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Moral Disengagement Among Bystanders
to School Bullying

MARIE-LOUISE OBERMANN
Department of Psychology, Aarhus University, Aarhus, Denmark

This study examined the use of moral disengagement among chil-
dren indirectly involved in bullying (bystanders). A sample of
Danish adolescents (N = 660, M age 12.6 years) were divided
into four groups depending on their bystander status: (a) outsiders,
who did not experience bullying among their peers; (b) defenders,
who were likely to help the victims in bullying episodes; (c) guilty
bystanders, who did nothing to help bullied peers but felt guilty
about it; and (d) unconcerned bystanders, who witnessed peers
being bullied, without feeling responsible. Results indicated that,
besides from active personal involvement in bullying others,
being an unconcerned bystander to bullying also associates with
moral disengagement. Unconcerned bystanders had significantly
higher moral disengagement than guilty bystanders and defend-
ers. Outsiders also showed significant higher disengagement than
defenders. Implications are discussed, highlighting the importance
of further research and theory development.

KEYWORDS moral disengagement, bullying, unconcerned
bystanders, guilty bystanders, self-reports, peer nominations,
adolescence

Bullying is not just an isolated process going on between a bully
and a victim but an interaction that takes place in a broader social
context (Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Berts, & King, 1982; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz,
Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996). Apart from the bullies and the
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victims, bullying also involves the more or less passive bystanders who wit-
ness the bullying (see Sutton & Smith, 1999; Wiens & Dempsey, 2009).
In fact, bystanders are estimated to be present in about 85% of bullying
cases (Pepler & Craig, 1995). Despite the fact that most children’s atti-
tudes are against bullying and the fact that most children report to have
intentions of support to victimized peers in hypothetical bullying situations
(e.g., Rigby & Johnson, 2006), actual defending behavior seems to be rare.
Observational studies indicate that bystander intervention only happens in
somewhat between 10% to 25% of bullying episodes (Craig & Pepler, 1997;
Hawkins, Pepler & Craig, 2001; O’Connel, Pepler & Craig, 1999).

In recent years, researchers have concluded that bystanders play an
important role with regard to bullying prevention and intervention, and that
successful intervention programs should aim at the bystanders as well as
the children directly involved in bullying (Rigby & Johnson, 2006; Wiens &
Dempsey, 2009). In order to aim intervention and prevention strategies
directly at the bystanders, information of the social-cognitive aspects of being
a bystander is needed in order to understand what makes the bystander
decide to remain passive or to intervene and help the victims.

At least three reasons can be given for bystanders’ rare interventions.
First, intervention rates may be lowered by the fact that most bully-
ing episodes have multiple witnesses. Research has shown that bystander
intervention becomes less likely when many individuals are witnessing a
potentially harmful situation (the so-called “bystander effect”; see Darley &
Latane, 1968; Latane & Darley, 1968). Thus, children witnessing bullying
may expect others to take action before they themselves will become
likely to intervene, or they may interpret the inaction of other bystanders
as a sign that the interaction between the bully and the victim is not
that serious; therefore, it is unnecessary to intervene. Second, another fac-
tor inhibiting bystanders from intervening may be the fact that bullies
are often perceived as popular and powerful (e.g., Mayeux & Cillessen,
2008), thus it may take a lot of courage to stand up against them. Third,
bystanders’ attitudes toward the victims of bullying may also play a piv-
otal role for the low intervention rates. A study conducted by Pergolizzi
et al. (2009) revealed an alarming level of apathy toward bullying. A
total of 50% of 587 seventh- and eighth-grade students said that they
did nothing when they last witnessed some of their peers being bullied,
and 40% of the bystanders did not consider the bullying any of their
business. Salmivalli (2010) suggested that although children are gener-
ally against bullying and supportive of helping hypothetical or imaginary
victims they are more likely to have negative attitudes, such as blam-
ing and disliking toward the actual victims in their own school class.
These negative attitudes may be the reason why bystanders are unlikely
to intervene.
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This suggestion leads to the following question: Why do children not
recognize actual victims as someone who deserve bystander intervention?
Research conducted on bystanders to genocides and mass violence suggests
that passivity in the face of others’ suffering makes it difficult to remain in
internal opposition to the perpetrators and to feel empathy for the victims.
Thus, in order to reduce their own feelings of empathic distress (Staub,
1993), bystanders may need to distance themselves from victims. Staub
(2000), hence, argues that many bystanders do not necessarily see them-
selves as moral agents responsible for the welfare of the victims. Within
the field of bullying research, it has been found that peers tend to have
a strong negative bias with regard to their victimized classmates (Schuster,
2001) and that even though victimized children are already rejected when
chosen as victims, they tend to get even more rejected over time (Hodges &
Perry, 1999, Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003). Thus, bullying research indi-
cates that victims are disliked by peers and become even more disliked
by their peers the longer they are victimized. This suggests that bystanders
to bullying, as well as bystanders to genocide and other radical group vio-
lence (Staub, 2000), may need to distance themselves from the victims by
degrading the victims and disengaging their own moral responsibility. It
also suggests that these disengagement processes may explain why many
bystanders are unlikely to intervene. In order to get a better understand-
ing of which social-cognitive factors may affect bystanders’ decisions not to
intervene in bullying episodes, the current study investigated the hypothesis
that passive bystanders to bullying tend to morally disengage.

