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Abstract
With reference to social-ecological, self-determination, attributional, and social cog-
nitive theories, the current study examined whether gender, age, altruistic motiva-
tion to defend victims, and tendency to blame the victims, at the individual level, 
and the prevalence of reinforcing and defending, at the classroom level, were associ-
ated with bullying. A sample of 901 Swedish students (9–13 years old, M = 11.00, 
SD = .83) from 43 classrooms filled out a questionnaire. Multilevel regression analy-
ses revealed that the perpetration of bullying was positively associated with the prev-
alence of reinforcing at the classroom level and blaming the victims at the individual 
level, whereas it was negatively associated with altruistic motivation to defend vic-
tims of bullying at the individual level. Furthermore, students with high altruistic 
motivation to defend victims of bullying were less inclined to bully, independent of 
the classroom level of reinforcing. The current study suggests that bullying preven-
tion and intervention programs should: explicitly target bystander behaviors, in par-
ticular to reduce the prevalence of reinforcing bullying; include efforts to strengthen 
altruistic self-concept and motivation to defend victims; and prevent, challenge, and 
counteract tendencies among students to blame the victim.
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1 Introduction

Bullying generally means that “an individual or a group of individuals repeatedly 
attacks, humiliates, and/or excludes a relatively powerless person” (Salmivalli 
2010, p. 112). It is a serious problem in schools (Espelage et al. 2016; Rigby 2017; 
Young-Jones et al. 2015), and victims of bullying are at higher risk of developing 
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mental-health problems such as low self-esteem, depression, anxiety, and suicidal 
ideation and behaviors (Farrington et  al. 2012; Gini and Pozzoli 2013; Reijntjes 
et  al. 2010). According to the social-ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner 1979; 
Espelage 2014; Espelage and Swearer 2011), bullying is established, sustained, and 
changed over time as a result of reciprocal associations between individual and con-
textual factors. The most proximal social influences on children’s behaviors are situ-
ated within the microsystem, which consists of individuals or groups of individu-
als with whom the child interacts in the immediate environment, such as homes or 
schools (Bronfenbrenner 1979; Espelage 2014). In the school context, the peer ecol-
ogy of the classroom microsystem is a significant everyday source of social influ-
ence on children’s behaviors toward others in school. As stated by Gini (2008):

Even if a child empathizes with the victim and thinks that bullying is wrong, 
group-level variables (i.e., need for peer acceptance, weakening of control 
or inhibition of aggressive tendencies, diffusion of responsibility, etc.) may 
encourage him or her to join in bullying, to sustain the bully or, at least, to 
remain aside. (p. 336)

In the current study, we examined whether students’ altruistic motivation to defend 
victims and their tendency to blame the victim, at the individual level, and the prev-
alence of reinforcing bullying and of defending victims of bullying, at the classroom 
level, were associated with bullying perpetration.

1.1  Individual factors

1.1.1  Gender and age

Gender differences in aggression and bullying might be explained in terms of gen-
der-specific socialization across various socialization agents, including parents, 
peers, teachers, other adults, and the media, in which girls are more encouraged 
to engage in nurturing and caring behaviors, whereas aggression is more socially 
acceptable for boys (Carlo 2014). According to the two-cultures theory (Under-
wood 2004), children in middle childhood tend to play and socialize within their 
peer groups in a gender-segregated way, manifested as distinctive boy and girl cul-
tures. Compared to girls, boys engage in higher rates of rough-and-tumble play, 
direct aggression, and competitive activities. They are more concerned with who 
is tougher than whom, talk with each other more directly and forcefully, are more 
prone to focus on themselves and to ignore the concerns of others, and are more 
inclined to be assertive in peer conflicts (for a review, see Underwood 2004). In line 
with this gender-specific socialization, previous studies have found boys to be more 
inclined than girls to use direct aggression (for a meta-analysis, see Card et al. 2008) 
and to bully others (for meta-analyses, see Cook et al. 2010; Mitsopoulou and Gio-
vazolias 2015). Therefore, we hypothesized that boys would engage more in bully-
ing perpetration than girls.

