
 
 

Revista da Associação Portuguesa de Psicologia 
ISSN 2183-2471 

 
 

Revista PSICOLOGIA, 2017, Vol. x (x), xx-xx. doi: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Copyright © 2017 Associação Portuguesa de Psicologia   1 

 

Popular Justice on Bullies: Attributions of Responsibility, Anger, and 
Ineffective Social Control as Fuel for Non-Normative Collective Action  

Miguel Campos1, André G. Marques2, Tiago Aguiar1, Sónia G. Cardoso3, Isabel R. Pinto1 3 
& José M. Marques1 3 
1 Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, University of Porto 
2 School of Psychology, University of Kent 
3 Institute of Social Sciences, University of Lisbon 
 

Abstract: School bullying has seldom been analyzed through the perspective of society in general. 
However, severe collective reactions often emerge towards bullies when they attract public attention. In 
this paper, we analyze the process underlying these non-normative forms of collective action triggered by 
bullying. A survey was presented to 350 Portuguese participants following the release of a viral video 
depicting a bullying situation. Results showed that assignment of responsibility to the aggressor 
predicted agreement with popular justice, which was mediated by anger and moderated by perceived 
ineffectiveness of social control. Specifically, greater responsibility attributed to aggressors yielded 
greater anger towards them, which, in turn, triggered more agreement with popular justice. Moreover, 
this effect was stronger for participants who believed that formal social control mechanisms were 
ineffective. We discuss these results in light of their contribution for tackling bullying, as well as for the 
literature on deviance, social control and collective action. 
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Justiça Popular em Bullies: Atribuições de Responsabilidade, Raiva, e Controlo Social Ineficaz 
como Combustível para Ação Coletiva Não-Normativa: O bullying escolar raramente tem sido 
analisado através do ponto de vista da sociedade em geral. No entanto, nas situações em que o agressor 
atrai a atenção mediática, verificam-se reações coletivas muito severas. Neste trabalho, analisámos os 
processos subjacentes à ação coletiva não-normativa que muitas vezes emerge perante situações de 
bullying. Após um vídeo amador que mostrava uma destas situações se ter tornado viral em Portugal, 
pedimos a 350 participantes que preenchessem um questionário sobre o tema. Os resultados mostraram 
que a atribuição de responsabilidade ao agressor predizia a concordância com medidas de justiça 
popular, e que isto era mediado por emoções de raiva, e moderado pela perceção de ineficácia dos 
mecanismos de controlo social. Mais especificamente, quanto maior a responsabilidade atribuída ao 
agressor, maior a raiva sentida, o que levava a um maior grau de concordância com medidas de justiça 
popular. Para além disso, este efeito era maior para os participantes que acreditavam que os mecanismos 
formais de controlo social eram ineficazes. Os resultados foram discutidos à luz da sua contribuição para 
o combate ao bullying, e da literatura sobre desvio, controlo social, e ação coletiva. 
 

Palavras-chave: Bullying; Controlo social; Ação coletiva; Justiça popular; Reação ao desvio. 

 
In May 2015, the Portuguese media and social networks were flooded with a viral video in which a 
teenage girl, surrounded by her friends, physically abused a defenseless teenage boy. During the 13 
minutes of video, the boy passively received 30 slaps, 11 punches and 2 kicks. This case generated 
feelings of anger and outrage in the general public, and triggered a wave of solidarity with the victim. 
Interestingly, many people also reported their willingness to punish the bully, ranging from mere 
expression of indignation on social media to more raging actions, such as revealing private information 
about the aggressor and vowing to punish her proportionally to the suffering she caused to the victim. It 
appeared that everyone was interested in restoring justice by their own hands in the days that followed 
the release of the footage. 

It was precisely this general motivation that captured our attention and inspired us to conduct the 
present study. Why did some people feel the need to take justice into their own hands? In the present 
paper we argue that assigning responsibility to bullies should trigger anger towards them, culminating in 
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a stronger agreement with popular justice – a non-normative collective action of punishment. 
Furthermore, we propose that such punitive action is more likely to occur as a compensatory response 
for the perceived ineffectiveness of formal social control mechanisms aimed to prevent and to sanction 
bullying.  
 
