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ABSTRACT
This study examined whether students’ bystander behaviours in
peer victimisation were associated with individual (IMD) and class-
room collective moral disengagement (CMD). Self-report survey
data were analysed from 1577 Swedish students in fifth grade.
Multilevel analyses revealed that, when witnessing peer victimisa-
tion, students more often sided with the victimisers if they
belonged to classrooms high in CMD, especially if they simultan-
eously were high in IMD. Furthermore, staying passive was associ-
ated with higher levels of IMD and CMD, whereas defending the
victims was associated with lower levels of IMD and CMD. Taken
together, our findings suggest that moral disengagement beliefs
both at the individual and at the classroom-level contribute to
explain variability in students’ bystander behaviours, which has
potential implications for prevention and intervention work.
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Peer victimisation is a widespread problem among children and adolescents in schools
and has been associated with mental health problems (Hanish & Guerra, 2002; Reijntjes
et al., 2010) and poorer academic achievement (Schwartz et al., 2005). In most peer vic-
timisation episodes, peers are present as bystanders (e.g. Atlas & Pepler, 1998; Jones
et al., 2015; Lynn Hawkins et al., 2001). According to the participant role approach
(Salmivalli et al., 1998), bystanders can play different roles: the assistant (joins the victim-
isers), the reinforcer (encourages or incites the victimisers), the outsider (remains passive
or neutral), and the defender (helps or supports the victim) role. Because previous studies
(Jungert et al., 2016; Sutton & Smith, 1999; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013) have shown that
the assistant and reinforcer role load into the factor, the current study treats them as a
single construct that we refer to as pro-aggressive behaviour or pro-aggression.

As such, peer victimisation at school can be considered inherently a group process,
which can be influenced by characteristics of the context in which it happens. Recent
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studies, for example, indicate that peer victimisation is less common in school contexts
with a higher number of students who defend the victims than in contexts where stu-
dents are more inclined to engage in pro-aggressive behaviour (Denny et al., 2015;
K€arn€a et al., 2010; Menesini et al., 2015; Saarento et al., 2015; Salmivalli et al., 2011;
Thornberg & W€anstr€om, 2018).

If bystanders have the power to stop or limit peer victimisation, it is important to learn
why some students side with the victimisers or remain passive, whereas others stand up
for the victims. This is no longer an uncharted area in the research literature. Variability in
bystander behaviour has been linked to various types of factors such as attitudes towards
bullying (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004) and victims (Rigby & Johnson, 2006), empathy (Gini
et al., 2008; Pozzoli et al., 2017) and emotion recognition (Pozzoli et al., 2017), efficacy
beliefs (P€oyh€onen et al., 2010), and morality (Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). However, most
investigations have been confined to individual-level factors (Meter & Card, 2015;
Salmivalli, 2010), even though there has been a recent increasing interest in contextual fac-
tors. For instance, reinforcer behaviour has been linked to a higher proportion of boys in
the classroom and to a less authoritative classroom climate (Thornberg et al., 2018).
Outsider behaviour is more common among students who belong to classrooms with
lower levels of pro-victim attitudes (Pozzoli et al., 2012), and to classrooms with a higher
degree of collective moral disengagement (Gini et al., 2015). Defending is more common
among students who possess high social status in the peer group (P€oyh€onen et al., 2010)
and belong to classrooms characterised by caring, warm, supportive and respectful stu-
dent-student relationships (Thornberg et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the remaining domin-
ance of individual-level factors is likely detrimental to the field because a comprehensive
understanding requires attending to the complex social dynamics of peer victimisation
(Hong & Espelage, 2012; Thomas et al., 2018).

Focussing on morality, this article attempted to reduce this gap by examining
whether pro-aggressive-, outsider-, and defender behaviour were associated with
moral disengagement beliefs, both at the individual and classroom level. The terms
peer victimisation and bullying are often used interchangeably in the literature (Noret
et al., 2018). However, in this study we considered peer victimisation as a broader con-
cept that includes bullying as well as other forms of peer victimisation that does not
need to be repeated, intended to harm or carried out in a context of power imbalance
(Hunter et al., 2007; Noret et al., 2018; Turner et al., 2015). Because bullying can be
considered as a special form of peer victimisation, we relate to the bullying literature
as well. In international comparison studies, school bullying rates have been found to
be very low in Sweden (Chester et al., 2015; Craig et al., 2009), but have unfortunately
been increasing in recent years, in which 6–8% of the Swedish students reported
being bullied in school (Public Health Agency of Sweden, 2018). National data on the
prevalence of defending and other bystander behaviours in Swedish schools
are missing.

