UC Santa Barbara
UC Santa Barbara Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
The Bystander Public for Online Incivility: A Development of the Bystander Counter-
Intervention Model

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6bk4v856

Author
Kim, Yeweon

Publication Date
2023

Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6bk4v856
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA

Santa Barbara

The Bystander Public for Online Incivility:

A Development of the Bystander Counter-Intervention Model

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the
requirements for the degree Doctor of Philosophy

in Communication

by

Yeweon Kim

Committee in charge:

Professor Amy Gonzales, Chair

Professor Joe Walther

Professor Miriam Metzger

December 2023



The dissertation of Yeweon Kim is approved.

Joe Walther

Miriam Metzger

Amy Gonzales, Committee Chair

July 2023



The Bystander Public for Online Incivility:

A Development of the Bystander Counter-Intervention Model

Copyright © 2023
by

Yeweon Kim

il



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Thank God for his gift that words can't describe.

v



VITA OF YEWEON KIM
December 2023

EDUCATION

Bachelor of Arts in Visual & Performing Arts (major) and Mass Communication (minor),
Handong Global University, February 2009 (summa cum laude)

Master of Arts in Communication, Seoul National University, February 2014

Doctor of Philosophy in Media Arts and Sciences (major) and Information Science (minor),
Indiana University Bloomington, May 2018 (Transfer)

Doctor of Philosophy in Communication, University of California Santa Barbara, December
2023

PROFESSIONAL EMPLOYMENT

2023-2024: Research Assistant, University of California Santa Barbara Blum Center

2018-2023: Teaching Assistant, Department of Communication, University of California
Santa Barbara

2015-2018: Teaching Assistant, The Media School, Indiana University Bloomington

2014: Research Assistant, ICT Social Policy Center, Seoul National University

2011-2014: Teaching Assistant, Department of Communication, Seoul National University

2009-2010: Copywriter, 9 Fruits Media Inc.

PUBLICATIONS

Kim, Y. W. (2022). Potentials and limitations of computer-mediated communication
theories for online incivility research: A focus on bystander dynamics. Proceedings of
the 55th Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences (pp. 6280-6289).
http://hdl.handle.net/10125/80101

Gonzales, A. L., Kim, Y. W., & Wang, L. (2022). Multisolving innovations: How digital
equity, eWaste, and right-to-repair policies can increase the supply of affordable
computers. Policy & Internet. https://doi.org/10.1002/ poi3.331

Kim, Y. W., & Gonzales, A. L. (2022). When we tolerate online incivility: Dual-process
effects of argument strength and heuristic cues in uncivil user comments. Computers in
Human Behavior, 131, 107235. https://doi. org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107235

Kim, Y. W. (2021). Understanding the bystander audience in online incivility encounters:
Conceptual issues and future research questions. Proceedings of the 54th Hawaii
International Conference on System Sciences (pp. 2934-2943).
https://doi.org/10.24251/HICSS.2021.357

Carr, C. T.,Kim, Y. W., Valov, J. J., Rosenbaum, J. E., Johnson, B. K., Hancock, J. T., &
Gonzales, A. L. (2021). Getting our shift together: An explication of identity shift
theory. Journal of Media Psychology, 33(4), 202-214. https://doi.org/10.1027/1864-
1105/a000314

Read, G. L., Yan, H. Y., Anderson, P. B., Partain, L. P. B., Vaughn, Z., Semivolos, A., Kim,
Y. W., & Gonzales, A. L. (2021). Making stability dependable: Stable cellphone access
leads to better health outcomes for those experiencing poverty. Information,



Communication & Society, 25(14), 2122-2139.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2021.1928263

Kim, Y. W., & Gonzales, A. (2018). You don’t know me: Negative self-views interact with
publicness and feedback to shape interpersonal impressions online. Computers in Human
Behavior, 88, 195-204. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.06.025

Kim, Y. W. & Herring, S. C. (2018). Is politeness catalytic and contagious? Effects on
participation in online news discussions. Proceedings of the 51st Hawaii International
Conference on System Sciences (pp. 1955-1964).
https://doi.org/10.24251/HICSS.2018.247

Lee, E.-J., & Kim, Y. W. (2016). Effects of infographics on news elaboration, acquisition,
and evaluation: Prior knowledge and issue involvement as moderators. New Media &
Society, 18, 1579-1598. https:// doi.org/10.1177/1461444814567982

Lee, E.-J., & Kim, Y. W. (2014). How social is Twitter use? Affiliative tendency and
communication competence as predictors. Computers in Human Behavior, 39, 296-305.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.07.034

AWARDS

The Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues (SPSSI) Grant-in-Aid, 2022

George D. McCune Dissertation Fellowship, University of California Santa Barbara, 2021-
2022

Graduate Division Dissertation Fellowship, University of California Santa Barbara, 2022

Graduation with Honors, Handong Global University, 2009

Highest Distinction Award, Handong Global University, 2004-2008

FIELDS OF STUDY
Computer-mediated Communication
Information Communication Technology
Digital Civility

Online Public Sphere

vi



ABSTRACT

The Bystander Public for Online Incivility:
A Development of the Bystander Counter-Intervention Model

Yeweon Kim

The dissertation proposes a theoretical framework that elucidates the decision-making
process behind uncivil bystander behavior (counter-intervention). As an adaptation of the
classic bystander intervention model (Latané & Darley, 1970), the Bystander Counter-
intervention Model is developed to inform a multi-step process that outlines the
psychological antecedents that contribute to online counter-intervention. Using mixed
research methods, the dissertation explores facilitators of counter-intervention and weaves
the findings into the new predictive model. The investigation also tackles other behavioral
paths for bystanders, such as confronting (intervention) and ignoring (non-intervention), to
validate the original bystander intervention model in the context of online incivility.

Two studies are presented that used a non-representative sample of U.S. adults who
have experiences with online incivility as bystanders. First, a preliminary interview study (N
= 26) was conducted to obtain qualitative insights into potential predictors of counter-
intervention. The interview findings were assessed to inform the survey design. Three
different surveys were conducted with those who have experiences of counter-intervening,
intervening, and/or non-intervening in uncivil online discussions. Participants joined in one
to three surveys depending on which type(s) of bystander behavior they had ever engaged in

(Total N = 372; counter-intervention survey: N = 206; intervention survey: N = 311; non-
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intervention survey: N = 300). The data from each survey were analyzed separately to
illustrate different procedural steps that lead bystanders to enact each behavior.

Though the survey findings on counter-intervention did not fully support the initial
hypotheses, post-hoc analyses led to a reformulated model. Findings from the alternative
model reveal that bystanders who justify incivility perceive greater benefits than costs of
supporting it as they become more habitually exposed to uncivil online discussions. Such
perception of the benefits (vs. costs) of incivility support moves bystanders to feel a need to
show that support personally (counter-intervention responsibility) but only when they have
sufficient confidence to take such actions (counter-intervention efficacy). If all these steps
are completed successfully, the likelihood of counter-intervention increases. Meanwhile, the
survey findings on intervention and non-intervention did not sufficiently substantiate Latané
and Darley’s (1970) model. However, the reduced model tests corroborated that intervention
is more likely, whereas non-intervention is less likely, when bystanders perceive incivility to
be more severe and, in turn, feel greater responsibility and efficacy to confront it.

The dissertation demonstrates the merits of traditional bystander scholarship as well
as advances it by documenting the hitherto unknown social psychological mechanisms of
negative bystander behavior. The dissertation also illuminates online bystanders as dynamic
and multi-faceted actors with shifting responses—prosocial, antisocial, or passive—as result
of different step-by-step processes that occur depending on internal motivational states and
situational demands. Findings are also of great practical significance to professionals and
policymakers invested in bystander-focused approaches to online incivility prevention. The
dissertation highlights the importance of multilayered behavior-modification guidelines to

address this complex problem.
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Chapter I: Introduction

Phenomenon Observation
Although policymakers have long labeled electronic aggression—any kind of bullying,
harassment, and hateful acts (e.g., making fun of someone, making rude or mean comments,
making threatening or hurtful comments, spreading rumors or lies) perpetrated via
computer-mediated communication (CMC)—as a critical public health concern (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2009), it has increasingly intensified and even been
considered a “new normal” in today’s online world (Antoci et al., 2018; Sabatini &
Reggiani, 2019). A substantial majority of the U.S. public (78%) perceive that the uncivil
tone and nature of discourse around the country has escalated to the point of posing dramatic
social risks and crises (Pew Research Center, 2019). Among U.S. adults who responded to a
nationwide survey on “Civility in America,” 9 in 10 said that the decrease in polite and
respectful conduct and expression could lead to an atmosphere of intimidation and threats
(89%), harassment (89%), discrimination (88%), violence (88%) and cyberbullying (87%),
and 1 in 2 attributed blame for such severe civility deficit to the Internet and social media
(69%)—where a significant share of the world’s public communication takes place in the
21st century (Weber Shandwick, 2017). At a time when 91.8% of the total population of the
U.S. has access to the Internet (Petrosyan, 2022), and 97% of teens use it daily (Pew
Research Center, 2022b), this is a disturbing trend.

A 2022 survey by the Anti-Defamation League, with a nationally representative base
sample, depicted the daily realities of online incivility (Anti-Defamation League, 2022). It
revealed that uncivil dialogue and hate speech are undoubtedly a common aspect of online

lives among U.S. adults, taking place disproportionately on social media (e.g., Facebook



68%; Instagram 26%; Twitter 23%; YouTube 20%). 40% of this survey’s respondents
reported personally experiencing some type of online harassment (e.g., name-calling,
purposeful embarrassment), with 27% of respondents experiencing severe online harassment
(e.g., physical threats, sexual harassment). A large portion of respondents reported that they
were harassed due to an aspect of their identity (58%; e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, religion,
sexual orientation, physical appearance, disability) and political views (44%). Accordingly,
people in marginalized identity groups face high rates of hate-based online harassment (65%
compared to 38% of non-marginalized groups), especially for LGBTQ+ people (66%),
Hispanics/Latinos (40%), Asian Americans (39%), women (37%), Jews (37%),
Black/African Americans (34%), and Muslims (33%). Especially, race and ethnicity-based
online harassment has increased against Asian Americans (21% in 2021 to 39% in 2022;
paralleling the rise in anti-Asian hate during the pandemic), Hispanics/Latinos (31% in 2021
to 40% in 2022; linked to the national debate over immigration), and Black/African
Americans (33% in 2021 to 34% in 2022; as the backlash against the Black Lives Matter
protests), whereas harassment targeting White people has decreased (46% in 2021 to 41% in
2022). This is consistent with a report that higher shares of Asian Americans (36%),
Black/African Americans (28%), and Hispanics/Latinos (22%) have seen their daily lives
disrupted and unsafe due to fears of race and ethnicity-motivated violent crimes, compared
with just 12% of White people (Pew Research Center, 2022a).

Particularly, 64% of U.S. adults (74% of Republicans; 57% of Democrats) were
found to be more critical of social media’s negative impact on their national democracy,
compared to people in other countries, believing that it makes people less civil in the way

they talk about politics and less likely to accept those from different social groups (Pew



Research Center, 2022c). More complicatedly, the algorithmic mechanisms of social media
platforms such as Twitter and Facebook fuel the fire behind online incivility because they
are built in a way that increases visibility for posts that provoke extreme audience reactions
(Jedicke, 2020). This concern is illustrated in the 2019 case of four black, indigenous, and
people of color (BIPOC) congresswomen (“The Squad”) being the targets of a large amount
of incivility on Twitter due to their racial, gender, and religious minority identities in the
U.S. A study analyzing this incident (Borah et al., 2022) reported that approximately two-
thirds of 102,815 replies to the congresswomen’s tweets contained at least one type of
incivility that expressed discrimination and hate sentiments towards the minority groups
they represented (e.g., immigrants, Muslims, Black/African Americans), including: name-
calling, stereotypes, vulgarity, aspirations, and pejorative wording. The problem is more
than overwhelming negativity in the tone of public discourse. These instances can also pose
threats to individual rights and threats to democracy (Borah et al., 2022). A particularly
challenging problem in this context is that the number of uncivil replies against the minority
groups almost doubled after the former president’s tweet attack on these women. This fact
further reveals an aspect of online incivility that permeates contemporary U.S. politics, feeds

a polarized society, and threatens democratic values.

Theoretical Target: The Bystander Public

As reflected in this incident, what makes online incivility a “new normal” is the
occurrence of supportive reactions following an initial incident of aggressive or hateful
conduct. The current dissertation starts from the perspective that a portion of a third-party
crowd contributes to this undesired phenomenon. Borrowing the notion of bystander public

(Snow et al., 1981), this dissertation focuses on a diffuse collective of mass-mediated



spectators who are not directly targeted by online incivility and may choose to support or
even promote it. This motivates the dissertation to theorize such problematic responses to
incivility by introducing a new concept of bystander behavior, namely bystander counter-
intervention, as an adaptation of the conventional notion of bystander intervention in social
psychology (Latané & Darley, 1970). The dissertation aims to create a new theoretical
framework that elucidates the decision-making process underlying bystander behavior that is
reinforcing or assisting in online incivility. Namely, the Bystander Counter-intervention
Model (hereafter ‘BCI model’) is developed to inform a multi-step process that contributes
to such negative bystander behavior. Findings reveal that bystanders who justify incivility in
online discussions tend to perceive the benefits rather than the costs of supporting it as they
become more exposed to such uncivil situations. Their perception of the benefits (vs. costs)
of incivility support moves them to feel a need to personally show that support (i.e., counter-
intervention responsibility). However, this process is found only when they have sufficient
confidence to take such actions (i.e., counter-intervention efficacy). If all these steps are
completed successfully, the likelihood of counter-intervention increases.

The motivation for this investigation is provided by the need to test the validity of
Latané and Darley’s (1970) Bystander Intervention Model (hereafter ‘Bl model’), a
progenitor of the bystander research paradigm in social psychology, in the context of online
incivility. To do this, this dissertation also examines other behavioral options for bystanders,
such as confronting (i.e., intervention) or ignoring (i.e., non-intervention) of incivility. This
classic model informs a multi-step process that bystanders go through to intervene (or not)
in a critical situation—an incident of a “perpetrator” committing an antisocial or dangerous

act against a “target (i.e., victim)” and, in many cases, involving “bystanders” who witness



the incident. Although the current investigation of the BI model did not fully validate the
same process in the context of online incivility, the reduced model tests supported most parts
of the original predictions of intervention and non-intervention. These findings are
elaborated on in the discussion section of this dissertation.

With the aim of unveiling the dynamics and theoretical underpinnings of bystander
counter-intervention, the current dissertation situates the topic of bystander behavior in the
context of uncivil online discussions. A specific focus is on a portion of the bystander public
who might amplify the spread of incivility, as opposed to those who perform corrective
actions or commit inactions. To understand this phenomenon, the dissertation starts with
observing the impacts of online incivility on public life and the range of bystander responses
to it. The bulk of the dissertation is then devoted to exploring plausible explanations for the
psychological mechanism of counter-intervention. Given the paucity of empirical evidence
in this area of research, some foundational research questions are derived from a
comprehensive literature review on the potential facilitators of counter-intervention and
examined with a preliminarily qualitative study using interviews. The interview findings are
incorporated into the development of specific hypotheses that guide the design of the BCI
model. This new model, and the original BI model, are tested using quantitative data
collected from a series of surveys. Findings are then interpreted as evidence that some
different decision-making processes are set in play for counter-interveners, interveners, and
non-interveners. The resultant knowledge will be of relevance not only to researchers of
bystander scholarship but also practitioners invested in bystander-focused approaches to

online incivility prevention.



Contextualizing Online Incivility Today

The most worrisome aspect of online incivility is its detrimental effect on targets,
according to empirical reports (e.g., Anti-Defamation League, 2021; John et al., 2018; Pew
Research Center, 2017b), in terms of psychological (e.g., anxiety, distress, depression),
physical (e.g., insomnia, self-harm, suicide), interpersonal (e.g., distrust, relational conflict),
and professional or even economic impacts (e.g., workplace bullying, unemployment,
financial loss). These reports show that hate-based online harassment undermines potentials
of digital democracy by driving people to leave online discussion platforms that increasingly
become central to public discourse. For example, almost a third of respondents in the Anti-
Defamation League’s survey (29%) reported that they stopped or reduced social media use
(e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) due to the actual or potential experience of being
attacked, by posting less often, changing the privacy settings, and deleting these applications
from their devices (Anti-Defamation League, 2022). Even worse, such consequences are not
only limited to targets because online incivility is often performed publicly. According to
the National College Student Bystander Intervention Study, 54% of respondents reported
witnessing acts of bias, exclusion, discrimination, or violence directed at a particular and
often marginalized social group (WITH US Center for Bystander Intervention at Cal Poly,
2020). Simply observing such acts causes similar mental health concerns for non-targets as
targets of the acts (Magellan Health, 2012). This effect might be more pronounced because a
single incident of online incivility can be observed by a larger share of the population
beyond targets—as evidenced that 66% of adults observed online harassment compared to
41% who personally experienced it (Pew Research Center, 2017b) and that 87% of teens

observed cyberbullying compared to 26% who personally experienced it (Siciliano, 2014).



The impacts on those non-targets include feeling anxious about possibly being targeted by
similar treatment (34%) and, as a result, adjusting one’s own online presence (47%; e.g.,
refraining from posting online, changing the privacy settings of online profiles, stopping the
use of online services; Pew Research Center, 2017a). These results may cause a chilling
effect on the bystander public by deterring them from joining online discussion activities
(Hwang et al., 2014; Papacharissi, 2004).

However, the percentage of people who say online incivility is a major issue in
American society has decreased in the past years (62% in 2017 to 55% in 2020), supporting
a renewed concern that the public has become increasingly desensitized to and tolerant of
this problem (Pew Research Center, 2021). This is especially manifested among bystanders
who have not personally experienced incivility (60%) compared to those who have (52%).
There is a growing body of evidence that complicates this concern by showing the positive
effects of online incivility, such that the uncivil nature of an online comment does not impair
audience perception of the comment in terms of its favorability (Graf et al., 2017) or
informativeness and persuasiveness (Ng & Detenber, 2005). The public does not always
hate seeing impoliteness and in some cases they show greater engagement in uncivil (vs.
civil) online discussions (Pew Research Center, 2017a). Research has found that uncivil
comments in online news discussions are likely to gain more attention (Kwon & Cho, 2016),
receive more recommendations from an audience (Muddiman & Stroud, 2017), and elicit
more willingness for political participation by arousing aggressive intentions (Chen & Lu,
2017)—contrary to the chilling effect hypothesis. This reveals the controversial role of
incivility as it may rather facilitate sociopolitical conversation among a portion of the

bystander public. Such mixed reactions to incivility are markers of the fact that the



bystander public is not a homogeneous group but a collective of diverse actors with different
and potentially competing interests pooling together while an incivility scenario evolves.
Previous research has documented different types of bystander behavior observed in
cyberbullying incidents (see the systematic review by Polanco-Levican & Salvo-Garrido,
2021), generally summarized into three types: (a) prosocial behavior of defending the target
(i.e., intervention), (b) passive behavior of ignoring the incident (i.e., non-intervention), and
(c) antisocial behavior of reinforcing or assisting the perpetrator (i.e., counter-intervention).

Indeed, it is well-established that when bystanders stand up the target of online
incivility (i.e., intervention) they can make a tremendous and positive difference. Research
shows that intervention by a small number of users against online incivility can influence a
larger audience (Schieb & Preuss, 2016) and such users in a moderator role can break the
aggressive cycle (Ouvrein et al., 2018). Thus, there have been efforts in the real world to
encourage bystanders to recognize their decisive role in resolving the problem of incivility.
For example, some academic institutions or non-governmental organizations have developed
intervention programs and initiatives to train bystanders as potential allies in efforts to rid
digital environments of uncivil discourse (e.g., “Initiative to Revive Civility”’; NICD, n.d.),
cyberbullying (e.g., “Social Media TestDrive”; DiFranzo et al., 2019), and hate speech (e.g.,
“Civic.net Initiative”; Amadeu Antonio Foundation, n.d.). As a more accessible alternative,
we often see educational guidelines or toolkits distributed online, which provide practical
tips for enacting intervention against incivility incidents (e.g., Terry, 2020; Wright, 2020).
Bystanders themselves have also led social movements (e.g., “#ichbinhier [#iamhere]”; I
Am Here International.com, n.d.) and national campaigns (e.g., “No Hate Speech

Movement”; Council of Europe, n.d.) to collectively combat hate speech online. In one



cyberbullying survey, the majority of respondents said that they would choose to intervene

when they saw mean posts, comments, or pictures online, if “what was happening was unfair
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or morally wrong,” “was extremely hurtful behavior,” “intervention could be done
anonymously,” and “others respected me for intervening” (Joyce et al., 2015).

However, efforts to promote intervention might be ineffective if bystanders chose to
be invisible and remain silent (i.e., non-intervention). This is the most common outcome in
reality, as we have long seen from offline bystanders in emergency situations since the
infamous 1964 Kitty Genovese murder that was used as an exemplar of bystander apathy in
early bystander research (Latané & Darley, 1968). This still happens today when bystanders
witness bias, exclusion, and discrimination in their daily life and choose not to react in most
of such cases (e.g., 67% of bystanders reported “I didn’t say or do anything”; WITH US
Center for Bystander Intervention at Cal Poly, 2020). What may be as valuable as knowing
the reasons why bystanders would intervene is understanding the reasons when they would
not. Respondents of the aforementioned cyberbullying survey (Joyce et al., 2015) were
actually found to take no action against the observed mean content online, because they felt
“nothing can be done about it,” “it is not about me,” “it is not that serious,” and “the target
deserves it.” Or, bystanders may not decide to act, even though they want to do so, due to
“fear of retaliation and being bullied themselves,” “fear of losing their social status,” “lack
of knowledge about the individuals involved, the incident, and whether they perceive
someone to be right or wrong in the situation,” and “not knowing what to do”
(stopbullying.gov, n.d.). This refusal to act is often the bystander public’s response online.

About three-in-ten U.S. adults say that they never responded after noticing harassing

behavior directed at someone online (Pew Research Center, 2017b). Today’s bystanders



with smartphones often join in the act of capturing and recording problematic incidents
rather than becoming involved. Recently, we have seen tragic episodes where bystanders of
assault uploaded or live-streamed video footage of the incident on social media (see Bates,
2014; McPhate, 2016; Narula, 2017 for some example episodes), instead of stepping in to
help the target or at least calling the police. This act focuses on creating a digital record to
draw mass attention to the incident and incite strong emotional responses (e.g., outrage,
frustration), while avoiding taking analog action to affect an outcome of the incident at that
moment (Han & Bowen, 2021; Xu, 2015). This new phenomenon is increasingly common—
for example, it is emerging as a popular term, wangluo weiguan, that means “online
surrounding gaze” (Bandurski, 2011) in China’s online activism. Such “unethical
witnessing” shows a modern manifestation of the bystander effect (Badalge, 2017).

The problem becomes even more intractable when bystanders choose to come to the
aid of the perpetrator (i.e., counter-intervention). A more tragic aspect of the “online
surrounding gaze” phenomenon is that such disturbing digital records have often elicited
favorable responses (e.g., liking, replying, sharing) from an online audience, adding to the
suffering of the target (e.g., Bates, 2014; McPhate, 2016). Indeed, the studies by
Panumaporn et al. (2020) and Erreygers et al. (2016) noted that at least 4.6% to 26.3% of
bystanders counter-intervene in cyberbullying situations (vs. 34.6% to 42.3% intervene;
28% to 53.6% non-intervene). Based upon these observations, there is no question that it is
possible for some portion of the bystander public to choose to encourage the perpetrator and
revictimize the target by approving and forwarding the problematic online content. Online
bystander research has focused heavily on comparisons between intervention and non-

intervention (e.g., Naab et al., 2018; Polder-Verikiel, 2012; Wang & Kim, 2021), but
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relatively less attention has been paid to another option of bystander behavior that is
supportive of the perpetrator. However, Panumaporn et al.’s (2020) study finds that nearly
the same number of bystanders join in cyberbullying (26.3%) as ignore it (28%), suggesting
that a considerable portion of the population may be involved in this social problem. A
decision-making process for bystanders to endorse the perpetrator could be driven by
personal motivations to fulfill their own needs for safety, connection, and power as well as
by attempts to comply with the implicit and explicit rules of the culture from peers (Ferrans
& Selman, 2014). Mirroring the perpetrator’s uncivil act, especially under a social climate
that encourages aggression, might be a way to confirm group inclusion, avoid victimization,
and gain social capital from deviant sources (Evans & Smokowski, 2017). It is also worth
noting that such negative bystander behavior is amplified online by the affordances of digital
environments that allow anonymity and are subject to reduced regulation (Runions & Bak,
2015). In short, core to the culture of online incivility is a large share of the bystander public
who serves as an “enabler” to spread it.
Dissertation Outline

Given this critical aspect of antisocial bystander behavior, the current dissertation
rests on the belief that online incivility should be addressed as an act in two parts: the
original incident by an incivility perpetrator, and behaviors of bystanders who reinforce or
assist the perpetrator through liking, replying, sharing, or any other supportive action
available online. The main focus of the dissertation is on this significant yet understudied
portion of the bystander public that serves to amplify online incivility. There is surprisingly
little data available on the specific psychological dynamics of this part of the online

population. These gaps point to an important question that has yet to be answered regarding:
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what factors facilitate bystanders’ decision to tolerate and even support online incivility. The
current dissertation attempts to address these questions using both qualitative and
quantitative methods and to weave the resultant findings into a new theoretical framework
focusing on counter-intervention. Additionally, it is a further motivation of this dissertation
to elucidate the blurred and permeable boundaries between bystander roles. Traditionally,
bystander behavior has been dichotomized as “intervene or not” and considered by and large
fixed. However, some research has suggested that online bystanders are likely to behave on
a continuous and fluctuating spectrum rather than within strict categories (e.g., DeSmet et
al., 2014). This is reflected in the findings that people facing an online incivility incident
switched between different roles that ranged from bystanders to perpetrators to targets as the
incident progressed (e.g., #GorillaLivesMatter case referenced by Chen, 2017; Sun &
Fichman, 2020). Evidence like this suggests there might be different motivating factors that
trigger different bystander roles. Thus, a central goal of this dissertation is to explore the
decision-making processes that lead bystanders to different behavioral outcomes. To that
end, the scope of the investigation includes tests of not only the newly proposed BCI model
but also the original BI model. Findings will provide insights into the mechanisms
underlying online bystander dynamics through which they transform into counter-
interveners, interveners, or non-interveners.

The current dissertation is composed of four main sections. The first section (Chapter
2) provides an overview of the theoretical underpinnings of this research, focusing on the
psychological “why” of bystander counter-intervention. Given the relative paucity of
existing knowledge in this area, the dissertation intends to openly explore what might drive

people to engage in negative bystander behavior, by comprehensively observing their
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intrinsic and extrinsic motivations or concerns that manifest in uncivil online discussions. To
this end, the scope of an initial literature review goes beyond the traditional bystander
research to include some well-established behavior prediction theories in social psychology,
as well as recent CMC studies of online harassment and cyberbullying. This yields a list of
potential predictors of counter-intervention that could be considered to constitute the
proposed BCI model.

The next three sections of the dissertation are devoted to assessing whether and how
those predictors of counter-intervention should be incorporated into the new model to be
tested. Two empirical studies are presented that used samples of U.S. adults who have
experiences with online incivility as bystanders. The second section (Chapter 3) presents a
preliminary interview study that was conducted to obtain qualitative insights into potential
predictors of counter-intervention. A series of one-on-one interviews were held via email
with a small non-representative sample of U.S. adults (N = 26) who have experiences of
counter-intervening in uncivil discussions during their online activities on social media,
news websites, or other CMC platforms. The interview questions were designed to elicit
information about counter-interveners’ desensitization to and justification of online
incivility, feelings of responsibility and efficacy for counter-intervention, attitudes and
perceived social norms toward incivility perpetrators, and benefit—cost perceptions regarding
counter-intervention. The collected data were examined using a thematic analysis approach
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) to identify the common factors contributing to bystanders’ decision
to support incivility. The interview findings were assessed to inform the design of the main

survey study in terms of what factors should be incorporated in the prediction of counter-
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intervention, and how. Methodologically, some of the interview excerpts were used to
generate the wording of the survey items.

From the third section (Chapter 4), the dissertation focuses entirely on the
development of the BCI model. An additional literature review is provided, along with an
interpretation of the interview findings, to formulate a series of hypotheses (H1-5) that guide
the model design. Adapting the framework of Latané and Darley’s (1970) BI model, the new
model delineates a multi-step process leading to bystander counter-intervention, which
includes direct and indirect paths of predictors to the behavioral outcome, as well as
incorporates possible moderating factors that might strengthen or weaken those paths. In
addition, two more sets of hypotheses (H6-7) are postulated to examine the applicability of
Latané and Darley’s (1970) model within the context of online incivility. The focus is on
testing whether the original BI model’s factors are useful to explain how likely bystanders
engage in intervention and non-intervention in uncivil online discussions.

The final section (Chapter 5) presents a main survey study that was conducted to test
the hypotheses. Three different surveys were administered with a non-representative sample
of U.S. adults who have experiences of counter-intervening, intervening, and/or non-
intervening in the same context of online incivility as that of the interview study. The focus
of each survey is on investigating whether they go through particular procedural steps before
deciding to enact each behavior. Participants joined in one to three surveys depending on
which type(s) of bystander behavior they have ever engaged in (Total N = 372; bystander
counter-intervention survey: N = 206; bystander intervention survey: N = 311; bystander
non-intervention survey: N = 300). The data from each survey were analyzed separately

using a conditional process modeling method (Hayes & Preacher, 2013) with goals of
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elucidating a hitherto unknown mechanism of counter-intervention and validating the

traditional predictions of intervention and non-intervention (Latan¢ & Darley, 1970).

Findings and Contributions

Findings of the interview study revealed the common beliefs and values held among
counter-interveners, including how they perceive uncivil online discussions and reflect on
their behavioral decisions. The key takeaways from this study were compiled to design the
survey study to construct a new model. By replicating and extending the original BI model,
the current research presents an adapted BCI model that describes an alternative multi-step
process by which the opposite behavioral outcome takes place. The results of the initial
analysis did not fully support the hypothesized model but provided a sense of which
variables are important in predicting counter-intervention and how they interrelate with each
other, revealing that they do not constitute the same sequence as that of the original BI
model. After revisiting the literature to gain further clarity about those key variables, post-
hoc exploratory research questions were posed to reformulate the model for a more robust
prediction. The resultant model was considerably improved in terms of model fit in the post-
hoc test and demonstrated several factors that individually and collectively contribute to
counter-intervention. On the one hand, two significant predictors were found for counter-
intervention: frequency of online incivility exposure and feeling of counter-intervention
responsibility. This suggests that counter-intervention is more likely when bystanders
observe online incivility more often and when they feel greater need to support it. On the
other hand, these two factors formed part of a decision-making process for counter-
intervention that is likely to occur among bystanders who deem incivility justifiable. For this

type of bystanders, more frequent exposure to incivility increases the perceived benefits (vs.
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cost) of supporting it. This perception leads them to feel a need to reinforce or assist the
perpetrator and, in turn, engage in counter-intervention. However, this effect occurs only
with high self-efficacy to perform the intended behavior. Otherwise, counter-intervention is
less likely due to decreased motivation to support the perpetrator.