Bullying as a social problem 
Although only specific cases reach the media and gather general awareness, bullying in schools has 
increasingly become a focus of concern for educators and social policy-makers (Hymel, Schonert-Reichl, 
Bonnano, Vaillancourt, & Rocke Henderson, 2010). For example, a cross-national study involving 27 
countries found that, among 13 year-old pupils, between 1% and 10% admitted they had bullied others at 
least once a week during the school term. This percentage rose to an alarming 12% to 64% of teenagers 
who admitted that they have occasionally bullied others during the same period (Krug, Dahlberg, Mercy, 
Zwi, & Lozano, 2002). In Portugal, 38,7% of pupils reported that they had been provoked by others at 
school at least on a weekly basis, whereas 30,9% admitted that they regularly provoked their school-
mates (Matos, Simões, Camacho, Reis, & Equipa-Aventura-Social, 2015). 

Bullying can have short- and long-term consequences for both victims and bullies (Adams & 
Lawrence, 2011; Gini & Pozzoli, 2009; Olweus, 1991, 1994). For example, victims of bullying may 
experience anxiety, depression, psychological distress, physical illness symptoms, eating disorders, poor 
social adjustment, or school absenteeism in the short-run, and they may never fully recover from these 
effects in later life stages (Rigby, 2003; Smokowski & Kopasz, 2005). On their side, school bullies are more 
likely to have criminal records in the future, particularly for violent crimes (Olweus, 1991). 

Traditionally, bullying has been analyzed through the perspectives of the bullies (e.g., Baldry & 
Farrington, 2000; Olweus, 1978), of the victims (e.g., Green, Collingwood, & Ross, 2010; Theriot, Dulmus, 
Sowers, & Johnson, 2005), or of the (potential) bystanders of bullying situations (e.g., Correia, Alves, 
Almeida, & Garcia, 2010; Obermann, 2011; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). We believe that the perspective 
of the general public should also be considered in order to effectively tackle this social problem. Indeed, 
society in general (including family, teachers, policy-makers, and others) plays a significant role in having 
children and adolescents understand the consequences of these aggressive behaviors. This is especially 
important when considering that repeated exposure to bullying may increase children’s tolerance to it, 
because they progressively perceive the aggressions as less immoral (Hymel & Bonanno, 2014). As these 
bullying cases gather more attention and become more salient, people’s perception about the 
effectiveness of the formal mechanisms responsible for dealing with such problems may wane. Some 
people may not even be aware of the existing mechanisms responsible for dealing with bullying. As a 
means to compensate for this perceived absence, or ineffectiveness, of social control mechanisms, 
individuals may be prompted to take measures, including informal collective action (Strelan & van 
Prooijen, 2013). Given that bullying is generally considered a deviant behavior, and because literature on 
reaction to deviance has recently shifted their focus to the effects of the social control mechanisms on the 
reactions towards deviant members, this literature should provide a pertinent framework for a better 
comprehension of this phenomenon.  
 
Deviance and social control mechanisms 
There is compelling evidence that individuals are particularly derogative towards members of their group 
who act in a deviant way (Marques & Páez, 2008; Marques, Yzerbyt, & Leyens, 1988; cf. also Jetten & 
Hornsey, 2014, for a review). According to sociologist Émile Durkheim (1893), deviance is an important – 
even indispensable – mechanism for maintaining cohesion in society. Based on this approach, scholars 
have demonstrated that by expressing outrage and disapproval regarding deviance, normative members 
increase their compliance with the group’s normative system, and reinforce their solidarity to the group 
(e.g., Erikson, 1962; Garland, 1996; Gibbs, 1977; Hamilton & Rauma, 1995; Harris & Hill, 1982; Inverarity, 
1980). Similarly, Marques and colleagues (Marques, Abrams, Páez, & Hogg, 2001; Marques & Páez, 2008; 
Pinto, Marques, Levine, & Abrams, 2010) sustain that reacting to deviant ingroup members allows 
individuals to increase their adherence to the violated norm (Pinto, Marques, Levine, & Abrams, in press) 
and to restore a legitimated positive social identity (Marques & Páez, 2008). 

