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I N TRODUC TION

Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli children and adolescents have 
been forced to endure yet another extreme escalation of vi-
olence—the War in Gaza. Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli 
children and adolescents are among the many thousands 
of civilians killed and taken hostage in Hamas' terrorist at-
tack in southern Israel on October 7, 2023, and the ensuing 
retaliation and escalation into war characterized by unre-
lenting air and ground attacks by the Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF). At least 30 Jewish-Israeli youth were taken hostage, 
and an unknown number of over 1400 deaths on October 
7th, 2023 were of Jewish-Israeli babies, children, and ado-
lescents; within 3 weeks, over 3600 Palestinian babies, chil-
dren, and adolescents were killed by IDF attacks in Gaza 
(Debre & Shurafa,  2023)—a number that reached almost 
8000 by December 12, 2023, and has only continued to grow 
(HRW, 2024). Speaking to Congress on November 7, 2023, 
U.S. Representative Rashida Tlaib  (2023) exclaimed, “The 
cries of the Palestinian and Israeli children sound no dif-
ferent to me…We cannot lose our shared humanity.” It is 
with Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli youth that we believe it is 
possible to find our shared humanity and empower youth to 

treat the other justly with respect, dignity, and compassion 
and intervene when the other is victimized in any way. In an 
earlier statement on the War in Gaza, Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation CEO and President Richard Besser  (2023) as-
serted, “[We must] tear down the barriers that have been 
intentionally built to keep us divided, and to name and con-
front the deeper root causes of violence. These barriers are 
not stronger than the core value we share—to live in a world 
where all communities are safe and free from violence.” 
Below, we present our study as well as a brief (and insuffi-
cient) account of some of the nuanced and conflicted history 
of this region and these peoples—a history that has led to 
these divisive barriers and that sheds light on those deeper 
root causes of intergroup victimization.

Interventions that are mindfulness and compassion-
based, social–emotional and social-skills-based, and 
contact-based have all successfully reduced prejudice and 
stereotyping among Palestinian Citizens of Israel (PCI)1 and 

 1The term Palestinian Citizens of Israel (PCI) is used when describing Palestinians 
who live as citizens in the state of Israel. The term Palestinian is used when 
referring to Palestinians who live in present-day Palestine/Palestinian Occupied 
Territories, a combination of Palestinians and PCIs, or the Palestinian people prior 
to the establishment of the state of Israel.
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Abstract
Research shows positive bystander intervention effectively mitigates bullying experi-
ences. Yet, more evidence regarding bystander responses to bias-based social exclusion 
(BSE) is needed in intergroup contexts, especially in the majority world and in areas of 
intractable conflict. This study assessed the effectiveness of skills and skills + contact-
based interventions for BSE among 148 Palestinian Citizens of Israel (Mage = 10.55) and 
154 Jewish-Israeli (Mage = 10.54) early adolescents (Girls = 52.32%) in Tel Aviv-Yafo. 
Bystander responses were assessed by participants' reactions to hypothetical BSE sce-
narios over three time points. Repeated measures ANOVAs revealed both interven-
tions significantly increased positive and decreased negative bystander responses, with 
changes maintained at the follow-up. The opposite result pattern emerged for the control 
group. Findings suggest that both interventions can effectively encourage youth to pub-
licly challenge BSE, even amidst intractable conflict.
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Jewish-Israeli youth in the Middle East amid intractable 
conflict (Berger, Brenick, Lawrence, et  al.,  2018; Berger, 
Brenick, & Tarrasch, 2018). Additionally, such interventions 
have promoted moral reasoning about intergroup relations 
(PCI & Jewish-Israeli: Brenick et al., 2019). This shift is facil-
itated by increased outgroup empathy and concerns for fair-
ness and equity. However, interventions have yet to be 
studied in relation to bystander responses to bias-based so-
cial exclusion (BSE), when an individual is excluded simply 
due to their social identity.

TH E ROL E OF BYSTA N DER S

The Social Domain Model (Turiel, 2015) provides a frame-
work to examine youth's evaluations of social issues, such as 
the role of the bystander in BSE. This model proposes social 
reasoning reflects moral considerations of justice, welfare, 
and equality; societal conventions, social expectations, and 
group norms; and psychological constructs of personal pref-
erence or choice. When evaluating BSE, the prioritization of 
these domains determines how individuals rate the accepta-
bility of victimization and what—if any—bystander response 
should be used to address it (see Brenick & Halgunseth, 2017; 
Palmer et al., 2022).

A witness—or bystander—is present in over 85% of 
bullying or victimization incidents (Jones et  al.,  2015; 
see Lapidot-Lef ler,  2017, for Mid-East data). Bystanders 
can respond in various ways—both negative and posi-
tive. Despite evidence that positive intervening behavior 
can stop victimization within 10 s and mitigate its myriad 
short- and long-term consequences (Hawkins et al., 2001), 
positive bystander intervention only occurs in approxi-
mately 10–25% of victimization situations (Thornberg & 
Jungert, 2013).

A positive bystander—sometimes called a “defender of 
the victim” (Salmivalli,  2014)—supports the victim and/
or challenges the victimizer; both behaviors are highly 
effective in stopping victimization. In contrast, a passive 
bystander (an outsider) ignores the situation, supporting 
neither the victim nor the victimizer. Finally, a negative 
bystander actively joins in with the victimizer (assist) 
or otherwise encourages the victimization (reinforce, 
Salmivalli, 2014).

When promoting positive and reducing negative by-
stander behavior, the type of victimization must be consid-
ered. Social exclusion is ubiquitous in adolescence but often 
viewed as less serious than other forms of victimization 
(e.g., physical bullying) and thus negatively associated with 
bystander intervention (U.K. sample: Bauman et al., 2020). 
Still, few studies have examined bystander responses specifi-
cally in BSE (e.g., U.S. southeastern region samples: Gönültaş 
& Mulvey,  2020; Cypriot, non-Cypriot Immigrant sample: 
Palmer et al., 2022).

Youth look to their salient groups, such as peers and par-
ents/family, for (perceived) norms when interpreting BSE; 
they also tend to be more accepting of BSE in the family 

context (e.g., the family home; Arab- & Jewish-Americans: 
Brenick & Romano, 2016). To date, few studies have exam-
ined these evaluations within contexts of intractable inter-
group conflict (Palestine, Israel: Brenick et al., 2010, 2019), 
where outgroup BSE is not only a typical and frequent occur-
rence but also often supported by group, family, and societal 
norms (Saudi Arabia: Alsamih & Tenenbaum, 2018; Brenick 
& Romano, 2016). Furthermore, these studies have not yet 
assessed bystander interventions for BSE.

In the current study, we assessed bystander responses of 
PCI and Jewish-Israeli 5th-grade students when confronted 
with intergroup BSE and examined how bystander behav-
ior differs when peers or parents motivate the BSE. We also 
compared the effectiveness of skills and combined skills and 
intergroup contact-based interventions as means to increase 
youth's positive and reduce negative bystander responses in 
hypothetical interethnic BSE scenarios.

Individual and contextual variables related to 
bystander responses

Individual variables

A significant challenge faced by interventionists is that 
young bystanders may choose not to intervene in acts of 
victimization for a number of reasons (e.g., group mem-
bership, gender, and age effects). For example, minoritized 
youth more frequently view BSE by the majority group not 
just as interpersonal, but also discriminatory, requiring by-
stander intervention (Germany: Brenick et  al.,  2012; U.S.: 
Gönültaş & Mulvey, 2020). In addition, girls in early- to mid-
adolescence are more likely than boys to interpret victimi-
zation as emergent and necessitating bystander responses 
(U.S. rural, low S.E.S.: Jenkins & Nickerson,  2017; Iran, 
China, & Canada: Shohoudi Mojdehi et  al.,  2019), and are 
more willing to engage in positive bystander responses (The 
Netherlands & India: Pronk et al., 2017). Boys, however, tend 
to distance themselves and do nothing or respond confron-
tationally (Malta: Hunter & Borg,  2006; Western Canada: 
Trach et al., 2010).