Meanwhile, the survey findings on intervention and non-intervention did not
sufficiently substantiate Latané and Darley’s (1970) model. However, it did find that the
exposure and responsibility factors were also important in this original model, as they were
identified influential in the BCI model. First, frequency of incivility exposure was positively
related to that of intervention but not non-intervention. This finding—along with the former
finding of the positive association between exposure and counter-intervention—suggests
that bystanders who are more often faced with uncivil situations become more likely to “act”
in some way. Moreover, assuming responsibility for confronting the perpetrator was found
to increase intervention but decrease non-intervention. Again, this finding—along with the
former finding of counter-intervention responsibility—highlights the responsibility factor as
a crucial boundary condition for bystander behavior. Finally, the current research
corroborated that the intermediate steps in the original BI model worked sequentially as
predicted, such that perceiving severity of incivility leads to a greater sense of responsibility
to confront it and, in turn, a greater sense of efficacy to do so. These three steps further
explain both intervention and non-intervention, according to the reduced model tests that
only included the direct and indirect effects of incivility exposure on each behavioral
outcome. The related analyses showed that intervention is more likely, whereas non-
intervention is less likely, when bystanders perceive incivility more severe and, in turn, feel

greater responsibility and efficacy to confront the perpetrator.
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The current dissertation demonstrates the benefits of traditional bystander
scholarship that informs the underlying aspects of human behavior in a critical social
situation. The newly gained knowledge from the BCI model advances the bystander
literature by revealing social psychological mechanisms of negative bystander behavior that
has yet to be well documented. Mixed methods are used to ensure that comprehensive
empirical evidence is made available to theorize the dynamics of counter-interveners. This
research also illuminates online bystanders as dynamic and muti-faceted actors with shifting
responses to incivility. Depending on internal motivational states and situational demands,
they undergo different step-by-step processes yielding either prosocial, antisocial, or passive
behavior. These findings are of great practical significance for coping with online incivility,
offering tips for designing bystander training programs or digital platforms in a way to
interrupt the process of counter-intervention but stimulate that of intervention.

Chapter II: Bystander Counter-Intervention in Online Incivility
Conceptualization of Antisocial Bystander Behavior

Bystanders who act as reinforcers and assistants of online incivility are quite
common in virtual public spheres and may be motivated by a variety of factors with a range
of outcomes, both positive and negative. Despite the often-stated concern about the chilling
effect of incivility on public discourse (Hwang et al., 2014; Papacharissi, 2004), evidence
shows that social media posts containing political disagreement and indignant rhetoric,
compared to other types of posts, are often likely to elicit more audience engagement (e.g.,
liking, replying, sharing; Pew Research Center, 2017a). Furthermore, incivility in online
discussion is found to help better recall of the discussion (Hwang et al., 2016), as well as

elicit greater intention to participate politically (Borah, 2014) or engage in requested
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behavior (e.g., donation; Beckert & Ziegele, 2020). Antagonistic bystanders could further
amplify online incivility and aggravate negative impacts (e.g., distress, harm) for targets
(Jones et al., 2015). Thus, this type of bystanders should be closely investigated as a key
socio-contextual factor underlying the perpetuation of antisocial behavior (Troop-Gordon et
al., 2019). Research has also warned that people become more aggressive when they engage
in pro-bullying bystander behavior cumulatively (Evans et al., 2018). Relatedly, playing a
reinforcer or assistant role in cyberbullying increases the likelihood that someone will be a
perpetrator (Orue et al., 2023). As such, an increasing body of evidence suggests that certain
types of bystanders can play a consequential role in developing online incivility phenomena.

Consistent with the traditional Participant Role Scale, which classifies the specific
behaviors of third-party participants in a bullying situation (Salmivalli et al., 1998), research
has often identified four major roles that bystanders assume in offline or online bullying
situations: defender, outsider, reinforcer, and assistant (e.g., Hong & Lee, 2022; O'Connell et
al., 1999; Sarmiento et al., 2019; Quirk & Campbell, 2015). Reinforcer/ assistant bystanders
do not initiate bullying but join in it by providing positive feedback to the perpetrator and
negative feedback to the target (e.g., laughing, questioning), unlike outsiders taking no
action despite being aware of the situation (Salmivalli et al., 2011; Williams et al., 2018).
Evidence suggests that a portion of cyberbullying bystanders identify themselves as
reinforcers or assistants rather than outsiders or defenders (e.g., Brody, 2021; Pepler et al.,
2021; Song & Oh, 2017, 2018), consistent with traditional bullying bystanders. Some
studies suggest that negative bystander behavior is more prevalent online than in face-to-
face contact (Barlinska et al., 2013) due to perceived anonymity and resultant

deindividuation effects in CMC settings (Chan et al., 2022).
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Yet not much is known about the portion of the population who empowers online
incivility. Although a wealth of knowledge on prosocial bystander behavior has accumulated
since Latané and Darley (1968) first pioneered the bystander intervention paradigm in social
psychology, less progress has been made to date in conceptualizing and operationalizing the
opposite behavioral pattern. Previous research has explored the characteristics of those
showing negative bystander behavior to bullying in terms of their personalities (e.g., moral
sensitivity, empathy; DeSmet et al., 2016; Shen et al., 2022), demographics (e.g., gender,
age; Cao & Lin, 2015; Van Cleemput et al., 2014), evaluations of the incident (e.g.,
perceived severity or expectancy violation of bullying; Brody, 2021; Gutzwiller-
Helfenfinger & Perren, 2021), relationships with the perpetrator or the target (Bastiaensens
et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2018), perceptions of the social climate (e.g., descriptive and
injunctive social norms; Bastiaensens et al., 2016; Dang & Liu, 2020), and personal
experiences of being a perpetrator or a target (e.g., Panumaporn et al., 2020; Zhao et al.,
2023). However, we know relatively little about the cognitive mechanisms that inform the
decision to engage in antisocial bystander behavior. Such types of bystanders might
experience a complex and multifaceted decision-making process before acting to support the
perpetrator, just as prosocial bystanders face a variety of difficulties and dilemmas before
determining whether and how to defend the target (Pepler et al., 2021). Identifying the
underlying mental operations of negative bystander behavior can advance the understanding
of people who become increasingly antipathetic towards their political or ideological
opposites by joining in uncivil and hateful dialogues. Such knowledge is essential to better

strategize how to mitigate online incivility spread by deterring its enablers.

19



Potential Facilitators of Bystander Counter-intervention

The current dissertation seeks to obtain a holistic understanding of the potential
facilitators of bystander counter-intervention behavior (hereafter “BCI behavior”). The
primary focus is on the traditionally studied variables in the bystander literature that have
grounded Latané and Darley’s BI model. This model posits that bystanders tend to intervene
in an incident when they perceive it as a critical emergency (e.g., a threatening situation to
the target) and feel personal responsibility and efficacy to intervene to solve the incident.
The dissertation examines whether those explanations can be adapted to predict the opposite
behavioral outcome. In doing so, some behavior prediction theories are also borrowed to
identify internal and external contributors to BCI behavior. For example, theories of
desensitization (e.g., Funk et al., 2004) and moral disengagement (e.g., Bandura, 1999)
provide insights on emotional and cognitive states that might affect perceptions of online
incivility. The dissertation also adapts the conventional notions of bystander responsibility
and efficacy to the context of counter-intervention. This uncovers whether BCI behavior
might depend on bystanders’ feeling of social accountability toward supporting the
perpetrator (not the target) and their self-confidence in acting to demonstrate that support.
Relatedly, attention is further given to possible socio-psychological benefits and costs
associated with BCI behavior, given that bystanders weigh the positive and negative
consequences of alternative behavioral options before acting (Fischer et al., 2011; Latané¢ &
Nida, 1981). This inquiry is also guided by the cost-reward model (Dovidio et al., 1991) that
advocates an economic perspective (i.e., minimizing costs and maximizing rewards) in
predicting human behavior. Finally, the dissertation makes use of social categorization

theory (Turner et al., 1987) and social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) to capture the
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contextually dependent nature of bystander behavior. These theories suggest that bystanders
could exploit social contextual cues about those involved in the incident (perpetrator, target,
other bystanders) to determine their response. The resultant insights are used to assess how
bystanders’ own attitudes and perceived social norms might affect their behavioral decision.

Based on the theories and models cited above, the current dissertation explores
different theoretical determinants of bystander behavior to seek plausible explanations for
the drivers of BCI behavior. This leads to the wide scope of the literature review of the
following variables: desensitization and justification of online incivility, responsibility and
efficacy for counter-intervention, benefits and costs of counter-intervention, and pro-
perpetrator attitudes and pro-incivility social norms. All these variables are preliminarily
examined in the interview study conducted in the first phase of this research. The following
literature review section presents four research questions on counter-interveners, which are
broadly framed to fit the exploratory nature of the interview study. More specific and
focused hypotheses of the dissertation, which guide the development of the BCI model, are
generated later based on the interview findings.
Desensitization and Justification of Online Incivility

Given that bystanders tend to intervene in an incident that they interpret as a critical
emergency (Latané & Darley, 1970), the extant literature documents the importance of the
perceived severity of the incident in offline (Fischer et al., 2011; Macaulay et al., 2019) as
well as online contexts (e.g., Kazerooni et al., 2018; Leonhard et al., 2018). For example,
bystanders who perceived cyberbullying (Koehler & Weber, 2018) and racist online
comments (Dickter & Newton, 2013) as more offensive were more likely found to defend

the target. Given such evidence, it is likely that bystanders may engage in the opposite
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behavior if they perceive online incivility as not serious enough to be confronted. In
assessing this assumption, the current research explores whether BCI behavior could be
considered a marker of desensitization—reduction in cognitive, physiological, emotional, or
behavioral responsiveness resulting from extensive exposure to aggressive behavior (Funk et
al., 2004). Research has shown that people who habitually observed bullying became
desensitized to it, showing decreases in empathy and concern toward targets over time (e.g.,
Gini et al., 2008; Pabian et al., 2016; Rudy & Linz, 2008). Given that bystanders who were
frequently exposed to hate speech became less sensitive to it (Bilewicz & Soral, 2020) and
perceived it as being normalized online (SELMA, 2019), emotional desensitization to
incivility might contribute to BCI behavior.

However, this affective factor may not fully explain support for the perpetrator.
Often people consider online harassment as a justifiable or deserved response when the
perpetrator uses a framework of retributive justice—a belief that individuals who commit a
morally wrong act receive a proportional punishment for their misdeeds (Blackwell et al.,
2018; Carlsmith & Darley, 2008). In such cases bystanders might accommodate their
cognitive schemas in accordance with the perpetrator’s intent to legitimize their incivility.
Justification is known to function as a palliative strategy that helps sustain aggression by
rendering it acceptable or admissible (Fujiwara et al., 1999). Social learning theory also
suggests that a perpetrator uses justification in narratives of their transgressive conducts to
exonerate themselves from self-criticism as well as avoid refutation and retaliation from
others (Bandura, 1973). For example, the perpetrator utilizes neutralization techniques (e.g.,
denial of the victim, denial of responsibility) to legitimize their cyberbullying acts (Zhang &

Leidner, 2018) or attempts to glorify bullying as a collective action of a self-serving and
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socially inclusive ritual to confirm their “normality” (Thornberg, 2015). These justification
processes may also operate among bystanders standing up for the perpetrator. Evidence
shows that reinforcer/assistant bystanders of bullying judged it to be right or at least
permitted, by employing various strategies (e.g., blaming the target, negativing or alleviating
harm caused by the perpetrator; Hara, 2002). This type of bystanders may also resort to
justification to avoid negative moral feelings (e.g., guilt, regret, shame) resulting from their
involvement in incivility, as outsider bystanders of bullying do (de Oliveira et al., 2019).

All the evidence cited above reflects widespread public indifference or laissez-faire
attitudes regarding online incivility, including: seeing comments of personal attacks or
public shaming as jokes, linking hateful speech to freedom of expression, and
underestimating the negative impacts of incivility (Jubany, 2015). Given the fact that there
has been a decrease in the public’s belief that online harassment is a serious societal issue
(Pew Research Center, 2021), the assumption that desensitization and justification of
incivility may provoke BCI behavior deserves special attention. Thus, the first set of
research questions explores:

RQ1a-b. Do counter-intervening bystanders show (a) emotional desensitization and
(b) justification of online incivility?
Senses of Responsibility and Efficacy for Counter-intervention
Much of the research in the tradition of Latané and Darley’s (1970) BI model has

focused on personal senses of responsibility (Obermaier et al., 2016; Wong et al., 2021) and
efficacy (e.g., Clark & Bussey, 2020; Hayashi & Tahmasbi, 2020) that drive prosocial
bystander behavior. ‘To take responsibility’ in the bystander context has meant that

bystanders feel a need to intervene due to their personal moral values as well as a social
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obligation (Latané & Darley, 1968). This has been applied to online contexts, such that
accepting personal responsibility for confronting cyberbullying (e.g., DiFranzo et al., 2018)
and uncivil user comments (e.g., Naab et al., 2018) has a positive relationship with a
likelihood of intervention. Prosocial bystander behavior is less likely when bystanders
ascribe responsibility to other bystanders (Van Cleemput et al., 2014), platform providers or
law enforcement (Riedl et al., 2021), rather than themselves. The so-called diffusion of
responsibility effect (Latané & Darley, 1968) has predicted passive bystander behavior, for
example, from adolescent bystanders of cyberbullying who believe it should be resolved by
adults (Ferreira et al., 2020) and from bystanders of workplace mobbing who attribute
responsibility to the target (Mulder et al., 2016).

However, the focus of the current research is not on the reduced or diffused
responsibility for intervention. A novel notion is introduced in this research to explore the
opposite of the conventionally understood notion of bystander responsibility, namely
counter-intervention responsibility. It refers to the degree to which bystanders feel a need to
reinforce and assist the perpetrator. This new notion of bystander responsibility may align
with motives of perpetrators who say “because I need to” as the reason why they commit
bullying (Konnikova et al., 2015). For example, some common motives for bullying include
the need to gain or maintain popularity, dominance, or social status (Compton et al., 2014;
Romera et al., 2021; Steer et al., 2020). Or, some perpetrators mention the need to get
revenge and reestablish justice by eradicating different views (Konig et al., 2010).
Perpetrators of hate speech comments on news websites are motivated by the belief that
their behavior is a sort of “mission” that should be carried out to defend their political and

ideological values through hatred against the outgroup (Erjavec & Kovacic, 2012).
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Perpetrators also behave often due to relational concerns of seeking a sense of belonging and
acceptance even if their behavior is antisocial (Pronk & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2010;
Solomontos-Kountouri & Strohmeier, 2021). Bystanders might be driven by a similar set of
motivations if they believe that support for the perpetrator is a means for fitting into the
given situation or if they consider it the shared responsibility to enhance the power and
status of their own social group by reinforcing and assisting the perpetrator. Such relational
concerns or group-based needs for affiliation and dominance might be a motivator for BCI
behavior, given the fact that some bystanders feel personally responsible to join in bullying
if they are friends with the bully (Burns et al., 2008).

Along with the responsibility factor, the bystander literature has often focused on
self-efficacy that represents an individual’s belief in their own capabilities in performing
actions for desirable outcomes (Bandura, 1997). This is an important concept in social
cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986)—a framework that explains the influence of personal and
environmental factors on human behavior—as a predictor of an individual’s action
especially in overcoming obstacles or problems encountered. This factor increases
determination to act in accordance with perceived easiness of the intended action to be
completed (i.e., perceived behavioral control; Ajzen, 1991). Self-efficacy has been stressed
as a crucial factor in predicting bystander behavior in an ego-threatening situation, also as
the next-to-last step in the original BI model (Latané & Darley, 1970). It indicates a
bystander’s belief in their abilities to understand the given incident and know how to act, as
well as feel able to put their thoughts into action based on effective strategies (e.g., Gini et
al., 2008; Poyhonen et al., 2012; Song & Oh, 2017). Studies have revealed that bystanders’

self-perceived abilities to sense the target’s emotion (i.e., empathic self-efficacy) and
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successfully defend the target (i.e., defending self-efficacy) are significantly related to high
rates of intervention in antisocial online situations (Chen et al., 2022; Clark & Bussey,
2020). Some studies have examined self-efficacy that reflects task-specific competencies or
skills closely related to the given situation, such as political self-efficacy and writing self-
efficacy that bystanders might need to confront uncivil comments on news websites (Ziegele
et al., 2020). These existing notions of efficacy predict other types of bystander behavior,
such that low defending self-efficacy is more likely to elicit the choice of remaining passive
(Thornberg & Jungert, 2013) or defending aggressively (Bussey et al., 2020).

Despite the importance of self-efficacy in bystander scholarship, it may lack utility in
explaining BCI behavior because bystanders’ decisions to support the perpetrator are not
likely related to judging themselves as unable to defend the target. Indeed, evidence shows
no relationship between defending self-efficacy and reinforcing behavior (Poyhonen et al.,
2012). In this sense, a more precise formulation of the efficacy notion is needed to capture
the opposite belief held by counter-interveners regarding their capabilities to act in support
of the perpetrator. One possible related factor is aggression self-efficacy that enables an
individual to enact relational (e.g., isolating another, spreading a rumor) or verbal aggression
(e.g., name calling, teasing; Barchia & Bussey, 2011) and increases perceived behavioral
control over cyberbullying perpetration (Festl, 2016). Aligned with this notion, this research
explores a self-efficacious belief related to antisocial bystander behavior. Namely counter-
intervention efficacy refers to the degree to which bystanders feel confident and effective in
reinforcing or assisting the perpetrator.

In attempting to devise a novel conceptual framework of BCI behavior, this research

envisages potentially important yet understudied notions of counter-intervention

26



responsibility and efficacy that more accurately reflect antisocial bystanders. Direct
evidence that could help establish these two new concepts, albeit plausible, have not been
documented in the bystander literature yet. Those factors need attention for addressing
online incivility as it is not only the product of an individual perpetrator’s act but also the
“problem of many hands (i.e., bystanders)” (Thompson, 2014). Thus, the second set of
research questions explores these new concepts.

RQ2a-b. Do counter-intervening bystanders feel (a) the need to support online
incivility perpetrators and (b) confidence in their ability to demonstrate that
support?

Perceived Benefits and Costs of Counter-intervention

Bystanders are known to weigh expected CO consequences for intervention (Fischer
et al., 2011; Latané & Nida, 1981). Depending on the nature of the incident in question, the
risks of intervention can range from mere inconvenience or evaluative apprehension to
possible psychological or physical harm, which constrain the behavior (Clark & Word,
1974). Thus, bystanders analyze the potential benefits and costs associated with possible
actions and then make a decision that can incur as few net costs (i.e., costs minus benefits)
as possible (Wang, 2021). For example, the costs of intervention for bystanders involve the
fear of misinterpreting the incident and thus being embarrassed of making an inappropriate
response, risk of getting into trouble or being another target themselves, or concern of being
negatively evaluated by others, while the benefits involve such things as self-pride for
helping the target, reputation or praise gained from others, and expectation for bullying to
decrease (Burn, 2009; Péyhonen et al., 2012; Wang, 2021; Ziegele et al., 2020). Studies

have shown that behavioral intention and enactment of intervention is more likely to occur
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when bystanders perceive greater benefits than costs of defending the target (Chen et al.,
2022; DeSmet et al., 2016; Spadafora et al., 2020).

The current research applies this cost-reward component (Dovidio et al., 1991) to the
investigation of BCI behavior. In this research, perceptions of the benefits and costs of BCI
behavior are operationally defined as cognitive appraisals of the values and barriers of
support for the perpetrator. Bullying studies suggest that bystanders who have negative or
conflicting expectations about the outcome of intervention—for example, a minimal
likelihood of the target feeling better or a greater likelihood of losing their own status—are
likely to choose other behavioral options (Poyhdnen et al., 2012). This might be more likely
to occur when bystanders expect positive consequences rather than undesirable outcomes
when taking the side of the perpetrator. Considering that bystanders can experience positive
and negative responses to their behavior from different parties involved in the incident (i.e.,
target, perpetrator, and other bystanders; Moschella et al., 2016), and thus the outcomes of
their behavior are related to the social dynamics of those parties (Spadafora et al., 2020),
they may take into account the social rewards of BCI behavior that are possibly derived
from those on the same side. Also, as the desire for social status often motivates a
perpetrator to engage in bullying (Salmivalli, 2014), this desire may also affect bystanders in
support of the perpetrator. Unless such expected benefits outweigh the costs, bystanders
might not take actions at all because they do not want to get themselves in trouble (Hassan et
al., 2018).

Existing evidence corroborates the view that bystanders act in a self-interested way
(Wang, 2021) by estimating the comparative merits and demerits of alternative behavioral

options. From this perspective, the third set of research questions examines the potential
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costs and benefits that bystanders may consider when deciding to counter-intervene in
online incivility situations.

RQ3a-b. What (a) benefits and (b) costs do counter-intervening bystanders perceive

from their behavior in support of online incivility perpetrators?

Pro-perpetrator Attitudes and Pro-incivility Social Norms

Again, the decision-making behind bystander behavior starts with an evaluation of
the incident (Latané & Darley, 1970). This decision is often made under substantial
ambiguity (Latané & Darley, 1968; Latané & Rodin, 1969), however, and in efforts to
reduce such uncertainty, bystanders exploit any available social contextual cues that can
help disambiguate the situation and inform what should be done (Hudson & Bruckman,
2004). When bystanders identify with either the perpetrator or the target based on their
shared social identity or perceived psychological distance, this may provide a potent social
context for bystander behavior. To explain this, Levine and his colleagues (2002, 2013)
locate bystander research within self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987), which holds
that the way in which bystanders categorize themselves in a particular group context
determines their behavior. This may occur under specific conditions where one defines
oneself in terms of stereotypical group characteristics (rather than in terms of unique
personal characteristics) and thereby recognizes the self-other relationship in terms of a
shared group membership (i.e., social identification), then senses of belonging (i.e., we-ness;
Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) and merged identities (i.e., one-ness; Cialdini et al., 1997)
emerge. These entail in-group biased attitudes and constitute the psychological basis for

human behavior.
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Bystander research has yielded evidence supporting this approach, such that
bystanders show prosocial behavior for their own social group (Panumaporn et al., 2020)
specifically when they feel a greater sense of community and share similar attitudes with the
target (Banyard, 2008; Bennett et al., 2016). Intervention is more likely to occur when the
target is socially connected to bystanders (Palasinski, 2012) and considered worthy of
support (Burn, 2009), or when the perpetrator has a negative or distant relationship with
bystanders (Song & Oh, 2017, 2018). Given the findings that online community members
who engage in trolling hold a strong sense of being like-minded (Gaudette et al., 2021), and
that uncivil online comments receive more audience recommendations when they include
partisan language that reflects commitments to a particular political group (Muddiman &
Stroud, 2017), BCI behavior may be more likely among bystanders who feel strong empathy
or positive attitudes toward the perpetrator based on a sense of group belonging (Pepler et
al., 2021). Such attitudinal bias may encourage bystanders to act to support the perpetrator’s
behavior that aligns with their own belief or the collective interest of their group (Leidner et
al., 2010). This factor may also reduce the psychological burden that bystanders might feel,
such as regret, guilt, and stress, resulting from any adverse outcomes of participating in
uncivil behavior (El Zein et al., 2019). The current research examines whether BCI behavior
is driven by bystanders’ favorable thoughts and feelings about the perpetrator and what
factors underlie those positive attitudes.

Bystanders are also likely to rely on the reactions of other bystanders when defining
an ambiguous situation (Latané & Darley, 1970). These social cues serve as quick decision
rules for intervention (Schwartz, 1977) showing the high or low agreement in the bystander

group that the incident is appropriate to intervene (Shotland & Huston, 1979). That being so,
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bystander behavior is largely subject to social influences (Latané & Darley, 1968; Latané &
Nida, 1981). This echoes the assumptions of theories on social norms. For example,
according to social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986), human behavior is influenced not only
by personal-psychological factors (e.g., moral disengagement, self-efficacy) but also by
observed others’ behaviors and the outcomes of those behaviors. Relatedly, social norm
theory (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004) posits that observing others’ prosocial behavior
enhances an individual’s likelihood of exhibiting the same behavior (Nook et al., 2016).
Bystander research, which positions itself within these theoretical perspectives, indicates
that social influences deriving from perceived descriptive and injunctive norms regarding
intervention serve as the prevailing determinants of prosocial bystander behavior (Allison &
Bussey, 2016; Hayashi & Tahmasbi, 2021; Nickerson et al., 2022). Those who believe
intervention or non-intervention is the salient norm tend to reflect these behaviors to avoid
the social risks associated with defying the norm (Panumaporn et al., 2020).

Research shows that injunctive norms in favor of bullying impose social pressure on
bystanders to join in it (Bastiaensens et al., 2016), and that predictors of pro-bullying
bystander behavior become more effective when bystanders perceive this behavior as
normative for their peer group (Troop-Gordon et al., 2019). Similarly, bystanders with a
higher level of personal acceptance of cyberbullying report greater intentions to reinforce
the perpetrator when pro-cyberbullying social norms are also at a high level (Dang & Liu,
2020). Consistent with these findings, the current dissertation considers normative
influences on BCI behavior that may be facilitated when perceived social climate is biased

in favor of incivility perpetrators. In this research context, a greater number of likes (vs.
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dislikes) on uncivil user comments can decrease perceived deviance of incivility and
increase perceived social support for the comments (Kim & Gonzales, 2022).

Individual attitudes and social norms are key social psychological concepts that have
often been considered as independent determinants of human behavior. The final set of
research questions is thus to examine whether bystanders’ own attitudes and perceived
social norms toward online incivility perpetrators render them to engage in BCI behavior.

RQ4a-b. Do counter-intervening bystanders (a) have positive attitudes toward online

incivility perpetrators and (b) perceive social norms that align with their
attitudes?

Chapter III: Interview Method

A qualitative interview study was conducted to address the exploratory research
questions stated above, which were aimed at generating preliminary insights into potential
facilitators of BCI behavior. This study consisted of a series of one-on-one interviews with a
small sample of people who have lived experiences of reacting favorably to uncivil online
discussions. Findings were grouped around the variables that were expected to constitute the
new BCI model.

Participants

To conduct interviews with individuals who have experiences counter-intervening in
uncivil online discussions, the interviewee recruitment was initiated on Reddit—an
anonymous online platform dedicated to user-generated content and discourse. This platform
enables researchers to reach large samples of study participants who are relatively
representative of the general adult U.S. population (Shatz, 2017), or target interest groups

centered on subReddits that cover an expansive array of topics. For example, political
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subReddits are found to attract more trolling comments than subReddits in other categories
(e.g., entertainment, religion; Fichman & Sharp, 2020) and thus have been used to
investigate uncivil online discussions (e.g., Gruzd et al., 2020; Marchal et al., 2020;
Nithyanand et al., 2017). For this interview study, an interviewee recruitment announcement
was posted on popular political subReddits (e.g., r/Politics, r/PoliticalDiscussion, r/Liberal,
r/Democrats, r/Republican, r/Conservative), news-related subReddits (e.g., r/News,
r/Inthenews, r/Discussion), and other subReddits available for study participant recruitment
(e.g., r/Takemysurvey, r/Paidstudy, r/Paidresearchstudies). However, the recruitment posts
on the political/news subReddits were mostly deleted or censored by the moderators due to
rules banning the advertising of surveys and paywalls. As an alternative option, interview
invitations were individually sent to 114 users of political/news subReddits who were found
to engage in BCI behavior of interest to this study (e.g., posting positive replies to uncivil
comments). Eight users responded to the invitation message, but eventually none of them
decided to join the interview. Although this was surprising, the Reddit users might have felt
uncomfortable to join the interviews due to the concern that their pseudonymity and online
persona on Reddit would not be protected (Gagnon, 2013; Shelton et al., 2015).

For this reason, interviewees were recruited via two crowdsourcing websites widely
used for research subject recruitment: Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and Prolific.
Subject pools of these websites, which consist of individuals looking to participate in online
studies, are appropriate for the present research because they can represent the Internet-using
population (Ross et al., 2010) who spend more time online than the general population
(Redmiles et al., 2019) and thus may more likely encounter online incivility (Harriman et

al., 2020). A screening survey was conducted to ensure in advance that interviewees were fit
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for this study based on the criteria set by the researcher. Participants were screened if they
matched the inclusion criteria of having ever observed uncivil user comments during their
online discussion activities, having ever reacted favorably to any of those comments, and
having rarely been a perpetrator of online incivility (see Measures: Online Incivility
Exposure Experience, Bystander Counter-intervention Experience, and Online Incivility
Perpetration Experience). For the first and second criteria, participants were also asked to
provide an open-ended response to describe one specific counter-intervening experience
focusing on what kind of uncivil comment(s) they read and how they reacted. This
procedure was necessary to confirm that interviewees understood the notion of counter-
intervention and had the relevant experience. The reason for using the third criterion was to
recruit interviewees who could provide a valid reflection of their pro-incivility behavior
from the perspective of “bystanders” who assist it, not that of perpetrators who initiate it.
This purposive sampling resulted in a total of 26 interviewees. 13 interviewees were
males (50.0%), 12 were females (46.2%), and 1 identified as non-binary/third gender
(3.8%). The average age of interviewees was 34.46 years (SD = 11.37, range = 20-57). 19
interviewees indicated their ethnicity, education, and employment status (7 interviewees
declined to give this information). 13 interviewees were White/Caucasian (50%), 4 were
Asian/Pacific Islander (15.4%), and 2 were African-American (7.7%). As for the highest
level of education completed, 11 interviewees reported a bachelor’s degree (42.3%), 4
reported a graduate or professional degree (15.4%), 3 reported a high school diploma or
GED (11.5%), and 1 reported some college education (3.8%). Finally, as for political

orientation, 9 interviewees indicated themselves as conservative/republican (34.6%), 8
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indicated liberal/democrat (30.8%), and 7 indicated independent (26.9%). 2 interviewees
indicated no particular political tendency (7.7%).
Procedure

The interviewee recruitment post on MTurk and Prolific introduced this study as
aiming to understand online discussions based on users’ experiences and perspectives in
relation to online incivility. This study narrowed the scope of online incivility to focus on
user-generated comments, on social media platforms and news websites that enable public
discussions (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, YouTube), that contain impolite, aggressive, or
hateful expressions, especially those expressing disagreement, criticism, refusal, and
negative emotions against a person or group holding a particular political tendency or social
identity. In the case that “uncivil comments” might not be regarded as a familiar term, the
alternative term “toxic comments” was used when communicating with participants
throughout this research. The recruitment post informed the definition of “toxic comments”
and provided some examples representing different types of such comments (e.g., name-
calling, profanity, pejorative speech), based on Coe et al.’s (2014) and Papacharissi’s (2004)
understanding of online incivility. The post also explained the purpose of the screening
survey and the eligibility requirements of participants. Participants were expected to be U.S.
adults over 18 years of age and view and/or join online discussions on public affairs (see the
Appendix A for the interview participant recruitment post).

Upon reading the recruitment post on MTurk and Prolific, participants were invited
to a 3-minute screening survey questionnaire on Qualtrics. Participants were asked to
indicate whether they have had experience responding to uncivil user comments in favorable

ways (e.g., supporting, reinforcing or assisting the commenters) during their online
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discussion activities. Those reporting such experience were asked to briefly describe one
specific episode representing the typical situation in which they had engaged in such
behavior. They were then given a few more questions about their online incivility-related
experience, sociodemographic information, and an email address for researcher contact.
Those who completed the screening survey received $.5 as participation incentive (see the
Appendix A for the pre-interview screening survey questionnaire).

For those who were deemed to have counter-intervening experience relevant to the
current research, an interview invitation was sent to their email including a consent form.
This study employed a written interview method with the use of an open-ended
questionnaire to minimize the constraints typical of face-to-face interviews. That is, there
was no need for interviewees to schedule a real-time meeting with the researcher. The
written interview process allowed interviewees to have sufficient time to recall and reflect
on their experiences with uncivil online discussions. Furthermore, the asynchronous setting
was intended to encourage a relaxed and non-judgmental atmosphere to induce candid
responses from interviewees. The researcher also carefully worded the questionnaire to help
interviewees feel free and supported to share their own experiences and beliefs related to
counter-intervention.

