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Abstract 

The widespread use of the Internet among adolescents has led to 
cyberbullying. Bystanders play a vital role in sustaining and strengthening bullying. 
As trait mindfulness has been associated with prosocial behaviors, there is good 
reason to believe that there is a relationship between the mindfulness trait and the 
role adopted by cyberbullying bystanders. A cross-sectional study was employed 
with a sample of 2015 students aged 11-19 years. The participants completed the 
measures for cyberbullying, trait mindfulness, and their role as bystanders. The 
results revealed that 74.3% and 7.8% of them were identified as provictim and 
pro-perpetrator, respectively. MANCOVA was employed to analyze the differences 
in the characteristics of trait mindfulness according to the role of bystander with 
corrected age, and its use was significant for the following factors: Observing, 
describing, acting with awareness, and nonjudging. No significant differences were 
observed in the nonreactivity factor. Provictims and pro-perpetrators scored higher 
on observing than those who supported neither the victim nor the perpetrator. 
Implications and limitations are discussed. 
KEY WORDS: cyberbullying bystanders, cyberbullying, trait mindfulness, provictim, 
pro-perpetrator. 

 
Resumen 

El uso generalizado de Internet entre los adolescentes ha propiciado el 
ciberacoso. Los testigos desempeñan un papel fundamental en el mantenimiento 
y el fortalecimiento del acoso. El rasgo de atención plena (AP) se ha asociado con 
comportamientos prosociales, así cabe pensar que existe relación entre este rasgo 
y el papel adoptado por los testigos de ciberacoso. 2015 estudiantes de 11-19 años 
completaron medidas de ciberacoso, rasgo de AP y papel de espectador. Ante una 
situación de acoso online, el 74,3% se declaró a favor de la víctima y el 7,8% a 
favor del perpetrador. Para analizar las diferencias en el rasgo AP según el papel 
del espectador, se realizó un MANCOVA que resultó ser significativa para las 
siguientes facetas de atención plena: observar, describir, actuar con conciencia y 
no juzgar. El análisis no resultó significativo para la faceta de no reactividad. Las 
víctimas y los agresores obtuvieron puntuaciones más altas en la observación que 
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aquellos que no apoyaron ni a la víctima ni al agresor. Se discuten las implicaciones 
y limitaciones. 
PALABRAS CLAVE: testigo de ciberacoso, ciberacoso, rasgo de atención plena, 
províctima, properpetrator. 

 
 

Introduction 
 

The widespread usage of new technologies has enabled the extension of 
traditional bullying to bullying in the digital environment, thereby promoting 
cyberbullying in recent decade (Garaigordobil, 2015). Cyberbullying has been 
defined as “an aggressive, intentional act performed by a group or individual, using 
electronic forms of contact, repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot 
easily defend him or herself.” (Smith et al., 2008, p. 376). 

Several studies have confirmed the negative outcomes of cyberbullying on 
victims, including high levels of depression (Calvete et al., 2016), social anxiety 
(Navarro et al., 2012), suicidal ideation (Iranzo et al., 2019), and alcohol abuse 
(Alonso and Romero, 2020; Gámez-Guadix et al.,  2013). In addition, the 
consequences of cyberbullying could be even more harmful than those of face-to-
face bullying (Garaigordobil, 2011; Smith et al., 2006) because the material used in 
the aggressions may remain over time on Internet. Moreover, cyberbullying can 
occur at any time, not only in certain situations (i.e., at school break). The 
consequences extend beyond the victims to the perpetrators and bystanders and are 
related to the loss of quality of life (González-Cabrera et al., 2019; Machimbarrena 
et al., 2018). 

