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The aim of this study was to examine whether individual and classroom collective social-
cognitive processes (moral disengagement and self-efficacy) were associated with
bullying perpetration among schoolchildren. An additional aim was to examine whether
changes in these processes from grade 4 (Time 1) to grade 5 (Time 2) were associated
with a change in bullying perpetration. Self-reported survey data were collected from
1,250 Swedish students from 98 classrooms. Results of multilevel analysis indicated
that individual and classroom collective moral disengagement (CMD) were positively
associated with bullying, and defender self-efficacy (DSE) was negatively associated with
bullying. The effect of changes in individual moral disengagement on changes in bullying
was positive, and the effects of changes in DSE and classroom collective efficacy on
changes in bullying were negative. Thus, the findings demonstrate the changeability of
moral disengagement, DSE and collective efficacy over time, and how these changes
are linked to changes in bullying perpetration.

Keywords: bullying, moral disengagement, defender self-efficacy, collective efficacy, social-cognitive theory,
peer influence

INTRODUCTION

Bullying reflects a “systematic abuse of power in interpersonal relationships” (Rigby, 2008, p. 22)
characterized by repeated aggression toward someone in a less powerful situation (Olweus, 2010).
Bullying victimization in school is associated with a greater risk of depression, suicidal ideation and
behavior, anxiety, and psychosomatic problems in childhood and adolescence (Gini and Pozzoli,
2013; Holt et al., 2015; Silberg et al., 2016), and also predicts mental health problems in adulthood
(Copeland et al., 2013; Klomek et al., 2015; Lereya et al., 2015; Evans-Lacko et al., 2017; see
McDougall and Vaillancourt, 2015 for a review). Although children, in general, judge bullying as
morally wrong by referring to the harm it causes its victims (Thornberg, 2010; Thornberg et al.,
2016), bullying still takes place among them at school (Craig et al., 2009; Chester et al., 2015),
which indicates a gap between moral standards and actions. As an essentially immoral behavior
with demonstrated links to delinquency and other antisocial behavior in adulthood (Bender and
Lösel, 2011; Farrington and Ttofi, 2011; Olweus, 2011; Klomek et al., 2015), the presence of school
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bullying is a failure of moral education (Hymel et al., 2010), and
a violation against the United Nations Conventions on the Rights
of the Child (Lundy, 2012).

Social-Cognitive Theory of Moral Agency
According to social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1999, 2002,
2016), the exercise of moral agency involves the power to
refrain from inhumane behavior (inhibitive morality) and the
power to behave humanely (proactive morality). It includes
the acquisition of moral standards and reasoning, but that
is not enough. Moral agency also involves motivational and
self-regulatory mechanisms in order to translate conceptions
of morality into moral action. Moral self-regulation includes
self-monitoring and self-evaluation linked with personal moral
standards and environmental circumstances. In self-evaluation,
individuals react to themselves with either self-approval for
behaving in accordance with their moral standards or self-
sanctions, such as feelings of guilt and remorse, for violating
them. People’s beliefs in their capacity to conduct a certain moral
action successfully will further influence their motivation either
to act or to inhibit action, depending on how much they believe
in their capacity to perform with success (also see Bandura, 1997).

A comprehensive theoretical understanding of bullying
perpetration cannot be reduced to the individual characteristics
of the bully, and has to include the social context (Hymel
et al., 2015; Swearer et al., 2012; Salmivalli and Peets, 2018).
In understanding school bullying, the most immediate context
is the classroom group. Considering bullying as a group
phenomenon, several scholars have emphasized the importance
of examining group processes underlying bullying, including
classroom dynamics, peer norms, peer socialization, group
influences, collective efficacy, and peer pressure (for reviews, see
Salmivalli, 2010; Hymel et al., 2015). With reference to social-
cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 1997, 2002, 2016), how people
think and act in relation to social and moral issues needs to
be understood as an ongoing result of the interplay between
individual and contextual factors. “Moral agency is socially
situated and exercised in particularized ways depending on the
life conditions under which people transact their affairs. Social
cognitive theory, therefore, adopts an interactionist perspective
to morality. Moral actions are the products of the interplay
of personal and social influences” (Bandura, 2002, p. 115). In
their 1-year longitudinal social network analysis, Caravita et al.
(2014) showed that students in early adolescence, but not in
late childhood, became more similar to their friends in their
proneness to morally disengage. They also found that the early
adolescents became more similar to their friends in bullying
(Sijtsema et al., 2014). Whereas these two studies examined
possible peer influence at the friendship network level, the
present study was designed to examine possible social influence at
the classroom level. More precisely, we focus on social-cognitive
correlates at the individual and classroom level in relation to
bullying perpetration.

Individual Factors
Bandura (1999, 2002, 2016) proposed the concept moral
disengagement as one possible factor in understanding the

links between moral standards and behavior. It refers to social
and psychological maneuvers that deactivate self-regulation
mechanisms, thereby reducing or disengaging self-sanctions
against immoral conduct (see Hymel et al., 2010 for in-depth
discussion). Examples of moral disengagement mechanisms
include moral justification, diffusion of responsibility, cognitively
distorting the harmful consequences, dehumanization, and
victim blaming. Previous research has consistently shown that
bullying is associated with greater moral disengagement (see Gini
et al., 2014, for a meta-analysis). However, the vast majority of
studies have used a cross-sectional design (e.g., Hymel et al., 2005;
Gini et al., 2011; Caravita et al., 2012; Thornberg et al., 2015).
Only a few longitudinal studies have examined the association
between moral disengagement and bullying over time.

In a short-term longitudinal study of Australian adolescents,
conducted by Barchia and Bussey (2011a), moral disengagement
predicted aggression 8 months later. Similarly, Sticca and Perren
(2015) found that initial levels of moral deficiencies (i.e., an
index of high moral disengagement, low moral responsibilities,
and weak feelings of remorse) predicted an increase in bullying
perpetration over a 2-year period among Swiss adolescents. In
line with these two longitudinal studies, Wang et al. (2017)
demonstrated that moral disengagement predicted bullying
perpetration 6 months later among American adolescents.
Although social-cognitive theory assumes an interplay or a
reciprocal influence between behavior, personal factors, and
external environment (the so-called triadic codetermination
process; Bandura, 1986, 1997, 2016), it is still unknown whether
changes in moral disengagement are related to changes in
bullying perpetration.

Moral agency also depends on the belief in one’s capacity
to act in accordance with moral standards (Bandura, 2016).
The concept of self-efficacy refers to “beliefs in one’s capabilities
to organize and execute the courses of action required to
produce given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p. 3). Whereas
high self-efficacy motivates action if the action is in line with
personal standards and goals, low self-efficacy will inhibit action
(Bandura, 1997). In peer aggression and bullying situations,
defender self-efficacy, defined as the belief in one’s capacities
to intervene successfully in bullying or peer aggression to
defend a victim (Thornberg et al., 2017), has been shown
to be associated with greater defender behavior (Thornberg
and Jungert, 2013; Doramajian and Bukowski, 2015; Peets
et al., 2015; Thornberg et al., 2017), and less pro-bullying
behavior (Thornberg and Jungert, 2013). Thus, children with
high levels of defender self-efficacy (DSE) are more inclined to
defend victims and less inclined to assist bullies or reinforce
bullying by laughing or cheering on the bullies, which in
turn indicates greater moral conduct in bullying situations.
Of interest in the present study is whether and how DSE
is related to bullying perpetration. Of additional interest is
whether a change in DSE is associated with a change in
bullying perpetration, as this has not yet been examined in the
literature. Considering that DSE is a self-concept that makes
students more inclined to defend victims and less inclined
to assist bullies and reinforce bullying, it is plausible that
high DSE indicates an anti-bullying stance which is often
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translated into action, and thus, may be associated with less
bullying perpetration.

Classroom Contextual Factors
Moral disengagement has largely been studied at the individual
level (Gini et al., 2014), despite arguments for consideration at
both individual and group levels (White et al., 2009). Collective
moral disengagement refers to moral disengagement beliefs that
are shared within a significant social group (Gini et al., 2015).
According to Bandura (2016), collective moral disengagement
(CMD) is not simply the aggregation of the moral disengagement
of its individual members, but is a group-level phenomenon
of perceived shared beliefs produced by the group dynamics.
Therefore, as Gini et al. (2015) argue, it is important to measure
its influence “through a collective measure that is independent
of the personal measure, yet operates through the same set of
mechanisms as the personal one” (p. 444). In the literature, this
has been done by measuring and aggregating at the classroom
level the students’ perceptions of the degree to which moral
disengagement mechanisms are shared by their classmates (Gini
et al., 2015; Kollerová et al., 2017). Classroom CMD is thus a
group characteristic at the classroom level with the potential to
influence group members’ attitudes and behaviors, and has been
linked to aggression (Gini et al., 2015) and bullying (Kollerová
et al., 2017). To date, studies investigating the association between
CMD and bullying are still very few, and not one has a
longitudinal design.