The interview questionnaire started by asking interviewees to recall and describe
their counter-intervening experience that they briefly reported in the screening survey. A
series of open-ended questions then followed to explore interviewees’ thoughts and feelings
about online incivility and their behaviors in response to it (see Measures below for the

interview questions).! Interviewees were asked to send their answers back in a week. Some

! Before beginning the interview, interviewees were informed of the key terms needed to respond to
the interview questions. The person who initiated the uncivil comment (in which interviewees
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of them received follow-up questions to clarify or elaborate their initial answers. Once the
questions were sufficiently covered, interviewees were asked to join a post-interview survey
to report their online commenting behaviors and sociodemographic information that were
not collected in the screening survey (see the Appendix A for the post-interview survey
questionnaire). Those who completed all the interview and survey processes received $15 as
participation incentive.
Measures
Pre-Interview Screening Survey
Three variables were measured to screen participants before the interview, if they

reported no experience of observing incivility in online discussions, no experience of
counter-intervening, or frequent experiences of committing incivility as initial perpetrators.

Online Incivility Exposure Experience. Screening survey participants were asked
how often in a typical week they have observed uncivil user comments made by others that
targeted a person or group while viewing and/or joining online discussions about political or
social issues. They were asked to indicate the exposure frequency, on a 6-point Likert scale
(0 = never to 5 = very often). Those who answered “never” were filtered out during the

screening phase.

counter-intervened) was called “the commenter” instead of “the perpetrator,” the person/group who
was the focus of the uncivil comment was called “the target,” and other bystanders who reacted to
the same uncivil comment were called “other comment-readers” or “others.” As mentioned in the
Method section, the term “toxic comments” instead of “uncivil comments” was used in the interview
questions. Finally, BCI behavior was instead referred to as “favorable reaction to uncivil comments”
that includes any behavioral responses that support, defend, reinforce, or assist the comments. Note
that the Method and Results sections use terms that are being consistently used throughout the
dissertation: “uncivil comments,” “counter-intervention,” “perpetrator,” and “target.”

29 ¢
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Bystander Counter-intervention Experience. As an indicator of BCI behavior,
participants were asked how often they reacted favorably to observed uncivil comments. The
question suggested some example actions (e.g., “clicking the like/upvote button on a toxic

2 ¢

comment,” “posting a comment/reply to agree with, support, or defend a toxic comment,”
“sharing a toxic comment with more people”) and also enabled participants to specify other
types of BCI behavior they engaged in. They were asked to indicate the frequency of each
behavior, on a 6-point scale (0 = never to 5 = very often). Those who answered “never” to all
the items did not pass the screening.

An open-ended question followed then, as mentioned earlier, to determine if
participants understood the notion of counter-intervention and had the experience relevant to
this study. They were asked to recall a specific example of the typical online situation in
which they reacted favorably to uncivil comments regarding political or social issues. They
were then asked to briefly describe what the uncivil comment(s) said and how they reacted
to the comment(s) in 3-5 sentences. These open-ended responses were manually reviewed to
find suitable interviewees. Those who described irrelevant experiences were filtered out.

Online Incivility Perpetration/Victimization Experience. Two questions examined
whether participants had experience perpetrating and being targeted by online incivility. One
question asked how often they have personally made their own uncivil comments against
someone else, while the other question asked how often they have personally received
uncivil comments directed against themselves. They responded to each question on a 6-point
scale (0 = never to 5 = very often). The former question on perpetration was used as the
screening criterion to find interviewees who could better represent the perspective of

counter-interveners (who “joined in” incivility) rather than perpetrators (who “initiated”
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incivility). Accordingly, those who answered “often” or “very often” to this question were
not deemed as suitable interviewees.

Sociodemographic Information. Participants were asked to indicate their age, gender
(1 =male, 2 = female, 3 = other, 4 = prefer not to answer) and political orientation (1 =
liberal/democrat, 2 = conservative/republican, 3 = moderate, 4 = independent, 5 = other, 6
= no particular political orientation, 7 = prefer not to answer). This information was used to
obtain a balanced pool of interviewees in terms of gender and political orientation.
Interview

At the end of the screening survey, participants were asked to describe one specific
episode representing their BCI behavior in uncivil online discussions. The interview started
by asking them to recall this episode (e.g., Describe the toxic comments to which you
reacted favorably. What did the comments argue, and what kinds of toxic expressions were
used in the comments? In what ways did you support, defend, reinforce, or assist in the
comments?). The questionnaire followed to explore their thoughts and feelings about the
recalled experience. The questions were structured around the following topics in line with
RQI1-4.

Perceptions about Incivility. Interviewees were asked to freely describe their
emotional states before and during their BCI behavior (e.g., What were the emotions that
you felt at the moment you read and reacted to the toxic comments?). They then described
their thoughts and feelings about the use of incivility in online discussions by indicating
their agreement with two competing positions: one that suggests justifiable aspects of
incivility (e.g., Some people might think it was okay for the commenter to make toxic

language in that specific case. Did you think the same way?) and the other that highlights
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negative aspects of incivility (e.g., In contrast, others might be worried that the toxic
language could harm and hurt the target. Did you think the same way?). They were also
asked about their overall opinion on possible situations where incivility is acceptable or not
(e.g., Do you think there are certain circumstances in which toxic comments can be accepted
or tolerated? In contrast, do you think there are certain circumstances in which toxic
comments should be moderated or screened?). These questions were intended to find
evidence of desensitization and justification of incivility.

Perceptions about Counter-intervention. Some questions focused on what
motivated interviewees to engage in their BCI behavior, especially whether they felt the
senses of counter-intervention responsibility and efficacy (e.g., Did you feel that you would
need to react favorably to the toxic comments? How confident did you feel in doing what
you did to show your favorable reaction to the toxic comments?). Interviewees were also
asked about their perception of the benefits and costs of BCI behavior (e.g., What did you
expect might be some possible positive and negative consequences of your favorable
reaction to the toxic comments?) and the actual consequences that resulted from the
behavior.

Perceptions about Perpetrators. Further questions were asked to unveil
interviewees’ attitudes toward incivility perpetrators (e.g., How did you feel about the
commenters?) and explore what factors contributed to those attitudes (e.g., Did you agree or
disagree with what the commenters argued? Did you know who the commenters were?).
Interviewees were also asked to recall the overall audience sentiment around incivility in the
discussion, focusing on how others reacted to the focal uncivil comment(s) (e.g., Did you

see anyone else support or confront the toxic comments? Did others’ reactions influence the
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way you responded to those comments?). This question was aimed to clarify the normative
atmosphere that might affect BCI behavior.
Post-interview Survey

Additional survey questions were used to better contextualize online discussion
experiences of interviewees, which were not asked in the pre-interview screening survey.
These additional questions were provided once the interview was completed.

Online Discussion Platform. Interviewees were asked which digital platforms they
usually use to view and/or join online discussions on public affairs. Several platforms were
presented as options (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, YouTube; 1 = Yes, I use this platform,
0 = No, I do not use this platform), and interviewees were also able to specify the platforms
if not listed.

Online Comment Reading/Posting. Next, interviewees were asked, during their
activities in online discussions, how often they read others’ comments and posted their own
comments in a typical week (0 = never to 5 = very often).

Sociodemographic Information. Two sociodemographic questions were added to
identify interviewees’ ethnic background (1 = White/Caucasian, 2 = African-American, 3 =
Native-American, 4 = Asian-Eastern, 5 = Asian-Indian, 6 = Hispanic, 7 = mixed race, 8 =
other, 9 = prefer not to answer) and the highest level of education they have completed (1 =
less than high school diploma or GED, 2 = high school diploma or GED, 3 = some college
education , 4 = bachelor’s degree, 5 = graduate or professional degree, 6 = other, 7 = prefer
not to answer). These questions were intended to be able to describe the baseline

characteristics of interviewees.
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Analytic Approach

All interview responses were archived in Microsoft Excel spreadsheets prior to
analysis. Each interviewee response was given a unique identifier, with interviewees’ names
removed to protect their privacy. The data were analyzed using a thematic analysis
approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006), “a method for systematically identifying, organizing, and
offering insight into patterns of meaning (themes) across a data set” (Braun & Clarke, 2012,
p. 57). This approach offers a highly accessible and flexible form of analysis that helps
examine perspectives of different research subjects (King, 2004) and seek confirming or
disconfirming evidence to support or negate theoretical ideas being tested in a study (Miles
& Huberman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Previous bystander research using interviews
has often employed a thematic analysis, for example, to investigate bystanders’ perceptions
about bullying (Macaulay et al., 2021; Patterson et al., 2016) and sexual harassment
(Koelsch et al., 2012; Kruger et al., 2022).

Braun and Clarke (2006) and documented this method as an iterative process
involving six phases: (1) familiarizing data; (2) generating initial codes; (3) searching for
themes; (4) reviewing potential themes; (5) defining and naming themes; (6) producing the
report. To minimize the potential disadvantages of this approach, such as lack of consistency
and coherence in developing themes derived from data (Holloway & Todres, 2003), this
study followed the step-by-step guidelines for establishing a rigorous thematic analysis.

First, the researcher read all interviewee responses in a repeated and deliberate
fashion until becoming familiarized with all aspects of the interview data. In doing so, the

researcher noted initial thoughts on latent patterns in the data for coding.
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Next, the researcher quoted key portions of each interviewee response, which were
relevant to this research, and explored the patterns underlying them, which provided
evidence that captured the phenomena of interest. Through this process, initial codes were
generated both inductively (driven by the raw interview data) and deductively (referring to
the literature used to guide the interview). The codes had hierarchical levels of specificity,
with broad higher-order codes providing an overview of possible core themes and detailed
lower-order codes enabling fine distinctions to be made both within and between
interviewee responses (King, 2004). When new codes were introduced, previously analyzed
responses were revisited to identify if that code was overlooked during the initial coding.
Using the resultant codes, the data organized into segments of related texts for corroborating
the evidence.

To devise an initial set of themes, the coded data segments were examined in terms
of whether they represented similar categories. By doing so, the codes were then condensed
into several themes and subthemes as they mapped onto the literature concepts and research
questions of this study. Some data segments that did not seem to fit into the researcher’s
initial analytic plan were organized under “miscellaneous” themes, as Braun and Clarke
(2006) and King (2004) recommended, to produce a richer description of the overall data.

The validity and reliability of initial themes was then checked by scrutinizing
whether each individual theme had enough and coherent data segments to support them. In
doing so, some themes collapsed into each other or were broken down into separate
subthemes. The refined themes were ensured to become clearly distinct between each other

as well as broad enough to link substantial portions of the data together. This phase resulted
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in a hierarchically structured set of significant themes that covered all major ideas from
interviewees.

The researcher then assessed the scope and content of each individual theme to check
whether they were sufficiently comprehensive and clear. The themes were re-organized to
better reflect the overall story that unfolded in the entire dataset in relation to the research
questions of the study. Once finalized, the themes were given labels using the literature
concepts and interviewees’ own words.

Once the final themes were established, the researcher articulated the meaning and
implication of each theme and listed exemplar quotes. The quotes were selected based on
their representativeness and relevance to the theme.

Chapter 1V: Interview Results
Descriptive Information of Interview Participants

All 26 interviewees reported that they viewed and/or joined online discussions about
political or social issues using the following digital platforms: Reddit (n = 16, 61.5%),
Twitter (n = 14, 53.8%), Facebook (n =12, 46.2%), YouTube (n = 8, 30.8%), TikTok (n = 6,
23.1%), Instagram (n = 3, 11.5%), and other platforms such as Discord, Fark, and Tagged (n
=3, 11.5%). On average, interviewees engaged in more frequent reading of others’
comments (M = 4.11, SD = .76) than posting of their own comments (M = 2.56, SD = 1.42)
during their online discussion activities. The raw comparison of self-report measures of
incivility exposure, perpetration, and victimization indicated that interviewees observed
uncivil user comments (M = 4.31, SD = .62; 0 = never to 5 = very often) as bystanders more
frequently than they initiated their own uncivil comments (M = 1.19, SD = 1.20) or were the

targets of uncivil comments (M = 2.42, SD = 1.68). This suggests that interviewees were
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appropriate for the study to represent the perspective of bystanders rather than perpetrators
and targets of online incivility.

BCI behavior took a variety of forms. All interviewees reported having clicked the
like or upvote (e.g., thumbs-up, Smart/Funny) button on uncivil comments. 23 interviewees
reported having responded with emojis (e.g., laughing; 88.5%); 19 posted their own
comment or reply to show agreement (73.1%); 17 posted their own comment or reply to
elaborate on uncivil comments (65.4%); 13 shared uncivil comments with more people
(50%); and 14 engaged in other types of behavior such as posting memes, gifs, or pictures to
express their positive emotion (53.8%). Liking/upvoting was the most frequently performed
BCI behavior (M =2.69, SD = 1.12; 0 = never to 5 = very often), followed by responding
with emojis (M = 2.46, SD = 1.42), posting a comment or reply for elaboration (M = 1.88,
SD = 1.82) and agreement (M = 1.62, SD = 1.84), sharing with more people (M = 1.31, SD =
1.52), and other types of BCI behavior (M = 1.15, SD = 1.41). The full descriptive statistics
of interviewees are presented in Table 1 below.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Interview Participants (N = 26)

n %
Gender
Male 13 50
Female 12 46.2
Other (e.g., non-binary) 1 3.8
Age (Mage = 34.46 years, SD = 11.37; Range 4. = 20-57 years)
Ethnicity
White/Caucasian 13 50
Asian/Pacific Islander 4 15.4
African-American 2 7.7
Prefer not to answer 7 26.9
Education
High school diploma or GED 3 11.5
Some college education 1 3.8
Bachelor’s degree 11 423
Graduate or professional degree 4 15.4
Prefer not to answer 7 26.9
Political affiliation
Conservative/Republican 9 34.6
Liberal/Democrat 8 30.8
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Independent 7 26.9
No political affiliation 2 7.7
Platform (used for online discussion activities)
Reddit 16 61.5
Twitter 14 53.8
Facebook 12 46.2
YouTube 8 30.8
TikTok 6 23.1
Instagram 3 11.5
Other (e.g., Discord, Fark, Tagged) 3 11.5
Bystander Counter-intervention
Click the like/upvote button 26 100
Respond with emojis (e.g., laughing) 23 88.5
Post a comment/reply for agreement 19 73.1
Post a comment/reply for elaboration 17 65.4
Share with more people 13 50
Other (e.g., posting memes, gifs or pictures) 14 53.8

Recall of Bystander Counter-intervention Experience

Interviewees were asked to recall one specific episode representing their typical BCI
behavior as noted above. The most frequently reported BCI behavior, according to this
specific recall, was liking/upvoting the uncivil comment (n = 22), followed by posting their
own comment or reply (n = 12), responding to the uncivil comment with emojis and memes
(n = 6), and sharing the uncivil comment with more people who might react to it in the same
way (n =4).

Interviewees reported the platform on which the recalled specific episode occurred.
The most frequently reported platform was Facebook (n = 7), followed by Twitter (n = 5),
Reddit (n = 4), TikTok (n = 3), YouTube (n = 2), and Fark.com (n = 1). 4 interviewees did
not reveal the names of platforms. The root uncivil comments that prompted interviewees’
BCI behavior were political or social in nature, which were about: left/right-wing ideology
conflicts (n = 9), racial conflicts (e.g., white supremacy, black riots; n = 5), improper acts of
public figures or influencers (e.g., celebrity scandals involving violence or alcohol abuse;

= 4), controversial social issues (e.g., abortion, same-sex marriage; n = 3), transgender
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issues (n = 2), evaluations of particular social groups (e.g., boomers, Catholic people; n = 2),
and social movements (n = 1). The recalled uncivil comments contained name-calling,
profanity, insults, threats, or pejorative expressions, consistent with the types of incivility
commonly identified from content analyses of uncivil comments on social media posts or
online news articles (e.g., Coe et al., 2014; Oz et al., 2018).
Qualitative Analyses of Bystander Counter-intervention Facilitators

To sum up, the interview study was conducted with people who engaged in online
discussions of political or social topics and had ample experience with uncivil user
comments as bystanders rather than perpetrators and targets. All of them had experience
showing favorable reactions to those comments by liking/upvoting, commenting/replying,
sharing, and using emojis or memes. A major portion of the interview was aimed at
identifying commonly experienced psychological factors that seemed to facilitate BCI
behavior. The thematic analysis revealed several themes that were aligned with the
exploratory research questions of this study, including: desensitization and justification of
online incivility (RQ1a-b), responsibility and efficacy for counter-intervention (RQ2a-b),
benefits and costs of counter-intervention (RQ3a-b), attitudes and social norms toward
incivility (RQ4a-b). In reporting the results, the words and phrases in quotation marks were
directly taken from the interviewee responses. Minimum descriptive words or phrases were
inserted in brackets to complete interviewees’ sentences for readability.
Desensitization to Online Incivility

Investigation of RQ1la (“Do counter-intervening bystanders show emotional
desensitization to online incivility?”’) was done by exploring how interviewees felt about

uncivil user comments. There was mixed evidence suggesting that interviewees experienced
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emotional desensitization to incivility. On the one hand, interviewees recalled that the
uncivil comment (they counter-intervened) contained moderate levels of toxicity (e.g., joke,

99 ¢¢

mocking, sarcasm). They considered it “humorous,” “funny,” “entertaining,” and “comical.”
This was the case when interviewees witnessed the comment in online communities where
the normative tone was explicitly negative and mean and, thus, fostered an expectation that
toxic discussions would occur. Some interviewees suggested that they deemed the comment
as “somewhat of an inside joke or less to be taken seriously” in “a toxic place and a sort of
free expression safe haven.” A 27-year-old man gave an example of the subReddit
“r/wallstreet” as a community in which “everyone there is toxic” and “everyone understands
what it is.” This interviewee elaborated that he was not always insensitive to online
incivility, saying:
“I think that in situations where everyone isn’t on the same page toxic behavior is
definitely not OK. For example, picking out certain people to target on open public
forums such as Twitter or Facebook really seems negative to me. That’s just online
bullying, compared to busting each other’s balls in a friendly sarcastic way.”
However, the majority of interviewees recognized the toxicity of the comment and
its impact on the target. They described “the comment used harsher language,” “the
[perpetrator] did not abbreviate the profane word,” and “the language may have been a little
too intense.” They also acknowledged that the comment might have harmed or bothered the
target, saying that “the [target] might feel terrible about themselves” and “the toxic
comments further developed to physical threat to [the target]’s well-being.” Moreover,
interviewees gave negative assessments to uncivil expressions in the comment separately

from their agreement with it, according to a 23-year-old man who said: “When I reacted
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favorably to the toxic comment, I did feel bad for a bit because it was rude of him to post
that comment.” Thus, no firm evidence was found from the interviews to support the
association between incivility desensitization and BCI behavior.

Notably, interviewees were unanimous in expressing their negative feelings about
more severe forms of toxicity often found in online discussions, including “racist, sexist,
misogynistic, and homophobic attacks,” “language that might trigger mental disorders, self-
harm, or suicide,” and “discussion that encourages unlawful practices (e.g., child abuse,
theft, murder).” They felt antipathy towards such types of incivility that “go against the
standards of morality” and “drive off many of more reasonable members of the site.” A
couple of interviewees were concerned about emotional desensitization among younger
generations, as one 30-year-man noted:

“Our younger generations are the one seeing [toxic comments]. They see the ones

they look up to doing it so it’s now deemed ok and a necessity to do. Is it

circumstantial? Yes it is. There are some situations where civility and moral conduct

have already been taken out of the equation leaving a hostile environment filled with

hatred and words of perversion and vulgarities. If we are going to tolerate the

allowance of such [toxic] comments, commentors need to explain as to why giving

proper explanation so that younger eyes reading can understand why it was said.”
Justification of Online Incivility

Despite the weak evidence related to desensitization, investigation of RQ1b (“Do
counter-intervening bystanders show justification of online incivility?”) revealed that the

majority of interviewees tended to justify the perpetrator’s incivility with morally and
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socially acceptable rationales. The commonly-cited rationales include the following five
subthemes:

Targets Deserving Incivility. As the most often stated rationale, interviewees
believed that incivility could be justified when the target’s “bad faith” and “unspeakable
acts” was blameworthy and thus deserved to be punished. Interviewees applied this rationale
mostly in two cases. First, they justified the uncivil comments that contained “a valid
critique of someone who is acting in a problematic manner on a platform” or “posting
contentious content.” This view was elaborated upon by a 22-year-old man who deemed the
target “worse” than the perpetrator:

“[A toxic comment is] tolerable as long as the target is worse than the comment. The

target is more dangerous and harmful to those around them [so] deserves the toxicity.

He sought to do more harm to others than the commenter would do to those around

them.”

As for another type of “deserving” target, many interviewees mentioned those who
are subject to social monitoring and criticism, such as public figures, celebrities, and people
“in positions of power or privilege.” Interviewees often applied this rationale to incivility
targeting politicians showing “selfish and irresponsible actions” and “insensitivity to public
opinion.”

Freedom of Expression. A second rationale used for justifying incivility was based
on the free speech principle. Interviewees argued that the perpetrator had the “right to speak
their mind” and even it contains toxicity. A 33-year-old man who stood in opposition to

censorship practices elaborated on this rationale:
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“Toxic comments can be accepted because I think censorship is worse... Even if
comments are deemed toxic or problematic, I want individuals to express themselves
freely on politics, sports, entertainment, religion or whatever.”

The overall responses concerning this rationale argued that a wide range of freedom
of expression should be allowed even when it can come across in toxic ways. However, the
findings of RQ1a (desensitization) suggest that interviewees might not extend the range of
freedom of expression to extreme cases of incivility. No interviewee applied this rationale to
the cases containing pure hate (e.g., racist, sexist, misogyny, homophobia), sexual
harassment, or threats or unlawful acts (e.g., abuse, doxing, violence, murder). Only one 34-
year-old man strongly claimed that “any comment at all should be allowed because free
speech is the most important.”

Effective Discursive Strategy. Interviewees also suggested that incivility might play
a useful role as a discursive strategy that could help people engage more in discussions.
Consistent with previous research findings that show exposure to incivility often attracts
more public attention (e.g., Kwon & Cho, 2016) and elicits better recall of the given
discussion issue (Hwang et al., 2016), interviewees also considered incivility warranted if it
served to “draw more attention” and “get a point across” among a certain type of people
who might otherwise be less engaged in, or even ignore, the discussion. Some interviewees
suggested that incivility could be an effective way to persuade others who stand against the
perpetrator’s argument. They believed that a negatively intense tone of the comment could
“potentially make people reconsider their views” and “open [the blind followers’] eyes.”
One 40-year-old woman recalled a discussion in which comments speaking against anti-

Asian hate were easily ignored. In such situations, the use of sarcastic and mocking

51



expressions was something necessary or even inevitable as “a quick way to elicit a
response” from those who might be easily influenced by negativity:

“Sometimes presenting your opinion in a toxic manner is the only way to make your

point... With reddit, sometimes you can’t state things nicely. You get ignored. Using

harsh tones is sometimes the only way to get a point across... It might convince
others to change their viewpoints.”

Uncivil comments were also considered an acceptable strategy when they were
intended to correct those who were already being toxic or rude to others for no reason.
Interviewees said the only way to influence such type of people is “to get down on their
level.” Incivility might be the way “they should be approached” as “an eye for an eye and a
tooth for a tooth” tactic.

Venting Negative Emotions. As another favorable function of incivility,
interviewees suggested that incivility in online discussions could help people relieve
negative emotions. The most often cited emotion was “frustration” felt from society, which
is “hard to vent anywhere else.” The perpetrator’s uncivil tones and expressions were
deemed appropriate in this sense at least as an outlet to allow them to “let off some steam”
or “release a valve to deal with the annoyance” on behalf of the whole discussion group.
Interviewees felt this venting effect from the comments that expressed anger, for example,
against the president doing a poor job or political figures committing illegal acts.
Interviewees might likely experience a cathartic emotional release by seeing and joining in
the toxicity of the “like-minded” perpetrators.

Well-intentioned Incivility. Finally, interviewees agreed that incivility might be

acceptable if it was perpetrated for the good of society. For example, uncivil comments were
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considered worthwhile if they served to bring public awareness to important political or
social issues. One 31-year-old man highlighted the “truthfulness” contained in toxicity,
arguing that the recalled uncivil comment was warranted because it revealed truth to society.
Some interviewees found incivility acceptable if it was used to “mobilize some kind of
movements to make things better” or “speak up to the voice that isn’t typically heard.” That
is, incivility was justified with the intention to claim socio-political transformation or speak
up for a vocal minority in society.
Responsibility for Counter-intervention

To examine RQ2a (“Do counter-intervening bystanders feel the need to support
online incivility perpetrators?”), the analysis focused on identifying motivational feelings
that might underlie BCI behavior. Interviewees revealed a sense of responsibility that led
them to act for the perpetrator, as interveners felt personal responsibility to act for the target
(Latané & Darley, 1970). First of all, interviewees said they felt a need to support the
perpetrator who shared a similar belief or opinion. This feeling more strongly motivated
interviewees when they thought such shared belief or opinion “should have more weight in
the world” and “deserve as much support as they can get in any way possible.” BCI behavior
was a way to meet this goal according to one 20-year-old woman saying, “I thought more
people should know how many people were thinking the same way as the commenter and
myself.” Other interviewees described this feeling as a sort of “duty” or “calling” to “help
make a difference” in society. This stemmed from the belief that their BCI behavior was
intended to “help spread awareness of truth and knowledge to others.” Such ideas suggest
that interviewees considered themselves as holding the moral or intellectual high ground.

Indeed, one 25-year-old woman said, “I felt a sort of social responsibility to react favorably,
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as | felt morally superior than the subjects of the comment.” These kinds of responses were
found from the often-recalled online debate situation between pro-Trump and anti-Trump
commenters. One 35-year-old man illustrated the idea of counter-intervention responsibility
that operated in political discussions:

“I felt like I needed to give my support for someone who shared similar beliefs as I

did. I felt like if I gave support more people wouldn’t be a scared to stand up to these

blind Trump supporters. I felt like they are so loud and it was my duty to help spread

awareness for people to question President Trump.”

A further finding was that such counter-intervention responsibility could become
more pronounced based on other commenters’ reactions. Some interviewees said they would
have felt greater need to support the uncivil comment if they saw many people dislike or
reply to it negatively. The observed presence of the opposite party made interviewees feel
the need to “get rid of the dislikes” and increase likes to prove to others that “[the
perpetrator is] not alone and their opinion isn’t that unpopular.” One 40-year-old women
described this feeling as a desire to show “camaraderie” to the perpetrator. Its underlying
motivation seemed to be group-serving, according to what another 25-year-old women said,
“If I saw that there were people disagreeing with them, I would have felt an obligation
towards ‘my people’ to defend and further attempt to justify our commonly held beliefs.”
Given these responses, it was more likely that a sense of counter-intervention responsibility
arose when the belief or opinion shared by the perpetrator was incongruent with the overall
sentiment of the discussion. A 27-year-old man’s response showed this possibility,
suggesting that BCI behavior could be intended as a counter-attack against those that appear

to be winning or controlling the discussion.
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“Reddit tends to encourage people to pile on to things, so once a comment reaches a
certain amount of downvotes I feel like it is doomed. I feel like as a sharer of the
opinion it is up to me to support the sentiment and change the direction of the
forum’s opinions. I’'m a fan of underdogs and I’'m way more likely to choose the side
of whoever is losing.”

To sum up, the interview data suggest that bystanders would feel greater need to
support the perpetrator when the status or position shared between them is threatened by
other commenters that have an opposing perspective.

Efficacy for Counter-intervention

In relation to RQ2b (“Do counter-intervening bystanders have confidence in their
ability to demonstrate the support for perpetrators?”), interviewees reported they felt highly
confident about their behavior. Holding the desire to “stand up for [their] belief” and “share
[their] opinion” boosted their counter-intervention efficacy. A 40-year-old woman said, “I
was fully confident. I had an opinion and wanted to share it. It’s as simple as that.” Another
53-year-old woman said, “I feel pretty confident in doing what I did to show positive
reaction. It was just an upvote, nothing revolutionary.”

However, it appeared throughout the data that the efficacy factor exerted a profound
influence on the decision for BCI behavior. A notable finding was that more direct forms of
BCI behavior, such as leaving a comment or reply, needed great self-confidence to do so.
This was evidenced by a 21-year-old man saying, “I would be more hesitant to do anything
other than press ‘like’ on it, because I don’t want to get dragged into an argument by
expressing my agreement via something like a reply or retweet.” Relatively, those who

chose commenting or replying as a way of BCI behavior indicated a greater sense of self-
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competence in their responses, such as “I reacted to the issue that [ knew well and
accurately” and “I truly believed I was correct about all of the things I was saying.” Some
interviewees talked about the emotional and psychological work behind reports of having
high efficacy, saying that “my reaction was a byproduct of a lot of time spent on
contemplating the issue” or disclosing that they did “fact checking” of the related
information they had not been sure of. A 39-year-old man stated that his BCI behavior was
based on enough understanding of the situation and those involved in it:
“I feel confident in my behavior when I am very sure about the subject being
discussed and I am reasonably familiar with the parties involved in the toxic
comment (toxic poster and target). In that case, I can be pretty sure that I’'m not
inadvertently supporting something I may not actually be on the side of.”
Counter-intervention efficacy also partly resulted from the strong belief that BCI
behavior was “something that had to be done” and “nothing to be ashamed of.” A 31-year-
old woman said, “I felt quite confident. I didn’t feel ashamed by the endorsement [of the
toxic comment]. I did the minimum that I could do given the gravity of the issue.” Some
interviewees also hinted that they had increased confidence when they saw others “chime in
with support [of the toxic comment] as well.” This allowed the feeling of being validated by
those on the same side as well as relieved from the concern about “facing backlash” by those
on the opposite side. A 50-year-old woman said, “it is human nature for most to gain
confidence when they feel others are behind them or support them.” Such responses were
also evoked in the following findings concerning the benefits and costs of counter-

intervention and the pro-incivility social norms.
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Perceived Benefits of Counter-intervention

Investigation of RQ3a (“What benefits do counter-intervening bystanders perceive
from BCI behavior?”) revealed that there were some commonly perceived positive
consequences as result of support for incivility. Interviewees mentioned the following
benefits and advantages not only for themselves and the perpetrator.

Connectedness to Like-minded People. First, interviewees felt being connected to
“like-minded people” who reacted the same way to the uncivil comments. Their BCI
behavior enabled a sense of “belongingness” or “social acceptance (vs. alienation) by a
group of specific individuals.” This is well illustrated in a 50-year-old woman’s response:

“Seeing others’ toxic comments lets others who agree know they’re not alone in their

feelings. It can also give a sense of validation to others who are too afraid to speak

up themselves. It may also help similar minded people band together to create
change. I could say it shows solidarity with the group the commenter represents.”

In addition to such emotional gains, interviewees further sought to obtain affirmation
and reputation from those like-minded people. Through BCI behavior, interviewees
anticipated they could gain popularity as made measurable by metrics such as likes/upvotes
and followers/friends online. By doing so they experienced “collective support” and
“rapport with each other.”

Empowerment for Perpetrators. Interviewees highlighted that their BCI behavior
could help the perpetrator to feel empowered in the discussion. This was enabled not only by
letting the perpetrator know that “others believe in what he/she was trying to express,” but
also by letting those in opposition know “how many people were thinking the same way as

the [perpetrator].” Interviewees believed their support for the perpetrator could signal “the
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inertness of perceived toxicity,” that is, “the toxic comment might not be that toxic.” One
25-year-old man said:

“Supporting the toxic comment, giving it fame. Giving Fame to the toxic comment

basically means so other people can see it and I think it’s a positive consequence

because it will expose this comment to other people. [...] I gained the knowledge
that I helped a toxic comment grow and strengthen into a viral comment.”

To sum up, interviewees expected that BCI behavior could increase the popularity
and visibility of the perpetrator’s shared belief. The resultant benefit they perceived was to
spread that shared belief to more people and thereby enhance its influence on the whole
discussion.