Moral disengagement

Students generally consider bullying wrong, a violation of moral rules (Thornberg,
2010; Thornberg et al., 2016). Still, most students do not intervene on behalf of the
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victims (O’Connell et al., 1999; Salmivalli et al., 1998). Acting against one’s moral stand-
ards typically brings self-condemnation in the form of discomforting feelings such as
guilt or shame (Bandura, 1999). However, according to Bandura, there are social and
psychological manoeuvres by which such moral self-sanctions can be disengaged from
inhumane conduct. In particular, within social cognitive theory, Bandura (1999)
describes how people can disengage from their moral standards by (1) reconstructing
behaviour; (2) minimising their agentive role; (3) misrepresenting injurious consequen-
ces; and (4) blaming or dehumanising the victims (for a detailed review, see
Bandura, 2016).

Regarding bystander involvement in peer victimisation, empirical findings indicate
that children and youth high in moral disengagement are more likely to assist and
reinforce peer victimisation (e.g. Pozzoli et al., 2012; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013), and
less likely to defend victims of peer victimisation (e.g. Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015;
Gini, 2006; Obermann, 2011). For outsider behaviour, both positive (e.g. Thornberg
et al., 2017) and negative associations (e.g. Gini, 2006) have been found. Accordingly,
a recent meta-analysis found a non-significant association between moral disengage-
ment and outsider behaviour (Killer et al., 2019). That meta-analysis also supported
the negative association between moral disengagement and defending (Killer
et al., 2019).

Moreover, social cognitive theory emphasises that behaviour is the result of both
personal characteristics and the social environment (Bandura, 1986). Despite this,
research on peer victimisation has primarily investigated moral factors at the individual
level (Hymel et al., 2010). Students’ behaviour in peer victimisation may vary as a func-
tion of group norms, moral atmosphere, and other group processes (e.g. Espelage
et al., 2003; Gini, 2008; Kubiszewski et al., 2019; Salmivalli, 2010). As far as we know,
only a few studies have investigated how bystander behaviours relate to the degree
of moral disengagement processes at the collective level. Two of these (Pozzoli et al.,
2012; Thornberg et al., 2017) operationalised collective moral disengagement as the
classroom mean of individual moral disengagement (i.e. class moral disengagement).
In contrast, and in line with social cognitive theory and its constructs of collective
beliefs shared by group members about their group, such as collective efficacy
(Bandura, 1997) and collective moral disengagement (White et al., 2009), Gini et al.
(2015) introduced the concept of classroom collective moral disengagement, operation-
alised as the degree to which moral disengagement is shared by classroom members.
Findings suggest that classroom collective moral disengagement (henceforth short-
ened to collective moral disengagement) is positively associated with peer aggression
and outsider behaviour and negatively associated with defender behaviour (Gini et al.,
2015; Kollerov�a et al., 2018). Furthermore, one study (Allison & Bussey, 2017) that
focussed on cyber bullying behaviours found that individual moral disengagement
was positively associated with cyber defender behaviour at high levels of collective
moral disengagement. It should be noted, however, that Allison & Bussey (2017) did
not use aggregated scores of the collective moral disengagement scale. Thus, their
measure represented individuals’ perception of the degree to which moral disengage-
ment mechanisms are shared by the peers in their classroom. In line with Gini et al.
(2015) and Kollerov�a et al. (2018), the current study conceptualised collective moral
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disengagement as a group characteristic by aggregating the scores of the participants
at the classroom level.