In line with this idea, in a recent set of studies, Pinto, Marques, and Páez (2015) have shown that 
participants who believed that their country was effective in detecting and punishing criminals reported 
higher hope and optimism about that country’s prospects, more positive related emotions and, ultimately, 
a stronger national identification than did participants who believed that the country’s social control 
mechanisms were ineffective. However, there is also evidence that disbelief in the group’s ability to 
control deviance may lead normative members to try and compensate for the frailty of social control 
mechanisms, by engaging in informal punitive action against the deviants, as a mean to restore a sense of 
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justice and a positive ingroup image (Carlsmith & Darley, 2008; Carlsmith, Darley, & Robinson, 2002; 
Marques, Abrams, & Serôdio, 2001; Strelan & van Prooijen, 2013). By engaging in compensatory 
punishment, group members should increase their well-being, their commitment to the group’s 
normative positions, and their self-definition as ingroup members (De Rivera & Páez, 2007; Fredrickson, 
2009; Marques, Abrams, Páez, & Martinez-Taboada, 1998; Sani, Bowe, Herrera, Manna, Cossa, Miao, & 
Zhou, 2007; Swann, Gómez, Seyle, Morales, & Huici, 2009). 
 
Non-normative collective action 
Collective action can take various forms (for a review, cf. Becker & Tausch, 2015). Tausch and colleagues 
(2011) differentiate between normative forms of collective action (i.e., actions taken through generally 
accepted channels, such as political participation or organized peaceful protests) and non-normative 
actions (i.e., actions taken through unaccepted ways, such as violence or terrorism). The authors argue 
that non-normative collective action is more likely to arise when individuals feel that their group is 
powerless in addressing some social issue and in influencing the authorities that have primary 
responsibility to deal with that issue (cf. van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008). Furthermore, through 
these intense informal punitive reactions, the group may still achieve a sense of justice (Strelan & van 
Prooijen, 2013). Therefore, support for non-normative collective actions (e.g., popular justice) may 
function as a compensatory mechanism to deal with the perceived ineffectiveness of formal social control 
mechanisms (Marques, Pinto, Leite, Randsley de Moura, Van Prooijen, & Marques, under review). 

Non-normative collective action is often driven by strong negative emotions, particularly anger 
and contempt, the former being usually associated with short-term outrage, and the latter predicting 
longer lasting feelings of injustice (Becker & Tausch, 2015). Although Becker and Tausch (2015) argue 
that non-normative collective actions are motivated by contempt, they also highlight that anger predicts 
spontaneous and impulsive aggressive behaviors (cf. van Stekelenburg, Klandermans, & van Dijk, 2011). 
Attribution of blame to an external person or entity is also an important trigger of collective actions 
(Javeline, 2003; Simon & Klandermans, 2001). In addition, attributions of this kind are often paired with 
feelings of anger (Quigley & Tedeschi, 1996).  
 
OVERVIEW AND HYPOTHESES 
In the present study, we focus on one particular manifestation of non-normative collective action (cf. 
Tausch et al., 2011): the willingness to take justice into one’s own hands, as is the case of the so-called 
“lynching” or “popular justice”. According to de la Roche (1996), this kind of collective action differs from 
other types of collective aggression in two dimensions: liability (i.e., groups or individuals are 
accountable for their wrongdoing) and organization (i.e., actions are relatively spontaneous and 
unorganized). Throughout this paper, we will refer to this manifestation of non-normative collective 
action as popular justice. 

We believe that, in the case of bullying, people may be prone to engage in popular justice. First, 
popular justice requires assignment of blame to a person or entity (de la Roche, 1996; cf. also Javeline, 
2003; Simon & Klandermans, 2001). Because society in general considers bullying as deviant behavior, 
responsibility for such deviant acts should be particularly attributed to the aggressors. Second, both the 
assignment of blame (Quigley & Tedeschi, 1996) and the adherence to collective action (Becker & Tausch, 
2015; van Stekelenburg et al., 2011) are associated with feelings of anger. Finally, people may not be 
entirely aware of the social control measures that are predicted to be implemented when cases of 
bullying occur or believe that these mechanisms are ineffective in dealing with them. Therefore, popular 
justice may emerge as an alternative compensatory action to exert social control, either to help address 
the problem when authorities fail to do so (van Zomeren et al., 2008), or to achieve a sense of justice 
(Strelan & van Prooijen, 2013). 

