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Abstract

Bullying is a widespread aggressive behavior in school environments in which stronger individuals
intentionally harm weaker peers who are unable to defend themselves effectively. Direct confrontation with
bullies may incur retaliation or social risks, making indirect and non-conflictive third-party behaviors feasible
paths to uphold anti-bullying norms. On the basis of the framework of punishing bullies, compensating victims,
and rewarding defenders, this study systematically explored third-party punishment, compensation, and reward
behaviors among primary, junior high, and senior high school students, as well as their differences across gender
and school stages in bullying contexts.

A total of 1011 students from primary, junior high, and senior high schools participated in three sequential
studies using economic game paradigms and hypothetical scenario paradigms. Study 1 adopted a 2 (gender: male
vs. female) x 3 (school stage: primary vs. junior high vs. senior high) between-subjects design to examine
third-party punishment and compensation in the “bully-victim” dyadic interaction context. Study 2 extended to
the “bully-victim-defender” triadic interaction context, adding third-party rewards as an outcome variable while
maintaining the same design as Study 1. Study 3 integrated data from Studies 1 and 2, using a 2 (defender
presence: absent vs. present) X 2 (gender) X 3 (school stage) between-subjects design to compare differences in
third-party punishment and compensation across the two contexts.

The results showed that, in hypothetical bullying contexts, students showed both social and economic
third-party punishment toward bullies, third-party compensation toward victims (except for social third-party
compensation in the dyadic context without a defender), and both social and economic third-party rewards
toward defenders when a defender was present, with both social (e.g., helping willingness) and economic (e.g.,
token allocation) dimensions examined. Compared with the dyadic context (without defenders), the triadic
context (with defenders) significantly enhanced students’ economic third-party punishment toward bullies.
Senior high school students exhibited significantly higher levels of social third-party punishment toward bullies
than junior high school and primary school students. Males showed significantly higher levels of economic
third-party punishment and compensation than females. Junior high school females demonstrated higher social
third-party rewards, whereas senior high school males showed higher levels of both social and economic
third-party rewards.

These findings suggest that primary and secondary school students show third-party behavioral tendencies
consistent with punishing bullies, compensating victims, and rewarding defenders in hypothetical bullying
contexts. The presence of defenders strengthens norm enforcement by enhancing economic punitive behaviors,
and third-party behaviors exhibit distinct developmental and gender-specific characteristics. Given that this
study relied on hypothetical scenarios, helping willingness, and token allocation, the findings should not be
interpreted as direct evidence for the effectiveness of real-world school-based interventions. Rather, they
provide a directional basis for future exploration of non-conflictive anti-bullying behaviors and intervention
design.

Keywords primary and secondary school students, school bullying, third-party punishment, third-party
compensation, third-party reward