Moral Disengagement

Moral disengagement refers to the use of legitimization practices conducive
to a selective disengagement of moral censure through which otherwise
morally concerned people can commit horrible actions against others with-
out experiencing negative self-evaluation and guilt (see Bandura, 1999,
2002). Three legitimization practices include the cognitive restructuring of
inhumane conduct into a benign or worthy one. Moral justification means
viewing the immoral act as serving a higher purpose. Euphemistic label-
ing means using positive or humorous descriptions of practices that are
actually harming others. Advantageous comparison means comparing one’s
transgressions to worse acts committed by others. Two disengagement
practices focus on minimizing the personal responsibility: When claiming
that one is a small part of a larger system or group and thus does not
have any real influence or responsibility people use responsibility diffusion.
Displacement of responsibility means ascribing the responsibility for one’s
transgression to others or the circumstances. One disengagement practice,
distortion of consequences, focuses on legitimizing one’s transgressions by
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ignoring or downplaying the disastrous consequences one may inflict on
others. Lastly, two disengagement practices focus on legitimizing the harm-
ing of others: Dehumanization means viewing the victims as subhuman
creatures not deserving to be treated morally right. Victim-blaming means
accusing the victims for provoking or “forcing” one to behave immorally
toward them.

The Moral Disengagement Scale (MDS; Bandura, Barbarnelli, Caprara, &
Pastorelli, 1996) has become a commonly used tool in empirical studies con-
ducted on the relation between moral disengagement and aggression among
school children. Unlike some operationalizations of moral disengagement,
the MDS includes all eight disengagement practices and not only some of
them (Bandura et al., 1996). Studies using the MDS show that the eight
mechanisms of moral disengagement can be traced back to one latent vari-
able, making individuals more or less inclined to employ practices of moral
disengagement, with Cronbach’s coefficient ranging between .82 and .93
(Bandura et al., 1996; Bandura, Caprara, Barbarnelli, Pastorelli, & Regalia,
2001; Pelton, Gound, Forehand, & Brody 2004; Obermann, 2011). The MDS
consists of 32 items; 4 items measuring each of the eight disengagement
mechanisms. The scale items encompass different forms of harmful behavior
such as verbal abuse, physically injurious and destructive conduct, decep-
tion, and theft in different contexts: educational, familial, community, and
peer relations (Bandura et al., 2001). Examples of different items are: “It
is all right to fight to protect your friends” (moral justification); “Damaging
property is no big deal when you consider that others are beating people
up” (advantageous comparison); “If kids fight and misbehave in school, it
is their teacher’s fault” (displacement of responsibility); “Kids who get mis-
treated usually deserve it” (attribution of blame); “Some people deserve to
be treated like animals” (dehumanization).

Many studies have shown associations between high levels of moral
disengagement and children’s and adolescents’ use of different kinds
of aggression (Bandura et al., 1996, 2001; Paciello, Fida, Tramontano,
Lupinetti, & Caprara, 2008; Pelton et al., 2004; Pornari & Wood, 2010). Also,
several studies across cultures have found that males (adults as well as
children) are more prone to moral disengagement than females (Bandura
et al., 1996; Grussendorf, McAlister, Sandström, Udd, & Morrison, 2002;
McAlister, Bandura, & Owen, 2006; Obermann, 2011) indicating that some
of the gender differences in aggression may reside in differential proclivity
to disengage moral self-sanctions from transgressive conduct.