Specifically, we expect that the more participants assign blame to the bullies, the more they will 
agree with punitive collective action (i.e., popular justice) towards the aggressors to the extent that the 
situation triggered feelings of anger in the participants. Finally, anger should lead to agreement with 
popular justice, especially when participants perceive the group to be ineffective in controlling bullying. 
In brief, we propose a moderated-mediation regression model, in which attribution of responsibility for 
the bullying behavior to the aggressors is the predictor variable, agreement with popular justice is the 
dependent variable, and anger and perceived effectiveness of social control are, respectively, the 
mediator and the moderator. 
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METHOD 
 
Participants 
Participants were 350 Portuguese citizens (92 men and 258 women) who agreed to answer an online 
survey conducted through email and social network websites. Participants’ age ranged from 18 to 71 (M = 
24.71, SD = 7.96). All participants gave their informed consent before answering the questionnaire, and 
were told they were free to abandon their participation in the study anytime. 
 
Materials and Procedure 
The survey was conducted in the days that followed the release of a video footage featuring a blatant 
bullying episode which took place close to a secondary school in Portugal, in which a teenage girl brutally 
assaulted a boy while surrounded by her schoolmates. The video went viral and was subject of thorough 
discussion in the social media and networks. In order to frame the study, the survey initially highlighted 
that bullying in schools was an important problem and that the present research was aimed at better 
understanding that phenomenon. No direct reference to the particular bullying case was made 
throughout the study.  

We first asked participants to think about any bullying episodes that they knew personally and to 
indicate to whom they assigned responsibility for the occurrence of such episodes, how angry they felt 
towards bullies, how effective they perceived the formal authorities to be in detecting and judging those 
cases, and how much they agreed with handling this problem through popular justice. Finally, we 
collected some demographics and thanked participants for their collaboration. 

 
Measures 

Attribution of Responsibility 
Participants reported to what extent they considered different persons or entities to be responsible for 
the occurrence of school bullying (1 = I completely disagree, 7 = I completely agree): “The school”; “The 
parents of the victims”; “The parents of the aggressors”; “The victims”; and “The aggressors”.  
 

Anger 
We measured anger by asking participants how much anger they felt towards the aggressors in bullying 
situations (1 = None; 7 = Very much). 
 

Perceived Effectiveness of Social control 
Three items tapped on participants’ beliefs about the authorities’ effectiveness in dealing with the 
bullying phenomenon (1 = I completely disagree, 7 = I completely agree): “I believe that the authorities are 
capable of doing justice in cases of bullying”; “The measures adopted by the authorities are sufficient to 
deal with bullying cases”; “The measures adopted by the authorities are sufficient to detect bullying 
cases”. We averaged these items’ scores to a Perceived Effectiveness of Social Control index (Cronbach’s α 
= .81). 
 

Agreement with Popular Justice 
Four items tapped participants’ agreement with popular justice (1 = I completely disagree, 7 = I completely 
agree): “Sometimes it is better to take justice into one’s own hands”; “People should organize themselves 
in order to physically punish the aggressors”; “Sometimes, popular justice is the best option”; “Popular 
justice would be the most adequate solution for cases like these”. We averaged these items’ scores to an 
Agreement with Popular Justice index (Cronbach’s α = .90). 
 
RESULTS 
 
Measures 

Attribution of Responsibility 
Descriptive results on Attribution of Responsibility scores show that participants believe that the 
aggressors are the most accountable for bullying situations (in all comparisons between Aggressors’ 
Responsibility and all other responsibility factors, p always < .001); see Table 1. In addition, we 
conducted a multiple linear regression analysis in order to ascertain which type of attribution accounted 
for higher variability in Agreement with Popular Justice. As expected, results show that Aggressors’ 
Responsibility was the only significant predictor of Agreement with Popular Justice, β = .15, t = 2.71, p = 
.007 (for all other factors, β ≤ .11, t ≤ 1.75, p ≥ .081).  