Aims and hypotheses

The aim of the present study was to examine whether pro-aggressive-, outsider-, and
defender behaviour were associated with individual and collective moral disengage-
ment. Based on social cognitive theory and the above-discussed empirical evidence,
we formulated some hypotheses. First, we hypothesised that both individual and col-
lective moral disengagement were associated with greater pro-aggression, and less
defending. We did not specify any hypothesis for the association between individual
moral disengagement and outsider behaviour due to mixed findings in previous
research. Nevertheless, in line with findings by Gini et al. (2015), we hypothesised col-
lective moral disengagement to be positively associated with outsider behaviour.
Furthermore, because social cognitive theory emphasises the interplay between indi-
vidual and social factors, we hypothesised that cross-level interactions between the
individual and classroom-level factors would help explain variability in different
bystander behaviours. Thornberg et al. (2017) found that high moral disengagers were
more likely to take the outsider role if they belonged to a classroom high in class
moral disengagement. Correspondingly, we hypothesised that high moral disengagers
who belong to a classroom high in collective moral disengagement would be espe-
cially likely to take the outsider role, and possibly also the pro-aggressive role. Other
possible cross-level interactions between the correlates were examined in an explora-
tory fashion.

We also included gender as a control variable. In accordance with previous findings
(P€oyh€onen et al., 2010, Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013), we
expected girls to be more inclined to take the defender role, whereas boys would be
more inclined to take the pro-aggressive role. To keep in line with the tenets of social
cognitive theory, we also considered the possible role of gender distribution at the
group level, by investigating whether the proportion of boys in the classroom contrib-
uted to explaining some of the variability in bystander behaviours. For instance,
Pozzoli et al. (2012) found higher prevalence of pro-bullying behaviours in classrooms
with higher proportions of boys.

Method

Participants

This study is part of an ongoing longitudinal project that investigates social and moral
correlates of peer victimisation and bullying among Swedish students from fourth to
eighth grade. In this study, we focussed on fifth-grade students because previous
research on the relationship between bystander behaviours and moral disengagement
has generally focussed on older students (Killer et al., 2019). In fifth grade, the original
sample consisted of 2534 students from 114 classes in 73 schools. Eight hundred and
forty-nine students did not participate, resulting in a participant rate of 66%. We
obtained written active parental consent for all participating students. Most of the
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non-participating students did not participate because they did not get parental con-
sent (the parents did not actively decline participation but simply omitted to respond
to the request to participate), whereas a few did not participate because they were
absent on the day of data collection. Among the 1685 students who completed the
questionnaire, 46 did not complete all the scales used in this study and 62 belonged
to mixed-grade classrooms. We excluded students in mixed-grade classrooms because
these are atypical in Sweden and would introduce within-classroom age difference as
a possible confounder in the study. Thus, the final sample included 1577 students
(842 girls, Mage¼ 11.55 years, SD¼ 0.33) from 105 classrooms in 64 schools. In terms of
gender distribution, there was a small preponderance of girls in the final sample (53%)
compared to the original sample (49%). We selected participating schools based on a
strategic sampling technique in order to obtain a heterogeneous sample. Thus, our
sample included schools in different socio-economic areas (from lower to upper-mid-
dle socioeconomic status) and from different socio-geographic locations (from rural
areas to mid-size and large cities). Eighty-one percent of the sample, compared with
78% of the whole population (Swedish National Agency for Education 2016), had a
Swedish ethnic background (i.e. born in Sweden and having at least one Swedish-
born parent).

Procedure

Ethical approval before conducting the study was obtained from the Regional Ethical
Review Board. Students answered a web-based questionnaire on tablets in their ordin-
ary classroom setting. Either a member of the research team or a teacher was present
throughout the session to be able to explain the study procedure and assist partici-
pants who needed help (e.g., gave reading support and clarified particular items or
words of the questionnaire). The average completion time of the questionnaire was
about 30minutes.

Measures

Bystander behaviours
We used a 15-item 7-point scale (1¼ strongly disagree to 7¼ strongly agree) to meas-
ure students’ bystander behaviour (Thornberg et al., 2017) but revised to measure
bystander in peer victimisation (instead of the narrower context of bullying as in the
original scale). Thus, the participants were asked, ‘Try to remember situations in which
you have seen one or more students harming another student (for example teasing,
mocking, threatening, physically assaulting, or freezing out). What do you usually do?’
Five items depicted pro-aggressive behaviour (e.g. ‘I start to harm the victimised stu-
dent too’, ‘I encourage those who harm the student by cheering and laughing’,
Cronbach’s a¼ 0.79); five items depicted outsider behaviour (e.g. ‘I just walk away’,
Cronbach’s a¼ 0.80); and five items depicted defender behaviour (e.g. ‘I help the victi-
mised student’, Cronbach’s a¼ 0.81). As all our response scales were ordered categor-
ical, we consequently used diagonal weighted least squares (DWLS, see Li, 2016)
robust estimation for estimating the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) models. The
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CFA supported the three-dimensional solution for the bystander scale in our sample
(CFA: v2(87)¼ 1026.586, p< .001, CFIrobust¼ 0.988, RMSEArobust¼ 0.060; 90% CI
[0.057, 0.063]).