Important developmental variation exists too; at approx-
imately 10–12 years of age, youth offer increasingly sophis-
ticated bystander strategies overall (Trach et al., 2010), but 
are also decreasingly likely to report the use of positive by-
stander responses (U.K.: Palmer et al., 2017; Italy, Singapore: 
Pozzoli et al., 2012; Trach & Hymel, 2019). This age-related 
shift coincides with an acceleration of ethnic-racial identity 
development (see Umaña-Taylor, 2023) coupled with the am-
plified influence of group norms, which can lead to identity-
driven outgroup negativity, greater acceptance of BSE, and 
lack of positive bystander response to intergroup victimiza-
tion (see Brenick & Halgunseth,  2017). Concurrently, ado-
lescents are better able to formulate nuanced sociopolitical 
attitudes and peer intergroup dynamics, leaving it a prime 
developmental period to facilitate positive intergroup beliefs 
and behaviors (see Verkuyten, 2022).
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Contextual variables

Bystander responses are also related to perceptions of the 
salient aspects of the larger victimization context. BSE, in 
general, is viewed as less severe than other types of victimi-
zation, such as physical victimization, and thus viewed as 
less warranting bystander intervention (Bauman et al., 2020; 
Taiwan: Chen et al., 2015). Among U.S. youth, BSE is often 
not even viewed as victimization or recognized as legitimate, 
harmful, and warranting intervention—unlike the same so-
cial exclusion victimization between two individuals of the 
same ethnicity (see Brenick & Halgunseth, 2017). In the cur-
rent study, this is heightened as PCI and Jewish-Israeli iden-
tity narratives center the fundamental idea of victimhood at 
the hands of the other; thus, the outgroup is delegitimized, 
dehumanized, and considered beyond moral consideration 
and unworthy of positive bystander intervention (Nasie & 
Bar-Tal, 2020).

The Palestine-Israel context

The early adolescents in our study were born into a re-
gion steeped in intractable conflict—a context critical 
to understanding the backdrop of our current research. 
Following World War I, Palestine was placed under British 
mandate. British control established independent politi-
cal, economic, and administrative rule for the Palestinian 
and Jewish residents—the latter of which grew in numbers 
through return migration and settlement because of the 
rampant persecution and forced displacement throughout 
Europe. This population growth, coupled with growing 
Palestinian national consciousness, led to violent clashes. 
A theme of segregation persists throughout the region's 
history; in peace negotiations, the 1947 United Nations 
Resolution 181 proposed the land be divided equally 
into independent Arab (Palestine) and Jewish (Israel) 
states—despite two-thirds of the population then being 
Arab Palestinians (Schenker & AbuZayyad, 2019). When 
efforts to broker peace failed, the State of Israel was es-
tablished in 1948 by David Ben-Gurion. This led to the 
Arab-Israeli War, known as the War of Independence in 
Israel because it is considered to be a liberation of their an-
cestral land (Rouhana & Bar-Tal, 1998) and al-Nakba (i.e., 
the catastrophe) by Palestinians due to the mass uprooting 
of Palestinians along with the subsequent erasure of his-
toric Palestine (Masalha, 2012). This exemplifies the dual 
narratives that characterize the history of this region and 
these peoples.

After the war, Palestinians who remained within the 
newly defined Israeli borders (PCI), were granted Israeli 
citizenship but constituted a minority of the population 
and were subjected to military rule with restricted rights 
until 1966 (Beinin & Hajjar,  2014). Palestinians living in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip have long withstood and 
fought military occupation and restricted rights of move-
ment. Palestinians, PCI, and Jewish-Israelis have all 

experienced violent attacks in their homes, in public, and 
at religious and holy sites—often during times of great reli-
gious importance. While Israel and its Jewish citizens have 
been targets of smaller scale terror attacks and rocket-fire 
from neighboring Arab countries (e.g., Lebanon in 2023), 
Palestinians have been subjected to bulldozing of and evic-
tion from homes, expanding occupation, and brute force 
from a larger, better funded, and stronger armed military. 
Inequitable power dynamics between Palestinians, PCI, 
and the Israeli government persist, as is replicated in the 
War in Gaza.

Presently, PCI and Jewish-Israelis live overwhelmingly 
segregated and unequal lives. Political and mainstream 
representation is lacking, so neither PCI nor Jewish-Israeli 
youth see many representations of Palestinians—espe-
cially depicted as non-threatening—or positive inter-
group relations between Palestinians and Jewish-Israelis 
(Sales,  2016). Most PCI and Jewish-Israelis live in sep-
arate or segregated cities. This geographic divide is ac-
companied by a split public education system with Arab 
and Hebrew “streams” separated by religion and ethnic-
ity (Robinson, 2023; Sales, 2016). Both streams are taught 
specialized content (group-specific culture, language, and 
history) in addition to the standard (common) curricu-
lum. PCI schools are funded 20%–40% less than Jewish-
Israeli schools, have less paid teacher training, and have 
fewer and poorer quality resources (Gad,  2021). The dis-
parate funding for schooling drives persistent achievement 
gaps between PCI and Jewish-Israeli youth, which results 
in Palestinian underrepresentation in Israeli universities 
as well as poorer job prospects (Zeedan & Hogan, 2022). 
Palestinian youth are significantly more likely than 
Jewish-Israeli youth to grow up in poverty and in families 
suffering from unemployment (Zeedan & Hogan,  2022). 
These disparate lived experiences can be a source of con-
f lict, creating intergroup tensions (Robinson,  2023) and 
fueling narratives of intergroup victimhood and delegit-
imization (Nasie & Bar-Tal, 2020).

Intergroup norms: Peer and family influences

The aforementioned intergroup dual narratives are often 
developed through the internalization of ingroup norma-
tive beliefs and actions (see Tadmor et al., 2017). Peer- and 
family-based social groups are of the utmost importance 
during adolescence (McGrath et  al.,  2009; McKeown & 
Taylor,  2018). Throughout adolescence, parents commu-
nicate ingroup norms about victimization, generally, and 
BSE, specifically. Adolescents often adhere to familial 
norms and behave in an identity-congruous manner—
even if this means engaging in BSE (Saudi Arabia: Alsamih 
& Tenenbaum, 2018; Arab- & Jewish-American: Brenick & 
Romano,  2016). This is especially true in cultures or so-
cieties that emphasize deference to authority and religion 
(e.g., Alsamih & Tenenbaum,  2018), such as the current 
sample.
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At the same time, peer influence and peer group norms 
become increasingly salient in adolescence (McKeown & 
Taylor,  2018); adolescents worry more about the repercus-
sions of acting against peer group norms (e.g., becoming a 
victim; embarrassment for “overreacting”) and are less likely 
to intervene on behalf of victims because of their increas-
ing awareness of peer group dynamics (Bauman et al., 2020). 
Adolescents' evaluations of BSE also differ across peer and 
family contexts (PCI, Jewish-Israeli: Brenick et  al.,  2019; 
Brenick & Romano,  2016), such that perceived intergroup 
norms of parents and peers vary in salience and influence 
on one's evaluations based on the BSE context. Still, little is 
known about how youth bystander responses vary when a 
parent is the reason for the BSE versus a peer and if inter-
ventions will affect bystander responses in both contexts 
similarly.