Thus, having clarified how disengagement processes operate in individ-
uals who commit detrimental or malevolent acts toward others, it becomes
clear that hardly any research exists on whether disengagement also occur
among bystanders to abuse committed by others, such as children witness-
ing other children being harassed. Consequently, research should aim at
investigating whether witnesses also need to disengage morally, or whether
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this is only the case for children who actively commit aggressive actions
toward others.

Moral Disengagement in Bullying

Five studies have investigated different aspects of moral disengagement
in bullying. A study conducted by Almeida, Correia, and Marinho (2010)
investigated children’s general attitudes toward bullying in a sample of 292
Portuguese adolescents finding relations between high levels of moral dis-
engagement and positive attitudes toward the role of the bully. Low levels of
moral disengagement related to the role of the defender of the victim. The
study further showed that moral disengagement had a higher influence on
attitudes toward bullying than empathy indicating that intervention programs
should also aim at emphasizing moral agency and not only empathy training.
Although this study yields important information about how children tend
to legitimize and think positively about bullying, it did not measure the par-
ticipants’ actual bullying involvement, and thus it is not possible to conclude
whether the children having positive attitudes toward bullying were bullies
themselves or whether they were merely passive bystanders or outsiders. In
order to aim intervention programs specifically at children holding specific
positions in school bullying, more research is needed regarding children
holding active as well as passive positions in school bullying.

An additional four studies have investigated moral disengagement
among children actively involved in bullying. Menesini et al. (2003) pre-
sented bullying scenarios to children between ages 9 and 13; the researchers’
intention was to check how emotions of moral disengagement (indiffer-
ence and pride) were associated with being the bully in that scenario. The
results showed that, when compared to victims and outsiders, bullies (nom-
inated by their peers based on a questionnaire) showed a higher level
of moral disengagement emotions when they were asked to place them-
selves in the bully role. Hymel, Rocke-Henderson, and Bonnano (2005)
found that eighth-, ninth- and tenth-graders with a higher self-reported
frequency of bullying behavior showed a higher level of moral disen-
gagement compared to peers with a lower level of self-reported bullying
behavior. Gini (2006) found that 8- to 11-year-old peer-nominated bullies
showed higher disengagement acceptance than did outsiders and vic-
tims. Obermann (2011) found that both self-reported and peer-nominated
bullies and bully-victims (between the ages of 12 and 14) showed signifi-
cantly higher levels of overall moral disengagement than did noninvolved
children.

Summing up, research conducted within the moral disengagement
paradigm indicates that children actively involved in bullying peers are more
disengagement prone than children not actively involved in bullying (Gini,
2006; Hymel et al., 2005; Menesini et al., 2003; Obermann, 2011). However,
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questions about moral disengagement among children passively involved in
bullying (the bystanders) still remain unanswered. With regard to interven-
tion and prevention, it is relevant to investigate and identify the tendency to
morally disengage among all children involved in bullying, specifically the
group of bystanders, who, if they choose to intervene, could prevent many
bullying episodes from escalating. It would thus be relevant to investigate
whether bystanders show higher levels of moral disengagement than chil-
dren who do not witness bullying, or if only direct personal involvement as
a bully is associated with high levels of moral disengagement.

One study conducted outside the moral disengagement paradigm,
among 1,452 Bangladeshi seventh- to tenth-graders, found that children
who were likely to intervene in bullying episodes showed higher levels
of guilt and shame as well as responsibility for their co-students, whereas
children who were passive bystanders were more likely to blame others for
the bullying and did not feel responsible themselves (Ahmed, 2008). Hence,
passive bystanders may be more likely to show moral disengagement related
attitudes than defenders. Elaborating on this finding it would be relevant
also to investigate if passive bystanders having different attitudes toward
the fact that they do not intervene (unconcern and nonresponsibility vs.
responsibility and guilt) diverge in level of disengagement. Furthermore, it
would be relevant to investigate if bystanders who feel they ought to inter-
vene but do not, differ from children who actually intervene with regard
to levels of moral disengagement, in order to investigate whether action
(intervention) or attitude toward the bullying is most influential to moral
disengagement.

