
O R I G I N A L  R E S E A R C H

The Healthy Context Paradox Between Bullying and 
Emotional Adaptation: A Moderated Mediating Effect
Junwei Pu1, Xiong Gan1, Zaiming Pu2, Xin Jin1, Xiaowei Zhu1, Chunxia Wei 3

1College of Education and Sports Sciences, Yangtze University, Jingzhou City, Hubei Province, People’s Republic of China; 2College of Marxism, ENSHI 
POLYTECHNIC, Enshi City, Hubei Province, People’s Republic of China; 3Foreign languages college, Jingzhou University, Jingzhou City, Hubei 
Province, People’s Republic of China

Correspondence: Xiong Gan, Department of Psychology, College of Education and Sports Sciences, Yangtze University, Jingzhou, 434023, People’s 
Republic of China, Tel +86 7168062663, Email 307180052@qq.com; Chunxia Wei, Foreign languages college, Jingzhou University, Jingzhou, 434023, 
Hubei, People’s Republic of China, Email msvivien2023@126.com

Introduction: Bullying is a significant concern for young people, with studies consistently showing a link between bullying and 
negative emotional consequences. However, the mechanisms that underlie this association remain unclear, particularly in terms of the 
classroom environment. This study aimed to explore the paradoxical phenomenon between bullying victimization and emotional 
adaptation among junior high school students in China, using the hypothesis of the healthy context paradox.
Methods: The study involved 880 students (565 girls; Mage=14.69; SD=1.407 years), and data were collected using self-reported surveys. 
The findings of the study, utilizing multilevel structural equation modeling (MSEM) techniques, demonstrated a cross-level moderated 
effect of classroom-level bullying victimization on the relationship between individual bullying victimization and emotional adaptation.
Results: Specifically, the results indicated that in classrooms with higher levels of victimization, the association between individual 
bullying victimization and increased depressive symptoms and State&Trait anxiety was more pronounced. These findings support the 
“Healthy context paradox” hypothesis in the Chinese context and provide insight into the mechanisms underlying this phenomenon.
Discussion: The results suggest that the classroom environment plays a crucial role in shaping the emotional consequences of 
bullying and that addressing classroom victimization is crucial for promoting emotional health among young people. By understanding 
the mechanisms that underlie the association between bullying and emotional consequences, interventions can be developed to target 
the underlying factors that contribute to this paradoxical phenomenon. Overall, the study provides new insights into the complex 
relationship between bullying and emotional health among young people, highlighting the importance of considering the classroom 
environment in addressing this issue.
Keywords: the healthy context paradox, bullying victimization, emotional adaptation, the level of classroom victimization

Introduction
Bullying victimization, commonly defined as “being physically or mentally hurt by other people for a special time”, is 
a significant issue,1 particularly within the school education system. Research in this field has gained substantial 
popularity globally, including within the Chinese education system. In recent years, there has been a growing interest 
and a significant body of research dedicated to studying bullying prevalence2,3 and its impact on students4–6 within the 
school system in China. Some studies have demonstrated that being bullied in school may lead to depressive and anxiety 
symptoms,7 as well as other negative behaviors such as aggression, self-harm, and criminal behavior.8,9 As a result, 
researchers have investigated the causes and factors that contribute to bullying victimization in order to prevent it. One 
such theory contends that the environmental circumstances play a critical role in bullying victimization,10 and bullying 
behaviors are more likely to occur in challenging environments.11 However, with the development of research in this 
field, some researchers have suggested that bullying victimization can still occur even in healthy environments, and 
victims of bullying may experience more severe problems in adaptation, leading to a phenomenon known as the “Healthy 
context paradox”.12,13
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“The Healthy Context Paradox”
This concept has garnered significant attention from scholars in China and abroad. It is generally committed that a healthy context 
is positive, safe and chilling, and an individual feels comfortable in such environment.14 In addition, some research has indicated 
that the rate of individual victimization in a healthy classroom was lower than a bad classroom, and it becomes one indicator of 
the healthy contexts.12,15 However, recent studies have found that a healthy classroom may be more harmful to those who get 
victimization. These effects can manifest in various ways, including internalizing problems such as depression,16,17 as well as 
academic difficulties and learning challenges.18 Compared to the unhealthy context, students who get hurt in a healthy context 
may report more problems with adaptation. Furthermore, some studies have indicated that even if significant efforts are made to 
improve the original negative environment, the problems in adaptation may worsen.19 The paradox has attracted scholars’ eyes 
for years, and it has been confirmed in many countries and areas. But there’s not much empirical evidence on this field in Chinese 
context. Thus, it is necessary to examine the “healthy context paradox” in Chinese context.

