, at
the interpersonal level, research on social exclusion has fo-
cused on individual factors such as targets’ maladaptive attri-
butional styles (Vanhalst et al. 2015), targets’ social problem
solving skills (Rigby 2005), or targets having an aggressive or
shy temperament (Bierman et al. 2015). We argue, in line with
Horton (2011) and Schott and In Søndergaard (2014) that this
research provides one part of the puzzle of social exclusion.
The other part of this puzzle concerns the target’s (and the
perpetrator’s) peer group and group processes of inclusion
and exclusion.

At the intergroup level, research on social exclusion has
examined cognitive and affective responses attributed to per-
petrators and targets by children who are often cast as a third
party group member. In this vein, it has been shown that ob-
serving the exclusion of another person elicits negative emo-
tion similar to the distress caused by firsthand exclusion
(Masten et al. 2011). Research also shows increased activation
in brain areas sensitive to social cues while participants watch
social exclusion, and in turn, this has been associated with
increased concern for the target among adolescents (Masten
et al. 2010). Research investigating intergroup social exclu-
sion has also elucidated the role of children’s cognition and
emotion in their actual social exclusion behavior (e.g., Hitti
et al. 2014). Such research has highlighted a complex inter-
play between moral and social considerations. Specifically,
perspective taking ability, social-contextual factors, anticipat-
ed emotion evaluations, moral norms concerning harm pre-
vention, and group norms surrounding loyalty all influence
children’s intergroup exclusion decisions. In this vein, Malti
et al. (2015) investigated judgments and moral emotions in
contexts of intergroup social exclusion. Children were asked
to ascribe emotions to an excluding group, an excluded target,
and to onlooking versus including bystanders. Children ex-
pected more pride to be experienced by the excluding group
when there was an audience of onlooking bystanders than
when there were no bystanders present. Furthermore, adoles-
cents expected including bystanders to experience more em-
pathy than onlooking bystanders and anticipated more guilt
among onlooking bystanders than including bystanders.

Group-Based Emotion

The question of whether children experience emotion on be-
half of a group to which they belong, and whether emotion

perceived in other group members will, in turn, affect their
own emotional responding remains open. There is evidence
that group-based emotions may be elicited by intergroup so-
cial exclusion incidents (Jones et al. 2011; Jones et al. 2012a;
Jones et al. 2009). Group-based emotions originally hypothe-
sized by E.R. Smith (1993) are those emotions which hold the
subject and object of emotion at the group rather than the
individual level (Parkinson et al. 2005). In other words, these
are emotions that an individual group member experiences in
relation to a group-relevant event (for example, pride in a
sporting team win that the individual supports, despite not
having played for the team). A burgeoning literature now
demonstrates that group-based emotions are relevant to adults’
interpretation of intergroup events (see Iyer and Leach 2008,
for a review). In particular, this research suggests that group-
based emotions, such as anger, mediate a link between per-
ceptions of a group event and a tendency to act in response to
it. For example, Harth et al. (2013) showed that group-based
guilt and anger mediated a link between perception of group
responsibility for damaging environmental behavior and a
willingness to mitigate for that damage.

Building on adult research, Jones et al. (2009, 2011,
2012b), in a series of studies, assigned 9- to 11-year-olds to
the same minimal group as story characters who were said to
be engaging in social exclusion. Children read a story in
which a protagonist, in the presence of their friendship group,
acted unkindly towards a child from a different group. In
Jones et al. (2011), group-based pride and anger were tested.
Group-based pride may be defined as a positive, in-group-
focused emotion relating to group-level responsibility for an
action (e.g., Tracy and Robins 2007). It was included within
this study in recognition of the finding that some friendship
groups hold pro-bullying norms that condone bullying (e.g.,
Sentse, Scholte, Salmivalli, and Voeten 2007). Group-based
anger, on the other hand, is construed as stemming from ap-
praisal of a group behavior as unfair (e.g., Scherer et al. 2001).
It is associated with movement to act against those who have
caused the unfairness (e.g., Harth et al. 2013). In the afore-
mentioned studies, it was found that children’s randomly
assigned group membership predicted the level of group-
based emotion they cited, such that those in the group insti-
gating the social exclusion reported more pride, and those in
the same group as the child being excluded reported more
anger, at the social exclusion. It was group-based anger, and
not pride, that was associated with assertive bystanding in
these studies. For this reason, the group-based emotions of
pride and anger are measured in the study reported below.

