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Abstract
The aim of the current study was to examine whether moral disengagement and 
defender self-efficacy at individual level and collective efficacy to stop peer aggres-
sion at classroom level were associated with defending and reinforcing in school 
bullying situations in late childhood. Self-reported survey data were collected from 
1060 Swedish students from 70 classrooms in 29 schools. Multilevel analysis found 
that greater defender self-efficacy at individual level and collective efficacy to stop 
peer aggression at classroom level were associated with greater defending. We also 
found that greater moral disengagement and less (but very weakly) defender self-
efficacy at individual level and less collective efficacy to stop peer aggression at 
classroom level were associated with greater reinforcing. The positive relationship 
between moral disengagement and reinforcing and the negative relationship between 
defender self-efficacy and reinforcing were less strong in classroom high in collec-
tive efficacy to stop aggression.

Keywords  Bullying · Bystander · Moral disengagement · Defender self-efficacy · 
Collective efficacy

1  Introduction

Bullying, defined as repeated inhumane, aggressive or offensive actions directed at 
individuals who are disadvantaged or less powerful in relation to the perpetrator(s) 
(Jimerson et al. 2010). Victims are at a heightened risk of developing internalizing 
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and externalizing problems (Fisher et al. 2016; Gini et al. 2018a), including nega-
tive educational outcomes such as school absence and lower academic achievement 
(Fry et al. 2018; Nakamoto & Schwartz 2010). Bullying is a social phenomenon that 
occurs in and is influenced by social context (Hymel et al. 2015; Salmivalli 2010). 
Peers are present as witnesses or bystanders in the vast majority of school bullying 
events (Craig et al. 2000; O’Connell et al. 1999). A bystander is defined as any stu-
dent who witnesses a bullying incident (Polanin et al. 2012). Salmivalli et al. (1996) 
identified four participant roles that students who witness bullying may have in the 
bullying process: assistants are those who join the ringleader bullies and partici-
pate in the bullying, reinforcers support and provide positive feedback to bullies by 
cheering and laughing, outsiders remain passive or neutral and try to stay outside, 
and defenders take sides with the victims by helping, supporting, and comforting 
them. How peers react and act as bystanders matters. At classroom level, reinforcing 
has been positively linked with greater bullying (Kärnä et al. 2010; Nocentini et al. 
2013; Salmivalli et  al. 2011; Thornberg and Wänström 2018), whereas defending 
has been associated with less bullying (Kärne et  al. 2010; Nocentini et  al. 2013; 
Salmivalli et  al. 2011). These two bystander responses are two opposite ways to 
take sides in bullying situations (Pöyhönen et al. 2012), and demonstrate the moral 
agency students as bystanders may or may not, manifest in school bullying.

Although qualitative interview studies indicate that students think that in general, 
they should intervene and help the victim when witnessing bullying (Chen et  al. 
2016; Forsberg et al. 2014, 2018; Thornberg et al. 2018), a range of individual and 
contextual factors might facilitate as well as inhibit their moral agency as bystand-
ers, and some of those are also recognized by the students themselves (Chen et al. 
2016; Forsberg et al. 2014, 2018; Thornberg et al. 2018). In the current study, we 
examined bystanders’ moral agency in school bullying, and we have delimited our 
focus on moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy at the individual level and 
collective efficacy to stop peer aggression at classroom level.

1.1 � Social‑cognitive theory

According to the social-cognitive theory (Bandura 1999, 2002, 2016), moral agency 
is both inhibitive and proactive. Whereas the former refers to the ability to refrain 
from behaving inhumanely, the latter, “grounded in a humanitarian ethic, is mani-
fested in compassion for the plight of others and efforts to further their well-being, 
often at personal costs” (Bandura 2016, pp. 1–2). In a school bullying context and 
from a bystander position, the ability to refrain from reinforcing bullying and the 
capacity to defend the victim can thus be considered as manifestations of moral 
agency. However, people do not always regulate their actions in accordance with 
humanitarian ethics (Bandura 2016). According to the social-cognitive theory, 
moral agency is related to the so-called triad codetermination, which refers to the 
interplay between personal, behavioral, and environmental influences in the motiva-
tion and regulation of behavior. There are many social and psychological processes 
that could deactivate self-regulation, disengage moral self-sanction from inhumane 
conduct, inhibit humane, moral and prosocial behaviors, and create incitements or 
pressure to act inhumanely (Bandura 2016).
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1.1.1 � Moral disengagement