Several studies on bullying and cyberbullying have focused on the roles of 
perpetrators and/or victims while neglecting the role of bystanders. However, 
researchers have provided sufficient evidence to support the importance of the role 
of bystanders because visibility, power, and high status act as stimuli for the 
perpetrators to commit bullying (Salmivalli, 2010; Sijtsema et al., 2009), which 
mainly occurs in situations where others are present (Atlas & Pepler, 1998; Lynn 
Hawkins, et al., 2001). Research reveals that bystanders reinforce the perpetrators 
in at least two ways: by approving aggressive behavior and by acknowledging the 
perpetrator (Salmivalli, 2014). Therefore, in recent years, the role of bystanders has 
gained importance in assessing bullying (González-Cabrera et al., 2019) and 
cyberbullying (González-Cabrera, et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, several different bystander roles have been identified. Initially, 
Salmivalli and collegues (1996) proposed four roles: a) those who, while not 
initiating aggressive behavior, assist or collaborate with the perpetrator; b) those 
who reinforce the behavior of the perpetrator; c) those who remain neutral and 
support neither the victim nor the perpetrator; and d) those who defend the victim 
or display that they are on her/his side. Having bystanders who defend the victims is 
a protective factor because even when receiving the same level of aggression, these 
victims are found to be less depressed and anxious (Sainio et al., 2011). In addition, 
an observational study revealed that the reactions of bystanders in favor of the victim 
also had a containment effect on the bullying episode (Lynn Hawkins et al., 2001). 



 Trait mindfulness and roles of cyberbullying bystanders 665 

However, several studies have demonstrated the passivity of the majority of cyber-
bystanders to intervene in acts of cyberbullying (Dillon & Bushman, 2015; Shultz et 
al., 2014). 

Studies have also examined individual differences among bystanders who act 
in defense of the victim and those who do not; the former tend to be empathetic 
(Caravita et al., 2009) and have more defense-related self-efficacy and less moral 
disengagement. Self-efficacy seems to be a vital feature that differentiates 
bystanders who support the victim from those who remain neutral because the latter 
tend to perceive it less valid to defend victims of bullying (Thornberg & Jungert, 
2013) or cyberbullying (DeSmet et al., 2016). In addition, several studies have 
supported the idea that those bystanders who defend the victim tend to have a 
higher social status (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). 

Another trait that could be associated with the attitudes of bystanders is 
mindfulness, which is described as the behavioral tendency to be aware (Baer et al., 
2006). Mindfulness involves directing the attention to something in particular (e.g., 
breath or body sensations deliberately) focusing in the present moment, without 
judging (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). Thus, trait mindfulness represents the tendency of an 
individual to direct attention —or awareness— to feelings, thoughts, or sensations. 
Recent research shows that mindfulness interventions may increase prosocial 
behaviors (Cheang et al.,2019; Hafenbrack et al., 2019). The effect of mindfulness 
in prosocial behaviors seems to be mediated by the increase in related skills, such as 
empathy and perspective taking (Hafenbrack et al, 2019). 

On the basis of recent literature, trait mindfulness appears to be beneficial in 
the context of cyberbullying. Royuela-Colomer and collegues (2018) found that trait 
mindfulness predicted lower levels of victimization and perpetration in cyberbullying. 
Similarly, another study exhibited that empathy mediated between mindfulness and 
cyberbullying perpetration, and that these variables were associated with lower 
perpetration (Yuan et al., 2019). Another study examined the mediating role of 
mindfulness between emotional abuse during childhood and perpetrating 
cyberbullying and found that high levels of abuse in childhood were associated with 
lower levels of mindfulness, and high levels of this variable were associated with 
lower levels of cyberbullying perpetration (Emirtekin et al., 2019). Mindfulness is 
related to better social relationships (Greco et al., 2011) and prosocial behavior 
(Donald et al., 2018), best moral and ethical intentions, and fewer offenses (Ruedy 
& Schweitzer, 2010). Therefore, we expected that trait mindfulness would relate 
differently to the different roles of cyberbullying bystanders. 