Individual moral disengagement in peer victimisation
An 18-item scale was developed in the present study to measure moral disengage-
ment in peer victimisation because previous scales within the scope of children’s and
adolescents’ antisocial behaviours were constructed to measure either moral disen-
gagement in antisocial behaviour in general (Bandura et al., 1996), or bullying behav-
iour in particular (e.g. Hymel et al., 2005; Thornberg & Jungert, 2014). In the current
study, we were interested in how inclined students were to morally disengage in peer
victimisation. Thus, antisocial behaviour was too broad and bullying too narrow. In
line with the situatedness emphasised in social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 2016),
we needed to develop a Moral Disengagement in Peer Victimisation Scale. As stressed
by Bandura (2016), ‘(m)oral disengagement is not a dispositional trait that can be
assessed by a one-size-fits-all measure. Disengagement mechanisms operate across dif-
ferent aspects of life, but “they are manifested differently depending on the sphere of
activity”’ (p. 26).

Our scale comprised all eight moral disengagement mechanisms (Bandura, 1999).
Students rated each item (e.g. ‘People who get teased don’t really get too sad about
it’; ‘Talk badly about someone is okay because he/she wouldn’t notice it’; ‘If my friends
begin to tease a classmate, I can’t be blamed for being with them and teasing that
person too’; ‘To push or kick someone hard is just about “joking a little” with the per-
son’; ‘It’s okay to tease and freeze out jerks, nerds, and others who are stupid’, ‘If you
can’t be like everybody else, it is your own fault if you get bullied or frozen out’) on a
seven-point scale (1¼ strongly disagree to 7¼ strongly agree). CFA supported a one-fac-
tor structure (CFA: v2(135)¼ 1005.319, p<.001, CFIrobust¼ 0.989, RMSEArobust¼ 0.045;
90% CI [0.042, 0.048]). Cronbach’s a was 0.87.

Collective moral disengagement in peer victimisation
Students’ beliefs about their collective moral disengagement in peer victimisation
were measured through the same items as those measuring individual moral disen-
gagement to avoid the risk of test effects due to different items when comparing indi-
vidual and collective moral disengagement. However, following the original procedure
(Gini et al., 2014) to capture the collective dimension of moral disengagement, this
scale asked, ‘How many students in your classroom agree with the following?’, and
offered five response categories (‘none’, ‘about a quarter’, ‘about half’, ‘about three
quarters’, ‘all’). At the individual level, the scale represents individuals’ perception of
the degree to which moral disengagement mechanisms are shared by the peers in
their classroom. The aggregate score at the classroom level – that is, the average score
of all classroom members – constitutes the measure of collective moral disengage-
ment. CFA supported a one-factor structure (CFA: v2(135)¼ 1566.292, p< .001,
CFIrobust¼ 0.994, RMSEArobust¼ 0.053; 90% CI [0.051, 0.056]). Cronbach’s a was 0.93.
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Gender and proportion of boys
At the end of the questionnaire, participants indicated their gender. In the analyses,
boys were coded 0 and girls were coded 1. The proportion of boys in each class was
calculated based on the class lists from the schools.

Statistical analyses

Because the students were nested within classrooms and we were theoretically inter-
ested in classroom effects, we analysed the data using multilevel modelling techniques
(Bickel, 2007). We ran separate multilevel analyses for each of the three bystander
roles. For the composite variables (i.e., individual and collective moral disengagement,
and the three bystander roles), we used factor scores in order to give more weight to
the items with higher loadings. Model 1 included gender and individual moral disen-
gagement (IMD) as predictors. Classroom-level variables proportion of boys (PropBoys)
and collective moral disengagement (CMD) were added to model 2, which can be
written as:

yij ¼ aj þ b1GENDERij þ b2IMDij þ b3CMDj þ b4PropBoysj þ eij

where yij is the response for the ith child in the jth class, aj is the intercept for the jth
class, b1 � b4 are the slopes for the predictors, and eij is the error term for the ith child
in the jth class. Finally, we added cross-level interaction terms to model 3. In all mod-
els, the intercept was allowed to vary between classes. Additionally, the coefficients of
gender and individual moral disengagement were allowed to vary between classes in
the third model. Gender and individual moral disengagement were grand mean cen-
tred. Proportion of boys and collective moral disengagement were centred around
their respective overall means.