Within the social-cognitive theory (Bandura 1999, 2002, 2016), moral disengage-
ment refers to a set of self-serving cognitive distortions by which self-regulation 
based on moral standards can be deactivated and moral self-sanctions can be disen-
gaged, which in turn facilitates inhumane behavior without any feelings of remorse 
or guilt. Moral disengagement and its mechanisms are learned through social inter-
actions with others, and can develop into habits or dispositions. Examples of moral 
disengagement mechanisms are moral justification (i.e., using worthy ends or moral 
purposes to excuse pernicious means), diffusion of responsibility (i.e., diluting per-
sonal responsibility because other people are also involved), disregarding or distort-
ing the negative or harmful consequences of the actions, and blaming the victim 
(i.e., believing that the victim deserves his or her suffering). Moral disengagement is 
associated with greater aggression, including bullying (for a meta-analyses, see Gini 
et al. 2014; Killer et al. 2019), assisting and reinforcing (Gini 2006; Sjögren et al. 
2020; Thornberg and Jungert 2013), and less defending (Doramajian and Bukowski 
2015; Gini 2006; Gini et al. 2018b; Mazzone et al. 2016; Obermann 2011; Pozzoli 
et al. 2016; Thornberg and Jungert 2013, 2014; Thornberg et al. 2015, 2017; for a 
meta-analysis, see Killer et al. 2019; for exceptions, see Barchia and Bussey 2011b; 
Sjögren et al. 2020) in bullying and peer aggression among students.

1.1.2 � Defender self‑efficacy

Moral agency is also dependent on the belief in one’s capacities in acting in accord-
ance with moral standards (Bandura 2016). Perceived external and internal con-
straints can lead to low outcome expectations and distrust in one’s ability to per-
form, and thus inhibit moral behavior. The concept self-efficacy refers to the beliefs 
in one’s capacities to organize and execute the lines of action required to produce 
given attainments, and whereas high self-efficacy motivates action if the action is in 
line with personal standards and goals, low self-efficacy will inhibit action (Bandura 
1997). Bandura (1997) argues that people’s beliefs in their capacity to act efficiently 
vary across different domains of activities, and therefore, to understand moral 
agency of bystanders in bullying situations (i.e., to defend the victims), we need to 
examine their defender self-efficacy.

Defender self-efficacy could be defined as the belief in one’s capacities to success-
fully intervene in bullying or peer aggression to defend a victim (Thornberg et al. 
2017) and has, in accordance with the social-cognitive theory (Bandura 1997), been 
associated with greater defender behavior (Barchia and Bussey 2011b; Doramajian 
and Bukowski 2015; Peets et al. 2015; Pöyhönen et al. 2010, 2012; Thornberg and 
Jungert 2013; Thornberg et al. 2017; van der Ploeg et al. 2017). The possible asso-
ciation between defender self-efficacy and reinforcing is still rather unknown since 
only a few studies have explored this. One study has found defender self-efficacy to 
be associated with less pro-bullying behavior (i.e., assisting and reinforcing; Thorn-
berg and Jungert 2013). In another study (Pöyhönen et al. 2012), defender self-effi-
cacy was significantly and negatively correlated with reinforcing but when defender 
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self-efficacy was included together with other variables within a regression analysis, 
the association became insignificant. However, in the same regression analysis, the 
less the students expected bullying to decrease and that the victim would feel bet-
ter as a consequence of defending, the more likely they were to reinforce the bully. 
Nevertheless, more research is needed to examine the possible negative relationship 
between defender self-efficacy and reinforcing in school bullying among students.

1.1.3 � Collective efficacy to stop peer aggression

The bystander literature within social psychology has revealed that the presence of 
other bystanders can inhibit helping behavior (“bystander effect” and “social inhi-
bition”) as well as facilitating helping behavior (“social facilitation”) toward peo-
ple in need, depending on factors such as how the other bystanders behave in the 
emergency situation and shared social norms and beliefs in the group (Abbate and 
Ruggieri 2016; Fischer et  al. 2011; Garcia et  al. 2009). Although social-cognitive 
theory assumes that perceived self-efficacy is the foundation of human agency (Ban-
dura 1997), “people do not live in social isolation, nor can they exercise control over 
major aspects of their lives entirely on their own” (Bandura 1997, p. 477). Social-
cognitive theory extends the concept of human agency to also include collective 
agency in which people are interdependent, pool their competence and resources, 
and work together to solve problems and gain common goals (Bandura 1997; 
Fernández-Ballesteros et al. 2002).

