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Confronted with Bullying when You
Believe in a Just World

David Voss and Leonard S. Newman *

Department of Psychology, Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY, United States

Bullying has been recognized as a phenomenon that detrimentally affects the lives
of many, and researchers continue to explore its various influences and correlates.
We examined the relationship between the global belief in a just world (BJW; a
person’s tendency to believe that life is fair and people get what they deserve)
and reactions to bullying. Although BJW is undergirded by a justice motive, and
although previous research found that global BJW is associated with more negative
explicit attitudes toward bullying in the abstract, we hypothesized that strong global
BJW beliefs would instead predict more tolerance and less condemnation when
participants were presented with specific behaviors that could be construed as
bullying. In two vignette-based experiments, global BJW (but not personal BJW),
predicted less negative reactions to bullying, and did so regardless of whether the
behavior was explicitly labeled as being a case of bullying. Implications of these results
are discussed.
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CONFRONTED WITH BULLYING WHEN YOU BELIEVE IN A JUST
WORLD

Bullying is an injustice, and a major societal problem affecting children, adolescents, and
adults (Mishna, 2012). For example, the National Center for Education Statistics and Bureau
of Justice Statistics (2013) reported that 28% of students in the United States from grades six
through twelve had experienced bullying or were feeling bullied; an international study
involving 144 nations concluded (based on data collected from 2001 thru 2017) that in any
given month, almost one in three students is bullied by a peer at school [United Nations
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 2019]. One approach to
addressing bullying and its prevalence involves shedding light on how people perceive it (e.g.,
Hunt, 2007)—that is, identifying the variables associated with people recognizing such behavior
as bullying, condemning it, and feeling obligated to intervene when it is witnessed. Presumably,
the more negatively people evaluate bullying, the less likely they will be to tolerate it in others,
let alone engage in such behavior. Thus, correlates of how people construe bullying are of great
interest.

A number of investigators (e.g., Dalbert, 2001; Garland et al., 2017; Thornberg and Wanstrom,
2018) have suggested that just world reasoning—the tendency to believe that good is rewarded,
evil is punished, and people get what they deserve—could be associated with people’s tendency
to be vigilant for and condemn acts of bullying. Very little research, however, has tested that
hypothesis. The current paper describes two studies involving college students examining the
relationship between the Belief in a Just World (BJW), an individual difference variable associated
with just-world reasoning, and reactions to bullying.
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BULLYING

While bullying has attracted increased attention among
researchers, its definition is not entirely straightforward.
Olweus (1993) very broadly defined school bullying as “a
student repeatedly exposed to negative actions by one or more
students” (p. 9). But he further specified three criteria that had to
be met for aggressive behavior to be classified as bullying: the
aggression needs to be intentional and cause the victim distress; it
needs to be repeated over time; and there must be an imbalance of
power between the victim and aggressor. Not all research is
guided by these criteria, however. For example, according to
Oh and Hazler (2009), “Bullying can be seen in intentionally
negative behaviours toward a victim through the use of physical,
verbal or social harm” (p. 292), a definition that makes no
mention of a power imbalance or repetition over time. To
operationalize bullying in our research, we were guided by Oh
and Hazler’s definition, but incorporated Olweus (1993) criterion
of temporal consistency.

“Bullying” is not just an ambiguous concept for researchers,
but also for everyday observers of behavior. Some of this
confusion can likely be attributed to whether indirect forms of
aggression, such as social ostracism and gossip (Duy, 2013;
Juvoven and Graham, 2014), are (or should be) considered
bullying. While cases of verbal aggression, social exclusion and
peer rejection have each been linked to negative, long-term
detrimental psychological effects (Bauman and Del Rio, 2006),
observers tend to empathize less with victims of indirect bullying
(Duy, 2013), report indirect bullying as being less serious than
cases of direct bullying (Garandeau and Cillesson, 2006), and vary
in whether they actually identify verbal aggression and social
exclusion as bullying (Garandeau and Cillesson, 2006; Naylor
et al., 2006).

But many other factors also contribute to the ambiguity of
bullying. In some cases, whether an aggressive behavior is
intended to cause harm can be ambiguous. What appears to
one person as bullying could be seen as playful teasing by another
(Kowalski, 2000). Systematic differences in the kinds of behaviors
that people construe as bullying also exist. Harger (2009) found
that teachers and students reported different conceptualizations
of bullying. For teachers, “the focus was placed squarely on the
outcomes of student behavior” (p. 80), such as whether children
were crying or visibly upset, while children focused more on the
perpetrator’s intentions (e.g., bullies “like to make people sad or
mad”—p. 47) when assessing whether or not a behavior was
bullying (see also Naylor et al., 2006). This paper will examine
another possible relevant personal characteristic: the effect that a
belief in a just world (BJW) has on people’s readiness to identify
aggressive behavior as bullying and to react in a condemnatory
way toward it.