The Relationship Between Bullying Victimization and Emotional Adaptation
According to the Mental Health Development Report of Chinese Citizens for 2019–2020, adolescents in China are facing 
many problems, such as depressive symptoms, anxiety, and pressure.20 Therefore, the current study focuses on these 
problems, which are all aspects of emotional adaptation. However, most studies have not normalized the classification of 
problems in emotional adaptation. Studies have examined the relationship between bullying victimization and depressive 
symptoms, while others have examined the relationship between bullying victimization and anxiety symptoms,12,13,16,21 

but none have proposed the concept of emotional adaptation. Therefore, this study incorporate the comprehensive 
concept into our research framework. Emotional adaptation is an indicator of measuring the mental health condition in 
adolescence and represents one’s internal moods. Scholars have reached a consensus that depressive symptoms, anxiety, 
happiness, and other emotions are indicators of emotional adaptation.22 When an individual experiences bullying, it can 
lead to negative cognition and, in turn, bad moods or even emotional problems. Empirical evidence confirms that 
students who experience bullying in school may develop depressive and anxiety symptoms.7,23,24 Scholars have looked 
for interventions that can impact bullying and emotion, and many of them have strong opinions about the environment, 
believing that promoting a healthy environment can make an individual feel better and avoid bullying victimization.10 So 
far, it has been generally accepted that a healthy environment is positively helpful to humans, and it has become an 
unconscious cultural cognition. Therefore, the current study hypothesizes that the relationship between individual 
victimization and emotional adaptation will also be confirmed.

The Mediating Role of School Belonging in Healthy Context Paradox
School belonging refers to the psychological sense of comfort and security,25,26 which is gradually formed by students in 
the school environment by gaining the school’s dependence, teachers and students’ acceptance, support, and respect.5,27 

Additionally, students have a clear identity and feel that they are an important member of the school and class.28 

A student’s sense of school belonging is a necessary condition for establishing a foothold and pursuing excellence on 
campus, and this sense of belonging cannot be separated from the school and class environment.25–27,29,30 Thus, the 
current study also needs to link school belonging to the “healthy context paradox” and investigate the role of school 
belonging in this paradox.Based on previous studies, we conclude that school belonging plays a mediating role between 
bullying and emotional adjustment, as being bullied leads to a lower level of school belonging.2,31 It has been suggested 
that individuals perceive others’ aggression as a form of exclusion, hostility, and disrespect,30,32 resulting in a lack of 
school belonging. It has also been found that bullying can lead to the impairment of peer relationships,33 which, in turn, 
leads to a reduction in school belonging.34 On the other hand, the decrease in school belonging may lead to a series of 
problems in emotional adaptation. Some studies have shown that social support can significantly predict emotional 
adaptation, with more social support leading to fewer emotional adaptation problems.6,25,30 Conversely, the less social 
support there is, the more emotional problems there are.35,36 School belonging can also significantly predict an 
individual’s emotional state. According to the 2019 OECD study on the social and emotional capacities of the world’s 
adolescents, school belonging has been found to have a significant positive effect on an individual’s ability to regulate 
emotions.20 In conclusion, school belonging plays a mediating role between bullying and emotional adaptation.
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The Moderated Role of the Level of Classroom Victimization in Healthy Context 
Paradox
According to the existed research, children who experienced bullying may reflect depressive or anxiety symptoms.3 On 
the flip side, a study revealed that not everyone shows the symptoms mentioned above in that way.37 That implies that 
something must play a moderating role and cause individuals to exhibit varying circumstances. Furthermore, it is well 
acknowledged that the environment has a significant impact on these issues, and it can be well reflected by the level of 
victimization of a classroom.38,39 So we have considerable reasons to believe that the level of classroom victimization 
moderates the relationship between individual victimization and emotional adaptation.

It is generally acknowledged that a classroom with low-level victimization does promote young teenagers’ 
wellbeing.40 However, even most of us know the great importance of interfering with bullying victimization, and the 
level of victimization had been already decreased, researchers have ignored the situation that the limited victimization 
still exist. On the flip side, students who still get hurt may report more and worse problems.12,41,42

The term “the level of classroom victimization” refers to the environmental extent of bullying, the incidence rate of it, 
and how students get victimization in a classroom. Students in a class get verbal, physical, psychological attack, these 
experiences can be well reflected by the level of classroom victimization.43 According to a study, the anti-victimization 
project’s efforts to raise the degree of anti-victimization attitudes of students had positively impacted the classroom 
atmosphere.23,44,45 Moreover, it has been found that a student’s positive emotional state is strongly correlated with the 
level of classroom victimization. However, when it comes to bullying-related issues, even those in a positive class may 
experience negative consequences.41