Collective efficacy is an also group-level property, one that
represents a group’s capacity to work together to produce given
attainments (Hymel et al., 2015). Bandura (1997) defines it as
“a group’s shared belief in its conjoint capabilities to organize
and execute the courses of action required to produce given
levels of attainments” (p. 477). Because group functioning
is more than just the sum of individual efficacies (Bandura,
1997; Fernández-Ballesteros et al., 2002; Barchia and Bussey,
2011a), its measurement should involve “aggregating members’
appraisals of their groups’ capacity as a whole” (Bandura, 1997,
p. 478) rather than simply summing appraisals of one’s own
individual capacities (also see Barchia and Bussey, 2011a) to
cover the interactive and coordinated nature of group dynamics
(Bandura, 1997; Fernández-Ballesteros et al., 2002). In peer
aggression situations, collective efficacy to stop peer aggression
refers to shared beliefs in “the ability of students and teachers
to work together to stop peer aggression in schools” (Barchia
and Bussey, 2011a, p. 107), and has been found to be associated
with less peer aggression 8 months later among adolescents
(Barchia and Bussey, 2011a).

Barchia and Bussey (2011a) argue that teachers play a
significant role in inhibiting peer aggression and therefore were
included in their measure of collective efficacy to stop peer
aggression. Ttofi and Farrington’s (2011) meta-analysis suggests
that teachers play a potentially crucial role in addressing school
bullying because, among the most important bullying prevention
program components associated with reductions in bullying,
were: improved playground supervision, disciplinary methods,
classroom management, teacher training and classroom rules.
These are all aspects of the classroom context that teachers, as an

“invisible hand” (Farmer et al., 2011), can orchestrate in ways that
diminish or enhance the likelihood of bullying. As well, teachers
have professional, and in many countries including Sweden, legal
responsibilities to stop peer aggression in school (e.g., Sabia
and Bass, 2017; Lunneblad et al., 2019); and because they have
formal leadership roles in school classes (Hamm and Hoffman,
2016), it is reasonable to include teachers within the construct of
classroom collective efficacy to stop peer aggression.

As with CMD, collective efficacy to stop peer aggression
is a group-level property that reflects shared beliefs in the
group’s ability to stop peer aggression, and is not adequately
assessed an aggregation of individual beliefs in one’s own ability
to stop peer aggression. Whereas Barchia and Bussey (2011a)
examined collective efficacy at the individual level (i.e., individual
perceptions of collective efficacy to stop peer aggression in
school), the current study was designed to examine collective
efficacy as a group characteristic, hypothesizing that a strong
shared belief in the group’s ability to stop peer aggression would
function as peer pressure against bullying perpetration.

Aim and Hypotheses
The aim of the current study was to examine whether individual
and classroom collective social-cognitive processes were
associated with bullying perpetration among schoolchildren.
A further goal was to examine whether changes in these
processes from grade 4 (Time 1) to grade 5 (Time 2)
were associated with concomitant changes in bullying
perpetration. Gender was included as a co-variable, since
previous research has found that males score higher than
females on bullying (for a meta-analysis, see Cook et al.,
2010). First, we hypothesized that individual and classroom
CMD would be positively associated with bullying, and that
changes in these processes would be positively associated
with bullying changes over time. Second, we proposed a
“defender efficacies as bullying refraining” hypothesis. That
is, both DSE (indicating a personal anti-bullying stance often
translated into anti-bullying action in bullying situations)
and classroom collective efficacy to stop peer aggression
(indicating anti-bullying peer pressure linked with a higher
risk of social sanction and less social reward/reinforcement
when bullying) are assumed to motivate individuals to refrain
from bullying perpetration. Therefore, we hypothesized that
DSE and classroom collective efficacy to stop peer aggression
would be negatively associated with bullying, and that changes in
these processes would be associated with concomitant bullying
changes over time.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The present study is part of an ongoing longitudinal project
investigating social and moral correlates of bullying in Swedish
primary schools, in which students have one classroom in which
most of their learning take place, and they have the same
classroom teacher across most school subjects. The original
sample included 2,408 fourth grade students (48% female,
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52% male) from 116 primary classrooms in 74 public schools.
However, 782 of those students (32%) did not participate for
various reasons (599 did not obtain parental consent; 183 were
absent on the day of testing or chose not to participate). Thus,
at Time 1 in fourth grade, 1,626 students participated (52%
female, 48% male). Out of the 1,626 students who completed
the questionnaire in fourth grade, 1,344 students completed
all the scales used in the current study in fifth grade as well
(Time 2). A final reduction in sample size was the result of
changes at the classroom level. One classroom split into two
and eight classrooms merged into three classrooms from grade
4 to grade 5. In addition, twelve students changed classrooms
during the study period. These classrooms and students were
omitted from our study. Thus, the final sample included
1,250 students (52% females, 48% male) from 98 Swedish
primary classrooms in 69 public schools who participated in
the study in both fourth grade (Time 1, Age: M = 10.55,
SD = 0.34) and about 1 year later in fifth grade (Time 2, Age:
M = 11.55, SD = 0.32).

Although socioeconomic status was not measured at an
individual level, based on a strategic sampling of schools, our
sample included students from a wide range of socioeconomic
backgrounds (from lower to upper-middle socioeconomic status)
and socio-geographic locations (a large city, middle-sized cities,
small towns, and the countryside). The majority were of Swedish
ethnicity, whereas 18% had a foreign background (i.e., born in
another country and/or both parents born in another country).
Finally, the student composition of the 98 classrooms included in
the study was highly stable; on average, 86% of students remained
in the same class from fourth to fifth grade (SD = 10%).

Procedure
School principals and teachers were informed of the study
and gave researchers access to the classrooms. Both written,
informed parental consent and student assent were obtained
from all participants. Data were collected with a web-based,
self-report questionnaire, which each participant completed on
tablets in their regular classrooms in Grade 4 and 1 year later
in Grade 5. Either a member of the research team or a teacher
was present throughout the session to be available to explain
the study procedure and assist participants who needed help.
Teachers received instructions from the first author through a
21-min video. Team members and teachers were instructed to
neither look at nor interfere with participants’ responses, but to
clarify instructions, questions and words in the questionnaire if
requested by participants.

Measure
Individual Moral Disengagement in Peer Victimization
An 18-item scale (Bjärehed et al., 2019) was used to measure
individual moral disengagement with regard to peer aggression.
Students rated each item (e.g., “People who get teased
don’t really get too sad about it.” “If you can’t be like
everybody else, it is your own fault if you get bullied.”) on
a seven-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly
agree”). The resulting composite index of moral disengagement,
with responses averaged across items, was found to be

internally consistent, with Cronbach’s α of 0.82 at Time 1
and 0.89 at Time 2.

Collective Moral Disengagement in Peer Victimization
An 18-item scale (Bjärehed et al., 2019) was used to measure
classroom CMD in peer aggression, using the same items as
those measuring individual moral disengagement in order to
avoid the risk of test effects due to different items when
comparing individual and CMD. To capture the collective
dimension of the construct (cf. Gini et al., 2015), this scale
asked, “How many students in your classroom agree with
the following?” and offered five response options (“none,”
“about a quarter,” “about half,” “about three quarters,” “all”).
An index of CMD was obtained by calculating the average
score for each individual in the classroom, and then obtaining
the classroom mean. Cronbach’s α was 0.91 at Time 1
and 0.93 at Time 2.

Defender Self-Efficacy
A six-item self-report scale was devised to measure DSE (e.g., “I
feel that I’m very good at helping students who are bullied”), with
responses made on a seven-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree”
to 7 = “strongly agree”) and responses averaged across items.
Cronbach’s α was 0.92 at both Time 1 and Time 2.

Collective Efficacy to Stop Peer Aggression
A Swedish translated version (Wänström et al., 2017) of Barchia
and Bussey’s (2011a,b) scale was used to measure classroom
collective efficacy to stop peer aggression. Students were asked
“How well can the students and teachers at your school...”
followed by 10 statements such as “... work together to stop
bullying?”, “... work together to stop students punching each
other?”, and “... work together to stop students spreading
rumors about each other?” Students rated each item on a
seven-point scale (from 1 = “not well” to 7 = “very well”).
Cronbach’s α was 0.97 at Time 1 and 0.96 at Time 2.
Collective efficacy was obtained by calculating the average score
for each individual in the classroom, and then computing
the classroom mean.