I N TERV E N TIONS TO PROMOTE 
POSITI V E BYSTA N DER R E SPONSE S 
TO BI AS -BASED V IC TI M IZ ATION

Social–emotional skills training

Interventions targeting the development of social–emotional 
skills are well-suited to promote positive and decrease nega-
tive bystander responses. Social–emotional skills interven-
tions increase perspective-taking ability among adolescents 
which strengthens empathy, facilitates intergroup under-
standing, and reduces outgroup victim blaming (Vescio 
et al., 2003), prejudice, and aggression (PCI, Jewish-Israeli: 
Berger, Brenick, Lawrence, et al., 2018; Brenick et al., 2019). 
Moreover, understanding others' feelings is associated with 
significantly higher odds of bystanders intervening posi-
tively (Trach & Hymel, 2019).

Intergroup contact

Intergroup contact also promotes positive bystander re-
sponses to BSE. Allport  (1954) hypothesized that contact 
between members of different social groups reduces preju-
dice when conditions of equal group status, common goals, 
intergroup cooperation, and shared support of authority or 
customs are met. Pettigrew (1998) posited further that con-
tact must provide the time and opportunity for individuals 
to develop intimate relationships characterized by reciprocal 
disclosure that fosters stereotype reduction and reduces dis-
criminatory behaviors. Individuals with frequent intergroup 
contact and who develop intergroup friendships have de-
creased negative outgroup attitudes (Titzmann et al., 2015) 
and intergroup bias, as well as increased outgroup empa-
thy (Berger, Brenick, Lawrence, et  al.,  2018) and proso-
cial attitudes toward victimized outgroup peers (Brenick 
et al., 2019). These factors are linked with fewer aggressive 
and more assertive bystander response behaviors, particu-
larly in older adolescents (U.K.: Palmer et al., 2017).

Skills + contact intervention

An integrated skills + contact-based approach is used in in-
tractable conflict areas to avoid potential worsening impacts 
of sub-optimal contact. Contact-based interventions with 
group members who are severely distressed by conflict can be 
challenging and even provocative (Guffler & Wagner, 2017). 
This can happen when societal group status inequality is 
replicated in the contact setting. A further impediment 
arises when the majority status group works toward their 
own conceptualization of positive intergroup relations to 
the exclusion of the needs of minoritized group members. 
Additionally, if contact is not maintained over the long term, 
participants return to segregated and polarizing communi-
ties (see Guffler & Wagner, 2017). When intergroup contact 
is not feasible (e.g., segregated schools, extreme conflict), 
then skill-based interventions can be effective. If communi-
ties and schools are committed to desegregation, skill-based 
interventions can support positive contact experiences when 
implemented together and can help reduce any potential 
negative effects of intergroup contact in high conflict situa-
tions (Brenick et al., 2019).

Current study

The current study addresses multiple gaps in the extant lit-
erature. First, research on bystander behaviors in response 
to BSE with groups in intractable conflict, is needed. This 
is particularly the case when examining how bystander 
behaviors are influenced when BSE is carried out by peers 
as compared to parents. Although previous studies have 
addressed intergroup scenarios, samples were primarily 
Black and White youth in the U.S. and immigrant and non-
immigrant background groups in Europe. The current study 
expands the literature by including real-life scenarios of PCI 
and Jewish-Israeli youth—grossly understudied popula-
tions from the majority world, with data that were collected 
during the “Habba” or “Intifada of Individuals,” a time of 
increased violent conflict, including civilian targeted shoot-
ings, stabbings, car attacks, lockdowns, fatal arson (2015–
2016; Beaumont, 2016; Benoist, 2016), and deaths by Israeli 
security forces—some determined to be unlawful killings 
(Amnesty International, 2015).

Additionally, whereas skills and contact-based interven-
tions have been studied independently, the interventions 
have yet to be comparatively evaluated for promoting posi-
tive and reducing negative bystander responses. The current 
study explores the impacts of skills and skills + contact-
based interventions on adolescents' bystander behaviors in 
PCI and Jewish-Israeli interethnic contexts. Specifically, we 
hypothesized that: (1) skills or skills + contact-based inter-
vention participants would select (a) more positive bystander 
responses and (b) fewer negative bystander responses after 
the interventions; (2) social studies control group partici-
pants would remain constant in their selection of bystander 
responses across all three timepoints (pre-test, post-test, 
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follow-up); and (3) the skills or skills + contact-based in-
tervention participants would (a) increase moral domain 
(e.g., empathy) and (b) decrease societal domain (e.g., social 
conventions, stereotypes) justifications for their responses. 
Across interventions, we hypothesized that: (4) girls would 
select more positive bystander responses than boys; and (5) 
PCI and Jewish-Israeli youth would select more positive 
bystander responses in the peer context than in the family 
context.

M ETHODS

Setting

This study took place in Yafo/Jaffa, the oldest part of Tel 
Aviv-Yafo/Jaffa, with a total population of 55,000 people: 
20,000 PCI and 35,000 Jewish-Israelis. The program was 
presented to, and approved by, the Education Department 
of the municipality of Tel Aviv-Yafo/Jaffa, who, with local 
approval, granted access to public schools. Additionally, 
the Department of Education in the municipality invited 
the Arab-Jewish Community Center (AJCC) to create 
a program to help diffuse the tension between PCI and 
Jewish-Israeli students in this environment. The study was 
conducted over one entire academic year in the partici-
pating schools and the AJCC (for the contact intervention 
only) from September to June, with a 6-month follow-up 
assessment after the interventions and the school year was 
complete. Three PCI elementary schools and three Jewish-
Israeli elementary schools (n = 6 schools) in Yafo/Jaffa 
were chosen to participate based on their similar socio-
economic statuses (established based on the Ministry of 
Education's index, which comprises parents' education, 
per capita income, school periphery, and country of ori-
gin). Additionally, these schools were selected because 
each school was required to have two, and only two, 5th 
grade classes for consistency to match the schools. Each of 
the three PCI schools and the three Jewish-Israeli schools 
were randomly assigned to receive one of the three con-
ditions: skills intervention, skills + contact intervention, 
or the control condition. The 5th grade was selected be-
cause of recent findings that suggest that youth at this 
age are particularly responsive to prejudice reduction and 
anti-racism—such as actively responding as a positive by-
stander against bias-based bullying (see Verkuyten, 2022). 
The schools were statistically comparable to those that did 
not participate in the study in terms of location, socioeco-
nomic status, and ethnic makeup of students.

Participants

Participants (N = 302) included 5th grade students from six 
schools. Classes were randomly assigned to the skills training 
group (skills; N = 103, Mage = 10.55, SD = 0.26, girls = 52.43%), 
combined skills + contact training group (skills + contact; 

N = 102 Mage = 10.53, SD = 0.26, girls = 50.98%), or the control 
group (control; N = 97, Mage = 10.57, SD = 0.26, girls = 53.60%). 
Students' ages ranged from 10.10 to 11.10 years old. All par-
ticipants provided consent from their parents; consent forms 
were sent to the parents and returned through the teachers. 
Six students were dropped from the study for failing to com-
plete the questionnaires. No significant differences emerged 
at baseline between students who completed the study and 
those who dropped out.

Implementation of interventions

The program rationale was presented to the homeroom 
teachers of participating classrooms. Teachers also received 
specific instructions based on their class's group assign-
ments. All interventions consisted of 12 semi-monthly ses-
sions that took place in the students' schools or in the AJCC. 
A team of trained PCI and Jewish-Israeli external facilitators 
administered all interventions to standardize program de-
livery (please see Appendix S1 for full description of imple-
mentation and interventions).