Effect sizes were computed as b
0
k ¼ bk � sxk=sy where bk is the unstandardised coef-

ficient for variable k, sxk is the sample standard deviation for the explanatory variable
k, and sy is the sample standard deviation for the dependent variable. Akaike
Information Criterion (Akaike, 1974) was used to evaluate whether the more complex
models fitted the data better than the simpler ones.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations

Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients of individual and classroom-level vari-
ables are presented in Tables 1 and 2, respectively. We interpreted the significant

Table 1. Correlations, means, standard deviations, and maximum and minimum observations for
individual-level variables.
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 M SD Min Max

1. Gender –1 – – – –
2. Individual moral disengagement –0.14��� –1 1.40 0.62 1.00 7.00
3. Pro-aggressive behaviour –0.14��� 0.48��� –1 – 1.17 0.54 1.00 7.00
4. Outsider behaviour –0.08�� 0.27��� 0.17��� 1 – 2.57 1.30 1.00 7.00
5. Defender behaviour 0.20��� –0.27��� –0.25��� –0.50��� 1 5.41 1.29 1.00 7.00

Note. N¼ 1577; gender (boys ¼ 0, girls ¼ 1); ��p< .01; ���p< .001.
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correlation coefficients based on Cohen (1988), who labelled correlations from 0.1 to
0.29 as weak, from 0.3 to 0.49 as moderate, and from 0.5 as strong. Both individual
and collective moral disengagement were moderately to strongly positively correlated
with pro-aggressive behaviour, weakly to moderately positively correlated with out-
sider behaviour, and weakly negatively correlated with defender behaviour. In other
words, for all three bystander roles, the pattern of correlations was similar for moral
disengagement beliefs at both the individual and collective level. Individual and col-
lective moral disengagement (at the individual level) were, however, not strongly cor-
related (0.44). Among the bystander roles, pro-aggressive behaviour was weakly
positively correlated with outsider behaviour, and weakly to moderately negatively
correlated with defender behaviour. Outsider and defender behaviour were moder-
ately negatively correlated. Gender and proportion of boys correlated with several vari-
ables, but all correlations were weak. However, proportion of boys was close to reach
moderate positive correlations with collective moral disengagement and pro-aggres-
sive behaviour. Thus, a higher proportion of boys was associated with somewhat
greater collective moral disengagement and higher prevalence of pro-aggression at
the classroom level.

Multilevel analysis: pro-aggressive behaviour

Results from multilevel analysis for pro-aggressive behaviour are summarised in Table
3. Six percent of the variance in pro-aggressive behaviour was between classes. In
model 1, both individual-level variables gender and individual moral disengagement
were significant predictors. Boys and students high in moral disengagement reported
being more likely to take the peer victimisers’ side. These effects remained significant
in model 2, in which we added the contextual-level variables collective moral disen-
gagement and proportion of boys. Moreover, collective moral disengagement was also
a significant predictor in the second model. This indicates that students in classrooms
high in collective moral disengagement were more likely to engage in pro-aggressive
behaviour. In model 3, to which we added the cross-level interaction terms, only col-
lective moral disengagement remained a significant factor. However, we also found a
significant interaction effect between individual and collective moral disengagement.
To understand this effect further, we computed simple slopes (Dawson, 2014). More
specifically, we estimated the relationship between individual moral disengagement
and pro-aggression at low (one standard deviation below the mean), medium (the
mean), and high (one standard deviation above the mean) levels of collective moral
disengagement (Figure 1). The simple slope for high levels of collective moral

Table 2. Correlations, means, standard deviations, and maximum and minimum observations for
classroom-level variables.
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 M SD Min Max

1. Proportion of boys –1 0.52 0.12 0.03 0.79
2. Collective moral disengagement 0.27�� –1 1.53 0.23 1.07 2.26
3. Class mean pro-aggressive behaviour 0.27�� 0.53��� 1 1.18 0.17 1.00 1.66
4. Class mean outsider behaviour 0.03 0.35��� 0.24� 1 – 2.58 0.51 1.57 4.18
5. Class mean defender behaviour –0.23� –0.29�� –0.31�� –0.40��� 1 5.39 0.46 3.52 6.31