Aim of the Current Study

This study compared the use of moral disengagement among four groups:
unconcerned bystanders, guilty bystanders, children who do not experience
bullying among their classmates (outsiders), and children who actively try
to help the victims of bullying (defenders). Based upon the assumption that
moral disengagement prevents people from feeling guilt and responsibil-
ity (Bandura, 1999), the guilty bystanders were expected to be unwilling
(or unable) to disengage morally; hence, it was hypothesized that they
would show lower levels of moral disengagement than the unconcerned
bystanders. Based upon the finding of the study by Ahmed (2008), uncon-
cerned bystanders were expected to show higher disengagement levels than
defenders. As both defenders and guilty bystanders were expected to feel
empathy with the victim, they were not expected to differ in levels of moral
disengagement even though they differ with regard to taking action or not.
Finally, based on the assumption that outsiders do not witness any aggres-
sion that may challenge their moral standards, it was hypothesized that they
would also show lower disengagement than the unconcerned bystanders.
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METHOD

Participants

This study was conducted as a part of a project investigating bullying and
social adjustment among Danish school children (see Obermann, 2011).
Since the majority of Danish children attend state schools, these schools
were chosen for participation in the study, whereas private schools were
excluded. The participants were recruited from schools in a medium-large
town centrally situated in a Danish municipality. Half of the schools were
located in the town center and the other half in suburbs outside the center.
According to headmasters and teachers, the majority of the children attend-
ing these schools came from average middle-class families, although the
schools were also attended by some children from higher-middle-class and
lower-middle class families.

A total of 660 sixth- and seventh-graders from 38 classes in 8 state
schools completed questionnaires relevant to the current study. Of the chil-
dren completing the questionnaire, 342 were boys and 318 were girls. The
age of the children ranged between 11 and 14 years, with a mean age of
12.6 years.

Instruments
MORAL DISENGAGEMENT

Moral disengagement acceptance was measured using a Danish version of
the Moral Disengagement Scale (see Obermann, 2011). For each of the 32
items, the children rated their degree of endorsement or repudiation of moral
exonerations of detrimental conduct on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Low scores signify a low level
of moral disengagement acceptance and high scores signify a high level of
moral disengagement acceptance. Just as in previous studies (Bandura et al.,
1996, 2001; Pelton et al., 2004), the moral disengagement scale has a high
internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .85).

ACTIVE BULLYING INVOLVEMENT

In order to control for active involvement in bullying, the study measured
whether the children reported that they personally were involved in bully-
ing as victim or bully, or whether each child was considered a bully or a
victim by one or more of their classmates. Since previous research indicated
that self-reports and peer-nominations contribute differently with measures
regarding bullying (private frame of reference vs. reputation among peers), it
is recommended to use both measures when investigating bullying involve-
ment (Graham, Bellmore, & Juvonen, 2007; Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham,
2001; Lee & Cornell, 2010; Obermann, 2011). Thus, both measures were used
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in the current study in order to fully control for active bullying involvement
when investigating bystanders’ use of moral disengagement.

The present study used a Danish abbreviated version of the Norwegian
and English versions of the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire for measur-
ing personal experience of bullying and victimization respectively (Olweus,
1996). Before completing this questionnaire, the participants were given a
definition of bullying stating the intent to harm, the repetition over time, and
the power imbalance between the involved parts. It was also emphasized
that bullying could include physical, verbal, as well as relational kinds of
aggression. The initial question of the victim subscale asked for an overall
estimation of how often the children had experienced being victimized since
the beginning of the school year (2 months). They were then asked whether
they had been exposed to different kinds of physical, verbal, or relational
bullying, answers ranged from 1 (low characteristic/never happened) to 5
(high characteristic/happens several times a week).

The initial question of the bully subscale asked for an overall esti-
mation of how often the children, during the last two months, had taken
part in bullying other pupils. Then, they were asked whether they had
exposed others to different kinds of physical, verbal or relational bully-
ing. Answers ranged from 1 (low characteristic/never happened) to 5 (high
characteristic/happens several times a week). Cronbach’s α was .82 and .83,
respectively, for the 10 items in the bully subscale and the 10 items in the
victim subscale.