Collective efficacy is an emergent group-level attribute (Bandura 1997; Fernán-
dez-Ballesteros et al. 2002) that reflects a group’s capacity to work together to pro-
duce given attainments (Hymel et al. 2015). Bandura (1997) defines it as “a group’s 
shared beliefs in its conjoint capabilities to organize and execute the courses of 
action required to produce given levels of attainments” (p. 477), and has positive 
effects on group performance (for a review, see Fernández-Ballesteros et al. 2002). 
Collective efficacy to stop peer aggression is a specific kind of perceived collec-
tive efficacy and refers to the shared beliefs in the ability of students and teachers 
to work together to stop peer aggression in schools (Barchia and Bussey 2011a, b). 
So far, only a few studies have examined collective efficacy to stop peer aggression. 
Individually perceived collective efficacy to stop aggression has been found to pre-
dict less aggression (Barchia and Bussey 2011a) and greater defending (Barchia and 
Bussey 2011b) among Australian adolescents. Further research is needed to examine 
collective efficacy as a group characteristic (e.g., classroom level) and its possible 
associations with various bystander behaviors in school bullying, including reinforc-
ing and defending.

1.2 � Current study

The aim of the current study was to examine whether moral disengagement and 
defender self-efficacy at the individual level and collective efficacy to stop peer 
aggression at the classroom level were associated with defending and reinforcing in 
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school bullying situations in late childhood. First, we hypothesized that moral dis-
engagement would be associated with greater reinforcing and less defending. Sec-
ond, we hypothesized that defender self-efficacy would be associated with greater 
defending and less reinforcing. Third, we hypothesized that collective efficacy to 
stop peer aggression at the classroom level would be associated with greater defend-
ing and less reinforcing.

Because social-cognitive theory (Bandura 1997, 2016) emphasize that behaviors 
are produced by interdependent associations between individual and contextual fac-
tors (the triad codetermination manifested as the interplay between personal, behav-
ioral, and environmental influences), we also assumed we would find, at least some, 
cross-level interaction effects. However, because of the lack of previous empirical 
research, the literature did not offer us any clear hypotheses to deduce and test. Pos-
sible cross-level interactions between moral disengagement and collective efficacy, 
and between defender self-efficacy and collective efficacy on defending and rein-
forcing were therefore examined in an exploratory manner.

Gender and age were included as covariates. Numerous studies have revealed 
that girls score higher than boys on defending (Barchia and Bussey 2011b; Dorama-
jian and Bukowski 2015; Gini et al. 2015; Obermann 2011; Pöyhönen et al. 2010, 
2012; Pozzoli and Gini 2012; Thornberg and Jungert 2013; Thornberg et al. 2015; 
Trach et al. 2010). Some studies have, in addition, found that boys score higher than 
girls on reinforcing (Pöyhönen et al. 2012; Salmivalli and Voeten 2004; Thornberg 
and Jungert 2013). Based on previous findings, we hypothesized that girls would 
be more engaged in defending than boys, whereas boys would be more engaged in 
reinforcing than girls. Concerning age, previous research has revealed that defending 
tends to decline with age (Barchia and Bussey 2011; Pöyhönen et  al. 2010; Poz-
zoli and Gini 2012; Rigby and Johnson 2006; Salmivalli and Voeten 2004; Trach 
et al. 2010), whereas reinforcing tends to increase with age (Pöyhönen et al. 2012; 
Salmivalli and Voeten 2004). We therefore hypothesized that age would be nega-
tively associated with defending and positively associated with reinforcing.

2 � Methods

2.1 � Participants

The participants in the current study consisted of 1060 students (487 [46%] girls, 
573 [54%] boys) from 70 classrooms in 29 schools located in small villages in the 
countryside and in different neighborhoods of midsize cities in the middle and south-
ern parts of Sweden. The age range of the sample was 10–14 years old (M = 11.63, 
SD = .83). Socio-economic status was not directly measured in the study, but the 
sample of the public schools represented a wide range of socio-geographic locations 
and socio-economic statuses. The vast majority of the participants were of Swedish 
ethnicity, and only a small minority (6%) had a foreign background, that is, either 
they had been born in another country or both their parents were born in another 
country. The original sample consisted of 1416 students (666 girls [47%] and 750 
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boys [53%]; thus, the gender ratio was found to be equivalent between the origi-
nal sample and the final sample). Three-hundred-and-fifty-six of those did not par-
ticipate for various reasons. In the study, we excluded 256 students because their 
parents did not grant an active consent, 58 students were absent at the data collec-
tion session, 16 students did not want to participate, and five students were excluded 
due to difficulties to participate. In addition, 21 students were dropped because they 
did not fill out any information in at least one of the scales included in the current 
study. We obtained parental consent and student consent from all 1060 participating 
students.