Bullying Behavior
We used an 11-item, self-report scale (Bjärehed et al., 2019)
to measure bullying perpetration. Instead of providing an
a priori definition of bullying, the students were asked, “Think
of the past 3 months: How frequently have you done the
following things toward someone who is weaker, less popular
or less in charge in comparison to you?” The following
behavioral items included physical (five items, e.g., “Beat or
kicked someone in order to hurt him or her”), verbal (three
items, e.g., “Teased and called the person mean names”), and
relational bullying (three items, e.g., “Spread mean rumors or
lied about the person”). For each item, students responded
on a 5-point scale, from 1 = ”I have never done it” to
5 = “Several times a week.” Averaging responses across items,
the resulting composite index of bullying perpetration was
internally consistent, with Cronbach’s α of 0.86 at Time 1
and 0.89 at Time 2.
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Statistical Models
We were interested in estimating effects of change in moral
disengagement (MD) and DSE on change in bullying, as
well as effects of initial levels of moral disengagement and
DSE on bullying levels, while controlling for gender. This
was done using a three-level regression model for which the
intercept and time slope were allowed to vary across classes,
as well as across individuals within classes. We estimated this
model in three steps.

First, a three-level model was estimated, with the individual
level variables gender, moral disengagement in fourth grade
(MDT1), and DSE in fourth grade (DSET1), as well as the time
varying variable, grade (grade 4 = T1, grade 5 = T2). The
intercept was allowed to vary across individuals within classes and
across classes:

Bullytij = β0ij + β1Grade+ εtij

β0ij = β0j + β2Gender+ β3MDT1 + β4DSET1 + u0ij

β0j = β0 + v0j (Model 1)

where bullytij is the bullying score for the i:th student in the j:th
classroom at the t:th time point, β0ij is the intercept for student i
in classroom j, β1 is the time slope, εtij is a first level residual, β0j
is the intercept for classroom j, β2 to β4 are slopes for individual
effects, u0ij is a student residual, β0 is the mean intercept across
classes, and voj is a classroom residual. All residuals are assumed
to be normally distributed. In this model, we were able to assess
the effects of the initial levels of moral disengagement and DSE
on bullying, while controlling for gender.

In the second model, classroom level variables of CMD in
grade four (CMDT1) and collective efficacy (CE) in grade four
(CET1) were added:

Bullytij = β0ij + β1Grade+ εtij

β0ij = β0j + β2Gender+ β3MDT1 + β4DSET1 + u0ij

β0j = β0 + β7CMDT1 + β8CET1 + v0j (Model 2)

where β7 and β8 are class level slopes. The assumptions for model
2 are the same as for model 1. In this model, we were able to
assess the effects of the initial levels of CMD and collective efficacy
on bullying, while controlling for gender and individual moral
disengagement and self-efficacy scores.

In the third model, the time slope (grade) was allowed to vary
across individuals and across classes. Individual level variables
that reflected the change between grades in moral disengagement
(MDT2-MDT1) and defender self-efficacy (DSET2-DSET1) were
added on the second level. In addition, class level variables
reflecting the change in collective moral disengagement (CMDT2-
CMDT1) and collective self-efficacy (CET2-CET1) were added on
the third level:

Bullytij = β0ij + β1ijGrade+ εtij

β0ij = β0j + β2Gender+ β3MDT1 + β4DSET1 + u0ij

β1ij = β1j + β5 (MDT2 −MDT1)

+ β6 (DSET2 − DSET1)+ u1ij

β0j = β0 + β7CMDT1 + β8CET1 + v0j

β1j = β1 + β9 (CMDT2 − CMDT1)

+ β10 (CET2 − CET1)+ v1j (Model 3)

where β1ij is the time slope for individual i in class j, β1j is the
time slope for class j, and β1 is the mean time slope across classes,
β5 and β6 are slopes for individual variables, and β9 and β10 are
slopes for class level variables. Substitutions into the first row
equation lead to four cross-level interactions in which Grade is
a first level (varies over time) variable, the MD and DSE change
variables are second level (vary over individuals) variables, and
the CMD and CE change variables are third level (vary over
classes) variables. This model allowed us to assess the effects of
changes in individual predictors on changes in bullying, and the
effects of changes in the class predictors on changes in bullying,
while controlling for gender and initial levels of individual and
class predictors.

Our models were evaluated by investigating Deviance (-2LL)
and explained variance (R2). A significantly smaller Deviance
and a larger proportion of explained variance indicated a better
model. The chosen model was finally reduced by eliminating
redundant terms (non-significant variables) from the model. The
variable with the largest p-value was omitted first, and the model
was re-estimated. If the increase in Deviance was non-significant,
this model was kept, and the variable (in this new model) with
the largest p-value was omitted, and the model was re-estimated.
If the increase in Deviance was significant, the previous model
was instead kept. The models were estimated using Proc Mixed
in SAS. The estimation method REML (Restricted Maximum
Likelihood) was used to estimate all parameters, however, the
Deviance measure was calculated based on maximum likelihood
(ML) estimation.

TABLE 1 | Means (M), standard deviations (SD), minimum and maximum
observations (Min, Max) for individual- (N = 1250) and class level (N = 98)
variables.

M SD Min Max

Individual variable

Bullying T1 1.14 0.27 1.00 4.00

Moral disengagement T1 1.50 0.59 1.00 4.83

Defender self-efficacy T1 5.07 1.56 1.00 7.00

Bullying T2 1.16 0.32 1.00 5.00

Moral disengagement T2 1.41 0.62 1.00 7.00

Defender self-efficacy T2 4.95 1.52 1.00 7.00

Class variable

Mean bullying T1 1.15 0.13 1.00 1.82

Collective moral disengagement T1 1.55 0.25 1.06 2.29

Collective efficacy T1 4.91 0.59 2.35 6.30

Mean bullying T2 1.16 0.12 1.00 1.60

Collective moral disengagement T2 1.53 0.24 1.03 2.29

Collective efficacy T2 4.78 0.62 3.00 6.09
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RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for individual- and
classroom-level variables at grades four (T1) and five (T2).
Pairwise correlations at the individual level within and between
grades are presented in Table 2. As expected, bullying
was positively correlated with moral disengagement and
negatively correlated with DSE both within and between
grades. In addition, scores on the same constructs correlated
positively over time. Table 3 shows pairwise correlations at the
classroom level within and between grades. The same pattern
is seen here, and correlations are generally stronger at the
class level. Mean bullying scores were positively correlated
with CMD, and negatively correlated with collective efficacy
both within and between grades, and scores were positively
correlated over time.

Multilevel Analyses
Table 4 displays estimates and standard errors from the
multilevel analyses for models 1, 2 and 3, and for the final
model. All variables, except grade and gender, were grand
mean centered. The intraclass correlation (ICC) for the empty
model was 0.07, indicating that 7% of the total variance in
bullying was between classes. As shown in model 1, initial
levels of moral disengagement were positively associated with
bullying, and initial levels of DSE were negatively associated
with bullying, when controlling for gender. In addition, boys
scored higher than girls. The class intercept variance was
significant, indicating that the classes varied in their mean
bullying scores. The individual variables explained 9.4% of the
variance in bullying.

As class level variables were added in model 2, initial levels of
moral disengagement and DSE were still significantly associated
with bullying. None of the initial class level variables was
significantly related to bullying. The variables explained 10%
of the variance in bullying. The Deviance measure decreased
from 719.7 to 710.5, which is a significant decrease [x2(2) = 9.2,
p < 0.05], indicating that model 2 is preferred over model 1.

When change variables were added in model 3, the initial
levels of moral disengagement and DSE were still associated
with bullying. In addition, three of the interactions, as well as
Grade, were significantly associated with bullying. The variables
explained 21.8% of the variance in bullying, and the decrease in
Deviance was significant [x2(5) = 326.1, p < 0.001], indicating
that model 3 is preferred over model 2.

In model 3, the variable with the largest p-value was the
interaction, Grade × CMDT2-CMDT1 (p = 0.773). Model 3
was therefore re-estimated with this variable omitted, and the
increase in Deviance was not significant [x2(1) = 0.1, p > 0.05].
The variable with the largest p-value in the new model was
CET1 (p = 0.153) and the model was re-estimated omitting this
variable. The increase in Deviance was not significant [x2(1) = 2.1,
p > 0.05]. Gender had the largest p-value in the new model
(p = 0.092) and was omitted. The Deviance increase was not
significant [x2(1) = 2.8, p > 0.05]. The variable with the largest
p-value in this model (Grade × DSET2-DSET1: p = 0.029)
could not be omitted without resulting in a worse fitting model
[x2(1) = 4.8, p < 0.05]. The final model is thus the model in
which the interaction term Grade× CMDT2-CMDT1, CET1, and
Gender were omitted. Model results are shown in the last column
in Table 4.