The children were further asked to nominate those of their classmates
they currently regarded as bullies and victims: “In your opinion, which of
your classmates are bullying others/being bullied by others?” In the Danish
state schools, children spend most of their school hours with the same class-
mates, which ensure high familiarity among peers, making this procedure
suitable for measuring peer attitudes toward bullying.

The children nominated an average of 0.96 bullies and 0.83 victims,
the minimum number of nominations given for both bullies and victims
was 0 and the maximum was 13. For each child a bully and a victim peer-
nomination score was calculated showing the percentage of classmates who
nominate one as a bully or a victim—the higher scores reflect higher peer
reputations as a bully or victim. The bully nomination scores ranged from
0% to 59% of the classmates with a mean of 4.3%. The victim nomination
score ranged from 0% to 65% of the classmates, with a mean score of 4.6%.
A total of 341 (52%) of the children participating in the study experienced
bullying among their classmates, whereas 319 did not.

BYSTANDER BEHAVIOR

Researchers have defined the term bystander differently. Some bystander
definitions involve active participation in the bullying as “reinforcers”
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(children encouraging the bullies by cheering; e.g., Salmivalli, 2010;
Salmivalli et al., 1996). Other, more narrow definitions view bystanders as
those who only witness bullying without active support or intervention,
while children holding dual roles (e.g., victim-bystanders) are not considered
pure bystanders (Rivers & Noret, 2010). However, no matter how narrowly
or broadly bystanders are defined, it is important to consider that many
children may be involved in more than just one bullying position and that
bullying positions can thus be viewed as continua rather than fixed roles (see
Hymel et al., 2005). As the aim of the current study was to investigate the
effects of passive involvement in bullying on levels of moral disengagement,
a narrow definition of bystanders as passive witnesses were chosen.

Item number 37 from the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire was
used for bystander assignment. Participants were assigned to one of four
bystander positions depending on their answer to the question: “How do
you usually react if you see or understand that a student your age is being
bullied by other students?” Participants answering, “I have not noticed stu-
dents my age being bullied” were assigned to the group called outsiders
(n = 193); children answering, “I do nothing, I just watch what happens”
were assigned to the group of unconcerned bystanders (n = 42); children
answering, “I do nothing, but think I ought to help the person being bullied”
were assigned to the group of guilty bystanders (n = 179); and finally the
children answering, “I try to help the victim in one way or another” were
assigned to the group of defenders (n = 246). Children answering that they
would usually join in with the bullies when they saw someone else being
bullied were not assigned a bystander position, as they, due to the bystander
definition of the current study, were considered active bullies.

Procedure

The research followed a stringent consent procedure including approvals
from headmasters, school councils, and teachers. The parents and the chil-
dren were also given the choice of participation or nonparticipation. No
parents or children refused to participate, probably due to the relevant
purpose of the study and to the fact that participation was anonymous.

Questionnaires were distributed approximately 2 months after the
beginning of the school year. The author and an assistant visited each class
for one lesson (45 minutes). Before the questionnaires were handed out,
tables were rearranged and screens were set up between the tables to pre-
vent participants from seeing each other’s answers. In the introduction, the
researchers emphasized that the data would be treated anonymously. They
further stressed that there were no right or wrong answers and that each
child’s personal evaluation of his or her current experiences and opinions
would be of interest to the study.
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DEPENDENT AND INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

Moral disengagement does not, per se, anticipate detrimental behavior or
vice versa as the process develops in a constant interplay (see Bandura, 1986,
1999). Therefore, disengagement and bystander behavior can both be used
as dependent and independent variables. Previous research has used both
moral disengagement (e.g., Hymel et al., 2005; Obermann, 2011) and aggres-
sion as the dependent variable (e.g., Bandura et al., 1996). In the subsequent
analyses, disengagement was chosen as the dependent variable, since the
purpose of the study was to investigate whether moral disengagement levels
differ among different types of bystanders.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analysis

Table 1 shows the frequency of children considered bullies and victims at
each of the participating schools. In order to explore potential differences
between the participating schools, analyses of variance were conducted on
moral disengagement, F(7, 662) = 1.44, p > .05, η2 = .013), self-reported bul-
lying, F(7, 664) = 1.18, p > .05, η2 = .012, self-reported victimization, F(7,
668) = 1.69, p > .05, η2 = .017, peer-nominated bullying, F(7, 653) = 2.11,
p > .05, η2 = .019, and peer nominated victimization, F(7, 652) = 1.64,
p > .05, η2 = .017. None of the analyses revealed significant differences
between the eight schools.