Developmental changes in preadolescence and early adolescence include 
more anxiety about friendships, conformity to peer pressure, and concerns about 
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peer-group status, which in turn can lead to increased bullying and more negative 
attitudes toward victims (Smith 2010). Several studies have examined the relation-
ship between age and bullying. Whereas Cook et al. (2010) meta-analysis revealed 
a weak but significant positive association between age and bullying, Kljakovic and 
Hunt’s (2016) meta-analysis showed a weak but significant negative association. 
Cook et al. (2010) included studies with participants in K-12 settings (5–18 years 
old), whereas Kljakovic and Hunt (2016) only included studies with a longitudinal or 
prospective design and with participants aged between 11 and 18 years. In line with 
this, a recent longitudinal Dutch study with data from 2230 participants revealed 
an overall decrease in bullying perpetration between pre- and late adolescence 
(Kretschmer et al. 2017). The current study was conducted in Sweden, and accord-
ing to a national report from the Swedish National Agency for Education (2016), 9% 
of students in grades 4–6 (preadolescents), 3% of students in grades 7–9 (adoles-
cents), and 2% of students in upper secondary school (late adolescents) reported that 
they felt bullied at school, which indicates that bullying seems to be more prevalent 
among preadolescents than adolescents in Sweden. This, in turn, supports Kljakovic 
and Hunt’s (2016) meta-analysis and the Dutch longitudinal study. However, due to 
the mixed findings and the small effect sizes reported in the two meta-analyses, and 
the rather limited age range in the current study (grades 4–6), age was included as a 
control variable in the present study but without a clear hypothesis.

1.1.2  Altruism toward victims

Altruism can be seen as “a form of unconditional kindness without the expectation 
of a return” (Hung et al. 2011, p. 418). Batson et al. (2004) define altruism as “a 
motivational state with the ultimate goal of increasing another person’s welfare” 
(p. 360; altruism and altruistic motivation are thus used interchangeably, see e.g., 
Batson and Ahmad 2009, pp. 5–6), and is contrasted with egoism. The latter can 
be defined as “a motivational state with the ultimate goal of increasing one’s own 
welfare” (Batson et al. 2004, p. 360). In accordance with Batson et al. (2004), we 
use the term altruism to refer to motivation, as opposed to behavior, and we assume 
that altruistic motivation is based on altruistic values. Prosocial or helping behavior 
can be driven by altruistic motivation, egoistic motivation, a mixture of both, or by 
other motives. Nevertheless, in contrast to egoistic motives, such as gaining social 
rewards and self-rewards or avoiding social sanctions or self-sanctions (i.e., extrinsic 
motivation), altruism can be understood as intrinsic motivation (Hung et al. 2011) or 
autonomous motivation (Gagné 2003; Gagné and Deci 2005). Within a self-determi-
nation theoretical framework (Deci and Ryan 2000), autonomous motivation can be 
further subdivided into three components: “intrinsic motivation (e.g., when helping 
in itself gives joy), integrated regulation (e.g., when being a volunteer is central to 
one’s identity), and identified regulation (e.g., when volunteering is considered to 
support an important personal cause)” (Haivas et al. 2012, p. 1197).

According to self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan 2000; Ryan and Con-
nell 1989), autonomously motivated behaviors make people feel that they are the 
“origin” of the behavior rather than a “pawn” acting out the behavior, whereas con-
trolled motivation is experienced as emanating either from external contingencies 
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and controls or from self-imposed pressures, such as feelings of shame, guilt, or 
pride. According to self-determination theory, egoistic motivation to help some-
one in need is thus based on gaining rewards, advantages or benefits (e.g., mak-
ing friends, receiving social approval or acceptance, and enhancing popularity) or 
avoiding punishments, sanctions or disadvantages (e.g., losing friends, being victim-
ized, losing face, experiencing social disapproval/sanctions, and loss of benefits), 
and thus in line with the concept of controlled motivation (e.g., Gagné and Deci 
2005; Haivas et al. 2012). Previous research has shown that autonomous motivation 
predicts stronger persistence than controlled motivation in several domains, such as 
academic performance (Niemiec and Ryan 2009; Taylor et al. 2014), health behavior 
changes and maintenance (Ng et al. 2012; Ryan et al. 2008), and job performance 
(Moran et al. 2012). Autonomous motivation has also been found to be associated 
with prosocial behavior (Hardy et al. 2015), and defender behavior in school bully-
ing (Jungert et al. 2016).

In addition, altruism has been associated with greater prosocial behavior (for a 
review, see Bierhoff 2002) as well as defender behavior in both bullying (Lodge and 
Frydenberg 2005; Tani et al. 2003) and homophobic harassment situations (Poteat 
and Vecho 2016). Furthermore, and of interest for the current study, altruism has 
been associated with less aggression among adults (for a meta-analysis, see Jones 
et  al. 2011). Although altruistic motivation to defend victims can be considered a 
vital component of moral agency (helping and defending the victim) in bullying sit-
uations, it is still unclear whether it is associated with less bullying behavior among 
children. However, with reference to its negative association with aggression among 
adults, we hypothesized that altruism would be negatively associated with bullying 
among children.