What is apparentlymissing is an account of children’s emo-
tions when exclusion is proposed or happens at the intragroup
level. Intragroup processes pertain to judgments that people,
including children, make about members in the groups to
which they belong. It has been shown that older children (aged
10–11 years) are sensitive to intragroup differences between
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ingroup members and make judgements concerning punish-
ment and exclusion based on a group member’s behavior
vis-à-vis group values (Abrams et al. 2017, 2003). To our
knowledge, no research has examined the impact of emotions
experienced from being a group member on intragroup social
exclusion. Research concerning intragroup exclusion shows
that older children understand that it is more probable that they
will be excluded by the group when they deviate from the
norms of that group in some way (e.g., Zdaniuk and Levine
2001; Killen and Rutland 2011). Research also indicates that
children’s condoning of social exclusion from a group is fluid,
as they seek to protect their own belongingness (Schott and In
Søndergaard 2014; Horton 2011) and that among children, the
positive ingroup image can be boosted through negative judg-
ments cast on ingroup members (e.g., Hitti et al. 2014).
Indeed, research shows that negative judgments of others are
intensified when they are ingroup rather than outgroup mem-
bers perhaps precisely because group members are motivated
to protect the group’s values.

Other research on intragroup exclusion, in line with the
work on intergroup exclusion, has shown that children and
adolescents will sometimes condone exclusion of an ingroup
member who deviates from the group for positive moral rea-
sons but does not condone exclusion for negative antisocial
reasons (Hitti et al. 2014). Similarly, it has been shown that
children judge social exclusion based on group membership
as more unfair than exclusion based on personality traits (Park
and Killen 2010). In other words, children take account of
both social and moral concerns in their judgments of
intragroup exclusion scenarios. Elsewhere it has been shown
that, given the opportunity, children will compensate those
who their group earlier excluded from a cyberball game
(Vrijhof et al. 2016; Will et al. 2013). There is then good
evidence of children’s acute sensitivity to ingroup members’
behavior that takes account of social and cognitive variables,
evidence that children respond emotionally at the interperson-
al and intergroup level and evidence that intergroup exclusion
has deleterious outcomes. Taken together, this means it is
timely to consider the emotions attached to intragroup exclu-
sion scenarios. Such evidence might then serve as an avenue
to mending the group relations that led up to the opportunity
for social exclusion from a friendship group.

Social Appraisal of Emotion

The above research shows that group-based emotion is perti-
nent to social exclusion. However, it has taken a first-person
perspective on social exclusion: children were told that they
shared a group membership with children who had engaged
in, or been the targets of social exclusion, and were asked
about the group-based emotions they imagined they would
respond with in this situation. Children were not asked about
how other members of their ingroup might respond at the

emotional or behavioral level (and how this might influence
their own response). Drawing together research by Malti et al.
(2015) showing that children can judge and attribute moral
emotion to others, and Jones et al. (2009, 2011) showing that
group factors are relevant to emotional experience, we look
here at whether children integrate concerns, about their later
inclusion in a friendship group, with their ability to perceive
emotion in others [or in fellow group members]. In other
words, we look for the first time at whether children engage
in social appraisal to judge intragroup social exclusion
scenarios.