Measures

Paper and pencil surveys were administered three times: im-
mediately before and after the intervention administration 
and 6-months after the intervention completed. Bystander 
response behavior was measured by participants' selected 
responses following each of two scenarios depicting BSE. 
Having participants respond to hypothetical but plausible vi-
gnettes is a well-established methodological approach to as-
sess social and moral beliefs about complex social situations 
that inform our behavioral responses (Bechler et al., 2021). 
The present scenarios were adapted from highly similar 
vignettes used and validated in a large international body 
of work on youth BSE (e.g., Alsamih & Tenenbaum,  2018; 
Brenick et  al.,  2019; Gönültaş & Mulvey,  2020) and reflect 
real life BSE experiences and potential bystander responses 
drawn from the extant literature and culturally specific pilot 
testing. Scenario one (peer scenario) depicted an outgroup 
member who was excluded from socializing/playing a game 
with a group of peers and scenario two (home scenario) 
described an outgroup member who was excluded by one's 
parents from an event in one's family home (see Table S1 for 
full scenarios & questions). The ethnicity and gender of the 
excluder in the scenarios were always matched to participant 
ethnicity and gender.

Bystander responses

Participants were then asked what they would do if they were 
the bystanders in the scenario (bystander response) and se-
lected from six potential bystander responses. The responses 
were categorized as positive, passive, or negative. Positive 
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responses involved supporting or defending the victim, such 
as “tell[ing] the excluding kid that this is not fair.” Passive 
responses involved not doing anything to support the victim 
or the victimizer, such as “do nothing, this is the decision 
of the person who organizes the game/group.” Negative re-
sponses involved encouraging the victimizer, such as, “sup-
port the kid who excludes.”

Finally, participants reported the reason why they se-
lected their response (justification). Justifications were cat-
egorized according to extant research on youth BSE and 
Social Domain Theory (Turiel,  2015), as follows: (1) social 
conventional (e.g., the outgroup won't fit in with the in-
group), (2) stereotype (e.g., the ingroup and outgroup youth 
cannot be friends with each other), (3) personal choice (e.g., 
the excluder gets to decide whom should be included or ex-
cluded), (4) empathy for victim (e.g., the victim may have 
their feelings hurt), and (5) empathy for excluder (e.g., the 
excluder may feel bad about it later).

Plan for analyses

A 2 (gender of participant: boys, girls) × 2 (ethnicity of par-
ticipant: PCI, Jewish-Israeli) × 3 (treatment group: skills, 
skills + contact, control) × 3 (bystander response: positive, 
passive, negative) × 2 (scenario: peer, home) × 3 (time: pre-
test, post-test, follow-up) ANOVA with repeated measures 
on the last three variables was conducted to assess whether 
the skills or skills + contact based interventions would in-
crease positive and reduce negative bystander responses 
in comparison to the control group. Next, A 2 (gender of 
participant: boys, girls) × 2 (ethnicity of participant: PCI, 
Jewish-Israeli) × 3 (treatment group: skills, skills + con-
tact, control) × 5 (justification: social convention, stereo-
type, personal choice, empathy for victim, empathy for 
excluder) × 2 (scenario: peer, home) × 3 (time: pre-test, 
post-test, follow-up) ANOVA with repeated measures on 
the last three variables was conducted to assess whether 
the skills or skills + contact based interventions would in-
crease moral and decrease societal domain justifications 
for bystander responses in comparison to the control 
group. Significant effects were followed up with post-hoc 
univariate ANOVAs, dependent samples t-tests, or pair-
wise comparisons with Bonferroni adjustments for multi-
ple comparisons, as appropriate.

The authors have interpreted the results of these analy-
ses through their multiple personal and professional lenses 
(full positionality statements can be found in Appendix A). 
The first, second, and last authors have direct connections 
to the region and populations studied, as well as scholarly 
expertise in the research area and methodology. Zureiqi 
is a Palestinian scholar-activist, bilingual in Arabic and 
English, and though currently an American citizen, has 
deep familial ties to Palestine. Brenick identifies as a 
Jewish–American scholar-activist with Palestinian and 
Israeli family, friends, and colleagues living in Palestine 
and Israel; Berger is an Israeli-Jewish scholar and clinician, 

bilingual in Hebrew and English, and lives in Israel. 
Brenick's expertise is in intergroup victimization and in-
equities; Berger's expertise is in the psychological effects 
of terrorism. Both work collaboratively in the region with 
Israeli, Palestinian, Jewish, Muslim, and Christian col-
leagues and community partners on interventions to pro-
mote intergroup social justice. Seraj and Wu have lived 
experiences as minoritized ethnic and religious identities. 
Kelly has expertise in social and moral evaluations of in-
tergroup social victimization. We approach this research 
with sensitivity to promote equity, justice, and inclusion 
for all those affected.

R E SU LTS

Bystander responses

The repeated measures ANOVA yielded significant main 
effects for scenario and response (see Table 1). These main 
effects were qualified by several higher-level interaction 
effects. Only the interactions including “response” as a 
variable are relevant to the current study, however, and 
therefore, will be interpreted. The main effect of response 

T A B L E  1   Results of repeated measures anova for bystander response.

Df F ηp
2 p

Significant within-subjects effects

Scenario 1 9.07 0.03 **

Scenario × Ethnicity 1 15.45 0.05 ***

Scenario × Gender 1 5.18 0.02 *

Error (scenario) 289

Response 2 21.29 0.07 ***

Response × Treatment Group 4 9.11 0.06 ***

Error (response) 578

Time × Ethnicity 2 17.95 0.06 ***

Time × Gender 2 3.89 0.01 *

Time × Treatment Group 4 4.56 0.03 **

Error (time) 578

Scenario × Response × Gender 2 4.66 0.02 *

Error (scenario × response) 578

Scenario × Time 2 9.95 0.03 ***

Scenario × Time × Ethnicity 2 7.93 0.03 ***

Error (scenario × time) 578

Response × Time 4 14.52 0.05 ***

Response × Time × Treatment 
Group

8 11.28 0.07 ***

Error (response × time) 1156

Significant Between-subjects Effects

Treatment Group 2 5.41 0.04 **

Note: Only significant effects are reported. Ethnicity refers to the ethnicity of the 
participants. Response refers to bystander response.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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was qualified by the following interpretable interactions: 
“response by treatment group” and “response by time”; 
both were further qualified by “response by time by treat-
ment group” and “scenario by response by gender” higher 
order interactions.

Time x treatment group × bystander response 
interaction − positive bystander responses

The primary result of interest in this study is the response 
by time by treatment group interaction. To follow-up this 
interaction, the dataset was split by treatment group and 
separate repeated measures ANOVAs were run by treat-
ment group for each response type by the within subjects 
variable, time. Significant main effects of time were ex-
plored for responses within each treatment group via 
pairwise comparisons with Bonferroni adjustments (see 
Table 2 for all means, standard deviations, & effect sizes). 
The follow-up results show that skills group participants 
(F(2, 204) = 28.99, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.22) used significantly 
more positive bystander responses at post-test and fol-
low-up (ps < .001) than pre-test. Similarly, skills + contact 
group participants (F(2, 202) = 17.57, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.15) 
used significantly more positive responses at post-test 
and follow-up (ps < .001) than pre-test. Conversely, con-
trol group participants (F(2, 192) = 8.91, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.09) 
used significantly fewer positive bystander responses at 
follow-up than at pre-test (p < .001) or post-test (p < .01). 
Cohen's d values assessing the magnitude of effect of the 
treatment groups compared to the control group, yielded 
moderate to large effect sizes. There were no differences in 
effect sizes between the two treatment groups (Table 2 for 
all means, standard deviations, & effect sizes).