1.1.3  Blaming the victim

In her review, Moriarty (2008) concludes that there is a historical tendency to place 
responsibility for victimization on the victim, at least to some degree. There are 
widespread assumptions about “born victims” and shared responsibility between 
victims and offenders as well as a widespread tendency to blame the victims in our 
society. They are often considered to be deficient in some way, and therefore can 
be distinguished from non-victims based on their attitudes, behavior, or characteris-
tics, which, in turn, are assumed to be the cause of their victimization. “If they were 
not different, they would not be victimized. Victims are then warned that they must 
change in order to become like the non-victim group if they are to avoid victimiza-
tion, and if they fail to avoid victimization they are to blame” (Moriarty 2008, p. 
31). The process of creating “culturally legitimate victims” is devastating to victims, 
who are further traumatized when society then engages in victim blaming (Moriarty 
2008). Several studies have in fact found that a common explanation among children 
and adolescents for why bullying occurs is that the victim is different, odd, or devi-
ant in some way (for a review, see Thornberg 2011). Moriarty (2008) argues that the 
concept of victim precipitation, in other words, the social perception that victims 
precipitate their own victimization, “provides a cultural framework which offenders 
can use to rationalize their behavior” (p. 32).
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According to Lerner’s (1980) just world hypothesis, people tend to assume that 
victims have earned their suffering by their actions or characteristics. Blaming the 
victim is a way of maintaining a belief in having agency to avoid bad things by 
doing good things. According to Weiner’s (1995) attributional theory, blaming the 
victim functions as a self-serving attribution that allows perpetrators and bystanders 
to distance themselves from the victims and their sufferings. With reference to attri-
butional theory tradition, the defensive attribution hypothesis (Burger 1981) states 
that, when observers blame the victim, they maintain the perception that the reasons 
for the victim’s situation are dispositional and not caused by an unpredictable set of 
circumstances beyond anyone’s control. By making sure that they are different from 
the victim, they can therefore avoid the victim’s suffering. Within Bandura’s (1999, 
2016) social cognitive theory of moral disengagement, blaming the victim is consid-
ered to be a social-cognitive mechanism that distorts moral cognition, allowing the 
perpetrators to self-exonerate their inhumane behavior and, thus, allowing them to 
avoid feeling guilt or remorse.

According to previous research, bullying behavior has been associated with blam-
ing the victim (Garland et al. 2017; Hara 2002; Thornberg 2015b; Thornberg and 
Jungert 2014; Thornberg and Knutsen 2011). An exception is one study in which 
the link was only found among 12-year-old boys, and not among 12-year-old girls 
or 9-year-old children (Gini 2008). Previous studies have shown boys to be more 
inclined to blame the victim than girls (Gini 2008; Hara 2002; Thornberg and Jun-
gert 2014), which might help to explain the findings that boys more often bully oth-
ers. In the current study, we hypothesized that blaming the victim would be posi-
tively associated with bullying.

1.2  Contextual factors

1.2.1  Classroom prevalence of reinforcing and defending

During the last few decades, researchers have increasingly theorized and empirically 
examined bullying as a social psychological phenomenon (for reviews, see Hymel 
et  al. 2015; Saarento and Salmivalli 2015; Salmivalli 2010). Peer pressure has been 
found to be one of the most important predictors of bullying in the school context (for 
a meta-analysis, see Cook et al. 2010). Peer pressure can be understood as a pressure 
to feel, think, and behave in ways that are consistent with certain peer norms, and pre-
vious research has found that students are more inclined to display aggression when 
classroom peer norms favor aggression (Kuppens et al. 2008; Salmivalli and Voeten 
2004). Furthermore, Saarento and Salmivalli (2015) argue that classroom norms can be 
reflected in explicit behaviors when students witness peer aggression or bullying. Their 
reactions provide direct feedback to the perpetrators in a way that can affect whether 
the aggression continues. Volke et al. (2014) define bullying as an “aggressive goal-
directed behavior that harms another individual within the context of a power imbal-
ance” (p. 328, italics in original), and they state that reputation (social dominance) 
is the most commonly cited benefit of bullying. Thus, bullying can be considered a 
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function of the context (cf., Sundel and Sundel 2005) in which peers’ reactions can 
reinforce or inhibit (punish) bullying.

According to the participant role approach (Salmivalli 1999), there are, in addition 
to the bully role and the victim role, four possible bystander roles: assistants who join in 
and help the ringleader bullies, reinforcers who support and thus signal their approval 
of the bullying by laughing or cheering, outsiders who remain passive and try to stay 
away, and defenders who help and support the victim, and who therefore may display 
disapproval of the bullying or toward the bully depending on whether their intervention 
is more direct (e.g., telling the bully to stop bullying) or indirect (e.g., comforting the 
victim). In the current study, and in line with previous studies (e.g., Kärnä et al. 2010), 
we have focused on reinforcing and defending as classroom contextual factors.

