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Attitudes toward Bullying Victims

The study of attitudes toward bullying victims constitutes a critical area within social and
developmental psychology, revealing complex societal dynamics that often exacerbate the
suffering experienced by those targeted. Attitudes, defined generally as evaluative judgments--
positive, negative, or mixed--about a person, object, or issue, manifest in particularly complicated
ways when directed toward individuals who have been subjected to systematic aggression. These
attitudes are not merely benign opinions; they profoundly influence bystander behavior, institutional
responses, and the overall social climate surrounding bullying phenomena. Understanding these
evaluative frameworks requires examining both explicit, consciously held beliefs and implicit,
automatic associations that shape how victims are perceived and treated within their peer groups,
schools, and broader communities. The prevailing attitudes often dictate whether a victim receives
necessary support or, conversely, faces secondary victimization through blame and social
exclusion, underscoring the necessity of detailed psychological inquiry into this phenomenon.

A fundamental distinction must be drawn between attitudes held by perpetrators, attitudes held by
bystanders, and attitudes held by institutional figures such as teachers or administrators. While
perpetrators often hold attitudes that justify their aggressive behavior--a form of cognitive distortion
necessary to maintain a positive self-image--bystander attitudes are far more heterogeneous and
crucial for intervention efficacy. Bystanders often experience internal conflict, balancing empathic
concern with self-preservation motives or adherence to group norms. Explicit attitudes might reflect
sympathy, especially in formal surveys, yet implicit attitudes, revealed through reaction times or
non-verbal cues, may harbor underlying judgments about the victim's perceived weakness or
difference. This discrepancy highlights the complexity of measuring genuine attitudes and
predicting subsequent helping behavior. Furthermore, the social distance between the observer
and the victim frequently mediates attitude intensity; closer relationships typically foster more
positive, protective attitudes, while anonymity or distance allows for greater detachment and
potentially harsher judgments.

The conceptualization of the victim role itself is deeply intertwined with prevailing cultural narratives
about strength, weakness, and deservedness. In many contexts, particularly those emphasizing
competition or rugged individualism, the victim may be subconsciously or consciously viewed as
failing to conform to expected standards of resilience or assertiveness. This negative evaluation is
a significant barrier to effective intervention. When attitudes lean toward victim derogation, the
focus shifts away from the aggressor's behavior and toward the victim's characteristics,
personality, or inability to defend themselves. This cognitive shift serves a protective psychological
function for the observer, creating distance from the uncomfortable reality of random suffering.
Consequently, the initial act of aggression is often compounded by a subsequent layer of social
rejection, turning the victim into an outcast and solidifying the negative affective and cognitive
components of the prevailing attitudes.
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The Pervasive Influence of the Just-World Hypothesis

One of the most powerful psychological frameworks influencing negative attitudes toward bullying
victims is the Just-World Hypothesis (JWH), a cognitive bias proposed by Melvin Lerner. This
hypothesis posits that people have a fundamental need to believe that the world is inherently fair
and that people get what they deserve; good things happen to good people, and bad things
happen to bad people. When observers encounter a victim of bullying, especially when the
victimization appears severe or prolonged, this belief system is fundamentally threatened. The
existence of undeserved suffering creates significant psychological discomfort, or cognitive
dissonance, which individuals seek to alleviate. Rather than accepting the frightening randomness
of the event--which implies they too could be victims--observers often unconsciously restore their
belief in a just world by reinterpreting the victim's situation.

The mechanism used to restore justice is often victim derogation, a process where the observer
minimizes the victim's suffering or attributes the negative outcome to the victim's own actions,
personality flaws, or dispositional characteristics. This allows the observer to maintain the
comforting illusion that the victim, in some way, deserved or provoked the aggression, thereby
differentiating themselves from the victim and ensuring their own safety within the perceived
cosmic balance. For instance, a bystander might conclude that the victim was "too sensitive,"
"annoying," or "should have fought back," effectively transferring responsibility from the perpetrator
to the target. This cognitive shortcut is highly efficient in maintaining psychological equilibrium but
devastating to the victim, who is then doubly punished: first by the bullying, and second by the
social judgment that validates the aggression. The strength of the JWH influence often correlates
inversely with empathy; individuals highly invested in the JWH tend to exhibit lower levels of
sympathy and higher levels of blame toward those suffering.

Furthermore, the Just-World Hypothesis is crucial in institutional settings. When school
administrators or teachers hold this unconscious bias, they may inadvertently adopt policies or
interpretations that prioritize conflict resolution models that assume equal fault, or they may
minimize the severity of the bullying incident by focusing on the victim's perceived failure to adapt.
This systemic application of the JWH can lead to a culture where victims feel unsupported and
where reporting incidents is perceived as futile or even counterproductive. Thus, the JWH does not
merely shape individual attitudes but penetrates organizational responses, creating structural
barriers to effective anti-bullying efforts. Recognizing and mitigating this deep-seated cognitive bias
is essential for fostering environments where victims are supported rather than scrutinized.