Correction of Opponents. Finally, interviewees suggested that BCI behavior could
help reframe a given debate so that the perpetrator was vindicated. A 39-year-old man
anticipated that his support for the perpetrator could create a “chance that the [target] would
refrain from posting in bad faith, which would allow the rest of the discussion to proceed in
a better manner.” A 56-year-old man said his BCI behavior was intended to correct those
who stood up for the target:

“I thought that maybe the people reading the comments would stop and think about

what had happened [and] what they were doing was wrong... I felt like the

comments that I made [to support the perpetrator] were toward a group that was
acting irrationally.”

As other positive consequences of BCI behavior, interviewees mentioned “making

people reconsider their views” and “convincing others to change their viewpoints.” In other
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words, they viewed BCI behavior as a corrective action that could persuade others not to

defend the target.

Perceived Costs of Counter-intervention

Meanwhile, interviewees also raised concerns about the negative consequences of
supporting uncivil comments. Investigation of RQ3b (“What costs do counter-intervening
bystanders perceive from BCI behavior?”) identified three types of counter-intervention
costs that were commonly echoed among interviewees.

Criticism from Opponents. The most often reported concern was receiving
“backlash” from those who disagreed with the perpetrator and in turn becoming another
target of uncivil opponents. Interviewees mentioned negative evaluations that might follow
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BCI behavior, such as “being downvoted heavily,” “receiving awful direct messages,” and
“losing followers/friends.” A 57-year-old man suggested a more severe type of risk, such as
“having my account attacked or doxed by true nefarious actors.” However, such potential
costs of BCI behavior might not necessarily be barriers to it if there was a strong antipathy
toward the opponents. For example, a 31-year-old man said that he was not influenced by
the backlash:

“Sometimes I get downvoted, sometimes I get reported, sometimes people give silly

comments as a reply. Often times it’s never enough for me to learn a lesson, because

I think my opposition is vacuous.”

Some interviewees further said that the initially received downvotes were eventually
evened out by the upvotes they received from “like-minded people.” This led to the

conclusion that the results of BCI behavior were good. This was evidenced by a 33-year-old

man’s response:

59



“Usually I’1l get support most of the time. If I get evaluated it’s never negative. It’s

usually a laugh or a comment reassuring my position. I’ll get support because my

followers nine times out ten agree with me.”

Constraints on Online Activities. As another possible cost of BCI behavior,
interviewees raised the possibility that their online activities could be censored and
restricted. This concern was cited by those who had experience commenting or replying in

29 ¢¢

support of the perpetrator. They said, “facing direct moderation or suspension,” “getting
reported,” and “being blocked or banned” by platform practitioners or users for violating
community guidelines. However, most interviewees believed that they had a low chance of
being punished in these ways.

Deterioration of Discussion Quality. Finally, some interviewees were concerned
that BCI behavior could possibly contribute to amplifying the spread of online incivility.
They knew that their favorable reaction to the perpetrator could generate a contagious effect
of incivility by causing “a lot more toxic comments and fighting” and “increased harassment
and degraded talk.” A 33-year-old man said, “It’s almost like giving everyone a pass to join
in and just escalates the situation more and more.” This concern was further echoed by
another 39-year-old man who was apprehensive about the likely deterioration of the overall
discussion quality due to incivility:

“I sometimes worry that it may lead to the general decline in reasoned discussion on

the site... Supporting toxic comments in general may make it impossible to have

actual calm discussion going forward.”

Despite these possible risks, throughout the data it was evident that interviewees

perceived greater benefits than costs as result of BCI behavior. A 35-year-old man said
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“negative consequences didn’t really concern me anymore” because the emotional
satisfaction he gained mostly outweighed the risks. This was more the case when
interviewees chose liking/upvoting rather than commenting/replying as a “safer” option, as
reported by another 39-year-old man:
“Generally, the positive consequences outweigh the negative. Upvoting a toxic post
is anonymous. So there are no negative consequences to me personally for doing so.
Replying to a toxic post can have the consequence of drawing me into the argument
with the troll being targeted.”
Attitudes toward Perpetrators
Investigation of RQ4a (“Do counter-intervening bystanders have positive attitudes
toward incivility perpetrators?”) revealed that interviewees gave favorable evaluations of the
perpetrator despite incivility. This was largely due to the fact that the perpetrator confirmed
the beliefs and values that interviewees held. The analysis yielded the following three
subthemes that help explain the contributors to such positive attitudes.
Similarity and Identification. First, interviewees identified with the perpetrator that
they agreed with, as one 31-year-old woman said:
“I would say my thoughts about the commenter was more positive because he or she
agreed with me and I could resonate with their feelings/emotions... I think I also felt
a sense of resonance that came from identification with that person or some
similarity I thought I felt with that person in terms of thinking and opinion.”
Some interviewees described that their feeling toward the perpetrator was based on

“a sense of comradery” and “psychological closeness.” One 25-year-old woman further said
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the shared belief led her to feel like she was in a “quasi-parasocial relationship” with the
perpetrator.

Respect and Gratitude. Given that uncivil commenting behavior is possibly
confronted or moderated (e.g., reporting, deleting; Goodman, 2013; Naab et al., 2018),
interviewees deemed the perpetrator as brave for speaking out and expressed “respect” for
them having to withstand criticism. A 25-year-old man said, “I felt that the person who
posted the toxic comment took a big risk, and it paid off.” A 31-year-old woman also
expressed this appreciation, saying:

“...someone else said it for me, so I don’t have to put in more effort to express my

thoughts... To some extent, I think I felt some gratitude. Even though they were

using some strong languages, I could understand how upset they would be and even
appreciated their bravery in expressing those opinions.”

These interviewees thought that the perpetrator raised a voice on behalf of like-
minded people or the group they belonged to. This yielded a feeling of “gratitude” for the
perpetrator.

Compliment and Praise. In addition to the perceived bravery, interviewees
suggested that there was much to praise and admire in the perpetrator’s speech. They gave
high evaluations of the perpetrator’s discursive strategies and perspectives conveyed in the
uncivil comments. For example, interviewees used adjectives such as “bold,” “clever,”
“wise,” “credible,” and “intellectual” to describe their evaluations of the perpetrator. A 40-
year-old woman further expressed satisfaction with the competent and critical aspect of the

perpetrator, saying “I thought they were smart to point out the hypocrisy. I was proud of
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them for doing so.” These reactions made interviewees conclude that the comments were
warranted despite being considered toxic.
Social Norms Regarding Incivility

Finally, the analysis focused on RQ4b (“Do counter-intervening bystanders perceive
social norms that align with their positive attitudes toward incivility perpetrators?”). Most
interviewees perceived pro-incivility norms on the platforms they used, stating that the
overall stance in the discussion toward uncivil comments was consistent with their own
reaction to greater or lesser degrees. Some interviewees recalled an unanimously favorable
sentiment toward incivility, while others recalled mixed reactions but the dominance of
supportive over oppositional voices. A 27-year-old man said, “Most people supported the
toxic sentiment of the comments. There were only a few responses pushing back against the
general sentiment. Generally, everyone was on the same, toxic, page.” Another 35-year-old
man, who recalled a political debate, noted incivility from both supporters and opponents of
the perpetrator:

“A lot of the support would just be people agreeing with the original toxic comment.

They would add on to the insults and share their experiences with other blind

republicans. The confrontations were just name calling. They would just call us

stupid liberals.”

Indeed, other interviewees also pointed out that the toxic sentiment in the discussion
was further fueled by both groups of reactions to the comment.

Through a follow-up question, interviewees were explicitly asked whether the
perceived discussion atmosphere affected the way they reacted to uncivil comments. Some

of them agreed with the possibility of such social influence, but others did not acknowledge
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their susceptibility to it. The former type of interviewees suggested a greater likelihood of
BCI behavior in a less risky and more supportive atmosphere toward incivility, particularly
in the presence of others who showed favorable reactions to toxic comments. This allowed
the feeling of a “comfortable” environment and a sense of being “in a good company.” A
22-year-old woman testified to this by stating, “Since I saw that the overwhelming majority
of people were attacking/insulting the [target], I joined in. I thought that it was low risk for
me to react to the toxic comment because most people felt the same way.” This social
influence effect was especially pronounced when one felt ambiguous about how to react, as
suggested in previous research (Latané & Darley, 1970; Latané & Nida, 1981). To this end,
a 23-year-old man said:

“Others did influence me because I did not understand the comment at first but after

glancing what they saw, I was able to laugh which made me support the toxic

comment.”

Interviewees also noted that a generally unfavorable atmosphere against incivility
would make them feel “hesitant” or “discouraged” to engage in BCI behavior. The reasons
mostly mentioned for refraining to show their reaction were to avoid “not sticking out like a
sore thumb,” “being the odd man out,” and “not cause any controversy.” This led people to
“less openly support” the comment (e.g., liking/upvoting or sending a private message).
Seeing many dislikes or negative replies to the uncivil comment prompted interviewees to
have “second thoughts™ about their initial reaction. These interviewees mentioned that in
this case they “just scrolled past” or even “downvoted the comment” to “keep the peace” in

the discussion.
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It is worth noting, however, that some interviewees reported the opposite effect of
social influence, such that they became less willing to support the uncivil comment when
they saw others react the same way. A 25-year-old man said, “If the majority had liked the
toxic comment already, the chances would decrease that I would like that comment,”
suggesting a possible bystander effect on BCI behavior. A couple of interviewees further
revealed that their behavior run counter to the salient norms in the discussion. A 40-year-old
woman said she felt more strongly motivated to advocate the comment when the majority of
others had confronted it:

“If the toxic comment already has a decent amount of support, then I don’t feel the

need to add on to that. Negative responses though, encourage me to react positively.

It’s just to show that the toxic comment has some support.”

Chapter V: Interview Study Discussion
Interpretations

Qualitative data from the current interview study provided preliminary insights into
potential facilitators of BCI behavior in the context of online incivility. The data were
examined focusing on four sets of exploratory research questions that were posed to identify
the candidate variables for predicting BCI behavior. In the following, the interview findings
are summarized and then interpreted in terms of how they might inform the development of
the new BCI model.

RQ1la-b explored whether counter-interveners are emotionally desensitized to online
incivility and cognitively justify it. The interview findings did not provide strong evidence
supporting the view that desensitization could explain BCI behavior. Although some

interviewees made light of uncivil comments that were meant to be jokes or sarcastic
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remarks, most interviewees recognized the negative and possibly harmful aspects of those
comments that contained toxicity (e.g., name-calling, insults, profanity). They felt
uncomfortable about severe forms of toxic comments (e.g., pure hate speech) that had the
intent to victimize or dehumanize targets. Considering that interviewees reported an overall
frequent exposure to online incivility (M = 4.31, SD = .62; 0 = never to 5 = very often), the
current interview finding is somewhat inconsistent with the general belief that people
become less emotionally responsive to aggressive behavior as result of habitually observing
it, which was found in the research of bullying (Pabian et al., 2016; Rudy & Linz, 2008) and
hate speech (Bilewicz & Soral, 2020; SELMA, 2019).

Irrespective of such emotional responses, however, it appeared consistently
throughout the data that interviewees tended to justify incivility under certain circumstances.
In general, they considered it tolerable and even appropriate for the purpose of correcting
“blamable” targets or “irrational” opponents. This is consistent with the previous finding
that reinforcer/assistant bystanders use justification strategies for their response to bullying
to mitigate negative reactions from others (Hara, 2002).2 It is also in line with the evidence
that bystanders justify online harassment when it is committed for retributive justice
(Blackwell et al., 2018).

Interviewees further deemed uncivil speech as part of freedom of expression or
necessary means for obtaining certain legitimate ends of, for example, helping relieve one’s
negative emotions (e.g., “reasonable anger”) and contributing to the good of society. Taken

together, interviewees were aware of the negative implications of incivility but nevertheless

? Hara’s (2002) study revealed several justification strategies used by bystanders of bullying,
including: denial of victim (putting blame on the victim’s personality of behavior), denial of injury
(negating harm caused by the bully’s behavior), and denial of responsibility (attributing
responsibility to external factors).
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acknowledged that it could be functional. They might thus resort to justification strategies to
avoid moral guilt or regret due to the support for incivility, as outsiders do (de Oliveira,
2019). These findings led the main survey study to place greater attention on justification
processes related to incivility that might significantly affect decision making of counter-
interveners.

As having long been a major focus of the traditional bystander literature (e.g., Clark
& Bussey, 2020; Hayashi & Tahmasbi, 2020; Obermaier et al., 2016; Wong et al., 2021),
bystander responsibility and efficacy were the key components of RQ2a-b. The current
research attempted to envisage the opposite of the conventionally understood notion of
bystander responsibility and efficacy, which could drive supportive actions toward the
perpetrator, not the target, of online incivility. These novel notions were empirically
evidenced by the interview findings. The interviewees’ statements regarding the motivations
underlying their BCI behavior reflected a sense of social duty or obligation to stand up for
the belief or opinion they shared with the perpetrator and spread the “truth” or knowledge
that they believed was important to others in the discussion. This was the case especially
when interviewees perceived their stance as under threat or to be a minority in the
discussion. This finding shows that behaviors of not only perpetrators but also
reinforcer/assistant bystanders of online incivility are driven by the feeling of a “need” to do
something against the challenges to their feelings of superiority (e.g., power, popularity;
Compton et al., 2014; Romera et al., 2021; Steer et al., 2020) or to their views of justice and
fairness (Erjavec & Kovacic, 2012; Konig et al., 2010). It suggests that counter-interveners
are motivated by relational-interactional concerns or group-based needs for affiliation and

dominance as far as they feel socially and psychologically connected with the perpetrator.
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Additionally, it was evident that interviewees were also highly confident about their
ability to demonstrate their support for the perpetrator. Most interviewees engaged in BCI
behavior with competence because they believed they were knowledgeable about the
discussion topic and the people involved in the discussion and thus correct about their own
response. This finding suggests self-efficacy could be an important determinant of BCI
behavior because bystanders may need to overcome obstacles or problems encountered in a
possibly ego-threatening situation of online incivility (Bandura, 1997). As interveners and
non-interveners show the gap in their ability to empathize with and defend the target (e.g.,
Chen et al., 2022; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013), self-perceived confidence levels of counter-
interveners might have a decisive effect on their behavioral decision. Taken together, this
interview study provides substantial qualitative evidence on two concepts, counter-
intervention responsibility and efficacy, which might contribute to theorizing BCI behavior
in the main survey study.

RQ3a-b was concerned with the anticipated positive and negative consequences of
BCI behavior. The interview findings suggest that bystanders tend to engage in BCI
behavior when it is expected to result in some benefits and advantages for themselves or
others, including: being connected to like-minded people, empowering the perpetrator, and
correcting or persuading others who have an opposing perspective. Meanwhile, the potential
costs and risks of BCI behavior include: getting into trouble by receiving backlash from
opponents, losing friends and followers, being restricted in platform usage, and degrading
discussion quality. All these perceived benefits and costs are related with the social

interaction dynamics of the bystanders involved.
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Although much of bystander research has explored the benefit-cost perceptions of
defending the target, many themes found in previous research were consistent within the
current study on those of defending the perpetrator. For example, it is known that
interveners desire increased social status through their defending behavior and thus expect to
gain popularity or power (Pozzoli & Gini, 2013; Spadafora et al., 2020; van der Ploeg et al.,
2017). The theme of social status and dominance came up consistently throughout the
interview data, as both a benefit and a cost. The desire for social status and dominance is
often found among bullying perpetrators (Salmivalli, 2014), and the current study shows that
this desire may also be playing a role when it comes to the decision-making process of
counter-interveners. Furthermore, the study demonstrated that the expected outcomes of BCI
behavior are not only personal but also social. Interviewees weighed how their behavior
would influence the perpetrator, target, and other bystanders, or the whole discussion
atmosphere, as interveners expect that they can help the target feel better and the incident
get resolved (Poyhonen et al., 2012). All these findings suggest that counter-interveners are
cognizant of the possible consequences of their planned behavior and are less likely to act if
they anticipate nothing good to follow from the behavior or have conflicting expectations.
Thus, the main survey study paid attention to how counter-interveners weigh the benefits
and costs of their behavior adaptively.

Limitations

Although the current interview study was performed as a preliminary step toward the
main survey study, certain limitations must be noted. First, this is a qualitative study based
on the experiences of 26 U.S. adults. Thus, its findings cannot be extrapolated to the general

population. All participants were volunteers, so self-selection bias cannot be ruled out. It is
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also probable that the themes identified in their qualitative accounts of BCI behavior do not
cover all potential attitudes and behaviors of bystanders of online incivility. Nevertheless,
the focused inclusion criteria were enough to ensure that interviewees would be qualified to
provide valuable insights for understanding the drivers of BCI behavior. In line with the
constructivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006), the interview study does not
claim to offer an exact picture but rather an interpretative portrayal of the phenomenon
studied. It was explicitly intended to give voice to counter-interveners’ own perspectives on
how they and their “like-minded” group think and feel about online incivility. Furthermore,
the interviews were conducted with people who could effectively represent the perspective
of “pure” bystanders by trying to exclude those who had personally perpetrated incivility
often in the past. It overcomes the limitation of previous research that has observed
bystanders with histories of perpetration (e.g., Williams et al., 2018).

In addition, there were no analyzable data on what actual behavior interviewees
performed in online incivility situations. Thus, interviewees might have reported things in
order to place themselves in a favorable light instead of giving honest accounts. However,
attempts were made to reduce this bias by conducting email-based interviews and
emphasizing an anonymous and non-judgmental study setting to interviewees. To better
address such possible inaccuracies in self-reports, the main survey study measured the social
desirability bias—i.e., human tendency to present oneself in correct or ideal ways (Fisher,
1993)—of participants. As some of the previous bystander research did (e.g., Bennett et al.,
2016; Hong & Lee, 2022), this factor was used as the statistical control in the subsequent

data analysis (see “Survey Method” below).
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Despite these limitations, the insights gleaned from the interviews are consistent with
some bullying studies that suggest reinforcer/assistant bystanders decide their behavior by
going through justification processes (e.g., Hara, 2002), cognitively appraising expected
outcomes of the behavior (e.g., Poyhonen et al., 2012), considering relationships with the
perpetrator (e.g., Pepler et al., 2021), and observing the normative response in their peer
group (e.g., Troop-Gordon et al., 2019). These interview findings guided the second portion
of the dissertation, by informing the design of the main survey study and the interpretation
of collected data.

Chapter VI: Tests of the Bystander Behavior Models

Mechanisms of Bystander Counter-intervention

Guided by preliminary insights on BCI behavior from the interview study, I returned
to the literature to elucidate the decision-making process behind this behavior and propose
the new model. Again, the classic BI model offers a useful theoretical basis for
understanding moral and psychological mechanisms that underlie prosocial bystander
behavior in a critical situation. This model posits a five-step sequence that bystanders go
through to be able to intervene for the target. First, noticing a given incident is a prerequisite
to taking action of any kind. The incident must be interpreted as a severe situation requiring
action to support the target. Once bystanders perceive this, the next steps are to feel personal
responsibility to intervene and feel efficacy to do so. The model assumes that the likelihood
of intervention increases if all these steps are completed successfully. This process can also
take place in a mediated context, as evidenced by studies using this model for the prediction
of bystander intervention in online incivility (e.g., Naab et al., 2018; Watson et al., 2019)

and cyberbullying (e.g., Clark & Bussey, 2020; Dillon & Bushman, 2015) situations.
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Applying this approach to the prediction of the opposite behavioral outcome—
counter-intervention— is a timely and much needed addition to not only bystander
scholarship but also online incivility scholarship. Previous research has reported the
existence of reinforcer/assistant bystanders in cyberbullying (e.g., Barlinska et al., 2018;
DeSmet et al., 2016; Panumaporn et al., 2020), online harassment (e.g., Marwick, 2021), and
online celebrity bashing (e.g., Ouvrein et al., 2018) on social media and news media
platforms. These studies have attempted to identify the “why” of this behavior, often
focusing on bystanders’ evaluations of the incident (e.g., Brody, 2021; Orue et al., 2023),
perceptions of social norms (e.g., Bastiaensens et al., 2016; Dang & Liu, 2020), and
relationships with perpetrators, targets, and other bystanders (e.g., Bastiaensens et al., 2014;
Song & Oh, 2018). Particular attention has also been devoted to bystanders’ individual
characteristics, such as their moral disengagement or empathy (e.g., Barlinska et al., 2013;
Shen et al., 2022), previous experiences of perpetration and victimization (e.g., Kozubal et
al., 2019; Zhao et al., 2023), and demographics (e.g., gender, age; Cao & Lin, 2015; Van
Cleemput et al., 2014). However, no research currently exists to integrate these factors and
identify the specific process leading to such negative bystander behavior.

Hence, a major contribution of this dissertation is to construct a theoretical model
that outlines the steps that bystanders go through to be able to counter-intervene in online
incivility situations. This newly proposed BCI model is aimed to present a comprehensive
picture of how multiple facilitators of BCI behavior—which are suggested from the
interview findings and previous literature—would interplay and sequentially contribute to
increased engagement in this behavioral outcome. The BCI model is designed based on the

original BI model’s assumptions, as it is hypothesized to consist of the following adapted
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steps: being exposed to online incivility; justifying online incivility; feeling responsibility
for counter-intervention; and feeling efficacy for counter-intervention. The investigation is
focused on determining how each step is associated with BCI behavior as well as
incorporates some situational factors that may moderate or mediate those relationships, such
as how bystanders assess incivility perpetrators and what consequences are expected to
follow from the support for the perpetrators. All these inquiries are integrated to demonstrate
a possible path model that predicts BCI behavior in the context of online incivility.
Online Incivility Exposure and Pro-perpetrator Attitudes

The original BI model assumes for its first step that bystanders cannot intervene
unless they are aware of a potentially critical situation (Latané & Darley, 1970). For the
current research, this means that bystanders first must encounter and recognize incivility in
online discussions. Previous research has shown that those who often observe uncivil online
comments (Ziegele et al., 2020) and cyberbullying (Dillon & Bushman, 2015) are more
likely to confront perpetrators. However, this exposure step might not always predict
prosocial bystander behavior, given that a frequency of witnessing online hate is also
positively related to being a perpetrator of it (Wachs & Wright, 2018; Wachs et al., 2019).
This suggests that a frequency of observing online incivility might affect bystanders’
personal involvement in negative or antisocial behavior. Given that a higher frequency of
being exposed to cyberbullying, hate speech, or negative emotional SNS posts as a
bystander is followed by decreased empathy (Bilewicz & Soral, 2020; Konrath et al., 2011;
Pabian et al., 2016) and increased use of aggressive language over time (Ferreira et al.,
2021), bystanders who often observe incivility might model the perpetrator’s behavior

(O'Connell et al., 1999).
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These observations prompt the question motivating the current research: When, if
ever, does exposure to online incivility lead to counter-intervention rather than intervention?
One possibility is that bystanders might hold positive attitudes towards perpetrators.
Considering that prosocial bystander behavior is more often found when bystanders feel
socially connected to the target (Burn, 2009; Song & Oh, 2017, 2018), the opposite
antisocial bystander behavior might be likely when they identify with the perpetrator. This
assumption is consistent with the earlier interview finding that counter-interveners see the
perpetrator as deserving of respect and gratitude for speaking up on behalf of like-minded
people. It is thus possible to speculate that online incivility exposure is positively associated
with engagement in BCI behavior, especially when perpetrators are highly evaluated. On
this ground, the first set of hypotheses are proposed:

H1a-b. Bystanders who are more exposed to online incivility will show (a) greater
engagement in counter-intervention, and (b) this relationship will be stronger
among those who have more positive attitudes toward perpetrators of the
observed incivility.

Justification of Incivility and Benefit-Cost Perception of Counter-intervention

As the findings of the interview study showed, counter-interveners might also
engage in cognitive efforts to justify the acceptability of uncivil online discussions.
Interviewees revealed that they enacted various justification strategies regarding the
observed incivility (e.g., “Targets deserve it,” “Freedom of speech should be protected”),
which is consistent with perpetrators’ own moral disengagement mechanisms (Gini et al.,
2015; Romera et al., 2021), neutralization techniques (Zhang & Leidner, 2018) or framing of

their behavior as a collective “normal” action (Thornberg, 2015). Bystanders may evaluate
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the observed incivility as righteous or upright because they consider it to derive from shared
outrage that is morally justifiable in the specific context. Much of moral disengagement
work notes that perpetrators build narratives of their transgressive conduct as a retaliatory
action or a lesson for correcting targets who deserve it (e.g., Konnikova, 2015). For
example, online bullying and harassment is often framed as a retributive measure to try to
reestablish justice (Gollwitzer, 2009). Typically, harassment occurring in an online social
network starts when a perpetrator triggers moral outrage against a target and creates
justification for harassment. Then, members of the network, as bystanders, amplify the
harassment by reinforcing the justification (Marwick, 2021). This is consistent with the
finding that bystanders who assist the perpetrator rather than the target show higher
cyberbullying justification (Orue et al., 2023).

However, justification of incivility might more likely motivate BCI behavior when
the perceived benefits of this bystander behavior outweigh the perceived costs. Traditional
bullying research has shown that perpetrators justify their transgressive conduct mainly from
an egocentric point of view, by focusing on the positive consequences and personal
advantages they might attain from the situation (Menesini et al., 2003). It is also known that
interveners seek social status through their defending behavior and thus consider potential
benefits (e.g., gaining popularity or power) and costs (e.g., becoming less liked, getting into
trouble) that can be obtained from the situation (Pozzoli & Gini, 2013; Spadafora et al.,
2020; van der Ploeg et al., 2017). Similar desires may also affect counter-interveners. For
example, if a perpetrator is considered popular and powerful, bystanders expect their status
to be raised by endorsing and joining the perpetrator, and this expected personal benefit may

thus increase BCI behavior (Péyhonen et al., 2012). This is reflected in the previous finding

75



that cyberbullying bystanders were prone to reinforcing the perpetrator if they held positive
beliefs about their response and expected to be rewarded with an elevated social status and
extended social network (DeSmet et al., 2016). Furthermore, in the earlier interview study,
consistent evidence was found suggesting that BCI behavior might more likely occur when
bystanders perceive the potential risks to be outweighed by the potential benefits—for their
own (e.g., feeling connected with like-minded people) and others (e.g., empowering the
perpetrator, correcting the target). For the majority interviewees, it was evident that their
belief that the observed uncivil comments were “justifiable” contributed to the perception of
greater benefits from the support for those comments. However, if bystanders have
conflicting expectations on their planned behavior, they are less likely to act (Péyhonen et
al., 2012). Given these considerations, the second set of hypotheses posit that bystanders
who justify incivility will decide to counter-intervene through benefit-cost calculations
regarding their behavior.

H2a-b. Bystanders who more strongly justify online incivility will show (a) greater
engagement in counter-intervention, and (b) this relationship is mediated by
the perception of greater benefits than costs of counter-intervention.

Responsibility for Counter-intervention and Pro-incivility Social Norms

Although no direct evidence exists in the bystander literature to corroborate on a new
notion of counter-intervention responsibility, the earlier interview findings suggest
bystanders might be driven by a sort of moral imperative or social obligation that they
should protect their belief or identity shared with the perpetrator. In some cases, individuals
who experience isolation due to personal or societal deprivation experiences (e.g., abuse

history, lawbreaking) are likely to embrace deviant groups in society with the hope of
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fulfilling the needs for social group affiliation and membership (Curtis & Curtis, 1993).
These types of individuals are more likely to support hate groups and show a greater
willingness to become involved with such groups (Turpin-Petrosino, 2002). These
observations suggest that BCI behavior may more likely occur when bystanders have a sense
of loyalty or obligation to the group represented by the perpetrator.

In addition to the sense of counter-intervention responsibility, related studies suggest
that bystanders’ responses are further guided by varying levels of perceived social norms,
such that those who believe the prevailing norm is to reinforce or assist the perpetrator might
be more likely to reflect the same behavior (e.g., Bastiaensens et al., 2016; Dang & Liu,
2020; Troop-Gordon et al., 2019). This is evidenced by the earlier interview findings that
showed that counter-interveners are responsive to social cues that inform how other
bystanders react to uncivil comments, which suggests normative social influence effects on
negative bystander behavior (e.g., Nickerson et al., 2022; Panumaporn et al., 2020). It is
evident from the interview responses that counter-intervention responsibility could become
more pronounced when the majority disapproves of the perpetrator. This is possible because
the presence of such opponents might more strongly evoke feelings of obligation to protect
and reinforce the shared “we-ness” between bystanders and the perpetrator.

In summary, the interview findings support the idea that pro-incivility social norms
are an important consideration for determining BCI behavior. However, it is presently
untenable to specifically predict how those norms would affect bystanders who feel counter-
intervention responsibility. Thus, the third set of hypotheses are posed without a direction

for the relationship:
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H3a-b. Bystanders who feel greater counter-intervention responsibility will show (a)
greater engagement in counter-intervention, and (b) this relationship will vary
with the perceived pro-incivility social norms.

Self-Efficacy for Counter-intervention

The final potential factor investigated in the current research is counter-intervention
efficacy—a bystander’s belief in their ability to effectively engage in BCI behavior.
Previous research has shown that a perpetrator with greater efficacy towards antisocial
behavior may be more likely to engage in online and offline bullying (Barchia & Bussey,
2011; Bussey et al., 2015). The present dissertation extends this observation to bystanders
who feel greater efficacy to reinforce and assist the perpetrator. Along with counter-
intervention responsibility, the interview study supports this new notion of bystander
efficacy. Its findings suggest that BCI behavior would more likely occur when bystanders
judge themselves as able to defend the perpetrator. Although to my knowledge there is no
evidence directly demonstrating this notion of efficacy, findings that previous experience of
cyberbullying perpetration increases the chance of negative bystander behavior (Barlinska et
al., 2013; Bastiaensens et al., 2016; Zhao et al., 2023) lend support for the idea that a belief
in one’s capacity for counter-intervention may predict such behaviors. Thus, the final
hypothesis is intended to find out how, if any, counter-intervention efficacy works on
bystanders in online incivility situations.

H4. Bystanders who feel greater counter-intervention efficacy will show greater

engagement in counter-intervention.
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A Multi-Step Path to Bystander Counter-intervention

Latané and Darley (1970) described the original BI model as a sequence of decisions
that are made after noticing a given incident. Applying this assumption, the current research
tests whether the new BCI model also represents a multi-step path that is comprised of the
potential counter-intervention facilitators, articulated in H1-4, as the steps that increase the
chance to achieve BCI behavior. The sequence of these steps is theoretically hypothesized
based on that of the original Bl model. The central addition of the current research is to
involve some moderators in the proposed path to uncover the specific conditions that must
be met for BCI behavior to occur. This will identify how the mechanisms of BCI behavior
are contingent upon situational cues, such as perpetrator attributes and social norms in a
given incivility incident. Putting together all the relationships stated in H1-4, this research
assumes that BCI behavior occurs when bystanders go through the following step-by-step
process (see Figure 1 below).

The first step of the model is to observe an online incivility incident—an uncivil user
comment in the current research context—that attracts their attention. Situational ambiguity
can pose a challenge to this initial step (Latané & Darley, 1968; Latané & Rodin, 1969)
especially in an anonymous online setting (Holfeld, 2014; Smith, 2012). To reduce
ambiguity, bystanders may focus their attention on the incident’s characteristics (Dovidio et
al., 2006; Fischer et al., 2006)—in the current context, any relevant message cues (e.g., what
is said) and source cues (e.g., who says it) that can be a basis for judgment of the uncivil
comment. In doing so, bystanders may selectively concentrate on whether they agree and

identify with the commenter—i.e., perpetrator (Macklem & Macklem, 2003; Warren, 2011).
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This will then shape their attitudes toward the perpetrator, which may affect the way this
first step leads to the next step.