Research on social appraisal theory has shown that adults’
own emotional reactions to a group-relevant event may differ
according to what they imagine others are feeling (Manstead
and Fischer 2001). Thus, while a group-relevant event can
elicit group-based emotion, this theory additionally posits that
group-based emotion expressed by ingroup members can
have a reciprocal effect upon the situation in shaping one’s
own expressed emotion (Parkinson 1996). Others’ emotional
expression therefore communicates how one could respond to
a group-relevant event. For example, expressing anger com-
municates to group members that this is an event to which
they might object (Parkinson 1996). Moreover, such expres-
sions of anger can prompt collective support in resisting the
incident causing disapproval (Thomas et al. 2009). In this
vein, Livingstone et al. (2016) measured their participants’
emotional responses to a group-relevant event. They then ma-
nipulated the emotional responses of other ingroup members.
They found that an alignment of emotional reactions predicted
participants’ willingness to take part in collective action. To
apply this theory to a social exclusion context, one might
manipulate the group-based emotions children imagine other
friendship group members are experiencing, and examine
whether they are driven to align their emotional reactions with
those of other children and are thus more likely to contest that
social exclusion. To this end, in the present research, ingroup
members’ emotional responses to social exclusion were ma-
nipulated to determine the effect that this would have upon
participants’ own group-based emotion and assertive bystand-
ing intentions.

The Development of Social Appraisal

Having established that social appraisal takes place among
adults, it becomes important to determine the age at which it
might become manifest in children. Social appraisal requires
the capacity to (a) reason about emotion in others and (b) to do
so as a group member, with the likely attendant motivation to
conform to the group. For the purposes of the present study,
the children will also need to be sensitive to the effects of peer
group inclusion and exclusion. In this regard, there is good
evidence that children, from a very young age, have the ability
to reason about emotion. However, previous research suggests
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that only from 8 years of age do children understand that
others could react differently emotionally to different situa-
tions (Gnepp et al. 1987). Research also shows that only from
approximately 7 years of age do children feel the emotion of
embarrassment on behalf of their social group, and therefore,
apologize for their social group (Bennett et al. 1998). This
suggests it is unlikely that children younger than 7 years of
age would experience emotion with reference to group mem-
bership (Sani and Bennett 2004).

Other research on the development of children’s emotions
surrounding social exclusion (e.g., Killen and Malti 2015)
suggests that only children above 7 to 8 years of age under-
stand the long-term effects of the social exclusion (e.g., sad-
ness) and tend to attribute negative emotions to the self in the
social excluder role. This finding is consistent with other de-
velopmental research (Abrams and Rutland 2011; Nesdale
2007) showing children above approximately 8 years of age
have a more nuanced understanding of group processes (i.e.,
group nous) and are, therefore, more likely to be apprehensive
of being rejected from the group and are less likely to inter-
vene as bystanders (Palmer et al. 2015). Given the research
showing the development the group nous and emotional un-
derstanding from approximately 8 years of age, in this study
we chose to study 8–11-year-olds since children of this age are
likely to have the requisite social and emotional capacity for
social appraisal.

Current Study

In line with the above arguments, we sought to examine the
effects of friends’ emotional reactions to social exclusion on
participants’ group-based emotion and, in turn, assertive
bystanding intentions in response to an instance of social
exclusion enacted by a member of their friendship group.
Since it is known that in scenario-based research on bullying,
children’s responses differ according to the gender of the
protagonists (see Fox et al. 2014) children aged 8–11 years
read a description of a gender-matched friendship group to
which they were said to belong to at school (since gender
was not a central concern of this study). We predicted, in line
with social appraisal theory, that friendship group members’
angry reaction would enhance participants’ own group-
based anger.

Method

Participants

Following ethical approval and the consent of head teachers,
parental consent forms requesting opt-in consent were sent to
159 children in school year 4, 5, or 6 (aged 8–11 years) in
three schools in England, yielding a sample of 77 children

(parental response rate of 48%) 24male and 53 female) whose
mean age was 10.14 years (SD = 0.89 years).

