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Abstract
Background  School bullying is a widespread phenomenon across the world, which involves 
bystanders who take on various roles. Motivation to defend victims is important to investi-
gate because it helps us devise better, evidence-based, anti-bullying interventions.
Objective  We aimed to determine whether students’ behavioral and emotional strengths 
and difficulties and student–teacher relationships were associated with different types of 
motivation to defend victims of bullying. The hypotheses were (1) emotional and behavio-
ral difficulties will be associated with less autonomous and introjected motivation to defend 
and greater extrinsic motivation to defend and (2) close student–teacher relationships will 
be associated with greater autonomous motivation to defend, and less extrinsic motivation 
to defend.
Method  Data were collected from 483 Swedish early adolescents who completed a survey 
in their classrooms.
Results  Results showed that, among boys and girls, close student–teacher relationships 
were positively associated with autonomous motivation and negatively associated with 
extrinsic motivation to defend, while negative expectations concerning teachers were asso-
ciated with all forms of motivation to defend. Emotional and behavioral difficulties were 
only associated with introjected motivation to defend among girls. Furthermore, extrinsic 
motivation to defend was associated with the interactions between individual differences in 
behavioral and emotional difficulties and negative expectations.
Conclusions  Adolescents who are more occupied with wanting to have a better relation-
ship with their teachers might be motivated to be involved in good social relationships with 
others. The results also indicate that closeness in student–teacher relationships is important 
for greater autonomous motivation to defend victims during bullying.
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Introduction

School bullying is a widespread phenomenon across the world (Chester et  al. 2015). 
It involves not only bullies and victims, but also bystanders, who can take various 
roles, including assisting the bullies, laughing and cheering on the bullying, remain-
ing passive, and defending the victim (Salmivalli 2010). Previous studies have shown 
that a lower prevalence of pro-bullying behaviors and a greater prevalence of defend-
ing behaviors are associated with less bullying among classmates (Kärnä et  al. 2011; 
Nocentini et al. 2013; Salmivalli et al. 2011). The mechanisms of defending victims in 
school bullying, such as motivation to defend, are therefore in need of more research, in 
order to add to the bullying literature as well as to develop better policies and interven-
tion programs that can tackle bullying effectively and help decrease peer victimization 
(Espelage et al. 2012).

Self‑determination Theory and Motivation to Defend a Victim in Bullying

According to self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan 2000), a distinction can be 
made between autonomous and controlled motivation. The former involves acting with a 
sense of choice and having a number of options available, while the latter involves acting 
with a sense of pressure or of being required to involve oneself in activities that one might 
not otherwise pursue. SDT assumes that autonomous and controlled motivations differ in 
terms of both their fundamental regulatory processes and their accompanying experiences. 
Furthermore, SDT often describes autonomous motivation as the combination of identified 
and integrated regulation. Identified regulation refers to when people are driven by the rec-
ognition and acceptance of the underlying value of a behavior, while integrated regulation 
refers to when people are driven by their identification of that behavior with other aspects 
of the self (one example of this is when a person says, “I help people because helping is 
part of who I am”). Controlled motivation, by contrast, is the combination of external and 
introjected regulation. The former refers to when behavior is controlled by external contin-
gencies in terms of attaining rewards or avoiding being punished, and the latter involves the 
person’s ego and the emergence of feelings of pride, guilt, or shame when engaging in a 
particular behavior (Ryan and Deci 2017). However, it is important to distinguish between 
introjected and external motivation, as introjected motivation is associated with internal 
pressure and tension, and it is a type of internalization that phenomenally has a more inter-
nal perceived locus of causality than external regulation, which is phenomenally controlled 
by external entities or persons (Ryan and Deci 2017).

Defending others is an example of prosocial behavior, which has been found to be asso-
ciated with autonomous motivation (Hardy et al. 2015). Specifically, autonomous helpers 
gave more assistance and were perceived as more helpful than controlled helpers in situ-
ations related to doing something for a good cause and when they were asked to donate 
money to another study participant (Weinstein and Ryan 2010). In school bullying lit-
erature, Jungert et  al. (2016) found that autonomous motivation to defend a victim was 
positively associated with defending and negatively associated with passive bystanding, 
whereas extrinsic motivation to defend was positively associated with pro-bullying behav-
iors (i.e., assisting the bullies or reinforcing the bullying). Nevertheless, there is limited 
research on middle school students’ autonomous, introjected and extrinsic motivation to 
defend victims. Therefore, we need to know more about how various factors might be 
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associated with or explain the variability in autonomous motivation to defend victims as 
well as other forms of motivation among students in schools, which is the goal of the cur-
rent study.