Time × treatment group bystander response 
interaction—passive bystander responses

Skills group participants decreased their selection of 
passive bystander responses over the three time points, 
though at non-significant levels. Skills + contact group 
participants selected more passive bystander responses in 
post-test than pre-test, and this non-significant trend was 
maintained at follow-up. However, control group partici-
pants (F (2, 192) = 11.91, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.11) used signifi-
cantly fewer passive bystander responses from pre-test to 
post-test (p < .01) and follow-up (p = .001), and then again 
from post-test to follow-up (p < .01). Cohen's d values re-
vealed moderate effect sizes for the skills group and large 
effect sizes for the skills + contact group, both in compari-
son to the control group. This difference yielded small 
effect sizes when comparing between the two treatment 
groups (Table 2 for all means, standard deviations, & ef-
fect sizes).

Time × treatment group × bystander response 
interaction—negative bystander responses

The skills (F (2, 204) = 12.94, p < .001, ηp
2 = 0.11) and the 

skills + contact (F (2, 202) = 13.70, p < .001, ηp
2 = 0.12) 

groups were significantly less likely to use negative by-
stander responses from pre-test to post-test (pskills = .001; 
pskills + contact = 0.01), with this effect being maintained at 
follow-up (pskills = .01; pskills + contact = .001). However, the 
participants from the control group used more negative 
responses in follow-up than both the pre-test and the post-
test (p = .01). Cohen's d values assessing the magnitude of 
effect of the treatment groups compared to the control 

T A B L E  2   Means, standard deviations, and effect size calculations for time × treatment group × bystander response interaction.

Timepoint

Control Skills Skills + contact

M SD M SD M SD dkorr
ctrl/skills dkorr

ctrl/s + c dkorr
skills/s + c

Positive Bystander Response

Pre-test 0.16 0.22 0.12 0.16 0.19 0.25

Post-test 0.13 0.19 0.22 0.17 0.29 0.25 −0.76pre/post −0.61pre/post −0.02pre/post

Follow-up 0.10 0.18 0.20 0.17 0.28 0.26 0.83pre/follow 0.71pre/follow 0.02pre/follow

Passive Bystander Response

Pre-test 0.23 0.21 0.25 0.23 0.23 0.22

Post-test 0.13 0.19 0.22 0.17 0.29 0.25 −0.42pre/post −0.74pre/post −0.44pre/post

Follow-up 0.10 0.18 0.20 0.17 0.28 0.28 −0.49pre/follow −0.83pre/follow −0.48pre/follow

Negative Bystander Response

Pre-test 0.22 0.34 0.27 0.34 0.33 0.37

Post-test 0.22 0.34 0.16 0.28 0.19 0.31 −0.33pre/post −0.41pre/post −0.09pre/post

Follow-up 0.27 0.36 0.17 0.29 0.17 0.30 −0.45pre/follow −0.60pre/follow −0.17pre/follow

Note: M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Control = Social Studies Control Group; Skills = Skills Treatment Group; Skills + Contact = Combined Skills and Contact Treatment 
Group. Klauer's dKorr (2001; Morris, 2008); dkorr

ctrl/skills = Effect size comparing pre-test to post-test (pre/post) and pre-test to follow-up (pre/follow) scores for Control 
and Skills groups. dkorr

ctrl/+cs = Effect size comparing pre-test to post-test (pre/post) and pre-test to follow-up (pre/follow) scores for Control and Skills + Contact groups. 
dkorr

skill/+cs = Effect size comparing pre-test to post-test (pre/post) and pre-test to follow-up (pre/follow) scores for Skills and Skills + Contact groups.
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group yielded small effect sizes from pre-test to post-test 
and small to moderate effect sizes from pre-test to follow-
up. There were no differences in effect sizes between the 
two treatment groups (Table 2 for all means, standard de-
viations, & effect sizes).

Scenario × gender × bystander response interaction

The second significant interpretable interaction was sce-
nario × gender × bystander response (Table  1). We ran a 
paired sample T-test to compare whether the boys' and girls' 
positive, passive, and negative responses differed by peer and 
home scenario. The follow-up results revealed that bystander 
response behaviors changed by scenario based on participant 
gender. More specifically, boys used fewer positive responses 
in the peer and home scenarios than did girls. Moreover, 
boys used a greater number of negative bystander responses 
in the home scenario than girls, yet boys and girls used simi-
lar rates of negative bystander responses in the peer scenario 
(Table 3 for all means, standard deviations, & effect sizes).

To assess differences in response usage within gender 
across the scenarios, we split the dataset by gender and ran 
separate repeated measures ANOVAs for bystander responses 
by scenario type. The significant main effects of time were 
explored with pairwise comparisons with Bonferroni adjust-
ments. Girls demonstrated similar frequencies of positive, 
passive, and negative bystander responses in both scenarios. 
Boys used significantly more negative responses in the home 
compared to the peer context (t(168) = −4.243, p < .001) and 
fewer positive responses in the home than the peer scenario 
(t(168) = 3.149, p < .05). Cohen's d values comparing the dif-
ferences between the two scenarios within all-time points, 
boys' positive and negative responses yielded small to mod-
erate effect sizes (Table 3 for all means, standard deviations, 
and effect sizes).

Response justifications

The repeated measures ANOVA for response justifica-
tion yielded a significant main effect for justification (F(4, 
1156) = 44.00, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.13). This main effect was quali-
fied by higher level interaction effects of justification by 
gender (F(4, 1156) = 5.11, p < .01, ηp

2 = 0.01), justification by 
ethnicity (F(4, 1156) = 16.00, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.05), justifica-
tion by scenario (F(4, 1156) = 12.28, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.04), and 
justification by time by treatment group (F(16, 2312) = 16.79, 
p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.10).

Gender × justification

Pairwise comparisons revealed gender differences for three 
of the five justifications. Boys were significantly more likely 
than girls to use the stereotyped justification that ingroup 
and outgroup friendships could not exist (“stereotype;” 
Boys: M = 0.47, SE = 0.03; Girls: M = 0.35, SE = 0.03, p < .001) 
and the social conventional justification that the outgroup 
member won't fit it (“social conventional;” Boys: M = 0.64, 
SE = 0.03; Girls: M = 0.54, SE = 0.03, p < .05). However, girls 
(M = 0.46, SE = 0.03) were significantly more likely to use the 
justification expressing empathy for the victim than were 
boys (M = 0.36, SE = 0.03), p < .05.

Ethnicity × justification

A significant interaction between justification and ethnicity 
(F(4, 1156) = 16.00, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.05) also emerged. Pairwise 
comparisons revealed differences in the use of three of the 
five justifications by participant ethnicity. PCI participants 
were significantly more likely to use the social conventional 
justification than all other justifications (M = 0.66, SE = 0.03; 

T A B L E  3   Means, standard deviations, and effect sizes for the gender × scenario × bystander response interaction.