JUST-WORLD THINKING

The just-world hypothesis, formulated by Melvin Lerner in the late
1960s (Lerner and Simmons, 1966; Lerner, 1980; Montada et al.,
1998; see also Hafer and Begue, 2005), posits a tendency to believe
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people’s actions are naturally inclined to result in fair and fitting
consequences. Just world thinking entails believing that good
actions are rewarded, and bad actions punished; it is essentially
a cognitive bias to construe events in such a way that people seem
to “get what is coming to them.” Although originally
conceptualized as a general cognitive bias, since the 1970s
research has put increasing emphasis on measuring the belief in
a just world (BJW) as an individual difference. Examination of the
BJW as a personal disposition began when Rubin and Peplau
(1975) developed a 20-item Belief in a Just World Scale.
Researchers later voiced concern, however, with its
psychometric properties (Ambrosio and Sheehan, 1991; Couch,
1998). This sparked the development of additional BJW measures,
including the global BJW measure developed by Lipkus (1991),
which has been found to have good internal consistency and
external validity across gender and culture (Reich and Wang,
2015). The measure assesses the extent to which individuals,
relative to others, generally endorse just world thinking.

Lipkus et al. (1996) also constructed a measure of a personal
belief in a just-world (personal BJW—e.g., “I feel that I get what I
am entitled to in life;” “I feel that I earn the rewards and
punishments I get”), distinct from the global belief in a just-
world (global BJW—e.g., “I feel that people get what they are
entitled to in life;” “I feel that people get what they deserve”).
Those who express high personal BJW scores tend to believe that
the world treats them fairly; those with a strong global BJW tend
to believe that other people deserve their fates. Measures of these
two aspects of just-world beliefs correlate positively (typically, r =
0.5 to 0.6), but are predictive of different phenomena (Lipkus
et al., 1996). While personal BJW predicts positive psychosocial
adjustment and subjective well-being, “it should correlate weakly
or nonsignificantly with measures concerning other people”
(Lipkus et al., 1996, p. 674).

THE BELIEF IN A JUST WORLD AND
BULLYING

Dalbert (2001) argued that “the BJW is indicative of a justice
motive and of the obligation to behave fairly” (p. viii). As for the
justice motive, it “induces individuals to strive for justice in their
own deeds and in their reactions to injustice, whether observed or
experienced” (p. 19). This line of reasoning suggests that the BJW
(especially global BJW) will be associated with a tendency to be
alert to bullying, to negatively evaluate the bully, and perhaps
even to intervene when bullying is witnessed. In fact, the first
published study examining the relationship between global BJW
and how bullying is evaluated—specifically, overall attitudes
toward bullying—reported that high global (but not personal)
BJW scores were associated with negative attitudes toward
bullying (Fox et al, 2010). A number of years earlier,
Kristjansson (2004) had wondered “whether the belief in a just
world can and should be encouraged through moral education in
the home and at school” (p. 54). Fox et al’s findings suggest an
affirmative answer to Kristjansson’s question.

Dalbert (2001), however, also acknowledged that if people
“cannot restore justice behaviorally or by compensating the
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victims for their suffering, they will restore justice
psychologically,” and “blame victims for inflicting the situation
upon themselves” (p. 24). Minimizing the injustice being
experienced by people on the receiving end of aggression is an
example of what Dalbert (2001) called the “assimilation” function
of BJW; in cases where one cannot directly undo or compensate
for an injustice, adjusting one’s perceptions of the behavior in
question might be the only alternative for maintaining just world
beliefs.

Indeed, in his first experiments, Lerner demonstrated this
effect by having participants watch a confederate pretending to
receive electrical shocks (Lerner and Simmons, 1966). After a
certain point, participants would begin to derogate the “victims”
of these shocks, and derogation was greatest when the observed
suffering was at its most severe. In other words, the participants
found a way to construe the situation in such a way that the
victims seemed to deserve being treated badly. Other research
reveals that Global BJW correlates with harsh attitudes toward the
elderly, the poor, the homeless, AIDS victims, murder victims,
victims of floods, victims of domestic abuse, victims of traffic
accidents, and the mentally ill, as well as with supporting severe
punishment for juvenile delinquents (Begue and Bastounis, 2003;
Montada et al., 1998; Sutton and Douglas, 2005).

Thus, higher levels of global BJW could be associated with less
negative reactions to bullying episodes, and perhaps less
willingness to construe behavior as being bullying in the first
place. Viewing the world as a place where people get what they
deserve could lead one to conclude that people on the receiving
end of aggressive behavior “got what was coming to them”—and
blaming the victim is not an uncommon response to bullying
(Garland et al., 2017; Thornberg and Winstrom, 2018).