Some students did not fill out all the items in the scales. 1048 students had com-
plete information on defending (15 students had 1 item missing), 1044 had complete 
information on reinforcing (21 students had 1 item missing), 978 on moral disen-
gagement (77 students had 1 item missing), 1058 on defender self-efficacy (8 stu-
dents had 1 item missing), and 1026 on collective efficacy (43 students had 1 item 
missing). Because most of the students had complete information, or only one item 
missing on the scales, we used all the available item responses when constructing 
the index scores for each student. Our analyses were thus based on all 1060 students 
who had complete (or incomplete) information on the measured variables included 
in the present study.

2.2 � Procedure

The study received ethical approval from the Regional Ethical Review Board at 
Linköping. The participants completed a questionnaire in their regular classroom. 
The third, fourth and fifth authors were individually present in the classrooms during 
the survey administration. They explained the study procedure, reassured students 
that their participation was voluntary and confidential, and assisted the participants 
who needed help. The participants responded anonymously to the questionnaire.

2.3 � Measures

Socio-demographic scale Participants completed a socio-demographic scale that 
included questions about their age (i.e., “How old are you?” followed by, “I’m… 
years and… months old”), gender (0 = girl, 1 = boy), and Swedish versus foreign 
background (i.e., “Were you born in Sweden? Was your mother born in Sweden? 
Was your father born in Sweden?”). Participants who reported that they were born 
in another country and/or that both their parents were born in another country were 
categorized with foreign background.

Moral disengagement An 18-item moral disengagement in bullying scale (Thorn-
berg and Jungert 2014) was used to measure the tendency to morally disengage 
in bullying situations (e.g., “It’s okay to harm another person a couple of times a 
week if you do that to protect your friends”, “If my friends begin to bully a class-
mate, I can’t be blamed for being with them and bullying that person too”, “Say-
ing mean things to a certain person a couple of times a week doesn’t matter. It’s 
just about joking a little with the person”, “If you can’t be like everybody else, you 
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have to blame yourself if you get bullied”). Response options for each item were 
on a seven-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”). The 18 
items were averaged into one scale score. A CFA model with one factor was esti-
mated with DWLS in R using the Lavaan package, indicating good fit of the model 
( �2

Robust
(135) = 966.385, p < .001, RMSEARobust = .053, (90% C.I.: .050; .056), 

CFIRobust = .926, SRMRRobust = .086, Cronbach’s α = .87).
Defender self-efficacy A 5-item scale was used to measure defender self-effi-

cacy (Thornberg et  al., 2017). Participants were asked to estimate how true the 
following statements were, starting with, “I feel that I’m very good at…” which 
was then followed by the five items (e.g., “…helping students who are bullied”, 
“…telling students who are bullying someone to stop doing that”, “…getting a 
group to stop making up stories/lying about another student”. Response options 
for each item were on a seven-point scale (1 = disagree to 7 = agree). The average 
of these five items was computed for each student. A one factor model indicated 
good fit ( �2

Robust
(5) = 12.414, p = .030, RMSEARobust = .017 (90% C.I.: .000; .030), 

CFIRobust = 1.000, SRMRRobust = .013, Cronbach’s α = .90).
Collective efficacy to stop peer aggression A Swedish version (Wänström 

et  al. 2017) of Barchia and Bussey’s (2011a, b) 10-item scale was used to meas-
ure collective efficacy to stop aggression. Participants were asked, “How well can 
the students and teachers at your school…” followed by the 10 items (e.g., “…
work together to stop bullying”, “…work together to stop students punching each 
other?”, “…work together to stop students spreading rumors about each other?”). 
They rated each item on a seven-point scale (1 = “not well”, 2 = “just a little”, 
3 = “a little”, 4 = “somewhat”, 5 = “moderately”, 6 = “quite a lot”, 7 = “very well”). 
The 10 items were averaged into one scale. A one factor model indicated good 
fit ( �2

Robust
(35) = 892.096, p < .001, RMSEARobust = .064 (90% C.I.: .060; .067), 

CFIRobust = .990, SRMRRobust = .056, Cronbach’s α = .93). Collective efficacy for the 
classroom group was then computed as the classroom average.

