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From Silence to Action: Understanding Bystander Intervention on Social Media Through the
Lens of Digital Justice

Chen Xuejiao, Zhao Yiming, Wang Qifang, Wu Ye

Abstract: Derogatory comments targeting social groups are a persistent feature of social media, and platform
moderation alone cannot fully address them. Ordinary users may also shape online norms by challenging harmful
content or supporting those who speak out against it. Drawing on the concept of digital justice, this study uses
an online vignette experiment to compare six counterspeech strategies and examine their effects on bystanders'
empathy, perceived responsibility, and willingness to engage in supportive intervention. It also investigates whether
these effects vary across topics, group identity and confirmation bias. The results show that the way counterspeech
is framed significantly shapes bystander responses. Polite correction generally generates the strongest willingness to
intervene, while the effectiveness of different strategies varies with group identity and confirmation bias. Mediation
analyses further indicate that counterspeech influences intervention intentions through a sequential pathway from
empathy to perceived responsibility. Taken together, the findings suggest that ordinary users’ willingness to support
counterspeech may represent an everyday expression of digital justice, helping online communities develop shared
norms and forms of emergent order.
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