Note. N¼ 105; �p< .05; ��p< .01, ���p< .001.
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disengagement was positive and significant (Bhigh¼ 0.30, p¼.05), whereas the simple
slopes for low and medium levels of collective moral disengagement was non-
significant (Blow¼ 0.13, p¼ 0.36; Bmedium¼ 0.21, p¼ .14). In other words, there was a
positive association between students’ individual moral disengagement and their pro-
aggressive behaviour, but only for those who belonged to classrooms that were high
in collective efficacy. AIC decreased significantly from model 1 to model 2, and from
model 2 to model 3, supporting the more complex models (see AIC values in Table 3).
Effect size calculations revealed that the strongest effect was that of collective moral
disengagement.

Multilevel analysis: outsider behaviour

Results from multilevel analysis for outsider behaviour are summarised in Table 4.
Nine percent of the variance in outsider behaviour was between classes. In model 1,
gender and individual moral disengagement were significant predictors (Table 4). Boys
and students high in moral disengagement reported being more likely to remain pas-
sive when witnessing peer victimisation. These effects were still significant in model 2,
where also collective moral disengagement showed up as a significant predictor.
Students in classrooms high in collective moral disengagement were more likely to
engage in outsider behaviour. In the third model, individual and collective moral dis-
engagement were the only significant predictors. AIC values indicated that the second
model was to be preferred over the first one, but that the third model did not further
help explain variability in outsider behaviour (see AIC values in Table 4). Effect size cal-
culations revealed that the strongest association was that of individual moral
disengagement.

Multilevel analysis: defender behaviour

Results from multilevel analysis for defender behaviour are summarised in Table 5.
Six percent of the variance in defender behaviour was between classes. Both gender

Table 3. Estimates and standard errors from multilevel regression analyses for pro-
aggressive behaviour.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Est. SE Est. SE Est. SE

Individual variables
Gender –0.160��� 0.027 –0.159��� 0.028 –0.205 0.141
IMD 0.474��� 0.027 0.453��� 0.027 0.214 0.143

Contextual variables
CMD 0.225��� 0.058 0.293��� 0.084
Prop.boys 0.066 0.141 0.029 0.222

Cross-level interactions
Gender� CMD –0.116 0.104
Gender� Prop.boys 0.112 0.271
IMD� CMD 0.308�� 0.109
IMD� Prop.boys 0.412 0.275

AIC 2518��� 2505��� 2493���
Note. N¼ 1577; gender (boys ¼ 0, girls ¼ 1); ��p< .01; ���p< .001; IMD: individual moral disengagement; CMD:
collective moral disengagement; Prop.boys: proportion of boys in each class; Gender and IMD were grand mean cen-
tred, Prop.boys and CMD were centred around their respective overall means.
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Figure 1. Individual moral disengagement (IMD) � collective moral disengagement (CMD);
(Est ¼0.31��).

Table 4. Estimates and standard errors from multilevel regression analyses for outsider behaviour.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Est. SE Est. SE Est. SE

Individual variables
Gender –0.066� 0.029 –0.071� 0.029 –0.057 0.159
IMD 0.409��� 0.028 0.398��� 0.029 0.430�� 0.142

Contextual variables
CMD 0.209�� 0.076 0.320��� 0.093
Prop.boys –0.228 0.186 –0.216 0.246

Cross-level interactions
Gender� CMD –0.212 0.117
Gender� Prop.boys –0.028 0.306
IMD� CMD –0.100 0.107
IMD� Prop.boys –0.056 0.273

AIC 2704��� 2700� 2711

Note. N¼ 1577; gender (boys ¼ 0, girls ¼ 1); �p< .05; ��p< .01; ���p< .001; IMD: individual moral disengagement;
CMD: collective moral disengagement; Prop.boys: proportion of boys in each class; Gender and IMD were grand
mean centred, Prop.boys and CMD were centred around their respective overall means.