Previous research has revealed that between-classroom variability in bullying can be 
explained in part by the prevalence of bystander behaviors. The more classmates rein-
force bullying and fail to defend the victims, the more often bullying is likely to occur 
(Kärnä et al. 2010; Nocentini et al. 2013; Salmivalli et al. 2011). In their review, and 
with reference to previous studies, Saarento and Salmivalli (2015) conclude that bullies 
might be even more sensitive to reinforcing than defending. It is therefore reasonable 
to hypothesize that bullying is more prevalent in classrooms in which reinforcing is 
more common and defending is less common as bystander reactions, although the asso-
ciation between defending and bullying might be weaker than the association between 
reinforcing and bullying.

2  The current study

The aim of the current study was to examine whether gender, age, altruistic motivation 
to defend victims, and the tendency to blame the victim, at the individual level, and the 
prevalence of reinforcing and defending, at the classroom level, were associated with 
bullying. We hypothesized that being a boy, having a greater tendency to blame the 
victim and being exposed to a higher prevalence of reinforcing at the classroom level 
would all be associated with greater bullying. In contrast, we hypothesized that being 
a girl, having a greater altruistic motivation to defend victims and being exposed to a 
higher prevalence of defending at classroom level would be associated with less bully-
ing. Age was included as a covariate. Because social-ecological theory emphasizes that 
bullying is produced by interdependent associations between individual and contextual 
factors, we also expected to find some cross-level effects. However, due to the lack of 
previous studies, the literature did not offer us any clear hypotheses to deduce and test. 
Therefore, possible cross-level interactions between the theoretical constructs were 
examined in an exploratory fashion.
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3  Method

3.1  Participants

The study participants consisted of 901 students (48% girls) from 43 primary class-
rooms in 15 public schools located in two small villages in the countryside and in 
different neighborhoods of two midsize cities in Sweden (age range = 9–13  years 
old, M = 11.00, SD = .83). In Swedish primary schools, students have one classroom 
(homeroom) in which most of their lessons take place, and they have the same class-
room teacher across most school subjects. Normally, they have one teacher in grades 
1–3, who is then replaced by another classroom teacher in grades 4–6. Our study 
focused on students in grades 4–6. Socio-economic status was not directly meas-
ured in the study; however, the sample of public schools represented a wide range of 
socio-geographic locations and socio-economic statuses. Most participants were of 
Swedish ethnicity, and only a minority (16%) had an immigrant background; that is, 
either they were born in another country or at least one of their parents was born in 
another country. The original sample consisted of 996 students (48% girls), but 95 of 
those (10%) did not participate for various reasons: 74 students because they did not 
obtain parental consent, 19 because they were absent due to sickness during the data 
collection, and two because they did not want to. The participation rate was evenly 
spread over grades and gender.1 We obtained written parental consent and oral stu-
dent assent from all 901 participants.

3.2  Measures

3.2.1  Gender and age

Participants completed a question about their gender (0 = girl, 1 = boy), and a ques-
tion about their age (i.e., “How old are you?” followed by, “I’m …… years and …… 
months old”).

3.2.2  Altruistic motivation

Three items from a developed self-rating scale on various motivations to defend 
victims of bullying (Thornberg 2015a) were used to measure altruistic motivation 
to defend bullying victims. The participants were asked: “What makes you want to 
help a bullied student?” The items used in the current study were: “Because I think 
it’s important to help people who are mistreated by others,” “Because I’m a per-
son who cares about others,” and “Because I think it’s important to fight violence, 
oppression, and injustice.” Response options for each item were on a four-point 

1 Results from a multilevel logistic regression analysis with participation/non-participation as the 
response variable and gender and grade as the predictors indicated no significant effects.
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scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = partly disagree, 3 = partly agree, 4 = strongly agree). 
The items were averaged for each participant (Cronbach’s α = .63).

3.2.3  Blaming the victim

Two items from the Short Moral Disengagement in Bullying scale (Thornberg and 
Jungert 2013) were used to measure the tendency to blame the victim in bullying sit-
uations. The included items were: “A person who is bullied only has him- or herself 
to blame” and “Some people deserve to be bullied.” Response options for each item 
were on a seven-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). The items 
were averaged for each participant (Spearman-Brown coefficient = .59).