The Present Study
To our knowledge, existed studies have focused one’s academic performance and depression when it comes to the healthy 
context paradox,17,18,21 but little research has investigated the role of emotional adaptation when discussing the paradoxical 
relationship between individual bullying victimization and mental health outcomes. Based on the lack of validation of 
previous research findings in the Chinese context regarding the topic, this study aims to examine the relationship between 
individual bullying victimization and emotional adaptation. It employs a multi-level structural equation modeling approach 
to explore the associations between variables at both the individual and classroom levels, which is considered more 
advanced and scientifically rigorous than previous studies. Furthermore, this study introduces the concept of emotional 
adaptation, which has been rarely investigated in this field of research. Additionally, it utilizes a different mediator variable 
compared to previous studies to discuss the mechanisms underlying the healthy context paradox. Overall, it proposes 
a moderated mediating model to investigate this relationship, incorporating four hypotheses in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Hypothesized Model of the Relationship between IV and Emotional Adaptation, with SB as the Mediator and CV as the Moderator.
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H1: Individual victimization can positively predict emotional adaptation problems like depressed or anxiety symptoms.

H2: School belonging will mediate the relationship between individual victimization and emotional adaptation.

H3: The level of classroom victimization will moderate the relationship between individual victimization and emotional 
adaptation.

H4: The link between individual victimization and emotional adaptation will become stronger under the low level of 
classroom victimization.

By empirically validating these hypotheses, whether the “healthy context paradox” applies to the relationship between 
individual bullying victimization and emotional adaptation can be also examined. This research will provide insights into 
whether the paradox holds true within the Chinese context. Through the examination of this phenomena, this study will 
make contributions to the advancement of knowledge and provide valuable insights for addressing the complex issue of 
bullying and its impact on emotional well-being within the Chinese context.

Method
Participants and Procedure
The sampling method employed in this study was cluster sampling. To account for the relationship between individual and 
classroom levels, the entire classroom was selected as the primary sampling unit, with individuals nested within each class. The 
selection of classrooms was randomized to ensure unbiased representation. Due to the specific focus of our research topic, it was 
imperative to consider a comprehensive range of participants, not solely limited to students who have experienced bullying 
victimization. This necessitated the inclusion of other groups for comparison with the victimized group. Therefore, 
a comprehensive participant selection strategy was adopted. The final sample consisted of 880 students (565 girls) with 
a mean age of 14.69 ± 1.407 years, drawn from 20 classrooms in various middle schools located in Hubei, China. The classroom 
sizes ranged from 35 to 50 students, with an average of 44 students per classroom. Participants were recruited from all grades 
(7th: 262; 8th: 191; 9th: 427, equivalent to 6th, 7th, and 8th grade in the US public school system), and 190 of these students were 
only-children. In terms of participants’ parents, 24.8% of fathers and 33.5% of mothers possessed a primary education or lower, 
while only 5.8% of fathers and 4.1% of mothers had received higher education or post-graduate education. The recruitment 
period for this study started on February 22th, 2022 and ended on May 15th, 2022. Participants provided informed consent before 
participating in this study. We obtained both written and verbal consent from the participants. For minor participants, we first 
obtained verbal consent from their parents or guardians through phone calls or face-to-face communication. The verbal consent 
was documented by our research staff. This granted permission for their child to participate. We also kept a record of any students 
whose parents did not provide consent, and excluded them from the study. When administering surveys to the minors, we also 
obtained verbal assent from the children to confirm they were willing to participate. The verbal assent was witnessed by research 
staff members on site. In this way, we ensured proper informed consent procedures were followed, with consideration for both 
parental permission and child assent. To ensure the accuracy of the language, all the words on the questionnaire were translated 
into Chinese, and all the words on the paper were definitely understandable. Prior to testing, the survey was introduced to teachers 
and students, and the test was conducted with the headmaster’s permission. During the test, students were asked to answer all the 
questions on the questionnaire paper honestly. Students completed the confidential questionnaire paper during their regular 
school time, taking a total of 30–45 minutes. The testing process was approached in a relaxing and natural context to ensure that 
there was no effect on the subjects. Following testing, all survey forms were gathered, and as a reward, students could choose 
between receiving snacks or cash. The test period lasted for about 3 months, and data from 880 samples were obtained.

Measures
Individual-Level Bullying Victimization
Participants reported their experiences of bullying victimization using a six-item questionnaire adapted from the 
Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire.1 To ensure linguistic accuracy, the present study opted for the revised Chinese 
version of the questionnaire.46 The questionnaire used a scoring system ranging from 1 to 5 points (1 = never; 2 = 
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once or twice; 3 = several times a month; 4 = once a week; 5 = several times a week), with higher scores 
indicating greater self-reported bullying victimization. The questionnaire demonstrated good reliability with 
a Cronbach’s α of 0.905, and strong validity with a high KMO coefficient of 0.893. Each student’s score was 
aggregated and averaged to reflect the level of individual-level bullying victimization.