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for the Attribution of Responsibility items.  
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Attribution of Responsibility M SD 
The school 3.84 1.59 

The parents of the victims 2.27 1.33 

The parents of the aggressors 4.98 1.38 

The victims 2.02 1.30 

The aggressors 6.31 1.07 

 
Anger 

A one sample t-test showed that the score of Anger was significantly higher than 4, the scale midpoint (M 
= 5.09, SD = 2.03), t(349) = 10.05, p < .001), indicating that bullying cases trigger great levels of anger in 
participants. 
 

Perceived Effectiveness of Social Control 
In line with our expectations, participants perceived formal social control measures of bullying cases in 
the country to be ineffective. Indeed, a one sample t-test conducted on the Perceived Effectiveness of 
Social Control score revealed significantly low values (M = 2.76, SD = 1.13), t(349) = -20.67, p < .001, as 
compared to the mid-point of the scale (4). 
 

Agreement with Popular Justice 
Finally, participants reported low Agreement with Popular Justice (M = 2.28, SD = 1.36). This is not 
surprising, considering that the items measuring this, are of an extreme punitive nature and are directed 
at bullies in schools who are, still, fundamentally children and teenagers. Although we had no specific 
expectations regarding this relatively low score, it is reasonable to suppose that participants consider 
engagement in informal punishment as a generally socially undesirable conduct. 
 
Mediation Analyses 
We propose a moderation-mediation regression model in which Aggressors’ Responsibility is the 
predictor, Agreement with Popular Justice is the dependent variable, Anger is the mediator, and 
Perceived Effectiveness of Social Control is the moderator of the association between Anger and 
Agreement with Popular Justice. We expected that the more the aggressor is perceived to be responsible 
for the bullying behavior, the higher should be the participants’ level of anger. In turn, the angrier 
participants feel towards the aggressor, the more agreement with popular justice they should report. This 
association should, nevertheless, be stronger for participants who consider institutional mechanisms of 
social control to be ineffective than for participants who report more confidence in these mechanisms.  
 

Mediation role of Anger on the association between Aggressors’ Responsibility and Agreement with 
Popular Justice and Moderation role of Perceived Effectiveness of Social Control. 

We first conducted Pearson’s product-moment correlations between the measures that compose our 
model. As expected, all are significant; see Table 2.  
 

Table 2. Pearson Correlation Matrix for measures included in the Mediated-Moderation Model.  

 2 3 4 

1. Aggressors’ Responsibility .29*** -.09 .14** 

2. Anger - -.20*** .31*** 

3. Perceived Effectiveness of Social Control - - -.21*** 

4. Agreement with Popular Justice - - - 

Note. ***p < .001; **p < 0.01; *p ≤ .05 

 
This correlations pattern allows us to proceed with the moderated-mediation analysis. Thus, we tested 
our proposed model (PROCESS; Model 14, with 10,000 bootstrap; see Hayes, 2013). This model (see 
Figure 1) significantly explained Agreement with Popular Justice, F(4, 345) = 15.11, p < .001, and 
accounted for 14.90% of the total variance. In line with our prediction, the moderated-mediation model is 
statistically significant (index of moderated-mediation b = -0.06, SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [-0.11, -0.03]). 
Moreover, Perceived Effectiveness of Social Control significantly interacts with Anger in predicting 
Agreement with Popular Justice (interaction effect between the mediator and the moderator: b = -0.11, SE 
= 0.03, t =-3.59, p < .001, 95% CI = [-0.17, -0.05]). This interaction shows that the mediating effect is 
relevant for participants that most perceived the group to be ineffective in dealing with bullying (-1SD, b 
= 0.18, SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.11, 0.27], but not for participants with high perceived efficacy [1SD, b = 
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0.04, SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [-0.09, 0.09]). As expected, the model fully accounts for the association between 
Aggressors’ Responsibility and Agreement with Popular Justice (direct effect: b = 0.04, SE = 0.07, t < 1). In 
brief, a stronger responsibility attributed to aggressors yields more anger towards them, which, in turn, 
triggers more agreement with popular justice. Moreover, this effect is stronger for participants who 
believe that formal social control mechanisms are ineffective. 
 