Student–Teacher Relationship Quality and Motivation to Defend

According to SDT, satisfaction of the three basic needs—autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness—is required for autonomous motivation to engage (Deci and Ryan 2000). The need 
for autonomy is defined as the need to be able to behave in line with one’s own preferences, 
make one’s own choices, and autonomously express one’s feelings in contrast to more pres-
sured or alienated functioning. The need for competence refers to a sense of being efficient, 
receiving positive feedback, and having opportunities to develop new skills. The need for 
relatedness refers to a need for social belonging, including warm and caring relationships 
and positive alliances with others (Baumeister and Leary 1995; Deci and Ryan 2000). 
Close interactions with peers and teachers will therefore attend to this need. Warm and 
supportive student–teacher relationships have previously been associated with defending 
bully victims (Jungert et al. 2016; Thornberg et al. 2017), and autonomous motivation to 
defend victims of bullying (Jungert et al. 2016).

However, in middle school, young adolescents experience swift cognitive, emotional, 
physical, and social development, which has been confirmed by longitudinal studies (Meeus 
2016). Concurrently, students must adjust to their new school environment. These develop-
mental changes can result in both social and behavioral difficulties such as decreases in 
school satisfaction, reactions to teachers, youth self-esteem, and prosocial behavior (Waters 
et al. 2009). Students might also see substantial changes in their social networks (Ryan and 
Patrick 2001) as the importance of relations with peers grows and the pressure to “fit in” 
strengthens (Hardy et al. 2015). These changes might have such an effect on students that 
they encounter complications in interpersonal as well as student–teacher relationships.

Emotional and Behavioral Difficulties and Motivation to Defend

Few studies have investigated emotional and behavioral difficulties among bystanders of 
school bullying, or how these relate to their motivation to intervene in bullying. Regard-
ing students with behavioral difficulties such as attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD) and general conduct problems, researchers have generally assumed that these stu-
dents might not have sufficient understanding of how to engage in prosocial behavior due 
to their cognitive deficits (Andrade and Tannock 2014). Several studies have found that 
inattentive and hyperactive/impulsive early adolescents default to non-prosocial conduct to 
gain social impact (Bloomquist et al. 1997; Hoza 2007). Thus, when students with behav-
ioral difficulties interact in certain situations, such as bullying incidents, their interactions 
are problematic and might lead to continued peer difficulties (Hoza 2007).

Regardless of the studies above, we do not know whether emotional and behavioral 
difficulties are associated with various forms of motivation to defend victims of bullying; 
more research is needed to clarify whether that is the case. When it comes to early adoles-
cents with peer relationship problems, Wentzel (2017) found that they had weaker beliefs 
in the self and put less value in prosocial forms of behavior compared to children with-
out problematic peer relationships (Wentzel 2017). Thus, it seems plausible to hypothesize 
that students with peer relationship problems would be less autonomously and introjectedly 
motivated to defend victims in bullying situations, whereas students with few emotional 
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and behavioral problems would be more autonomously and introjectedly motivated to 
defend victims.

Interaction Between Student–Teacher Relationship Quality and Difficulties

In addition, student–teacher relationships have been associated with children’s and early 
adolescents’ emotional and behavioral strengths and difficulties. Student–teacher closeness 
has mostly shown associations with positive adjustment outcomes as it probably creates 
basic need nurturing environments that facilitate the development of intrinsic goals and 
autonomous motivation (Kasser et al. 1995). Lack of closeness between students and teach-
ers will probably result in need thwarting, which leads to extrinsic aspirations and motiva-
tion (Kasser et al. 1995). Thus, we hypothesize that closeness will positively be associated 
with autonomous motivation to defend and negatively associated with extrinsic motivation 
to defend.

Koomen and Jellesma (2015) suggest another dimension of student–teacher relation-
ships termed negative expectations, which they define as a desire for more positive atten-
tion (e.g., students wish that their teacher would listen to them more, could spend more 
time with them, knew them better, and that they could talk about more things with their 
teacher). In their study, Koomen and Jellesma (2015) found that negative expectations were 
related to more emotional problems and hyperactivity/attention problems, and less proso-
cial behavior. On the other hand, Longobardi et  al. (2016) did not find negative expec-
tations to be significantly associated with prosocial behavior or any problems/difficulties 
measured by the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman 1997). A possi-
ble explanation to the mixed findings might be due to age and cultural differences between 
the samples. Koomen and Jellesma (2015) examined Dutch elementary school students, 
whereas Longobardi et al. (2016) investigated Italian middle school students. Nevertheless, 
the dimension of negative expectations in student–teacher relationships is a novel and still 
overlooked construct in the literature, and further research is needed, such as whether nega-
tive expectations might be associated with various motivations to defend bullying victims. 
It also remains uncertain whether student–teacher relationship quality interacts with stu-
dents’ emotional and behavioral problems to influence their motivation to defend victims 
of bullying.