One of the most used models in research on trait mindfulness was proposed 
by Baer et al. (2006), who created the Five Facets Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ) 
by reviewing various questionnaires designed to assess mindfulness. In this model, 
trait mindfulness is not considered a unitary construct but a construct with multiple 
components, including five facets or dimensions. The first facet, observing, relates 
to paying attention to the external or internal experiences. The second facet, 
describing, is understood as the ability to put into words experiences and inner 
feelings. The third facet is acting with awareness wherein individuals shift their 
attention to the actions being undertaken at the given time by avoiding automatic 
behavior. The fourth facet, nonjudging, is the tendency of not evaluating thoughts 
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and feelings. The fifth facet, nonreactivity, refers to not being carried away by 
thoughts and feelings, alongside possessing a permissive attitude for such thoughts 
and feelings to come and go. A number of studies have examined the associations 
between cyberbullying and the acting with awareness facet (Emirtekin et al., 2019; 
Royuela-Colomer et al., 2018; Yuan et al., 2019), However, the study of the 
associations between other facets and cyberbullying is scarce. In a recent study, 
nonjudging, describing, and acting with awareness were negatively associated with 
cyberbullying victimization and perpetration, and observing was positively 
associated with victimization, although effect sizes were small (Calvete et al., 2020).  

The primary objective of this study was to examine the relationship between 
trait mindfulness facets and roles of cyber-bystanders. We hypothesized that 
bystanders who defend victims have a higher level of some mindfulness facets than 
the bystanders who help the perpetrators. Namely, we expected that some of the 
facets of mindfulness could be more relevant than others in relationship with the 
roles of cyberbullying bystanders. For example, the trait of acting with awareness 
could imply more attention and awareness about the occurrence of an abusive 
behavior. In addition, acting with awareness has been associated with effortful 
control (Cortázar et al., 2019), which involves a lower likelihood of reacting 
impulsively without anticipating the consequences. Observing and nonjudging are 
also positively associated with helping behaviors (Cameron & Fredrickson, 2015); 
thus, these facets could be related to the role of helping the victim. A longitudinal 
study found that observing moderated by stress and nonjudging moderated by 
acting with awareness predicted lower levels of aggressive and rule-breaking 
behaviors (Cortazar & Calvete, 2019).  

Finally, a secondary objective of the study was to explore the distribution of 
classic victim-perpetrator roles (victim, perpetrator, victim-perpetrator, and not 
involved; similar to Chan & Wong, 2020) with respect to the bystanders’ roles. We 
expected that, among the perpetrators, there would be a smaller proportion of 
bystanders who support the victim, whereas among the pure victims, there would 
be a smaller proportion of bystanders who support the perpetrator.  

 
Method 

 
Participants 

 
In all, 14 high schools from several communities in Spain participated. The study 

sample included 2015 high school students aged 11-19 years (M= 14.20, SD= 1.47), 
of which 53.6% (1094) and 46.4% (948) of the participants were girls and boys, 
respectively. 

 
Instruments 

 
a) Cyberbullying Questionnaire (CBQ; Calvete et al., 2010; Estévez et al., 

2010), revised version (Calvete et al., 2020). The CBQ was used to assess 
cyberbullying perpetration and victimization. The questionnaire comprised nine 
statements that reflected the more common behaviors in cyberbullying, such as 
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sending threatening messages or humiliating images. In this study, we modified 
the response format, comprising a Likert 5-point scale ranging from 0 (never) to 
4 (almost every week). Higher scores on this scale imply greater victimization or 
perpetration of cyberbullying. The alpha coefficients were .88 and .90 for 
victimization and perpetration, respectively. 

b) Question for cyberbullying bystanders. We evaluated the roles of cyberbullying 
bystanders by asking a question with five responses. The participants were 
particularly asked how they would define themselves when they see or know 
that someone whom they know is being bullied in relation to the behaviors 
described in the previous scales. The response options were: a) “I never start the 
aggression; but, sometimes, I participate in support of the aggressor”; b) “I 
sympathize with the aggressor, but I never participate directly with him or her”; 
c) “I remain neutral when there is an aggression. I do not support anyone—
neither the bully nor the one who defends the victim”; d) “Although I support 
the victim, I do nothing to avoid aggression”; and e) “I usually defend the victim 
actively and help her/him in everything I can.” 

c) Five Facets of Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ, Baer et al., 2006), Spanish 
short version (FFMQ-SF) by Cortázar et al. (2019). The original FFMQ has 39 
items, while the short version used in this study has 25 items. The questionnaire 
collects the five dimensions of the aforementioned trait: describing, observing, 
acting with awareness, nonjudging, and nonreactivity. Items are scored on a 
Likert 5-point scale ranging from 1 (never or rarely) to 5 (very often or almost 
always true).  The mean of the items has been used. Higher scores mean a higher 
trait for this variable. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the abovementioned 
facets were as follows: observing, .72; describing, .65; acting with awareness, 
.75; nonjudging, .82; and nonreactivity, .65. 