3.2.4  Bystander behavior

A 15-item bystander behavior scale (Thornberg et  al. 2017) was used to measure 
bystander behavior in bullying situations. The scale covers all four possible partici-
pant bystander roles according to the participant role model (i.e., assistant, reinforcer, 
outsider, and defender; Salmivalli 1999), but in the current study we only included 
reinforcing and defending in the analyses. The participants were asked: “Try to 
remember situations in which you have seen a student being bullied (for example: 
teased, mocked, physically assaulted, or frozen out). What do you usually do?” Two 
items described reinforcing (“I laugh and cheer the bullies on,” “I encourage the bul-
lies by shouting and laughing,” Spearman-Brown coefficient = .69); and five items 
described defending (e.g., “I tell them to stop fighting with the students,” “I tell a 
teacher,” “I comfort the bullied student,” Cronbach’s α = .80). Response options 
for each item were on a four-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = partly disagree, 
3 = partly agree, 4 = strongly agree). Because we intended to measure participants’ 
self-reports of how they typically responded when they had witnessed bullying, the 
items were provided on an “agree–disagree” scale, as opposed to a “never–always” 
scale. The latter type of wording might increase the risk of confounding with the 
perceived frequency of witnessing bullying (cf., Thornberg and Jungert 2013). The 
items measuring reinforcing and defending were averaged for each participant, and 
the classroom averages were then calculated for each classroom.

3.2.5  Bullying perpetration

A five-item scale was developed in the current study to measure bullying perpetra-
tion. The participants were presented with a list of behavioral items and asked to 
rate: “How often has this happened at school in the past three months?” The items 
were, “I tease one or more students,” “I beat one or more students,” “I’m with 
others and freeze one or more students out,” “I spread mean rumors about one or 
more students” and “I threaten one or more students.” The participants indicated 
how often they had engaged in the behavior described in each item on a five-point 
scale (1 = “Never happened,” 2 = “A couple of times,” 3 = “2 or 3 times a month,” 
4 = “About once a week” and 5 = “Several times a week”; Cronbach’s α = .92). 
Scores were averaged for each participant.
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3.3  Procedure

Participants filled out the questionnaire in their ordinary classroom settings. Five stu-
dent–teachers, at the end of their teacher training, were present in the classrooms during 
the data gathering (one student-teacher in each classroom). They explained the study 
procedure, reassured students that their participation was confidential, and assisted par-
ticipants who needed help. The participants were also informed that they had the option 
of withdrawing from the study at any time. The participating students responded anon-
ymously to the questionnaire.

3.4  Statistical models

We used multilevel regression models to analyze the dependent variable bullying 
(Bully) in order to account for the structure of students nested within classrooms. First, 
a model with the individual-level variables gender, age, altruism (AL) and blaming the 
victim (BTV) was estimated:

where  bullyij is the bullying score for the ith student in the jth classroom, �j is the 
intercept in classroom j, �1 to �4 are regression slopes for individual effects, �ij is a 
student residual, � is the mean intercept across classes, and uj is a classroom resid-
ual. It is assumed that uj ∼ N

(

0, �2
u

)

 , �ij ∼ N
(

0, �2
�

)

 and cov(uj, �ij) = 0 , where �2
u
 is 

the variance between classrooms, and �2
�
 is the variance within classrooms.

In the second model, the classroom-level variables reinforcing (RF) and defending 
(DF) were added:

where �1 to �4 are regression slopes for individual effects and �1 to �2 are regression 
slopes for classroom effects. The assumptions for model 2 are the same as for model 
1.

In a third model, we explored the effects of classroom-level variables on the rela-
tionships between the individual-level variables altruism and blaming the victim and 
the dependent variable bullying by allowing the regression slopes for these variables to 
vary between classes:

(Model 1)
Bullyij = �j + �1 gender + �2 age + �3 AL + �4 BTV + �ij

�j = � + uj

(Model 2)
Bullyij = �j + �1 gender + �2 age + �3 AL + �4 BTV + �ij

�j = � + �1RF + �2DF + uj

(Model 3)

Bullyij = �j + �1 gender + �2 age + �3j AL + �4j BTV + �ij

�j = � + �1RF + �2DF + u0j

�3j = �3 + �3RF + �4DF + u1j

�4j = �4 + �5RF + �6DF + u2j



1142 R. Thornberg, L. Wänström 

1 3

where �3j and �4j are the regression slopes for altruism and blaming the victim in 
classroom j, �3 and �4 are mean regression coefficients across classrooms, �1 to �6 
are regression slopes for classroom effects, and u0j to u2j are classroom residuals. It 
is assumed that the classroom residuals have a multivariate normal distribution with 
mean vector 0 and covariance matrix �.

If we substitute the bottom two equations for �3j and �4j into the top equation, 
we can see that the effects of classroom variables (RF and DF) on the relationships 
between bullying and the individual variables (AL and BTV) will be estimated by 
four cross-level interaction terms.