Gender Differences

Finally, previous studies have found that girls are more inclined than boys to defend vic-
tims in bullying (Batanova et al. 2014; Oh and Hazler 2009; Trach et al. 2010). A recent 
study found that emotional difficulties were associated with greater defending for girls, 
while social skills were associated with greater defending for boys and girls (Jenkins et al. 
2017). In addition to the direct positive relation to defending among girls, emotional dif-
ficulties were indirectly and negatively related to defending via poor social skills among 
boys and girls. Furthermore, research on gender differences suggests that boys tend to have 
more behavioral difficulties than girls (Barkley 2014; Gaub and Carlson 1997), while girls 
appear to exhibit more emotional symptoms than boys (Crick et  al. 2002; Hampel and 
Petermann 2006; Hankin et  al. 2007; Prinstein et  al. 2005). To summarize, the findings 
on gender differences in emotional and behavioral difficulties are mixed and important to 
investigate, but we cannot offer hypotheses for this study. Still, it motivates us to examine 
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separately for boys and girls whether emotional and behavioral difficulties are linked to 
motivation to defend victims.

The Current Study

Based on previous findings, our goal was to examine differences in early adolescents’ emo-
tional and behavioral difficulties, student–teacher relationships, and self-determined moti-
vation to defend victims during incidents of peer victimization between boys and girls. 
Because a large body of research has examined the disadvantages of conflictual or negative 
student–teacher relationships (McGrath and Van Bergen 2015), including its positive asso-
ciation with pro-bullying behavior (Jungert et al. 2016), we focused on contrasting positive 
and warm student–teacher relationships with negative expectations instead. Furthermore, 
we aimed to examine associations of early adolescents’ motivation to defend with their 
difficulties and the quality of their student–teacher relationships. Our hypotheses are the 
following:

Hypothesis 1  Emotional and behavioral difficulties will be associated with less autono-
mous and introjected motivation to defend and greater extrinsic motivation to defend.

Hypothesis 2  Close student–teacher relationships will be associated with greater autono-
mous motivation to defend, and less extrinsic motivation to defend.

In addition to the hypotheses above, associations between age and difficulties and proso-
cial motivation were examined, as well as interaction effects in a more exploratory fashion 
because they had not been studied previously.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were recruited from 40 classes in grades 5–8 in thirteen elementary schools in 
Sweden. The Swedish school system begins with preschool class when children turn six, 
followed by 9 years of compulsory schooling, including primary school (grades 1–6) and 
secondary school (grades 7–9). In both primary and secondary school, students have one 
classroom (homeroom) and a classroom teacher. The main difference is that in primary 
school, most of the lessons take place in one classroom across most school subjects with 
the classroom teacher, while in secondary school, the lessons take place in several class-
rooms with several subject-specific teachers, even if the classroom teacher usually teaches 
each day and in more than one subject.

A non-probability, two-step sampling procedure was used in this study. First, a purpo-
sive sampling of schools was carried out, which resulted in the inclusion of 13 schools, 
including two schools in the countryside, one school in a small town, nine schools in differ-
ent neighborhoods of two medium-sized Swedish cities, and one school in a large Swedish 
city. Second, convenience sampling was conducted in each school with the cooperation 
of class teachers. Parental consent letters were distributed to the families of all 783 chil-
dren in these classes. The respondents did not receive any payment or other forms of reim-
bursement for their participation. Overall, 506 students completed the survey (participation 
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rate = 65%). 304 were female, 193 were male, 9 did not indicate a gender. In addition, 23 
students were not in the age range of 11–14 years.