Context Positive Passive Negative

M SD Effect Sizea M SD Effect Sizea M SD Effect Sizea

Girls

dcohen CLES dcohen CLES dcohen CLES

Peer 0.23 0.21 0.29 0.58 0.18 0.22 −0.28 0.58 0.19 0.33 −0.01 0.50

home 0.20 0.21 0.35 0.60 0.20 0.23 −0.13 0.54 0.22 0.34 −0.34 0.60

dcohen CLES dcohen CLES dcohen CLES

Effect sizeb −0.14 0.54 0.11 0.53 0.08 0.52

Boys

Peer 0.17 0.20 0.24 0.22 0.20 0.35

home 0.13 0.18 0.23 0.22 0.35 0.42

dcohen CLES dcohen CLES dcohen CLES

Effect sizeb −0.20 0.56 −0.03 0.51 0.40 0.61

Note: Values represent M = mean and SD = standard deviation proportion of bystander responses per response type. Peer = with peers scenario, Home = at home scenario. 
Effect Sizea = (Comparison of Gender by Response w/in Context); Effect Sizeb = (Comparison of Context by Response w/in Gender). dcohen (Cohen, 1988); CLES (McGraw & 
Wong, 1992); Effect sizes are computed for scores averaged across all time points.
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p < .001). The stereotype justification that ingroup and 
outgroup friendships could not exist (M = 0.49, SE = 0.03; 
p < .001) and personal choice (M = 0.43, SE = 0.03; p < .001) 
were both used next most frequently, followed by empathy 
for the victim (M = 0.30, SE = 0.03; p < .001). The empathy for 
the victim and personal choice justifications did not differ 
in frequency of use from each other. The empathy for the 
excluder justification was used significantly less often than 
all other justifications (M = 0.15, SE = 0.02, p < .001).

The Jewish-Israeli participants were significantly more 
likely to use social convention (M = 0.51, SE = 0.03, p < .001) 
and empathy for excluder (M = 0.51, SE = 0.03, p < .001) jus-
tifications for bystander responses than the personal choice 
(M = 0.33, SE = 0.03, p < .001), stereotype justification that 
ingroup and outgroup friendships could not exist (M = 0.25, 
SE = 0.02, p < .001), and empathy for the excluder (M = 0.51, 
SE = 0.03, p < .001).

Scenario × justification

Scenario differences emerged for three of the five justifica-
tions. The stereotype justification that ingroup and outgroup 
friendships could not exist (Peer: M = 0.35, SE = 0.02; Family: 
M = 0.47, SE = 0.02, p < .001) and the social conventional jus-
tification that the outgroup member wouldn't fit it (Peer: 
M = 0.54, SE = 0.02; Family: M = 0.63, SE = 0.02, p < .001) were 
used significantly more frequently in the home than in the 
peer context. However, the justification expressing empa-
thy for the victim was used significantly more frequently 
in the peer (M = 0.46, SE = 0.02) than in the home scenario 
(M = 0.36, SE = 0.02; p < .001).

Time × treatment group × justification interaction

Follow-up examination of the pairwise comparisons found 
significant differences between treatment groups across 
time for all five justifications. There were no significant dif-
ferences at the pre-test between groups for any of the justifi-
cations. However, across the post-test and follow-up, similar 
patterns of change emerged for the skills and skills + con-
tact groups; these patterns were in the opposite direction of 
change from the control group.

For the social conventional and stereotype justifica-
tions, both skills and skills + contact groups decreased 
their usage from pre-test to post-test and follow-up (social 
conventional: p's < .001; stereotype: p's < .001), whereas the 
control group increased usage from pre-test to follow-up 
(Table  4 for all means & standard deviations). In the 
skills + contact group, the decreasing effect for the social 
conventional justification was significant only from pre-
test to post-test (p < .05). This effect was further evidenced 
by significant differences in usage between the control 
group and the skills and skills + contact groups at post-
test and follow-up. The skills and skills + contact groups 
used these two justifications significantly less frequently T
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at both post-test and follow-up than did the control group 
(p's < .001). There were no significant differences between 
the skills and skills + contact groups.

For the empathy for the victim justification, both skills 
(p's < .05) and skills + contact groups increased their usage 
from pre-test to post-test and follow-up (p's < .001; Table 4 
for all means & standard deviations). Similarly, the em-
pathy for the excluder justification usage from pre-test 
to post-test increased significantly for the skills (p < .001) 
and skills + contact groups (p < .05), an effect that was 
maintained at the follow-up for the skills group (p < .01). 
Conversely, the control group decreased usage of empathy 
for the victim significantly from pre-test to post-test and 
then again to follow-up (p's < .05) and empathy for the ex-
cluder from pre-test to post-test and follow-up (p's < .05). 
This effect was further evidenced by significant differ-
ences in usage between the control group and the skills 
and skills + contact groups at post-test and follow-up. The 
skills and skills + contact groups used empathy for the ex-
cluder as a justification significantly more frequently at 
both post-test and follow-up than did the control group 
(ps < .001). Additionally, the skills group was significantly 
more likely to use the empathy for the excluder justifica-
tion at post-test (p < .05) and follow-up (p < .01) than the 
control group. There were no significant differences be-
tween the skills and skills + contact groups.

Finally, although there were no significant differences in 
usage of the personal choice justification bystander response 
selection over time within each group, there were significant 
differences at the time points between groups. The control 
group was significantly more likely to use the personal choice 
justification than the skills group at post-test and follow-up 
(ps < .05; Table 4 for all means & standard deviations).

DISCUSSION

First and foremost, this study contributes to the field meth-
odologically because it was carried out with majority world 
youth living within intractable real-world conflict, including 
flare-ups in intergroup violence occurring during the inter-
vention. The scope of this study was to assess the effects of 
two types of longitudinal school-based interventions in PCI 
and Jewish-Israeli schools on early adolescents' bystander re-
sponses to BSE. Additionally, the initial interventions were 
accompanied by a six-month follow-up assessment, with the 
intention to determine if, even during conflict, interventions 
can be implemented in real-life settings, like schools, to pro-
duce lasting effects.

The novel contribution of this study revealed the skills 
and skills + contact-based interventions produced increases 
in selecting positive bystander responses and decreases in 
selecting negative responses—effects that were maintained 
6 months after the interventions were complete. These find-
ings are especially important given the age of the partici-
pants; early adolescents (approximately 10–12 years old) are 
less likely than children to report the use of positive bystander 

responses (Trach et  al.,  2010; Trach & Hymel,  2019). This 
was complemented by a parallel shift in justifications given 
by the skills and skills + contact groups, concurrent with 
developmental change of early adolescents providing in-
creasingly sophisticated bystander strategies overall (Trach 
et al.,  2010). Despite the ongoing intractable conflict, both 
groups increased moral justifications prioritizing empathy, 
and decreased usage of justifications that relied on inter-
group stereotypes and social conventions that work against 
positive bystander intervention in intergroup situations. 
These findings demonstrate both the two interventions' ef-
fectiveness in reducing one's own outgroup prejudice and 
the potential to change how youth carry out such values in 
the face of discriminatory social exclusion of the outgroup 
at the hands of their friends or family. Whereas prejudiced 
attitudes can be changed without any outward indication to 
friends or family, taking prosocial action as a bystander and 
refusing to join in BSE, requires action that is seen by others. 
In our scenarios, those others are close ingroup members—
peers and parents—whose acceptance is highly valued by 
youth at this age (McGrath et al., 2009).

Furthermore, in the control group, we saw decreased 
selection of positive responses and increased selection of 
negative responses in the follow-up assessment. This pat-
tern was accompanied by increased appeals to stereotype 
and social convention-based justifications and decreased 
appeals to empathy-based justifications for their selections. 
Participants in the control group continued to endorse the 
stereotype that intergroup friendships were not possible and 
social conventional belief that including outgroup mem-
bers would disrupt ingroup functioning. Given that our 
control group received no experimental disruption to their 
daily lives (i.e., the curriculum “intervention” was what 
they would have otherwise been taught in social studies that 
year), findings from this group are a reasonable indicator 
of the response trajectory one could expect to see of youth 
growing up at that particular time amidst the heightened 
ongoing violence should they not receive any intervention. 
Such development is likely a result of the intractable con-
flict in the region and escalations in violence over the course 
of the study. Similar results on evaluations of BSE have 
been shown in other intervention study control groups (see 
Berger, Brenick, Lawrence, et  al.,  2018; Berger, Brenick, & 
Tarrasch, 2018; Brenick et al., 2019). Moreover, previous re-
search has demonstrated that as youth of this age grow older, 
particularly when they are developing and socialized in con-
texts of extreme intergroup conflict, negative intergroup 
attitudes can become more polarized (see Verkuyten, 2022).