Design

The study had a between-subjects experimental design, where
the manipulated factor was the group-based emotion
displayed by the participant’s friendship group [pleased versus
angry]. Group-based emotions of pride and anger, and inten-
tion to engage in assertive bystanding were treated as depen-
dent variables.

Materials and Procedure

The study was conducted in school classrooms, one class
group at a time, each consisting of between 20 and 29 pupils.
Children worked quietly on all experimental tasks. Data col-
lection was administered by the first author. A teacher was
always present. The session began with an explanation that
the researchers were interested in finding out about children’s
friendship groups. The activities involved in the study were
then described, and children were reminded that their partici-
pation was voluntary. Children who did not wish to take part
in the study worked on activities on a friendship theme in a
different room.

Practice Items Each child was given a copy of the relevant
gender-matched questionnaire. The questionnaires concerning
characters’ angry or pleased response to the social exclusion
were randomly distributed among participants. Instructions
were read to the children, who proceeded to work through
the practice questions. Then followed description of a friend-
ship group, taken from Jones et al. (2011) (e.g., “Claire/Pete
and her/his friends are a group of children at Lingley Primary
School. Most of Claire/Pete’s friends are sporty, and they en-
joy listening to music together”). Children worked through the
rest of the questionnaire quietly. Participants were given ap-
proximately 30 min to complete this task. Some children were
assisted in scenario and questionnaire reading, so as not to
exclude those with reading difficulties.

ScenariosChildren read one of four illustrated scenarios. They
were given information about the friendship group, about one
named member of the group, and about an instance of social
exclusion. Children received a scenario about a walk home
from school made by Claire/Pete’s group. During this walk,
Claire/Pete delivers an unkind verbal message (“Guess who’s
not invited to our party tonight? That’s right—you!”) to Amy/
Tom [the target, in the same friendship group]. After this is the
manipulation of friendship group emotion, “Claire/Pete’s
friends laughed. [But] you notice that some of Claire/Pete’s
friends look quite [angry/pleased] with her/him.” The scenario
ended by making it clear that the target was upset. Scenario
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protagonists were said to attend a school similar to the partic-
ipants’. Copies of the scenarios and materials used in both
studies are available from the first author on request.

Questionnaires There were two versions of the questionnaire,
one keyed for female participants, and one for male partici-
pants. Most items took the form of statements. Unless other-
wise stated, children were asked to indicate (by placing a
tick) their responses on 5-point scales, ranging from 1 (dis-
agree strongly) to 5 (agree strongly). The first set of items
related to the behavior described in the scenario, starting
with a manipulation check item relating to the named story
characters. “Who received the message?” There was also a
manipulation check concerning the reaction of the friendship
group: “Claire/Pete’s friends looked [pleased/angry] with
her/him.”

Following this were items assessing responses to the be-
havior, judgments of the intentions of the protagonists, and
whether the behavior could be called social exclusion. The
next set of items concerned participants’ group-based emo-
tions (pride and anger), as used by Jones et al. (2011,
2012a). Three items assessed pride: “I [feel proud about/ad-
mire/respect] the way [Perpetrator’s] group behaved on the
way home,” α = .69). Three items assessed anger “I feel [an-
gry/annoyed/irritated] about the message sent to [Target],”
α = .82). A further set of items concerned participants’ action
tendencies, again as used by Jones et al. (2011). Participants
reported what they believed they would have done had they
been present when the incident took place. These items in-
cluded the scale of assertive bystanding with five items, “I
would help [Target],” “I would try to make friends with
Target,” “I would go and tell an adult what had happened,”
“I would tell Perpetrator and her/his friends that leaving Target
out was wrong,” and “I would let Target play with me and my
friends” (α = .70). The final section of the questionnaire asked
participants to state their age and year group.

At the conclusion of the session, which lasted approximate-
ly 45 min, participants were thanked and debriefed about the
research. Any questions that pupils had were addressed by the
researchers and pupils were reminded of positive strategies for
dealing with any experiences of social exclusion.