Defending and reinforcing in bullying A 9-item scale was designed to measure 
defending and reinforcing in bullying situations. With reference to research showing 
that students might have varying understandings of the word “bullying” (Frisén et al. 
2008; Guerin and Hennessy 2002; Purcell 2012), and that the word itself is consid-
ered to be negatively value-loaded (Felix et al. 2011) and associated with a risk of 
under-reporting, our defending–reinforcing scale did not provide the word bullying 
with an a priori definition. Instead, the definition was built into the questions. The 
participants were first asked, “If a student repeatedly gets punched, kicked, violently 
shoved or is held with force by students who are stronger, more popular, or more in 
charge in comparison to that student, what do you usually do?” representing physi-
cal bullying, and followed by a set of items. Next, the participants were asked, “If 
a student is repeatedly teased or called names by students who are stronger, more 
popular, or more in charge in comparison to that student, what do you usually do?” 
representing verbal bullying, and followed by a set of items.

The scale covered two subscales. The 5-item defender scale included two 
items in response to physical bullying and three items in response to verbal bul-
lying (“I tell them to stop messing with the student” and “I step between and try 
to make them stop” in both forms of bullying, and “I tell a teacher” in verbal 
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bullying; Cronbach’s α = .87). The 4-item reinforcer scale included two items 
in response to physical bullying and two items in response to verbal bullying 
(“I laugh and cheer at those who mess with the student” and “I think it’s fun so 
I stand and watch and laugh”; Cronbach’s α = .75). A two factor model indicated 
good fit ( �2

Robust
(26) = 197.857, p < .001, RMSEARobust = .051 (90% C.I.: .044;.058), 

CFIRobust = .984, SRMRRobust = .058).

2.4 � Statistical models

Separate multilevel regression models were analyzed for the dependent variables 
defending and reinforcing. First, a model with only the control variables gender 
and age was estimated for each dependent variable, allowing the intercept to vary 
between classrooms: Model 1 is shown below:

where DVij is the defending and reinforcing score, respectively, for the i:th student 
in the j:th classroom, �j is the intercept in classroom j, �1 to �2 are regression slopes 
for individual effects, εij is a student residual, α is the mean intercept across classes, 
and uj is a classroom residual. It is assumed that uj ∼ N

(

0, �2
u

)

 , �ij ∼ N
(

0, �2
�

)

 and 
cov(uj, �ij) = 0 , where σu

2 is the variance between classrooms, and σɛ
2 is the variance 

within classrooms.
In the second model, the individual variables Moral Disengagement (MD) and 

Defender Self-Efficacy (DSE) were added. Model 2 is shown below:

where β1 to β4 are regression slopes for individual effects. The assumptions for 
model 2 are the same as for model 1.

In the third model, we added the classroom variable Collective Efficacy (CE). To 
explore the possibility that the relationships between MD and the dependent vari-
able, and DSE and the dependent variable, were different in different classrooms, we 
added equations for the slopes of MD and DSE. Model 3 is shown below:

where β3j and β4j are the regression slopes for MD and DSE respectively in class-
room j, β3 and β4 are mean regression coefficients across classrooms, to γ3 are 
regression slopes for classroom effects, and u1j to u2j are classroom residuals. It is 

DVij = �j + �1gender + �2age + �ij

�j = � + uj

DVij = �j + �1gender + �2age + �3MD + �4DSE + �ij

�j = � + uj

DVij = �j + �1gender + �2age + �3jMD + �4jDSE + �ij

�j = � + �1CE + u0j

�3j = �3 + �2CE + u1j

�4j = �4 + �3CE + u2j
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assumed that the classroom residuals have a multivariate normal distribution with 
mean vector 0 and covariance matrix Ψ.

If we substitute the bottom two equations for β3j and β4j into the top equation, we 
can see that the effects of CE on the relationships between the dependent variable 
and the individual variables (MD and DSE) will be estimated by two interaction 
terms.