Table 5. Estimates and standard errors from multilevel regression analyses for
defender behaviour.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Est. SE Est. SE Est. SE

Individual variables
Gender 0.197��� 0.036 0.198��� 0.037 0.137 0.188
IMD –0.438��� 0.036 –0.425��� 0.036 –0.460� 0.179

Contextual variables
CMD –0.176� 0.088 –0.252� 0.111
Prop.boys 0.065 0.214 –0.006 0.293

Cross-level interactions
Gender� CMD 0.142 0.139
Gender� Prop.boys 0.116 0.362
IMD� CMD –0.039 0.136
IMD� Prop.boys 0.080 0.344

AIC 3426��� 3426 3442

Note. N¼ 1577; gender (boys ¼ 0, girls ¼ 1); � p< .05; ���p< .001; IMD: individual moral disengagement; CMD:
collective moral disengagement; Prop.boys: proportion of boys in each class; gender and IMD were grand mean cen-
tred, Prop.boys and CMD were centred around their respective overall means.
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and individual moral disengagement were significant predictors in model 1
(Table 5). Girls and students low in moral disengagement reported being more likely
to defend victims of peer victimisation. These effects remained significant in model
2, where we also found a significant negative association for collective moral disen-
gagement, implying that students in classrooms low in collective moral disengage-
ment were more likely to defend victims of peer victimisation. The effects of
individual and collective moral disengagement remained significant in the third
model, whereas none of the interaction terms proved significant. Neither the AIC
value for model 2 nor the AIC value for model 3 decreased significantly, suggesting
that the first model is to be preferred over the more complex ones (see AIC values
in Table 5). Effect size calculations revealed that the strongest association was that
of individual moral disengagement.

Discussion

While we know quite a lot about individual-level correlates of bystander behaviour,
we know less about correlates at the classroom level. According to the social cognitive
theory, members of a group do not simply operate as autonomous moral agents but
are ‘acting together on shared beliefs’ (White et al., 2009, p. 43). The current study
was, as far as we know, the first to examine simultaneously whether various bystander
behaviours in peer victimisation were associated with individual and collective moral
disengagement.

In line with our first hypothesis and social cognitive theory, we found pro-
aggression to be positively associated with individual and collective moral disengage-
ment, although the main effect of individual moral disengagement disappeared in the
final model. Nevertheless, and in line with our second hypothesis, we found a signifi-
cant interaction effect between individual and collective moral disengagement on pro-
aggressive behaviour. High moral disengagers who belonged to classrooms high in
collective moral disengagement were particularly likely to side with peer victimisers.
Thus, low moral disengagers appear to display a stronger moral agency by being
more inclined to resist immoral peer pressure or normative influence to take the per-
petrators’ side in peer victimisation, whereas high moral disengagers are more guided
by the sociomoral climate among their classmates. This novel finding is highly com-
patible with social cognitive theory that states that human behaviour is the result of
reciprocal interactions among individual factors, the social environment, and behav-
iours (Bandura, 1986). Translated to the context of this study, some of the variability in
pro-aggressive behaviour can be explained by moral disengagement beliefs, both at
the individual and the classroom level.

We did not put forth hypotheses for any associations between moral disengage-
ment beliefs and outsider behaviour, due to mixed findings in previous research for
individual moral disengagement (e.g. Gini, 2006; Thornberg et al., 2017). However, in
the current study we found that moral disengagement, both at the individual and the
classroom level, were positively associated with outsider behaviour. The strongest
effect size was that of individual moral disengagement. According to social cognitive
theory, moral disengagement makes people more inclined to interfere with their moral
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judgement and deactivating their moral self-sanctions (Bandura, 2016). Moral disen-
gagement mechanisms such as diffusion of responsibility, dehumanisation, and blam-
ing the victim at both individual and collective level might influence students to
refrain from helping victimised classmates.

In line with our hypothesis and previous research, defender behaviour was nega-
tively associated with both individual moral disengagement (e.g. Gini, 2006; Thornberg
& Jungert, 2013) and collective moral disengagement at the classroom level (Gini
et al., 2015). Defending victimised peers through confronting the victimisers represents
a risky behaviour; the defenders might themselves become targets of peer victimisa-
tion. Although many factors are likely to play a part in the decision of standing up for
the victim, one important prerequisite is a sense of moral responsibility and feelings
of guilt and shame for not doing anything (Pozzoli & Gini, 2010). However, whether
one defends a victim or not is also dependent on contextual characteristics, such as
group norms favouring bullying (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004) and moral disengagement
beliefs at the classroom level (Gini et al., 2015). Echoing this, we found moral disen-
gagement beliefs at both the individual and the classroom level to be negatively asso-
ciated with defender behaviour, although individual moral disengagement proved to
be the strongest correlate.

