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cross-level moderation of
empathy by anti-hate speech
norms

Sebastian Wachs', Julia Kansok-Dusche’, Jun Sung Hong**,
Ludwig Bilz’, Alexander Wettstein® and Manuel Gamez-Guadix®
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Background: Hate speech in schools threatens inclusive classroom climates,
positioning bystanders as central actors in either reinforcing or counteracting
discriminatory interactions. While prior research has identified individual
predictors of bystander behavior, less is known about how affective, cognitive,
and normative processes across ecological levels jointly shape heterogeneous
response patterns. Grounded in the Social Cognitive Theory, this study
examines affective (empathy), cognitive (moral disengagement), and normative
(injunctive anti-hate speech norms) correlates of latent bystander profiles at
both the student- and classroom-level, and tests whether shared classroom
norms condition the association between individual empathy and distinct
bystander responses.

Methods: Using a multilevel, person-centered approach, data from 3,225
seventh- to ninth-grade students were analyzed to examine student- and
classroom-level correlates of profile membership. Participants completed self-
report questionnaires measuring bystander responses empathy, moral
disengagement, and injunctive anti-hate speech norms.

Results: At the student-level, higher empathy was positively associated with
defender membership but also with revenger and contributor profiles,
whereas moral disengagement was linked to a lower likelihood of defending
and a higher likelihood of contributing. Stronger perceived injunctive anti-hate
speech norms at the student-level were associated with a higher likelihood of
defender membership and a lower likelihood of contributor membership. At
the classroom-level, stronger injunctive anti-hate speech norms were related
to a reduced likelihood of contributor membership. Moreover, classroom
injunctive anti-hate speech norms moderated the association between
student empathy and defending, such that empathy was less predictive of
defender membership in classrooms with stronger anti-hate speech norms.

01 frontiersin.org


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-03-12
mailto:swachs@uni-muenster.de
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/

Wachs et al.

10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373

Conclusion: The findings suggest that adolescents’ bystander responses to hate
speech reflect an interplay between individual dispositions and classroom

normative climates.

In particular, classroom injunctive norms appear to

moderate the extent to which individual empathy is associated with defending,
although this cross-level effect should be interpreted with caution. The study
provides a focused multilevel extension of bystander research by highlighting
the context-dependent role of empathy.

KEYWORDS

bystanders, empathy, hate speech, moral disengagement, multilevel

1 Introduction

Hate speech has become a pressing concern in school settings,
shaping peer interactions and classroom climates (Lehman and
Zhang, 2025). By targeting students based on socially ascribed
hate
reinforcing discriminatory dynamics that undermine inclusive

characteristics, speech fosters fear and exclusion,
learning environments and schools’ commitments to equity and
democratic coexistence (UNESCO, 2023). When hate speech
occurs, it rarely unfolds in private; peers are typically present as
bystanders whose responses range from active defending to
passive disengagement or reinforcement of the aggressor (Wachs
et al., 2024b). These dynamics are particularly consequential
during adolescence—a period marked by
heightened identity
development, and social norms (Hay et al, 2004). As peer

developmental
sensitivity to  peer  relationships,
approval becomes a central reference point, hate speech
incidents may serve as cues for interpreting social expectations
and positioning oneself within peer hierarchies. Understanding
why adolescents differ in their bystander responses is therefore
critical not only for prevention efforts but also for explaining
how hate

classroom contexts.

speech is reproduced or challenged in

Previous research suggests that bystander behavior in hate
speech situations is shaped by both individual dispositions (e.g.,
empathy, moral disengagement) and contextual factors (e.g.,
peer relationships) (Ieracitano et al., 2024; Jiménez-Diaz and Del
Rey, 2025; Rudnicki et al., 2023). Yet less is known about how
classroom-level normative environments

shape bystander

response patterns. Addressing this gap is essential for
understanding whether bystander responses primarily reflect
stable individual differences or are contingent on the normative
structure of the classroom context.

Drawing on Bandura’s (1986) Social Cognitive Theory, which
emphasizes  reciprocal  interactions among  personal
characteristics, moral self-processes, and social environments,
we conceptualize bystander responses to hate speech as shaped
by affective (empathy), cognitive (moral disengagement), and
normative (injunctive anti-hate speech norms) processes
operating at both the student and classroom levels. Building on
previously identified latent bystander response profiles (Wachs
et al., 2024b), the present study applies a multilevel framework
these

response

to examine how associated with
differentiated

interactions, it further examines how shared classroom norms

processes  are

patterns. By testing cross-level

shape the role of individual empathy in bystander responses to
racist hate speech.
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1.1 Bystander responses to hate speech in
schools

Hate speech refers to harmful and demeaning expressions
directed at individuals or groups based on socially ascribed
characteristics (e.g., ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation), with
consequences that unfold at the individual, social, and societal
levels (Kansok-Dusche et al., 2023). Importantly, hate speech as
a form of bias-based aggression differs from general (peer)
aggression in that it is inherently group-based and rooted in
social identity processes (Bedrosova et al, 2022; Palmer and
Abbott, 2018). Rather than targeting individuals for idiosyncratic
reasons, racist hate speech reinforces group hierarchies and
communicates exclusion and denigration based on group
membership (Kansok-Dusche et al, 2023). This intergroup
dimension has important implications for bystander behavior.
Intervening in such situations may not only reflect prosocial
motivation but also involve positioning oneself relative to salient
group norms, potentially entailing social risks such as exclusion
or status loss. Consistent with this reasoning, prior research
suggests that bystander responses in bias-based aggression
contexts are more strongly shaped by perceived norms and
intergroup dynamics than in non-bias-based aggression contexts
(Goniiltas and Mulvey, 2023; Pabian, 2025; Palmer and Abbott,
2018). Consequently, shared classroom norms may play a
particularly central role in shaping bystander responses in racist
hate speech contexts, as they signal general expectations and
group-relevant boundaries of acceptable conduct.

Hate speech in school contexts typically occurs in the presence
of peers (Castellanos et al., 2023; Krause et al, 2021).
Consequently, many students must decide how to respond to
hate speech incidents. These responses are consequential, as they
may either reinforce exclusionary dynamics or foster protection
and inclusion of targeted peers (Wachs et al.,, 2024a). Research
consistently showed that students’ bystander responses to hate
speech are heterogeneous. For example, Wachs et al. (2024a)
identified multiple responses, including comforting the victim,
seeking support, actively countering hate speech, ignoring the
incident, experiencing helplessness, retaliating against the person
Although
prosocial responses are most frequently reported, disengaged

who perpetrates hate speech, or reinforcing it.

and harmful responses remain common, underscoring the need
for approaches that capture the full range of adolescents’
responses. Much of the existing research has relied on variable-
centered approaches that examine single bystander behaviors in
isolation. While these approaches generated important insights,
they may overlook adolescents’ tendency to endorse multiple,

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2026.1813373
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/

Wachs et al.

potentially conflicting reactions within the same situation. For
instance, defending behaviors may coexist with retaliatory
impulses, reflecting qualitatively distinct response patterns rather
than independent
approaches, such as latent profile analysis, address this limitation

behavioral tendencies. Person-centered
by identifying systematic configurations of responses. This
perspective is particularly well-suited to morally and emotionally
complex situations, such as hate speech, where reactions are
unlikely to be uniform or mutually exclusive.