As a result of observing what is said in the comment and by whom, bystanders may
then determine whether the incivility incident can be perceived as justifiable and worthy of
support. The current research posits that the second step of justifying the observed incivility
can be further facilitated by bystanders’ positive attitudes toward the perpetrator. For
example, if bystanders empathize with the perpetrator’s feelings of moral outrage (Marwick,
2021) and desire for retributive justice (Blackwell et al., 2018), this justification step may
more likely take place. Supporting this reasoning, research has found that a close
relationship with the perpetrator (e.g., friendship) could motivate bystanders to justify
bullying (Forsberg et al., 2014). If this is applied to the present context, bystanders who feel
social similarity and psychological connection with the perpetrator may more likely
rationalize the perpetrator’s uncivil act in order to approach the situation in a manner that
protects and maintains the in-group represented by the perpetrator. Based on this reasoning,
switching from the exposure step to the justification step is more likely to occur especially
when bystanders have more favorable attitudes toward the perpetrator. The inclusion of this
moderating attitudinal factor is unique to the new BCI model, not to the original BI model.

Those who undergo the justification step may then interpret the observed incivility as
one requiring support. As for the next step, this research assumes that bystanders may
anticipate and weigh the potential consequences of that support. This is in line with H2b,
which predicts that justification would be positively related to BCI behavior through the
benefit—cost perception of that behavior. Even if the observed incivility is directed toward a

‘deserving’ target and thus viewed as justifiable, bystanders may decide to support it only
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when they hold positive beliefs about their choice of response (Jeyagobi et al., 2022;
Poyhonen et al., 2012). As the interview study suggests, bystanders may feel less motivated
to enact BCI behavior if they do not succeed in resolving conflicting outcome expectations
(e.g., support from proponents vs. criticism from opponents). Thus, the current research
assumes that the third step involves a cognitive appraisal of the benefit-cost ratio of BCI
behavior. This step also highlights where the flow of the BCI model is conceived somewhat
differently from that of the original BI model. It is intended to uncover how transition occurs
from the previous step (interpreting incivility as worthy of support) to the next step
(deciding whether a bystander needs to be personally involved).

After justifying incivility and identifying greater benefits than costs of supporting it,
the next step is accepting personal responsibility for acting accordingly. Again, the
bystander literature has highlighted this responsibility factor as the critical point that
explains why bystanders do not act when they notice an incident that needs intervention
(Schroeder et al., 1995). For successful counter-intervention to occur, bystanders must feel a
strong need to support the perpetrator and put their thoughts into action. This factor becomes
more critical when bystanders see the presence of others (Darley & Latané, 1968). The
consensus is that bystander behavior is influenced by what the majority does and approves
(Bastiaensens et al., 2016; Dang & Liu, 2020; Troop-Gordon et al., 2019). However, such
observation may cause a flaw in reasoning when an individual bystander thinks someone
else could potentially act (i.e., diffusion of responsibility). Thus, taking personal
responsibility for counter-intervention will be a crucial step in the BCI model. The social

norm factor is considered to moderate the likelihood of bystanders moving to the last step
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before enacting BCI behavior because it may affect their own perception of whether they
need to be personally involved in the given situation and can act upon it with confidence.
Finally, bystanders must assess how much efficacy they have if they want to counter-
intervene effectively. Those who go through the responsibility step can have their actions
hampered if they lack knowledge and confidence in relation to their desired goal (Banyard,
2008; Burn, 2009). In this sense, social norms aligned with the attitudes of counter-
interveners can remove the inhibitions that discourage this particular bystander behavior.
Given this reasoning, it is predicted that those who feel that they “should” support the
perpetrator are more likely to feel that they “can” do so, especially when they believe that
the majority of others accept and approve of incivility. Such pro-incivility social norms may
allow bystanders to feel comfortable to decide BCI behavior and thus enact it effectively.
Bringing all these steps together, the current research predicts that the BCI model
involves an indirect path that starts from online incivility exposure and leads to BCI
behavior. The model assumes six sequential decisions that should be made to incur BCI
behavior: Counter-interveners (1) observe an online incivility incident, (2) justify the
observed incivility, (3) perceive greater benefits than costs of supporting incivility, (4)
accept personal responsibility for counter-intervention, (5) feel self-efficacy for counter-
intervention, and (6) implement actions for counter-intervention. These sequential decisions
are expected to be influenced by bystanders’ attitudes toward the perpetrator and perceived
social norms regarding incivility. That is, this indirect path is hypothesized to occur in two
conditions: when bystanders have positive attitudes toward the perpetrator and perceive the

social norms align with their own attitudes.
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HSa-b. There will be a positive indirect effect of online incivility exposure on
counter-intervention via incivility justification, benefit-cost perception of
counter-intervention, counter-intervention responsibility, and counter-
intervention efficacy among bystanders who (a) hold pro-perpetrator attitudes
and (b) perceive pro-incivility social norms.

Figure 1. A Hypothesized Model of Bystander Counter-intervention

Online Incivility H5a Online Incivility Counter-intervention H5b Counter-intervention Engagment in
Exposure Justification Responsibility Efficacy Counter-intervention
Pro-Perpetrator Benefit (vs. Cost) of Pro-Incivility
Attitude Counter-intervention Norm
H3a | H3b
v
H2a H2b
Hla Hlb
v

rrrrrrrrrrr > Moderating effect

Mechanisms of Bystander Intervention and Non-Intervention

Although the primary goal of the current research is to establish the new BCI model,
another goal is to test the original BI model (Latané & Darley, 1970) in the context of online
incivility. This classic model has been utilized to explain bystander behavior in multiple
contexts, including traditional bullying (e.g., Fredrick et al., 2020; Jenkins & Nickerson,
2017; Nickerson et al., 2014), sexual and domestic violence (e.g., Burn, 2009; Ham et al.,
2019; Hoefnagels & Zwikker, 2001), and many other situations that require helping
behavior (e.g., refugee evacuation; Albayrak-Aydemir & Gleib, 2021). The step-by-step
process of the BI model has also been used to explore the mechanisms of bystander behavior

in cyberbullying (e.g., Ferreira et al., 2020; Jenkins et al., 2023; Obermaier et al., 2016;
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Wang, 2021). These studies collectively suggest that the BI model is a useful theoretical
framework for understanding prosocial bystanders both in offline and online settings.

To date, a relatively meager amount of research has adhered to this framework to
study bystander behavior in relation to uncivil user comments and online hate speech (e.g.,
Leonhard et al., 2018; Obermaier et al., 2021, 2023; Ziegele et al., 2020). It is necessary to
underscore that the types of social emergencies focused on by Latané and Darley (1970)
have some relevant points in common with online incivility situations on public discussion
platforms, which is of interest to the current research, including the occurrence of an
unexpected uncivil incident perpetrated by a stranger in general, the presence of a person or
group targeted by the perpetrator, the fact that the target needs intervention, and the potential
risks for bystanders who intervene (Pozzoli & Gini, 2013). Yet, research has not matured to
the point of having clear evidence supporting the full five-step sequence of the BI model as
it is applied to the incivility context. Indeed, existing studies have applied this model while
only focusing on a few particular steps (Leonhard et al., 2018; Obermaier et al., 2021, 2023)
without examining the inter-relationships between the steps (Ziegele et al., 2020). Some
studies have tested the direct and indirect paths of the BI model to explain bystander
behavior in bullying (Ferreira et al., 2020; Jenkins et al., 2023; Nickerson et al., 2014).
These studies regarded a low likelihood of intervention as equal to a high likelihood of non-
intervention. However, the present dissertation suggests this might not always be the case
because bystanders can choose the other behavioral option—counter-intervention.

Filling these gaps, this research applies the sequence of the BI model to the currently
investigated online incivility context, in order to more fully validate this framework. In

doing so, analyses are separately conducted on the direct and indirect effects of the steps on
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bystander intervention behavior (hereafter “Bl behavior”) and bystander non-intervention
behavior (hereafter “BNI behavior”), instead of using a single behavioral outcome, as
indicated in the two diagrams in Figure 2 below. In accordance with Latané and Darley’s
(1970) assumptions, the following hypotheses examine whether each step is positively
related to BI behavior (H6a-d), and, in another analysis of separate data, is negatively related
to BNI behavior (H7a-d). Additional hypotheses examine whether all these variables
constitute a positive indirect path leading to BI behavior (H6e) but a negative indirect path
leading to BNI behavior (H7¢). Taking all these model tests together, the current research
aims to elucidate different decision-making paths leading to either prosocial, passive, or
antisocial bystander behavior in the yet relatively less understood context of online
incivility.

Hé6a-d. Bystanders will show greater engagement in intervention when they (a) are
more exposed to online incivility, (b) perceive the observed incivility as more
severe, (c) feel greater intervention responsibility, and (d) feel greater
intervention efficacy.

Heée. There will be a positive indirect effect of online incivility exposure on
bystander intervention via higher levels of perceived incivility severity,
intervention responsibility, and intervention efficacy.

H7a-d. Bystanders will show greater engagement in non-intervention when they (a)
are less exposed to online incivility, (b) perceive the observed incivility as
less severe, (c) feel less intervention responsibility, and (d) feel less

intervention efficacy.
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H7e. There will be a negative indirect effect of online incivility exposure on
bystander non-intervention via lower levels of perceived incivility severity,
intervention responsibility, and intervention efficacy.

Figure 2. Hypothesized Models of Bystander Intervention and Non-Intervention
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H6b
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Summary of Hypotheses

To summarize the goals of the current research, five sets of hypotheses are posited to
guide the development of the BCI model as indicated in Figure 1 above. Adapted from
Latané and Darley’s (1970) BI model that explains a sequential process leading to
intervention, the new BCI model aims to illustrate an alternative sequential process that
predicts the opposite behavioral outcome. The hypothesized process consists of the
following variables that are assumed to have direct associations with BCI behavior:
exposure to online incivility (H1a), justification of online incivility (H2a), responsibility for
counter-intervention (H3a), and efficacy for counter-intervention (H4). The research also
considers additional variables that might be involved in this process. It is further predicted
that the exposure step would more likely lead to BCI behavior when bystanders have more

positive attitudes toward perpetrators (H1b), and that the responsibility step would more
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likely lead to BCI behavior when bystanders perceive more positive social norms toward
incivility (H3b). Also, the justification step is assumed to indirectly lead to BCI behavior
through a mediating step of perceiving greater benefits than costs of BCI behavior (H2b).
Finally, the BCI model is assumed to involve an indirect path that is comprised of all these
variables predicting BCI behavior, as the original BI model posits the sequential nature of its
steps. This research proposes a path that would start from the exposure step and lead to BCI
behavior through intermediate steps of incivility justification, benefit—cost perception,
counter-intervention responsibility, and counter-intervention efficacy. Predictions are made
that this indirect path would be observed especially among bystanders who have pro-
perpetrator attitudes (H5a) and perceive pro-incivility social norms (H5b).

Another goal of the current research is to validate Latané and Darley’s (1970)
original BI model in the online incivility context as indicated in Figure 2 above. The related
hypotheses are posed to test the Bl model’s assumptions by examining whether each step is
positively related to intervention (H6a-d), and, in an analysis of separate data, is negatively
related to non-intervention (H7a-d), and whether all these variables constitute a positive
indirect path leading to intervention (H6e) and a negative indirect path leading to non-
intervention (H7¢).

Chapter VII: Survey Method

To collect data that could test the proposed BCI model, a series of online surveys were
administered via Prolific with a sample of U.S. adults who have experiences of observing
uncivil user comments in online discussions of sociopolitical issues. A screening survey was

undertaken to recruit participants who would meet the prerequisites for three separate
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surveys, each of which was aimed to examine their (a) BCI, (b) BI, and (¢) BNI behaviors.?
A total of 460 participants joined the screening survey and then one to three main surveys
(BCI survey: N =216; Bl survey: N =322; BNI survey: N = 323) depending on their self-
reported behaviors in online incivility situations. Given that bystanders are likely to play
multiple roles (i.e., counter-intervener, intervener, and non-intervener) depending on
different situational demands (DeSmet et al., 2014; Sun & Fichman, 2020), the current
research conducted the three surveys separately so that participants could report their
experiences pertaining to all types of bystander behavior.
Participants and Procedure
Screening Survey

Prolific allows filtering participants by their sociodemographic information collected
at sign-up. These prescreening features are useful for the current research to ensure that the
surveys could be administered with individuals who are over 18 years of age, located in the
U.S., able to answer English-written surveys, and use online media platforms (e.g., Twitter,
Facebook, Reddit). To collect quality participants, Prolific users who have an approval rate
of at least 90% (determined by their response rate to other previous studies) were allowed to
access the current screening survey. Finally, to avoid oversampling or undersampling people
from a particular gender group and/or political affiliation, the screening survey sought to
balance a sample across these two sociodemographic factors. For this, the screening survey

invitation was sent to a total of 460 Prolific users (230 male and 230 female users; 120

3 Again, in the current research context, BCI behavior (bystander counter-intervention behavior)
refers to potential behavioral strategies that can provide support for online incivility perpetrators,
whereas BI behavior (bystander intervention behavior) refers to the opposite behavioral responses
that can be used to defend online incivility targets. As the other behavioral option, BNI behavior
(bystander non-intervention behavior) refers to inactions or alternative actions that are biased to
neither targets nor perpetrators.
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conservative, 120 liberal, 120 moderate, 50 other, and 50 N/A users). Considering the
possibility that participants have made changes to their gender and political identity since
sign-up, the screening survey asked them to provide their sociodemographic information
again.

Potential survey participants were invited to a 5-min survey titled “Online Comment
Research.” The recruitment announcement included a paragraph that described the purpose
of this screening survey and the notion of online incivility in the same way that interview
participants were informed (see the Appendix B for the survey participant recruitment post).
Those who accessed a Qualtrics-based survey were asked to sign an online informed consent
and then answer a series of questions designed to examine participants’ eligibility for the
main surveys as well as collect their sociodemographic information (see the Appendix B for
the screening survey questionnaire). Two attention check questions were also embedded
within the survey to assess whether or not participants were attentive. At the end of the
survey, participants were informed that they would receive an invitation to one to three
surveys over several weeks once they were deemed eligible for those follow-up surveys. For
those who completed the screening survey, regardless of eligibility, $.7 was offered
according to Prolific’s policy. To assess whether participants were eligible for the main
surveys, the screening survey asked about their online discussion activity, online incivility
exposure, and online bystander behavior (see Measures below). Four participants who
reported having never used online discussion platforms, never observed uncivil user
comments and/or having never engaged in any type of bystander behavior were filtered out.

No participants failed the attention check questions.
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Main Surveys

As a result of the screening survey, a total of 456 participants were deemed eligible
for the main surveys, including 269 participants who reported having at least once engaged
in BCI behavior; 424 participants who reported having at least once engaged in BI behavior;
and 449 participants who reported having at least once engaged in BNI behavior. Among
them, 261 participants reported engagement in all three types of bystander behavior; 2
participants reported both BCI and BI; 5 participants reported both BCI and BNI; 158
participants reported both BI and BNI; 1 participant reported BCI only; 4 participants
reported BI only; 26 participants reported BNI only. The screening survey generated a list of
Prolific IDs of these participants to invite them to the main surveys. For those who were
deemed eligible for more than one main survey, each survey invitation was sent sequentially
at a one-week interval to help prevent participants from being influenced by their previous
responses.

Participants who received the invitation were directed to a 15-min survey titled
“Follow-up Online Comment Research.” Upon accessing a Qualtrics-based survey, an
online informed consent was taken from participants, and a questionnaire followed to ask
their BCI, BI, or BNI behaviors depending on which survey they were directed to (see the
Appendix B for each survey questionnaire). At the beginning of each survey, participants
were asked to indicate what kind of behavior(s) they have ever engaged in when observing
uncivil user comments. They were then asked to recall one typical situation where they
engaged in the indicated behavior(s) and describe the situation in four open-ended questions
asking: what the uncivil comment(s) said, to whom or on which topic, on which online

platform, and what participants did in response to the comment(s). These questions were
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also intended to check if participants understood BCI, BI, and/or BNI behaviors correctly.
After the recall portion, participants were asked to answer a series of multiple-choice
questions that further asked about the situation they described, focusing on the variables of
interest in the current research. Two different attention check questions were also embedded
within each survey, to ensure that participants were paying attention. After responding to the
questionnaire, those who were eligible to participate in more than two main surveys were
informed that they would also be invited to another survey in a week. For those who
completed the assigned survey(s) and passed the attention check questions, $2-6 (depending
on the number of completed surveys) was offered according to Prolific’s policy.

Among the invited 456 participants, 378 participants responded to the main surveys,
including: 209 to the BCI survey; 311 to the BI survey; and 300 to the BNI survey.
Specifically, 174 participants responded to all three main surveys; 9 to the BCI and BI
surveys; 3 to the BCI and BNI surveys; 122 to the BI and BNI surveys; 30 to the BCI survey
only; 17 to the BI survey only; and 23 to the BNI survey only. Six participants who failed
the attention check questions or who showed an incorrect understanding of BCI behavior
were excluded from the analysis. Thus, 372 participants were included in the data analysis
(206 participants in the BCI survey; 311 in the BI survey; 300 in the BNI survey). Table 2
below lists numbers of participants in each survey.

Table 2. Number of Survey Participants

Survey n
Screening Survey 460
Eligible for the BCI survey 269
Eligible for the BI survey 424
Eligible for the BNI survey 449
Main Survey 378 (BCIN=209; BIN=311; BNI N=300)
BCI+ BI + BNI 174
BCI + BI 9
BCI + BNI 3
BI + BNI 122
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BCI only 30
BI only 17
BNI only 23

Note. A total of 372 participants were included in the data analysis: BCI survey (N = 206); BI survey (N =
311); BNI survey (N = 300)

Table 3 below shows participants’ sociodemographic information. A total of 372
participants consisted of 179 male (48.1%), 185 female (49.7%), and 8 other gender-
identified participants (2.2%). The age of participants ranged from 18 to 81 years (Muge =
37.06 years, SD = 13.26), including 9 participants in their /0s (2.4%), 117 in their 20s
(31.5%), 110 in their 30s (29.6%), 68 in their 40s (18.3%), 38 in their 50s (10.2%), 21 in
their 60s (5.6%), 8 in their 70s (2.2%), and 1 in their 80s (.3%). As for ethnicity, 266
participants were white/Caucasian (71.5%), 30 were Asian-Eastern (8.1%), 29 were
Hispanic (7.8%), 26 were African-American (7.0%), 15 were mixed race (4.0%), 3 were
Asian-Indian (.8%), 2 were Native-American (.5%), and 1 did not answer (.3%). As for the
education level, 128 participants reported bachelor’s degree (34.4%), 128 reported some
college education (34.4%), 62 reported high school diploma or GED (16.7%), 47 reported
graduate or professional degree (12.6%), 5 reported less than high school diploma or GED
(1.3%), and 2 did not answer (.5%). As for political affiliation, 126 participants indicated
themselves as liberal/democrat (33.9%), 92 as conservative/republican (24.7%), 95 as
moderate (25.5%), 16 as other (e.g., libertarian, socialist, communist, anarchist; 4.3%), and
7 as independent (1.9%). 28 participants indicated no particular political affiliation (7.5%)

while 8 did not answer at all (2.2%).

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics of Survey Participants (N = 372)

Gender n %
Male 179 48.1
Female 185 49.7
Other (e.g., non-binary) 8 2.2
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Age (Mage =37.06 years, SD = 13.26)

10s 9 2.4
20s 117 31.5
30s 110 29.6
40s 68 18.3
50s 38 10.2
60s 21 5.6
70s 8 2.2
80s 1 0.3
Ethnicity
White/Caucasian 266 71.5
African-American 26 7.0
Native-American 2 0.5
Asian-Eastern 30 8.1
Asian-Indian 3 0.8
Hispanic 29 7.8
Mixed race 15 4.0
Prefer not to answer 1 0.3
Education
Less than high school diploma or GED 5 1.3
High school diploma or GED 62 16.7
Some college education 128 344
Bachelor’s degree 128 344
Graduate or professional degree 47 12.6
Prefer not to answer 2 0.5
Political affiliation
Liberal/Democrat 126 33.9
Conservative/Republican 92 24.7
Moderate 95 25.5
Independent 7 1.9
Other 16 43
No particular political affiliation 28 7.5
Prefer not to answer 8 2.2
Total 372 100
Online discussion activity M=4.58 SD =1.31
(1 = never to 7 = everyday)
Online discussion platform
Twitter n=198 53.2%
Facebook n=195 52.4%
YouTube n =146 39.2%
Reddit n=122 32.8%
Instagram n=101 27.2%
TikTok n=_84 22.6%
News website n=29 7.8%
Snapchat n=23 6.2%
Quora n=23 6.2%
Online community n=16 4.3%
Blog n=38 2.2%
Discord n=7 1.9%
Other n=19 5.1%
Online incivility experience
(1 =never to 7= always)
Exposure M=5.15 SD=1.24
Counter-intervention M=2.20 SD =1.33
Intervention M=4.08 SD = 1.46
Non-intervention M=4283 SD =1.35
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Measures

The screening survey measured participants’ previous experiences related to online
incivility and their background information. Participants were considered unqualified for the
main surveys if they reported never observing uncivil online discussions (7 = 4). In the main
surveys, participants were asked to recall one typical situation that could represent their BCI,
BI, or BNI behaviors, according to which survey they joined, and then reported what they
had thought and felt in that situation. All the questionnaires are presented in the Appendix B.
Online Bystander Behavior

Three types of bystander behavior (BCI, BI, and BNI) were measured by adapting the
Participant Role Scale (Salmivalli et al., 1998), an instrument widely used to categorize
bystander roles in bullying: reinforcer/assistant, defender, and outsider (e.g., Gonzélez-
Cabrera et al., 2019; Orue et al., 2023; Williams et al., 2018). Items were modified based on
interview excerpts to appropriately reflect the online context of interest for this research.
Using these measures, participants were asked to report how often they engaged in each type
of behavior in uncivil online discussions (1 = never to 7 = always). Their responses were
collected at the stage of screening survey to filter out those who reported “never” engaging
in any type of behavior. Then, these measures were incorporated into the analyses of main
survey data to indicate the outcome variable of each model. They were analyzed as
continuous variables so that a higher score of each variable indicated greater engagement in
the corresponding type of behavior.

Bystander Counter-intervention. Participants were asked to indicate how frequently

they have reacted favorably to uncivil comment(s) they observed, despite containing
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discursive incivility, by supporting, reinforcing, assisting, or defending the comments (1 =
never to 7 = always). To help participants understand the question, some descriptors of

BCI behavior were provided by adapting the “reinforcer” and “assistant” items of the
Participant Role Scale (Salmivalli et al., 1998): “clicked a like or upvote button on toxic

99 ¢

comments,” “posted my own comment or reply to support, reinforce, assist, or defend toxic

99 ¢

comments,” “posted emojis, gifs, or pictures to support, reinforce, assist, or defend toxic
comments,” and ‘“shared toxic comments with others who might also react favorably to
them.” 185 participants reported having at least once engaged in liking or upvoting (90%);
70 reported commenting or replying (40%); 39 reported posting positive emojis, gifs, or
pictures (19%); and 42 reported sharing (20%).

A content analysis was conducted on the open-ended responses in which participants
described a specific situation where they engaged in BCI behavior. Most participants
recalled experiences that occurred on Facebook (n = 54), followed by Reddit (n = 45),
Twitter (n = 44), YouTube (n = 11), TikTok (n = 11), Instagram (n = 7), news websites (n =
3), and other platforms (e.g., Discord, Tumblr, Snapchat; n = 16). The most recalled topic of
uncivil comments that participants counter-intervened was politics (n = 94), followed by
identities (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, religion, immigrants; n = 38), controversial social
issues (e.g., abortion, vaccination, shooting; n = 17), and celebrities/public figures (n = 13).
The rest of the uncivil comments were the ones directed at a specific individual (e.g., other
commenters; n = 36) or general people (n = 6). 2 participants did not describe the content of
the recalled comments.

Bystander Intervention. Participants were also asked to indicate how frequently they

have reacted unfavorably to uncivil language and tone used in the observed comments, by
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opposing, confronting, correcting, or stopping the comments (1 = never to 7 = always). The
“defender” items of the Participant Role Scale were adapted to provide examples of BI

99 ¢

behavior, including: “clicked a dislike or downvote button on toxic comments,” “reported or

2 ¢

flagged toxic comments to signal to platform moderators,” “posted my own comment/reply
to oppose, confront, correct, or stop toxic comments,” and “posted emojis, gifs or pictures to
oppose, confront, correct, or stop toxic comments.” 246 participants reported having at least
once engaged in disliking or downvoting (79%); 187 reported commenting or replying
(60%); 150 reported reporting or flagging (48%); and 51 reported posting negative emojis,
gifs, or pictures (16%). A few participants reported other behavioral options such as sending
private messages to the uncivil commenters (n = 2; 0.6%), blocking the commenters (n = 2;
0.6%), and liking or upvoting others’ comments or replies that were posted to confront the
commenters (n = 1; 0.3%).

The open-ended responses indicated that Facebook was the platform where most
participants recalled their BI behavior (n = 110), followed by Reddit (n = 79), Twitter (n =
46), YouTube (n = 15), TikTok (n = 15), Instagram (n = 11), news websites (n = 5), and
other platforms (e.g., Discord, Twitch; n = 18). The most recalled topic of uncivil comments
that participants intervened was identities (n = 133), followed by politics (n = 94),
controversial social issues (7 = 29), and celebrities/public figures (n = 6). The rest of the
comments were ones directed at a specific individual (n = 45) or general people (n = 3).

Bystander Non-intervention. Finally, participants were asked to indicate how
frequently they have remained silent and taken no action (i.e., neither supportive nor
oppositional reaction) after observing uncivil comments (1 = never to 7 = always). This non-

intervention approach was described using the adapted “outsider” items of the Participant
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Role Scale, such as: “read toxic comments but ignored them,” “looked on others’ responses
to toxic comments,” “kept scrolling past toxic comments,” and “left the discussion or
platform where toxic comments existed.” 255 participants reported having at least once
ignored the uncivil comments (85%), 228 reported looking on others’ responses (76%), 167
reported scrolling (56%), and 110 reported leaving the platform completely (37%).

The open-ended responses indicated that most participants recalled their BNI behavior
occurring on Facebook (n = 112), Twitter (n = 61), Reddit (n = 58), TikTok (n = 17),
YouTube (n = 13), Instagram (n = 13), news websites (n = 5), and other platforms (e.g.,
StockTwits; n = 8). The most recalled topic of uncivil comments that participants non-
intervened was politics (n = 104), followed by identities (n = 93), controversial social issues
(n = 33), and celebrities/public figures (n = 15). The rest were the comments directed at a
specified individual (n = 52) or general people (n = 2). 2 participants did not describe what
the recalled comments were about.

Predictors of Bystander Counter-intervention

The following variables were measured to test the BCI model. Each variable was
predicted to affect BCI behavior directly or indirectly.

Online Incivility Exposure. Participants were introduced to the definition of online
incivility and its examples as interviewees were instructed in the same way. Throughout the
whole survey, the alternative term “toxic comments” was used instead of “uncivil
comments” with the assumption that this phrase would be more familiar to participants.
Participants were then asked how often during their online discussion activities they have
observed uncivil user comments made by others that targeted a person or group. They

indicated the frequency on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = never to 7 = always; M =5.15, SD =
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1.24). One participant who answered “never” was filtered out after the screening survey.
This variable was then used as the first-step factor of the BCI, BI, and BNI models, to test
Hla-b, H5a-b, H6a, H6e, H7a, and H7e.

Online Incivility Justification. Participants were asked to indicate the extent to
which they thought the recalled uncivil comments were justifiable. To help participants
understand the notion of “justification,” some descriptions were provided by adapting
Thornberg and Jungert’s (2013) items about bystanders’ justification of a bullying
perpetrator’s behavior, and using common expressions found within interviewees’ lexicon
regarding how they justify incivility (e.g., “The target deserved the comment,” “The
comment was well-intended to correct or advise the target,” “The comment was well within
the bounds of freedom of expression”). Participants responded to the question on a 7-point
scale (1 = not at all justifiable to 7 = extremely justifiable; M = 5.52, SD = 1.35). This
variable was used as the second-step factor of the BCI model to test H2a-b and H5a-b.

Benefit—Cost Perception of Counter-intervention. Participants were asked
whether and how they took benefit and cost considerations into account when deciding to
enact BCI behavior. Six items were constructed using the interviewees’ perceptions of the
benefits and costs of BCI behavior. The benefit score was calculated by averaging responses
on three items that measure the perceived positive consequences of BCI behavior (e.g., “I
expected to feel connected and supported from like-minded people,” “I expected my
reaction to positively contribute to the discussion”). The cost score was likewise obtained by
averaging responses on three items that measure the perceived negative consequences of
BCI behavior (e.g., “I expected to receive negative evaluations from other comment-readers

[e.g., dislikes, harsh replies] and have conflict with them,” “I expected my reaction could be
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moderated or my account could be suspended”). Participants responded to the items on a 7-
point scale (1 = not at all applicable to 7 = fully applicable). They tended to perceive
greater benefits (M = 4.56, SD = 1.21) than costs from BCI behavior (M = 3.16, SD = 1.25).
The analysis used the benefit—cost ratio score, which was calculated by subtracting the
averaged cost score from the averaged benefit score (i.e., the higher score means the greater
benefits compared to costs; M = 1.39, SD = 1.72). This variable was used as the potential
mediating factor linking the justification step to the outcome variable (H2b). It was also
analyzed as the third-step factor of the BCI model when the indirect path was tested (H5a-
b).

Counter-intervention Responsibility. This sense of bystander responsibility was
measured as the extent to which participants felt they needed to support, reinforce, assist, or
defend the recalled uncivil comments. To help participants understand this question, some
descriptions were provided about this feeling, which were incorporated from the interview
data (e.g., “I felt it was up to me to defend or assist the perpetrator against criticism from
others,” “I felt I should show the perpetrator was not alone in their opinion”). The response
was recorded on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all needed to 7 = extremely needed; M = 3.53, SD
= 1.73). This variable was used as the fourth-step factor of the BCI model to test H3a-b and
H5a-b.

Counter-intervention Efficacy. This sense of bystander efficacy was measured by
asking participants to indicate the extent to which they felt they were confidently able to
support, reinforce, assist, or defend the recalled uncivil comments. This question also
incorporated the phrases that interviewees used to describe this feeling (e.g., “I was

confident I knew what to say or do to reinforce and assist the perpetrator,” “I did not feel
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reluctant to support the perpetrator despite the potential of backlash™). Participants
responded on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all confident to 7 = extremely confident; M = 4.80,
SD = 1.47). This variable was used as the fifth-step factor of the BCI model to test H4 and
H5a-b.

Pro-perpetrator Attitude. This study assessed participants’ attitudes toward
perpetrators of the observed incivility by focusing on three parameters: (a) identification, (b)
agreement, and (c) sympathy with the perpetrators. Five items were constructed using
interviewees’ words (e.g., “I felt good seeing the commenter express the same belief about
the target that I share,” “I felt grateful that the commenter said what I wanted to say”). All
the items were recorded on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all applicable to 7 = fully applicable),
and the scores were averaged (M = 5.19, SD = 1.04). This variable was used as the potential
moderating factor on the relationship between the exposure step and the behavioral outcome
(H1b and H5a).

Pro-incivility Norm. Participants were asked about the perceived social norms
regarding incivility, in two dimensions: descriptive norm (i.e., what most people do) and
injunctive norm (i.e., what most people think one ought to do). Three items indicated the
norms favoring the perpetrator (i.e., BCI behavior is considered normative in the given
situation): “I saw a lot of other comment-readers like or reply favorably to the comment(s),”
“I thought other comment-readers would consider the comment(s) acceptable,” and “I
thought other comment-readers would not approve of me defending the comment(s)
[reverse-coded].” All the items were recorded on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all applicable to

7 = fully applicable), and the scores were averaged (M = 5.33, SD = 1.16). This variable was
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used as the potential moderating factor on the relationship between the responsibility step
and the behavioral outcome (H3b and H5b).
Predictors of Bystander Intervention and Non-Intervention

Again, the primary goal of the current research is to establish the new BCI model.
However, another goal is to test the Latané and Darley’s (1970) BI model in the context of
online incivility (see Figure 2 above). To investigate the processes of BI behavior and BNI
behavior separately, two surveys—BI survey and BNI survey—were conducted in addition
to the BCI survey. Both surveys included the measures of traditionally assumed predictors
of bystander behavior. Those measures were incorporated into the BI model and BNI model,
respectively, each of which was designed to validate whether Latané and Darley’s
assumptions could be applied to the context of online incivility. The first-step factor in each
model was measured by the variable “Online Incivility Exposure” (see above). This variable
was used in the tests of H6a, Hoe, H7a, and H7e. The other step factors were measured by
the following three variables.