School Belonging
The Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale28 was used to assess how students feel about being 
accepted or respected in their classroom, using a total of 18 items. The scale includes two portions: 13 belonging 
items and 5 resistance items, with all items rated on a 6-point scale (1 = not at all; 2 = disagree; 3 = basically 
disagree; 4 = basically agree; 5 = agree; 6 = of course). Belonging items were normally aggregated, while 
resistance item scores were reversed. Both portions demonstrated high internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s α of 
0.922 for belonging items and 0.773 for resistance items, and an overall Cronbach’s α of 0.899. Additionally, the 
questionnaire demonstrated good validity, as evidenced by a high KMO coefficient of 0.941.

Emotional Adaptation
Previous studies have used various indicators of emotional adaptation, such as depressive symptoms, anxiety 
symptoms, happiness, and loneliness, to reflect an individual’s emotional condition. In the current study, depressive 
and anxiety symptoms were chosen as the indicators, and two separate survey instruments were used to assess their 
quality.

Depressive Symptoms
The Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale47 was used to assess whether students experienced symptoms of 
depression, using a total of 20 items. All items were rated on a 4-point scale (1 = never or seldom; 2 = sometimes; 3 = usually 
or half-time; 4 = most of the time), enabling students to receive a total score ranging from 20 to 80 points. A previous study 
suggested that participants may experience depressive symptoms when they score above 20 points (out of a total score of 
0–60). In the present study, students were considered to have depressive symptoms if they scored above 40 points. The scale 
demonstrated good reliability with a Cronbach’s α of 0.928, and strong validity with a high KMO coefficient of 0.952.

The State-Trait Anxiety
We used The State-Trait Anxiety Scale (STAI) to assess individuals’ levels of anxiety, including both State Anxiety Scale and 
Trait Anxiety Scale.48 The scale consisted of a total of 40 items (20 items in each portion) and used a 4-point response scale 
(1 = not at all; 2 = a little; 3 = some extent; 4 = very much), with higher scores indicating a higher level of anxiety. Both 
portions demonstrated high internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s α of 0.923 for state anxiety and 0.829 for trait anxiety. 
Additionally, the questionnaire demonstrated good validity, as evidenced by a high KMO coefficient of 0.946.

The Level of Classroom Victimization
To assess the quality of the class-level environment, we aggregated and averaged the scores of individual victimization in 
a classroom to reflect the level of classroom victimization.38,42,43

Control Variables
At the individual level, we selected gender, age, and parents’ education experience as control variables. At the class level, 
we used grade, class number, and the number of students in a classroom as control variables.

Statistical Analyses
Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS Version 23.0 and Mplus Version 8.3. Our initial database check revealed 
no missing values. Harman’s single-factor test was used to examine common method bias, and the results indicated no 
significant bias (the first factor’s rate was 23.51% < 40%).

As the data collected in our study had two levels (individual-level and class-level), direct analysis was complicated, 
and the interaction effects between these two levels needed to be confirmed. Due to limited resources and time, our study 
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focused on classroom-level analysis rather than school-level analysis, so we used a two-level structural equation model 
(MSEM) created using Mplus, and followed the subsequent analytical steps:

Step 1: We built a null model to calculate the Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC).
Step 2: add “gender” and “individual victimization” into the null model and built an individual-level model (M1), 
examining the relationship between individual victimization and emotional adaptation.
Step 3: add “school belonging” into the individual-level model and built a mediating model (M2), discussing the direct 
effect and the mediating effect between individual victimization and emotional adaptation.
Step 4: add “grade” and “the level of classroom victimization” to build a class-level model (M3), discussing the direct 
effect and moderated effect between individual victimization and emotional adaptation.
Step 5: add “the level of classroom victimization” (as a moderated role) into the mediating model to build a moderated 
mediating model (M4), discussing the mechanism of the moderated mediating effect underlying healthy context 
paradox.

Result
Preliminary Analyses
The means (M), standard deviations (SD), and correlation coefficients of main variables are presented in Table 1. In this 
study, individual victimization (IV) exhibited a mean of 1.3112 (SD=0.65116), indicating that, on average, individuals 
experienced a moderate to low level of victimization. However, it is noteworthy that approximately 16.2% of the 
participants reported a level exceeding 1.5, this suggests a considerable prevalence of bullying within the school context. 
Furthermore, regarding depressive symptoms (DS) with a mean of 1.7967 (SD=0.55782), approximately 32% of 
individuals reported levels exceeding 2.0. Additionally, for trait anxiety (TA) with a mean of 2.2564 (SD=0.43076), 
about 25% of individuals exhibited levels surpassing 2.5. These results underscore the significant challenges associated 
with the emotional adaptation within the school environment in the Chinese context. Therefore, it is crucial to examine 
the potential link between bullying victimization and emotional adaptation. As expected, individual victimization was 
positively related to depressive and anxiety symptoms, that means higher level of victimization equals to more emotional 
problems. Furthermore, individual victimization was negatively related to school belonging, and there’s no correlation 
between emotional adaptation problems and the level of classroom victimization.