Taken together, the findings from the control and inter-
vention groups are striking; in order to produce the positive 
outcomes from the intervention groups, the interventions 
not only needed to improve bystander responses from base-
line levels, but also needed to overcome the negative trend 
in bystander responses toward the outgroup witnessed in 
the control group participants. The impact of these results 
is promising in that intervention participants—youth who 
have never known a life without intractable conflict—now 
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demonstrated the potential to overcome prevailing socie-
tal narratives of intractable conflict and ongoing violence 
and challenge salient ingroup norms of discrimination. 
Furthermore, the results are impactful given our partici-
pants' developmental stage; ethnic-racial identity develop-
ment accelerates at this age and is a major developmental task, 
at the same time, adolescents exhibit heightened attention to 
peer norms and group dynamics (Umaña-Taylor, 2023) all of 
which could lead instead to polarizing views of the outgroup 
(see Brenick & Halgunseth, 2017).

Our findings also revealed that the skills + contact group 
increased passive response selection over time. Participants 
in the skills + contact intervention reduced the selection of 
negative responses, which were replaced sometimes with 
positive responses but also with passive responses. Passive 
bystander response selection may reveal that these youth 
are still conflicted; internally, their prejudiced feelings and 
thoughts may be reduced due to the interventions, but the 
discriminatory norms of their ingroup still overwhelm 
their ability to intervene publicly against BSE (Palmer 
et  al.,  2022). However, the passive bystander who does not 
provide any support to the victim and ignores the situation 
(Salmivalli,  2014) can be interpreted as implicitly support-
ing the discriminatory victimization being carried out. For 
this reason, it is important to emphasize positive responses 
specifically because they cannot be (mis)perceived as accep-
tance of the discrimination. Future studies should investi-
gate the mechanism by which passive bystander responses 
were decreased in the skills group as well as why they in-
creased in the skills + contact group.

One explanation could be that due to the increased con-
flict in the region, which we see reflected in the control group, 
the contact between PCI and Jewish-Israeli early adolescents 
may not have always been positive during the intervention. 
Previous research has highlighted that negative intergroup 
contact can lead to an increase of prejudice rather than the 
opposite, including in the context of Palestinian and Jewish-
Israeli youth (Guffler & Wagner, 2017). Continued research 
is necessary that focuses on the quality of the contact and 
takes into consideration the fact that this contact occurred 
amidst escalated violence and enduring conflict.

Finally, the current study found that girls' responses 
were more consistent across scenarios, whereas boys re-
ported significantly more positive responses when around 
peers and significantly more negative responses when at 
home. Previous research shows that youth are affected by 
the intergroup norms and attitudes of their most salient in-
group in a given context, such as their parents or peers in a 
home or social outing setting, respectively (e.g., Brenick & 
Romano, 2016). If they perceive their peers or parents to hold 
norms of negative outgroup attitudes, then they are more 
likely to accept social exclusion that targets the outgroup. 
Moreover, the normative trends in bystander responses dif-
fer for boys and girls (e.g., Jenkins & Nickerson, 2017; Trach 
et al., 2010; Trach & Hymel, 2019), which is reflected in our 
study's findings that girls have more positive responses than 
boys in general.

Limitations and future research

As with all studies, there were some limitations that we must 
acknowledge. Because the interventions were only provided 
to 5th grade classes in 6 schools within a unique region of 
conflict, our study must be replicated with attention to cul-
ture and context before assuming generalizability to other 
populations and settings. Future studies should include mul-
tiple or all grade levels to assess replicability with different 
age groups. Given the present study included only 6 schools, 
we were unable to assess any direct school/classroom level 
effects; these should be examined in future studies including 
more schools. Follow-up assessments can be conducted after 
6-months to assess longer-term effects. Also, it is important 
to note that the interventions were administered by trained 
research assistants. Future studies should analyze the imple-
mentation of the interventions by trained classroom teachers. 
This will better test the study's scalability since teachers will 
be tasked with implementation in a real-world integration.

Furthermore, there was no opportunity to assess the 
communities and parents of the participants to determine 
how the youth were influenced by sources that are external 
to the school setting. Previous studies show the important 
role families and their social ecologies provide for the de-
velopment of anti-bullying programs, since family cultural 
group identity and norms affect the messages and atti-
tudes transferred to youth regarding outgroups (Brenick & 
Romano,  2016; Tadmor et  al.,  2017). Further research into 
communities and families is warranted and would enhance 
our understanding of when, why, and how a bystander in-
tervenes in BSE among youth. This information could be 
applied to the fine-tuning of interventions that are imple-
mented in schools to maximize their effectiveness.

Additionally, our methodological approach relied on the use 
of hypothetical vignettes; our participants were asked to respond 
as if they were the actors in the vignettes, but we did not ob-
serve their behaviors directly. As with all studies utilizing this 
methodology, the results must be interpreted as social-cognitive 
changes in attitudes about desired behavioral outcomes. There 
are, however, robust data supporting the attitude-behavior re-
lationship in the adult literature (e.g., Bechler et  al.,  2021). 
Additionally, given that the study took place in an intractable 
conflict zone during a time of heightened violence, it was neither 
possible nor ethical to recreate BSE in a real-life observational 
setting for research purposes. Hypothetical vignettes allowed us 
to provide standardized exclusion scenarios to all participants 
through which we were able to explore our research questions at 
the given time. Future studies could utilize other methodologies, 
such as naturalistic observations, when conditions allow, or ret-
roactive accounts of previous experiences.

Finally, we were focused specifically on the comparison be-
tween parent versus peer as a source of BSE; this focus limited 
the scope of our findings. Future research focused on these 
two scenarios could assess why boys and girls respond differ-
ently to peer and parent norms in their related scenarios and 
why peers or parents may be more impactful positively or neg-
atively on bystander responses. Furthermore, future research 
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should include variations of scenarios and the group dynamic 
(e.g., number of bystanders, public versus private settings), as 
well as multiple indicators of bystander response.

CONCLUSION

BSE is a common form of discrimination in adolescence, 
especially among ethnic groups that are in conflict. As a 
young bystander, a critical first step toward reducing this 
form of discrimination is prejudice reduction—changing 
one's thoughts and feelings about the outgroup (see Brenick 
& Halgunseth, 2017; Pettigrew, 1998; Verkuyten, 2022). In 
this phase, one might engage in passive bystander responses, 
neither defending the victim in a group scenario nor encour-
aging the victimization. However, it is important for youth 
to stand up against discrimination in their home and in the 
presence of their peers. The primary goal is to empower 
youth to speak up about injustice and directly confront 
discrimination. The results of our interventions showed in-
creases in positive bystander responses and empathy-based 
justifications of their responses and decreases in stereotype 
and social convention-based justifications—even in the 
midst of ongoing intractable conflict. This suggests that 
youth were willing to endorse actions that would publicly 
confront discriminatory victimization of the outgroup at 
the hands of their peers and parents. These findings show 
great promise for the potential of anti-discrimination in-
terventions, even with youth who have never known a time 
without violent intractable intergroup conflict.
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Online Supplemental Materials 
Online Supplemental Table 1 
 
Summary of Variables with Examples  
 

Variable Name Levels Examples 

Gender (of participant) Male  

 Female  
 

Ethnicity (of participant) PCI  

 Jewish-Israeli  
 

Treatment Group Skills  

 Skills+Contact  

 Control  
 

Scenario Peer “Danny and some of his friends are organizing a 
soccer game. Mohammed, an Arab boy, and 
Avi, a Jewish boy, both want to join the game. 
Both are good soccer players. There is only one 
more place in the team. In the end, Danny 
decides to invite Avi to join the game.” 