As shown, Grade was significant, indicating that bullying
scores increased over time. Consistent with prior research, initial
levels of individual moral disengagement and initial levels of

TABLE 2 | Correlations for individual level variables (N = 1250).

2 3 4 5 6

(1) Bullying T1 0.37∗∗∗ −0.18∗∗∗ 0.36∗∗∗ 0.38∗∗∗ −0.15∗∗∗

(2) Moral disengagement T1 −0.21∗∗∗ 0.22∗∗∗ 0.46∗∗∗ −0.12∗∗∗

(3) Defender self-efficacy T1 −0.16∗∗∗ −0.18∗∗∗ 0.44∗∗∗

(4) Bullying T2 0.50∗∗∗ −0.22∗∗∗

(5) Moral disengagement T2 −0.27∗∗∗

(6) Defender self-efficacy T2 1

∗∗∗p < 0.001.

TABLE 3 | Correlations for class level variables (M = 98).

2 3 4 5 6

(1) Mean bullying T1 0.29∗∗ −0.48∗∗∗ 0.35∗∗∗ 0.46∗∗∗ −0.33∗∗

(2) Collective moral disengagement T1 −0.43∗∗∗ 0.37∗∗∗ 0.62∗∗∗ −0.47∗∗∗

(3) Collective efficacy T1 −0.22∗ −0.46∗∗∗ 0.50∗∗∗

(4) Mean bullying T2 0.56∗∗∗ −0.49∗∗∗

(5) Collective moral disengagement T2 −0.70∗∗∗

(6) Collective efficacy T2 1

∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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CMD scores were positively associated with bullying, and initial
levels of individual DSE scores were negatively associated with
bullying. In addition, the positive effect of change in moral
disengagement on change in bullying (Grade × MDT2-MDT1)
was significant, as were the negative effects of change in DSE
on change in bullying (Grade × DSET2-DSET1), and change in
collective efficacy on change in bullying (Grade × CET2-CET1).
The variables explained 21.8% of the variance in bullying. The
increase in Deviance from model 3 to the final model was non-
significant [x2(3) = 5.0, p > 0.05], indicating that the final model
is the preferable model.

In order to understand and interpret the interaction effects,
we computed simple slopes. The simple slope for children
with high values (one standard deviation above the mean)
on MDT2-MDT1 (an increase of 0.54; −0.09+0.63 = 0.54)
was 0.16 (p < 0.001), and the simple slope for children
with low values (one standard deviation below the mean) on
MDT2-MDT1 (a decrease of 0.72; −0.09−0.63 = −0.72) was
−0.12 (p < 0.001). In these calculations, the value −0.09
is the mean value of MDT2-MDT1 and the value 0.63 is
the standard deviation. The simple slope for high values on
DSET2-DSET1 (an increase of 1.52; SDDSET2−DSET1 = 1.63)
was −0.01 (p > 0.05), and the simple slope for low values
(a decrease of 1.76) was 0.04 (p < 0.01). Finally, the simple
slope for high values on CMDT2-CMDT1 (an increase of
0.43; SDCET2−CET1 = 0.56) was −0.00 (p > 0.05), and

the simple slope for low values (a decrease of 0.69) was
0.05 (p < 0.001).

To illustrate these slopes, we plotted them in Figures 1–3 for
“typical” children. The change variables (MDT2-MDT1, DSET2-
DSET1, and CMDT2-CMDT1) were negatively correlated with
the initial value variables (MD1, DSE1, and CMD1), as might
be expected. A median split for each change variable resulted
in datasets consisting of children with above the median values
on each change variable, and below the median values on each
change variable, respectively. We used the means of the initial
variables in these datasets as inputs in the equation for the final
model, to plot the interaction graphs. Thus, in Figure 1, we can
see that children who increased in MD (blue line) also increased
in bullying. These children had typically below average initial
values of MD and above average values on DSE (MDT1 = 1.24,
DST1 = 5.22, CMDT1 = 1.49). Children who decreased in
moral disengagement (red line) also decreased in bullying and
they typically had above average initial values on MD, and
below average values on DSE (MDT1 = 1.75, DSET1 = 4.93,
CMDT1 = 1.56).

In Figure 2, we can see that children who increased in
DSE (blue line) did not significantly increase in bullying. These
children typically had above average initial values on MD and
below average values on DSE (MDT1 = 1.79, DSET1 = 4.46,
CMDT1 = 1.55). Children who decreased in DSE (red line)
increased in bullying, and they typically had below average

TABLE 4 | Estimates (Est) and standard errors (SE) from multilevel regression analyses of models (1), (2), and (3) with bullying as the dependent variable.

Predictor Model 1 Est (SE) Model 2 Est (SE) Model 3 Est (SE) Final model Est (SE)

Time level

Grade 0.02 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01) 0.02∗(0.01) 0.02∗(0.01)

Individual level

Gender 0.03∗(0.01) 0.03∗(0.01) 0.02 (0.01)

MDT1 0.13∗∗∗(0.01) 0.12∗∗∗(0.01) 0.18∗∗∗ (0.01) 0.19∗∗∗ (0.01)

DSET1 −0.02∗∗∗ (0.00) −0.02∗∗∗(0.00) −0.02∗∗∗(0.00) −0.02∗∗∗(0.00)

Classroom level

CMDT1 0.08 (0.04) 0.07 (0.04) 0.10∗∗(0.03)

CET1 −0.02 (.02) −0.02 (0.02)

Cross-level interactions

Grade × MDT2-MDT1 0.22∗∗∗(0.01) 0.22∗∗∗(0.01)

Grade × DSET2-DSET1 −0.01∗(0.01) −0.01∗(0.01)

Grade × CMDT2-CMDT1 0.02 (0.05)

Grade × CET2-CET1 −0.05∗∗(0.02) −0.05∗∗(0.02)

Variance

Class intercept 0.00∗∗∗(0.00)a 0.00∗∗(0.00)b 0.00∗∗(0.00)c 0.00∗∗(0.00)c

Class slope 0.00 (0.00)

Individual intercept 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00)

Individual slope 0d

Within individual 0.08∗∗∗(0.00) 0.08∗∗∗(0.00) 0.07∗∗∗(0.00) 0.07∗∗∗(0.00)

Deviance 719.7 710.5 384.4 389.4

ICC 0.07

R2 0.09 0.10 0.22 0.22

All predictors (except for grade and gender) were grand mean centered. Grade (0 = fourth grade, 1 = fifth grade). Gender (0 = girl, 1 = boy). ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01,
∗∗∗p < 0.001; a0.004 (0.001), b0.004 (0.001), c0.002∗∗(0.0008). dThe grade slope variance between individuals reduced to zero in model 3, and was omitted. MD, moral
disengagement, DSE, defender self-efficacy, CMD, collective moral disengagement, CE, collective efficacy.
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FIGURE 1 | Interaction effect on bullying change: Individual moral disengagement (MD) change × grade.

initial values on MD and above average on DSE (MDT1 = 1.47,
DSET1 = 5.69, CMDT1 = 1.56). Finally, in Figure 3, we can see that
children in classrooms that increased in CE (blue line) did not
significantly increase or decrease in bullying, and they typically
had below average initial values on MD and DSE (MDT1 = 1.48,
DSET1 = 5.03, CMDT1 = 1.55). Children in classrooms that
decreased in collective efficacy (red line) increased in bullying,
and they typically had above average initial values on MD and
DSE (MDT1 = 1.52, DSET1 = 5.11, CMDT1 = 1.55).

DISCUSSION

The present study is, as far as we know, the first study to
examine whether changes in individual moral disengagement,
DSE, classroom CMD, and classroom collective efficacy to stop
peer aggression were associated with bullying changes over time
in a multilevel model. Our findings contribute to the social-
cognitive literature on bullying (e.g., Thornberg and Jungert,
2013; Gini et al., 2014, 2015) by showing that changes in bullying
perpetration among schoolchildren were positively associated
with changes in individual moral disengagement and negatively
associated with changes in DSE and classroom collective efficacy
to stop peer aggression over a 1-year period. Whereas previous
longitudinal studies suggest that individual moral disengagement
predicts greater aggression (Barchia and Bussey, 2011a) and
bullying (Wang et al., 2017; cf. Sticca and Perren, 2015) over time,
our findings contribute to the literature by showing that children
who decreased in individual moral disengagement (more than
the average individual) became less inclined to bully others,
and children who increased in individual moral disengagement
became more inclined to bully others.

