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During adolescence, youth become more likely to avoid involvement in witnessed bullying and less likely to support
victims. It is unknown whether—and how—these bystander behaviors (i.e., outsider behavior and indirect defending)
are associated with adolescents’ peer-group status (i.e., popularity and social acceptance) over time. Cross-lagged path
modeling was used to examine these longitudinal associations in a sample of 313 Dutch adolescents (Mage-

T1 = 10.3 years). The results showed that status longitudinally predicted behavior, rather than that behavior predicted
status. Specifically, unpopularity predicted outsider behavior and social acceptance predicted indirect defending. These
findings suggest that a positive peer-group status can trigger adolescents’ provictim stance. However, adolescents may
also strategically avoid involvement in witnessed bullying to keep a low social profile.

Bullying can be conceptualized as the strategic and
repeatedly executed, goal-directed harmful behav-
ior of one or more perpetrators (the bully/bullies)
toward one or more weaker individuals (the vic-
tim/victims; Salmivalli, 2010). Bullying occurs in a
dynamic peer-group context in which one or more
witnesses are present (Atlas & Pepler, 1998; Salmi-
valli, 2010). These witnesses can behave in ways
that are either supportive of the bullying, support-
ive of the victim, or avoidant of the event. Within
this context, bullying does not only have detrimen-
tal short- and long-term consequences for the phys-
ical and mental health of victims (Hawker &
Boulton, 2000; Troop-Gordon, Rudolph, Sugimura,
& Little, 2014), but can have a negative impact on
witnessing individuals as well (Nishina & Juvonen,
2005).

The importance of the peer group and of peers’
influence on adolescents’ attitudes and behaviors
increases as children move into adolescence (Dish-
ion & Tipsord, 2011; Steinberg & Morris, 2001). At
the same time, the prevalence of bullying increases

during this developmental period (Pellegrini &
Long, 2002; Salmivalli, 2010; Salmivalli & Voeten,
2004). It is therefore important to focus on the
classroom peer-group context if we want to coun-
teract the detrimental effects of bullying. Research
increasingly shows that the best way to reduce bul-
lying is by activating the defender potential of
those adolescents who have an antibullying atti-
tude (Polanin, Espelage, & Pigott, 2012; Pozzoli &
Gini, 2010; Pronk, Goossens, Olthof, De Mey, &
Willemen, 2013; Salmivalli, 2010). Unfortunately,
provictim attitudes and behaviors (i.e., defending)
become less prevalent during the transition into
adolescence, while at the same time avoiding
involvement in witnessed victimization (i.e., out-
sider behavior) becomes more normative (Pozzoli,
Gini, & Vieno, 2012). This study therefore focused
on these two bystander behaviors—that is, on
defending and outsider behavior—to increase our
knowledge about their developmental patterns and
to provide antibullying program developers with
knowledge about how to promote peer defending
in classrooms and schools.

Previous studies have increased our knowledge
about concurrent correlates of defending and out-
sider behavior. Both behaviors have been related to
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necessary prerequisites for prosocial behavior in
terms of personality (Pronk, Olthof, & Goossens,
2015), attitude (Olthof & Goossens, 2008), and cog-
nition (Pronk et al., 2013). Peer-group status was
found to positively moderate the concurrent associ-
ations between some of the prerequisites for proso-
cial behavior (i.e., defender self-efficacy and
affective empathy) and actual defending
(P€oyh€onen, Juvonen, & Salmivalli, 2010). However,
what is at present unknown is whether (1) high
status makes adolescents more likely to defend vic-
tims, (2) defending helps adolescents to obtain high
status, or (3) status and defending mutually predict
each other positively over time. Clarity about the
directionality of these associations is vital for the
antibullying program strategies that will prove to
be effective in activating adolescents’ defender
potential within the classroom peer-group context.
If having a high peer-group status makes adoles-
cents more likely to defend victims, antibullying
programs need to include status-promoting strate-
gies to activate their defender potential. However,
if defending victims helps adolescents to obtain
high status, this strategy will prove ineffective.
Antibullying programs should then include strate-
gies that will help to increase adolescents’ compe-
tence and their social drives. This study therefore
aimed at disentangling the developmental patterns
of adolescents’ defending and outsider behavior in
association with their peer-group status.

The question of directionality in the longitudinal
associations between behavior and status has been
investigated previously. However, due to contra-
dictory findings, these previous studies do not
allow us to infer conclusions about the directional-
ity of these associations. Moreover, these previous
studies only investigated this question within the
context of the development of adolescents’ antiso-
cial behavior. Specifically, Cillessen and Mayeux
(2004) found that status predicts aggressive behav-
ior rather than that aggressive behavior predicts
status, while Reijntjes et al. (2013) suggest that bul-
lying behavior predicts status rather than that sta-
tus predicts bullying behavior. This study will
therefore contribute to the existing literature in two
ways. First, this study will add to the existing
debate about the directionality in the longitudinal
associations between behavior and status. Second,
this study will extend this debate from the devel-
opment of only adolescents’ antisocial behavior in
association with their peer-group status, to include
also the development of adolescents’ prosocial
behavior in association with their peer-group
status.