 
Note. ***p < .001; **p < 0.01; *p ≤ .05 

 
Figure 1. Model testing the hypothesis that Anger mediates the association between Aggressor 

Responsibility and Agreement with Popular Justice, with Perceived Effectiveness of Social Control acting 
as the moderator. 

 
DISCUSSION 
In the present work, we were interested in studying the processes underlying the collective punishment 
of bullies. We argued that agreement with popular justice is fueled by the attribution of responsibility to 
aggressors, the anger directed at them, and the perceived ineffectiveness of social control mechanisms in 
dealing with this issue. Overall, the findings are consistent with our hypotheses. Firstly, our results 
showed that, although people may perceive other factors to account for bullying, they considered 
aggressors as the most responsible among the persons or institutions that play a direct or indirect role in 
the bullying phenomenon. Secondly, results supported the idea that bullying is associated with anger 
directed at the aggressors, and that such anger interacts with the perceived ineffectiveness of formal 
social control mechanisms. Indeed, greater levels of anger towards aggressors predicted higher 
agreement with popular justice, especially when people believed that formal social control mechanisms 
were not effective. 

From a more general standpoint, the present findings may shed further light on the processes 
underlying deviance, social control and collective action, as well as contribute to better comprehend and 
tackle bullying. 
 
Social control of deviance and collective action 
Our findings extend prior knowledge regarding the importance of effective social control mechanisms. 
Pinto and colleagues (2015) had already posited that the perception that formal mechanisms of social 
control are ineffective in dealing with deviance triggers negative outcomes for both individuals and 
groups, in the sense that they perceive the group as more anomic, perceive the future with less hope and 
optimism, and decrease their bonds with the group. However, and in line with literature that proposes 
that ineffective social control may lead to the adoption of compensatory action (e.g., Carlsmith & Darley, 
2008; Carlsmith et al., 2002; Strelan & van Prooijen, 2013), our findings suggest that popular justice may 
be a relevant group response to take into account in research on compensatory action. Indeed, 
participants in our study were more willing to advocate popular justice towards the aggressors the more 
they perceived the social control system as ineffective in preventing and sanctioning bullying. 
Importantly, popular justice refers to taking justice into ones’ own hands, which suggests that 
participants were interested in sanctioning a behavior that would, otherwise, remain unpunished. This 
idea fits the functionalist approach to deviance (Durkheim, 1893; cf. also Marques & Páez, 2008), in the 
sense that participants appeared to believe that punishing deviants was necessary to maintain social 
order and restore justice, a core value to national groups. 

b = .58 *** 

 

b = .15 * (.04, ns) 

b = .50 *** 

 

Agreement 
with Popular 

Justice 

Aggressors’ 
Responsibility 

Anger 

Perceived 
Effectiveness of 
Social Control 

b = -.11 *** 
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The present study also contributes to the understanding of the emergence of non-normative 
collective action. As noted before, collective action can take various forms, including normative and non-
normative forms (Becker & Tausch, 2015; Tausch et al., 2011). In this paper, we focused on one example 
of non-normative collective action: the agreement with popular justice, which requires attribution of 
liability to the aggressor and a spontaneous collective movement (de la Roche, 1996). We considered it as 
the willingness to compensate for the absence of an effective means to maintain social order, although 
done through potentially violent means. The mediated-moderation found in this work also fits with 
literature that suggests that non-normative collective actions should be associated with anger (Becker & 
Tausch, 2015), and that this anger should be channeled to collective action when individuals feel 
powerless in having authorities properly address the issue in question (van Zomeren et al., 2008).  