Person-centered research supports this perspective by
identifying distinct bystander response profiles in school-based
hate speech contexts. Research by Wachs et al. (2024b)
identified four latent profiles that differed systematically in their
patterns of prosocial, antisocial, and avoidant responses. Passive
(34.2%)
tendencies toward ignoring and helplessness, combined with

below-average engagement in both prosocial

bystanders were characterized by pronounced
and overtly
antisocial behaviors. Defenders, the largest group (47.3%),
displayed a clearly prosocial pattern, including elevated
comforting, countering, and help-seeking behaviors, alongside
low endorsement of antisocial and avoidant responses.
Revengers (9.8%) were primarily distinguished by heightened
retaliatory responses toward the perpetrator and comparatively
low engagement in prosocial strategies. Contributors with the
smallest profile (8.6%) exhibited a predominantly antisocial
configuration, combining reinforcement of the perpetrator with
low levels of prosocial intervention and greater disengagement.
These profiles illustrate that adolescents’ responses to hate
speech reflect structured patterns of engagement rather than

isolated behavioral tendencies.
1.2 Individual and classroom correlates of
latent bystander profiles

1986),
adolescents’ bystander responses to hate speech emerge from

From a social cognitive perspective (Bandura,
interactions among personal characteristics, moral-cognitive
processes, and social environments. Guided by this framework,
we conceptualize empathy as an affective-motivational resource,
moral disengagement as a cognitive mechanism, and injunctive
anti-hate speech norms as social-regulative cues signaling
expected and sanctioned conduct. Because these processes are
embedded in classroom contexts, they may operate at both the
student and classroom levels. Classroom-average empathy and
shared

orientations, whereas aggregated injunctive norms capture a

moral disengagement reflect affective and moral
collective perception that hate speech is disapproved of and
countering it is supported. Importantly, classroom norms may
shape how individual dispositions translate into bystander
behavior. Specifically, classroom-level injunctive anti-hate speech
norms are expected to moderate the association between
student-level empathy and profile membership by clarifying
expectations and reducing perceived social risks. From a
bystander-intervention  perspective, emotional and moral
responses represent only part of the decision-making process, as
intervention also depends on factors such as perceived
responsibility, self-efficacy, and anticipated social consequences

(Jost et al.,, 2020; Obermaier, 2024). While these mechanisms
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are not measured in the present study, they highlight that
translating empathy into bystander behavior is contingent on
contextual and normative factors.

1.2.1 Student-Level social-cognitive and
normative predictors

Empathy, defined as the capacity to understand and share
(Decety and Cowell, 2015), was
consistently associated with prosocial behavior among youth

others’ emotional states
(Qiu et al.,, 2024). In hate speech contexts, empathy for victims
may motivate responses such as comforting the victim, seeking
support, or actively countering hateful remarks. Variable-
centered research indicated that higher empathy is associated
with more favorable bystander reactions and fewer disengaged
or harmful responses (Wachs et al., 2024a). Similar associations
have been observed in digital contexts, where empathy predicted
adolescents’ intentions to engage in online counter speech
(Sportelli et al., 2025). The relevance of empathy as a predictor
of bystander roles is further supported by longitudinal research
showing that broader social and emotional competencies,
including emotion regulation and responsible decision-making,
were associated with lower involvement in online hate speech
perpetration and victimization over time (Llorent et al., 2025).
At the same time, emerging evidence suggests that empathy
does not uniformly translate into prosocial action but may,
more broadly, increase emotional engagement in bystander
situations (Breithaupt, 2018; Guthridge et al., 2020), potentially
leading to different forms of active responding depending on
regulatory processes and contextual cues.

Moral disengagement refers to cognitive mechanisms that enable
individuals to justify, minimize, or normalize harmful behavior,
thereby weakening internal moral self-sanctions (Bandura et al.,
1996). In hate speech situations, such mechanisms may involve
blaming the victim, trivializing verbal harm, or diffusing
responsibility among bystanders. Adolescents who morally
disengage may therefore be less likely to perceive hate speech as
requiring intervention and more likely to tolerate or legitimize it.
Consistent with this reasoning, moral disengagement has been
found to be positively associated with engagement in and tolerance
of hate-related behaviors and negatively associated with prosocial
bystander responses (Ieracitano et al., 2024; Thornberg et al., 2025;
Wachs et al., 2022a, 2024a).

Beyond social-cognitive dispositions, adolescents’ responses
are also shaped by perceived injunctive anti-hate speech norms.
Injunctive norms generally reflect individuals’ perceptions of
approval or disapproval from significant others (Cialdini and
Trost, 1998), such as peers, teachers, or family members. In the
context of hate speech, these norms capture beliefs about
whether hate
defending targeted peers is supported. Although these sources

speech is socially sanctioned and whether

can exert distinct influences, adolescents’ perceptions of social
approval often coalesce into a more generalized sense of what is

considered  acceptable  within  their = immediate social
environment. In the present study, aggregated injunctive norms
are conceptualized as reflecting a shared classroom-level

approval climate regarding hate speech. While this approach
does not differentiate between specific sources of influence, it
captures the overall normative signal perceived by students
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within their classroom context. Research found that stronger
perceived injunctive anti-hate speech norms are associated with
lower hate speech perpetration, weaker links between witnessing
and perpetrating hate speech, and greater intentions to counter
harmful behavior (Piccoli et al., 2026; Wachs et al., 2022b, ¢).
Qualitative evidence further highlighted the centrality of peer
approval and conformity pressures in shaping adolescents’
responses (Ballaschk et al., 2021).

1.2.2 Classroom-Level affective, moral, and
normative climates

Beyond individual characteristics, bystander responses are
embedded in classroom contexts characterized by shared
affective, moral, and normative climates. In educational systems
with stable class groupings, such classroom characteristics are
reinforced through repeated interactions and may exert
substantial influence on student behavior.