 
Procedure 
  

A cross-sectional study was conducted between January and April 2018, with 
nonprobabilistic incidental sampling. The battery of questionnaires was applied in 
an online format through the Qualtrics platform. Participants answered the 
questionnaires in the computer rooms of their high schools. The duration to 
complete the questionnaires was 10-15 minutes, depending on the participants’ age 
and reading comprehension. The collaboration was voluntary and anonymous. In 
addition, informed consent was required from the participants’ legal guardians. The 
ethical procedure was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of Universidad 
Internacional de la Rioja (Ref. 231/17) and Research Ethics Committee of University 
of Deusto (Ref. ETK-12/17-18). 

The question on the roles of bystanders was used to classify the participants on 
the basis of the roles they play as cyber-bystanders. On the basis of the selected 
response option, the bystanders’ roles were categorized into three groups, namely, 
pro-perpetrator (Responses A and B), neutral (Response C), and provictim 
(Responses D and E). 

Second, participants were classified by considering the classic victim-
perpetrator roles in cyberbullying. For this, on the basis of the information on the 
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CQ scale, all participants who performed at least one abusive behavior in the past 
six months were classified as cyber perpetrators and all those who reported being 
abused at least once in the past six months were classified as victims. In addition, 
the participants who were perpetrators as well as victims were grouped in the victim-
perpetrator group. Finally, the participants who did not report being victims or 
perpetrators composed the neutral group. We chose this broad criterion, also used 
in previous studies (e.g., Royuela-Colomer et al., 2018), taking into account the 
pernicious nature of cyberbullying due to the reproducibility over the time of the 
consequences of this type of bullying acts. 

 
Analysis of data 

 
The data is available in OSF repository (https://osf.io/7s2gv/). IBM SPSS Statistic 

25 was employed for data analysis. To test the main hypothesis, a MANCOVA was 
conducted that evaluated the differences in the dimensions of mindfulness on the 
basis of the roles of cyberbullying bystanders, with age as a covariate. Pillai’s trace 
was used as a statistic, considering that increasing values are synonym to high 
difference size. 

The scales were calculated using the means of the items. The effect size of the 
univariate components was measured with η2, which was calculated by the sum of 
the squares of the effect divided by the sum of the squares of the error. The contrast 
between groups was conducted through the Bonferroni method, and the effect size 
of these comparisons was calculated through Cohen’s d. 

 
Results 

 
The means and standard deviations by roles of cyberbullying bystanders are 

presented in Table 1. A MANCOVA was performed to analyze the traits of 
mindfulness according to roles of cyberbullying bystanders (provictim, pro-
perpetrator, or neutral). The overall effect of the roles of cyberbullying bystanders 
was statistically significant, Pillai’s Trace= 0.18, F(10, 4014)= 5.39, p< .001, η2= 
0.013. Figure 1 displays the marginal means of this analysis with corrected age. The 
model was significant for observing, F(3, 2011)= 3.58, p= .01, η2= 0.004; describing, 
F(3, 2011)= 8.47, p<. 001, η2= 0.011; acting with awareness, F(3, 2011)= 16.66, 
p< .001, η2= 0.023; and nonjudging, F(3, 2011)= 8.89, p<. 001, η2= 0.012; 
however, the mean differences were not significant for nonreactivity, F(3, 2011)= 
1.11, p= .34. Group comparisons were performed by the Bonferroni method, which 
revealed several significant differences. Among these differences, individuals on the 
side of the victim had higher scores than those who supported the perpetrator for 
describing, ∆M= 0.26, SD= 0.06, 95% CI [0.40, 0.12], p< .001, d= 0.39, and acting 
with awareness,∆M= 0.33, SD= 0.07, 95% CI [0.49, 0.16], p= .048, d= 0.36.  
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Table 1 
Means and standard deviations by role of cyberbullying bystanders and classic roles of 