What, then, of Fox et al. (2010) findings? Participants in that
study did not judge specific instances of aggressive interpersonal
behavior. To measure attitudes toward bullying, Fox et al. had
participants complete five items from Salmivalli and Voeten’s
(2004) Attitudes toward Bullying scale. Specifically, these items
(paired with agree-disagree scales) were: “It’s the victim’s own
fault if they are bullied,” “Bullying makes the victim feel bad,”
“One should try to help the bullied victims,” “It’s funny when
someone ridicules a classmate over and over again, “and “It’s not
bad if you laugh with others when someone is bullied.” In four of
these five items, some variant of the word “bully”—a word that
has very negative connotations and directly implies an act of
injustice—was used. Thus, participants were essentially asked to
report how they felt about prototypical, unambiguous episodes of
bullying. According to just-world theory, those who score high in
the BJW are uncomfortable with the idea that people could
experience unjust outcomes, and have a strong desire to see
the world as a place where people get what they deserve. Unjust
behavior such as bullying would represent a threat to that
worldview (Donat et al.,, 2012). As a result, it would stand to
reason that those with a strong BJW would respond negatively to
items on the Attitudes toward Bullying scale.

In actual social interaction, however, which behaviors
constitute acts of bullying may be subject to interpretation. As
noted above, many can be ambiguous in terms of the intentions of
the people involved and the severity of their outcomes. When

BJW and Bullying

people with high levels of global BJW witness unjust behaviors
that could be open to being construed in ways other than
“bullying” —especially behaviors that they are powerless to
prevent—their desire to avoid concluding that the world is an
unfair place could lead them to derogate victims and/or find other
ways to excuse the behavior, despite their general feelings about
bullying in the abstract.

RESEARCH OVERVIEW AND HYPOTHESES

In the two studies described here, participants were presented
with vignettes describing behaviors (both physical and verbal)
that could possibly be construed as examples of bullying.'
Importantly (with the exception of one condition in Study 2),
the vignettes never contained the words “bully” or “bullying;”
interpretation was left entirely to the participants. A negative
reaction to the behaviors described in a vignette was
operationalized as (1) indicating that the perpetrator rather
than the victim was responsible for the aggressive behavior,
(2) condemning the perpetrator’s behavior, (3) expressing
anger toward the perpetrator, and (4) empathizing with the
victim.

Participants were college-aged individuals; although research
on bullying primarily focuses on younger school-aged children
(preschool, elementary, and middle school; see Olweus, 2002),
bullying persists into adolescence and young adulthood (Asher
et al., 2017; Chen and Huang, 2015; Marraccini et al., 2018; see
also Coyne, 2011, on bullying in the workplace).

We hypothesized that global BJW would be negatively
associated with identifying an interpersonal behavior as being
an act of bullying, and negatively associated with reacting
negatively to it. Hellemans et al. (2017) provided preliminary
support for this hypotheses in a study involving Belgian workers;
they found that global BJW was negatively correlated with the
perceived severity of an act of bullying. Their research, however,
utilized just a single workplace vignette. In addition, their study
left open the possibility that same relationship would have been
found for the personal BJW.

Personal BJW is a variable with much to contribute to a
program of research on bullying. For example, Correia and
Dalbert (2008) found that adolescents who scored high on a
personal BJW measure were less likely than their peers to bully
others. These results were in line with Lerner’s just-world theory:
those with a strong personal BJW would expect to face retribution
for such a violation of justice. Unlike global BJW, though,
personal BJW is not expected to independently relate to beliefs
about other people (Lipkus et al., 1996). We did not expect it to
have a significant relationship with how people construe and react
to bullying.

'Given the lack of a concrete hypothesis in regards to gender and the effects of the
study, all of the perpetrators and victims were of the same gender (male) to simplify
the design.
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STUDY 1
Methods?

Participants A power analysis was conducted based on an effect
size of r = 0.2 (midway between small and medium), to determine
that 193 participants would be required to reach 80% power. The
sample consisted of 202 participants recruited from the online
platform Prolific.ac. Because the vignettes all involved adolescents
and/or young adults, participants were restricted to those 26 years
of age and younger in the United States. They ranged from ages
18-26, and the average age was 21.9 years. One hundred
participants identified as male and 95 identified as female; five
participants marked “Other” and two marked “Prefer not to
answer” in response to the question about gender. One
hundred thirty-eight participants (68%) self-identified as
White, 23 (11%) as Asian, 17 (8%) as Black, 12 (6%) as
Latino/a, and 10 (5%) as “Other” (two participants chose not
to answer the question about ethnicity).

Materials and Measures
Vignettes The vignettes created for the study are presented in
Appendix A.

Belief in a Just World (Personal) The Fox et al. (2010) 7 item
adapted version of the Lipkus et al. (1996) scale measuring the
belief that the world is just to oneself was used to measure the
personal BJW (e.g., “I feel that the world treats me fairly,” “I feel
that I get what I deserve.”) Participants rated items on a scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

Belief in a Just World (Global) The Fox et al. (2010) 7 item
adapted version of the Lipkus et al. (1996) scale measuring a
global belief in a just world was used to measure the global BJW
(e.g., “I feel that the world treats people fairly,” “I feel that people
get what they deserve.”) Participants rated items on a scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