Seven multivariate outliers (i.e., cases with Mahalanobis distances exceeding the criti-
cal value) were removed prior to all analyses. Furthermore, the nine students who did not 
provide information on their gender and the 23 students who were not aged 11–14 were 
eliminated from the data set. To manage the remaining missing data, multiple imputa-
tion analysis was performed in EQS (Bentler 1995). This was done by applying expecta-
tion maximization (EM). The EM technique is recommended when the data are missing 
not at random (MNAR) or when it is not possible to know if the data are missing at ran-
dom (MAR) (Myers 2011; Roth et al. 1999). Thus, the final sample for the current study 
included 467 participants (283 females, 184 males), whose age varied from 11 to 14 years 
(M = 11.69; SD = .96 years). They represented all classes from the original sample, which 
had the following grade distribution: 18% fifth graders, 29% sixth graders, 28% seventh 
graders, 25% eighth graders.

The students filled out the questionnaire in their ordinary classroom settings during reg-
ular classroom hours. The students were informed that participation was voluntary and that 
they had the right to drop out of the study if they desired, and were given opportunities to 
ask questions. Students were requested to answer all the questions truthfully. Students who 
had not been given consent from their parents, or did not want to participate, received a dif-
ferent task from their teachers, such as reading a book. In five of the 13 schools (20 classes, 
N = 225) that were able to provide computers or tablets, the survey was answered digitally 
via Sunet Survey. At the remaining schools, the questionnaire was completed analogously 
in a pen and paper format. Completion of the questionnaire took between 20 and 40 min, 
and at least one author was available to answer students’ questions during this time.

The two-step sampling procedure led to a sample of adolescents from various socioeco-
nomic (i.e., lower- to upper-middle class) and socio-geographic backgrounds.

Materials

Student Perception of Affective Relationship with Teacher Scale (SPARTS)

This self-report scale by Koomen and Jellesma (2015) designed for children/early adoles-
cents aged 9–14 years was used to measure participants’ perception of their relationship 
with their main teacher. The scale comprised 14 items, measuring the two dimensions of 
affective student–teacher relationship quality: (a) closeness (e.g., “I feel relaxed with my 
teacher”) and (b) negative expectations (e.g., “I feel sad if my teacher tells me that I do 
something wrong”). Each item was answered on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = “no, that is not 
true”, 5 = “yes, that is true”).

The construct validity of this scale has been supported by exploratory and confirmatory 
factor analyses (Koomen and Jellesma 2015). Furthermore, a confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA) was conducted to verify that the scale was two-dimensional. The initial model fit 
indices were poor. The assessment of the modification indices revealed that items 1, 2, and 
4 of the closeness subscale had very low loadings on that factor and were thus removed 
from further analyses. In addition, covariance paths between items 1, 2, 5, 6, and 7 of the 
negative expectations subscale significantly increased the fit. The final model fit indices 
were good. In the current study, the internal consistency reliabilities for the two factors 
were .81 and .63 for the closeness and negative expectations subscales, respectively, for 
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boys, and .80 and .66 for girls. The values were acceptable as all Cronbach’s alpha values 
above .60 can be assumed to be acceptable (Aron et al. 2013).

Motivation to Defend Scale (MDS)

The Motivation to Defend Scale (Jungert et al. 2016), which comprises 14 items based on 
SDT (Deci and Ryan 2000), was used to assess early adolescents’ motivation to defend 
victims during bullying episodes. The items measure four motivational aspects in four sub-
scales: extrinsic, introjected, identified, and intrinsic motivation. The latter three of these 
motivational aspects are measured by three items each, while extrinsic motivation is meas-
ured using five items. Participants were asked to think of situations where they had wit-
nessed another student being bullied and to report why they would help a victim. Exam-
ple items include “Because I like to help other people” (intrinsic motivation), “Because I 
think it is important to help people who are treated badly” (identified regulation), “Because 
I would feel like a bad person if I did not try to help” (introjected regulation), and “To 
become popular” (extrinsic motivation). In the first part of the questionnaire, participants 
answer each item on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (“completely disagree”) to 5 (“com-
pletely agree”). In the current study, the internal consistency reliabilities were .78, .63, and 
.76 for the autonomous motivation, introjected motivation, and extrinsic motivation sub-
scales, respectively, for boys, and .72, .62, and .66 for girls.

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)

The SDQ (Goodman 1997) is a brief behavioral screening questionnaire used to generate 
a profile of child and adolescent behaviors, emotions, and relationships (Goodman et  al. 
1998). It defines difficulties as hyperactivity/inattention, conduct problems, emotional 
symptoms, and peer relationship problems, whereas strengths are defined as prosocial 
behavior. The SDQ has been used to measure the behavioral profiles of both bullies and 
victims (e.g. Gini 2008). It consists of 25 items, divided into 5 subscales: (a) emotional 
symptoms; (b) conduct problems; (c) hyperactivity/inattention; (d) peer relationship prob-
lems; and (e) prosocial behavior. Each item is answered on a 3-point Likert scale (1 = not 
true, 3 = certainly true). In the current study, the Swedish adaptation of the SDQ self-
report version designed for adolescents aged 11–17 years was used (Malmberg et al. 2003). 
We used the scores reflecting difficulties (i.e., based on the scores on emotional symptoms, 
conduct problems, hyperactivity/inattention, and peer relationship problems), which may 
be summed up to create a total difficulties score.