cyberbullying 
 

Role 
Pro-perpetrator Neutral Pro-victim All 
n M SD n M SD n M SD n M SD 

Observing 157 2.85 0.99 360 2.65 0.83 1498 2.8 0.87 2015 2.78 0.87 
Describing 157 3.11 0.61 360 3.32 0.66 1498 3.37 0.71 2015 3.34 0.70 
Act. Aware. 157 3.06 0.97 360 3.22 0.8 1498 3.38 0.8 2015 3.33 0.82 
Nonjudging 157 3.35 0.99 360 3.53 0.89 1498 3.51 0.9 2015 3.50 0.91 
Nonreacting 157 2.78 0.88 360 2.73 0.7 1498 2.79 0.7 2015 2.78 0.72 
CB Victim. 154 1.76 0.84 349 1.49 0.59 1457 1.51 0.61 2004 1.25 0.49 
CB Perp. 145 1.76 1.00 337 1.41 0.62 1407 1.27 0.42 1987 1.16 0.42 

Note: Act. Aware= Acting with awareness; CB Victim.= Cyberbullying victimization; CB Perp.= 
Cyberbullying perpetration 
 

Figure 1 
Marginal means of dimensions of the ffmq mancova according to cyberbullying bystanders’ 

roles in participants with no active role 
 

 
Notes: Model with corrected age. Bonferroni correction was employed for comparisons between groups. 
Error bar show 95% CI. ProPerp= pro-perpetrator; ProVict= provictim. *p< .05; **p< .01; ***p< .001. 
 

Additionally, participants who remained neutral, compared with those who 
remained on the side of the perpetrator, scored higher for describing, ∆M= 0.21, 
SD= 0.07, 95% CI [0.05, 0.37], p= .005, d= 0.32, and had lower scores than the 
provictim participants for acting with awareness, ∆M= -0.15, SD= 0.05, 95% CI [-
0.26, -0.04], p= .005, d= 0.17. This tendency was contrary for observing in the case 
wherein individuals who remained neutral obtained a lower score than the pro-
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perpetrators, ∆M= -0.20, SD= 0.08, 95% CI [-0.40, -0.01], p= .04, d= 0.22, and 
provictims (∆M= -0.16, SD= 0.05, 95% CI [-0.28, -0.04], p= .006, d= 0.19. 

Table 2 represents the distribution of the roles of cyberbullying bystanders on 
the basis of the victim-perpetrator type. Irrespective of the role of the victim-
perpetrator, a larger proportion of the sample declared that they were on the side 
of the victim (74.3%), and 7.8% supported the perpetrator of cyberbullying. 
However, this percentage increased to 13.2% and 11.3% among perpetrators and 
victim-perpetrator, respectively. The percentage of participants in favor of the 
perpetrator decreased among those with no associated role (5.9%) and pure victims 
(5.3%). 

 
Table 2 

Distribution of bystanders’ roles through types of involvement in cyberbullying 
 

Cyberbullying roles Pro-
perpetrator 

Neutral Provictim  

n (%) n (%) n (%) χ2(p) 
Not involved (n= 917) 54 (5.9) 160 (17.4) 703 (76.7) 37.8 

(.001) Pure perpetrator (n= 129) 17 (13.2) 35 (27.1) 77 (59.7) 
Pure victim (n= 393) 21 (5.3) 57 (14.5) 315 (80.2) 
Perpetrator and victim (n= 576) 65 (11.3) 108 (18.8) 403 (70) 
Total (n= 2015) 157 (7.8) 360 (17.9) 1498 (74.3)  

 
Discussion 

 
The role of bystanders in peer bullying plays a critical role in sustaining bullying 

and has a significant impact on the victim (Yudes-Gómez et al, 2018; Salmivalli, 
2010, 2014). Therefore, identifying the traits associated with the roles of bystanders 
in cyberbullying could reveal insights that would provide a framework to propose 
more effective interventions that could benefit the victims. In this study, we 
examined whether trait mindfulness, which has been found to be associated with 
prosocial and less aggressive behavior (e.g., Cortázar & Calvete, 2019; Donald et al., 
2018) was related to these roles.  