Defending and Outsider Behavior in the Bullying
Dynamics

Peer defending can take the form of direct and/or
indirect strategies (Pronk et al., 2013; Reijntjes
et al., 2016). Direct defending constitutes all provic-
tim interventions that directly end the bullying by
stopping the bullies (e.g., telling or coercing the
bullies to stop their behavior). Indirect defending
constitutes all provictim interventions that do not
directly end the bullying but that do help the vic-
tims (e.g., consoling and being nice to victims).
This study focuses on indirect defending exclu-
sively for three reasons. First, direct defending was
found to be strongly present in the behavioral
repertoire of probullying adolescents (Reijntjes
et al., 2016) and was suggested to be used by ado-
lescents in probullying cliques to help each other
out (Huitsing, Snijders, Van Duijn, & Veenstra,
2014). This suggests that—at the very least—direct
defending may be reserved for helping friends,
rather than helping victims in general. Second, the
negative effects of victimization on victims were
found to be due to their inability to cope with its
emotional consequences (Troop-Gordon et al.,
2014). While direct defending may effectively end a
bullying situation, indirect defending may be more
beneficial to victims’ mental health as it helps them
to alleviate the negative feelings caused by victim-
ization (Sainio, Veenstra, Huitsing, & Salmivalli,
2011). Third, outsiders were found to be willing
and confident of their potential as indirect defend-
ers, despite a lower general competence in bullying
situations and in intervening in them (Pronk et al.,
2013). This suggests that if those adolescents who
show outsider behavior can be persuaded to start
helping victims, they are more likely to use indirect
defending strategies. Unfortunately, most previous
studies did not differentiate between direct and
indirect defending, but operationalized defending
as a general construct. As such, it is unclear
whether the previous findings will hold true for
indirect defending specifically. This study will help
to elucidate this.

Indirect Defending, Outsider Behavior, and
Popularity

Within social groups, adolescents’ behavior can be
oriented toward obtaining and maintaining domi-
nance, which results in being granted prime access
to group resources (Hawley, 2003) and/or toward
obtaining and maintaining prestige, which results
in being granted the respect, admiration, and
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sympathy of others (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001).
Dominance—in this study operationalized as popu-
larity, that is, social impact and visibility—can be
obtained and maintained using coercive and/or
prosocial strategies (i.e., using aggressive and/or
tit-for-tat cooperative behaviors to further one’s
own peer-group position; Hawley, 2003). Within
the bullying dynamics, bullies were found to most
successfully combine these two strategies (Olthof,
Goossens, Vermande, Aleva, & Van der Meulen,
2011). Specifically, bullies were found to aggress
against outgroup members (i.e., victims), while
supporting ingroup members (i.e., friends; Huitsing
et al., 2014). As a result, bullying seems to strategi-
cally make adolescents more popular within their
peer group (Olthof et al., 2011; Reijntjes et al.,
2013).

It is unclear whether indirect defending may be
used by adolescents with the same goal in mind.
Indirect defenders were found to prefer prosocial
strategies over coercive strategies (Olthof et al.,
2011). Moreover, when compared with bullying,
(indirect) defending is not associated with high
popularity (Olthof et al., 2011; Pronk et al., 2017;
Reijntjes et al., 2016; Sainio et al., 2011). However,
indirect defending was associated with higher pop-
ularity levels than other bystander behaviors like
outsider behavior (Olthof et al., 2011; Pronk et al.,
2017). Unfortunately, these previous findings all
come from concurrent reports.1 It is therefore
unknown whether and how indirect defending and
popularity are associated longitudinally. It may
well be that the previously found concurrent asso-
ciations between indirect defending and popularity
were caused by confounding factors, like the
higher social skillfulness of adolescents who exe-
cute indirect defending behaviors versus those who
show outsider behavior when witnessing bullying
(e.g., Pronk et al., 2013). This study aims at filling
this gap in the literature.

Outsider behavior was previously associated with
low popularity compared with the other bullying role
behaviors (Olthof et al., 2011; Pronk et al., 2017).
Avoiding involvement in witnessed victimization
(i.e., outsider behavior) is also unlikely to make some-
one popular within their peer group over time. In line
with this, previous studies associated outsiders’
behavioral profile with a low dominance ambition
(Olthof et al., 2011) and their personality profile with
social, emotional, and behavioral inhibition (Pronk

et al., 2015). Adolescents may thus avoid involve-
ment in witnessed bullying (i.e., show outsider
behavior) to keep a low social profile and adolescents
who do not seek to become prominent in their class-
room peer group may strategically use outsider
behavior to keep a low social profile. It therefore
seems most likely that outsider behavior and popu-
larity will negatively influence each other over time.

Indirect Defending, Outsider Behavior, and
Social Acceptance

With regard to prestige—in this study operational-
ized as social acceptance, that is likeability (see
Cheng, Tracy, & Henrich, 2010)—defending and, to
a lesser degree outsider behavior, have both been
concurrently associated with high social acceptance
(Goossens, Olthof, & Dekker, 2006; P€oyh€onen &
Salmivalli, 2008; Pronk et al., 2017; Reijntjes et al.,
2016). It is unknown whether outsider behavior is
concurrently associated with social acceptance
because adolescents who show this behavior do
sometimes help victims, do not harm others, and/
or as a byproduct of other characteristics that they
do possess (e.g., their prosocial personality; Pronk
et al., 2015). However, it seems unlikely that out-
sider behavior and social acceptance are also longi-
tudinally associated. Outsider behavior may well
be associated with social acceptance merely
because adolescents who show outsider behavior
are agreeable individuals (Pronk et al., 2015) and
their classmates enjoy their company. Longitudinal
associations between outsider behavior and social
acceptance are therefore not expected in this study.