In the current study, the internal consistency for total difficulties was .91 for both boys 
and girls.

Ethics

The study was ethically approved by the Department of Psychology at the university. 
Parental consent letters were distributed to the families of all children in the classes, and 
informed consent was required from all individual participants included in the study, as 
well as from their parents. Participation was anonymous and voluntary, and the respond-
ents did not receive any payment or other forms of reimbursement for their participation.
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Results

Correlations

Table  1 presents the intercorrelations of student–teacher relationships, motivation to 
defend, and difficulties separately for boys and girls. Most correlations among the study 
variables were in the expected directions and similar for males and females. One exception 
may be noted; the correlation between difficulties and negative expectations were positive 
for boys (r = .16) while there was no correlation for girls (r = − .02). It may also be noted 
that age did not correlate with motivation to defend, but was negatively correlated with dif-
ficulties among both boys (r = − .43) and girls (r = − .13).

Regression Analyses

We conducted three-step hierarchical regression analyses separately for boys and girls to 
examine Hypotheses 1 and 2. There were three models each for boys and girls. In step 1 
of the analyses, early adolescent difficulties were entered. In step 2, self-reported percep-
tions of their relationships with their main teachers were entered. Finally, in step 3, the two 
interaction terms between difficulties and student–teacher relationships were entered. As 
covariates that do not have any detectable effect should be excluded from regressions mod-
els (McCullagh and Nelder 1989), age was not entered in the models. As recommended 
by Aiken et  al. (1991), all variables were grand-mean-centered to avoid problems with 
multicollinearity.

Autonomous Motivation

Hypotheses 1 was not supported, as shown in Table 2: namely, difficulties were not asso-
ciated with neither boys’ nor girls’ autonomous motivation to defend. Hypothesis 2, that 
close student–teacher relationships would be associated with greater autonomous moti-
vation to defend, was supported for boys (β = .17, p = .027) and girls (β = .24, p < .001). 
We also found that negative expectations were associated with greater autonomous moti-
vation to defend in boys (β = .24, p = .003) and girls (β = .13, p = .044). The boys’ main 
effects model explained 7% of the variance in their autonomous motivation to defend, 

Table 1   Intercorrelations among the study variables of boys and girls

S–T–R= student–teacher-relationships; correlations above the diagonal: Boys, n = 184; correlations below 
the diagonal: Girls, n = 283
*p < .05; **p < .01

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Autonomous motivation – .11 .12 .09 .19** .10 .05
2 Introjected motivation − .19** – .12 − .07 .23** − .07 − .09
3 Extrinsic motivation − .04 .32** – − .45** .42** .05 − .04
4 Close S–T–R .19** − .12* − .41** – − .34** .01 − .01
5 Negative expectations .04 .29** .54** − .38** – .16* − .16*
6 Difficulties .03 − .14* − .03 .11 − .02 – − .43**
7 Age − .06 − .04 − .05 .06 .01 − .13** –
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F(3, 181) = 4.22, p = .007, whereas the girls’ model explained 5% of the variance, F(3, 
279) = 5.10, p = .002, which are considered small effects (Ferguson 2009). Examination of 
the two-way interactions indicated that there were no significant interaction effects for nei-
ther girls nor boys.

Introjected Motivation

In line with Hypothesis 1, emotional and behavioral difficulties were associated with less 
introjected motivation to defend for girls (β = − .15, p = .010), but not for boys (see Tables 2 
and 3). In addition, negative expectations were associated with greater introjected motiva-
tion for both boys (β = .25, p < .001) and girls (β = .31, p < .001). The boys’ main effects 
model explained 7% of the variance in introjected motivation to defend, F(3, 181) = 4.14, 
p = .007, while the girls’ model explained 13% of the variance, F(3, 289) = 13.89, p < .001, 
which are considered small effects (Ferguson 2009). Examination of the two-way interac-
tions indicated that there were no significant interaction effects for boys or girls.