Two-Level Structural Equation Model Analyses
The Null Model
A null model is used to assess the proportion of variance between the individual level and class level, known as the 
intraclass correlation (ICC). In our study, the ICC values for individual victimization, school belonging, depressive 

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Variables

IV SB DS SA TA CV

IV –

SB −0.323*** –

DS 0.511*** −0.575*** –
SA 0.351*** −0.602*** 0.730*** –

TA 0.269*** −0.422*** 0.520*** 0.573*** –

CV 0.167** −0.035 0.049 0.032 0.175** –
M 1.3112 4.2701 1.7967 1.9934 2.2564 1.3112

SD 0.65116 0.75875 0.55782 0.53638 0.43076 0.10872

Notes: ***p<0.001. **p<0.01. 
Abbreviations: IV, Individual Victimization; SB, School Belonging; DS, depression 
Symptom; SA, State Anxiety; TA, Trait anxiety; CV, The level of classroom victimization, 
M, mean; SD, standard deviation.
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symptoms, state anxiety, and trait anxiety were 0.026, 0.010, 0.012, 0.003, and 0.102, respectively. These results 
indicated that a multiple structural equation model was needed.

Individual-level Model(M1)
To examine the role of individual victimization, we added “gender” and “individual victimization” into the null model, and the 
relationship between individual victimization and emotional adaptation was investigated. To decrease the variance between the 
individual and class levels, we centered individual victimization by group mean, and “gender” was coded as a dummy variable 
(gender: boy=1; girl=2). The estimation results indicated that individual victimization had a positive effect on depressive 
symptoms, state anxiety, and trait anxiety (Bd=0.417, Bs=0.351, Bt=0.161, p<0.001). As there was no significant variability in 
the slopes for individual-level variables on depressive and anxiety symptoms, the results in the random model were removed.

The Mediating Model(M2)
To test the mediating hypothesis of the effect of school belonging, we added this variable into the individual-level model 
(M1). The results indicated that school belonging had a significant mediating effect between individual victimization and 
emotional adaptation. The mediating effect sizes of school belonging between victimization and depression, state anxiety, 
and trait anxiety were 0.128, 0.147, and 0.083, respectively. Meanwhile, the direct effects of victimization on each 
indicator of emotional adaptation were 0.357, 0.147, and 0.080, respectively. The mediating effect rates were approxi-
mately 28.89%, 50%, and 50.92%, which means that 28.89% of the effect of victimization on depressive symptoms came 
from school belonging; 50% of the effect of victimization on state anxiety came from school belonging; and 50.92% of 
the effect of victimization on trait anxiety came from school belonging.

The Class-level Model(M3)
To confirm the “healthy context paradox”, we tested the moderated role of the class-level variable using the model. The results 
of model 3 showed that the level of classroom victimization had a negative effect on emotional adaptation (Bd=−.827, Bs= 
−.380, Bt=−1.657), but the relationship between the level of classroom victimization and state anxiety was not significant (ps 

>0.05). Since the class-level variable belongs to Level 2, we confirmed the cross-level interaction effect. Eventually, we found 
that the level of classroom victimization played a moderated role between individual victimization and trait anxiety. To further 
investigate this interaction, we conducted a test of simple slopes for individuals in classrooms that were either high (+1 SD) or 
low (−1 SD) on the level of classroom victimization. Consistent with the hypothesized “healthy context paradox”, the 
association between individual victimization and state anxiety was significantly stronger for individuals in classrooms with 
higher levels of classroom victimization than for students in classrooms with lower levels.

The Moderated Mediating Model(M4)
We combined model 2 and built a moderated mediating model (M4) to test how school belonging works in the moderated 
model underlying the “healthy context paradox”. To confirm the cross-level moderated effect, we ran a cross-level regression 
with the regression coefficient from level 1 and the mediating variable from level 2. We then ran another regression with “s” 
and the moderated variable “w”49. The results of model 4 in Tables 2–4 showed that when the Y variable was “trait anxiety”, 
the cross-level moderated effect of the level of classroom victimization between school belonging and trait anxiety was 
significant (B=−1.499, p=0.022<0.05), and the moderated effect between individual victimization and trait anxiety was also 
significant (B=0.888, p<0.05). When the Y variable was “depressed symptoms”, the moderated effect of the class-level 
victimization between individual victimization and depressed symptoms was significant (B=−.458, p<0.05). When the 
Y variable was “state anxiety”, there were no significant cross-level mediating effects.