4  Results

4.1  Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table  1 presents the results of the descriptive statistics for individual- and class-
room-level variables. Pairwise correlations at the individual and classroom levels 
are presented in Tables 2 and 3. In Table 3, the class mean for the dependent vari-
able bullying was used. As shown, altruism was negatively correlated with bullying, 
whereas blaming the victim was positively correlated with bullying. At the class-
room level, bullying was negatively correlated with defending and positively cor-
related with reinforcing. In other words, classrooms with higher levels of reinforcing 

Table 1  Means (M), standard 
deviations (SD), minimum 
and maximum observations 
(Min, Max), and number of 
observations (N) for individual- 
and class level variables

M SD Min Max N

Individual variable
 Bullying 1.12 0.42 1.00 5.00 901
 Altruism 3.47 0.54 1.00 4.00 901
 Blaming the victim 1.31 0.81 1.00 7.00 901
 Age 11.00 0.83 9.00 13.00 901

Class variable
 Reinforcing 1.10 0.10 1.00 1.39 43
 Defending 3.13 0.24 2.51 3.70 43

Table 2  Correlations for 
individual level variables 
(N = 901)

***p < .001

1 2 3 4 5

1. Bullying 1 − .23*** .24*** − .04 − .11***
2. Altruism 1 − .23*** − .02 .16***
3. Blaming the victim 1 − .06 − .13***
4. Age 1 .00
5. Sex 1
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and lower levels of defending in bullying situations tended to have higher levels of 
bullying.

4.2  Multilevel analyses

Table 4 displays estimates and standard errors from analyses in SAS for models 1, 
2 and 3. All variables, except gender, were grand mean centered. The intra-class 
correlation (ICC) was .03, indicating that 3% of the total variance in bullying was 
between classes. As shown (model 1), altruism was negatively associated with 

Table 3  Correlations for class 
level variables (N = 43)

*p < .05; ***p < .001

1 2 3

1. Mean bully 1 − .35* .57***
2. Defending 1 − .44***
3. Reinforcing 1

Table 4  Estimates (Est.) and standard errors (S.E.) from multilevel regression analyses of models (1), 
(2), and (3)

All variables (except for gender) were grand mean centered. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; AL Altru-
ism, BTV Blaming the victim, RF Reinforcing, DF Defending

Predictor Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Est SE Est SE Est SE

Individual level
 Gender − .050 .027 − .059 .027 − .041 .026
 Age − .015 .020 − .010 .020 − .015 .019
 AL − .140*** .017 − .132*** .026 − .095** .027
 BTV .093*** .017 .091*** .017 .077** .026

Classroom level
 RF .503** .185 .440* .174
 DF .006 .079 − .060 .075

Cross level interactions
 AL × RF − 1.324*** .281
 BTV × RF − .167 .270
 AL × DF − .193 .126
 BTV x DF − .109 .120

Variance
 Intercept .006* .003 .002
 AL slope .001
 BTV slope .012*
 Residual .169*** .155*** .144**

ICC .03
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bullying, and blaming the victim was positively associated with bullying, controlling 
for gender and age. The class intercept variance was significant (although small), 
indicating that the classes vary in their mean bullying scores.

Altruism and blaming the victim were still associated with bullying when class-
room-level variables were added (model 2). In addition, the classroom-level variable 
reinforcing was positively associated with bullying.

When cross-level interactions were added (model 3), the associations between the 
individual variables altruism and bullying as well as blaming the victim and bully-
ing remained significant, as did the positive association between the classroom-level 
variables reinforcing and bullying. As shown, the interaction between the individual-
level variable altruism and the classroom-level variable reinforcing was negative and 
significant, indicating that reinforcing had a negative effect (− 1.324) on the altru-
ism slope (mean slope = − .095). This effect is illustrated in Fig. 1, for classes with 
low (1 standard deviation below the mean), medium, and high (1 standard deviation 
above the mean) reinforcing mean scores. As seen, the negative association between 
altruism and bullying was stronger for classes with high reinforcing mean scores, 
whereas it was close to flat for classes with low reinforcing means. In other words, 
students with high levels of altruism tended to score low on bullying independently 
of the prevalence of reinforcing at the classroom level, whereas students with low 
levels of altruism seemed to be more influenced by the prevalence of reinforcing. 
In addition (see Table 4), the association between blaming the victim and bullying 
(mean slope = .077) varied significantly between classes.