Reactions to Bullying After each vignette, participants
responded to 5 questions about each of the two protagonists
(10 questions overall), all designed to assess the extent to which
participants reacted negatively to the bully and his behavior. Each
question was paired with a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The midpoint was marked
“neither agree or disagree.” Three of these items measured
how participants construed and evaluated the behaviors (e.g.
“Matt’s behavior toward Chris is unacceptable;” “Chris has
instigated this situation;” “Chris is responsible for what is
happening to him.”). One item measured participants’ affective
reactions (e.g., “I feel angry at Chris”), and another measured
participants’ feelings of sympathy, (e.g., “I feel bad for Chris.”).
The same ten questions (five focused on the bully, five parallel
ones focused on the victim) were presented in a random order
after each vignette. Participant responses to both the bully-
focused and victim-focused questions were averaged to form a
total “Reaction” score for each vignette, with higher scores
indicating more negative reactions. (Analyses revealed

*All vignettes, and data for both studies, can be accessed at https://osf.io/qjgwz/?
view_only=ddbdaaf0b733477199935060ddc3e859
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essentially identical findings for the two types of
questions—see the Results section). Responses were reverse
coded where appropriate.

Perception of Bullying The item “I believe Scenario [insert
number] is an example of bullying” directly examined whether or
not the participants viewed the behaviors presented in the
vignettes to be bullying. This question was also presented with
a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Procedure As part of the informed consent process,
participants were told that they would “be asked to read four
vignettes involving social situations in which college students may
find themselves,” after which they would be asked questions
about the vignettes. Participants then completed the scales
measuring personal BJW and global BJW (presented in
random order). Next participants read the vignettes involving
bullying. Each participant read one of two sets of four scenarios
(see Appendix A). In each set, two vignettes described verbal
behavior and two described physical behavior. The vignettes in
each set were presented in a single predetermined random order.
Immediately after reading each vignette, participants answered a
number of questions to gauge how negatively they reacted to the
behavior of the bully.

Participants were then given an opportunity to again look over
the four vignettes, and they reported the extent to which they
thought each one exemplified bullying. The direct questions
about bullying were presented to participants last because they
could otherwise have produced demand effects and affected
answers to the other questions.

Results

Preliminary Analyses Scale reliability analyses of the items
making up the reaction score (anger, sympathy, attribution of
responsibility, etc.) justified combining them to form a ten-item
measure. Because a total of eight vignettes were used, eight
analyses were run, and Cronbach’s « ranged from 0.82 to 0.93.
Further supporting the decision to combine all of the items was
the finding that responses to the items pertaining to the bullies in
the vignettes correlated highly (r = 0.80, p < 0.001) with those
pertaining to the victims (after appropriate reverse scoring). In
other words, negative/positive thoughts and feelings about the
bullies were close to isomorphic to positive/negative feelings
about the victims. Overall, then, the reaction score indexed the
overall extent to which participants viewed the behavior as
unprovoked, unacceptable, and/or upsetting.

The final item regarding the question of bullying was highly
correlated with the reaction score (r = 0.53), and could arguably
have been included in this reaction score. However, this item was
analyzed separately, primarily due its conceptual status. It is the
only item that directly captures whether the participants
perceived the behavior as “bullying.”

The global (M = 3.23, SD = 0.87) and personal (M = 4.01, SD =
0.84) BJW measures also each showed good internal reliabilities
(¢ = 0.88 and a = 0.86, respectively), and correlated at a
predictable level (r = 0.54; see Table 1 for all Study 1
correlations). Regarding the personal BJW, the correlation
with reactions to the vignettes neared zero (r = —-0.02, p =
0.80). Similarly, the personal BJW did not significantly
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and Correlations, Study 1 (n = 202).

Variable M SD
1. Gender® 0.49 -

2. Belief in a Just World-Global 3.23 0.87
3. Belief in a Just World-Personal 4.01 0.84
4. Reactions to Vignettes® 3.70 0.72
5. Identify Vignettes as Bullying 3.75 0.76

%0 = male and 1 = female.

PHigher scores indicate more negative reactions.
*0 < 0.05.

*p < 0.01.

correlate with the item assessing whether the vignettes were
displays of bullying (r = —0.07, p = 0.30). As expected, then,
the personal BJW was not related to participants’ responses to the
vignettes.

Primary Analyses Overall, a high global BJW significantly
correlated with less negative reactions in response to the
bullying vignettes; in other words, high scorers attributed
more blame to the victims, felt less sympathy for them, and
felt less anger toward the perpetrators (r = —0.20, p < 0.01). When
the items were broken down into two categories based on role, the
results for negative reactions to the aggressors (r = —0.20, p =
0.005) were almost identical to the results (after reverse coding)
for negative reactions to the victims (r = -0.18, p = 0.01). Global
BJW also significantly negatively correlated with the final item,
which assessed whether the vignettes were perceived as displays of
bullying (r = -0.14, p = 0.04).