Attribution Theory and Victim Blaming

Attribution theory provides a structured psychological lens through which to analyze the specific
mechanisms of victim blaming, a direct consequence of negative attitudes. Attribution refers to the
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process by which individuals explain the causes of behavior and events. When assessing a
bullying incident, observers make causal attributions that are generally categorized as either
internal (dispositional) or external (situational). Positive attitudes typically involve external
attributions for the victim's suffering (e.g., "The bully is malicious," or "The environment is unsafe"),
whereas negative attitudes rely heavily on internal attributions (e.g., "The victim is weak," or "The
victim invited the attack").

The fundamental attribution error, a common bias, predisposes observers to overestimate
dispositional factors and underestimate situational factors when explaining the behavior of others.
In the context of bullying, this error often translates into a tendency to view the victim's plight as a
reflection of their inherent character rather than a consequence of environmental stress or the
perpetrator's aggression. This bias is particularly pronounced when the observer perceives the
victim as belonging to an out-group or holding a lower social status. For example, if a victim is
perceived as socially awkward, observers are more likely to attribute the bullying to that
awkwardness--an internal trait--rather than acknowledging the situational aggression imposed by
the bully.

Victim blaming serves multiple psychological functions beyond restoring the just world view. It also
acts as a form of defensive attribution, especially among observers who identify with the
perpetrator's social group or fear becoming targets themselves. By finding fault with the victim, the
observer gains a perceived sense of control, believing that they can avoid a similar fate by simply
not possessing the victim's perceived flaws. This defensive posture entrenches negative attitudes
and actively discourages empathy. Furthermore, in situations where the bullying is highly visible or
systemic, blaming the victim is often easier than confronting the structural issues or the powerful
individuals responsible for the aggression, serving as a psychological bypass for necessary
corrective action.

The Bystander Effect and Diffusion of Responsibility

The attitudes held by the peer group--the bystanders--are arguably the most critical determinants
of the bullying dynamic's persistence. The majority of bullying incidents occur in the presence of
peers, and their reactions significantly shape the social consequences for both the aggressor and
the victim. Negative or passive attitudes among bystanders often lead to the Bystander Effect,
where the probability of any single individual intervening decreases as the number of witnesses
increases. This phenomenon is intricately linked to the diffusion of responsibility.

When responsibility is diffused across a group, individuals experience a diminished sense of
personal obligation to act. In the context of bullying, bystanders might internally justify their inaction
by assuming that someone else--a teacher, a more popular peer, or another adult--will intervene.
This passive attitude is often reinforced by the social norms of the group, which may implicitly or
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explicitly condone the aggression or punish intervention. The fear of becoming the next target, or
the desire to maintain social status by aligning with the powerful aggressor, often overrides feelings
of sympathy toward the victim. Consequently, inaction, driven by diffused responsibility and fear,
sends a powerful negative message to the victim: that their suffering is not important enough to
warrant risk or intervention.

Bystander attitudes can be categorized along a spectrum, ranging from active supporters of the
bully (who hold overtly negative attitudes toward the victim), to passive supporters (who laugh or
cheer, reinforcing the bully's behavior), to outsiders (who ignore the incident), and finally to
defenders (who hold positive, protective attitudes). Research consistently shows that even a small
number of defenders can significantly disrupt the bullying cycle. However, when the overwhelming
majority of attitudes are passive or negatively aligned, the victim experiences profound isolation.
The perceived lack of support from the peer group validates the bully's power and confirms the
victim's social exclusion, turning the peer group's collective attitude into a form of secondary
psychological abuse.

Societal and Cultural Influences on Attitude Formation

Attitudes toward bullying victims are not formed in a vacuum; they are deeply influenced by
broader societal and cultural norms regarding conflict, power, and hierarchy. Cultures that
emphasize hierarchical power structures or endorse aggressive competition as a pathway to
success often implicitly tolerate or even rationalize bullying behavior. In such contexts, victimization
may be viewed as a consequence of failing to successfully navigate social Darwinian competition,
thereby placing the blame back onto the victim for being weak or unsuccessful.

Furthermore, cultural narratives frequently dictate who is an acceptable target. Bullying often
targets individuals who deviate from established norms related to gender expression, sexual
orientation, disability, race, or socioeconomic status. When a society holds prejudiced or
stigmatizing attitudes toward certain minority groups, these pre-existing negative attitudes are
easily transferred and amplified in the context of bullying. For example, if a culture generally views
difference with suspicion, a victim targeted due to their unique characteristics will face intensified
negative attitudes from observers, who see the bullying as a form of social policing necessary to
maintain group homogeneity. In these cases, the victim is blamed not just for being bullied, but for
violating the social contract.

Media representation also plays a significant role in shaping public attitudes. When fictional
portrayals of bullying depict victims as deserving of their fate, or when they normalize aggressive
behavior as a harmless rite of passage, they subtly reinforce negative attitudes and minimize the
severity of the trauma. Conversely, media that emphasize empathy, resilience, and effective
bystander intervention can promote more positive and protective community attitudes. The
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challenge lies in counteracting generations of cultural conditioning that often conflate toughness
with emotional suppression and equate seeking help with personal failure, attitudes that inevitably
punish the victim for seeking redress.