5  Discussion

5.1  Individual factors

Consistent with our hypotheses, and after controlling for gender and age, both 
altruism toward victims and the tendency to blame victims uniquely contributed 
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Fig. 1  Interaction effect between altruism (AL) and reinforcing (RB)
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to explaining the variance of bullying perpetration. Whereas previous findings 
have shown that altruism is linked with greater prosocial behavior (Bierhoff 2002), 
including defending in school bullying (Lodge and Frydenberg 2005; Tani et  al. 
2003), and less aggression among adults (Jones et  al. 2011), the current findings 
contribute to the literature by demonstrating that altruistic motivation to defend vic-
tims was associated with less bullying perpetration among pre-adolescents. Thus, 
altruism seems to be a vital component of moral agency in bullying situations, not 
only in terms of promoting defending but also in inhibiting bullying perpetration. 
A high pattern of altruistic motivation might be associated with what Staub (2003) 
calls prosocial value orientation, which “consists of a positive view of human 
beings, caring about other people’s welfare, and a feeling of personal responsibility 
for others’ welfare” (p. 16), which is expected to be linked to habits of helping oth-
ers as well as habits of not harming others.

In line with previous studies (Garland et al. 2017; Hara 2002; Thornberg 2015b; 
Thornberg and Jungert 2014; Thornberg and Knutsen 2011), as well as with attri-
butional theory (Weiner 1995) and social cognitive theory of moral disengagement 
(Bandura 1999, 2016), blaming the victims was associated with greater bullying 
perpetration in the present study. With reference to attribution theory, Gini (2008) 
argues that “in the case of potentially harmful events, blaming other individuals is 
a very real self-serving attribution and, in particular, blaming the victims for their 
fate allows people to distance themselves from thoughts of suffering” (p. 337). As 
a social-cognitive mechanism that distorts moral cognition (Bandura 1999, 2016), 
blaming the victims helps those who bully to reduce or neutralize empathic con-
cerns or distress (Hoffman 2000) and to prevent them from feeling guilt or remorse 
(Bandura 1999, 2016).

Gender was significantly associated with bullying in the bivariate correlation 
analysis, which means that boys bullied more than girls, as we expected (cf., Mit-
sopoulou and Giovazolias 2015). However, when included as a control variable in 
the multilevel analysis, gender was no longer significantly associated with bullying. 
In addition, we found no associations between age and bullying in the current study, 
which is partly in line with the small effect sizes and mixed findings of previous 
meta-analyses (Cook et al. 2010; Kljakovic and Hunt 2016), but might also be due to 
the fact that our sample only included students from grades 4–6 in Swedish schools.

5.2  Classroom contextual factors

Our findings support previous research showing that the between-classroom vari-
ability of bullying can be partly explained by the prevalence of reinforcing and 
defending (Kärnä et  al. 2010; Nocentini et  al. 2013; Salmivalli et  al. 2011). In 
accordance with our hypotheses, the bivariate correlation analyses demonstrated 
that the more classmates reinforced bullying and the less they defended the vic-
tims in bullying incidents, the more often bullying was likely to occur. However, 
after controlling for gender, age, altruism toward victims and blaming the victims 
at the individual level, the only bystander behavior that contributed to explain-
ing the variance of bullying perpetration was the prevalence of reinforcing. This 
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could be in line with previous findings showing that the association between 
reinforcing and bullying is stronger than the association between defending and 
bullying (e.g., Salmivalli et al. 2011), and with Saarento and Salmivalli’s (2015) 
conclusion that bullies might be more sensitive to reinforcing than defending.

There might be several possible explanations as to why defending was not 
significantly associated with bullying in the multilevel analysis in the current 
study. In the Finnish and Italian studies (Kärnä et al. 2010; Nocentini et al. 2013; 
Salmivalli et  al. 2011), the samples were larger (resulting in more statistical 
power) and the measurement of bystander behaviors was based on peer nomina-
tions, whereas the measurement of bystander behaviors in the current study was 
based on self-reports. Differences in bullying measurements and statistical mod-
eling, as well as in the inclusion of other variables in the statistical models, might 
also help explain the differences between the results. Furthermore, in Kärnä and 
colleagues’ (2010) study, victimization was measured instead of bullying perpe-
tration, and at the classroom level in the multilevel growth model in the Italian 
study (Nocentini et  al. 2013), only pro-bullying (i.e., assistant and reinforcer) 
behavior was associated with the baseline level of bullying (intercept), whereas 
defending was associated with a decrease in bullying over time (slope). However, 
our findings, together with the Finnish and Italian studies, suggest that a high 
prevalence of reinforcing at the classroom level is a risk factor for bullying. As 
a bystander reaction to bullying, it provides direct feedback to the bullies, and 
encourages their bullying behavior, suggesting that bullying is a function of the 
peer context (cf., Sundel and Sundel 2005) and a goal-directed behavior (Volke 
et al. 2014) seeking to achieve social rewards.