It seems unlikely that indirect defending is also
associated with social acceptance only because ado-
lescents who indirectly defend victims are sociable,
agreeable individuals (Pronk et al., 2015). It seems
more likely that indirect defending and social
acceptance mutually influence each other over
time. Socially accepted adolescents have more
friends and may therefore be more confident in
their ability to help victims without being afraid of
negative reactions from classmates and/or the risk
of becoming victimized themselves. Moreover,
socially accepted adolescents may also feel a stron-
ger—moral or social—obligation to help their class-
mates and/or their larger network of classmate
friends. In line with these suggestions, (indirect)
defending has been associated with being compe-
tent at the social, emotional, and physical level
(Pronk et al., 2013), with helping friends (Nishina
& Bellmore, 2010; Oh & Hazler, 2009; Pronk et al.,
2013), and with having a strong moral compass

1Although Reijntjes et al.’s (2016) sample was followed up for
3 years, time was not included in their analyses and no longitu-
dinal hypotheses were tested.
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(Forsberg, Thornberg, & Samuelsson, 2014; Pronk,
Olthof, & Goossens, 2016). It therefore seems likely
that social acceptance positively predicts adoles-
cents’ indirect defending over time. However, at
the same time, adolescents who indirectly defend
victims may also be more socially accepted within
their peer group because they execute prosocial
behaviors that are helpful to others. We therefore
expect mutuality in the longitudinal associations
between indirect defending and social acceptance.

Present Study

In this study, a sample of Dutch fourth graders
was followed until sixth grade—the final grade in
Dutch primary schools—to investigate the longitu-
dinal associations of their indirect defending and
outsider behavior with their popularity and social
acceptance status in the classroom. Unlike in some
other countries (e.g., the United States), Dutch pri-
mary school students follow the same fixed cur-
riculum as their classmates and classroom
compositions do not (drastically) change through-
out the primary school period. Dutch primary
school students therefore spend most of their time
at school interacting with the same group of class-
room peers. Within this context, it was possible to
investigate our research questions under peer-
group stability in one of the most influential peer
groups for Dutch adolescents.

The main aim of this study was to elucidate
whether (1) adolescents’ indirect defending and out-
sider behavior predict their peer-group status, (2)
adolescents’ peer-group status predicts their indirect
defending and outsider behavior, or (3) adolescents’
peer-group status and their indirect defending and
outsider behavior mutually predict each other over
time. Based on theory, it seems likely that status and
behavior will mutually influence each other over
time. Specifically, mutuality in these longitudinal
associations is expected between outsider behavior
and unpopularity, and between indirect defending
and social acceptance. It is less clear-cut whether
longitudinal associations can also be expected
between indirect defending and popularity and it
seems unlikely that longitudinal associations will be
found between outsider behavior and social accep-
tance. Still, based on previous concurrent reports
(e.g., Goossens et al., 2006; Olthof et al., 2011;
P€oyh€onen & Salmivalli, 2008; P€oyh€onen et al., 2010;
Pronk et al., 2017; Reijntjes et al., 2016; Sainio et al.,
2011) these longitudinal associations are theoreti-
cally possible and are therefore included in the
cross-lagged path models of this study.

This study aimed at investigating the develop-
ment of (early) adolescents’ indirect defending and
outsider behavior in association with their peer-
group status. However, gender differences favoring
girls have been found for both indirect defending
and outsider behavior (e.g., Goossens et al., 2006;
Pronk et al., 2013; Sutton & Smith, 1999). Gender
was therefore included in all analyses. In the pre-
liminary analyses, gender was included to confirm
the gender differences favoring girls for both
behaviors with our data. In the main analyses, gen-
der was included to investigate gender equality in
the associations between status and behavior. The
literature suggests that human social behavior—re-
gardless of gender—is focused on procuring and
preserving one’s peer-group status position (Haw-
ley, 2003; Henrich & Gil-White, 2001). The status
correlates of indirect defending and outsider
behavior should therefore be gender-equal.

METHOD

Participants

Data were collected in 19 Dutch primary school class-
rooms, with permission of the schools and classroom
teachers. Participants were the fourth-grade subsam-
ple of Olthof et al. (2011), for whom data were also
collected in fifth and sixth grade. In agreement with
school preferences and internal review board guideli-
nes, participants’ parents were sent informed consent
letters (N = 410). Parents could decline participation
of their child by signing and returning a preprinted
objection note in a stamped addressed envelope
(n = 16; 4.0%). Participants were informed that they
could decline their participation whenever they
wanted (n = 0). At T1 data were available for 394 par-
ticipants (48.7% boys; 84.3% Dutch ethnicity; Mage-

T1 = 10.3 years, SD = 6 months), ranging in socioeco-
nomic status from working to upper middle class.
Due to attrition (T2: n = 22; T3: n = 34) and procedu-
ral errors for social acceptance (T2: n = 25), the final
sample consisted of 313 participants (47.3% boys).
Attrition was mainly due to participants transitioning
to schools not participating in this study. Participants
with data at every time point did not significantly dif-
fer from those with missing data on any of the study
measures.