Incivility Severity Perception. Participants were asked to indicate the extent to
which they thought the recalled uncivil comments were severe enough to be potentially
harmful to the target. To help participants understand this question, some descriptions were
given that were adapted from the existing items on bystanders’ perceived bullying severity
(Nickerson et al., 2014; Obermaier et al., 2016) and the earlier interview excerpts (e.g., “The
comment would harm the target,” “The comment went too far in blaming the target”).
Participants answered the question on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all severe to 7 = extremely

severe; Bl survey: M =3.95, SD = 1.73; BNI survey: M = 3.38, SD = 1.71). This variable
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was analyzed as the second-step factor of the BI model and BNI model. It was used in the
tests of H6b, Hb6e, H7b, and H7e.

Intervention Responsibility. The sense of intervention responsibility was measured
by the extent to which participants felt they needed to oppose, confront, correct, or stop
uncivil comments, on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all needed to 7 = extremely needed). The
descriptions of this feeling were provided by adapting the items used in previous bystander
research (Greitemeyer et al., 2006; Liu et al., 2021) and the interview excerpts (e.g., “I felt it
was my duty to do something against the perpetrator, such as disliking, reporting, and
flagging,” “I felt I should help the target feel he/she/they were not alone”; M = 5.26, SD =
1.51). The question and descriptions were reversed in the BNI survey (e.g., “I felt I did not
need to defend or assist the target against criticism from others”; M = 2.94, SD = 1.72). This
variable was analyzed as the third-step factor of the BI model and BNI model. It was used to
test H6¢c, Hb6e, H7¢c, and H7e.

Intervention Efficacy. This variable was measured by the extent to which
participants felt they were confident to oppose, confront, correct, or stop uncivil comments
(1 = not at all confident to 7 = extremely confident). This feeling was also described based
on the items from previous bystander research (e.g., DeSmet et al., 2016) and the interview
excerpts (e.g., “I was sure I had the skills and knowledge necessary to defend the target,” “I
was confident I knew what to say or do to support and assist the target”; M = 5.21, SD =
1.57). Again, this question, including the descriptions, were tweaked in the BNI survey (e.g.,
“I felt reluctant to confront the perpetrator because of the potential of backlash; M = 3.73,
SD = 1.85). This variable was analyzed as the fourth-step factor of the BI model and BNI

model, and used to test H6d, H6e, H7d, and H7e.
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Screening and Control Measures.

Online Discussion Activity. To screen out participants with no experience with
online discussions, participants were asked how often in a typical week they engaged in
online discussions on sociopolitical issues by reading others’ comments and/or posting their
own comments. They responded on a 7-point scale (1 = never to 7 = everyday). Six
participants who answered “never” were not invited to the main surveys. To collect
descriptive background information about participants, another question was asked for them
to indicate the platform(s) they use for those discussion activities. They were provided with
some options (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, Reddit) and responded on a dichotomous scale (1 =
Yes, I use this platform, 0 = No, I do not use this platform). They typed the platform they use
if the given options did not include it.

Online Incivility Victimization/Perpetration. Previous research suggests that
personal experience of bullying perpetration could increase the probability of negative
bystander behavior (e.g., Barlinska et al., 2013; Bastiaensens et al., 2016; Williams et al.,
2018). Experience of bullying victimization has shown mixed effects, such that it could
increase the probability of positive bystander behavior (Panumaporn et al., 2020; Song &
Oh, 2017) as well as negative bystander behavior (Shen et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2023).
Thus, these two variables were separately incorporated as control variables in the analysis.
Participants were asked about their personal experiences of (a) receiving uncivil comments
from someone (victimization) and (b) initiating uncivil commenting toward someone
(perpetration) during their online discussion activities. They responded, on a 4-point scale (1

= never to 4 = several times; perpetration: M = 1.65, SD = .79; victimization: M =2.35, SD
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=.91), to the questions that were adapted from the Youth Internet Safety Survey (Jones et
al., 2013).

Social Desirability Bias. The human tendency to present oneself in correct or ideal
ways has been found to distort self-report measures in social science research (Paulhus &
Reid, 1991). This social desirability bias (Fisher, 1993) has been found to lead participants
to underestimate their actual bystander behavior because they might become ego-defensive
and feel unwilling to report accurately on sensitive topics like bullying or harassment
(Banyard et al., 2019). For this reason, the current research used participants’ socially
desirable response patterns as a statistical control to avoid possible biases associated with
self-reports, as previous studies did (e.g., Bennett et al., 2016; Hong & Lee, 2022). This
variable was measured using the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding (Hart et al.,
2015)—an instrument that measures the self-deception facet of social desirability bias (e.g.,
“I am a completely rational person,” “I have not always been honest with myself [reverse-
coded],” “It’s hard for me to shut off a disturbing thought [reverse-coded]”). Responses to
eight items were measured on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree; M
=4.06, SD = 1.08, a =. 80).

Sociodemographic Information. The following five variables were measured to
describe the baseline characteristics of participants: gender, age, ethnicity, education, and
political orientation. Considering that gender and age have been found to affect the
likelihood of negative or pro-aggressive bystander behavior (e.g., Evans & Smokowski,
2017; Orue et al., 2023) and thus have been often controlled in previous research (e.g.,
Barlinska et al., 2018; Hayashi & Tahmasbi, 2020), these two variables were also controlled

in this study. Gender was dummy coded by using the male group as the referential category.
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Ethnicity, education, and political orientation were measured for the purpose of obtaining
descriptive background information of participants. Each variable was measured on the
same questions used in the interview study.
Analytic Approach

The nature of the hypotheses in the current research is to explain ~ow and when
given effects occur. Specifically, this involves tests of (a) processes by which the effects
operate (i.e., a pathway from predictor to mediator to outcome; mediation) and (b) boundary
conditions of the process (i.e., for whom and in what circumstances the effect appears to be
significant or insignificant, strong or weak, or positive or negative; moderation). As an
analytical approach that can test these types of hypotheses, conditional process modeling
(Hayes & Preacher, 2013) was adopted for the current research. This method integrates
properties of process modeling (known as mediation analysis or path analysis) and
moderation analysis in a structural equation modeling framework. This approach estimates
(a) whether there are direct and indirect paths through which a predictor variable affects an
outcome variable through one or more mediating variables as well as (b) how those effects
depend on (or are conditional on) the values(s) of one or more moderating variables.
Preacher and colleagues (2007) incorporated the term conditional from the principle of
interaction in multiple regression to make inferences for conditional direct and indirect
effects in a manner analogous to inferences about “simple slopes” in moderated regression
analysis (Aiken & West, 1991). In other words, conditional process modeling is used to
identify how paths that constitute direct and indirect effects vary across levels of more than
one moderating variable. In a model with two moderators, the linear relationship between a

direct/indirect effect and the first moderator is quantified at a given value of the second

105



moderator (i.e., conditional moderated mediation; Hayes, 2018). This approach has been
commonly used in communication research (e.g., Antheunis et al., 2010; Clementson, 2019).
The current study employed this method to examine the hypothesized direct and
indirect association of constructs in the proposed BCI model. All the analyses were
conducted with Mplus structural equation modeling software using maximum likelihood
estimation, which simultaneously calculates the coefficients of all the hypothesized paths
that constitute the model. For example, an indirect path of “A > B > C - D - E” was
calculated by multiplying four unstandardized coefficients indicating each segment of the
path (A 2 B; B 2 C; C = D; D - E). This procedure was applied to the current study by
examining the indirect effect of each path in the tested model (that includes the mediator
variables) as the product of the unstandardized coefficient for the corresponding path across
levels of the moderator variables. As a well-known strategy for inferences about indirect
effects in mediation analyses (Hayes, 2009; MacKinnon et al., 2007; Preacher & Hayes,
2004), a bootstrapping technique was used in this study to generate 95% of bias-corrected
confidence intervals (CI) on the basis of 1,000 bootstrap samples. The indirect effect was
considered significant if the confidence interval did not contain zero, which means that the
estimated effect of the respective path was significantly different from zero (Preacher &
Hayes, 2004). While the 95% CI approach is traditionally widespread, some research in
social sciences has also used the 90% CI approach when it is an exploratory study design
with small sample sizes (e.g., Barbeau et al., 2019; Ferreira et al., 2020). Given that the
current study aims for a test of a newly proposed BCI model (» = 206) and is thus of a very

exploratory nature, the statistical significance of each path in the model was interpreted
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based on the standard error (SE) estimates obtained from not only 95% CI but also those
from 90% CI.

To test for moderation, the predictor and moderator variables were mean-centered
before computing interaction terms. The nature of the moderated relationship was examined
using the conventional ‘pick-a-point’ approach (Aiken & West, 1991; Rogosa, 1980) that

2 ¢

defines a range of values of a moderator variable as “low,” “moderate,” and “high.”
Research using conditional process modeling (e.g., Antheunis et al., 2010) has investigated
the point estimates of the indirect effects at three different levels of the moderator variable: 1
SD below the mean, mean, and 1 SD above the mean (Cohen et al., 2003). The same
approach was used for the current study.

The model fit was assessed using the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), the comparative fit index (CFI), and the standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR). The model was considered to have a satisfactory fit when the analysis indicated
RMSEA < .08, CFI > .90, and SRMR < .08 (Holbert & Stephenson, 2007; Hu & Bentler,
1999; Kline, 2015).

Chapter VIII: Survey Results
Descriptive Information of Survey Participants
On average, participants reported a moderate frequency of viewing and/or joining
online discussions in a typical week (M = 4.61, SD = 1.25; 1 = never to 7 = everyday). When
asked to indicate the platform(s) they use for their online discussion activities, 198
participants (53.2% of the whole survey sample) reported their use of Twitter, followed by

Facebook (n =195, 52.4%), YouTube (n = 146, 39.2%), Reddit (n = 122, 32.8%), Instagram

(n=101, 27.2%), TikTok (n = 84, 22.6%), news websites (n = 29, 7.8%), Snapchat (n = 23,
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6.2%), Quora (n = 23, 6.2%), online communities (n = 16, 4.3%), blogs (n = 8, 2.2%),
Discord (n =7, 1.9%), and other platforms (e.g., Twitch, Tumblr, 4chan; n =19, 5.1%).
During these online activities, participants have observed uncivil user comments as
bystanders at a frequent level (M = 5.15, SD = 1.24; 1 = never to 7 = always) and, as their
behavioral response, have engaged in BCI (M = 2.20, SD = 1.33), BI (M =4.08, SD = 1.46),
and BNI behaviors (M = 4.83, SD = 1.35).
Data Analyses

The data analysis process consisted of three parts. First, the BCI survey data were
analyzed to test the new BCI model (see Figure 1 above) based on the five sets of
hypotheses (see H1-5 above). However, the hypothesized direct and indirect paths in this
model did not sufficiently work to predict BCI behavior (see “Test of the Initial Bystander
Counter-intervention Model” below). An exploratory post-hoc test was thus conducted on
the same survey data to present a more simplified and improved model (see Figure 4 below).
This alternative BCI model was guided by research questions (see RQ1-3 below) that were
formulated based on the initial model’s results as well as the additional review of the
interview data (see “Test of the Alternative Bystander Counter-intervention Model” below).
Finally, the BI survey data and the BNI survey data were analyzed to test the applicability of
Latané and Darley’s (1970) BI model into the context of online incivility (see Figure 2
above) based on the two sets of hypotheses (see H6-7 above). The analysis was conducted
on each dataset to test the hypothesized BI model and BNI model, respectively (see “Test of

the Bystander Intervention/Non-intervention Models” below).
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In all the analyses conducted, the following five variables were controlled: gender,
age, online incivility victimization/perpetration, and social desirability bias. The
intercorrelations for the key variables in each survey are presented in Table 4 below.
Table 4. Intercorrelations among the Key Variables

Bystander Counter-intervention Survey

EXP JUS BEN RES EFF ATT NOR  BC(CI VIC PER SDB

EXP -.03 -.04 .03 .09 .07 .07 227 317 18" -.10"
JUS 23" 24 40" 59" 26" .03 .002 .03 A1
BEN A7 26" 42 45" -13 =217 =217
RES 26" A7 .07 15 .01 -.05 A1
EFF 36 327 .06 .07 13 30"
ATT 43" -.01 -.08 -.11 14
NOR -.11 =237 -2 .09
BCI 26" 50" -.03
VIC 45" .02
PER -.12°

Note. ™ p <.001; ™ p <.01; “*p <.05; EXP (Online Incivility Exposure); JUS (Justification of Online
Incivility); BEN (Benefit—Cost Perception of Counter-intervention); RES (Counter-intervention
Responsibility); EFF (Counter-intervention Efficacy); ATT (Pro-Perpetrator Attitude); NOR (Pro-Incivility
Norm); BCI (Bystander Counter-intervention); VIC (Online Incivility Victimization); PER (Online Incivility
Perpetration); SDB (Social Desirability Bias)

Bystander Intervention Survey

EXP SEV RES EFF BI VIC PER SDB
EXP A1 16 .02 347 30" A7 -.13"
SEV 317 .03 .05 .10 -.07 -.01
RES 40" 227 14 -.11 -.002
EFF 13" A1 -.01 20"
BI 317 .09 -.05
VIC 417 .02
PER -.09

Note. ™ p <.001; ™ p <.01; “*p <.05; EXP (Online Incivility Exposure); SEV (Incivility Severity Perception);
RES (Intervention Responsibility); EFF (Intervention Efficacy); BI (Bystander Intervention); VIC (Online
Incivility Victimization); PER (Online Incivility Perpetration); SDB (Social Desirability Bias)

Bystander Non-intervention Survey

EXP SEV RES EFF BNI VIC PER SDB
EXP .08 .10 .04 -.07 327 20" -.16™
SEV 517 .01 -.02 .09 -.11 -.18™
RES 16 -177 .08 -.05 -.08
EFF -.18™ A1 .06 24
BNI =277 -.16™ -.02
VIC 46" -.01
PER -.09

Note. ™ p <.001; ™ p <.01; “*p <.05; EXP (Online Incivility Exposure); SEV (Incivility Severity Perception);
RES (Intervention Responsibility); EFF (Intervention Efficacy); BNI (Bystander Non-intervention); VIC
(Online Incivility Victimization); PER (Online Incivility Perpetration); SDB (Social Desirability Bias)
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Test of the Initial Bystander Counter-intervention Model

The initially proposed BCI model (see Figure 1 above) was examined using a
conditional process modeling approach. First, the analysis estimated the separate direct paths
of each step variable to the outcome variable. This included the assessments of whether
online incivility exposure (“Exposure”), online incivility justification (“Justification”),
counter-intervention responsibility (“BCI Responsibility”) and counter-intervention efficacy
(“BCI Efficacy”) would be directly and positively related to the engagement in BCI
Behavior. The analysis also tested the moderation effects of bystanders’ positive attitudes
toward perpetrators (“Pro-perpetrator Attitude”) and perceived positive social norms toward
incivility (“Pro-incivility Norm™) on the relationship of Exposure and BCI Behavior and the
relationship of BCI Responsibility and BCI Behavior, respectively. It was also tested
whether the relationship of Justification and BCI Behavior would be mediated by the
perceived benefits (vs. costs) of counter-intervention (“BCI Benefit—Cost”). Finally, the
analysis examined whether the hypothesized indirect path from Exposure to BCI Behavior,
through Justification, BCI Benefit—Cost, BCI Responsibility, and BCI Efficacy, would be
moderated by Pro-perpetrator Attitude and Pro-incivility Norm.

All these direct and indirect paths were examined in the conditional process
modeling analysis conducted on the initially proposed BCI model. The results did not
indicate a good model fit (X?= 140.17, df = 25, p < .001; CFI = .63; RMSEA = .15 [90% CI
=.13 to .17]; SRMR = .10). In a statistical sense, it is not advisable to make meaningful
inferences from the results of a poor-fitting model, even when significant paths appear in it
(Browne & Cudeck, 1992; West et al., 2012). However, it is also true that a good-fitting

model is not necessarily a valid model because all of its estimated parameters are not
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significantly different from zero (Kenny, 2015). Given the truth that “no model can be
literally true” (Preacher & Yaremych, 2022, p. 207), some researchers attempt to interpret a
poor-fitting model with a cautious exploration of the observed relations between the
variables that are consistent with previous research, especially when they conduct a purely
exploratory search or wish to improve on the poor model fit (e.g., Bard, 2006). Thus,
although the overall fit of the initially proposed BCI model was not within the conventional
range of acceptance, its findings are still worth consideration given their theoretical origins.
Given that some components of this model were associated with BCI behavior, some
insights could be gleaned into how to improve the model fit. Thus, the findings regarding the
initially proposed BCI model are reported below (see Figure 3 below), followed by a
proposed alternative BCI model derived from these findings (see Figure 4 below).
Direct Paths to Counter-intervention

Hla predicted that participants who were more exposed to online incivility would
show greater engagement in counter-intervention. H1b assumed this relationship to be more
pronounced among those who held positive attitudes toward perpetrators. The results
revealed a significant direct relationship between Exposure and BCI Behavior (b = .15, SE =
.06; = .15, p=.01), supporting H1a. This relationship was not however moderated by Pro-
perpetrator Attitude (b = .06, SE = .07; = .07, p = .34), rejecting H1b. These findings
suggest that participants who experienced more exposure to online incivility engaged in
counter-intervention more frequently regardless of their attitudes toward perpetrators.

H2a posited that participants who strongly justified online incivility would show
greater engagement in counter-intervention. H2b tested whether this relationship would be

mediated by perceived benefits (vs. costs) of counter-intervention. H2a was rejected due to
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no relationship between Justification and BCI Behavior (b = .02, SE = .07; = .02, p =.79).
Justification was positively related to BCI Benefit—Cost (b = .29, SE = .08; f= .23, p =
.001), but BCI Benefit—Cost was not significantly related to BCI Behavior (b = -.04, SE =
.05; p=-.07, p = .40), rejecting H2b. That is, participants perceived greater benefits than
costs of supporting incivility when they strongly justified it, but such positive perception did
not increase counter-intervention.

H3a assumed that participants who felt greater counter-intervention responsibility
would show greater engagement in BCI behavior. H3b posited that this relationship would
be moderated by perceived social norms about incivility. BCI Responsibility was found to
be positively related to BCI Behavior (b = .12, SE = .05; f = .19, p = .01), supporting H3a.
This relationship was not moderated by Pro-incivility Norm (b = -.05, SE = .04; f=-.09, p
=.19) though, rejecting H3b. These findings indicate that participants who felt greater need
to support the perpetrator engaged in that behavior more frequently, but this was not
contingent upon the social norms.

Finally, H4 predicted that participants who felt greater counter-intervention efficacy
would show greater engagement in that behavior. It was rejected though due to no
significant relationship between BCI Efficacy and BCI Behavior (b = -.04, SE = .05; f = -
.06, p = .43).

Indirect Paths to Counter-intervention

H5a-b proposed that the path from Exposure to BCI Behavior would involve a
sequential mediation via Justification, BCI Benefit—Cost, BCI Responsibility, and BCI
Efficacy. This path was assumed to be contingent upon Pro-perpetrator Attitude and Pro-

incivility Norm as moderator variables. The bootstrapping analysis indicated that the
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indirect path of Exposure to BCI Behavior was not significant at any of the three levels
(mean-1SD, mean, and mean+1SD) of each moderator variable, rejecting H5a-b.
Specifically, the relationship between Exposure and Justification was not significant when it
was assessed with Pro-perpetrator Attitude (b = .08, SE = .08; f=.07, p =.32) as well as
without it (b =-.06, SE = .07; = -.04, p = .45). Justification was positively related to BCI
Benefit—Cost, as reported above, and in turn BCI Benefit—Cost was positively related to BCI
Responsibility at a marginally significant level (b = .15, SE = .09; = .15, p = .08). BCI
Responsibility and BCI Efficacy were positively related to each other (b = .15, SE = .05; f =
.18, p =.003), but this relationship disappeared when it was assessed with Pro-incivility
Norm (b = .03, SE = .05; = .05, p = .52). As reported above, BCI Efficacy was not
significantly related to BCI Behavior.
Summary

The analysis of the initially proposed BCI model evidenced that its model fit was not
acceptable although some of the hypothesized paths were significant (see Figure 3 below).
The results showed positive relationships of Exposure and BCI Responsibility to BCI
Behavior, respectively. These findings suggest that bystanders would more frequently
engage in counter-intervention when they experience more exposure to online incivility and
when they feel greater need to support the perpetrator personally. There were also positive
associations among the intermediate step variables—Justification, BCI Benefit—Cost, BCI
Responsibility, and BCI Efficacy—although not directly leading to BCI Behavior. The
related findings suggest that bystanders who strongly justify the observed incivility would
tend to perceive greater benefits than costs regarding the supportive response to it, and such

expected positive consequences of counter-intervention would likely lead bystanders to feel
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greater need and confidence to engage in that behavior. No further evidence was found to
suggest that Pro-perpetrator Attitude and Pro-incivility-Norm moderate any of the direct and
indirect paths to counter-intervention.

Figure 3. Test Results of the Initial Bystander Counter-intervention Model

sig”

Online Incivility n.s Online Incivility Counter-intervention |(#=-18,»=.003) Counter-intervention n.s Engagment in
Exposure Justification Responsibility Efficacy Counter-intervention
n.s sig’ n.s
(B=.15,p=.08)
Pro-Perpetrator Benefit (vs. Cost) of Pro-Incivility
Attitude Counter-intervention Norm
sig”
(B=.23,p=.001) s
A 4
n.s n.s n.s sig” (=19, p =.01)
sig" (=15, p=.01)

,,,,,,,,,,,,, > Moderating effect
p<.001;"p<.01;"p<.05;Tp<.01

Note. Gender, age, incivility victimization/perpetration, and social desirability bias were controlled.

Test of the Alternative Bystander Counter-intervention Model

Given that the initially proposed BCI model was not well supported by the survey
data, a further effort was made to improve it through an exploratory post-hoc test. Previous
studies using Latané and Darley’s (1970) BI model have used simpler or alternative models
that can better explain and pinpoint factors contributing to a given bystander situation (e.g.,
Ferreira et al., 2020; Ham et al., 2019; Obermaier et al., 2023). These studies have attempted
to identify other possible relationships or paths between the variables of the original BI
model or selectively emphasize some variables over others. A similar attempt was made in
the current research based on the results of the initial model test and the additional review of
qualitative data from the earlier interview study. Resultantly, an alternative BCI model was
developed focusing on five variables that provided meaningful information in the initial BCI
model. Exposure and BCI Responsibility were incorporated in the alternative model in the

same fashion as had previously been used, as they showed positive relationships to BCI
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Behavior in the initial model. Justification, BCI Benefit—Cost, and BCI Efficacy were also
incorporated but reconsidered in terms of their roles in predicting BCI Behavior. Given that
these variables were directly and indirectly related to BCI Responsibility that served as the
major predictor of BCI Behavior, according to the initial model test, the alternative model
leaves open the possibilities that they might be involved in the partial path that links
Exposure to BCI Responsibility. These ideas formulated the following post-hoc research
questions with the aim of identifying an alternative but equally plausible pattern of
relationships between the variables analyzed.
Joint Effects of Exposure and Justification

The initial model test revealed a positive direct relationship between Exposure and
BCI Behavior but no significant relationship between Justification and BCI Behavior. Yet
Justification was the much-talked-about factor among interviewees as the dominant mental
process behind their reaction to incivility. Justification stimulates moral emotions and
cognitive dissonance reactions in relation to the observed incivility by, for example,
recognizing it as legitimate or feeling justified outrage (Blackwell et al., 2018; Carlsmith &
Darley, 2008). In doing so, bystanders may make a narrative conclusion biased toward BCI
behavior. From these conjectures, a speculative but logical possibility is raised that
Justification might be involved simultaneously in the Exposure step, as the factor
determining bystander’ immediate and convincing impression of the given online incivility
situation. To test this, the first post-hoc research question was intended to examine whether
the relationship between Exposure and BCI Behavior would vary with the levels of

Justification:
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RQ1. Do bystanders more often exposed to online incivility show increased
engagement in counter-intervention when they more strongly justify the
observed incivility?

Joint Effects of BCI Benefit—Cost and BCI Efficacy

Also, according to the initial model test on the remaining steps, neither BCI Benefit—
Cost nor BCI Efficacy directly led to BCI Behavior but both showed positive relationships
with BCI Responsibility. Specifically, BCI Benefit—Cost was found to increase BCI
Responsibility at a marginally significant level. This finding tentatively supports the
possibility that bystanders feel greater need for counter-intervention when they expect the
net positive consequences of that behavior. Through the post-hoc analysis, a further
assessment was made to see whether this effect would be enhanced by BCI Efficacy that
was found to contribute to BCI Responsibility as well. Again, given that self-efficacy is
known as a crucial factor in deciding behavior, especially in an ego-threatening situation
that involves obstacles or problems to be overcome (Bandura, 1997), its role still needs to be
verified in the current research context. Although the initial model test did not demonstrate
the direct impact of self-efficacy, it might nevertheless be the factor that explains the
engagement in BCI Behavior, as previous research has consistently highlighted a
bystander’s belief in their abilities of putting the intended strategy into action (Gini et al.,
2008; Song & Oh, 2017; Van Cleemput et al., 2014). The earlier interview study also
suggests that, even though bystanders expect more benefits than costs from their BCI
behavior, such outcomes could be achieved only when they feel confident that they could
successfully carry out the intended behavior. From synthesizing the qualitative responses

about BCI Benefit-Cost and BCI Efficacy, it is reasonable to speculate that the former factor
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might largely depend on the latter factor in provoking BCI behavior. In this sense, the
second post-hoc research question examined whether BCI Efficacy moderates the
relationship between BCI Benefit—Cost and BCI Behavior.

RQ2. Do bystanders who perceive greater benefits (vs. costs) of counter-intervention
show increased engagement in counter-intervention when they have greater
counter-intervention efficacy?

A Multi-Step Path to Bystander Counter-intervention

The amended final inquiry builds on the proposed research questions to explore a
possible alternative sequence of steps leading to BCI Behavior. Consistent with the initial
model, the first step is that bystanders are often exposed to online incivility incidents.
Instead of assuming that bystanders try to assess the incident based on the impression
formed of the perpetrator, the alternative model pays attention to how bystanders interpret
the incivility itself. As far as bystanders consider the observed incivility acceptable or even
appropriate in the given situation, they may determine that benefits outweigh costs when
supporting it. Then, they may realize a need to act in support of the perpetrator and feel
personally motivated to engage in BCI behavior on their own. Considering that diffusion of
responsibility occurs as a means of reducing the psychological costs associated with non-
intervention (Fischer et al., 2006; Markey, 2000), bystanders may more likely take counter-
intervention responsibility as a means of reaping the positive benefits for both the
perpetrator and themselves. This enhanced sense of responsibility is central to implementing
BCI Behavior, but bystanders may demonstrate such motivation when they feel self-
confident and self-effective in their capabilities to reinforce or assist in the perpetrator

successfully. Taking all these conjectures together, the final post-hoc research question
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explored the path including BCI Benefit—Cost and BCI Responsibility as two mediating

steps in the relationship between Exposure and BCI Behavior. This question focused on

whether this indirect path would be contingent upon the extent to which bystanders justify

the observed incivility and feel efficacious for enacting BCI Behavior. The purpose

of this inquiry was to thus identify whether Justification and BCI Efficacy would moderate

the decision-making process to implement BCI Behavior.

RQ3a-b. Does a positive indirect effect of online incivility exposure on counter-

intervention via benefit—cost perception of counter-intervention and

counter-intervention responsibility appear among bystanders who (a) more

strongly justify the observed incivility and (b) have greater counter-

intervention efficacy?

Based on these three sets of post-hoc research questions, the alternative BCI model is

proposed as shown in Figure 4 below.

Figure 4. A Proposed Alternative Bystander Counter-intervention Model
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To test these research questions, a conditional process modeling analysis was

conducted again on the same BCI survey data. Based on the alternative model, the analysis

re-estimated the direct paths of Exposure, BCI Benefit—Cost, and BCI Responsibility to BCI
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Behavior. Then, the indirect path of Exposure to BCI Behavior was assessed with a
sequential mediation by BCI Benefit—Cost and BCI Responsibility. Within this path,
Justification was incorporated as the first moderator variable into the relationship between
Exposure and BCI Benefit—Cost, and BCI Efficacy was incorporated as the second
moderator variable into the relationship between BCI Benefit—Cost and BCI Responsibility.
As a reminder, the five variables (gender, age, online incivility victimization/perpetration,
and social desirability bias) were controlled in the analysis.

The results from this post-hoc test indicated that the alternative BCI model achieved
a satisfactory model fit (X?=11.13, df= 5, p = .05; CFI = .93; RMSEA = .07 [90% CI = .01
to .14]; SRMR = .03). The detailed results are provided below and in Figure 6.
Direct Paths to Counter-intervention

The results of the direct paths showed that BCI Behavior had positive associations
with Exposure (b = .13, SE = .06; f = .13, p = .04) and BCI Responsibility (b =.10, SE =
.05; p=.16, p = .03) but not with BCI Benefit—Cost (b =-.06, SE = .05; f =-.09, p = .27).
No significant interaction effects on BCI Behavior were found between Exposure and
Justification (b = -.01, SE = .05; f =-.01, p = .92; RQ1) and between BCI Benefit—Cost and
BCI Efficacy (b = .01, SE = .03; p = .02, p = .80; RQ2). That is, the two moderator
variables—IJustification and BCI Efficacy—did not work jointly with Exposure and BCI
Benefit—Cost, respectively, to directly predict BCI Behavior.
Indirect Paths to Counter-intervention

To assess the indirect paths, the analysis examined how each step led to its
subsequent step. The results revealed that the interaction term of Exposure x Justification

was significantly related to BCI Benefit—Cost (b = .18, SE = .09; f = .15, p = .04; RQ3a); the
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interaction term of BCI Benefit—Cost x BCI Efficacy was significantly related to BCI
Responsibility (b = .16, SE =.04; = .25, p <.001; RQ3b); and BCI Responsibility was
significantly related to BCI Behavior (b = .10, SE = .05; f = .16, p = .03).

Simple effect analyses were conducted to clarify the patterns of (a) how Exposure
and Justification jointly affect BCI Benefit—Cost (see Figure 5 left) and (b) how BCI
Benefit—Cost and BCI Efficacy jointly affect BCI Responsibility (see Figure 5 right). The
first interaction (Exposure x Justification on BCI Benefit-Cost) was assessed by computing
simple slopes at three levels (M-1SD, mean, and M+1SD) of Justification. This revealed a
positive association between Exposure and BCI Benefit—Cost at the high level (M+1SD) of
Justification (b = .32, SE = .16, p = .04), showing that participants who more often exposed
to incivility perceive greater benefits (vs. cost) of supporting it especially when they more
strongly justified it.

The second interaction (BCI Benefit—Cost x BCI Efficacy on BCI Responsibility)
was also decomposed into three simple slopes at three levels (M-1SD, mean, and M+1SD) of
BCI Efficacy. A positive association between BCI Benefit—Cost and BCI Responsibility was
found at the high level (M+1SD) of BCI Efficacy (b = .31, SE =.09, p <.001). But this
relationship became opposite at the low level (M-1SD) of BCI Efficacy, although
marginally significant (p <.10), such that BCI Benefit—Cost was negatively related to BCI
Responsibility (b =-.18, SE = .10, p = .08). These findings suggest that participants who
perceived greater benefits (vs. costs) of supporting incivility felt greater need to act
personally, but this effect only applied to those with greater counter-intervention efficacy.
Those who lacked such efficacy, however, felt less need for BCI Behavior even when they

expected positive consequences from that behavior.
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Figure 5. Exposure x Justification and Benefit—Cost x Efficacy Interactions
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Benefit—Cost and BCI Efficacy on BCI Responsibility (right)

These two interaction effects were involved in the moderated mediation effects on
the indirect path of Exposure to BCI Behavior via Benefit—Cost and BCI Responsibility. The
bootstrapping results showed that this path was significant in the following two conditions
that involved different levels of Justification and BCI Efficacy.