Classroom-level empathy and moral disengagement reflect
shared

empathy captures collectively expressed concern for others,

affective and moral orientations. Classroom-level
whereas moral disengagement reflects shared tendencies to
justify or downplay harm. Research on bullying indicated that
collective moral disengagement is positively associated with
aggressive behavior and passive bystanding and negatively
associated with defending (Gini et al., 2014, 2020; Thornberg,
2023). Hate speech research further showed that defending
profiles were more prevalent in classrooms characterized by
cohesion and collective intervention, whereas reinforcing or
retaliatory profiles were more common in classrooms with
higher rates of hate speech perpetration (Wachs et al., 2024b).
Classroom-level injunctive anti-hate speech norms represent a
shared regulatory climate that defines socially expected and
sanctioned behavior. At the classroom level, these norms
capture collective disapproval of hate speech and shared support
for intervention. Conceptually, injunctive norms differ from
affective and moral climates: whereas shared empathy and moral
disengagement shape emotional and moral appraisals of
incidents, injunctive norms reduce behavioral ambiguity, lower
perceived social risks, and provide collective support for norm-
consistent action. Research in bullying and peer aggression
contexts showed that classroom norms fostered defending
behavior (Kollerova et al., 2018; Lucas-Molina et al., 2018).
More broadly, multilevel research has demonstrated that
classroom norms and moral climates shape bystander behavior
and moderate associations between individual characteristics and
behavioral responses (e.g., Gini et al., 2015; Lucas-Molina et al.,
2018; Sentse et al., 2015). However, these processes have rarely
been examined in the context of bias-based aggression, such as
relation to

racist hate speech, and particularly not in

differentiated bystander response profiles.

1.2.3 Cross-Level dynamics: classroom norms and
individual dispositions

Social Cognitive Theory emphasizes that behavior emerges
from dynamic interactions between individual dispositions and
social contexts (Bandura, 1986). Prior multilevel research in
bullying contexts has shown that classroom norms can moderate
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the association between individual dispositions, such as
empathy, and bystander intervention (e.g., Lucas-Molina et al,,
2018; Sentse et al, 2015). Building on this framework, the
present study examined whether classroom-level injunctive anti-
hate speech norms can shape the association between student-
level empathy and adolescents’ latent bystander response profiles.

Empathy constitutes an intrapersonal affective resource that
heightens students’ sensitivity to the suffering of victimized
peers and fosters prosocial motivation to intervene (Qiu et al.,
2024). However, whether empathy translates into observable
defending behavior depends on the normative classroom
context. For example, multilevel research in bullying contexts
showed that classroom climate can shape the link between
empathy and bystander responses. In one study, a stronger
bullying climate attenuated the association between empathy
and perceived responsibility to intervene (Zhang et al., 2025). In
contrast, another study found that empathy predicted defending
more strongly in classrooms characterized by higher levels of
bullying (Peets et al.,, 2015), suggesting that contextual factors
may influence whether empathic concern translates into action.

At the same time, strong classroom norms may be associated
with lower prevalence of antisocial role patterns. When hate
speech is collectively disapproved of, and intervention is socially
supported, revenger and contributor roles may become less
normative and less prevalent. In such contexts, individual
differences in empathy may play a smaller role in distinguishing
between membership in these antisocial profiles. In contrast, in
classrooms with weak or ambiguous norms, antisocial responses
may be more socially tolerated, increasing the extent to which
low empathy is associated with revenger or contributor roles.

More broadly, these patterns are consistent with research
showing that classroom norms can moderate the association
between individual characteristics and bystander behavior in
bullying and peer aggression contexts (Lucas-Molina et al., 2018;
Sentse et al., 2015; Wang et al,, 2024). Examining these cross-
level interactions is therefore essential for understanding how
individual affective dispositions and shared classroom norms
jointly shape heterogeneous bystander responses to racist
hate speech.

1.3 The present study

Building on Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986) and
prior research on bystander responses to racist hate speech in
school contexts (Wachs et al., 2024b), the present study
examined how adolescents’ heterogeneous bystander responses
emerge from the interplay between individual social-cognitive
dispositions and shared classroom environments. Specifically, we
investigated empathy and moral disengagement as key affective
and cognitive mechanisms at both the individual (student-level)
and aggregated (classroom-level). In addition, we examined
injunctive anti-hate speech norms, which capture perceived
social expectations regarding acceptable conduct at the
individual and classroom levels. Rather than focusing on
isolated behaviors, the study draws on previously identified
latent  bystander  response  profiles—defenders,  passive
bystanders, revengers, and contributors—that reflect systematic

configurations of co-occurring reactions to racist hate speech.
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Although prior variable-centered research demonstrated that
empathy, moral disengagement, and injunctive anti-hate speech
norms are associated with specific bystander behaviors, these
social-cognitive and normative factors have not yet been
systematically examined in relation to differentiated bystander
profiles in racist hate speech contexts. In particular, little is
known about how individual dispositions and shared classroom
climates jointly relate to profile membership, nor whether
classroom-level injunctive norms condition the translation of
individual empathy into distinct response patterns. Addressing
these gaps is essential for determining whether heterogeneous
stable
contextually structured patterns of moral and normative regulation.

bystander profiles reflect individual differences or

By integrating student- and classroom-level predictors and
testing cross-level interactions within a unified multilevel
framework, this study examines how heterogeneous bystander
response profiles toward racist hate speech are shaped in school
settings. This approach provides a theoretically grounded basis
for understanding how individual dispositions and shared
norms jointly influence adolescents’ responses. Against this

background, the following hypotheses were tested:

Hypothesis 1: Empathy, at both the student and classroom
levels, is positively associated with membership in the
defender profile and negatively associated with membership
in the revenger and contributor profiles (relative to passive
bystanders).

Hypothesis 2: Moral disengagement, at both the student and
classroom levels, is negatively associated with membership in
the defender
membership in the revenger and contributor profiles (relative
to passive bystanders).

Hypothesis 3: Injunctive anti-hate speech norms, at both the

profile and positively associated with

student and classroom levels, are positively associated with
membership in the defender profile and negatively associated
with membership in the revenger and contributor profiles

(relative to passive bystanders).

Hypothesis 4: Classroom-level injunctive anti-hate speech
norms moderate the association between student-level
empathy and bystander role membership, such that stronger
norms are expected to strengthen the positive association
between empathy and defender membership and reduce the
association between low empathy and revenger or contributor

membership (relative to passive bystanders).

2 Methods
2.1 Sample

The sample comprised 3,225 adolescents from Germany
(n=1,841; 57.1%) Switzerland (n=1,384; 42.9%).
Participants were enrolled in Grades 7-9, with ages
approximately 12-15 years (Grade 7: 33.2%, n =1,070; Grade 8:
35.6%, n=1,147; Grade 9: 31.3%, n=1,008). Regarding gender,
46.1% (n=1,487) self-identified as boys, 51.7% (n=1,668) as
girls, 2.0% (n=64) as gender diverse, and 0.2% (n=6) did not
report their gender. An immigrant background was reported by
40.3% of the participants (n=1,301), whereas 59.7% (n =1,924)

and
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reported no immigrant background. With respect to family
affluence, 30.8% of students (n=994) reported low affluence,
35.8% (n=1,155) medium affluence, and 32.4% (n =1,046) high
affluence. Socioeconomic status could not be determined for
0.9% of the sample (n = 30) due to missing data.