Additional Analyses Female participants reported more
negative reactions to perpetrators (and thus more sympathetic
reactions to victims; M = 5.82, SD = 0.60) than did male
participants (M = 5.49, SD = 0.74; t (193) = 3.39, p = 0.001,
d =0 .49). Similar findings have been reported in past studies
(Correia and Dalbert, 2008; Fox et al., 2010). But female
participants were not significantly more likely than males to
identify the behaviors in the vignettes as bullying (for females,
M =5.82, 8D = 0.69; for males, M = 5.76, SD = 0.82). Although the
gender difference in reactions was not expected to moderate the
relationship between global BJW and how participants construed
the vignettes, it did have a slight effect. Global BJW significantly
negatively correlated with reaction scores among males (r =
-0.20, p = 0.04), but did not reach significance among females
(r = —0.08, p = 0.46). However, the interaction between global
BJW and gender did not reach significance (the R* change when
the interaction was entered into a hierarchical regression was
0.005, p = 0.32).

As already noted, two different sets of four vignettes were used
in Study 1, and each participant was presented with only one of
the sets. Although the vignettes did vary in their content, they
were designed to be conceptually similar. But post-hoc analyses
revealed that among participants reading and reacting to the first
set, the correlation between global BJW and the “is it bullying”
(perception) item was not significant (r = —0.01). Responses to the
second set of vignettes were primarily responsible for the negative
correlation found between global BJW and the perception of
bullying (r = —0.29, p = 0.003). A similar pattern was found for

BJW and Bullying

1 2 3 4 5
-0.20" -
-0.18™ 0.54* -
0.24* -0.20™ -0.02 -
0.04 -0.14* -0.07 0.55 -

the overall reaction scores (r = —0.32, p = 0.001 for Set 2, r = -0.10,
p = 0.30, for Set 1).” Potential explanations for these differences
will be discussed.

Discussion

The findings of Study 1 suggest that those with a high global BJW
may have a tendency to excuse and downplay the significance of
the bully behavior they witness. They were more likely than other
participants to blame and disparage the victims and less likely to
express negative feelings about perpetrators. Similarly, global
BJW predicted less agreement with the item that assessed
whether the vignettes exemplified bullying—indicating that
high scorers were less likely to even perceive the behaviors as
bullying.

Unexpectedly, global BJW was more highly related to how
participants construed one set of vignettes vs. the other. It is
possible that differences in the vignettes that extended beyond
their ambiguity affected participants’ responses. Prototypical
bully victims are shy, anxious, submissive, and physically weak
(Olweus, 1993). Overall, the victims in the second set of vignettes
arguably fit that description more closely than those in the
first set.

STUDY 2

The results of Study 1 suggest that although people with strong
global BJW might condemn bullying in the abstract (Fox et al.,
2010), and might, if given an opportunity, more readily come to
the assistance of a bullying victim (see Dalbert, 2001), they might
also express less outrage at bullying and be less sympathetic to its
victims when they have no way of behaviorally restoring justice.

Fox et al.’s discussion of their findings provides an alternative
account for those findings, however. They suggested that the
nature of the act of injustice—specifically, its severity—is what
determines whether a strong belief in a just world will lead people
to derogate victims. Fox et al. hypothesized that high BJW is likely
to be associated with negative reactions to bullying primarily
when people are confronted with acts that are clearly unjust and
harmful. Unambiguous, instantly recognizable bullying would be

*The relationship between personal BJW and how the vignettes were construed was
not similarly moderated by Set; all of those correlations remained insignificant.
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much more difficult to explain away or justify than ambiguous
bullying. If so, Study 1’s results might be due to the behavior
presented to participants being (by design) somewhat ambiguous.

To address this possibility, Study 2 attempted to disambiguate
some of the behaviors and examine how explicit use of the word
“bullying” might affect reactions to aggressive behaviors
(particularly among those scoring high on global BJW). Study
2 used four vignettes from Study 1, but it also included a second
condition in which the aggressive behavior in those vignettes was
labeled as being “bullying.” The explicit use of the word “bullying”
might disrupt the tendency of those higher global BJW to have
more muted negative reactions to the behavior of the
perpetrators. This design thus provided another opportunity
for the findings and conclusion of past research to
conceptually replicate; it was possible that eliminating the
vignettes’ ambiguity (thus rendering the behaviors they
described more obviously severe) could result in a positive
relation between global BJW and negative reactions to bullying.

The goal of this study was to replicate the results of Study 1
(i.e., to replicate the correlation between global BJW and less
negative reactions to bullying) and provide a more direct test of
the hypothesis that a high global BJW could also lead to more
negative reactions to explicit bullying. Fox et al. (2010) hypothesis
would be supported by a two-way interaction between global BJW
and the mention of “bullying.” More specifically:

1. The findings of Study 1 would be replicated when the
vignettes did not explicitty mention “bullying.”
Participants with higher global BJW scores should report
less of a negative reaction to bullying, and display less of a
tendency to label the behaviors as bullying.

2. When the aggressive behavior is explicitly labeled as
“bullying,” the nature of such behavior should be
unmistakable. If this is the case, those with a high global
BJW might now condemn the behavior more harshly than
those with a low global BJW.