The distribution of self-reported and peer-nominated bullies, victims,
and outsiders in the four bystander categories were further explored
revealing significant associations between personal involvement in bullying

TABLE 1 Frequency of Self-Reported and Peer-Nominated Bullies and Victims
at Each School Participating in the Study

Peer nominations Self-reports

School Bully % Victim % Bully % Victim % n

1. 18 17 22 19 82
2. 10 11 23 19 82
3. 22 23 20 29 69
4. 16 11 30 38 64
5. 25 20 37 32 76
6. 19 17 26 25 164
7. 17 19 29 29 106
8. 06 06 23 18 17
Total 17 16 26 26 660

Note. Children considered both bullies and victims: peer-nominated: 1 = 2%, 2 = 1%,
3 = 3%, 4 = 0%, 5 = 4%, 6 = 3%, 7 = 4%, 8 = 0 %; self-reported: 1 = 7%, 2 = 9%,
3 = 10%, 4 = 16%, 5 = 20%, 6 = 10%, 7 = 12%, 8 = 6%). Cut-points for the categories of
peer-nominated bully and victim = two or more nominations from peers. Self-reported
cut-points = two or more experiences as bully or victim within the last 2 months.
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and bystander positions: self-reported bullying, χ 2(7, n = 658) = 47.44,
p < .0005, peer-nominated bullying, χ 2(7, n = 643) = 19.50, p < .0005.
Both self-reported and peer-nominated bullies were more likely to be uncon-
cerned bystanders than victims and outsiders. Also, victims were more likely
to be defenders than outsiders and, in particular, bullies.

COVARIATES

A one-way analysis of variance revealed no significant age difference,
F(3, 644) = .837, p > .05. An independent sample t test revealed a significant
difference in level of disengagement acceptance among boys (M = 85.61,
SD = 14.32, n = 337) and girls (M = 77.72, SD = 15.57, n = 317),
t(652) = −6.98, p < .0005. According to Cohen (1988) this effect size was
moderate (η2 = .069). A chi-square test, χ 2(3, N = 660) = 19.01, p < .0005,
further revealed that more boys than girls were in the categories of uncon-
cerned bystanders, guilty bystanders, and outsiders, whereas more girls were
found among the defenders. Hence, gender, but not age, was included as a
covariate in the subsequent analyses.

Further, self-reported bullying, r = .27, N = 654, p < .01; peer-
nominated bullying, r = .19, N = 654, p < .01; and self-reported
victimization, r = .16, N = 654, p < .01, correlated significantly with moral
disengagement and were thus also chosen as covariates. Peer-nominated
victimization was not included as a covariate because the correlation with
moral disengagement was nonsignificant, r = .029, N = 654, p > .05.

Moral Disengagement Among Bystanders to Bullying

A 4 (bystander group) × 2 (gender) analysis of covariance was conducted
to explore the relation between moral disengagement and bystander sta-
tus while controlling for active involvement in bullying and victimization.
Table 2 shows moral disengagement among boys and girls in the four
bystander groups. Significant main effects occurred for bystander group,
F(3, 632) = 3.80, p = .010, η2 = .018, gender, F(1, 632) = 19.10, p < .0005,
η2 = .029, and self-reported bullying, F(1, 632) = 13.40, p < .0005, η2 = .021.
There were no significant main effects for peer-nominated bullying, F(1,
632) = 3.40, p = .062, η2 = .005, and self-reported victimization, F(1,
632) = 1.40, p = .237, η2 = .002. No significant interaction effects were
found.