2.2 Measures
2.2.1 Bystander responses to racist hate speech

Bystander responses to racist hate speech were assessed using
the Multidimensional Responses to Racist Hate Speech Scale
(Wachs et al, 2024a), a psychometrically validated self-report
instrument that measures adolescents’ reactions when witnessing
racist hate speech in school settings. Participants first read a
vignette describing a hate speech incident (“Please imagine the
following situation: At your school, a student makes publicly
insulting statements about people of a certain skin color or
origin.”). They were then asked, “What would you do in the
situation described, or what have you done if you have experienced
such a situation before?” After the vignette, participants rated 21
items on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scale comprises seven
subscales reflecting distinct bystander response tendencies:
comforting the victim (3 items; McDonald’s w =.84), seeking
help at school (3 items; w =.85), countering hate speech (4 items;
o =.81), revenge (3 items; w =.84), reinforcing the perpetrator
(3 items; w =.65), ignoring (2 items; Spearman-Brown p =.76),
and helplessness (3 items; @ =.77). These seven subscales served
as indicators of latent bystander profiles in prior person-centered

research (Wachs, Wettstein, et al., 2024).

2.2.2 Empathy

Empathy was assessed using a self-report scale adapted from
Knauf et al. (2018), originally developed to measure affective
and cognitive reactions to school bullying and cyberbullying and
previously applied in the context of hate speech among
adolescents (Wachs et al,, 2022a). The scale’s introduction was
revised to explicitly refer to racist hate speech at school (e.g.,
“When 1 see classmates being insulted or attacked by other
classmates because of their skin color, origin, religion, sexual
orientation, or gender ...”). The empathy scale comprises six
items that capture multiple facets of empathy, including
perspective-taking, affective empathy, and empathic concern

It hurts me too,” “It

makes me want to comfort them”). Items were rated on a five-

(e.g., “I realize how badly they are doing,

point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5

(strongly agree). Previous research with adolescents from

Germany and Switzerland demonstrated excellent internal

consistency for this scale (McDonald’s @ =.91).
2.2.3 Moral disengagement

Moral disengagement was assessed using a self-report scale
adapted from Knauf et al. (2018), originally developed to

measure moral disengagement in the context of school bullying
and cyberbullying and previously applied to hate speech
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research among adolescents (Wachs et al, 2022a). The scale
introduction was adapted to explicitly refer to racist hate speech
at school, using the same contextual framing as the empathy
measure. The scale comprises nine items that capture key socio-
cognitive mechanisms of moral disengagement described by
(1996),
dehumanization of the victim, distortion of consequences,
minimization of agency, and diffusion of responsibility (e.g., “I
think it is their own fault,” “I tell myself it is probably not that
bad,” “There is nothing I can do about it”). Items were rated on
a five-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5

Bandura et al including attribution of blame,

(strongly agree), with higher scores indicating greater moral
disengagement. The
consistency in prior research (McDonald’s w =.89).

scale demonstrated excellent internal

2.2.4 Injunctive anti-hate speech norms

Perceived injunctive anti-hate speech norms were assessed
using three items administered after participants read a text-
based vignette describing a hate speech scenario (Wachs et al,
2022b, c). The items measured perceived disapproval of hate
speech by salient social referents and included: “My close friends

» «

do not like it when you say that about other people,” “In my
family, they do not like it when you say this about other people,”
and “The teachers at my school do not like it when you say that
about other people.” Responses were recorded on a five-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). Internal

(McDonald’s w =.74).

consistency ~was  acceptable

2.2.5 Control variables

Gender, immigrant background, and socioeconomic status
(SES) were used as control variables. Gender was dichotomized
(male vs. female); gender-diverse participants were excluded
to their (n=64).
Immigrant background was assessed by asking whether the

from the analyses due small number
participant or at least one of their parents was born outside
Germany or Switzerland. SES was measured using the Family
Affluence Scale (FAS), which classifies family affluence as low,
medium, or high based on household assets and family holidays

(Hartley et al., 2016).

2.3 Procedure and sampling technique

After ethical approval was obtained from the University of
Potsdam (Germany) Ethics Committee, data were collected
between October 2020 and April 2021 using tablet-based
questionnaires in Germany and online surveys in Switzerland. In

Germany, the federal states of Berlin and Brandenburg
constructed the sampling frame. Schools were stratified by
school type [e.g, academic-track secondary schools
(Gymnasium) vs. non-academic-track secondary schools

(Realschule)] and then randomly selected using a probability-
proportional-to-size procedure (Yates and Grundy, 1953). In
Switzerland, the sampling frame was established using a
contrastive sampling approach based on immigrant background
(high vs. low) and geographic location (urban vs. rural).
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From the resulting sampling frames, 100 schools (Germany:
n=76; Switzerland: n =24) were randomly selected and contacted
by phone and email. Recruitment ended once the predefined
sampling targets were met. Overall, 40 schools agreed to participate
(Germany: n=18; Switzerland: n=22), yielding a school-level
participation rate of 40% (Germany: 24%; Switzerland: 92%).

Students in Grades 7-9 were eligible to participate. In
Germany, two classes per grade were randomly selected from
each participating school, whereas in Switzerland, all available
classes across Grades 7-9 were invited. In addition, Swiss
students enrolled in mixed-grade classrooms were invited to
participate. In total, 264 classes were invited (Germany: »n = 106;
Switzerland: n=158), and 236 participated (Germany: n=98;
Switzerland: n=138), classroom-level
response rate of 89% (Germany: 92%; Switzerland: 87%).

At the student-level, 5,836 adolescents were invited to
participate (Germany: n=2,495; Switzerland: n=3,341), and

yielding an overall

3,560 students completed the survey (Germany: n=1,841;
Switzerland: n=1,719), yielding an overall response rate of 61%
(Germany: 74%; Switzerland: 51%). A total of 335 Swiss
students from mixed-grade classrooms across four schools were
excluded from the analyses because mixed-grade classroom
membership was confounded with country of origin.