Measures

Bullying role behavior. The Bullying Role
Nomination Procedure (BRNP; Olthof et al., 2011)
was used to measure participants’ bullying role
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behavior. The description of the BRNP will be lim-
ited to indirect defending and outsider behavior.
The BRNP starts with a universal definition of bul-
lying (stressing repetition, intention, and power
imbalance; Salmivalli, 2010). Subsequently, partici-
pants could nominate classmates as outsider
(“Some classmates do not want to have anything to
do with bullying. They stay away from the bully-
ing, pretend not to see what is going on, or do not
take sides with either the bullies or the victim”)
and indirect defender (“Some classmates try to
support and help classmates who are bullied.
These classmates tell the victim not to care about
what happened, or they console him/her after-
wards, or during break time they treat him/her
friendly, or they go to an adult to talk about the
bullying”). Participants could nominate an unlim-
ited number of classmates from a name list (no
self-nominations).

Participants who received nominations for both
behaviors were aggregated to ascertain reliable
behavioral assessments (cf. Pellegrini, 2002).
Specifically, final behavioral scores were calculated
with corrections for unequal numbers of students
across classrooms by dividing participants’
received nominations by the total number of
within-classroom nominators. In line with common
procedures, all proportion scores were within-class-
room Rankit normalized to correct for normality
violations and to prevent class-related—nominator-
related—variance from influencing the data analy-
ses (Pronk et al., 2016; Salmivalli, Lappalainen, &
Lagerspetz, 1998). Pronk et al. (2013) evidenced the
validity of the BRNP measures for outsider and
indirect defender. That is, BRNP-reported outsiders
were found to lack competence in bullying situa-
tions and intervening in them, while BRNP-
reported indirect defenders were found to be com-
petent in bullying situations and intervening in
them.

Popularity. Participants’ popularity status was
measured with a standard procedure. Participants
completed two peer nominations to assess their
perception of most and least popular classmates.
Nomination procedures were similar to those used
for the BRNP. In line with previous studies (e.g.,
LaFontana & Cillessen, 2002; Parkhurst & Hop-
meyer, 1998), no popularity definition was pro-
vided. Final popularity scores were calculated as
the within-classroom standardized difference of
participants’ within-classroom standardized nomi-
nations received for popular and unpopular (see
also LaFontana & Cillessen, 2002; Olthof et al.,

2011). This standardization procedure corrected for
unequal numbers of students across classrooms
and prevented class-related—nominator-related—
variance from influencing data analyses.

Social acceptance. Participants’ social accep-
tance status was measured with the sociometric
status rating procedure (Maassen, Akkermans, &
van der Linden, 1996). Participants were presented
a classmate name list and rated all their classmates
on how much they (dis)liked them on a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from �3 (dislike very much)
through 3 (like very much). Final social acceptance
scores were calculated as the average of all
received ratings (range: 1–7).

Procedure

Data were collected as part of a large-scale longitu-
dinal project which included other measures not
used in this study. At every time point, partici-
pants were individually interviewed by a research
assistant in a quiet room in their school. Research
assistants were trained to follow a written research
protocol as an assurance for consistent and correct
data recording. Before the interviews started, par-
ticipants were informed that their responses would
be treated confidentially and anonymously. Partici-
pants were urged not to talk about the testing pro-
cedures or their answers with classmates.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 summarizes the means and standard devia-
tions for all study measures and the outcomes of t
tests investigating gender differences. Significant
gender differences favoring girls were found at
every time point for outsider behavior, indirect
defending, and social acceptance. For popularity,
no gender differences were found.

Table 2 summarizes the correlations between all
study variables. Within time points (1) outsider
behavior was negatively correlated with popularity
and positively correlated with social acceptance
(not significant at T3), (2) indirect defending was
positively correlated with both popularity (only
significant at T3) and social acceptance, and (3)
outsider behavior and indirect defending were pos-
itively correlated, as were popularity and social
acceptance. Across time points, similar correlation
patterns and strong stability correlation coefficients
were found.

BULLYING-RELATED BEHAVIOR AND PEER-GROUP STATUS 91



Longitudinal Associations Between Status and
Behavior

Cross-lagged path modeling analysis was used to
investigate whether (1) popularity and social accep-
tance predict outsider behavior and indirect
defending, (2) outsider behavior and indirect
defending predict popularity and social acceptance,
or (3) status and behavior predict each other recip-
rocally. Goodness of model fit was evaluated with
the chi-square statistic (v2), the root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA), the standardized
root mean square residuals (SRMR), the compara-
tive fit index (CFI), and the Tucker-Lewis index
(TLI). The chi-square difference test (Dv2) was used
to enable between-model comparisons by testing

each model’s contribution to model fit adjustment.
Nonsignificance of the v2, a CFI and TLI above
0.95, and a RMSEA and SRMR below 0.05 indicate
a close model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). A CFI and
TLI between 0.90 and 0.95, and a RMSEA and
SRMR between 0.05 and 0.08, indicate acceptable
model fit. Finally, significance of the Dv2 indicates
a contribution to model fit adjustment.