According to the results presented in Table 4, we noticed that students in a class with a better climate reported 
a higher level of trait anxiety when they experienced increased victimization. In contrast, the link between individual 
victimization and trait anxiety becomes weaker when the classroom environment is not good.

As illustrated in Figure 2, a positive relationship was observed between the level of individual victimization and 
depressed symptoms. This trend line intersected with another trend line and rapidly surpassed its level, indicating that 
individuals who experience bullying in classrooms with low levels of victimization may suffer more severe negative 
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consequences. Specifically, victims of bullying in such classrooms exhibit higher levels of depression than those in 
classrooms with high levels of victimization.

The graphical representation in Figure 3 reveals a positive correlation between the level of individual victimization 
and trait anxiety, as evidenced by the trend line’s intersection with another at high levels of individual victimization. This 
observation suggests that individuals who experience victimization in classrooms with low levels of victimization may 
suffer more severe negative consequences. In particular, such victims exhibit higher levels of trait anxiety in comparison 
to those in classrooms with high levels of victimization.

Table 2 Two-Level Model(Y Variable is DS)

Model M1 M2 M3 M4

DS SB DS DS SB DS

Individual level
Sex 0.007 0.007 0.021 0.001 0.008 0.020
IV 0.417*** −0.380*** 0.366*** 0.416*** −0.379*** 0.318***

SB – – −0.458*** – – −0.334***

Class level
Grade −0.008 1.434 0.001

CV 0.253 −0.305 0.252

Cross-level moderating 
effect
IV×CV 0.093 0.456 −0.458***

SB×CV – – 0.069
Random effect model
σ2 0.012*** 0.029*** 0.008***

τ00 0.032 0.065 0.024
τ11 0.002 0.021 0.002

Note: ***p<0.001. 
Abbreviations: IV, Individual Victimization; SB, School Belonging; DS, depression Symptom; CV, The level of classroom victimization; 
σ2, Individual level residual; τ00, the residual variance of the random intercept; τ11, the residual variance of the random slope.

Table 3 Two-Level Model(Y Variable is SA)

Model M1 M2 M3 M4

SA SB SA SA SB SA

Individual level
Sex −0.003 0.007 0.003 0.023 0.013 0.035

IV 0.351*** −0.380*** 0.180*** 0.175*** −0.379*** 0.149***

SB – – −0.545*** – – −0.387***
Class level
Grade 0.092 −0.291 0.068

CV −0.523 1.408 −0.491
Cross-level moderating 
effect
IV×CV 0.380 0.522 0.567
SB×CV – – −0.180

Random effect model
σ2 0.250*** 0.493** 0.174***
τ00 0.036** 0.063** 0.016

τ11 0.001 0.039** 0.003

Notes: ***p<0.001. **p<0.01. 
Abbreviations: IV, Individual Victimization; SB, School Belonging; SA, State Anxiety; CV, The level of classroom victimization; σ2, 
Individual level residual; τ00, the residual variance of the random intercept; τ11, the residual variance of the random slope.
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Turning to the link between school belonging and trait anxiety, the phenomenon of the “healthy context paradox” also 
existed. Upon adding two trend lines to the graph, as depicted in Figure 4, it was observed that the trend line representing 
low levels of classroom victimization intersected with another trend line and rapidly surpassed its level. This finding 
suggests that in classrooms with low levels of victimization, the negative impact of decreased sense of belonging 
resulting from bullying may be more pronounced. As seen in Figure 4, this link becomes stronger when students live in 
a class with a lower level of classroom victimization (+1SD), and it becomes weaker when they live in a class with 
a higher climate (−1SD). That means decreased school belonging in a good climate classroom represents higher trait 
anxiety, and decreased school belonging in a bad climate classroom is not as bad.

Table 4 Two-Level Model(Y Variable is TA)

Model M1 M2 M3 M4

TA SB TA TA SB TA

Individual level
Sex 0.013 0.003 0.016 0.023 0.001 0.022
IV 0.161*** −0.380*** 0.102*** 0.101*** −0.379*** 0.081***

SB – – −0.224*** – – −0.213**

Class level
Grade −1.657*** −0.287 −0.067

CV 0.582* 1.400*** −1.001**

Cross-level moderating 
effect
IV×CV 0.759** 0.565 0.888***

SB×CV – – −1.499***
Random effect model
σ2 0.019** 0.028** 0.128***

τ00 0.034** 0.062** 0.019***
τ11 0.007** 0.018** 0.005

Notes: ***p<0.001. **p<0.01. *p<0.05. 
Abbreviations: IV, Individual Victimization; SB, School Belonging; TA, Trait anxiety; CV, The level of classroom victimization; σ2 

Individual level residual; τ00, the residual variance of the random intercept; τ11, the residual variance of the random slope.