Six additional analyses of covariance were then conducted to further
explore the differences between each of the four bystander groups (results
are shown in Table 3). The unconcerned bystanders showed a significantly
higher level of moral disengagement than the guilty bystanders and the
defenders. The outsiders also showed significantly higher disengagement
than the defenders.
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TABLE 2 Means and Standard Deviations in Moral Disengagement for Boys and
Girls in the Four Bystander Groups

Girls Boys Total
Bystander status M (SD) n M (SD) n M (SD) n

Outsiders 77.64 (15.9) 89 87.61 (14.1) 104 82.94 (15.8) 193
Unconcerned bystanders 84.70 (18.2) 10 93.59 (13.6) 32 91.48 (15.0) 42
Guilty bystanders 78.10 (12.0) 79 83.92 (14.0) 100 81.34 (13.4) 179
Defenders 77.06 (14.7) 140 82.49 (13.9) 106 79.37 (14.6) 246
Total 77.72 (14.6) 318 85.52 (14.3) 342 81.73 (14.9) 660

DISCUSSION

The current study investigated to what extent indirect involvement in bul-
lying is related to level of moral disengagement while controlling for active
involvement in bullying and victimization as well as gender differences. In
accordance with the hypothesis, it was found that not only active, but also
passive involvement in bullying was related to level of moral disengagement
suggesting that being an unconcerned bystander to bullying may increase
the tendency to disengage morally. However, effect sizes were quite small
suggesting that being a bystander to bullying only affects disengagement
levels to some extent when controlling for personal involvement in bullying
and gender.

Regarding gender differences, the current study found that the pro-
portion of girls being defenders is larger than that of the boys. The same
tendency was found in a 2-year follow-up study using peer-nominations for
defender assignation (Salmivalli, Lappalainen, & Lagerspetz, 1998). Similar
to the findings of previous research (e.g., Bandura et al., 1996) boys in the
current study displayed higher levels of moral disengagement than girls. One
possible explanation of this gender difference may be that boys are more
prone to physical aggression whereas girls are more prone to indirect types
of aggression such as social manipulation (see Björkqvist, 1994). This differ-
ence may lead to a lower need for disengagement among girls because their
subtle aggression strategies may be easier to categorize as nonaggression
and thus not potentially moral violating. However, since empirical find-
ings indicate that all types of aggression are more acceptable to boys than
to girls (Coyne, Archer, Eslea, & Liechy, 2008), another possible explana-
tion of the gender differences may be that boys are less affected by social
desirability than girls. Boys could be more honest about their transgression
acceptance when filling in the MDS, which would result in higher scores
on moral disengagement. Supplementary research may aim at further clari-
fying the causes for the assumed gender differences in moral disengagement
in order to investigate whether girls tend to underreport their actual moral
disengagement.
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The defenders and the guilty bystanders showed a lower level of moral
disengagement than the unconcerned bystanders. No difference in disen-
gagement level occurred between the defenders and the guilty bystanders,
indicating that the recognition of bullying behavior as wrong and immoral is
of greater importance with regard to lowering the disengagement acceptance
than is the question of whether or not an actual intervention is initiated.
Hence, the findings of the current study indicated that the relation between
passive involvement in bullying and level of moral disengagement was not
just a matter of witnessing bullying or not, nor was it just a matter of
intervening or not; it was merely a matter of whether the bystanders con-
sider it their own responsibility and feel guilty about others being bullied.
Thus, the findings of the current study add to previous research (Ahmed,
2008) by suggesting that bystanders cannot be viewed as a homogenous
group showing the same tendencies toward legitimization of bullying and
responsibility displacement. Since guilty bystanders do not show increased
moral disengagement even though they choose not to intervene in the
bullying, the current study confirms the underlying theoretical assumption
that individuals who feel guilty and responsible are less likely to disen-
gage morally (Bandura, 1999, 2002). Future research may aim at clarifying
how guilty bystanders differ from unconcerned bystanders as well as why
guilty bystanders do not become defenders in spite of their compassion and
motivation to help the victims.

The findings of the current study further found that defenders had a
lower acceptance of moral disengagement than outsiders. At first glance
it may seem contradictory that children who claim not to have personally
experienced others being bullied would show higher disengagement than
defenders. According to the disengagement theory (Bandura, 1999), it would
be expected that children who really did not experience bullying would have
no higher disengagement than defenders because they did not experience
anything they would have to legitimize. However, one possible explanation
of this finding is that some of the outsiders actually experienced aggression
and victimization among their classmates, but that they do not categorize
this aggression as bullying. Another explanation of the differences between
defenders’ and outsiders’ disengagement levels could be that the defenders
may deliberately underreport their actual level of disengagement acceptance
due to biases of social desirability.