A full cross-lagged path model was run that
included popularity, social acceptance, outsider
behavior, and indirect defending at every time
point (see Figure 1). Within time points, variable
covariances were estimated. Across time points, (1)
autoregressive paths were specified to estimate sta-
bility effects, and (2) cross-lagged paths were speci-
fied (i.e., status to behavior and behavior to status)

TABLE 1
Descriptive Statistics for All Study Variables Including Gender Comparisons

Total sample
(N = 313)

Boys
(n = 148)

Girls
(n = 165) Gender comparison

M SD M SD M SD t (311) d

Outsider behavior (T1) 0.13 .14 0.08 0.12 0.17 .15 5.41 .61

Indirect defending (T1) 0.13 .12 0.09 0.10 0.16 .09 5.55 .63

Popularity (T1) 0.01 .97 0.05 1.05 �0.02 .90 0.64 .07
Social acceptance (T1) 4.68 .65 4.53 0.67 4.81 .59 3.96 .45

Outsider behavior (T2) 0.12 .14 0.07 0.10 0.17 .15 6.96 .79

Indirect defending (T2) 0.12 .12 0.08 0.09 0.16 .14 6.84 .78

Popularity (T2) 0.00 .97 0.06 1.04 �0.05 .90 1.04 .12
Social acceptance (T2) 4.81 .70 4.68 0.71 4.92 .67 3.17 .36

Outsider behavior (T3) 0.13 .18 0.08 0.14 0.17 .19 4.60 .52

Indirect defending (T3) 0.13 .13 0.08 0.09 0.18 .14 7.68 .87
Popularity (T3) �0.02 .97 0.03 1.03 �0.07 .91 0.97 .11
Social acceptance (T3) 4.83 .65 4.75 0.67 4.90 .61 2.14 .24

Note. All bold gender comparisons were significant at p < .05.

TABLE 2
Correlations Between All Study Variables (N = 313)

01. 02. 03. 04. 05. 06. 07. 08. 09. 10. 11. 12.

01. Outsider behavior (T1) –
02. Indirect defending (T1) .38 –
03. Popularity (T1) �.32 .09 –
04. Social acceptance (T1) .40 .39 .19 –
05. Outsider behavior (T2) .59 .25 �.34 .27 –
06. Indirect defending (T2) .32 .45 .09 .34 .26 –
07. Popularity (T2) �.29 .09 .81 .15 �.39 .10 –
08. Social acceptance (T2) .26 .35 .20 .61 .23 .32 .24 –
09. Outsider behavior (T3) .51 .15 �.44 .20 .61 .16 �.48 .09 –
10. Indirect defending (T3) .31 .50 .11 .38 .26 .57 .09 .39 .20 –
11. Popularity (T3) �.31 .09 .78 .14 �.40 .07 .84 .26 �.57 .14 –
12. Social acceptance (T3) .18 .29 .17 .48 .10 .26 .18 .62 .05 .35 .25 –

Note. All bold correlations were significant at p < .05.
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to estimate transfer effects. This full model offered
an acceptable to close data fit, v2 (20) = 37.45,
p = .010; RMSEA = 0.05; SRMR = 0.03; CFI = 0.99;
TLI = 0.98.

The full model was simplified by removing non-
significant paths (see also Figure 1): (1) the cross-
lagged paths between indirect defending and pop-
ularity, (2) the cross-lagged paths from outsider
behavior to social acceptance, (3) the cross-lagged
path from outsider behavior at T1 to popularity at
T2, (4) the cross-lagged path from indirect defend-
ing at T2 to social acceptance at T3, and (5) the
cross-lagged path from social acceptance at T2 to
outsider behavior at T3. The final model offered a
close data fit, v2 (29) = 47.71, p = .016;
RMSEA = 0.04; SRMR = 0.04; CFI = 0.99;
TLI = 0.98; and was more parsimonious without
worsening model fit, Dv2 (9) = 10.26, p = .330;

DRMSEA = 0.01; DSRMR = �0.01; DCFI = 0.00;
DTLI = 0.01.

Finally, to investigate whether gender differen-
tially influenced the associations between status
and behavior, a multigroup model was run. Com-
paring the fit of a model that was parametrically
equal across gender (v2 [97] = 143.70, p = .002) with
a model that was parametrically free across gender
(v2 [78] = 118.78, p = .002), suggested gender equal-
ity, Dv2 (10) = 24.92, p = .163. Therefore, the final
model without gender differences will be inter-
preted.

Within time point covariances of the final model
were strongest at T1 and are summarized in
Table 3: (1) outsider behavior was negatively asso-
ciated with popularity and positively associated
with social acceptance (not significant at T3), (2)
indirect defending was positively associated with

FIGURE 1 Conceptual cross-lagged path model with standardized path coefficients (SEs within parentheses) for the longitudinal
associations between status (popularity and social acceptance) and behavior (indirect defending and outsider behavior). Note. The
dashed black paths were not significant and removed from the model. All solid paths were significant at p < .05.
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both popularity (only significant at T3) and social
acceptance (only significant at T1), (3) outsider
behavior and indirect defending were positively
associated (only significant at T1), as were popular-
ity and social acceptance.

Figure 1 summarizes the standardized coeffi-
cients of the final model. Medium to strong stabil-
ity coefficients were found for all study measures.
The following cross-lagged coefficients were also
found: (1) popularity was negatively associated
with outsider behavior across time points, while
the reversed pattern was only found for outsider
behavior at T2 to popularity at T3; (2) social accep-
tance was positively associated with indirect
defending across time points, while the reversed
pattern was only found for indirect defending at
T1 to social acceptance at T2; and (3) social accep-
tance at T1 was positively associated with outsider
behavior at T2.