Our study is also the first to examine possible associations
between DSE and bullying, and our findings demonstrate
that greater DSE in fourth grade was linked to less bullying
from grade four to five. This is an important addition to
the literature in demonstrating that DSE not only increases
the likelihood of defending, as shown in previous studies
(Thornberg and Jungert, 2013; Doramajian and Bukowski, 2015;
Peets et al., 2015; Thornberg et al., 2017), but also lowers the
risk of engaging in bullying perpetration. This finding also

supports our initial hypothesis that DSE reflects a personal
anti-bullying stance often translated into anti-bullying action
in bullying situations – including moral cognition and self-
regulatory skills that increase the power not only to defend
(proactive morality) but also to refrain from bullying perpetration
(inhibitive morality; cf. Bandura, 2016). Future research should
examine the associations between DSE, self-regulation and anti-
bullying attitudes. However, whereas children who decreased
in DSE became more inclined to bully others, those who
increased in DSE did not change their bullying perpetration.
Thus, the findings suggest that when a particular level of
bullying perpetration has been established, an increase in DSE
does not seem to have influence. The bivariate correlations
revealed that bullying is more strongly associated with moral
disengagement than DSE, and change in moral cognition might
be more important than change in DSE to explain change
in bullying perpetration. At the same time, students who
decrease in DSE tend to be more inclined to bully others,
which once again supports our “defender efficacies as bullying
refraining” hypothesis.

Although moral disengagement and DSE tend to be
developed into trait-like habitual patterns (Bandura, 1997,
2016), they should not be considered as fixed, stable and
static personality traits (cf. Kuilman et al., 2019) like, for
instance, callous-unemotional traits (Frick et al., 2018). In
line with previous studies of moral disengagement (e.g.,
Caravita et al., 2014), our findings reveal the changeability
of moral disengagement and DSE, which in turn suggests
the ability to learn these individual characteristics. In other
words, moral disengagement and DSE seem to be individual
characteristics that could be influenced and changed in late
childhood. The current findings demonstrate the interplay
between personal influences (moral disengagement and DSE)
and behavioral influences (bullying) over time, and thus
support social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997, 2016), as it
assumes the changing nature of these processes through
triadic codetermination.

Finally, whereas Barchia and Bussey (2011a) found that
individual perceptions of collective efficacy to stop peer
aggression among adolescents were linked with lower aggression
8 months late, our findings show that children who belong
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FIGURE 2 | Interaction effect on bullying change: Defender self-efficacy (DSE) change × grade.

FIGURE 3 | Interaction effect on bullying change: Collective efficacy (ce) change × grade.

to a classroom that decreases in collective efficacy to stop
peer aggression become more inclined to bully others. These
findings further support the triadic codetermination of social-
cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997, 2016) by indicating an interplay
of environmental influences and behavioral influences, as well
as our proposed “defender efficacies as bullying refraining”
hypothesis. Not only DSE, as discussed above, but also classroom
collective efficacy to stop peer aggression seem to inhibit
schoolchildren from bullying others. A possible explanation is
that higher levels of collective efficacy to stop peer aggression
could be considered as a group process that produces anti-
bullying peer pressure associated with an increased risk of
social sanction and less social reward/reinforcement toward
group members who perpetrate bullying. Children’s individual
beliefs in the collective ability of students and teachers to
work together to stop peer aggression have been linked to
defending in peer aggression (Barchia and Bussey, 2011b). It
is plausible to assume that higher levels of collective efficacy
to stop peer aggression are associated with less reinforcing and
greater defending at the classroom level, which in turn have been
linked to less bullying (Kärnä et al., 2010; Salmivalli et al., 2011;
Nocentini et al., 2013; Thornberg and Wänström, 2018).
Future studies are required to understand better the possible
associations between collective efficacy to stop peer aggression,
anti-bullying norms, perceived peer-pressure, and the prevalence

of bullying perpetration and various bystander reactions at
classroom level.

Whereas previous cross-sectional studies have shown that
classroom CMD is associated with greater aggression (Gini et al.,
2015) and bullying (Kollerová et al., 2017), a change in classroom
CMD was not found to be associated with a change in bullying
over time in the current study. A possible explanation is that
the early levels of CMD might have a more long-term effect on
bullying, and that change in an individual’s moral disengagement
is more influential in increasing or decreasing inhumane
behaviors such as bullying. The cross-sectional correlations
between classroom CMD and bullying prevalence at both
Time 1 and Time 2, and the longitudinal correlations between
classroom CMD and bullying prevalence were all significant at
the classroom level. Moreover, the intercept of the bullying trend
was positively associated with the initial levels of individual and
classroom CMD in the final multilevel model. In other words,
greater CMD in fourth grade was linked to more bullying across
grades four and five (i.e., the general bullying level), suggesting
that CMD functions as a protective classroom group process that
lowers the risk of bullying perpetration.

Limitations
Despite the many strengths of this study, such as the
longitudinal multilevel design, some limitations should
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be noted. First, changes were measured during a limited
period of 1 year at only two time points. Although we
demonstrated that a change in bullying was associated
with a change in moral disengagement, DSE and classroom
collective efficacy to stop peer aggression during that 1-
year period, future studies should expand these analyses
by adopting a longer longitudinal design with several time
points to make better predictions about the development
of bullying and gain a more complete insight into the
dynamics over time.

Second, we used self-report data, which are vulnerable
to under- and over-estimation. To decrease the risk of
under-reporting bullying perpetration, we used a bullying
scale that did not include the term “bullying.” Still, self-
reported data are vulnerable to various biases, such as
social desirability, memory distortion, careless marking, and
intentionally exaggerated responses.

Third, the findings could be critically discussed in terms
of norm uncertainty/ambiguity and pluralistic ignorance (cf.
Veenstra et al., 2018). In the social psychological literature,
pluralistic ignorance often refers to “the beliefs that one’s
attitudes and judgments are different from those of others,
even though one’s public behavior is identical” (Prentice and
Miller, 2003, p. 585). Individuals might privately reject a
norm at the same time as they publicly conform to this
norm based on an incorrect assumption that it is shared
in the peer group. One way of testing this would be to
aggregate individual moral disengagement and DSE at classroom
level, conceptualized as prescriptive (or injunctive) norms of
the school class (cf. Veenstra et al., 2018). In the literature,
aggregating individual moral disengagement is termed class
moral disengagement (Pozzoli et al., 2012; Thornberg et al.,
2017). A drawback with this procedure of measuring prescriptive
norms to “represent perceived moral rules of the peer group”
(Veenstra et al., 2018, p. 49), however, is that individual
classmates’ moral disengagement tendencies (like attitudes)
might be more or less invisible to other members in the
school class, and thus a less powerful group influence as
compared to CMD.

Just as individual attitudes have been aggregated to assess
prescriptive norms, individual moral disengagement and DSE
can also be aggregated at the classroom level. For reasons
outlined in the introduction, we considered the assessment of
group functioning to be greater than the sum of individual
perceptions or beliefs, and argued that the collective indices
employed in the present study more accurately assess group-
level shared beliefs, as proposed by Bandura (1997) and
therefore assessed CMD and collective self-efficacy. Nevertheless,
we reran the multilevel analyses described above, replacing
our group-level indices with classroom aggregations of the
individual variables of moral disengagement and DSE. Results
indicated that the individual variables were still significant
as well as the effects of the changes in individual moral
disengagement and DSE on the change in bullying. Unlike
the findings presented for our final model, however, the
effect of the initial class mean of moral disengagement on
bullying across the grades, and the effect of the change in

the class mean of DSE on the change in bullying were not
significant. One possible explanation for the different findings
may be that the later model consists of the very same data
at the individual level and at the classroom (aggregated)
level (same scales), whereas the final model supported in
our study was based on distinct assessments of individual
and collective assessments (different scales). An alternative
or complementary possibility is that classroom CMD (initial
level) and collective efficacy to stop peer aggression (change
over time) constitute more powerful group influences on
bullying than classroom aggregations of individual moral
disengagement and DSE.

Finally, a note of caution needs to be sounded considering
generalization of the findings. The present sample consisted
of students in Swedish schools and considered a very limited
age span. Future research should examine the variables and
their associations found in the present study in other samples
of students of different age levels and in various national
and cultural contexts. In addition, further research should
examine whether the associations in the current findings are
consistent or vary across different friendship networks nested
in school classes and in relation to both perceived and
sociometric popularity.

Practical Implications
The current findings have practical implications for
anti-bullying programs in schools. In accordance with
previous research on moral disengagement and bullying
(Gini et al., 2014), anti-bullying programs should develop
components that expose and inhibit moral disengagement
and facilitate the development of moral agency. We agree
with Pozzoli et al. (2012), in suggesting that future research
consider “a randomized control trial aimed at encouraging
educators to make efforts to address these distortions in
morality in order to favor children’s moral engagement
and promote the understanding of responsibility” (p. 386).
Using children’s literature to discuss moral disengagement,
increase awareness about bullying, teach appropriate social
skills, and encourage defending in bullying situations has
been found to be promising in decreasing both moral
disengagement and victimization among elementary school
students (Wang and Goldberg, 2017).