Figure 2 Moderating Model of CV on the Relationship between IV and DS, with Higher IV Exhibiting Higher Levels of DS in Environments with Lower CV.
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Discussion
The present study aimed to confirm the hypothesis of the “healthy context paradox” between individual victimization and 
emotional adaptation, examine the mediating role of school belonging, and the moderated role of the level of classroom 
victimization, and discuss the mechanism behind them. The results showed that individual victimization could have both 
a direct impact on emotional adaptation and an indirect impact through the mediating role of school belonging. 

Figure 3 Moderating Model of CV on the Relationship between IV and TA, with Stronger Association between IV and TA in Environments with Lower CV, and Higher TA 
levels Reached at a Certain Threshold of IV.

Figure 4 Moderating Model of CV on the Relationship between SB and TA, with Stronger Association between SB and TA in Environments with Lower CV, and Enhanced 
Negative Impact of SB on TA.
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Furthermore, when exposed to a healthier classroom environment, more negative consequences emerged, and the 
connection between personal victimization and emotional adaptation became stronger. All of these findings supported 
the “healthy context paradox” phenomenon and significantly advanced future studies in this field.

Consistent with existing studies, the current study used the same indicator of the environmental level - The level of 
classroom victimization - as the standard of the environment. In order to reflect the level of environment, the study 
averaged the sum of all individual-level victimization scores in a class, based on previous research that had also used this 
method. This approach provides a way to capture the overall level of victimization in a classroom and examine how it 
interacts with individual experiences of victimization and emotional adaptation.

Building upon this foundation, The current research makes a unique contribution through the construction of three 
multi-level structural equation models examining emotional adaptation.This analytical approach facilitates the investiga-
tion of discrepancies between the individual and classroom environment levels, advancing beyond previous studies. 
Specifically, by incorporating school belonging as a mediating effect, the present study provides insights into the 
underlying mechanisms of the “healthy context paradox” and sheds light on how seemingly supportive environments 
can still have detrimental effects on the outcomes of bullying victims.

The “Paradox” of the Moderated Effect of Class-Level Victimization
The results indicate that the relationship between individual victimization and depressive symptoms, as well as the 
relationship between individual victimization and trait anxiety, were influenced by different levels of classroom victimiza-
tion. The lower level of classroom victimization was considered a “healthy context”, while the higher level of it was 
considered a “bad context”. Consistent with previous research, stronger links were found between individual victimization 
and emotional adaptation when students were in a “healthy context”. Interestingly, the current study revealed that students in 
a higher level of classroom victimization reported fewer emotional adaptation problems following incidents of bullying and 
were more likely to exhibit lower levels of trait anxiety. This suggests that a higher level of classroom victimization may have 
paradoxically served as a protective factor for these students. And those in a class with a lower level of classroom 
victimization did worse when faced with incidents of bullying, conversely. These findings highlight the importance of 
considering the classroom context when examining the impact of bullying on emotional adaptation outcomes.

The “Healthy Context Paradox” Between Individual Victimization and Emotional 
Adaptation
Another significant finding of this study is the confirmation of the “healthy context paradox”, and the identification of the 
mediating effect of school belonging that underlies this paradox is a notable achievement. The results of the models 
indicated that students who experienced victimization in a healthy classroom may report more problems with emotional 
adaptation50. This conclusion is consistent with previous research that has also confirmed the existence of the “healthy 
context paradox”.4,42 Moreover, the current study developed a novel structural equation model that incorporates the 
mediating effect of school belonging and the moderating effect of the level of classroom victimization. The investigation 
of the mechanism behind this paradox is crucial in understanding how it operates.

Based on social identity theory, individuals are able to easily distinguish differences and perceive homogeneity or 
heterogeneity within groups.13,51,52 In a healthy classroom environment, individuals who experience victimization may be 
perceived as “heterogeneous” within the group, as most students in this context are doing well and have not reported any 
problems.53,54 Moreover, since healthy classrooms are generally associated with favorable outcomes for students, instances of 
bullying may be less likely to occur. As a result, individuals who experience victimization may feel misunderstood and 
rejected by their peers,55–57 leading to a loss of sense of safety and belonging and subsequent emotional problems.58,59 