DISCUSSION

During adolescence, bullying behaviors become
more accepted and normative within classrooms
(Pellegrini & Long, 2002; Salmivalli & Voeten,
2004) and adolescents become less likely to defend
victims and more likely to show outsider behavior
(Pozzoli et al., 2012). To counteract the detrimental
consequences of bullying, we need to change this
developmental pattern by promoting defending in
classrooms. This study investigated whether—and
how—adolescents’ tendency to show outsider
behavior and indirect defending are longitudinally
associated with their peer-group status in terms of
popularity and social acceptance: Does behavior

predict status, does status predict behavior, or do
both reciprocally predict each other?

Indirect Defending, Social Acceptance, and
Popularity

For indirect defending, the hypothesis that adoles-
cents’ behavior and their peer-group status mutu-
ally predict each other over time was not
consistently supported by the data. Specifically,
adolescents’ indirect defending did not consistently
predict their peer-group status longitudinally.
While adolescents who were more inclined to indi-
rectly defend victims in fourth grade were more
socially accepted in fifth grade, this pattern was
not replicated from fifth- to sixth grade. However,
peer-group status did consistently predict adoles-
cents’ indirect defending. Socially accepted fourth-
and fifth graders were more likely to indirectly
defend classmates in fifth and sixth grade.

Taken together, these findings extend previous
concurrent reports about the positive association
between indirect defending and social acceptance
(Goossens et al., 2006; P€oyh€onen & Salmivalli,
2008; Pronk et al., 2017; Reijntjes et al., 2016) by
suggesting temporal order. Adolescents’ peer-
group status influenced their indirect defending
behavior and socially accepted adolescents were
more likely to indirectly defend victims. This find-
ing suggests that being socially accepted increases
adolescents’ confidence and, as such, the likelihood
that they will start to help victims. Consistent with
this, (indirect) defending was previously related to
self-efficacy in bullying situations and in interven-
ing in them specifically (Pronk et al., 2013). Alter-
natively, it could also be that adolescents who are
socially accepted have more friendship connections
within their classrooms, which may be both the
cause and effect of their socially accepted status
position. Friends were previously found to be more
likely to help each other when being victimized
(Nishina & Bellmore, 2010; Oh & Hazler, 2009;
Pronk et al., 2013). Socially accepted adolescents
may thus be seen by their peers as showing more
indirect defending behaviors simply because they
support their victimized friends, of which they
have a larger within-classroom network. Future
studies are needed to test these hypotheses, as their
implications for antibullying interventions are quite
divergent. If indirect defending is consequential to
competence, defending could be promoted in inter-
vention programs. However, if indirect defending
is actually a component of friendship and restricted
to helping friends, intervention programs focusing

TABLE 3
Within Time Point Covariances of the Final Cross-Lagged Path

Model (N = 313)

T1 T2 T3

p SE p SE p SE

Outsider behavior
Indirect defending .38 .05 .07 .03 .05 .03
Popularity �.32 .05 �.10 .02 �.11 .02

Social acceptance .39 .05 .08 .03 .01 .03
Indirect defending
Popularity .09 .05 .03 .03 .05 .02

Social acceptance .39 .06 .07 .04 .05 .03
Popularity
Social acceptance .19 .06 .08 .03 .06 .02

Note. All bold standardized path coefficients were significant
at p < .05.
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on promoting defending behavior may not pay
great dividends.

While defending and popularity have been posi-
tively associated concurrently to a certain extent
(P€oyh€onen et al., 2010; Pronk et al., 2017; Sainio
et al., 2011), no longitudinal patterns were found in
this study. This suggests that—as hypothesized—
indirect defending is not an effective strategy for
acquiring popularity in the peer group and that
popularity does not increase the likelihood that
adolescents will indirectly defend victims. Previ-
ously, Reijntjes et al. (2016) found that while both
direct defending and hybrid—or combined direct
and indirect—defending were associated with pop-
ularity, indirect defending by itself was not. This
could indicate that direct defending specifically
contributed to the concurrent associations between
defending and popularity in previous studies. Of
course, it could also be that the concurrent associa-
tions between defending and popularity are a con-
sequence of—for example—the assertiveness and
emotional skillfulness needed to execute these
behaviors (P€oyh€onen & Salmivalli, 2008; Pozzoli &
Gini, 2010; Pronk et al., 2013). Future studies are
needed to test these hypotheses.

Finally, indirect defending was found to be a
stable behavior over time. Adolescents’ tendency to
indirectly defend victims thus seems to be deter-
mined—in part—by something other than a drive
for status. The findings indicate that being socially
accepted by peers made adolescents more likely to
help victims by providing them support in alleviat-
ing the negative consequences of victimization. It is
exactly this type of behavior which has been sug-
gested to be most beneficial to victims (Sainio
et al., 2011). Nevertheless, the data also point to a
potential cyclical pattern between indirect defend-
ing and social acceptance. That is, fourth graders
who indirectly defended victims were more
socially accepted in fifth grade and were subse-
quently more likely to indirectly defend victims in
sixth grade. While future studies with a more
extensive longitudinal design are needed to further
evidence this cyclical pattern, indirect defending
may well be a behavioral strategy toward main-
taining high levels of social acceptance within the
peer group. If this indeed proves to be true, we
might need to start teaching adolescents that they
could earn themselves a positive peer-group status
(i.e., prestige) without using dominance-oriented
strategies like bullies do (i.e., coercion), and thus
without being feared by classmates (cf., Henrich &
Gil-White, 2001).