5.3  Interplay between individual and contextual factors

The present study is the first to examine whether high levels of altruism toward 
victims might weaken the association between the classroom-level prevalence of 
reinforcing and bullying perpetration. In line with the social-ecological framework 
(Espelage 2014; Espelage and Swearer 2011), the current findings reveal a cross-
level interaction effect that sheds some light on the interplay between individual- 
and classroom-level contextual factors in relation to bullying. Students with high 
altruistic motivation to defend victims in bullying were less inclined to bully, inde-
pendently of the classroom level of reinforcing. In contrast to bullying or refrain-
ing from bullying others in order to gain social rewards and to avoid social sanc-
tions, altruistic motivation might be understood as a more autonomous motivation 
in which refraining from bullying others is perceived to be a voluntary and self-
determined action rather than controlled by peer pressure or other external contin-
gencies. According to the self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan 2000; Ryan and 
Connell 1989), autonomous motivation predicts stronger persistence than external 
or controlled motivation across several domains (e.g., Tayler et al. 2015; Ryan et al. 
2008; Moran et al. 2012). In contrast, those with low altruistic motivation to defend 
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victims were more dependent on the classroom prevalence of reinforcing, and thus 
more inclined to bully if the classroom level of reinforcing was high.

5.4  Limitations

Despite the many strengths of this study, some limitations should be noted. First, 
the variables have been assessed through self-reporting, which might inflate variable 
associations due to shared methods variance at the individual level. Self-reporting is 
also vulnerable to careless marking, social desirability and intentionally exaggerated 
responses, which could inflate or diminish the estimates (Cornell and Bandyopad-
hyay 2010). Second, we adopted a cross-sectional design, and are therefore unable 
to pinpoint the direction of effects. For example, it is not clear whether blaming 
the victim is a predictor of bullying perpetration, or if bullying predicts the pro-
pensity to blame the victims. It is also possible that the relations found in the study 
are reciprocal. Future research needs to adopt a longitudinal design to examine this 
further. Third, there were only 43 classrooms. Non-significant findings at the class-
room level (i.e., defending) should therefore be interpreted with caution. Fourth, 
two scales (blaming the victims and altruistic motivation) were only measured by 
two and three items, respectively, and therefore had fairly low internal reliabilities. 
Future studies might use more items to measure these constructs. Finally, because 
we studied students within a particular age span and from particular areas in Swe-
den, our sample may or may not be similar to the population of students with whom 
readers primarily work or have an interest in.

5.5  Implications

The above limitations aside, the present findings have some practical implications. 
In line with some other studies (Kärnä et al. 2010; Nocentini et al. 2013; Salmivalli 
et al. 2011), our study suggests that bullying prevention and intervention programs 
should explicitly target bystander behaviors, in particular in order to reduce the 
prevalence of reinforcing bullying. Whereas Polanin et al.’s (2012) meta-analysis of 
11 studies on school-based interventions designed to change bystanders’ behaviors 
revealed an increase in bystanders’ defending in bullying situations as compared 
with control groups, further research is needed to examine how programs can reduce 
bystanders’ reinforcing, as such efforts would reduce or remove the social approval, 
rewards and encouragement of bullying. For instance, educational efforts aimed at 
increasing students’ acceptance of others, which implies a positive attitude toward 
others in general, might be considered as one means of influencing bystander behav-
iors, as it has been found to be associated with pro-victim attitudes (Rigby and Bor-
tolozzo 2013). School factors such as school climate (Bibou-Nakou et al. 2012) and 
the general quality of relationships among students at the classroom level (Thorn-
berg et  al. 2017) might also be considered in order to influence the prevalence of 
bullying and various bystander behaviors.
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Moreover, bullying prevention should include efforts to strengthen altruistic 
self-concept and motivation to defend victims among the students for at least two 
reasons. Our findings showed that high altruism toward victims was associated 
with less bullying perpetration and, in addition, weakened the positive associa-
tion between the classroom level of reinforcing and bullying perpetration, and thus 
seemed to have made students more resistant to peer influence that encouraged and 
rewarded bullying. Thus, moral education aimed at enabling students to develop a 
moral identity with altruistic values and altruistic motivation to help others in dis-
tress (cf., Carlo 2014) should be part of the bullying prevention program. Finally, 
prevention and intervention programs should prevent, challenge, and counteract ten-
dencies among students to blame the victim, in order to reduce bullying. For exam-
ple, Moriarty (2008) points to some of the fallacies in victim blaming such as the 
use of tautological reasoning (or circular thinking), placing undue responsibility on 
victims, creating culturally legitimate victims, excusing offenders’ behaviors and 
diminishing responsibility, and bullying prevention programs could help students to 
be aware of these issues.
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