2.4 Data analysis

The latent profile solution used in the present study was derived
from prior analyses based on the same dataset (Wachs et al., 2024b),
which identified four distinct bystander profiles (passive bystanders,
defenders, revengers, and contributors). In that study, classification
quality was acceptable, as indicated by an entropy value of 0.81 and
high average posterior probabilities across profiles, with the lowest
diagonal value being 0.88. In the present study, this established
profile solution was used as a classification framework, and
participants were assigned to profiles based on their most likely
class membership. Profile membership was then treated as a
categorical variable in subsequent

analyses, allowing the

examination of configurations of co-occurring bystander
responses rather than isolated behaviors. Although this approach
does not account for classification uncertainty, it enables the
integration of profile membership into multilevel regression
with

approaches that adjust for classification error were not feasible

models cross-level interactions. Alternative three-step
within the present modeling framework; however, given the
satisfactory classification quality of the original solution, this
approach is considered appropriate for the current analyses.

We then conducted multilevel multinomial logistic regression
models to account for the hierarchical structure of the data, with
students (Level 1) nested within classrooms (Level 2). Students’
bystander response profiles (defenders, revengers, contributors,
passive bystanders) were modeled as a multinomial outcome,
with passive bystanders specified as the reference category. The
passive bystander profile was used as the reference category
because it represents the absence of active intervention and
provides a theoretically meaningful baseline for comparing both
prosocial and antisocial response patterns. A multilevel model
examine student-level

was specified to simultaneously

dispositions, classroom-level characteristics, and their cross-level
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interplay. At Level 1, predictors included empathy, moral
disengagement, perceived injunctive anti-hate speech norms,
and covariates (gender, immigrant background, and
socioeconomic status). At Level 2, classroom-average empathy,
classroom-average moral disengagement, and classroom-average
injunctive anti-hate speech norms were included. Aggregation to
the classroom level was supported by intraclass correlation
coefficients, indicating meaningful between-classroom variability
(empathy:

ICC1=.11,

and acceptable reliability of classroom means
ICCl1=.11, ICC2=.64; moral disengagement:
ICC2 = .65; injunctive norms: ICC1 = .12, ICC2 = .67).
To examine whether classroom-level injunctive anti-hate
speech norms condition the association between student-level
empathy and bystander profile membership, a cross-level
interaction term was specified. A random slope was modeled for
empathy, allowing the
empathy and profile membership to vary across classrooms. This
the that the
behavioral relevance of empathy varies across classrooms and is
not fixed across contexts. Random slopes were not specified for

student-level association between

specification reflects theoretical assumption

other predictors because the theoretical focus of the cross-level
hypothesis concerned empathy as the focal moderator-linked
disposition. This random slope was regressed on classroom-level
injunctive anti-hate speech norms to test cross-level moderation.
Figure 1 presents a schematic overview of the multilevel
random-intercept and random-slope model.

Continuous student-level predictors were group-mean
centered to isolate within-classroom effects, and classroom-level
predictors were grand-mean centered. Main effects of student-
level predictors, therefore, reflect associations at average levels of
classroom characteristics. All analyses were conducted using
Mplus Version 8.11 (Muthén and Muthén, 2024). Models were
estimated using maximum likelihood with robust standard
errors (MLR). Missing data were handled using full-information
maximum likelihood. Results are reported as unstandardized
(b), odds ratios (OR), and 95%

logit  coefficients

confidence intervals.

3 Results

A multilevel multinomial logistic regression model was

estimated to examine student-level and classroom-level
predictors of bystander profile membership, including a cross-
level interaction between student-level empathy and classroom-
level injunctive anti-hate speech norms. Passive bystanders were
specified as the reference category. All estimates reported below

stem from this integrated model (see Table 1).

3.1 Student and classroom correlates of
latent bystander profiles

At the student level, contrary to expectations, empathy was
positively associated not only with defender profile membership
but also with revenger and contributor membership. Specifically,
empathy positively predicted defender membership (b=1.05,
OR =2.85, p<.001), revenger membership (b=0.61, OR=1.83,
p<.001), and contributor membership (b=0.32, OR=1.38,
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p=.008). Higher moral disengagement was associated with a
lower likelihood of defender membership (b=-0.53, OR=0.59,
p<.001) and a substantially higher likelihood of contributor
membership (b=1.08, OR=294, p<.001) but
significantly related to revenger membership (b=0.12, OR=1.12,

was not
p=.286). Stronger perceived injunctive anti-hate speech norms
were associated with a higher likelihood of belonging to the
defender profile (b=0.25, OR=129, p<.001) and a lower
likelihood of belonging to the contributor profile (b=-0.27,
OR=0.76, p=.003), with no significant association for revenger
membership (b=—-0.01, OR=0.99, p =.889). Gender was positively
membership (b=022, OR=1.24,
p=.039) and negatively associated with revenger (b=-1.27,
OR=0.28, p<.001) and contributor membership (b=-0.83,
OR=0.44, p<.001). Immigrant background showed a negative
association with defender membership (b=-0.33, OR=0.72,
p=.004) and a positive association with revenger (b=042,
OR=152, p=.001) membership (b=047,
OR =1.60, p=.019). SES showed only a positive association with
defender membership (b=0.16, OR=1.17, p=.025).

At the classroom level, classroom-average empathy was

associated with defender

and contributor

positively associated with the likelihood of belonging to the
defender profile (b=1.21, p<.001) and the revenger profile
(b=1.02, p=.001), whereas it was not significantly associated
with contributor membership (b=0.40, p=.182). Classroom-
average moral disengagement was negatively associated with
defender (b=-1.39, p<.001) and positively
associated with contributor membership (b=1.22, p <.001) but
unrelated to membership (b=0.10, p=.763).
Classroom-average injunctive anti-hate speech norms were

membership
revenger

negatively associated with contributor membership (b=-1.35,
p<.001), whereas no significant classroom-level main effects
emerged for defender (b=0.13, p=.596)
membership (b=-0.40, p=.185).

or revenger

3.2 Cross-level interaction

To examine whether classroom-level injunctive anti-hate
speech norms condition the association between student-level
empathy and profile membership, the random slope of empathy
was regressed on classroom-level injunctive norms. Classroom-
level injunctive norms significantly predicted variability in the
empathy effect for defender membership (b=—-0.32, p=.049).
This indicates that stronger classroom-level injunctive anti-hate
speech norms attenuated the positive association between
individual empathy and the likelihood of belonging to the
defender profile (relative to passive bystanders). Simple slope
analyses showed that the empathy-defender association was
strongest in classrooms with low injunctive norms (b=1.18,
p<.001), weaker at average levels (b=1.05, p<.001), and
weakest in classrooms with high injunctive norms (b=0.91,
p <.001). However, the strength of this association decreased as
injunctive norms increased, suggesting that individual empathy
played a less decisive role in classrooms with stronger shared
anti-hate speech norms. This pattern may suggest that in
classrooms with stronger injunctive anti-hate speech norms,
defending behavior becomes less dependent on individual
empathic disposition. As illustrated in Figure 2, the positive
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Empathy Defender (D) Gender
Moral Immigrant
disengagement Revenger (R) background
Injunctive
anti-hate speech Contributor (C) SES
L1 students norms
L2 classrooms
Empathy D
Moral R
disengagement
Injunctive
anti-hate speech C
norms
. F
FIGURE 1
Multilevel random-intercept and random-slope model with cross-level moderation.