Results

Data Screening

Prior to analysis, the data were screened for outliers and for
violations of parametric data assumptions. One univariate
outlier was pinpointed; to ensure that it was not having a
disparate influence on the results, it was removed for each
analysis.

Comprehension Check

Analyses indicated that all children passed the check asking
“Who sent the message to [Target]?” correctly identifying the
sender of the message.

Friendship Group Emotion Manipulation Check

A one-sample t test on the manipulation check revealed that
most children scored significantly higher than the scale mid-
point, t (76) = 7.66, p < .001, when answering the question,
“Claire/Pete’s friends looked [pleased/angry] with her/him”
M = 3.79, SD = 0.91.

Effects on Participant Group-Based Anger

A one-way 2 (Friendship Group Emotion: Pleased versus
Angry) ANCOVA was conducted on participants’ group-
based Anger, with age as a covariate. This revealed a main
effect of friendship group emotion, F (1, 76) = 4.47, p = .017,
ƞp2 = .090, arising because those in the angry condition were
more angry than those in the pleased condition,Ms = 4.37 and
3.85 respectively. Age was not a significant covariate.

Assertive Bystanding

A two-way 2 (Friendship Group Emotion: Pleased versus
Angry) × participants’ group-based anger (centered, continu-
ous) × age ANCOVAwas conducted on assertive bystanding
intentions. This revealed a two-way interaction between
friendship group emotion and participants’ group-based anger
(centered), F (1, 76) = 4.45, p = .038, ƞp2 = .058, and that age
was a significant covariate, F (1, 76) = 5.77, p = .019,
ƞp2 = .074.

Simple effects analysis revealed that this interaction arose
because in the friendship group emotion angry condition,
there was a significant difference in assertive bystanding in-
tentions between high (+ 1 SD above the mean) and low (−
1SD below the mean) participant group-based anger, F (1,
76) = 7.33, p = .008, ƞp2 = .092, Ms= 5.74, and 4.80 respec-
tively. The commensurate difference in participant group-
based anger was not seen in the friendship group emotion
pleased condition F (1, 76) = 3.08, p = .084, ƞp2 = .041,
Ms= 5.73 and 5.39 respectively. In other words, where par-
ticipants’ own anger was lower in the friendship group emo-
tion angry condition (and social appraisal had not occurred),
this led to less assertive bystanding than when high participant
group-based anger had been elicited by presenting the group
emotion as one of being angry. This interaction is illustrated in
Fig. 1.

Regression analysis with age as the predictor and assertive
bystanding as the outcome variable, revealed a negative asso-
ciation, F (1, 76) = 3.71, B = −0.15, t (76) = −1.97, p = .029.
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As age increases, the tendency for assertive bystanding de-
creases, regardless of friendship group emotion condition or
participants’ group-based anger (Table 1).

Mediation

Mediation analysis was conducted to explore whether partic-
ipants’ anger mediated the effect of the manipulated friendship
group emotion [angry/pleased] on assertive bystanding. In
total, three variables were included in the final model. The
outcome variable was assertive bystanding and the mediator
was participants’ anger, both of which were measured on a
Likert-type scale. The independent variable was friendship
group emotion [anger = 1, pleased = 0]. Participants’ age was
initially added as a covariate, but since it was not significant,
the simpler model, without age as a factor, is reported below.
Swapping participant group-based anger for friendship group
emotion as the mediator did not produce a significant model.