Teachers play a significant socialization role for moral
disengagement in how they respond to bullying in school.
Campaert et al. (2017) found that students who reported that
their teachers responded to bullying with high-level disciplinary
sanctions and victim support were less inclined to morally
disengage and less likely to bully. In contrast, teacher non-
intervention was associated with greater moral disengagement
and bullying. The intertwined changeability in our findings
highlights the importance of addressing and decreasing both the
cognitive influence of moral disengagement and the behavioral
influence of bullying, as these seem to interplay. Even though
change in classroom CMD was not linked to change in bullying,
its initial level was associated with higher levels of bullying. This
suggests that teachers may benefit from professional training in
influencing development at the group (classroom or school) level
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in order to prevent CMD in the first place and to promote a moral
climate of engagement and social responsibility from the very first
days as a part of their classroom management.

Another important part of the development of a protective
moral climate is, as suggested by our findings, to promote and
maintain a high level of collective efficacy to stop peer aggression
in school classes. Teachers’ efforts in building warm and
supportive relations with students (Bouchard and Smith, 2017),
creating an authoritative classroom climate (Thornberg et al.,
2018), and effectively preventing and intervening in bullying
(Ttofi and Farrington, 2011) are crucial. Bullying victimization
has been found to be lower in classes where a high proportion
of students state that they are aware of the school rules and
that adults intervene against bullying (Låftman et al., 2017).
Espelage et al. (2014) found that schools in which staff and
teachers reported a greater commitment to prevent bullying
had lower prevalence of bullying; Olsson et al. (2017) reported
that schools which scored high in good order, cohesion, and
mutual trust tended to have fewer problems with bullying. A part
of classroom collective efficacy to stop peer aggression is that
students trust teachers and teachers collaborate with students to
prevent bullying and other forms of peer aggression. In other
words, teachers need to be committed and active in counteracting
bullying at the same time as they involve and engage students
in their efforts to support an anti-bullying culture. A strong
collective efficacy to stop peer aggression might in turn encourage
students to enhance their own DSE, as there is an interplay
between self-efficacy and collective efficacy (Bandura, 1997).
Considering that initial levels of CMD were linked to bullying
across the grades and that decreases in collective efficacy to stop
peer aggression were linked to increases in bullying, school and
classroom efforts to prevent CMD and develop high collective
efficacy to stop peer aggression should be designed and delivered
as early as possible.

Findings from a recent meta-analysis (Lee et al., 2015) indicate
that consideration of group dynamics can enhance the efficacy
and impact of school-based anti-bullying interventions, and
a recent review by Hymel et al. (2015) points to a number
of ways in which positive group processes can be fostered
in the classroom context, with teachers playing a critical role
in such efforts. Support for the efficacy of such a focus
come from Farmer et al. (2011, 2013), who have developed
the SEALS program to enhance teachers’ understanding of
group processes in creating positive and supportive classroom
contexts. As well, Choi et al. (2011a,b) have shown that greater
experience with cooperative learning in classrooms is associated
with increased prosocial behavior and decreased aggressive
behavior among students.

CONCLUSION

Overall, the present findings contribute novel insights to the
literature on moral disengagement, self-efficacy and collective
efficacy and their links to school bullying. Due to the multilevel
approach, we were able to examine children’s and school classes’
bullying growth curves and their correlates. Specifically, the
current study reveals the changeability of moral disengagement,
DSE and classroom collective efficacy to stop peer aggression
over time, and how this changeability is linked to changes in
bullying perpetration. We also found that, although CMD was
not associated with a change in bullying, it was associated with the
general level of bullying. Consistent with a social psychological
stance (e.g., Salmivalli, 2010; Hymel et al., 2015) and a social-
ecological perspective on school bullying (e.g., Espelage and
Swearer, 2004; Swearer et al., 2012; Trach et al., 2018), results
of the present study contribute to a growing body of research
underscoring the importance of addressing contextual as well
as individual factors in efforts to reduce school bullying, with
group processes manifested as CMD and collective efficacy to
stop peer aggression being shown as critical aspects of the
classroom context.

DATA AVAILABILITY

The datasets generated for this study are available on request to
the corresponding author.

ETHICS STATEMENT

This study was approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board
in Linköping. Written informed consent was obtained from the
parents of all participants.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

All authors listed have made a substantial, direct and intellectual
contribution to the work, and approved it for publication.

FUNDING

This research was supported by a grant awarded to RT
from the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet) (grant
number D0775301).

REFERENCES
Bandura, A. (1986). Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive

Theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Bandura, A. (1997). Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control. New York, NY: Freeman

and Company.
Bandura, A. (1999). Moral disengagement in the perpetration of inhumanities.

Pers. Soc. Psychol. Rev. 3, 193–209. doi: 10.4324/9781315799292-3

Bandura, A. (2002). Selective moral disengagement in the exercise of moral agency.
J. Moral Educ. 31, 101–119. doi: 10.1080/0305724022014322

Bandura, A. (2016). Moral Disengagement: How People do Harm and Live with
Themselves. New York, NY: Worth.

Barchia, K., and Bussey, K. (2011a). Individual and collective social cognitive
influences on peer aggression: exploring the contribution of aggression efficacy,
moral disengagement, and collective efficacy. Aggress. Behav. 37, 107–120. doi:
10.1002/ab.20375

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 11 July 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 1752

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315799292-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305724022014322
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20375
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20375
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-01752 July 30, 2019 Time: 15:29 # 12

Thornberg et al. Social-Cognitive Processes in Bullying

Barchia, K., and Bussey, K. (2011b). Predictors of student defenders of peer
aggression victims: empathy and social cognitive factors. Int. J. Behav. Dev. 35,
289–297. doi: 10.1177/0165025410396746

Bender, D., and Lösel, F. (2011). Bullying at school as a predictor of delinquency,
violence and other anti-social behaviour in adulthood. Crim. Behav. Ment.
Health 21, 99–106. doi: 10.1002/cbm.799

Bjärehed, M., Thornberg, R., Wänström, L., and Gini, G. (2019). Mechanisms
of moral disengagement and their association with indirect bullying, direct
bullying, and pro-aggressive bystander behavior. J. Early Adoles. doi: 10.1177/
0272431618824745

Bouchard, K. L., and Smith, J. D. (2017). Teacher–student relationship quality and
children’s bullying experiences with peers: reflecting on the mesosystem. Educ.
Forum 81, 108–125. doi: 10.1080/00131725.2016.1243182

Campaert, K., Nocentini, A., and Menesini, E. (2017). The efficacy of teachers’
responses to incidents of bullying and victimization: the mediational role of
moral disengagement for bullying. Aggress. Behav. 43, 483–492. doi: 10.1002/
ab.21706

Caravita, S. C. S., Gini, G., and Pozzoli, T. (2012). Main and moderate effects
of moral cognition and status on bullying and defending. Aggress. Behav. 38,
456–468. doi: 10.1002/ab.21447

Caravita, S. C. S., Sijtsema, J. J., Rambaran, A. J., and Gini, G. (2014). Peer influence
on moral disengagement in late childhood and early adolescence. J. Youth
Adolesc. 43, 193–207. doi: 10.1007/s10964-013-9953-1

Chester, K. L., Callaghan, M., Cosma, A., Donnelly, P., Craig, W., Walsh, S., et al.
(2015). Cross-national time trends in bullying victimization in 33 countries
among children aged 11, 13 and 15 from 2002 to 2010. Eur. J. Public Health
25, 61–64. doi: 10.1093/eurpub/ckv029

Choi, J., Johnson, D. W., and Johnson, R. (2011a). Relationships among
cooperative learning experiences, social interdependence, children’s aggression,
victimization, and prosocial behaviours. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 41, 976–1003.
doi: 10.1111/j.1559-1816.2011.00744.x

Choi, J., Johnson, D. W., and Johnson, R. (2011b). The roots of social dominance:
aggression, prosocial behavior, and social interdependence. J. Educ. Res. 104,
442–454. doi: 10.1080/00220671.2010.514689

Cook, C. R., Williams, K. R., Guerra, N. G., Kim, T. E., and Sadek, S. (2010).
Predictors of bullying and victimization in childhood and adolescence: a meta-
analytic investigation. Sch. Psychol. Q. 25, 65–83. doi: 10.1037/a0020149

Copeland, W. E., Wolke, D., Angold, A., and Costello, E. J. (2013). Adult psychiatric
outcomes of bullying and being bullied by peers in childhood and adolescence.
JAMA Psychiatry 70, 419–426. doi: 10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2013.504

Craig, W., Harel-Fisch, Y., Fogel-Grinvald, H., Dostaler, S., Hetland, J., Simons-
Morton, B., et al. (2009). A cross-national profile of bullying and victimization
among adolescents in 40 countries. Int. J. Public Health 54, S216–S224. doi:
10.1007/s00038-009-5413-9