Methods

Participants The sample consisted of 197 Prolificac users
(approximately the same as the sample size in Study 1)
between 18 and 26 vyears of age. The average age for
participants was 21.8 years. Ninety-seven participants
identified as male, and 95 identified as female; three
participants marked “Other,” and two marked “Prefer not to
answer.” Data from five other participants were dropped; two of
these participants had missing data, and another three were
dropped because the gender they reported for this study did
not match the gender registered for them on the Prolific website.

Procedure and Measures The procedure and measures in Study
1 were identical to those in Study 1 with the following exceptions.
All participants were presented with only the four vignettes from
Vignette Set 2 (see Appendix A). For half of the participants,
however, the aggressive behavior was explicitly labeled as
“bullying.” “Pete again nailed Billy in the head” became “Pete
continued to bully Billy, nailing him in the head;” “he has no idea
how to respond. Jim now makes fun of Nick” became “he has no

BJW and Bullying

idea how to respond Jim’s bullying. Jim continues to bully Nick;”
“He continues to let Mike know what he thinks” became “He
continues to bully Mike, letting him know what he thinks;” and
“He puts Justin in a headlock” became “He bullies Justin.” Thus,
the mention of “bullying” was a between-subjects variable.

Results

Preliminary Analyses The global (M = 3.24, SD = 0.86) and
personal (M = 4.09, SD = 0.85) BJW measures each again showed
good internal reliabilities (Cronbach’s « = 0.88 for both). The
BJW measures correlated at r = 0.55, p <0 .001 (see Table 2 for all
Study 2 correlations). The internal consistencies for the ten items
in the vignette questionnaires ranged from Cronbach’s a = 0.74 to
a = 0.94 for the eight vignettes.

Differences in the mean bullying ratings (“This is an example
of bullying”) between the two conditions indicated that explicit
use of the word “bullying” only marginally affected the ambiguity
of bullying in the vignettes (for non-labelled vignettes, M = 6.02,
SD = 0.71; for labeled vignettes, M = 6.19, SD = 0.71; t (195) =
1.63, p = 0.10, d =0 .23). However, a post-hoc analysis revealed
that of 101 participants in the explicit bully labeling condition, 22
provided a “7” rating (the highest number on the scale) for all 4
vignettes; in contrast, of the 96 participants in the non-labelled
vignette condition, only 8 did so. A chi-square analysis revealed
this difference to be significant, (1, 197) x> = 6.90, p = 0.009.

Primary Analyses Global BJW correlated with negative
reactions to the vignettes (r = —-0.22, p = 0.002), replicating
the results of the first study. Unlike in Study 1, in which the
personal BJW showed no correlations with any measure related to
bullying, the personal BJW significantly negatively correlated
with this reaction score in Study 2 (r = —0.19, p = 0.007).*
However, the personal BJW did not significantly relate to
reaction scores when controlling for global BJW (r = —0.09,
p = 0.221), while the correlation between global BJW and
reaction scores still verged on significance (r = -0.13, p = 0.06)
when controlling for the personal BJW.

Asin Study 1, global BJW also significantly correlated with less
agreement to the “This is an example of bullying” items (r =
—0.27, p < 0.001). The personal BJW correlated with these items
as well, and in the same direction (r = —17, p = 0.02). However, a
partial correlation analyses revealed that the personal BJW did
not significantly predict this response when controlling for
covariance with global BJW (r = —0.03, p = 0.71). Global BJW’s
negative correlation remained significant even when controlling for
covariance with the personal BJW (r = —0.22, p = 0.002). Thus, the
personal BJW’s relation to how one cognitively reacts to bullying
appears primarily due to its covariance with global BJW.

Of greater interest was whether global BJW would interact
with the use of the term “bullying” to predict how participants
would react to and label the vignettes. In the case of reaction
scores, that was clearly not the case; in the condition in which the

*Chapin and Coleman (2017), in a highly powered study (n = 1,593 10-18-year-
olds), also found that the relationship between the questionnaire item “I feel that
many of the kids who are picked on bring it on themselves by the way they dress or
act” and personal BJW was statistically significant.
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TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics and Correlations, Study 2 (n = 197).

Variable M SD
1. Gender® 0.49 -

2. Belief in a Just World-Global 3.24 0.86
3. Belief in a Just World-Personal 4.09 0.85
4. Reactions to Vignettes® 5.70 0.63
5. ldentify Vignettes as Bullying 6.11 0.71

%0 = male and 1 = female.

PHigher scores indicate more negative reactions.
*0 <.05.

*p <.01.

term “bullying” was used in the vignettes, global BJW’s
correlation with reaction scores was (r = —0.22, p = 0.03), and
in the condition that never used the word “bullying,” it was
exactly the same (r = —0.22, p = 0.03). Global BJW was more
negatively correlated with labeling behaviors as being “bullying”
when the term was not mentioned (r = —0.37, p < 0.001) than
when it was mentioned (r = —0.18, p = 0.08), as expected.
However, a hierarchical regression analysis revealed that the
interaction between Global BJW and condition was not
significant (the R2 change when the interaction was entered
was 0.007, p = 0.21).