Extrinsic Motivation

Contrary to Hypothesis 1, emotional and behavioral difficulties were not at all associ-
ated with boys’ or girls’ extrinsic motivation to defend. Thus, we did not get any support 

Table 2   Standardized regression coefficients and t tests for motivation to defend for boys

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001, n = 184

Autonomous moti-
vation

Introjected motiva-
tion

Extrinsic motivation

Β t test Β t test β t test

Difficulties .10 1.34 − .07 − .90 .05 .62
Closeness .17 2.22* .02 − .24 − .35 − 5.24***
Negative expectations .24 3.03** .25 3.27*** .31 4.50***
Difficulties × closeness − .02 − .23 − .11 − 1.26 − .05 − .42
Difficulties × negative expectations .09 .85 − .17 − 1.58 − .20 − 2.11*

Table 3   Standardized regression coefficients and t tests for motivation to defend for girls

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001, n = 282

Autonomous motiva-
tion

Introjected motiva-
tion

Extrinsic motivation

Β t test β t test β t test

Difficulties .03 .49 − .15 2.61* .01 .22
Closeness .24 3.83*** − .02 − .25 − .24 − 4.66***
Negative expectations .13 2.02* .31 5.23*** .45 8.60***
Difficulties × closeness .05 .26 .03 .17 .20 1.22
Difficulties × negative expectations − .01 − .12 .04 .59 .18 2.97**



68	 Child & Youth Care Forum (2020) 49:59–75

1 3

for Hypothesis 1. Concerning student–teacher relationships, the results were in sup-
port of Hypothesis 2: closeness was associated with less extrinsic motivation to defend 
in both boys (β = − .35, p < .001) and girls (β = − .24, p < .001). In addition, negative 
expectations were associated with greater extrinsic motivation to defend in both boys 
(β = .31, p < .001) and girls (β = .45, p < .001). The boys’ main effects model explained 
30% of the variance in their extrinsic motivation to defend, F(5, 179) = 15.66, p < .001, 
while the girls’ model explained 37% of the variance, F(5, 287) = 33.66, p < .001, which 
are considered medium effects (Ferguson 2009).

When investigating the two-way interactions, we found that one of them was sig-
nificant for boys. The pattern of this interaction is shown in Fig. 1, which was produced 
with an Excel worksheet that employed procedures by Dawson (2014) and Dawson and 
Richter (2006) to plot interaction effects. Boys with high levels of difficulties had lower 
extrinsic motivation to defend regardless of their degree of negative expectations of 
their teachers. In contrast, boys with low levels of difficulties had an even lower incli-
nation to be extrinsically motivated to defend when negative expectations were low, 
whereas they displayed higher levels of extrinsic motivation when negative expectations 
were high (β = − .20, p = .036). In fact, boys scored the highest on extrinsic motivation 
to defend when they displayed high levels of negative expectations and low levels of 
difficulties, whereas they scored lowest on extrinsic motivation to defend when they dis-
played low levels of both negative expectations and difficulties.

Concerning the two-way interaction for girls, the results showed that difficulties sig-
nificantly interacted with negative expectations (β = .18, p = .003). Both girls with high 
and low levels of difficulties were inclined to score lower on extrinsic motivation to 
defend when they experienced low negative expectations from their teachers and high 
on extrinsic motivation when they experienced high negative expectations (see Fig. 2).

Fig. 1   Interaction effect of students’ negative expectations and emotional and behavioral difficulties on 
extrinsic motivation in boys
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Discussion

The present study aimed to provide evidence that young adolescents’ emotional and behav-
ioral difficulties, and student–teacher relationships are associated with motivation to defend 
school bully victims. We focused on these aspects of emotional, behavioral, and relational 
development as critical foundations to consider in fortifying students’ autonomous motiva-
tion to defend victims. In addition, we investigated age and possible interaction effects.

Emotional and Behavioral Difficulties

Contrary to our expectations (Hypothesis 1), the current findings suggest that boys and 
girls can be autonomously and extrinsically motivated to defend victims of bullying in 
various degrees independently of emotional and behavioral difficulties. We would have 
expected that low degrees of emotional and behavioral difficulties would be associated 
with autonomous motivation to defend, as this type of motivation is related to being aware 
and experiencing insight, choice, and volition (Ryan and Deci 2017). We had expected this 
to be easier for students with higher well-being. On the other hand, Jenkin and colleagues’ 
(2017) study showed that emotional and behavioral difficulties might not be linked to 
defending in a way that we might expect. A possible explanation could be that adolescent’s 
moral willingness to help victims in school bullying situations may be influenced by other 
individual and contextual factors (e.g., compassion, empathy, proneness to be angry toward 
bullies, social status, and peer norms) rather than poor self-regulation skills, psychologi-
cal and psychosomatic problems, hyperactivity/attention problems, conduct problems, and 
peer relationship problems. This could be compared with research showing that bullies do 
not differ from peers in terms of deficits in social cognition but in higher levels of moral 
disengagement (Gini 2006), and display advanced moral competence to judge, but lack 