Importantly, our study reinforces the need to pursue a thorough study of popular justice 
manifestations. As far as we know, popular justice is a topic that does not capture much attention among 
scholars, particularly in the social psychological domain. However, it is a phenomenon that does, indeed, 
occur, as illustrated by our study and by the case that introduced this paper. Moreover, the expansion of 
internet and social media may provide new contexts for the engagement in collective action, and namely, 
in popular justice (for a review, cf. Spears & Postmes, 2015). Because of its recent nature, internet and 
social media phenomena, such as online activism, are still understudied. Indeed, there is evidence that the 
so-called new media (e.g., social networks) provide a depersonalized context (Postmes, 2009; Spears & 
Postmes, 2015) that allows immediate and interactive communication, which can ultimately lead to 
collective action (Castells, 2015), and more specifically to cyberhate (Douglas, 2009). For these reasons, 
harsh manifestations of popular justice, as well as other non-normative types of collective action, should 
receive greater attention from academics. 
 
Tackling the social problem of bullying 
Researchers working on bullying acknowledge it as a complex social problem, and often recommend a 
holistic analysis of the issue, not restricted to the bullies, to the victims, or to the bystanders (e.g., Hymel, 
Rocke-Henderson, & Bonanno, 2005; Smith, Pepler, & Rigby, 2004; Swearer & Doll, 2001; Vernberg & 
Biggs, 2010). In addition, other researchers suggest that greater exposure to bullying can increase the 
perception of this behavior as less immoral – thus more acceptable – among children and adolescents 
(Gini, 2006). This, in turn, not only affects youngsters’ attitudes towards bullies (Almeida, Correia, & 
Marinho, 2009), but also increases the likelihood of more bullying in the future (Hymel & Bonanno, 
2014), and decreases the likelihood of peers intervening to defend victims from aggressions (Obermann, 
2011). 

Our study complements the aforementioned literature by showing that broader societal 
characteristics can have a relevant role in controlling and responding to bullying. According to our 
results, bullying is, indeed, an overall deviant, unacceptable behavior which generates great outrage and 
anger among people, particularly directed at bullies. The consensually-shared conscience of how 
unacceptable such behaviors are, if successfully conveyed to children and adolescents, may contribute to 
increase the perception of immorality of such acts and, in the long run, decrease the prevalence of this 
phenomenon. We expect our work to contribute to help tackling this social problem. 

 
Limitations and future studies 
The present study has some limitations that should be addressed in future studies on this subject. 
Particularly, although we are confident that the majority of participants evoked the specific case of 
bullying that was salient at the time of data collection, the task instructed participants to evoke cases of 
bullying that they were aware of. For this reason, we cannot assume that participants evoked the same 
event, which may have influenced our results. Another limitation is that the questionnaire did not offer an 
option to ascribe blame to bystanders, who are frequently present in bullying situations and were also 
present in the event that inspired this study. Because of their passiveness in performing immediate social 
control over the aggressors, bystanders might also share blame for these bullying situations. Finally, 
because blaming the victim is a common psychological phenomenon, future studies could also assess the 
emotions directed at the victims, and analyze whether blaming them has an impact on collective action. 
 
Conclusions 
Based on the present work, as well as on the literature on collective action (e.g., de la Roche, 1996), 
popular justice appears to be the last resort to restore social order. This is particularly problematic for 
bullying, considering that aggressors are, fundamentally, children and adolescents, most of them 
underage and, thus, legally unaccountable for their actions. Our work suggests that prevention of positive 
attitudes towards popular justice could be achieved by developing legislation aimed at formally 



Addressing bullying through collective action 

Copyright © 2017 Associação Portuguesa de Psicologia   8 

sanctioning bullies, regardless of their age. Also importantly, society should be aware of the existing 
formal mechanisms of social control, as well as of their effectiveness. We suggest, thus, that formal 
authorities put greater effort in conveying the message that bullying does not go unpunished. 

To conclude, the aim of our paper was to understand how bullying, a phenomenon with increasing 
awareness, can provoke agreement with popular justice actions aimed at compensating for the 
ineffectiveness of social control of bullying. Our findings highlighted not only the pertinence in 
considering the society’s perspective in general to properly address the issue of bullying, but also the 
need to pursue the scientific study of popular justice as a non-normative form of collective action. 
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