Overall, both individual and collective moral disengagement played a significant
role in this sample, but with a different strength for the different bystander roles. A
possible explanation why collective moral disengagement seems to play a stronger
role than individual moral disengagement in pro-aggression, whereas the reverse pat-
tern was found for outsider and defender behaviour, might be that pro-aggression
(actively taking perpetrators’ side in peer victimisation) is a more troublesome behav-
iour and therefore in a stronger need of peer pressure or normative influence rooted
in a poor sociomoral climate to take place. Future research should analyse whether
this pattern of results is replicated in other samples and further tests of this hypothesis
should be carried out more directly, for example by including measures of perceived
pressure or of ability to resist peer pressure.

Regarding gender, we found only weak support for our hypotheses that girls are
more inclined than boys to take the defender role and that boys would be more
inclined than girls to take the pro-aggressive role. Although the correlation analysis
showed significant gender effects in line with these hypotheses, the effects were weak
and did not remain in the final models of the multilevel analyses. In the same manner,
the proportion of boys did not contribute to explaining much of the variability in
bystander behaviours.

Limitations and implications

Some limitations of this study should be noted. The probably most serious shortcom-
ing is the cross-sectional nature of our data, which prevents us from drawing causal
inferences. Longitudinal and experimental designs could help test these hypotheses
on causal relationships. For example, following students nested into classrooms for a
longer period and using multiple measurement times to gathering data on individual
and collective moral disengagement as well as various bystander behaviours in peer
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aggression would help us to pinpoint the direction of effects and to examine possible
bi-directionalities over time. Furthermore, our data consist of self-reported data. This
may have resulted in shared method variance bias. It could also be that the estimates
might have been biased due to careless marking, social desirability, and intentionally
exaggerated responses (Cornell & Bandyopadhyay, 2010). Future research could benefit
from combining self-report measures with peer nominations and observer reports
(Volk et al., 2017). The low participation rate, in particular due to absence of parental
consent, is a further limitation in the study as this is vulnerable to selection bias and
skewed samples. For instance, research has found that the participation rate is signifi-
cantly lower in studies using active parental consent and that boys and ethnic minor-
ities are less represented in studies using active parental consent procedure than
studies using passive parental consent procedure (for a meta-analysis, see Liu et al.,
2017). Another limitation is that participants were restricted to fifth-grade Swedish stu-
dents. It is up to future studies to examine to what degree our findings are generalis-
able to other age groups and cultural contexts.

Notwithstanding these limitations, the current study adds important insights to the
literature of how moral disengagement relates to students’ bystander behaviours,
which has potential implications for prevention and intervention work. Although our
results did not discern what caused what, it is theoretically sound (Bandura, 2016) and
empirically suggested (Barchia & Bussey, 2011; Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015; Hyde
et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2017) that moral disengagement beliefs influence students’
behaviour. Having bystanders act on the behalf of victims, rather than reinforcing or
assisting the victimisers, is a promising element in peer victimisation prevention pro-
grams (Salmivalli, 2014). Programs aimed at increasing bystander intervention have
been proven effective, but with small effect sizes for K–8 children (Polanin et al.,
2012). Therefore, there is a need to find out how these interventions can be improved.
The current findings suggest that moral disengagement beliefs both at the individual
and at the classroom level might be essential components in such endeavours. It is up
to future research to investigate in detail how the findings of the current study can be
applied in practice. In general terms, challenging the tendency to morally disengage
could steer bystanders away from pro-aggressive and outsider behaviour. Students
should be made aware of people’s widespread tendency to morally disengage in a
wide range of situations (Bandura, 2016), including peer victimisation contexts.
Students could be engaged in activities (e.g. discussions, role-play) aimed at increasing
their moral engagement in their relationships with peers. Using children’s literature to
discuss moral disengagement, raise awareness, and to encourage defending in peer
victimisation can decrease moral disengagement and peer victimisation in elementary
schools (Wang & Goldberg, 2017). Because moral disengagement beliefs operate at
both the individual- and the classroom level, such efforts should target not only the
individuals involved but also the entire peer group.
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