Opverall, then, Study 2’s findings replicated those of Study 1.
Whether or not participants were encouraged to construe the
vignettes as bullying (as opposed to describing some less unjust or
severe form of behavior) did not moderate the relationship
between global BJW and how the behaviors described were
interpreted and evaluated.

Additional Analyses As in Study 1, female participants
indicated that they condemned the behavior presented in the
bullying vignettes (M = 5.92, SD = 0.57) more so than male
participants (M = 5.47, SD = 0.61; ¢ (190) = 5.27, p < 0.001, d =
0.76). Unlike in Study 1, female participants also were
significantly more likely than males to identify the behaviors
in the vignettes as bullying (for females, M = 6.29, SD = 0.63; for
males, M =5.92, SD = 0.74; t (190) = 3.76, p < 0.001, d = 0.55). To
recall, the results of Study 1 suggested that the global BJW might
relate more strongly with reactions to bullying among males than
among females. In Study 2, however, global BJW was more
negatively correlated with reaction scores among female
participants (r = -0.25, p = 0.02) than among male
participants (r = —0.12, p = 0.24). Thus, across the two
studies, the relationship between global BJW and ratings of
bullying behavior was not consistently moderated by gender.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Previous analyses of bullying have suggested a role for just world
reasoning and attitudes toward bullying, but the evidence has
been sparse and inconsistent. In both of the current studies, global
BJW (but as expected, not personal BJW) predicted a less
unfavorable reaction to the perpetrator’ behaviors. Global BJW
also predicted relative disagreement with the notion that the
vignettes actually displayed bullying. These results, congruent as
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1 2 3 4 5
-0.09 -
-0.02 0.55 -
0.36 -0.22 -0.19* -
0.26* -0.27 -0.17* 0.59* -

they are with the belief that people get what they deserve (and
deserve what they get), are consistent with much of the just-world
literature (Hafer and Begue, 2005); for example, Faccenda and
Pantaléon (2011) found that those who indicated a high BJW also
showed reduced levels of sensitivity to acts of observed injustice.

The attempt to show that the relationship between BJW and
reactions to bullying would be moderated by the severity or lack
of ambiguity of the behavior was nor successful. It is possible that
the relatively pallid nature of behaviors described in vignettes will
inevitably make them amenable to subtly different construals. But
the possibility also remains that explicit attitudes toward bullying
are not a reliable guide to how people will react to specific acts of
aggression; indeed, it has long been recognized that explicit self-
reports of attitudes can be tenuously related to people’s thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors (Cooper and Croyle, 1984). Thus, these
findings are arguably compatible with Fox et al’s (2010)
conclusion that global BJW is associated with more negative
evaluations of bullying in the abstract.

These findings also can be reconciled with Dalbert’s (2001)
contention that BJW reflects a justice motive—a “striving for justice
in one’s own deeds and in one’s reactions to injustices” (p. 3). What
they indicate is that if there is no other way for people to either
behaviorally or psychologically restore justice when observing the
possible victimization of a an individual (or group), as was the case
in the current studies, global BJW could motivate them to discount
the severity of the behavior, and be more reluctant to label it as an
act of bullying. Overall, the accumulated evidence is that the role of
BJW in how people react when confronted with bullying is more
nuanced than it might first appear.

LIMITATIONS

The use of vignettes raises the inevitable question of whether
these findings would generalize to real-world scenarios of
bullying. When reading vignettes, participants are of course
powerless to intervene in the events they describe. There could
well be a range of circumstances in which people with high BJW
would attempt to disrupt or prevent the bullying—that is, restore
justice behaviorally rather than psychologically. To shed light on
this issue, future research, even studies using vignettes, could
include measures of participants’ behavioral intentions.
Another limitation of the current set of studies is that neither
included any vignettes with female victims or perpetrators. The
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gender of participants did appear to influence how they
responded to the vignettes. However, it is impossible to
determine if this was due to the participants’ gender alone, or
if the gender incongruity between participant and victims
somehow contributed to the observed effect. Thus, future
research should include vignettes depicting female characters
in addition to vignettes depicting male characters.

Because all of the participants were from the United States, the
extent to which the results are culturally specific cannot be
determined. Some research has found the correlates of beliefs
in a just world to vary cross-culturally (e.g., Wu et al., 2011).

Finally, the fact that participants completed the BJW measures
immediately before reading and responding to the vignettes leaves
open the possibility that the differences between the participants
high and low in global BJW might not have emerged
spontaneously—that is, they might be dependent on having just
world beliefs recently primed (see discussion of this issue by Bargh
and Tota, 1988). Future research should measure BJW a number of
days or weeks before the presentation of the experimental
materials—ideally in another context and along with a number
of other measures to better disguise the focus of the investigation.