TABLE 1 Multilevel multinomial logistic regression predicting students’ bystander profiles.

Profile Membership (Reference Category: Passive Bystander)

Parameter Defender Revenger Contributor

SE OR SE OR SE OR
[95% Cl] [95% Cl] [95% ClI]

Individual-level

Empathy 1.05%** 0.07 2.85 0.61*** 0.10 1.83 0.32** 0.12 1.38
[2.49, 3.26] [1.50, 2.24] [1.09, 1.74]
Moral disengagement —0.53*¢ 0.09 0.59 0.12 0.11 112 1.08* 0.13 2.94
[0.50, 0.71] [0.91, 1.39] [2.27, 3.81]
TAHSN 0.25%** 0.06 1.29 —-0.01 0.09 0.99 —0.27** 0.09 0.76
[1.16, 1.46] [0.83, 1.18] [0.64, 0.91]
Gender & 0.22* 0.10 1.24 =127 0.17 0.28 —0.83** 0.16 0.44
[1.01, 1.52] [0.21, 0.40] [0.32, 0.59]
Immigrant background ** —0.33** 0.11 0.72 0.42%% 0.13 1.52 0.47* 0.19 1.60
[0.58, 0.90] [1.18, 1.96] [1.08, 2.36]
SES 0.16* 0.07 1.17 0.15 0.09 1.16 .02 0.11 1.02
[1.02, 1.36] [0.97, 1.39] [0.82, 1.27]

Classroom-level

Empathy 12100 0.21 1.02%* 0.31 0.40 0.30
Moral disengagement —1.39%%* 0.24 0.10 0.32 1.22%%* 0.30
TAHSN 0.13 0.24 —-0.40 0.30 —1.35%** 0.32

Cross-level interaction

Empathy x TAHSN —0.32* 0.16 -0.26 —0.18 0.00 0.24

TAHSN, Injunctive anti-hate speech norms, unstandardized logit coefficients (B); SE, standard errors; OR, odds ratios; CI, confidence intervals. Individual-level predictors were group-mean
centered; classroom-level predictors were grand-mean centered. * p <.05. ** p <.01. *** p <.001.
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association between empathy and the likelihood of active
defending was strongest in classrooms with weaker injunctive
anti-hate speech norms. Differences between simple slopes
became most apparent at higher levels of empathy, reflecting
attenuation of the empathy effect under stronger classroom
norms rather than a qualitative change in the relationship’s
direction. No comparable cross-level moderation effects were
observed for the revenger (b=-0.26, p=.152) or contributor
profiles (b=0.00, p=.989), suggesting that injunctive norms
specifically shape the translation of empathy into norm-
consistent  defending  rather  than  retaliatory  or
contributory responses.

4 Discussion

The present study examined how adolescents’ bystander
responses to racist hate speech in school settings are shaped by
social-cognitive characteristics and injunctive anti-hate speech
norms operating at both the student- and classroom-level. Using
a multilevel, person-centered approach grounded in Social
1986), the study investigated

moral

Cognitive Theory (Bandura,

associations among empathy, disengagement, and
injunctive norms with distinct bystander response profiles, as
well as cross-level dynamics linking student-level empathy with
shared classroom norms. The present study provides a focused
extension of prior research on bystander responses to racist hate
speech by examining how individual social-cognitive
dispositions relate to profile membership within classroom
normative contexts. In particular, the findings offer insight into
the context-dependent role of empathy and provide tentative

evidence for cross-level moderation by classroom norms.

4.1 Student and classroom correlates of
latent bystander profiles

Partially consistent with Hypothesis 1, empathy was positively
associated not only with defender profile membership but also
with revenger and contributor profiles. This finding contrasts
with prior variable-centered analyses based on the same sample
(Wachs et al., 2024a), which showed a negative association
between empathy and antisocial responses. It also challenges the
common assumption that empathy primarily promotes prosocial
bystander behavior (Sportelli et al.,, 2025; Wachs et al., 2024a).
At the classroom level, higher average empathy was likewise
associated with a greater likelihood of membership in the
revenger group, further underscoring the complexity of this
relationship. These findings suggest that empathy may be more
closely related to active engagement rather than a specific
behavioral direction. Importantly, emotional and moral
processes do not automatically translate into bystander behavior,
as the enactment of intervention may depend on additional
situational and social factors, such as perceived consequences or
contextual constraints.

This pattern may also be understood in light of the person-
centered approach used in the present study. Because person-
centered profiles constellations  of

capture co-occurring

responses rather than isolated behaviors, adolescents may
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simultaneously express concern for the victim and endorse
aggressive or reinforcing tendencies. This interpretation aligns
with conceptual work on the ambivalent consequences of
empathy, which suggests that empathy amplifies emotional and
motivational intensity without determining its behavioral
direction (Breithaupt, 2018). From a social cognitive perspective
(Bandura, 1986), whether empathy translates into defending or
retaliatory behavior may depend on regulatory processes and
prevailing normative cues.

Despite this complexity, empathy remained a strong correlate
of defender membership at both the student and classroom levels.
This finding aligns with earlier work showing that empathy is
associated with prosocial bystander responses, including
comforting, countering, and seeking help when witnessing hate
speech (Sportelli et al., 2025; Wachs et al., 2024a), as well as
with longitudinal linking
competencies to lower involvement in online hate speech

evidence social and emotional
(Llorent et al., 2025). Taken together, these results suggest that
empathy plays a central role in shaping bystander behavior, but
that its behavioral expression may vary depending on contextual
and regulatory factors.