Doramajian, C., and Bukowski, W. M. (2015). A longitudinal study of the
associations between moral disengagement and active defending versus passive
bystanding during bullying situations. Merrill Palmer Q. 61, 144–172. doi: 10.
13110/merrpalmquar1982.61.1.0144

Espelage, D. L., Polanin, J. R., and Low, S. K. (2014). Teacher and staff perceptions
of school environment as predictors of student aggression, victimization, and
willingness to intervene in bullying situations. Sch. Psychol. Q. 29, 287–305.
doi: 10.1037/spq0000072

Espelage, D. L., and Swearer, S. M. (2004). Bullying in American Schools: a Social-
Ecological Perspective on Prevention and Intervention. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Evans-Lacko, S., Takizawa, R., Brimblecombe, N., King, D., Knapp, M., Maughan,
B., et al. (2017). Childhood bullying victimization is associated with use of
mental health services over five decades: a longitudinal nationally representative
cohort study. Psychol. Med. 47, 127–135. doi: 10.1017/S003329171600
1719

Farmer, T. W., Hamm, J. V., Lane, K. L., Lee, D., Sutherland, K. S., Hall, C. M., et al.
(2013). Conceptual foundations and components of a contextual intervention
to promote student engagement during early adolescence: the supporting early
adolescent learning and social success (SEALS) model. J. Educ. Psychol. Consult.
23, 115–139. doi: 10.1080/10474412.2013.785181

Farmer, T. W., McAuliffe Lines, M., and Hamm, J. V. (2011). Revealing the invisible
hand: the role of teachers in children’s peer experiences. J. Appl. Dev. Psychol.
32, 247–256. doi: 10.1016/j.appdev.2011.04.006

Farrington, D. P., and Ttofi, M. M. (2011). Bullying as a predictor of offending,
violence and later life outcomes. Crim. Behav. Ment. Health 21, 90–98.
doi: 10.1002/cbm.801

Fernández-Ballesteros, R., Diez-Nicolás, J., Caprara, G. V., Barbaranelli, C., and
Bandura, A. (2002). Determinants and structural relation of personal efficacy
and collective efficacy. Appl. Psychol. 51, 107–125. doi: 10.1111/1464-0597.
00081

Frick, P. J., Robertson, E. L., and Clark, J. E. (2018). “Callous–unemotional
traits,” in Development Pathways to Disruptive, Impulse-Control, and Conduct
Disorders, ed. M. Martel (London: Academic Press), 139–160.

Gini, G., and Pozzoli, T. (2013). Bullied children and psychosomatic problems: a
meta-analysis. Pediatrics 132, 720–729. doi: 10.1542/peds.2013-0614

Gini, G., Pozzoli, T., and Bussey, K. (2015). The role of individual and collective
moral disengagement in peer aggression and bystanding: a multilevel analysis.
J. Abnorm. Child Psychol. 43, 441–452. doi: 10.1007/s10802-014-9920-7

Gini, G., Pozzoli, T., and Hauser, M. (2011). Bullies have enhanced moral
competence to judge relative to victims, but lack moral compassion. Personal.
Individ. Differ. 50, 603–608. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2010.12.002

Gini, G., Pozzoli, T., and Hymel, S. (2014). Moral disengagement among children
and youth: a meta-analytic review of links to aggressive behavior. Aggress.
Behav. 40, 56–68. doi: 10.1002/ab.21502

Hamm, J. V., and Hoffman, A. S. (2016). “Teachers’ influence on students’ peer
relationships and peer ecologies,” in Handbook of Social Influences in School
Contexts: Social-Emotional, Motivation, and Cognitive Outcome, eds K. R.
Wentzel and G. B. Ramani (New York, NY: Routledge), 208–229.

Holt, M. K., Vivolo-Kantor, A. M., Polanin, J. R., Holland, K. M., DeGue, S.,
Matjasko, J. L., et al. (2015). Bullying and suicidal ideation and behaviors: a
meta-analysis. Pediatrics 135, e496–e509. doi: 10.1542/peds.2014-1864

Hymel, S., McClure, R., Miller, M., Shumka, E., and Trach, J. (2015). Addressing
school bullying: insights from theories of group processes. J. Appl. Dev. Psychol.
37, 16–24. doi: 10.1016/j.appdev.2014.11.008

Hymel, S., Rocke-Henderson, N., and Bonanno, R. A. (2005). Moral
disengagement: a framework for understanding bullying among adolescents.
J. Soc. Sci. 8, 1–11.

Hymel, S., Schonert-Reichl, K. A., Bonanno, R. A., Vaillancourt, T., and Rocke
Henderson, N. (2010). “Bullying and morality,” in Handbook of Bullying in
Schools: an International Perspective, eds S. R. Jimerson, S. M. Swearer, and D. L.
Espelage (New York, NY: Routledge), 101–118.

Kärnä, A., Voeten, M., Poskiparta, E., and Salmivalli, C. (2010). Vulnerable
children in varying classroom contexts: bystanders’ behaviors moderate the
effects of risk factors on victimization. Merrill-Palmer Q. 56, 261–282.
doi: 10.1353/mpq.0.0052

Klomek, A. B., Sourander, A., and Elonheimo, H. (2015). Bullying by peers
in childhood and effects on psychopathology, suicidality, and criminality in
adulthood. Lancet Psychiatry 2, 930–941. doi: 10.1016/S2215-0366(15)00223-0

Kollerová, L., Soukup, P., and Gini, G. (2017). Classroom collective moral
disengagement scale: validation in Czech adolescents. Eur. J. Dev. Psychol. 15,
184–191. doi: 10.1080/17405629.2017.1292907

Kuilman, L., Jansen, G. J., Middel, B., Mulder, L. B., and Roodbol, P. F. (2019).
Moral reasoning explained by personality traits and moral disengagement: a
study among Dutch nurse practitioners and physician assistants. J. Adv. Nurs.
75, 1252–1262. doi: 10.1111/jan.13939

Låftman, S. B., Östberg, V., and Modin, B. (2017). School climate and exposure to
bullying: a multilevel study. Sch. Eff. Sch. Improv. 28, 153–164. doi: 10.1080/
09243453.2016.1253591

Lee, S., Kim, C.-J., and Kim, D. (2015). A meta-analysis of the effect of school-
based anti-bullying programs. J. Child Health Care 19, 136–153. doi: 10.1177/
1367493513503581

Lereya, S. T., Copeland, W. E., Costello, E. J., and Wolke, D. (2015). Adult mental
health consequences of peer bullying and maltreatment in childhood: two
cohorts in two countries. Lancet Psychiatry 2, 524–531. doi: 10.1016/S2215-
0366(15)00165-0

Lundy, L. (2012). Children’s rights and educational policy in Europe: the
implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Oxf. Rev. Educ. 38, 393–411. doi: 10.1080/03054985.2012.704874

Lunneblad, J., Johansson, T., and Odenbring, Y. (2019). Violence in urban schools:
school professionals’ categorizations and explanations of violence among

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 12 July 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 1752

https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025410396746
https://doi.org/10.1002/cbm.799
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431618824745
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431618824745
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131725.2016.1243182
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21706
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21706
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21447
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-013-9953-1
https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/ckv029
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2011.00744.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.2010.514689
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0020149
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2013.504
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00038-009-5413-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00038-009-5413-9
https://doi.org/10.13110/merrpalmquar1982.61.1.0144
https://doi.org/10.13110/merrpalmquar1982.61.1.0144
https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000072
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291716001719
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291716001719
https://doi.org/10.1080/10474412.2013.785181
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2011.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1002/cbm.801
https://doi.org/10.1111/1464-0597.00081
https://doi.org/10.1111/1464-0597.00081
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2013-0614
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-014-9920-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2010.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21502
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2014-1864
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2014.11.008
https://doi.org/10.1353/mpq.0.0052
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(15)00223-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2017.1292907
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13939
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243453.2016.1253591
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243453.2016.1253591
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367493513503581
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367493513503581
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(15)00165-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(15)00165-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2012.704874
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-01752 July 30, 2019 Time: 15:29 # 13

Thornberg et al. Social-Cognitive Processes in Bullying

students in two different demographic areas. Int. Stud. Sociol. Educ. 28, 63–80.
doi: 10.1080/09620214.2018.1521298

McDougall, P., and Vaillancourt, T. (2015). Long-term adult outcomes of peer
victimization in childhood and adolescence: pathways to adjustment and
maladjustment. Am. Psychol. 70, 300–310. doi: 10.1037/a0039174

Nocentini, A., Menesini, E., and Salmivalli, C. (2013). Level and change of bullying
behavior during high school: a multilevel growth curve analysis. J. Adolesc. 36,
495–505. doi: 10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.004

Olsson, G., Låftman, S. B., and Modin, B. (2017). School collective efficacy and
bullying behaviour: a multilevel study. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health
14:1607. doi: 10.3390/ijerph14121607

Olweus, D. (2010). “Understanding and researching bullying: some critical issues,”
in Handbook of Bullying in Schools: an International Perspective, eds S. R.
Jimerson, S. M. Swearer, and D. L. Espelage (New York, NY: Routledge), 9–33.