Furthermore, since bullying is less common in healthy classrooms, victims may find it difficult to locate peers with similar 
experiences and may have to cope with the aftermath of victimization alone.45,60 It is important to note that victimization at 
a young age can have serious emotional consequences, as victims may not yet possess the emotional maturity to handle such 
situations.53
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According to the person-environment fit theory, when individuals feel like they do not fit in their environment, here 
comes pressure subsequently.61 In the case of students who experience victimization in a healthy classroom environment, 
the significant “misfit” between their experiences and the positive classroom context can lead to feelings of pressure and 
a lack of safety or belonging.53,60 Given the unique and specific growing period of adolescence, students may struggle to 
cope with victimization on their own and may seek comfort from peers who have had similar experiences.58 However, 
victims of bullying may find it challenging to receive support from peers, as few students may have experienced such 
victimization.58 Instead, victims may face rejection and misunderstanding, which can lead to hostile attribution 
bias.21,45,60 This bias causes victims to doubt the intentions of others and only trust those who have also experienced 
victimization, further exacerbating their feelings of isolation and lack of support.57 That’s why more emotional adapta-
tion problems were reported by those victims in a class which is generally perceived to be positive.

According to the social standardization effect, individuals tend to align with the group gradually over time, influenced 
by the group’s norms and values. In a negative context where instances of bullying are more common, individuals may 
become accustomed to such behavior, potentially leading to a higher tolerance for bullying.12,13,17,18

Implications
The discovery that students who experience bullying may exhibit heightened emotional distress in a healthy classroom 
environment compared to an unfavorable one has significant implications for educators and school administrators. This 
finding indicates that merely fostering a positive and supportive classroom atmosphere may be insufficient in mitigating 
the detrimental effects of bullying on students’ mental well-being. Consequently, educational institutions and educators 
should consider devising more targeted interventions that cater specifically to the requirements of students who have 
endured bullying. Proactive measures should be taken to actively identify and address potential instances of bullying, 
even within seemingly healthy contexts. Additionally, awareness and education programs should be implemented to 
promote the understanding of the healthy context paradox among students. By incorporating this concept into the 
curriculum, students can develop a greater appreciation for the importance of respecting and supporting bullying victims. 
Parents, as key stakeholders in their children’s lives, should also play an active role in addressing this issue. They need to 
cultivate a heightened sensitivity and awareness towards it. Moreover, parents should strive to impart social skills, 
empathy, and conflict resolution techniques to their children, equipping them with the necessary strategies to navigate 
relationships and respond appropriately to such situations. In the realm of counseling, professionals should adopt rigorous 
and comprehensive assessment methods to increase awareness of the potential for bullying within the healthy context 
paradox. This entails gathering detailed background information, thoroughly understanding the individual’s real-life 
environment, and examining their social relationships. Students themselves should be encouraged to seek help from 
trusted adults, such as teachers or parents, when they experience bullying. Sometimes, bystanders may not offer help not 
because they do not want to, but because they are unsure of the specific reasons or how to provide assistance. Similarly, 
Adopting an appropriate perspective on bullying holds paramount importance as it may effectively prevent the 
occurrence of the healthy context paradox. In summary, the implications of this finding underscore the necessity for 
a multi-dimensional approach to tackling bullying in educational context settings, one that acknowledges the intricate and 
diverse experiences of victimized students.

Limitations and Future Directions
There are several limitations in the current study that should be acknowledged. Firstly, data variance is difficult to avoid 
as the variable “level of classroom victimization” in this study represents the environmental level, but was collected 
through self-reported measures. This methodological limitation has resulted in a variance between the environment and 
the individual. Secondly, “level of classroom victimization” was introduced in confirming the “healthy context paradox” 
and lacks empirical support in this field. Thus, further research is required to provide more evidence and references. 
Thirdly, this cross-sectional analysis did not allow for testing the causal relationship between individual victimization and 
emotional adaptation. It is unclear whether students experienced emotional problems after being bullied, or if they were 
more likely to be victimized because they already had emotional problems. Therefore, future longitudinal studies are 
needed to examine the cause-and-effect relationship.Thus, future studies conducted in a more culturally and ethnically 
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diverse context are encouraged to be done, more sophisticated measurement techniques can be employed, and more of 
empirical evidence is produced.

Conclusion
The present study indicated that students may report more emotional problems in a healthy context with lower level of 
classroom victimization when they experienced increased victimization. While it is important to confirm the “healthy 
context paradox”, this finding will not directly improve the current situation. The implications of the current study 
suggest that traditional perceptions of the school environment may not be sufficient to address the “healthy context 
paradox”. Instead, educational efforts are needed to better understand the mechanisms underlying this phenomenon. By 
focusing on the environmental perspective, the current study provides a deeper understanding of how the school 
environment affects the mental well-being of students and offers potential interventions. These findings highlight the 
importance of addressing the complex interplay between individual victimization and the mediating effect of “school 
belonging” on emotional distress in healthy school environments. Overall, the current study sheds light on a unique and 
important phenomenon and underscores the need for continued research and educational efforts to support the mental 
health of students in diverse contexts.
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