Largely consistent with Hypothesis 2, moral disengagement
showed a predominantly maladaptive pattern across levels. At
the student-level, higher moral disengagement was associated
with a lower likelihood of defender membership and a higher
likelihood of belonging to the contributor profile. This pattern
indicates that students who more readily justify or minimize the
harm of hate speech are less inclined to intervene constructively
and more likely to reinforce or tolerate harmful behavior. This
finding aligns closely with prior variable-centered research
showing that disengagement prosocial
bystander responses while facilitating passive or reinforcing

moral undermines
reactions to hate speech (Ieracitano et al, 2024; Thornberg
et al., 2025; Wachs et al., 2022a, 2024a). In addition, classrooms
with higher average levels of moral disengagement were less likely
to foster defending and more likely to exhibit contributory
bystander responses, largely in line with extant research on
bullying and peer aggression (Gini et al., 2014, 2020; Thornberg,
2023). Conceptualized as a shared moral climate, classroom-level
moral disengagement may normalize the downplaying of harm,
diffusion of responsibility, or victim-blaming, thereby weakening
collective self-sanctions against reinforcing or ignoring hate
speech. In such contexts, disengaged interpretations of hate speech
may become socially validated, reducing the likelihood that
students perceive defending as necessary or expected. Together,
these findings underscore that moral disengagement operates not
only as an individual cognitive mechanism but also as a collective
classroom characteristic that systematically constrains defending
and facilitates contributory bystander behavior, consistent with
Social Cognitive Theory’s emphasis on moral self-regulation as a
socially embedded process (Bandura, 1986).

Partially consistent with Hypothesis 3, injunctive anti-hate
speech norms were positively linked to defender membership
and negatively to contributor membership at the student-level.
These findings indicate that students who perceived stronger
normative rejection of hate speech were more likely to intervene
constructively and less likely to reinforce or tolerate harmful
behavior. This pattern is consistent with previous research
showing that adolescents’ perceived peer norms guide responses
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FIGURE 2

Empathy (group-mean centered)

Predicted probabilities of belonging to the defender profile as a function of individual empathy and classroom-level injunctive anti-hate speech
norms. The figure depicts a cross-level interaction showing that stronger classroom-level injunctive anti-hate speech norms attenuate the positive
association between individual empathy and the likelihood of belonging to the defender profile (reference category: passive bystander). Lines
represent model-implied predicted log-odds of defender membership as a function of student-level empathy at low (-1 SD), average, and high
(+1 SD) levels of classroom-level injunctive norms. Shaded bands indicate 95% confidence intervals around the simple slopes.
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to hate speech, reducing perpetration and increasing counter
speech (Piccoli et al., 2026; Wachs et al.,, 2022b, c), as well as
qualitative evidence highlighting the role of peer approval, status
concerns, and “going along with it” dynamics in school-based
hate speech (Ballaschk et al., 2021; Wachs et al., 2022b, c¢). This
finding is also in line with research on online hate speech,
which shows that spreading online hate material is positively
linked to the need for online popularity, underscoring the role
of norm sensitivity and anticipated peer approval in shaping
hate-related behaviors (Jiménez-Diaz et al., 2025).

At the classroom-level, however, a different pattern emerged.
Contrary to expectations (H3), shared injunctive anti-hate
speech norms were not related to a higher likelihood of
defender membership,
associated with contributor membership. This finding suggests

even though they were negatively

that classroom-level normative disapproval of hate speech may
be effective in constraining overtly harmful behavior or
reinforcing bystander responses but may be insufficient on its
own to promote proactive defense among students. In
classrooms with strong shared disapproval of hate speech,
students may be less likely to tolerate or reinforce such behavior
yet still lack the confidence, skills, or collective efficacy to

intervene. Thus, normative rejection may reduce contributory

Frontiers in Education

responses without necessarily translating into widespread
defending behavior. This finding aligns with previous research
highlighting the crucial roles of social skills and self-efficacy in
countering hate speech (Jost et al, 2020; Obermaier, 2024;
Wachs et al., 2023).

Notably, injunctive norms were not directly associated with
revenger membership at either the student- or classroom-level.
This absence of association is also inconsistent with Hypothesis
3 This pattern aligns with evidence that normative beliefs
against aggression predict aggressive behavior primarily when
there is no provocation, whereas their regulatory influence is
substantially weakened under provoking conditions (Li et al,
2015). In such situations, aggressive responding is more strongly
driven by affective arousal and automatic processes than by
deliberative evaluations of social approval or disapproval. This
aligns with conceptualizations of
an affect-driven characterized by

interpretation reactive
aggression  as

heightened emotional reactivity,

response,
anger, and sensitivity to
perceived threat rather than reflective norm-based decision-
making (Hubbard et al, 2010). In line with the previously
discussed positive association between empathy and revenger
membership, this pattern further suggests that emotionally

engaged responses to perceived harm may facilitate retaliatory
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behavior once provocation is salient. Thus, retaliatory responses
may emerge even in contexts where injunctive norms clearly
condemn aggression, situational and emotional

as cues

activation override normative restraint.

4.2 Cross-level interaction

Contrary to Hypothesis 4, classroom-level injunctive anti-hate
speech norms did not strengthen the association between
individual empathy and defender membership; instead, they
it. This that
characterized by clear, strongly shared anti-hate speech norms,

attenuated pattern suggests in classrooms
defending may be less contingent on individual empathic
dispositions. From a Social Cognitive Theory perspective
(Bandura, 1986), one possible interpretation is that strong
norms reduce ambiguity and perceived social risks, which may
facilitate broader defense behavior. However, given that the
interaction effect was relatively small and not robust across all
comparisons, this finding should be interpreted with caution
and considered exploratory.

Whereas

classroom norms as amplifiers of defending or as strengthening

prior research has primarily conceptualized
the effects of individual characteristics (e.g., Lucas-Molina et al.,
2018; Sentse et al., 2015; Zhang et al, 2025), the present
findings may point to a more nuanced pattern. Specifically,
strong injunctive anti-hate speech norms may be associated with
a reduced reliance on individual differences in empathy for
predicting defending. Conversely, in classrooms with weaker or
more ambiguous norms, empathy may play a more prominent
role in motivating intervention. However, given the modest and
not fully robust nature of the interaction effect, these patterns
should be interpreted with caution.

Moreover, this attenuation effect is broadly consistent with
(Peets 2015), which

demonstrated that emotionally intense contexts can strengthen

prior cross-level findings et al,
the association between empathy and defending. Whereas
heightened distress cues may amplify the motivational force of
empathy, clear injunctive norms may instead structure behavior
in ways that reduce reliance on individual affective dispositions.
Finally, no corresponding cross-level interactions emerged for
revenger or contributor profiles. This pattern suggests that
injunctive norms may be more closely related to norm-
consistent defending than to retaliatory or reinforcing responses,

although further research is needed to clarify these associations.

4.3 Limitations

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the
current study’s findings. First, the cross-sectional design precludes
causal inferences about the directionality of associations among
individual dispositions, classroom norms, and bystander
response profiles. Although theoretical framing assumes that
social-cognitive dispositions and normative climates shape
bystander behavior, reciprocal processes are also plausible. For
example, classrooms with a higher prevalence of defending may
gradually develop stronger injunctive anti-hate speech norms.