First, Exposure positively led to BCI Behavior via BCI Benefit—Cost and BCI
Responsibility at the high levels (M+1SD) of Justification and BCI Efficacy (b = .01, SE =
.01, 95% CI=.001 to .04, 90% CI = .002 to .04). This result revealed a condition that could
increase BCI Behavior among participants who more strongly justified online incivility.
When this type of bystander experienced more exposure to incivility, they perceived greater
benefits than costs of supporting it. Such perception of greater benefits (vs. costs) led
bystanders to feel greater need to show that support personally, but this effect was found

only among those who felt greater efficacy to take such actions. Finally, the resultant

increase in BCI Responsibility led to greater engagement in BCI behavior.
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The other condition for the significance of the indirect path was found at the high
level (M+1SD) of Justification and the low level (M—1SD) of BCI Efficacy (b =-.01, SE =
.01, 95% CI=-.03 to 0, 90% CI = -.03 to -.001). This condition produced the opposite
consequence, showing when BCI Behavior would less likely occur even though participants
justified online incivility strongly. As shown in the former condition, this type of participant
perceived greater benefits (vs. costs) of supporting incivility when they were more exposed
to it. However, despite such increased perceived benefits (vs. costs), participants felt less
need to support incivility personally as far as they felt less efficacy for taking such actions.
The resultant decrease in BCI Responsibility led to less engagement in BCI behavior
consequently.

Summary

The alternatively proposed BCI model obtained a good model fit by demonstrating
significant direct and indirect paths to counter-intervention (see Figure 6 below). Consistent
with the initial model, Exposure and BCI Responsibility showed significant positive
relationships to BCI Behavior, respectively. An additional and more important finding from
the alternative model was that online incivility exposure could affect counter-intervention
through the following process: Bystanders who are more often exposed to online incivility
would tend to perceive greater benefits than costs of counter-intervention as far as the
observed incivility was considered warranted or well-grounded. This could lead bystanders
to feel greater need for counter-intervention and in turn engage more frequently in that
behavior as far as they feel greater efficacy to do so. However, the lack of counter-

intervention efficacy could cause the opposite consequence (i.e., less counter-intervention),
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by making bystanders feel it necessary to personally act to support the observed incivility
even though they justify it.

Figure 6. Test Results of the Alternative Bystander Counter-intervention Model
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Note. Gender, age, incivility victimization/perpetration, and social desirability bias were controlled.
Tests of the Bystander Intervention and Non-Intervention Models

Finally, additional path analyses were conducted to assess the hypothesized BI
model and the BNI model, respectively (see Figure 2 above). As a reminder, each model
was tested using two datasets collected from the BI survey and the BNI survey, respectively.
The path leading to bystander intervention behavior (“BI Behavior”) was assumed to start
from online incivility exposure (“Exposure”) and be mediated by perception of incivility
severity (“Severity”), intervention responsibility (“BI Responsibility”) and intervention
efficacy (“BI Efficacy”). Based on Latané and Darley’s (1970) assumptions, the predictions
were made that Exposure, Severity, BI Responsibility, and BI Efficacy would be positively
related to BI Behavior, respectively (H6a-d), and that the indirect path from Exposure to BI
Behavior would be mediated by higher levels of Severity, BI Responsibility, and BI Efficacy

(H6e). The opposite predictions were made about the path leading to bystander non-
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intervention behavior (“BNI Behavior”). It was assumed that Exposure, Severity, BI
Responsibility, and BI Efficacy would have negative relationships to BNI Behavior (H7a-d),
and that the indirect path from Exposure to BNI Behavior would be mediated by lower
levels of Severity, BI Responsibility, and BI Efficacy (H7e). The same five variables
(gender, age, online incivility victimization/perpetration, and social desirability bias) were
controlled in these path analyses.

The analysis results from both the BI and BNI survey datasets suggested an
acceptable model fit for each model. The BI model, which was tested using the BI survey,
showed a good model fit (CFI = .97; RMSEA = .08 [90% CI = .03 to .15]; SRMR =.02)
although the chi-square result was slightly less than the desirable value (X*=9.42, df=3,p
=.02). An even better model fit was found for the BNI model, which was tested using the
BNI survey (X?=3.25, df=3, p=.35; CFI = 1.0, RMSEA =.02 [90% CI =0 to .10]; SRMR
=.01).

Direct Paths to Intervention and Non-intervention (Hé6a-d and H7a-d)

Examination of the direct paths to BI Behavior indicated that this behavioral
outcome was significantly related with Exposure (b = .24, SE = .06; = .25, p <.001) and
BI Responsibility (b = .12, SE = .06; = .15, p = .03), supporting H6a and H6c. No
significant associations were found between Severity and BI Behavior (b = -.05, SE = .04; S
=-.07, p = .25) and between BI Efficacy and BI Behavior (b = .06, SE =.05; f=.07,p =
.25), rejecting H6b and H6d. These findings showed that participants intervened more often
in online incivility when they experienced more exposure to it and when they felt greater

need to confront it.
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Meanwhile, the significant direct path to BNI Behavior was found only with BI
Responsibility (b = -.14, SE = .05; f =-.18, p = .01), supporting H7c. No significant
associations were found between Exposure and BNI Behavior (b = .03, SE =.06; = .02, p
=.69), between Severity and BNI Behavior (b = .06, SE =.05; = .08, p =.19), and
between BI Efficacy and BI Behavior (b = -.06, SE = .05; f =-.09, p = .17), rejecting H7a,
H7b, and H7d. These findings suggest that participants chose non-intervention more often
when they felt less need to confront the observed incivility.

Indirect Paths to Intervention and Non-intervention (H6e and H7e)

Hé6e predicted that the relationship between Exposure and BI Behavior would be
mediated by perceiving greater severity of incivility and feeling greater responsibility and
efficacy for intervention. However, the bootstrapping results showed that the indirect path
from Exposure to BI Behavior via Severity, BI Responsibility, and BI Efficacy was not
significant at both 95% and 90% CIs (b =.001, SE = .001; 95% CI = 0 to .004; 90% CI=0
to .004), rejecting H6e, Instead, a partial indirect path among the intermediate steps—
Severity, BI Responsibility, and BI Efficacy—was found to be significant at both 95% and
90% ClIs (b= .10, SE = .02; 95% CI = .07 to .15; 90% CI = .07 to .16). Each step in this
partial path predicted its subsequent step significantly, such that Severity positively
predicted BI Responsibility (b = .26, SE =.05; f = .30, p <.001), and in turn BI
Responsibility positively predicted BI Efficacy (b = .40, SE =.07; = .39, p <.001).

In contrast, H7e predicted that the relationship between Exposure and BNI Behavior
would be mediated by perceiving less severity of incivility and feeling less responsibility
and efficacy for intervention. The bootstrapping procedure revealed that the indirect path

from Exposure to BNI Behavior via Severity, BI Responsibility, and BI Efficacy was not
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significant either at both 95% and 90% Cls (b = 0, SE = .001; 95% CI = -.003 to 0; 90% CI
=-.003 to .001), rejecting H7e. However, the same partial indirect path from Severity to BI
Responsibility to BI Efficacy was also found to be significant at both 95% and 90% CIs in
this BNI model (b = .10, SE = .02; 95% CI = .05 to .17; 90% CI = .04 to .18). That is, for
non-intervening participants, Severity positively predicted BI Responsibility (b = .50, SE =
.06; p=.50, p <.001), and in turn BI Responsibility positively predicted BI Efficacy (b =
20, SE=.07; f= .18, p =.004) as well.
Reduced Model Tests

The findings above were obtained from the analysis that considered all the possible
direct and indirect associations among the variables simultaneously. The current research
attempted a further examination to obtain a reduced model (i.e., the model with a smaller
number of parameters; Preacher & Yaremych, 2022) to find the most parsimonious model
that has the best explanatory power for the same data (Kline, 2005). With the sole focus on
the direct and indirect effects of Exposure on each type of behavior, a reduced model was
constructed without consideration of the direct associations between the mediator variables
and the outcome variable. That is, the reduced model on BI behavior was designed to
involve (a) the direct path from Exposure to BI behavior and (b) the indirect path from
Exposure to BI behavior via Severity, BI Responsibility, and BI Efficacy. The same
procedure was applied to testing the reduced model on BNI behavior.

The analysis of the BI survey data still indicated an acceptable model fit for the
reduced BI model (CFI = .95; RMSEA = .08 [90% CI = .04 to .13]; SRMR = .03) although
the chi-square result was slightly less than the desirable value (X?= 15.56, df =5, p = .01).

The reduced BI model revealed a significant direct path from Exposure to BI behavior (b =
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.26, SE = .06; = .26, p <.001); however, the five-step indirect path from Exposure to BI
behavior was not significant though (b = .001, SE = .001; 95% CI =0 to .006; 90% CI =0 to
.004). Instead, the bootstrapping results of this reduced model showed the significance for
the partial (four-step) indirect path from Severity to BI behavior at both 95% and 90% Cls
(b =.01, SE = .01; 95% CI =.002 to .022; 90% CI = .003 to .02). Each step significantly
predicted its subsequent step in this partial path, such that Severity positively predicted BI
responsibility (b = .26, SE = .05; f = .30, p <.001), BI responsibility positively predicted BI
efficacy (b = .40, SE = .07; = .39, p <.001), and then BI efficacy positively predicted BI
behavior (b= .10, SE =.04; = .13, p = .02).

Likewise, the analysis of the BNI survey data indicated an acceptable model fit for
the reduced BNI model (CFI = .97; RMSEA = .07 [90% CI = .01 to .12]; SRMR = .03)
although the chi-square result was slightly less than the desirable value (X?=11.66, df =5, p
=.04). The reduced BNI model revealed that neither the direct path (b =.01, SE = .07; f =
.01, p = .83) nor the indirect path (b =0, SE = .001; 95% CI =-.004 to .001; 90% CI = -.003
to 0) was significant between Exposure and BNI behavior. However, the partial (four-step)
indirect path from Severity to BNI behavior was significant in this reduced model at 90% CI
(b=-.008, SE =.005; 95% CI =-.022 to 0; 90% CI = -.02 to -.001). Each step predicted its
subsequent step significantly in this partial path, such that Severity positively predicted BI
responsibility (b = .50, SE = .06; = .50, p <.001), BI responsibility positively predicted BI
efficacy (b = .18, SE = .06; f = .18, p = .004), and BI efficacy negatively predicted BNI

behavior at a marginally significant level (b =-.12, SE =.06; f =-.12, p = .054).
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Summary

The analysis results of the current BI and BNI survey datasets partially validated
Latané and Darley’s (1970) assumptions (see Figure 7). Significant direct paths to BI and
BNI behaviors were found with two factors: Exposure and BI responsibility. Participants
who experienced more exposure to online incivility showed greater engagement in Bl
behavior. Also, those who felt greater responsibility for intervention showed increased BI
behavior but decreased BNI behavior. Meanwhile, the reduced model tests confirmed that
the three steps— Severity, BI responsibility, and BI efficacy—shaped a significant indirect
path leading to both BI behavior and BNI behavior (see Figure 8). The results showed that
participants who perceived greater severity from the observed incivility felt greater
responsibility to confront it, which was also predictive of the feeling of greater efficacy to
do so. The resultant increased intervention efficacy finally led to increased BI behavior but
decreased BNI behavior.

Figure 7. Test Results of the Full Bystander Intervention/Non-Intervention Models
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Figure 8. Test Results of the Reduced Bystander Intervention/Non-Intervention Models
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Note. Gender, age, incivility victimization/perpetration, and social desirability bias were controlled.

Chapter IX: Survey Study Discussion

Summaries and Interpretations
The Initial Bystander Counter-intervention Model

The current research aimed to establish a new theoretical model of bystander
counter-intervention that illustrates a decision-making process of bystanders reinforcing or
assisting incivility perpetrators. The hypothetical process consisted of a series of multiple
steps that were inspired by Latané and Darley’s (1970) BI model. The initially designed
model represented a sequential path starting from exposure to online incivility and leading to
BCI behavior through justification and the benefit-cost perception of the observed incivility
and then feelings of responsibility and efficacy for the intended behavior. Also, two factors
were assumed to moderate this path: bystanders’ attitudes toward perpetrators and the
perceived social norms regarding incivility. However, the survey data did not yield a good
model fit. The rejected hypotheses indicated no direct relationships from the justification
and efficacy steps to BCI behavior. These two factors did not individually predict the
behavioral outcome but instead were significantly related to the responsibility step. Given

the qualitative findings from the earlier interview study regarding the important roles of
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these factors, the current research did not rule out the alternative possibility that the
justification and efficacy factors might jointly contribute to impacts on the behavioral
outcome. Some exploratory research questions were thus posed to see whether these two
factors interact with other factors on the path to further increase engagement in BCI
behavior. These questions were answered by the alternative model, which will be further
discussed below. However, I will first discuss possible explanations for why pro-perpetrator
attitudes and pro-incivility norms did not have an effect on bystander behavior in either the
initial or alternative models.

Non-significant Effect of Pro-perpetrator Attitude. Previous research suggests
that the amount of social or psychological closeness between a bystander and a target can
encourage appropriate situational interpretation (Dovidio et al., 2006) and thus increase the
likelihood of BI behavior (Levine et al., 2002). The current research applied this same
approach to predict BCI behavior by focusing on the bystander-perpetrator relation.
Although the interview findings showed that counter-interveners tend to have more positive
attitudes of and perceive high social norms toward incivility perpetrators, neither the main
nor joint effects were found from these two factors to influence BCI behavior, according to
survey data analyses. A possible explanation can be inferred from conflicting evidence
present in the interview responses. The positive attitudes held by interviewees toward
incivility perpetrators were largely due to what the perpetrators said and how they said it,
which demonstrates their beliefs and viewpoints, or discursive strategies and ways of
talking. This could also help generate favorable impressions toward the perpetrators, but it
may not necessarily in itself completely explain the decision to counter-intervene. An

illustration of this complexity is reflected in the responses by some interviewees saying, “I
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thought that [the perpetrators] were more credible due to their beliefs. However, I did not
have any specific positive or negative thoughts about them” and “I didn’t feel anything
towards [the perpetrator] other than it was a clever response. I liked the response and not
him.” As such, an additional review of the interview data suggests that attitudes toward the
observed incivility, not toward perpetrators, may be a more likely basis for BCI behavior.

Non-significant Effect of Pro-incivility Norm. Given the interview findings that
counter-interveners tend to perceive that social norms endorse uncivil discussion, the initial
model deemed compliance with such pro-incivility norms to be one of the important drivers
for BCI behavior. This prediction was in line with previous research indicating that
bystanders’ responses are influenced by perceived social norms, such that those who believe
that most others are more tolerant to cyberbullying (i.e., pro-cyberbullying) tend to reflect
this behavior and show a higher intention to reinforce the bully (Dang & Liu, 2020;
Panumaporn et al., 2020). However, the survey data did not reveal any evidence of this
social norm factor influencing BCI behavior. The hypothesis that the association between
counter-intervention responsibility and BCI behavior might vary with perceived pro-
incivility social norms was not supported. The social norm factor itself did not show a
statistically significant relationship with BCI behavior in this survey study. A possible
explanation for this result is that the perception that social norms exist and one’s sense of
obligation to those norms may need to be addressed separately. It is notable that not all
interviewees agreed on the possibility that their behavior was influenced by norms,
regardless of whether they knew the existence of others and how they responded. Although
not the majority, there were several interviewees who denied their susceptibility to

normative social influence. They said, for example, “I don’t believe that other responses
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encourage or discourage me from reacting with my opinion, especially favorably” and “The
way that others responded to this toxic comment did not influence how I reacted at all. That
was my personal choice as to how to react to it.” These interviewees believed that their
support for the perpetrator was solely their own decision. Thus, the effect of the pro-
incivility norm on BCI behavior would need to be addressed jointly with bystanders’
responsiveness or their sensitivity to social influence.

The Alternative Bystander Counter-intervention Model

Despite an unsatisfactory model fit, the initial analysis revealed some notable
patterns that emerged from the survey data as follows: (1) bystanders with more frequent
exposure to online incivility showed greater engagement in BCI behavior, (2) bystanders
with a strong justification for observed incivility perceived greater benefits of BCI behavior
and in turn felt greater BCI responsibility, and (3) bystanders with greater BCI responsibility
engaged in more BCI behavior. These inconclusive but promising findings from the initial
model test, along with an additional review of qualitative data from the earlier interview
study, guided the design of the alternative BCI model as a reduced path model with non-
significant variables eliminated from the model. The alternative model demonstrated a
superior fit to the survey data, meaning that it depicted patterns or dynamics of bystander
responses present in the data relatively well.

Consistent with the initial model test, the alternative BCI model showed that
bystanders who experienced more frequent exposure to online incivility engaged more in
BCI behavior. At the same time, the test of the original BI model also found that a higher
level of incivility exposure led to greater engagement in BI behavior, supporting previous

evidence (e.g., Dillon & Bushman, 2015; Ziegele et al., 2020). Such findings from the two
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models highlight that there are certain conditions that accompany witnessing online
incivility incidents, which determine whether bystanders show prosocial or antisocial
behavioral responses. The alternative BCI model revealed both direct and indirect paths that
connect exposure to BCI behavior in positive and statistically significant ways. According to
the indirect path shown in the model, more frequent exposure to uncivil online discussions
could evoke the perception that there are greater benefits than costs involved in a supportive
reaction to the observed incivility, especially when it is considered justifiable in the given
discussion. Given this finding, the importance of the justification process cannot be
emphasized enough when taking into consideration what may lay the groundwork for BCI
behavior.

The current research uncovers that counter-intervening bystanders tend to frame
incivility as “morally justifiable” or a “normal” collective action, as its perpetrators do, and
unite in virtual outrage on online platforms. This finding suggests that a crucial part of the
justification process involves assessment of the benefits (vs. costs) caused by support for
incivility. If the intent or impact of observed incivility is sufficiently justified, in the name of
moral correctness, free speech, or open debate, it can nurture expectations regarding the
merit of BCI behavior—for example, social support and acceptance from like-minded
people or self-pride about contributing to the discussion. These beliefs outweigh concerns
over the potential negative evaluations or platform moderations. This can be further
enhanced as bystanders are heavily exposed to incivility, suggesting that the consequential
effect of exposure frequency is to move beyond simply being tolerant of incivility toward

viewing it as less costly and even a pleasurable and potentially rewarding act.
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The current research newly conceives a notion of counter-intervention responsibility
as a fundamental part of this motivational process by which bystanders decide to personally
engage in BCI behavior. The more that bystanders deem it advantageous to support the
observed “justifiable” uncivil act, the more they feel a need to act in support of perpetrators
who share a similar opinion or orientation about how the target should be addressed.
Counter-intervention responsibility reflects that BCI behavior is driven by a homophily or
in-group bias toward perpetrators. The finding that bystanders are motivated to support
perpetrators whose incivility they believe is justifiable and beneficial suggests that they
deem BCI behavior as a means of fulfilling their need to protect and extend their shared
interests and goals. This motive is largely in line with that of bullying perpetrators who use
aggressive means to reach a particular goal (i.e., proactive or instrumental aggressiveness;
Roland & Idsee, 2001), such as achieving power or enhancing social affiliation
(Solomontos-Kountouri & Strohmeier, 2021), and seek social or self-rewards. For example,
some types of perpetrators of hate speech comments are organized and have a “mission” to
defend the interests of their group and attack enemies (see the “soldier” and “believer” types
of perpetrators; Erjavec & Kovaci¢, 2012). This motive can be extended to counter-
interveners who are dedicated to reinforcing the belief and group identity shared with the
perpetrators. In this way, online incivility can be amplified through many helping hands.

A notable finding of the present research is that the function of counter-intervention
responsibility is subject to whether bystanders have sufficient confidence in demonstrating
their support for the perpetrator. This sense of counter-intervention efficacy does not directly
influence BCI behavior, rejecting the initial model’s hypothesis. Instead, the alternative

model reveals that counter-intervention efficacy is crucial for evoking an adequate level of
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counter-intervention responsibility that can determine BCI behavior. Previous research has
consistently reported that low self-efficacy in relation to the intended goal, as well as the
perceived costs to individual bystanders, influence whether they decide to intervene (e.g.,
Banyard, 2008). With regard to bullying, bystanders often believe that their possible actions
will be ineffective or that they will suffer retaliation from the perpetrator or other bystanders
(Lodge & Frydenberg, 2005). This efficacy factor operates similarly but in the opposite way
in the process of BCI behavior, along with the benefit-cost perception. The current research
reveals that, even when bystanders anticipate the intended behavior would yield greater
benefits than costs, it is important for them to ascertain whether they are truly able and
knowledgeable enough to obtain those benefits. For example, not knowing what actions to
take in order to support the perpetrator or lacking necessary counter-intervention “skills”
may inhibit bystanders from becoming involved personally, even when they consider the
perpetrator’s act acceptable and socially beneficial. This critical role of efficacy for
antisocial bystander behavior has not been documented in past work and must be studied
further.
The Bystander Intervention and Non-intervention Models

Two additional surveys were conducted in the current research to further test the
validity of Latané and Darley’s (1970) BI model in the context of online incivility. Although
the survey findings did not sufficiently support the original assumptions, some substantive
findings are noted. Two factors were found to positively impact the chance of BI behavior.
First, frequency of incivility exposure was found to increase BI behavior. Given that there
was also a positive association between exposure and BCI behavior, but no significant

association between exposure and BNI behavior, it is possible to conclude that those who
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habitually observe online incivility become a kind of “responsive” bystander, either the
prosocial or antisocial type. Second, another important factor determining BI and BNI
behaviors was a sense of intervention responsibility. Assuming this responsibility personally
to defend the target and confront the perpetrator increases the chance of BI behavior but
decreases that of BNI behavior. Again, this finding—along with the finding related to
counter-intervention responsibility—highlights the responsibility factor as a crucial
boundary condition for bystander behavior.

The originally assumed path (Latané & Darley, 1970) was largely confirmed when
reduced models were tested with a sole focus on the direct and indirect effects of exposure
on each behavioral outcome. Although the five-step sequence was not fully supported by the
survey data, a significant partial indirect path was found that starts with perception of
incivility severity (i.e., Step 2) and ends with each behavioral outcome. This suggests that
bystanders who perceive greater severity from the observed incivility feel greater senses of
intervention responsibility and in turn intervention efficacy. This process increases Bl
behavior but decreases BNI behavior.

Given all these findings, the original BI model (Latané & Darley, 1970) was partially
validated in the context of online incivility. Except for exposure as the supposed first step of
the model, the remaining steps occur sequentially to yield either BI behavior or BNI
behavior. According to the current BI model applied in an online incivility situation,
bystanders must, primarily, (1) assess the observed incivility as severe; (2) perceive that they
are personally responsible for intervening; and finally (3) feel that they have sufficient self-
efficacy for intervening. Those who undergo these three steps will make the decision to

intervene and act accordingly. That is, passive responses can be inhibited in this process,
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such that bystanders are less inclined to non-intervene as far as all these three steps are
sufficiently taken.

Again, the exposure step was found to predict BI behavior directly but not indirectly.
Some clarifications may be needed as to why the exposure step does not lead to its
hypothesized second step, i.e., perception of incivility severity. The three surveys on BCI,
BI, and BNI behaviors measured the extent to which their corresponding participants were
desensitized to online incivility. This factor was measured to illustrate the different aspects
between counter-interveners, interveners, and non-interveners; however, it was not used to
predict bystander behavior due to a lack of support in the qualitative data.* The common
view is that extensive and cumulated exposure to aggressive behavior causes a reduction in
cognitive, physiological, emotional, or behavioral responsiveness (Funk et al., 2004). For
example, people become less sensitive to bullying (e.g., Gini et al., 2008; Pabian &
Vandebosch, 2016; Rudy & Linz, 2008) or hate speech (Bilewicz & Soral, 2020; SELMA,
2019) as they are habitually exposed to it. In the current research, this desensitizing effect to
cumulative incivility exposure was not found among any of the bystander types. Rather,
non-interveners were found to be less desensitized to incivility as they experienced more
frequent exposure to it (b =-.17, SE = .06; f =-.17, p = .003). For interveners (b = -.03, SE
=.05; f=-.03, p = .62) and counter-interveners (b = .02, SE = .06; f = .02, p =.76), no

significant relationship between exposure and desensitization was detected.’ This suggests

* As a reminder, the earlier interview study addressed the desensitization factor in its investigation
but did not provide convincing evidence to support its potential effect on BCI behavior. Thus, this
factor was not included as the main focus of the survey study. However, it was measured to identify
whether it might indicate notable differences across bystander groups.

> Participants’ desensitization to incivility was measured in two ways. First, three items were
extracted from the interview responses to assess the degree of participants’ emotional desensitization
to incivility in the recalled uncivil comment(s): “I felt the toxic comment(s) were humorous and
funny,” “I felt the toxic comment(s) were offensive and harsh (reverse-coded),” and “I did not feel

137



that greater exposure frequency leads bystanders to become more “responsive” to uncivil
online discussions, either in a prosocial or antisocial way, but it serves to neither increase
nor decrease their sensitivity to incivility. This can help partially explain why the exposure
step does not lead to the severity step in the tested models.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Although the current research adds to research demonstrating the novel decision-
making process of BCI behavior, its results and contributions must be understood in light of
certain limitations. First, the survey data were gathered from using a non-representative
sample of U.S. adults who use online platforms (especially comment sections of social
media and news media) as a recourse of political or social discussion and observe a certain
amount of incivility in their everyday online activities. However, the sample is not
generalizable. Also, given that the current survey sample was predominately
white/Caucasian (71.5%), future studies should aim to recruit more ethnically diverse
samples, especially increasing Hispanic, African-American, and Asian participants who may
have experience with online incivility from a “target” perspective.

Second, this study used cross-sectional data to validate the proposed models to
predict bystander behavior. While a similar approach was often taken in previous studies
that administered surveys to test the BI model (e.g., Ferreira et al., 2020; Nickerson et al.,
2014), the direction of the causal path between different steps could not be proved

conclusively with cross-sectional data only. It would have been ideal to have more waves of

any particular way about the toxic comment(s) (reverse-coded).” Participants responded to each item
on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all applicable to 7 = extremely applicable). An additional question
asked the extent to which participants thought they were desensitized to how uncivil the comment(s)
were (1 = not at all desensitized to 7 = extremely desensitized). The scores were averaged to give an
index of desensitization.
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bystander data regarding all included variables, in order to more fully examine how
engagement in BCI, BI, and BNI behaviors over time would be associated with step
variables from the corresponding model. However, this was not feasible in the current
surveys, thus future studies would benefit from using longitudinal methods to better
understand the causal dynamics of these processes. Among additional limitations regarding
the survey data is the study’s use of self-reported rather than direct behavioral measures.
Self-reporting participants may not understand the given questionnaire or give socially
desirable, rather than behaviorally accurate, responses. These limitations might not be totally
excluded, although the current research tried to address these issues by providing
participants with definitions and descriptions of the studied variables and statistically
controlling their social desirability biases. Researchers would benefit from incorporating
quasi-experimental or other observational methods of bystander behavior into future studies
on this topic.

Third, it is conceivable that bystander roles could change over time or across
situations and that people could have multiple roles as counter-interveners, interveners, and
non-interveners in online incivility situations. This was considered in the current research,
so that those who reported experiences of playing more than one bystander role completed
all the surveys that applied to them. Since the focus of the current study was to identify the
underlying processes leading to involvement in each behavior, an examination of whether
those with multiple roles undergo those processes differently from other types of bystanders
was not explored. This was beyond the scope of the current study and is an area for future

research.
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Last but not least, the current survey questionnaire could be improved to increase
measurement reliability and generalizability. Considering that a wide range of antisocial
bystander behaviors are available in online incivility situations, further investigation should
be made to identify the additional behavioral options adopted by counter-interveners. The
current study only considered positive responses toward the perpetrator, but counter-
interveners may also negatively respond to the target or the target’s supporters (e.g.,
disliking/downvoting replies that confront the perpetrator or defend the target). Providing
more specific behavioral descriptions can help participants not to underestimate their BCI
behavior. Also, given that current survey items were mostly adapted from excerpts from the
interview data, a more reliable scale should be designed to further validate the BCI model.

Chapter X: General Discussion

The current dissertation aimed to illustrate processes by which the bystander public
reinforces and assists perpetrators of online incivility. I have done this by proposing a new
notion of bystander counter-intervention. With this newly coined term, the dissertation used
an alternative typology of three different types of bystander behavior—intervention,
counter-intervention, and non-intervention—to provide a general overview of the roles of
bystander public in online incivility phenomena. This typology is intended to explore
different behavioral responses that appear within and among individual bystanders rather
than assign fixed and defined roles to them. The dissertation sheds light on bystanders as
dynamic actors who might adapt to situational demands and move across different points on
a behavioral spectrum between interveners, counter-interveners, and non-interveners. In this
mixed-methods sequential exploratory research, qualitative data were obtained first followed

by further quantitative data collection to establish the prediction model for BCI behavior. An
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interview study with a small but informative sample of counter-interveners was conducted to
guide the main survey study. This preliminary investigation explored what motives and
reasons counter-interveners might have for deciding their behavioral response and helped
formulate the specific hypotheses and research questions about the decision-making process
they might follow. The resultant findings were synthesized into an integrative theoretical
model that specifies the relative influence and interplay of multiple drivers of bystander
counter-intervention. The insights offered by this research have important implications from
both theoretical and practical perspectives.
Theoretical Contributions

Much of the focus of the current dissertation was inspired by the tremendous
progress that has been made over the past decades in understanding the psychological
processes of bystander behavior. Special interest was paid to Latané and Darley’s (1970) BI
model, derived from social psychology, that emphasizes that bystanders are likely to decide
their behavior along a causal chain whereby they first notice and interpret a given incident,
then accept responsibility to be involved, and finally have efficacy in how to act. This model
has been successfully applied (totally or partially) in different areas, but to date no studies
have adapted this traditional framework to predict antisocial bystander behavior. The current
dissertation filled this gap by developing and testing an alternative sequential path model
detailing the steps one must take in order to counter-intervene. After multiple tests, the
results obtained through this approach suggest that BCI behavior cannot be always reduced
to an impulsive antisocial behavior but entails a series of considerations and decisions to
achieve a desired goal. Findings from each component of the new BCI model can contribute

to advancing the bystander research paradigm.
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By adapting the traditional BI model, the present research was able to clarify the
mixed evidence that frequency of online incivility exposure is not only positively related to
showing prosocial bystander behavior (e.g., Dillon & Bushman, 2015; Ziegele et al., 2020)
but also positively related to being a perpetrator (e.g., Wachs & Wright, 2018; Wachs et al.,
2019). The current survey findings also revealed that those with a higher frequency of online
incivility exposure engaged in both BI and BCI behaviors at a greater level compared those
with less exposure. Higher exposure frequency becomes the driving factor for counter-
interveners when they see incivility as justifiable. This is especially true when the observed
incivility is deemed to have appropriate intentions (e.g., correction or retribution), even if it
sometimes involves personal attacks or public shaming. This finding supports the argument
that an individual’s evaluation of a situation is a vital factor in determining whether that
person decides to offer aid (Fazio, 1990). BCI behavior in the face of online incivility can be
considered a function of the individual’s interpretation or definition of incivility in their
everyday life (Taylor et al., 2006). Those who perceive the observed incivility as normal or
acceptable, and who consider targets as people who deserve to be punished, are more likely
to engage in counter-intervention. Future research should consider different levels of online
incivility in the investigation of counter-intervention. Although the current interview study
suggests that counter-interveners do not necessarily experience desensitization to incivility,
it is uncertain whether their behavioral intention decreases with a more severe incivility
incident (Bastiaensens et al., 2014).