Fig. 2   Interaction effect of students’ close student–teacher relationship and emotional and behavioral dif-
ficulties on extrinsic motivation in girls
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moral compassion (Gini et al. 2011). However, girls with difficulties were less likely to be 
introjectedly motivated to defend, which supports Hypothesis 1 partially. It might be pos-
sible that adolescent girls with low degrees of emotional and behavioral difficulties to some 
extent feel prideful and morally righteous when they think of helping a victim, which may 
explain the association with introjected motivation to defend.

Also note that although autonomous motivation to defend has been linked to actual 
defending (Jungert et al. 2016), adolescents who scored high on autonomous motivation 
might still be less inclined to actually defend victims due to various other reasons, such 
as low defender self-efficacy (Barchia and Bussey 2011; Pöyhönen et  al. 2012; Thorn-
berg and Jungert 2013), being less inclined to be angry when witnessing bullying (Poz-
zoli et  al. 2017), low empathy (Barchia and Bussey 2011; Batanova et  al. 2014), poor 
student–teacher relationship quality (Jungert et al. 2016), and high moral disengagement 
proneness (Gini 2006; Thornberg and Jungert 2013; Thornberg et  al. 2017). Our study, 
however, was the first to examine the relationships between emotional and behavioral dif-
ficulties and the three forms of motivation to defend bullying victims, so more research is 
needed to determine if this holds up in other countries, age groups, and sociodemographic 
groups.

Student–Teacher Relationships

Our findings revealed that close student–teacher relationships were associated with greater 
autonomous and less extrinsic motivation to defend in both girls and boys. This supports 
our expectations for girls (Hypothesis 2) and the findings of a previous study (Jungert et al. 
2016). Altogether, this can be compared with research showing the positive link between 
close student–teacher relationships and actual defending in school bullying (Jungert et al. 
2016; Thornberg et al. 2017). Even if the explanation of variance in autonomous motiva-
tion was small, it is plausible that close, warm and supportive student–teacher relationships 
are not only a protective factor in relation to bullying perpetration (Richard et al. 2012) and 
victimization (Thornberg et al. 2017) but also a healthy factor that seems to promote auton-
omous motivation to defend and actual defender behavior in school bullying. In accordance 
with SDT (Deci and Ryan 2000), close student–teacher relationships may be connected 
with the satisfaction of needs, which is required for autonomous motivation. Overall, the 
coefficients for student–teacher relationships indicate that they are of important relevance 
for motivation to defend victims.

Additionally, negative expectations did not discriminate between autonomous, intro-
jected and extrinsic motivation to defend, but were positively associated with all of them. 
Negative expectations have broadly been accepted as a negative relational factor (Koomen 
and Jellesma 2015). Students who feel insecure might seek their teacher’s attention, feeling 
that their teacher would listen more and spend more time with them, while also experienc-
ing strong feelings of guilt or shame, which are important forces governing introjected moti-
vation (Deci and Ryan 2000). Similarly, its positive link with extrinsic motivation to defend 
suggests that students who have a stronger desire for more positive attention from their 
teachers might also be more controlled by external contingencies when it comes to defend-
ing victims or not. However, the fact that it was associated with greater autonomous motiva-
tion to defend as well, indicates that negative expectations might be a more ambiguous con-
cept than Koomen and Jellesma (2015) assume. Adolescents who are more occupied with 
wanting to have a better relationship with their teachers might, in general, be motivated to 
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be involved in good social relationships with others and to be a good person. Future research 
is needed to examine the possible underlying reasons behind this, and discriminate between 
different states of negative expectations in student–teacher relationships.

Interaction Effects

The current findings suggest that boys who have a stronger desire for more positive atten-
tion from their teachers (i.e., negative expectations) might be more controlled by external 
contingencies (i.e., extrinsic motivation) in the case of defending victims if they scored low 
in behavioral and emotional difficulties. This was not the case for boys high in difficulties 
as they had similar levels of extrinsic motivation regardless of their negative expectations. 
In contrast, girls high in difficulties had a slightly higher extrinsic motivation when they 
had high negative expectations. Future research should examine how gender norms might 
interact with emotional and behavioral difficulties to better understand why negative expec-
tations seem to play different roles for boys and girls in the link between difficulties and 
extrinsic motivation.