Outsider Behavior, Popularity, and Social
Acceptance

For outsider behavior, the hypothesis that adoles-
cents’ behavior and their peer-group status mutu-
ally predict each other over time could also not be
supported by the data. Specifically, outsider behav-
ior did not consistently predict adolescents’ peer-
group status longitudinally. While adolescents who
showed more outsider behavior in fifth grade were
less popular in sixth grade, no precedent for this
pattern was found from fourth to fifth grade. How-
ever, peer-group status did—again—consistently
predict adolescents’ outsider behavior. Popular
fourth- and fifth-graders showed less outsider
behavior in fifth and sixth grade.

Taken together, these findings extend previous
concurrent reports about the negative association
between outsider behavior and popularity (Olthof
et al., 2011; P€oyh€onen et al., 2010; Pronk et al.,
2017) by suggesting temporal order. Adolescents’
peer-group status predicted their tendency to show
outsider behavior, rather than that their outsider
behavior predicted their peer-group status. This
suggests that it is not so much avoiding involve-
ment in witnessed victimization which makes ado-
lescents unpopular with classmates, but
unpopularity which makes them more likely to
avoid involvement in witnessed victimization. Pre-
vious studies have already indicated that adoles-
cents who show outsider behavior resemble those
who indirectly defend victims by having antibully-
ing personalities (Pronk et al., 2015), attitudes
(Olthof & Goossens, 2008), and cognitions (Pronk
et al., 2013). The present findings suggest that these
shared preconditions for prosocial behavior by
themselves are not enough for adolescents to start
defending victimized classmates. Outsiders—who
are attitudinally prosocial adolescents—seem to
need a certain popularity status to reduce their
likelihood of avoiding involvement in witnessed
victimization. At the same time, these types of ado-
lescents seem to need a certain social acceptance
status to increase their likelihood of helping their
victimized peers. The present findings suggest that
antibullying programs may need to start consider-
ing status-promoting strategies to ultimately acti-
vate outsiders’ defender potential. One such
strategy can be derived from Van den Berg and
Cillessen (2015), who suggest that strategical class-
room seating arrangements can positively influence
adolescents’ social acceptance and popularity status
within the classroom peer group.
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While outsider behavior and social acceptance
have been positively associated concurrently (Goos-
sens et al., 2006; P€oyh€onen & Salmivalli, 2008;
Pronk et al., 2017), no longitudinal associations
were found in this study, with the exception of a
weak positive association between fourth-grade
social acceptance and fifth-grade outsider behavior.
As such, the present findings suggest that—as
hypothesized—the concurrent associations between
outsider behavior and social acceptance are most
likely a consequence of other characteristics that
adolescents who show outsider behavior possess.
Outsider behavior and social acceptance may well
be concurrently associated because adolescents
who show this behavior have a prosocial and emo-
tionally stable personality (Pronk et al., 2015) and
their classmates simply enjoy their company.

Finally, outsider behavior—like indirect defend-
ing—was found to be a quite stable behavior over
time. This suggests that adolescents who show out-
sider behavior may not really care about having a
high peer-group status position. Adolescents may
actually use outsider behavior because of a prefer-
ence of keeping a low social profile within the
classroom, especially as helping victims might
increase their social visibility. In line with this, the
data of this study point to a potential cyclical pat-
tern between unpopularity and outsider behavior.
That is, unpopular fourth graders showed more
outsider behavior in fifth grade and were subse-
quently less popular in sixth grade. While future
studies are necessary to further evidence this cycli-
cal pattern, it suggests that some adolescents may
no longer strive for popularity. In fact, this finding
brings forth the hypothesis that outsider behavior
may well be a behavioral strategy toward peer-
group invisibility. Consistent with this, Olthof et al.
(2011) found that outsider behavior was associated
with a lack of dominance ambition. This suggests
that the key to activating outsiders’ defender
potential may lie in understanding why they desire
to remain invisible within their peer group and in
finding ways to work around these desires.

Developmental Considerations

Thus far, the consistency in the longitudinal associa-
tions between status and behavior in this study was
interpreted as support for the hypothesis that status
predicts behavior rather than that behavior predicts
status. However, behavior did also partially predict
adolescents’ peer-group status. Specifically, indi-
rect defending predicted social acceptance, but
only from fourth to fifth grade. Moreover, outsider

behavior predicted unpopularity, but only from fifth
to sixth grade. While it may indeed be that status
predicts behavior rather than that behavior predicts
status (cf. Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004), the lack of
consistent longitudinal associations from behavior
to status could also be a consequence of social pro-
cesses related to the developmental period of ado-
lescence.