Longitudinal and experimental studies are needed to disentangle
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these dynamic relationships and investigate causality. Second,
the study relied exclusively on self-reported data, which may be
subject to social desirability bias and shared method variance.
Although self-reports are well-suited for capturing internal
dispositions and perceived norms, future research could benefit
from incorporating peer nominations, teacher reports, or
observational data to provide a more comprehensive assessment
of bystander behavior and classroom climate. Multi-informant
reports could enhance the validity of the present study’s findings.

Third, the focus on racist hate speech limits the generalizability
of the findings to other forms of hate speech, such as sexism,
homophobia, or ableism. While racist hate speech is a highly
salient and socially consequential form of hate speech, future
research should examine whether similar bystander profiles and
normative processes emerge across different target groups. It
would also be worthwhile to examine how other forms of hate
speech might intersect with racist hate speech. Fourth, the
of
perceptions of disapproval from peers, teachers, and significant
others. Although this approach reflects adolescents’ lived

normative environments, aggregating these perceptions to the

measurement injunctive norms captured adolescents’

classroom-level may not fully capture peer-specific classroom
norms. Future studies should more explicitly distinguish among
peer, teacher, and institutional norms and examine their
potentially differential effects on bystander responses.

Fifth, a further limitation concerns the absence of measured
mechanisms linking emotional and moral processes to actual
bystander behavior. While the present study focused on
empathy, moral disengagement, and perceived norms, it did not
assess intermediate factors that may influence whether these
dispositions translate into action, such as perceived social risks,
responsibility, or self-efficacy. Prior research has shown that
play a
intervention, with perceived responsibility and self-efficacy
facilitating intervention and perceived threat inhibiting it (Jost

such factors critical role in shaping bystander

et al.,, 2020; Obermaier, 2024). Future research should examine
these processes more directly to better understand how
bystander responses are enacted in hate speech situations.
Finally, while the person-centered approach offers important
advantages for capturing heterogeneity in bystander behavior,
profile solutions are inherently sample-dependent. Replication in
different educational settings (e.g., alternative schools), age
groups, and cultural settings is necessary to establish the
robustness and generalizability of the identified bystander profiles.

4.4 Practical implications

The findings of the present study have several implications for
school-based prevention efforts. At the student level, empathy
emerged as an important correlate of defending behavior,
underscoring the relevance of fostering perspective-taking and
empathy in prevention programs. At the same time, empathy
was also associated with retaliatory bystander responses,
indicating that emotional engagement alone does not necessarily
translate into constructive intervention. This finding suggests
that student-level prevention may benefit not only from
strengthening empathy but also from supporting students in

regulating emotional reactions and translating moral concern
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into non-escalatory forms of defense. Anti-hate speech prevention
programs may therefore benefit from combining empathy-focused
components with training in emotion regulation, de-escalation
strategies, and intervention skills.

At the classroom level, the present findings point to the
shared
characteristics. Injunctive anti-hate speech norms, which capture
shared expectations that hate speech is disapproved of, were

importance of distinguishing among classroom

associated with a lower likelihood of contributory bystander
responses. This suggests that clear, consistently communicated
normative boundaries may help constrain behaviors that
reinforce or legitimize hate speech. In contrast, classroom-level
empathy and moral disengagement reflect shared affective and
moral climates rather than norms per se. These climates may
shape how hate speech incidents are interpreted and emotionally
processed, but they do not prescribe behavior as injunctive
norms do. Prevention efforts may therefore benefit from
addressing both normative regulation (e.g., through visible
teacher, parent, and peer positioning and explicit classroom
agreements) and broader classroom climates that foster empathy
and moral accountability.

The interplay between individual dispositions and classroom-
level norms may have additional implications for inclusive
prevention practices. The observed attenuation of the empathy—
defending association in classrooms with stronger injunctive
norms suggests that such contexts may reduce the extent to
which defending depends on individual differences in empathy.
This pattern is consistent with the possibility that clearly
communicated and shared norms may support a wider range of
students in engaging in defending behavior. However, given the
modest and not fully robust nature of the interaction effects,
this interpretation should be treated with caution and requires
further empirical validation. Taken together, the findings suggest
that anti-hate speech prevention programs may benefit from a
multilevel —approach that integrates student-level skill
development, norm-focused classroom strategies, and efforts to
cultivate supportive affective and moral classroom climates. At
the same time, these implications should be interpreted
cautiously, given the cross-sectional design and the modest
effect sizes observed. Future research, particularly longitudinal
and intervention studies, is needed to clarify how these
components interact over time.

In addition, for prevention efforts to be effective, teachers
need support in addressing hate speech in classroom contexts.
the
incorporated into bullying prevention efforts (e.g., Maynes and
Mottonen, 2017). Teachers may benefit from training not only

Over years, pre-service teacher training has been

in identifying hate speech incidents but also in responding in
ways that reinforce injunctive anti-hate speech norms and
support constructive bystander responses. This aligns with
that
strategies and self-efficacy are associated with how hate speech is
addressed in school contexts (Bilz et al., 2024), highlighting the
of
competencies as part of multilevel prevention efforts. The
present findings may also inform the further development of

recent research demonstrating teachers’ intervention

importance strengthening  educators’  professional

anti-hate speech programs, such as HateLess (Wachs et al., 2025,
2026), which aims to prevent involvement in hate speech and
promote defending behavior among adolescents.
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5 Conclusion

The present study examined how individual dispositions and

classroom-level characteristics are jointly associated with
adolescents’ bystander responses to racist hate speech. The
findings indicate that empathy is consistently associated with
bystander involvement, but exclusively with

prosocial defending. Instead, empathy was associated with both

active not
constructive and more confrontational forms of engagement,
highlighting the complexity of emotional processes
bystander situations. This pattern suggests that empathy may

in

function as a general driver of engagement, while the specific
form of bystander behavior may depend on additional
regulatory and contextual factors. At the classroom level,
injunctive anti-hate speech norms were associated with a lower
likelihood of contributory bystander responses, suggesting the
potential relevance of shared normative expectations in shaping
classroom behavior. At the same time, the observed cross-level
interaction between empathy and classroom norms
inconsistent with the original hypothesis and modest in

was

magnitude, indicating that conclusions about the interplay
between individual dispositions and classroom context should
be drawn with caution.

Overall, the present findings provide a nuanced extension of
existing research by showing that bystander responses to racist
hate speech are shaped by both individual and contextual
factors, but not always in straightforward or uniform ways.
Rather than supporting a simple distinction between prosocial
and antisocial responding, the results point to more complex
that
situational and social conditions.

patterns of engagement may vary depending on

Given the cross-sectional
design and the modest effect sizes observed, the findings
should be interpreted as preliminary. Future longitudinal and
intervention research is needed to clarify the mechanisms
linking empathy, classroom norms, and bystander behavior,
and to determine how these factors can be effectively

addressed in prevention efforts.
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