POTENTIAL IMPLICATIONS

Could these studies’ findings have an implications for
intervention approaches to school and workplace bullying
(e.g., Merrell et al, 2008)? More specifically, should BJW be
encouraged and cultivated, or instead be discouraged
(Kristjansson, 2004)? The findings of the current two studies
cannot provide a definitive answer to that question, but do
suggest one important consideration. They indicate that in
contexts in which it is not clear to individuals how to
intervene in bullying behavior, and/or contexts in which
individuals judge that there will be costs to doing so, global
BJW will be counterproductive. Such beliefs could potentially lead
people to downplay the severity of bullying behavior and engage
in victim-blaming.

Nonetheless, it is reasonable to hypothesize that anti-bullying
programs highlighting the potential pitfalls of the just-world
effect might help bolster a link between anti-bullying attitudes
and behavior. To illustrate this point, imagine that a student is
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Appendix A

Vignettes, Study 1

Vignette Set 1

[Scenario 1] (Physical)

Mark tells Eric that he’s a fan of professional wrestling. Eric
replies that he is too, and gets so enthusiastic about the topic that
he starts practicing his wrestling moves on Mark. Mark is not too
thrilled about this, and asks Eric to stop, but it takes a while for
Eric to finally release Mark. Now every time Eric sees Mark he
cries out “There’s my wrestling buddy,” and starts roughhousing
with Mark. After a while Mark starts anxiously avoiding Eric,
because Eric keeps persisting with this behavior—which explains
all of Mark’s bruises.

[Scenario 2] (Verbal)

Chris lives in your dorm. One day, Chris mentions to Matt, a boy
who lives across the hall, that he got a new car. A Ferrari. Matt
questions this, and Chris grins, responding, “Want to see it? I'll let
you sit in it—and maybe if you’re lucky, I'll even let you drive it.”
Matt fires back, “You lost your dignity when you started driving
your dad’s car. Keep this up, and you’ll lose something else.” From
then on, Matt regularly mocks Chris when they pass in the hallway.

[Scenario 3] (Physical)

Joe lives a few doors down from you. One day, you see Joe leaving
the library. Another guy named Tom, who lives on your floor,
sidesteps a group of people to approach Joe. Joe doesn’t seem to
notice. Tom smirks and roughly bumps into Joe. Joe tries to
ignore this as he moves past Tom, but to his dismay, Tom
wordlessly shoves Joe every time he spots him on campus.

[Scenario 4] (Verbal)

Jake is a student in your history class. One day, the professor
announces that everyone must present on a topic in front of the
class. Jake looks terrified, and today’s not his lucky day. He is
chosen to go first. As Jake walks to the podium, a classmate
named Doug notices sweat stains under Jake’s arms. Doug smiles
and remarks, “Looks like you should’ve worn black today, little
guy.” Jake quickly glances at the stains under his arms and looks
alarmed. After Jake finishes his presentation, Doug looks him in
the eye and says “You are so sad.” For the rest of the semester,
Doug keeps making similar comments to Jake.

BJW and Bullying

Vignette Set 2

[Scenario 5] (Physical)

Billy hated going to gym class, and was especially unhappy when
the gym teacher decided the students should play dodge ball for a
few weeks. During the first game, Pete, a player on the other team,
hit Billy squarely on the side of the head with the ball. Billy saw
stars. The next time the class met, right after the game began, Pete
again managed to hit Billy in the head with a powerful throw. Billy
asked Pete if he had done so on purpose, but Pete just looked
annoyed and said “Look, this is how the game is played.” On the
third day of dodgeball, Pete again nailed Billy in the head 30 s into
the game.

[Scenario 6] (Verbal)

Nick is a student in your psychology class. He silently sits alone in
the back corner throughout the entire course. Even during group
activities, Nick sticks to himself. A classmate named Jim
approaches Nick and asks if he’d like to join his group. Nick
simply replies, “No”. Jim then asks Nick if that was first word he
managed to utter in his life. Nick looks up, startled; he has no idea
how to respond. Jim now makes fun of Nick every day before class
starts.

[Scenario 7] (Verbal)

Mike lives a few doors down from you. One day, you see Mike
approaching the dorm. Another neighbor from your floor named
Aiden is just leaving the dorm and sees Mike. Aiden waves at
Mike, but Mike does not respond. As the two pass each other,
Aiden shouts at Mike, saying “Are you too much of a big shot to
acknowledge me? With a face like that, you should consider
yourself lucky that I even talk to you.” Mike ignores this
comment, but as the year goes by, Aiden won’t let it go. He
continues to let Mike know what he thinks of his personality and
looks when the two encounter each other.

[Scenario 8] (Physical)

Justin is a student in your history class. He sits by himself, and
spends most of his time doodling in his notebook. One day, a
classmate named Sam notices one of Justin’s drawings: a beautiful
woman. He laughs out loud and grabs Justin’s notebook. When
Justin pleads for him to give his notebook back, Sam shoves him
to the ground. Sam’s behavior toward Justin doesn’t stop there.
He puts Justin in a headlock every day before class.
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