During adolescence, peers increasingly influence
the behaviors and attitudes of youth (Dishion &
Tipsord, 2011; Steinberg & Morris, 2001). This
increased peer influence coincides with an
increased acceptance of bullying in the peer group
(Pellegrini & Long, 2002; Salmivalli & Voeten,
2004). This increased harshness of the social (class-
room) climate during adolescence, may well
explain why indirect defending was no longer
appreciated by peers from fifth to sixth grade in
this study as well as why outsider behavior was
still tolerated (i.e., did not negatively affect adoles-
cents’ popularity status) from fourth to fifth grade.
It could be that the consensus by which social
behaviors are acceptable within the peer group
shifts during adolescence. This shift in appreciating
indirect defending and outsider behavior during
adolescence corresponds with a previously found
shift in the associations of prosocial and antisocial
behaviors with peer-group status during adoles-
cence (Van den Berg, Burk, & Cillessen, 2015). Dur-
ing childhood, both aggression and prosocial
behavior can help someone to obtain status in the
peer group, but when children transition into ado-
lescence the predictive power of prosocial behavior
on peer-group status—most notably on popularity
—disappears.

Taking this developmental shift into considera-
tion within the context of this study, peers may start
to view indirect defending as a childish behavior
which does not correspond with the prevailing
group norms. As a consequence, indirect defending
will no longer earn adolescents the same status (i.e.,
social acceptance) as it did before. This develop-
mental shift does not have to affect the longitudinal
associations from social acceptance to indirect
defending. That is, as indirect defending increases
adolescents’ visibility in the peer group, adolescents
still need a safe peer-group position (e.g., a large
friendship network) to be able to indirectly defend
victims. Similarly, outsider behavior may no longer
be viewed as an acceptable response to witnessed
bullying by peers during adolescence and may start
to negatively affect adolescents’ peer-group status
position (i.e., popularity). Again, this developmental
shift does not have to affect the longitudinal
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associations from unpopularity to outsider behav-
ior. That is, adolescents who are unpopular in the
peer group are more likely to strategically remove
themselves from the social classroom dynamics.
Future studies with more extensive longitudinal
designs are needed to investigate this.

Weaknesses, Strengths, and Conclusions

Some weaknesses of this study need to be
addressed. First, both behavior and status were
assessed through peer reports, and shared method
variance may have influenced the outcomes. More-
over, the classroom was used as the source of ado-
lescents’ peer reputation and the classroom peer
group is not the only important peer group for
adolescents. However, adolescents do spend a
large quantity of their time interacting with their
classmates (Dishion & Tipsord, 2011; Steinberg &
Morris, 2001) and peer reports are based on the
aggregated observations of these classmates (Pelle-
grini, 2002). This may hold specifically true for
adolescents in Dutch primary schools, as Dutch
primary school students follow the same fixed cur-
riculum as their classmates and classroom compo-
sitions do not (drastically) change from year to
year. Therefore, classroom-level peer reports were
a reliable source for adolescents’ peer-group status
and observable behavior in our sample. Self-reports
can be biased by social desirability in responding
and teacher reports can be biased due to underre-
porting (Atlas & Pepler, 1998). Still, the conceptual
overlap between social acceptance (i.e., being liked)
and indirect defending (i.e., caring for and helping
others), and between popularity (i.e., social impact
and visibility) and outsider behavior (i.e., removing
oneself from witnessed bullying situations) could
have artificially inflated the associations found in
this study between these constructs. Future studies
with different informants for behavior could there-
fore strengthen and extend the present findings.
Moreover, future studies that include other peer
group sources (e.g., at grade or school level) are
needed to strengthen the present findings.

Second, the data did not allow us to be conclu-
sive about the longitudinal patterns between
unpopularity and outsider behavior or between
indirect defending and social acceptance. As
explained above, social developmental processes
taking place during (early) adolescence may have
contributed to the lack of consistency in the longi-
tudinal associations from behavior and status (vs.
those from status to behavior). The present longitu-
dinal design, does not allow us to be conclusive

about whether developmental processes have influ-
enced these inconsistencies, or whether these
inconsistencies are indicative of unidirectionality in
the associations from status to behavior (c.f., Cil-
lessen & Mayeux, 2004). Future studies with more
extensive longitudinal designs, ranging from, for
example, middle childhood through middle adoles-
cence (i.e., starting at an earlier age and/or with
more time points), could strengthen and extend the
present findings.

Notwithstanding these weaknesses, this study
was the first to investigate the longitudinal associ-
ations of adolescents’ indirect defending and out-
sider behavior with their peer-group status in
terms of both popularity and social acceptance.
The findings of this study add to the existing
debate about the directionality of the association
between adolescents’ status and behavior (see also
Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004; Reijntjes et al., 2013)
and extend this debate from a focus on only ado-
lescents’ antisocial behavioral development to also
include adolescents’ prosocial behavioral develop-
ment. The findings suggest that—in line with Cil-
lessen and Mayeux (2004)—peer-group status
predicts adolescents’ tendencies to show these
behaviors, rather than their behavior predicts their
peer-group status. These findings stress the impor-
tance of emphasizing within-classroom social pro-
cesses to increase student connectedness and
classroom cohesion in attempts to activate adoles-
cents’ active involvement in counteracting the neg-
ative consequences of victimization on victims.
The present findings suggest that adolescents who
are popular are less likely to avoid involvement
in witnessed victimization and adolescents who
are socially accepted by their classmates are more
likely to take a provictim stance. Taken together,
these findings suggest that enjoying a positive—d-
ual—peer-group status could serve as a catalyst in
activating attitudinally prosocial adolescents’
defender potential. Moreover, the findings suggest
that some adolescents may strategically use out-
sider behavior to keep a low social profile within
their classroom.
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