Analysis by PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes 2013) using 5000
bootstrap samples was used to test for an indirect effect of
friendship group emotion on assertive bystanding via partici-
pants’ own group-based anger. Results indicated that friend-
ship group emotion was a significant predictor of participant
group-based anger, b = .522, SE = .215, p = .018, and that par-
ticipant anger was a significant predictor of assertive
bystanding, b = .257, SE = .095 p = .009. These results sup-
port the mediational hypothesis. Friendship group emotion
was no longer a significant predictor of assertive bystanding
after controlling for the mediator, participant anger, b = − .065,
SE = .132, ns, consistent with full mediation. Approximately
16% of the variance in assertive bystanding was accounted for
by the predictors (R2 = .156). These results indicated the indi-
rect coefficient was significant, b = .134, SE = .063,

LLCI = .038, ULCI = .293. That it, in line with our prediction,
was found that making children think their friendship group’s
emotion to the social exclusion was anger increased assertive
bystanding via increasing the participants’ own anger towards
their group’s act of social exclusion (Fig. 2).

Discussion

This study examined the conditions under which children in-
tend to respond supportively as bystanders to an instance of
social exclusion completed by a peer from their friendship
group. We found a decrease in bystander intentions for help-
ing an excluded peer, and for the first time, showed the rele-
vance of social appraisal mechanisms to the elicitation of
group-based anger and assertive bystander intentions. When
children thought their friendship group was angry about the
social exclusion within the group and they themselves were
higher in anger when reacting to the social exclusion, there
was more evidence of assertive bystanding intentions. It was
also shown that participants’ own group-based anger mediated
the association between friendship group members reported
group-based emotion and assertive bystanding intentions. The
perception that the group’s emotion was one of anger was
related to increased assertive bystanding through an increase
in the participant’s own anger towards their group’s act of
bullying in the form of social exclusion.

The present study makes an original contribution by iden-
tifying, for the first time, the existence of social appraisal of
group-based emotion in children from 8 years of age and its
subsequent effect upon reported emotion and assertive by-
stander intentions in a friendship group context.
Additionally, we build on existing research that shows that
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group-based anger is linked to assertive bystanding (Jones
et al. 2009, 2011, 2012b) and on the relevance of friendship
group processes, for children’s responses to group-relevant
events (e.g., Nesdale et al. 2005; Nesdale, Milliner, Duffy,
and Griffiths 2009). We extend it further by looking at how
other group members’ emotion responses affect children’s
own response, supporting the work of Schott and In
Søndergaard (2014) and Horton (2011) indicating that chil-
dren’s responses are malleable and fluid, reflecting the group
situation with which group members are faced, and taking
account of the reaction of other group members.

Practical Implications

Taken together, these results advance our understanding of
when children help peers who experience social exclusion
perpetrated by someone to whom they are affiliated.
Importantly, our findings reiterate the relevance to teachers
and parents of examining the group processes underpinning
bystander responses (Palmer et al. 2015; Jones et al. 2011).
Specifically, it will be important for adults to create education-
al environments that foster acceptance and inclusion of all
classmates. It will also be important to encourage students to
think critically and mindfully, vis-à-vis the responses of their
peer group, around incidents of social exclusion from the
friendship group. In this way, teachers may be able to reduce
the likelihood of peer bullying and enhance assertive bystand-
er responses.

Limitations and Future Directions

A further consideration is the role of development (of chil-
dren’s age) in social appraisal. We chose to study 8–11-year-
olds to test for the existence of social appraisal mechanisms
because existing work on children’s emotional understanding
(Harris et al. 1981) and group nous (Abrams and Rutland
2008) suggested that children of this age had the requisite
social and emotional capacity for social appraisal. Given the
tendency for less assertive bystanding with increased age here,
and in other research on bystander intentions (e.g., Palmer
et al. 2015) charting the ways in which children and adoles-
cents deal emotionally with intragroup social exclusion might
further explain this reticence. Alternatively, it may be the case
that children’s increasing understanding of group dynamics
with age leaves them more likely to adhere to group norms
that condone bullying, and less likely to defend its targets. The
underpinning motivation for less assertive bystanding with
age might rest with the cognitive or emotional factors that
are pertinent to group processes and this should be explored
in future research.