In line with the proposed hypothesis, we found that those adolescents who 
were on the side of the perpetrator had a lower score than those who supported 
neither the victim nor the perpetrator for describing and acting with awareness 
facets. These data partially agree with those obtained by Cameron and Fredrickson 
(2015), who found that individuals who had higher levels of acting with awareness 
and observing tended to demonstrate more helpful behaviors. These data are also 
in line with the notion that mindfulness is related to engaging in prosocial behavior 
(Donald et al., 2018). In relation to the observing facet, data from this study are also 
consistent with those of Cameron and Fredrickson (2015), who found that 
individuals who helped the victims had a higher level for the observing facet than 
the neutral group; however, in this study this trend has also been observed in 
individuals who supported the perpetrator. Despite the significant mean differences 
in some of the facets of mindfulness according to the role of cyber-bystander, the 
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factor that explained the most variance was below 3%. Thus, we should conclude 
that the relationship between mindfulness and the roles for cyber-bystanders is 
relatively low.  

This study provides information about which bystander roles are more 
frequent. Approximately 75% of the adolescents classified themselves as pro-victim, 
and less than 8% classified themselves as those who helped the perpetrators. These 
data are consistent with other studies that have found that most participants were 
in favor of the victim (Yudes-Gómez et al., 2018). However, we consider that the 
number of adolescents who help the perpetrators might be underestimated because 
of social desirability; therefore, these results should be interpreted with caution. 

We also examined the distribution of the roles of cyberbullying bystanders on 
the basis of the classic victim and perpetrator roles. As expected, the participants 
who demonstrated support for the aggressors were mainly perpetrators. By contrast, 
the victims mainly supported other victims, along with those not involved and the 
victim-perpetrators. Interestingly, almost 60% of the perpetrators responded that 
they were in favor of the victim; this data is initially counterintuitive and might be 
because all the participants who performed at least one perpetration behavior in the 
past six months were classified as perpetrators. In addition, social desirability could 
have influenced this result. 

There are limitations in this study that should be considered in future research. 
First, the participants assessed the role they played as bystanders based on a single 
question; hence, in this case, the number of pro-victims could be overestimated 
because of social desirability bias. Second, the classification criteria that we 
employed could have overestimated the number of bullying perpetrators and victims 
as it consisted of reporting at least one cyberbullying act in the last months. Third, 
although the sample was large, it was a non-random sample and included a greater 
proportion of private schools. Finally, because of the cross-sectional nature of the 
study, the results prevent concluding predictive relationships. Therefore, further 
longitudinal research is required.  

This study is a first approximation to examine the relationship between facets 
of mindfulness and bystanders’ roles in cyberbullying. The results indicate that the 
role of mindfulness facets is associated with an attitude of cyber-bystanders in favor 
of protecting the victims of cyberbullying to a greater extent. Several programs have 
been proven effective in reducing cyberbullying, including bystanders’ interventions; 
for example, KiVa (Williford et al., 2013), Cyberprogram 2.0 (Garaigordobil & 
Martinez-Valderrey, 2015), and Incremental Theory of Personality interventions 
(Calvete et al., 2019). Data from this study, together with the central role of 
bystanders in sustaining and strengthening the behavior of perpetrators (Salmivalli, 
2014), suggest that bystanders should be considered in interventions associated 
with cyberbullying situations to extend support to victims and avoid reinforcing 
perpetration conduct. Moreover, incorporating mindfulness techniques in 
interventions could improve bystanders’ attitudes. Mindfulness interventions have 
also been proven effective for promoting other aspects in the prevention and 
reduction of cyberbullying, such as empathy and prosocial behavior (Cheang et al., 
2019; Hafenbrack et al., 2019). However, additional studies that prove the direct 
effect of mindfulness on bystanders’ attitudes are essential. In summary, this study 



672 PRIETO-FIDALGO, ORUE, GONZÁLEZ-CABRERA, MACHIMBARRENA AND CALVETE 

contributes the first approach toward the study of the roles of bystanders in 
cyberbullying and facets of mindfulness. 
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