In the current study, self-reported as well as peer-nominated bullies
were more likely to react as unconcerned bystanders when witnessing bul-
lying than victims and outsiders, whereas victims were more likely to react
as defenders than were bullies in particular. This finding indicated that an
association may exist between active involvement in bullying and the way
a youth reacts when witnessing bullying interactions among others. This
may have implications on how prevention and intervention programs are
designed, as the bully in one situation may be the bystander in the next.
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Thus, intervention programs may simultaneously take the child’s active bul-
lying involvement as well as the passive legitimization of others’ bullying
into consideration. A further implication is that children who themselves
are involved in bullying may become bystanders due to moral disengage-
ment and bullying acceptance, whereas children who are not personally
involved in bullying may become bystanders out of fear for the bullies.
Thus, future research should aim at further clarification of different types of
bystanders by comparing bystanders who themselves are involved in bul-
lying with bystanders who are not actively involved in bullying in order
to distinguish potential motivational or conceptual differences in relating to
bullying.

In the current study, 52% of the children answered that some of their
classmates were currently involved in bullying as bullies, victims, or both;
thus they were potential passive witnesses. For comparison, a study con-
ducted on 9,397 Canadian students from Grades 4 to 11 showed that 68%
of the students had experienced bullying in the school environment within
the last school year (Trach, Hymel, Waterhouse, & Neale, 2010). The slightly
higher proportion of witnesses in the Canadian study may be due to the
fact that the children were asked to report witnessing bullying within the
last year and from the whole school context, whereas the current study only
asked students to report if they were currently witnessing bullying among
their classmates.

Study Limitations

One possible limitation of the current study is the relatively high number
of self-identified defenders (37%) compared to studies using peer nomi-
nations for assigning the defenders (17%-20%; Salmivalli et al., 1998). As
observational studies further indicate that defending behavior is relatively
rare (Craig & Pepler, 1997; Hawkins et al., 2001; O’Connel, Pepler & Craig,
1999), it is likely that children in the current study just as in a previous study
(Salmivalli et al., 1996) tend to overreport their actual defending behavior
due to self-report biases and social desirability. On the other hand, stud-
ies using observations or peer-measures only may tend to underreport the
actual defending and helping behavior because subtle intervention or inter-
vention happening outside the school context may not be recognized by
peers or observers. Thus, it is recommended that future research combine
measures when investigating the complex social interactions involved in
school bullying.

Another limitation of the study is the fact that the data are cross-
sectional, which makes it impossible to draw causal conclusions. According
to theory, moral disengagement and immoral behavior is developed recip-
rocally and gradually (Bandura, 1999), but still more research is needed
regarding the temporal aspects of moral disengagement and bullying.
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Finally, a third limitation of the study is the fact that it did not investigate
which kind of bullying the bystanders are witnessing, thus it does not clarify
whether unconcerned bystanders witness other types of bullying than guilty
bystanders do. Witnessing, for instance, physical bullying may make people
more likely to feel they ought to have done something, whereas more subtle
types of bullying may probably make it easier to become an unconcerned
bystander. Thus, future research should aim to understand how different
types of bullying affect bystanders.

Conclusion and Implications

In sum, this study found that both active and passive involvement in
bullying is related to increased levels of moral disengagement. This has
important theoretical and practical implications as it contributed to fur-
ther theory development in showing that indirect bullying involvement
also relates to moral disengagement. In practical terms, this study identi-
fied and clarified some of the variables that intervention programs could
focus on in order to target both the bullies as well as the large amount
of passive bystanders, namely strategies to decrease moral disengage-
ment and enhancement of personal responsibility. It would be relevant
for educators to apply the concept of moral disengagement to preven-
tion and intervention programs, encouraging children to reflect upon and
discuss disengaging excuses for not interfering when witnessing bullying.
By introducing the concept of moral disengagement in class- and school-
wide programs, children may become more capable of recognizing moral
disengagement in their own practice, thereby making them less likely to dis-
engage morally when confronted with bullying and more likely to become
defenders.
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