The focus here was on group-based anger since this was
known to be associated with assertive bystanding (see Jones
et al. 2009, 2011). Anger is also known to mediate the rela-
tionship between empathic concern for a target and assertive
bystanding (Pozzoli et al. 2017). In this regard, Trach and
Hymel (2019) also report that adolescents are over five times
more likely to move to stop the bullying or comfort the target
if they felt angry about the situation. However, we also

Fig. 2 Indirect effect of
participant group-based anger on
the link between friendship group
emotion and assertive bystanding

Table 1 Correlations and means among key variables

1 2 3 4

Mean 5.64 3.93 – 10.14

(SD) 0.61 0.96 – 0.89

1. Assertive bystanding –

2. Participants’ group-based anger 0.393** –

3. Friendship group emotion [coded anger = 1] 0.057 0.272* –

4. Age − 0.217 − 0.002 − 0.074 − 0.266**

* p < .05,** p < .01, *** p < .001
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anticipated that increased expressions of pride in the bullying
among group members would be associated with less asser-
tive bystanding, in line with past research (Jones et al. 2009,
2011, 2012b), and this effect was not seen here. This might
be down to a difference in the measure of assertive
bystanding across these studies: support for the bullying
per se and a desire to be friends with the bullying children
was not measured here, as it was in Jones et al. (2009, 2011,
2012a). Nonetheless, the group-based affect that leads to less
assertive bystanding and to greater support for bullying chil-
dren would be worth untangling in future studies. It might
also consider a wider range of group-based emotions, includ-
ing regret, across age groups since adult research highlights
that social appraisal has a role here (see Van Der Schalk et al.
2015). Further research might also use a neutral emotion
baseline condition rather than manipulating anger versus
pride.

The present findings also indicate fruitful areas for future
research, given the established link between group member-
ship and normative group behavior. In this regard, it has been
demonstrated in both child (Jones et al. 2012b) and adult (e.g.,
Jetten et al. 1997) that research on positive group-based iden-
tification is enhanced to the extent that an action is consistent
with that of group norms, while counter normative behavior is
considered to be a group threat (Doosje et al. 2002). We pro-
pose an extension of this: namely, that children might also
respond emotionally according to how normatively acceptable
they see a peer group member’s behavior to be and that this
might be separate from their personal emotional reaction to the
behavior, or their own judgments surrounding acceptability. In
other words, in line with social appraisal accounts of group
behavior (see Parkinson and Manstead 2015; Evers et al.
2005; Manstead and Fischer 2001), a group of children might
each be feeling group-based anger following a group-relevant
event, but each suppressing its expression and consequent
impulses to act, if the group norm is supportive of social
exclusion. The interaction between personal emotional reac-
tions, perceptions of how others are feeling, and different nor-
mative contexts is thus an avenue for future research that
might help to explain why children’s emotional responding
changes with group membership.

Within the present study, predictors of bystander intentions
were the focus. We acknowledge that intentions are not the
same as actual behaviors. However, research conducted with
adults has shown that the ways in which people react to
emotion-inducing vignettes parallel the ways in which they
respond to “real-life” events (Robinson and Clore 2001).
Furthermore, in a meta-analysis, van Zomeren et al. (2008)
showed that there is similarity between intentions and behav-
ior in the case of collective action research. To strengthen the
current findings, nonetheless, it would be important to repli-
cate the study to look at actual experiences of social exclusion
(Salmivalli 2010).

Conclusions

In conclusion, this study identified that a key part of children’s
intentions to respond assertively to social exclusion may rely
upon social appraisal—an appreciation of how their friends
are responding emotionally. The findings of this study high-
light the importance of considering social and emotional ap-
praisal processes when seeking to promote assertive
bystanding, whichmay, in turn, reduce incidents of aggression
in schools. Future research may usefully consider the exact
intragroup and normative contexts that facilitate social ap-
praisal, in order to encourage children to act positively upon
the anger they experience when witnessing social exclusion
from their friendship group.
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