Olweus, D. (2011). Bullying at school and later criminality: findings from three
swedish community samples of males. Crim. Behav. Ment. Health 21, 151–156.
doi: 10.1002/cbm.806

Peets, K., Pöyhönen, V., Juvonen, J., and Salmivalli, C. (2015). Classroom norms of
bullying alter the degree to which children defend in response to their affective
empathy and power. Dev. Psychol. 51, 913–920. doi: 10.1037/a0039287

Pozzoli, T., Gini, G., and Vieno, A. (2012). Individual and class moral
disengagement in bullying among elementary school children. Aggress. Behav.
38, 378–388. doi: 10.1002/ab.21442

Prentice, D. A., and Miller, D. T. (2003). “Pluralistic ignorance and alcohol
use on campus: some consequences of misperceiving the social norm,” in
Social Psychology: a General Reader, eds A. W. Kruglanski and E. T. Higgins
(New York, NY: Psychology Press), 584–601.

Rigby, K. (2008). Children and Bullying. Malden, MA: Blackwell.
Sabia, J. J., and Bass, B. (2017). Do anti-bullying laws work? New evidence on school

safety and youth violence. J. Popul. Econ. 30, 473–502. doi: 10.1007/s00148-
016-0622-z

Sijtsema, J. J., Rambaran, J. A., Caravita, S. C., and Gini, G. (2014).
Friendship selection and influence in bullying and defending: effects of moral
disengagement. Dev. Psychol. 50, 2093–2104. doi: 10.1037/a0037145

Salmivalli, C. (2010). Bullying and the peer group: a review. Aggress. Violent Behav.
15, 112–120. doi: 10.1016/j.avb.2009.08.007

Salmivalli, C., and Peets, K. (2018). “Bullying and victimization,” in Handbook of
Peer Interactions, Relationships, and Groups, 2nd Edn, eds W. M. Bukowski, B.
Laursen, and K. H. Rubin (New York, NY: The Guilford Press), 302–321.

Salmivalli, C., Voeten, M., and Poskiparta, E. (2011). Bystanders matter:
associations between reinforcing, defending, and the frequency of bullying
behavior in classrooms. J. Clin. Child Adolesc. Psychol. 40, 668–676. doi: 10.
1080/15374416.2011.597090

Silberg, J. L., Copeland, W., Linker, J., Moore, A. A., Roberson-Nay, R., and
York, T. P. (2016). Psychiatric outcomes of bullying victimization: a study
of discordant monozygotic twins. Psychol. Med. 46, 1875–1883. doi: 10.1017/
S0033291716000362

Sticca, F., and Perren, S. (2015). The chicken and the egg: longitudinal associations
between moral deficiencies and bullying: a parallel process latent growth model.
Merrill-Palmer Q. 61, 85–100.

Swearer, S. M., Espelage, D. L., Koenig, B., Berry, B., Collins, A., and Lembeck,
P. (2012). “A social-ecological model of bullying prevention and intervention
in early adolescence,” in Handbook of School Violence and School Safety. eds
S. R. Jimerson, A. B. Nickerson, M. J. Mayer, and M. J. Furlong (New York,
NY: Routledge), 333–355.

Thornberg, R. (2010). A study of children’s conceptions of school rules
by investigating their judgements of transgressions in the absence

of rules. Educ. Psychol. 30, 583–603. doi: 10.1080/01443410.2010.
492348

Thornberg, R., and Jungert, T. (2013). Bystander behavior in bullying situations:
basic moral sensitivity, moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy.
J. Adolesc. 36, 475–483. doi: 10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.003

Thornberg, R., Pozzoli, T., Gini, G., and Jungert, T. (2015). Unique and interactive
effects of moral emotions and moral disengagement on bullying and defending
among school children. J. Elem. Sch. 116, 322–337. doi: 10.1086/683985

Thornberg, R., Thornberg, U., Alamaa, R., and Daud, N. (2016). Children’s
conceptions of bullying and repeated conventional transgressions: moral,
conventional, structuring, and personal-choice reasoning. Educ. Psychol. 36,
95–111. doi: 10.1080/01443410.2014.915929

Thornberg, R., and Wänström, L. (2018). Bullying and its associations with altruism
toward victims, blaming the victims, and classroom prevalence of bystander
behaviors: a multilevel analysis. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 21, 1133–1151. doi: 10.1007/
s11218-018-9457-7

Thornberg, R., Wänström, L., Hong, J. S., and Espelage, D. (2017). Classroom
relationship qualities and social-cognitive correlates of defending and passive
bystanding in school bullying in Sweden: a multilevel analysis. J. Sch. Psychol.
63, 49–62. doi: 10.1016/j.jsp.2017.03.002

Thornberg, R., Wänström, L., and Jungert, T. (2018). Authoritative classroom
climate and its relations to bullying victimization and bystander behaviors. Sch.
Psychol. Int. 39, 663–680. doi: 10.1177/0143034318809762

Trach, J., Lee, M., and Hymel, S. (2018). A Social-ecological approach to
addressing emotional and behavioral problems in schools: focusing on group
processes and social dynamics. J. Emot. Behav. Disord. 26, 11–20. doi: 10.1177/
1063426617742346

Ttofi, M. M., and Farrington, D. P. (2011). Effectiveness of school-based programs
to reduce bullying: a systematic and meta-analytic review. J. Exp. Criminol. 7,
27–56. doi: 10.1007/s11292-010-9109-1

Veenstra, R., Dijkstra, J. K., and Kreager, D. A. (2018). “Pathways, networks,
and norms: a sociological perspective on peer research,” in Handbook of Peer
Interactions, Relationships, and Groups, 2nd Edn, eds W. M. Bukowski, B.
Laursen, and K. H. Rubin (New York, NY: The Guilford Press), 45–63.

Wang, C., and Goldberg, T. S. (2017). Using children’s literature to decrease moral
disengagement and victimization among elementary school students. Psychol.
Sch. 54, 918–931. doi: 10.1002/pits.22042

Wang, C., Ryoo, J. H., Swearer, S. M., Turner, R., and Goldberg, T. S. (2017).
Longitudinal relationships between bullying and moral disengagement among
adolescents. J. Youth Adolesc. 46, 1304–1317. doi: 10.1007/s10964-016-0577-0

Wänström, L., Pozzoli, T., Gini, G., Thornberg, R., and Alsaadi, S. (2017). Perceived
collective efficacy to stop aggression at school: a validation of an Italian and a
Swedish version of a scale for adolescents. Eur. J. Dev. Psychol. 16, 349–361.
doi: 10.1080/17405629.2017.1414695

White, J., Bandura, A., and Bero, L. (2009). Moral disengagement in the corporate
world. Account. Res. 16, 41–74. doi: 10.1080/08989620802689847

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was
conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2019 Thornberg, Wänström and Hymel. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).
The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original
publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No
use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 13 July 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 1752

https://doi.org/10.1080/09620214.2018.1521298
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0039174
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.004
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph14121607
https://doi.org/10.1002/cbm.806
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0039287
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21442
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00148-016-0622-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00148-016-0622-z
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037145
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2009.08.007
https://doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2011.597090
https://doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2011.597090
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291716000362
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291716000362
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2010.492348
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2010.492348
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1086/683985
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2014.915929
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-018-9457-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-018-9457-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2017.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034318809762
https://doi.org/10.1177/1063426617742346
https://doi.org/10.1177/1063426617742346
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-010-9109-1
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22042
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0577-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2017.1414695
https://doi.org/10.1080/08989620802689847
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

	Individual and Classroom Social-Cognitive Processes in Bullying: A Short-Term Longitudinal Multilevel Study
	Introduction
	Social-Cognitive Theory of Moral Agency
	Individual Factors
	Classroom Contextual Factors
	Aim and Hypotheses

	Materials and Methods
	Participants
	Procedure
	Measure
	Individual Moral Disengagement in Peer Victimization
	Collective Moral Disengagement in Peer Victimization
	Defender Self-Efficacy
	Collective Efficacy to Stop Peer Aggression
	Bullying Behavior

	Statistical Models

	Results
	Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
	Multilevel Analyses

	Discussion
	Limitations
	Practical Implications

	Conclusion
	Data Availability
	Ethics Statement
	Author Contributions
	Funding
	References