Psychological Mechanisms of Derogation and Dehumanization

In cases of severe or persistent bullying, negative attitudes can escalate into active derogation
and, in extreme instances, dehumanization of the victim. Derogation involves minimizing the
victim's worth or suffering, often through the use of pejorative language or humor. This mechanism
allows the aggressor and supporting peers to reduce the dissonance associated with inflicting
harm upon another human being. When a victim is successfully derogated, they are moved outside
the circle of moral concern, making continued aggression psychologically easier.

Dehumanization represents the most severe manifestation of negative attitudes, involving the
perception of the victim as less than human--lacking human qualities (e.g., warmth, emotion) or
possessing only animalistic qualities (e.g., impulsivity, dirtiness). This cognitive process
fundamentally justifies extreme cruelty and removes any moral barriers to aggression. While rarely
explicitly stated in schoolyard bullying, subtle forms of dehumanization are evident when victims
are treated as objects of ridicule, consistently ignored, or subjected to abuse that would be
intolerable if directed toward an in-group member. Social identity theory suggests that the need
to maintain a positive group identity often drives this process; by negatively contrasting the in-
group (the bully and supporters) with the out-group (the victim), the in-group's collective self-
esteem is boosted.

The prevalence of these mechanisms highlights the destructive feedback loop created by negative
attitudes. Initial negative judgments based on the Just-World Hypothesis or pre-existing biases can
solidify into active derogation, which, in turn, facilitates further aggression and reduces the
likelihood of intervention. Breaking this cycle requires not only addressing overt behaviors but also
challenging the underlying cognitive distortions and negative attitudes that make it permissible for
individuals to inflict suffering without experiencing guilt or social reprimand.

Consequences of Negative Attitudes for Victims

The consequences of widespread negative attitudes toward bullying victims extend far beyond the
immediate psychological pain of the incident itself; they contribute to a phenomenon known as
secondary victimization. Secondary victimization occurs when the victim experiences further
distress due to the insensitive, blameful, or unsupportive reactions of others, including peers,
family members, or institutional figures. When a victim reports an incident and is met with
skepticism, told to "toughen up,"” or blamed for provoking the aggressor, the trauma is
compounded, leading to severe long-term outcomes.
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Psychologically, pervasive negative attitudes erode the victim's sense of self-worth and trust in
social institutions. The victim internalizes the societal blame, leading to increased rates of
depression, anxiety, self-harm, and chronic feelings of shame. If the social environment validates
the perpetrator's actions through inaction or blame, the victim's sense of helplessness intensifies,
often leading to social withdrawal and academic decline. Furthermore, the lack of positive attitudes
and support systems can prevent victims from seeking necessary mental health assistance, fearing
that professionals or peers will merely reinforce the negative societal narrative that they are
fundamentally flawed.

In the long term, negative attitudes within a community create a climate of impunity for aggressors
and silence for victims. Victims learn that the social cost of reporting is higher than the cost of
enduring the abuse silently. This chilling effect ensures the continuation of the bullying dynamic.
Therefore, shifting attitudes from blame and indifference to empathy and protection is not merely a
matter of kindness, but a fundamental prerequisite for establishing a safe and ethical social
environment where victims feel empowered to report and recover.

Interventions and Strategies for Shifting Attitudes

Effectively addressing bullying requires targeted interventions designed specifically to challenge
and shift negative attitudes toward victims. These strategies must move beyond simple awareness
campaigns and incorporate psychological principles that target cognitive biases and promote
empathy. One highly effective approach involves perspective-taking exercises, where individuals
are actively encouraged to imagine the emotional and social reality of the victim. This direct
engagement with the victim's experience helps dismantle the defensive attribution mechanisms
associated with the Just-World Hypothesis.

Furthermore, intervention programs must focus on empowering bystanders by clarifying their
crucial role and providing concrete, low-risk strategies for intervention. This includes establishing
social norms that explicitly condemn bullying and celebrate supportive behavior. When influential
peer leaders adopt positive attitudes toward victims and actively intervene, the prevailing group
norm shifts, reducing the fear of social retribution for defending a target. Programs like the KiVa
Anti-Bullying Program emphasize collective responsibility and the power of the group to reduce the
rewards the bully receives from their actions.

Finally, institutional training is paramount. Educators and administrators must be trained to
recognize their own potential biases, particularly the tendency toward victim blaming or minimizing
incidents. Policies should be structured to explicitly prioritize the victim's safety and emotional well-
being over conflict resolution models that demand equal fault. By consistently modeling positive,
supportive, and protective attitudes, institutions can create a social environment that actively
rejects derogation and ensures that the victim is viewed as a recipient of unjust harm who
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deserves immediate and comprehensive support, thereby fundamentally altering the social
landscape of bullying.
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