Limitations

Despite the many strengths of this study, some limitations should be noted. As we adopted 
a cross-sectional design, we were not able to pinpoint the direction of the effects. For exam-
ple, it is not clear whether the warm, supportive, and close student–teacher relationship 
qualities are predictors of autonomous motivation to defend, or if this motivation fits into a 
mindset that predicts closeness in student–teacher relationships. It is also possible that the 
relations noted in the present study are reciprocal. Another limitation is that all data were 
collected with self-report measures, which are vulnerable to social desirability and shared 
method variance. Finally, a note of caution needs to be sounded regarding the generaliza-
tion of the findings. The qualities of the sample—in terms of non-randomization, country, 
age, and participation rate—suggest that the study is vulnerable to selection bias; accord-
ingly, the sample may or may not be similar to the population of students with whom the 
readers primarily work with or are interested in.

Future Directions

Future studies should have a tighter focus on different types of bullying (e.g. physical and 
relational) and bystanders’ motivation to intervene when witnessing school bullying. In 
addition, future research should include peer ratings to add to the measurement of the par-
ticipants’ difficulties as well as to better capture different aspects of functioning (Lahey and 
Willcutt 2010). Furthermore, teacher ratings of their students’ emotional and behavioral 
difficulties should be obtained in future studies. In particular, future research should exam-
ine whether emotional and behavioral difficulties interact with other variables that have 
been linked with defending to better explain the variability of autonomous, introjected, and 
extrinsic motivation to defend. Perhaps future research could also examine whether there 
are differences in student–teacher relationships and in emotional and behavioral difficul-
ties between bystanders who are motivated to defend friends versus other peers. Finally, 
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future studies could include measures of whether student bystanders intervene and how 
they intervene.

Implications

Previous research has demonstrated that bystanders matter as the between-classroom 
variability in bullying can be explained in part by how the classmates usually respond 
as bystanders. The less they take the bullies’ side and the more they defend the victims, 
the less often bullying is likely to take place (Kärnä et  al. 2011; Nocentini et  al. 2013; 
Salmivalli et al. 2011). In addition, autonomous motivation to defend has been associated 
with greater defending (Jungert et al. 2016). Increasing students’ autonomous motivation to 
defend should therefore be addressed in bullying prevention and knowing more about how 
teachers can influence students’ autonomous motivation to defend is crucial. In addition to 
prior research showing that close, warm and supportive student–teacher relationships are 
associated with less bullying (Gregory et al. 2010; Richard et al. 2012) and greater defend-
ing (Jungert et al. 2016), the current findings demonstrate their link to greater autonomous 
motivation and less extrinsic motivation to defend. Whereas the former type of motivation 
is related to agency, persistence and actual behavior (Deci and Ryan 2000; Ryan and Deci 
2017), the latter is more vulnerable to peer pressure and other forms of social influence 
that might inhibit actual defending. Thus, the present findings further support the impor-
tance of establishing and maintaining warm and caring student–teacher relationships as a 
part of bullying prevention in schools. Teachers need to consciously build warm and caring 
relationships with their students, as this is associated with students’ autonomous motiva-
tion to defend and actual defending in bullying as well as with less bullying at school. 
Notably, negative expectations were positively associated with all three forms of motiva-
tion to defend, although the link was strongest with extrinsic motivation, which in turn 
has been associated with pro-bullying and passive bystander behavior (Jungert et al. 2016). 
Thus, positive, healthy and close rather than insecure, dependent and anxious relationships 
between teachers and students should be developed to facilitate defending, and to coun-
teract bullying in schools. At the class level, Thornberg et al. (2017) found that positive 
(caring, warm, and supportive) student–teacher relationships were associated with positive 
peer relationships, which in turn were associated with a lower weekly prevalence of vic-
timized classmates. Positive and caring student–teacher relationships might contribute to 
the development of prosocial values, motivation and behavioral patterns (cf., Luckner and 
Pianta 2011), including autonomous motivation to stand up for victims and higher likeli-
hood to defend, which in turn might work together as protective factors to bullying. In sum, 
our findings suggest that bullying prevention programs need to increase students’ autono-
mous motivation to defend victims by supporting teachers in establishing and maintaining 
warm and close relationships with their students.
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