The next factor driving BCI behavior is the perception of the benefits (vs. costs) of
this behavior, which reflects the desires of counter-interveners seeking to enhance social

status through this behavior. This was evidenced by interviewees who expected that BCI
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behavior would allow them to gain likes/upvotes and followers/friends or increase the
popularity and visibility of their belief over that of their opponents. This finding is in line
with previous studies that have demonstrated that the benefits of bystander behavior involve
the gratification of their need for social approval (e.g., Pouwels et al., 2017; van der Ploeg et
al., 2017). Engaging in BCI behavior can be a way for people to increase positive self-regard
and avoid being a minority in the discussion by empowering or validating the perpetrator’s
opinion to exert more influence on the discussion.

The current research also highlights self-efficacy as a critical factor in determining
counter-intervention. It impacts the degree of personal commitment and mental effort that
people invest in supporting and defending a perpetrator, which then affects their likelihood
of counter-intervening. The current research focused on self-efficacy as specific to BCI
behavior, but other dimensions of self-efficacy could be further examined within this
context. For example, political self-efficacy and writing self-efficacy, or the perceived group
efficacy of solving collective problems through unified efforts, have been considered in
research on uncivil political online discussions (e.g., Ziegele et al., 2020). Internet usage
efficacy (Xiao & Wong, 2013) may also be necessary conditions to help bystanders cope
with the potential costs of BCI behavior. Further research would be needed to identify the
relevant antecedents to this sense of efficacy, which might help mitigate the subtle
motivation for antisocial bystander behavior.

The other part of the current investigation was devoted to validating Latané and
Darley’s (1970) five-step BI model in the context of online incivility. The core assumption
to be tested was that each step of this model predicted the next step in the model. The

present research found partial support for this idea, such that the level of perceived severity
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of observed incivility (Step 2) boosts bystanders’ senses of responsibility (Step 3) and
efficacy (Step 4) to confront it, and that this process leads to an increased likelihood of BI
behavior and a decreased likelihood of BNI behavior (Step 5). These findings are in
harmony with those from previous research that identified the indirect relationships of those
psychological factors and the prosocial behavioral outcome from bystanders of
cyberbullying or hate speech on social media (Beavon et al., 2022; Ferreira et al., 2019;
Leonhard et al., 2018). The present research demonstrates that this 1970’s bystander theory
is still worth to be used for research of prosocial aspects of bystander behavior, given that it
does not solely focus on the end behavior of intervening but identifies important steps
leading to intervention. To better evaluate the boundary of applicability of the model, future
research can be directed toward exploring the associations between individual characteristics
of bystanders and each step of the BI model for online incivility contexts. Similar attempts
have been made in some studies that suggest that the BI model’s process might occur
differently with individual bystanders’ social identities (Jenkins et al., 2023), past bullying
experiences (Beavon et al., 2022), and social-emotional wellness (Aliberti et al., 2022).
Activating those particular characteristics of bystanders may prove useful for facilitating the
process for BI behavior.

Meanwhile, the results of this study additionally informed that bystanders having
ever experienced online incivility as victims showed an increase in Bl behavior and a
decrease in BNI behavior. This victimization factor, however, was not significantly
associated with the steps of the Bl model and BNI model, except for the first step. That is,
bystanders with their own victimization experience showed higher exposure to incivility

(directed at someone else) and greater intervention against it, but their behavior might occur
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through other mechanisms than the path that is supposed by the model. Further research is
needed to better understand why this type of bystanders engage in BI and BNI behaviors in
different way, and in a practical sense, how we can incorporate that this experiential factor
as a meaningful source for motivating them to take the lead in incivility intervention.
Practical Suggestions

Bystanders are ubiquitous in the context of online incivility. An understanding of
bystander engagement is needed to establish how to mitigate this problem. A recent survey
shows that the majority of the American public agrees that laws should be strengthened to
hold perpetrators (82%) and online platforms (77%) accountable, policies should have more
training and resources to help targets (79%), and online platforms should do more to counter
online hate (78%; Anti-Defamation League, 2022). However, the public is also highly
critical of the role of social media companies, including the ways that they are handling
abuse and user harassment on their platforms (79%; Pew Research Center, 2021) and how
the government is policing them (87.5%; Anti-Defamation League, 2020). Formal social
control executed by professional moderators and authorities (e.g., content screening, user
monitoring; Watson et al., 2019) involves labor-intensive resources and lacks effectiveness
(Goodman, 2013); this has led many news media companies (e.g., CNN, NPR) to reduce or
even disable the potential for user input on their platforms as a more cost-effective approach
to managing online hate (Finley, 2015). Some have also turned their attention to user-driven
efforts to correct and combat incivility perpetrators. Given that a small number of users
confronting online hate posts can influence a larger audience (Schieb & Preuss, 2016), and
that those users who have a moderator role can break the aggressive cycle (Ouvrein et al.,

2018), there have appeared some practical training programs aimed to invite the bystander
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public as potential allies in efforts to reduce uncivil online discourses and cyberbullying in
digital environments (DiFranzo et al., 2019; NICD, n.d.).

However, the promise of such programs might depend on a more complete
understanding of when potential bystanders fail to act in support of targets and instead
choose to support perpetrators. Thus, the focus of this dissertation was on bystanders who
play a critical role in a social reality that empowers online incivility. Achieving greater
knowledge about what fosters BCI behavior will allow better development of strategies to
cope with this problem. One possible way of preventing BCI behavior is to promote
introspection of one’s own internal biases (e.g., confirmation bias, homophily) that may lead
to the justification of online incivility and the sense of counter-intervention responsibility. It
may be difficult to instill this type of self-awareness among adult bystanders, though
interventions may have more success by educating children. In sum, multilayered and
multifaceted behavior-modification guidelines are needed to successfully address this
complex problem (Bradshaw, 2015).

A step-by-step process leading to BCI behavior, informed by this research, can help
practitioners to develop initiatives, such as bystander training programs or consent-based
workshops that are tailored for potential counter-interveners. Different specific strategies
can be used to design preventive and deterrent messages on BCI behavior by focusing on
elements associated with each step. Given that more frequent exposure to incivility can elicit
not only BCI behavior but also BI behavior, we would need to implement appropriate tactics
to increase the chance of the latter behavior. For example, it might be possible for platform
content moderators to highlight the negative implications of uncivil user postings so that

bystanders can better recognize the perpetrator’s intent to harm or the power imbalance that
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may exist between the perpetrator and target. To undermine the justification of observed
incivility and the perception benefit of BCI behavior, it is necessary to use message frames
(e.g., in platform policies and community guidelines) that highlight the severity of incivility
(e.g., its harmful consequences) or social disapproval and condemnation of incivility.
Transporting bystanders into an engaging narrative to promote moral engagement (e.g.,
encouraging civil discourse and netiquette) and emphasizing the costs associated with BCI
behavior (e.g., being reported or receiving harsh responses) may help lessen the sense of
counter-intervention responsibility and efficacy expectations. Using media messages that
negatively portray cases of fruitless BCI behavior and outcomes may also demoralize
potential counter-interveners. Indeed, existing prevention or intervention programs have
been designed to try to educate people about the risks of online bullying or harassment and
how to help stop it (e.g., Chen et al., 2023; Choi & Park, 2021; Salem et al., 2023) through
skill-building, psychoeducation, and multimedia materials (see Polanin et al., 2022). But
findings from this dissertation may yield more nuanced and specific tactics to hinder the
bystander public from making behavioral choices toward uncivil interactions online.

Along with education programs targeting individual bystanders, another actionable
solution may come from technological responses. Particular attention should be given to the
role of online media companies in structuring social environments that may encourage BCI
or BI behavior. Over 4.62 billion people, 58% of the world’s total population, were
estimated to be active social media users as of January 2022 (Hootsuite & We Are Social,
2022). As part of these online communities, people share opinions and information at an
unprecedented pace and volume (McCormick et al., 2017). Researchers, media practitioners,

and policy makers should work together to identify and analyze the motivations, cultures, or
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rules of online communities that regulate interactions among users. Designing social media
applications to mitigate BCI behavior can also be another solution. An example is found
from the project by Fan and colleagues (2016), which presented a software solution
(‘Feelbook’) with a range of suggestions for the design of social media to counter
cyberbullying (Bowler et al., 2015), including those that can help create greater equity
amongst users in terms of controlling power (design for personal empowerment), expressing
emotion and care for others (design for empathy), and provoking self-assessment about the
user’s own online behavior and motivation (design for reflection). The application feature
also included a reward system for positive online behavior (e.g., having no offensive post).
These principles could also be applied to the design of social media platforms in order to
create a nurturing environment and cultivate digital citizenship among the bystander public.
Future Research

The dissertation concludes by suggesting two agendas to develop this line of
research. The first provides contextual depth to the current set of questions about when and
how bystanders choose to intervene in negative and positive ways. Given that bystander
behavior is largely subject to social influence (Latané & Darley, 1968), future investigations
can extend understanding of how the BCI model is conditioned by content-related and
context-related aspects of online incivility. For example, message attributes (e.g., argument
strength) and audience responses (e.g., like/dislike ratings) associated with uncivil speech
acts can generate two forms of social influence cues that may affect bystander responses:
informational and normative social influence (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). Informational
social influence is based on the desire to make the best decision possible in a given situation,

while normative social influence is based on the desire to belong to a group (Kaplan, 1989).
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Research has suggested that informational social influence emanates when a message
provides compelling arguments and supportive evidence, and that message recipients who
are prone to this type of influence are more likely to change their own opinions and accept
others’ opinions (Price et al., 2006). If this is the case in the current research context, the
likelihood of counter-intervention may increase in the case where bystanders perceive
greater informational social influence from uncivil speech acts with high argument strength.
Meanwhile, research has also shown that bystanders are subject to normative tones of online
communities (e.g., being sensitive or tolerant to negative comments; Allison et al., 2019). If
this effect is translated into an uncivil comment, a greater number of likes on it can increase
ambiguity about its deviance, while a greater number of dislikes can confirm its problematic
nature (Naab et al., 2018). Of interest from this new research will be examining how these
two influence factors moderate the BCI process.

Another direction for future work is to identify the product of BCI behavior for
bystanders themselves. Understanding what happens afterward for bystanders may help us
predict their future behavior. Evidence has shown that successful intervening experiences
create a positive effect, whereas unsuccessful or failed attempts at intervening had an
unpleasant effect (Rosen et al., 1987). This suggests that bystanders with prior negative
experiences of BCI behavior are likely to be demotivated to act the same way in the future.
Given the intense and possibly ego-threatening effects of being a bystander (Krauss et al.,
2017), bystanders may experience self-effects (i.e., message effects on the cognitions,
attitudes, and behaviors of the message senders themselves; Valkenburg, 2017) from their
own behavior that may enhance counter-intervention responsibility and efficacy. Based on

these ideas, the BCI model can be extended to include a further step after the behavioral
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response. A test of this newly added step will demonstrate whether bystanders’ self-
perceptions are altered by their own behavior, and whether such changes then affect the
likelihood of future counter-intervention. This new step could have important theoretical
implications because uncivil online exchanges are incidents that happen repeatedly,
providing constant opportunities for counter-intervention. To test this theoretical extension,
future work can draw on the identity shift framework—the idea that online self-presentation
results in self-transformation through self-perception of one’s own behavior (Gonzales &
Hancock, 2008). This work can also incorporate two important situational factors from the
framework—publicness and feedback—as moderating variables to further explore: whether
those who publicly perform BCI behavior, with supportive audience feedback, show greater
transformative effects on their self-concepts that lead to becoming more determined counter-
interveners. These areas of future research will provide crucial pieces in understanding BCI
mechanisms and ultimately more effective BCI prevention.
Conclusion

The UN General Assembly proclaimed June 18 as the International Day for
Countering Hate Speech, highlighting global concerns over the exponential rise of hate
speech in whole societies around the world (United Nations, n.d.). It is not an overstatement
to say that online incivility has become an increasingly prominent factor shaping today’s
sociopolitical climate, and that it has often constituted crisis situations in need of research
and prevention efforts. Bystanders are ubiquitous in the online incivility dynamic and can
have a profound effect on it, both negative and positive. According to the screening survey
of the current research, 58% of respondents have ever acted to support online incivility, 98%

have overlooked or tolerated it, while 92% have confronted it. The current dissertation
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highlights the fluidity of online bystander roles and uncovers the decision-making processes
leading to the different behavioral responses. To my knowledge, this research is among
some of the first work that theorizes specific socio-psychological mechanisms that account
for the negative implications of the bystander public and their role in fueling the spread of
uncivil online discourse. This aspect of online incivility sensitizes researchers to the
complexity of this problem, extending the focus of attention beyond perpetrators to include
many invisible actors, which can be insightful for scholars studying the dark side of

mediated public conversation.
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Appendix A

Interview Participant Recruitment Post

You are invited to join an interview study about online public discussion. USD $15 will be offered as a
participation reward. We are looking for interviewees who meet the following relevant qualifications to our
study.

This study is for people:

e who are U.S. residents over the age of 18 — who have their own email address and can use email for a
written interview

e who have experience reading user comments in online discussion platforms (e.g., Reddit, Twitter,
Facebook, blogs, news websites, community websites, etc.)

e who have experience of reacting positively to toxic comments made by others, by supporting,
defending, reinforcing, or assisting those comments

Note that we define what we mean by "toxic" comments as below:

What are “toxic” comments?
People discuss political and societal topics online and often engage in heated and conflicting discussions. In
doing so, people make toxic comments that contain aggressive, impolite, and even hateful speech, especially
when they express disagreement, doubt, criticism, refusal, and negative emotions against a person or group
holding a particular political tendency (e.g., liberal, conservative) or social identity (e.g., gender,
race/ethnicity, religion, disability, sexual orientation). Here are examples:

e Name-calling: Mean-spirited or insulting speech against a person or group (e.g., “You Chinese
morons must go back to your country. No more Asian virus!” “Millennials are retards! That's why
they can't do anything right.”)

e Profanity: Crude, noxious, or vulgar speech against a person or group (e.g., “Stupid Liberals, their
brains are full of shit!" "Yeah fuck Crenshaw I'll vote 3rd party before that neocon™)

e Pejorative speech: Disparaging speech about the way in which a person or group communicates
(e.g., “Damn, I am sick and tired of blacks throwing tantrums...” “Keep talking about feminism
and I’ll really give you something to cry about”)

e Antagonistic stereotype: Speech that overgeneralizes the superiority or inferiority of a person or
group (e.g., “Women aren't good for anything besides cooking and cleaning.” “I'm not letting
transgenders into my bathroom! What if they try to attack me?!” “Why are you so broke? I thought
Jews were supposed to be good with money.”)

e Political threat: Speech that threatens the democratic rights of a person or group (e.g., “Do autistic
people really deserve to vote? Do they even know what it is?!” “How dare lazy millennials talk
about labor rights?! I don’t share their opinion at all””)

e Violent threat: Speech that announces aggressive action against a person or group (e.g., “These
immigrants should be stoned and executed publicly.” “Wouldn't the world be a better place if we
just killed the Democrats?”’)

e Sexual harassment: Speech that makes obscene and erotic remarks against a person or group (e.g.,
“This stuck-up bitch has a terrible face but a damn nice body!” “Did she sleep with her boss?
That’s the only way she could have received that promotion...”)

What are “positive reactions” to toxic comments?
We see people react positively to toxic comments by engaging in the following behaviors:
Clicking the like button on a toxic comment
Posting a comment or reply to agree with, support, or defend a toxic comment
Posting a comment or reply to elaborate further on a toxic comment
Responding with laughter to a toxic comment (e.g., sharing a laughing emoji)
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e Sharing a toxic comment with more people
e Any other behavior that reinforces or assists a toxic comment

Pre-interview Screening Survey Questionnaire

Online Incivility
Exposure Experience

Q. Have you ever seen people make toxic comments against a person or group (not
you) online, where people discuss political and social topics (e.g., Twitter,
Facebook, Reddit, blogs, news websites, community websites)? How often do you
see such toxic comments during a typical week?

0 = never

5 = very often

Bystander Counter-
intervention
Experience

Q. Have you ever reacted positively to the toxic comments you read, by engaging in
any of the following behaviors? (Please select all that apply)
o Clicking the like button on a toxic comment
o Posting a comment or reply to agree with, support, or defend a toxic
comment
o Posting a comment or reply to elaborate further on a toxic comment
o Responding with laughter to a toxic comment (e.g., sharing a laughing
emoji)
o Sharing a toxic comment with more people
o Any other behavior that reinforces or assists a toxic comment (Please

specify)
Q. How often have you engaged in each behavior when you read toxic comments?
0 = never
5 = very often

Q. You reported that you have reacted positively to toxic comments you have read
(which target someone else), by engaging in behaviors of supporting, defending,
reinforcing, or assisting that comment(s). Can you recall and briefly describe (1)
what the comment(s) said and (2) how you responded to it/them, in 3-5 sentences?

Online Incivility
Perpetration
Experience

Q. Personally, have you ever made your own toxic comment(s) against a person or
group? If yes, how often do you make your own toxic comments during your time in
online discussions?

0 = never

5 = very often

Online Incivility
Victimization
Experience

Q. Personally, have you ever received a toxic comment(s) from others that targeted
you? If yes, how often do you receive toxic comments from others during your time
in online discussions?

0 = never

5 = very often

Sociodemographic
Information

Q. How old are you? Please enter your age in years (e.g., "23", "45"). [ ]
Q. How would you describe your gender?
1 = male
2 = female
3 = other
4 = prefer not to answer
Q. What is your political affiliation?
1 = liberal/democrat
2 = conservative/republican
3 = moderate
4 = independent
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5 = other
6 = no particular political orientation
7 = prefer not to answer

Post-interview Survey Questionnaire

Online Discussion
Platform

Q. Which digital platforms do you use to view or join online public discussions
about political or social issues? (Please select all that apply)
o Twitter
Facebook
Reddit — please specify
News website (comment sections) — please specify
Online community — please specify
Instagram
TikTok
YouTube
Snapchat
Quora
Blog
Other platforms (please specify)
1 = Yes, I use this platform
0 = No, I do not use this platform

O 0O 0O 0O OO0 OO0 O0OO0O0

Online Comment
Reading/Posting

Q. Today people discuss political or social topics online by using various digital
platforms like Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, blogs, community bulletin boards, the
comment sections of news websites, etc. During your visit to these online
discussions...
Do you read others’ comments? If yes, how often during a typical week?

0 = never

5 = very often
Do you post your own comments? If yes, how often during a typical week?

0 = never

5 = very often

Sociodemographic
Information

Q. What is your ethnic background?
1 = White / Caucasian
2 = African-American
3 = Native-American
4 = Asian-Eastern
5 = Asian-Indian
6 = Hispanic
7 = mixed race
8 = other (please specify)
9 = prefer not to answer
Q. What is the highest level of education you have completed?
1 = less than high school diploma or GED
2 = high school diploma or GED
3 = some college education
4 = bachelor’s degree
5 = graduate or professional degree
6 = other
7 = prefer not to answer
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Appendix B

Survey Participant Recruitment Post

You are invited to a research study about toxic comments in online public discussions. This study consists
of two parts: an eligibility screener and a series of surveys. If you are interested in this study, please
participate in this screener to share your experiences related to toxic comments. Once you are deemed
eligible for this study, you will receive an invitation to one to three surveys over the next few weeks. Note
that you will receive $2-6 depending on how many surveys you participate in.

This study is for people:

who sometimes view or join online public discussions about political or social issues on digital
platforms (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, blogs, communities, news sites)

who have had experience seeing and reacting to toxic comments made by others that target a
person or group

Note that we define "toxic" comments as below.

What are “toxic” comments?

People discuss political and societal topics online and often engage in heated and conflicting discussions. In
doing so, people make toxic comments that contain aggressive, impolite, and even hateful speech, especially
when they express disagreement, doubt, criticism, refusal, and negative emotions against a person or group
holding a particular political tendency (e.g., liberal, conservative) or social identity (e.g., gender,
race/ethnicity, religion, disability, sexual orientation). Here are examples:

Name-calling: Mean-spirited or insulting speech against a person or group (e.g., “You Chinese
morons must go back to your country. No more Asian virus!” “Millennials are retards! That's why
they can't do anything right.”)

Profanity: Crude, noxious, or vulgar speech against a person or group (e.g., “Stupid Liberals, their
brains are full of shit!" "Yeah fuck Crenshaw I'll vote 3rd party before that neocon™)

Pejorative speech: Disparaging speech about the way in which a person or group communicates
(e.g., “Damn, I am sick and tired of blacks throwing tantrums...” “Keep talking about feminism
and I’ll really give you something to cry about”)

Antagonistic stereotype: Speech that overgeneralizes the superiority or inferiority of a person or
group (e.g., “Women aren't good for anything besides cooking and cleaning.” “I'm not letting
transgenders into my bathroom! What if they try to attack me?!” “Why are you so broke? I thought
Jews were supposed to be good with money.”)

Political threat: Speech that threatens the democratic rights of a person or group (e.g., “Do autistic
people really deserve to vote? Do they even know what it is?!” “How dare lazy millennials talk
about labor rights?! I don’t share their opinion at all””)

Violent threat: Speech that announces aggressive action against a person or group (e.g., “These
immigrants should be stoned and executed publicly.” “Wouldn't the world be a better place if we
just killed the Democrats?”’)

Sexual harassment: Speech that makes obscene and erotic remarks against a person or group (e.g.,
“This stuck-up bitch has a terrible face but a damn nice body!” “Did she sleep with her boss?
That’s the only way she could have received that promotion...”)
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Screening Survey Questionnaire

Online Discussion
Activity

Q. How often do you usually view or join online public discussions about political
or social issues in a typical week, by reading others’ comments and/or posting your
own comments?

1 = never

7 = everyday
Q. Which digital platforms do you use to view or join online public discussions
about political or social issues? (Please select all that apply)
o Twitter
Facebook
Reddit — please specify
News website (comment sections) — please specify
Online community — please specify
Instagram
TikTok
YouTube
Snapchat
Quora
Blog
Other platforms (please specify)
1 = Yes, I use this platform
0= No, I do not use this platform

O 0O 0O 0O OO0 O0OO0OO0OO0OOo

Online Incivility
Exposure

Q. In a typical week, how often do you see toxic comments made by others that
target a person or group (not you), in online public discussions about political or
social issues?

1 = never

7 = always

Online Bystander
Behavior

Bystander Counter-intervention
Q. When you see toxic comments made by others (against a person or group, not
you), have you ever reacted favorably to those comments, despite their toxic
language and tone? If yes, how often?
Note. Favorable reactions to toxic comments include the following behaviors that
support, reinforce, assist, or defend these comments.
— clicking the like/upvote button on toxic comments
— posting my own comment/reply to support, reinforce, assist, or defend toxic
comments
— posting emojis, gifs, or pictures to support, reinforce, assist, or defend toxic
comments
— sharing toxic comments with others who might also react favorably to them
— other behaviors that support, reinforce, assist, or defend toxic comments

1 = never

7 = always
Bystander Intervention
Q. When you see toxic comments made by others (against a person or group, not
you), have you ever reacted unfavorably to those comments, due to their toxic
language and tone? If yes, how often?
Note. Unfavorable reactions to toxic comments include the following behaviors that
oppose, confront, correct, or stop those comments.
— clicking the dislike/downvote button on toxic comments
— reporting or flagging toxic comments to signal platform moderators
— posting my own comment/reply to oppose, confront, correct, or stop toxic
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comments
— posting emojis, gifs, or pictures to oppose, confront, correct, or stop toxic

comments

— other behaviors that oppose, confront, correct, or stop toxic comments
1 = never
7 = always

Bystander Non-intervention

Q. When you see toxic comments made by others (against a person or group, not
you), have you ever remained silent? If yes, how often?

Note. Remaining silent to toxic comments includes the following behaviors that do
not involve any direct/indirect and supportive/oppositional reaction to those
comments

— reading toxic comments but ignoring them

— looking at others' responses to toxic comments

— continuing to scroll past toxic comments

— leaving the discussion or platform where toxic comments exist

— other behaviors that do not involve any reaction to toxic comments

1 = never
7 = always
Online Incivility Q. During your time in online discussions, have you ever personally received toxic
Victimization comments from someone—for example, comments that are rude or mean, embarrass
or make fun of you, or hurt your feeling? If yes, how often?

1 = never

4 = several times

Online Incivility Q. During your time in online discussions, have you ever initiated toxic comments
Perpetration toward someone else—for example, comments that are rude or mean, embarrass or
make fun of them, or hurt their feeling? If yes, how often?

1 = never

4 = several times

Social Desirability Bias Q. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the
following statements.
I have not always been honest with myself ®
I never regret my decisions
I am a completely rational person
I am very confident of my judgments
I sometimes tell lies if I have to ®
I never cover up my mistakes
There have been occasions when I have taken advantage of someone ®
I have said something bad about people behind his or her back ®
It’s hard for me to shut off a disturbing thought ®
1 = strongly disagree

N N

7 = strongly agree

Sociodemographic Q. How old are you? Please enter your age in years (e.g., "23", "45").
Information [ ]
Q. How would you describe your gender?
1 = male
2 = female
3 = other
4 = prefer not to answer
Q. What is your political affiliation?
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1 = liberal/democrat
2 = conservative/republican
3 = moderate
4 = independent
5 = other
6 = no particular political orientation
7 = prefer not to answer
Q. What is your ethnic background?
1 = White/Caucasian
2 = African-American
3 = Native-American
4 = Asian-Eastern
5 = Asian-Indian
6 = Hispanic
7 = mixed race
8 = other (please specify)
9 = prefer not to answer
Q. What is the highest level of education you have completed?
1 = less than high school diploma or GED
2 = high school diploma or GED
3 = some college education
4 = bachelor’s degree
5 = graduate or professional degree
6 = other
7 = prefer not to answer
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Bystander Counter-intervention (BCI) Survey Questionnaire

Online Incivility
Justification

Q. When you reacted favorably to the toxic comment(s), to what extent did you
think the comment(s) were justifiable?
Note. For example...
- You thought the target deserved the comment(s)
- You thought the comment(s) helped people vent their negative emotions
against the target (e.g., anger, frustration)
- You thought the comment(s) helped to get a point across to others
- You thought the comment(s) contributed to increasing awareness about an
important issue
- You thought the comment(s) was worthwhile because it revealed a truth
- You thought the comment(s) was problematic because it degraded the
discussion quality
- You thought the comment(s) was well-intended to correct or advise the
target
- You thought the comment was well within the bounds of freedom of
expression
1 = not at all justifiable

7 = extremely justifiable

Benefit—Cost
Perception of Counter-
intervention

Q. Recall what you expected to occur as a positive consequence of your favorable
reaction to the toxic comment(s). To what extent does each of the following
statements apply to you at that time?

a. Iexpected to feel connected and supported from like-minded people

b. Iexpected my reaction to positively contribute to the discussion

c. Texpected my reaction to help convince other comment-readers to

reconsider or change their opinions about the target
1 = not at all applicable

7 = extremely applicable
Q. Recall what you expected to occur as a negative consequence of your favorable
reaction to the toxic comment(s). To what extent does each of the following
statements apply to you at that time?
a. [ expected to receive negative evaluations from other comment-readers
[e.g., dislikes, harsh replies] and be in conflict with them
b. Iexpected my reaction could be moderated or my account could be
suspended
c. Iexpected my reaction to help the discussion escalate into online bullying
1 = not at all applicable

7 = extremely applicable

Counter-intervention
Responsibility

Q. When you reacted favorably to the toxic comment, to what extent did you feel
you needed to support, reinforce, assist, or defend the comment?
Note. For example...
- You felt you should show the commenter was not alone in his/her/their
opinion about the target
- You felt it was up to you to defend or assist the commenter against
criticism from other comment-readers
- You felt it was your duty to make the comment(s) popular and reach more
people
1 = not at all needed

7 = extremely needed
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Counter-intervention
Efficacy

Q. When you reacted favorably to the toxic comment, to what extent did you feel
you were confident enough to support, reinforce, assist, or defend the comment?
Note. For example...

You were sure you had the skills and knowledge necessary to defend the
comment(s)
You were confident you knew what to say or do to reinforce and assist the
comment(s)
You did not feel reluctant to support the comment(s) because of the
potential of backlash

1 = not at all confident

7 = extremely confident

Pro-perpetrator
Attitude

Q. Recall what you thought and felt about the commenter when you reacted
favorably to the toxic comment. Remember that the "commenter" is the person (not
you) who made the toxic comment(s). To what extent does each of the following
statements apply to your thoughts and feelings at that time?

a.

a0 o

I felt good seeing the commenter express the same belief about the target
that I have
I felt a sense of similarity or identification with the perpetrator
I felt grateful that the commenter said what I wanted to say
I thought the commenter made a thought-provoking and clever argument
I respected the commenter's bravery for speaking up

1 = not at all applicable

7 = extremely applicable

Pro-incivility Norm

Q. Recall your observation of other comment-readers when you reacted favorably to
the toxic comment(s). To what extent does each of the following statements reflect
your thoughts at that time?

a.

b.

I saw a lot of other comment-readers like or reply favorably to the
comment(s)
I thought other comment-readers would consider the comment(s)
acceptable
I thought other comment-readers would NOT approve of me defending the
comment(s) ®

1 = not at all applicable

7 = extremely applicable
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Bystander Intervention (BI) Survey Questionnaire

Incivility Severity
Perception

Q. When you reacted unfavorably to the toxic comment(s), to what extent did you
think its potential harm to the target was severe?
Note. For example,
- You thought the comment(s) would harm the target
- You thought the comment(s) went too far in blaming the target
- You thought the comment(s) was probably a big deal for the target
1 = not at all severe

7 = extremely severe

Intervention
Responsibility

Q. When you reacted unfavorably to the toxic comment(s), to what extent did you
feel you needed to oppose, confront, correct, or stop the comment(s)?
Note. For example,
- You felt it was your duty to do something against the commenter (e.g.,
disliking, reporting/flagging)
- You felt you should help the target feel they were NOT alone
- You felt it was up to you to defend or assist the target against criticism
from others
1 = not at all needed

7 = extremely needed

Intervention Efficacy

Q. When you reacted unfavorably to the toxic comment(s), to what extent did you
feel you were confident enough to oppose, confront, correct, or stop the
comment(s)?
Note. For example...
- You were sure you had the skills and knowledge necessary to defend the
target
- You were confident you knew what to say or do to support and assist the
target
- You did not feel reluctant to confront the commenter because of the
potential of backlash
1 = not at all confident

7 = extremely confident
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Bystander Non-intervention (BNI) Survey Questionnaire

Incivility Severity

Q. When you remained silent in reaction to the toxic comment(s), to what extent did

Perception you think its potential harm to the target was severe?
Note. For example,
- You thought the comment(s) would harm the target
- You thought the comment(s) went too far in blaming the target
- You thought the comment(s) was probably a big deal for the target
1 = not at all severe
7 = extremely severe
Intervention Q. When you remained silent in reaction to the toxic comment(s), to what extent did
Responsibility you feel you needed not to oppose, confront, correct, or stop the comment(s)?

Note. For example,
- You felt it was not your duty to do something against the commenter (e.g.,
disliking, reporting/flagging)
- You felt it was not up to you to help the target feel they were NOT alone
- You felt you needed not to defend or assist the target against criticism from
others
1 = not at all needed

7 = extremely needed

Intervention Efficacy

Q. When you remained silent in reaction to the toxic comment(s), to what extent did
you feel you were not confident enough to oppose, confront, correct, or stop the
comment(s)?
Note. For example...
- You were not sure you had the skills and knowledge necessary to defend
the target
- You were not confident you knew what to say or do to support and assist
the target
- You felt reluctant to confront the commenter because of the potential of
backlash
1 = not at all confident

7 = extremely confident
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