 Home “Noam’s parents tell him he can have three kids 
over for a sleepover party. Noam has already 
invited two of his friends and he can invite one 
more person. Ahmad, a Palestinian boy, and 
Ori, an Israeli boy, both want to come to the 
sleepover, but he can only invite one. In the end, 



S2 
WHY STEP UP? 

 

he invites Ori.” 
 

Bystander Response  
- “If you were one of the members 

of the group who witnessed the 
[BSE], what do you think that you 
would do next?” 

Positive “Tell the excluding kid that this is not fair.”  

Passive “Do nothing, this is the decision of the person 
who organizes the game/group.”  

Negative “Support the kid who excludes.” 
 

Justification  
- “Why did you select X response?” 

Social Convention The outgroup won’t fit in with the ingroup. 

 Personal Choice The excluder gets to decide whom should be 
included or excluded. 

 Empathy for the Victim The victim may have their feelings hurt. 

 Empathy for the Excluder The excluder may feel bad about it later. 
 

Time Pre-test (week prior to the 
intervention start) 

 

 Post-test (immediately 
following the intervention 
completion) 

 

 Follow-up (6 months post 
intervention completion) 
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Appendix 

Implementation of Interventions 

 Once school principals approved of the program implementation, the program rationale 

was presented to the homeroom teachers of participating classrooms. The teachers also received 

specific instructions based on their class’s group assignments. Teachers of the skills groups were 

taught to prepare students for the interventions, remind students to practice skills they learned 

between sessions, and present the program to studentchildren’s parents to gain parental support. 

Teachers of the skills+contact groups were instructed on their roles in the skills intervention, as 

detailed above, as well as their roles: 1) in preparing students for contact meetings in the AJCC; 

2) during program meetings, and; 3) in debriefing sessions at school after each meeting. During 

the AJCC meetings, teachers were instructed to serve as observers rather than actively facilitate 

the group.  

A team of trained PCI and Jewish-Israeli external facilitators administered all 

interventions to standardize program delivery. One PCI facilitator or one Jewish-Israeli 

facilitator led the skills intervention (and skills component of the skills+contact intervention) and 

the control condition in the PCI and Jewish-Israeli schools, respectively. Each contact session 

was co-facilitated by bilingual Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli facilitators. All facilitators were 

selected based on their experience working with multicultural group leaders, youth groups, and 

social-emotional skills and contemplative practices. Before implementing the intervention, all 

facilitators completed a six-hour training led by the last author to ensure intervention fidelity and 

to standardize program delivery.  

Skills Intervention  
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The skills intervention consisted of twelve 45-minute semi-monthly sessions that 

combined perspective-taking and empathy training with developmentally appropriate 

contemplative practices (i.e., mindfulness and compassion meditation). Practices were adapted 

from three sources: the Enhancing Resiliency Among Students Experiencing Stress and 

Promoting Prosocial Behavior social-emotional training program (Berger et al., 2016); a 

perspective–taking and empathy training (Frey et al., 2005); and Call-to-Care, a mindfulness and 

compassion-cultivation program (Berger et al., 2018; Brenick et al., 2019). All sessions were 

administered in the students’ classroom during regularly scheduled class time. To start each 

session, a psycho-educational presentation was followed by a demonstration or explanation of 

the skills being taught to students. A majority of the session was reserved for practicing and 

discussing the experience of the new skills. Students were encouraged to practice their new skills 

in between sessions and to share the skills with their parents. Following each session, parents 

were informed of the session content via school email or website and were encouraged to discuss 

and practice the skills with their children.  

Skills+Contact Intervention 

In addition to receiving the school-based skills intervention detailed above, participants in 

the skills+contact intervention engaged in 12 semi-monthly contact meetings of ethnically mixed 

groups held in the AJCC. Students were brought from their respective segregated schools to meet 

together at the AJCC. Each meeting included three groups of 15-18 PCI and Jewish-Israeli 

students. In each four-hour session, the mixed groups attended three one-hour artistic activities 

consisting of music, movement, and social play. Students, parents, homeroom teachers, and 

facilitators attended the beginning and end of each meeting. Before each meeting, selected 

students designed a short performance to be shown at the start of every meeting. All activities 
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consisted of a warm-up exercise and experiential work related to the session’s theme, followed 

by a discussion and closing exercise. Between activities, students had a half hour break to play 

and have snacks.  

 The purpose of the contact component of the intervention was to highlight differences 

and similarities between students, familiarizing students with each other through dual identities 

(Dovidio et al., 2007). The artistic activities were inspired by an ecological perspective and 

therefore focused on the individual, the family, the peer group, the community, the school 

environment, and the culture (Belsky, 1980). Across these systems, two thematic sessions were 

designed based on six themes derived from previous research (see Berger et al., 2015): me and 

myself, me and my family, me and my peers, me and my school, me and my community, and me 

and my friends. Whereas all students shared a common language, Hebrew, there was both an 

Arabic speaking PCI and a Hebrew speaking Jewish-Israeli facilitator leading the activities so 

that students could learn each other’s languages and communicate beyond the confines of 

language through artistic expression. The themes promoted a universal language to explore the 

lived experiences of the young participants.  

 Intergroup contact sessions were developed to address Allport’s (1954) optimal 

conditions for contact. Sessions were held with a comparable number of PCI and Jewish-Israeli 

students, both languages were used interchangeably, and facilitators from each population were 

present in all activities (i.e., equal status). All activities were designed to reach student goals and 

required face-to-face interactions and cooperation (i.e., common goals and intergroup 

cooperation). The program was supported and sponsored by the municipality’s Education 

Department, the school administration, and parents (i.e., support of authorities). The longer 

duration of sessions, along with support of facilitators and homeroom teachers to foster contact 
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between students during and after the program (e.g., encouraging students to exchange phone 

numbers and email addresses), allowed time to develop a deeper relationship (i.e., facilitate 

friendship building). 

Social Studies Control Group 

The social studies control group consisted of twelve 45-minute, semi-monthly sessions. 

The intervention was derived from the Key to the Heart social studies curriculum of the Israeli 

Ministry of Education (Ministry of Education, 2013). The Key to the Heart program aims “to 

cultivate students’ civic values, to nurture relationships between the citizen and the society, to 

construct a framework of rules and procedures for social-ethical learning and to encourage social 

and ethical discourse” (Ministry of Education, 2013, n.p.). This standard curriculum was the 

same in the “Arab” and “Hebrew” school streams. The program is designed for monthly 

modules, delivered to the class by the facilitator during social studies classes. Monthly themes 

included: social and community involvement, sharing and participating, fostering responsibility 

and accountability, contributing to the community, diversity, conflict resolution, accepting the 

“other,” and facilitating a safe and secure school atmosphere (note: there was no content 

addressing the protracted conflict or Palestinian/Jewish-Israeli relations more generally). Such 

topics were taught through lectures, stories, and experimental exercises. Unlike the skills 

intervention, the control group focused on general civil values and prosocial behaviors rather 

than developing non-judgmental attitudes and cognitive and emotional empathy for self and 

others.  
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