3 � Results

3.1 � Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table  1 presents results from descriptive statistics and gender differences. As 
shown, boys scored significantly higher than girls in reinforcing and moral dis-
engagement but neither defending nor defender self-efficacy were found to dif-
fer significantly between boys and girls. Pairwise correlations are presented in 
Table 2. As all correlations were calculated at individual level, collective efficacy 
here represents the individuals’ perceived collective efficacy to stop aggression. 
Age was negatively correlated with defender self-efficacy, collective efficacy and 
defending, and positively but very weakly correlated with reinforcing. Moral 

Table 1   Means (M), standard deviations (SD), min- and max values for all variables, and means for 
boys(b) and girls(g), t-tests, p values, and Cohen’s d for gender differences for the individual variables 
(N = 1060)

MD moral disengagement, DSE defender self-efficacy, CE collective efficacy
a We used the Welsh df modification for unequal variances

Total Boys Girls ta p Cohen’s d

M SD M SD M SD

Defending 4.49 1.60 4.43 1.66 4.55 1.55 − 1.14 .254 − .07
Reinforcing 1.17 .53 1.23 .60 1.11 .46 3.61 .00 .23
MD 1.78 .76 1.94 .82 1.65 .68 6.15 .000 .39
DSE 4.57 1.57 4.50 1.63 4.63 1.50 -1.32 .188 − .08
CE 5.70 .68

Table 2   Pairwise correlations between the variables

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Defending Reinforcing Age MD DSE CE

Defending 1 − .17*** − .13*** − .01 .59*** .24***
Reinforcing 1 .08* .24*** − .11*** − .18***
Age 1 .01 − .18*** − .47***
MD 1 .03 − .11***
DSE 1 .21***
CE 1
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disengagement was positively correlated with collective efficacy and reinforc-
ing. Defender self-efficacy was positively correlated with collective efficacy and 
defending and negatively correlated with reinforcing. Finally, collective efficacy 
was positively correlated with defending and negatively correlated with reinforc-
ing. The correlations between the individual variables were not as high as to indi-
cate a problem with multicollinearity (highest r = − .472).

3.2 � Multilevel analyses

Table 3 displays estimates and standard errors from analyses in R, using the lme4 
package, for models 1, 2 and 3, with dependent variables defending and reinforc-
ing, respectively. All variables, except gender, were grand mean centered. Effect 
sizes in Table 3 are standardized (for all quantitative variables) or partially stand-
ardized (for gender) regression coefficients (see Lorah, 2018). They can thus be 
interpreted as the expected change in the number of standard deviations in the 
dependent variable, followed by a one standard deviation change (or difference in 
gender) in the independent variable.

Table 3   Regression estimates and standard errors (S.E.) from multilevel regression models with depend-
ent variables defending and reinforcing

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Variable Defending Reinforcing

Estimate Effect size S.E. Estimate Effect size S.E.

Model 1
Gender .125 .078 .097 − .121*** − .228*** .033
Age − .172* .089* .076 .051 .080 .020
Model 2
Gender .035 .022 .081 − .070* − .132* .032
Age − .025 − .013 .057 .037 .058 .019
MD − .032 − .015 .054 .161*** .231*** .021
DSE .591*** .580*** .026 − .036*** − .107*** .010
Model 3
Gender .021 .007 .081 − .060 − .113 .032
Age .072 .037 .060 − .006 − .009 .021
MD − .008 − .004 .054 .142*** .204*** .021
DSE .579*** .568*** .026 − .027** − .080** .010
CE .300*** .128*** .077 − .100*** − .128*** .027
MDxCE .033 .012 .070 − .094*** .043*** .027
DSExCE − .053 − .036 .037 .039** .047** .014
ICC .091 .023
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3.2.1 � Defending

As shown by the intraclass correlation (ICC), 9.1% of the variation in defending 
scores was between classrooms. The variance between classrooms was significant 
(p < .001 from a likelihood ratio test). As shown in Table 3, older students scored 
lower on defending, on average, however this relationship did not persist as more 
variables entered the regression equations. Students who scored higher on defender 
self-efficacy also tended to score higher on defending. The variance of the moral dis-
engagement slope (p = .560) and the defender self-efficacy slope (p = .999) were not 
significant, and model 3 was thus reduced to a variance component model by omit-
ting the terms u1j and u2j. As shown, students belonging to classrooms with higher 
levels of collective efficacy tended to score higher on defending, on average. There 
were no significant interaction effects between class- and individual level variables 
for defending.

3.2.2 � Reinforcing

As presented in Table 3, only 2.3% of the total variation in reinforcing scores was 
between classrooms. In addition, the variance between classrooms was not sig-
nificant according to a likelihood ratio test (p = .055), and we therefore decided to 
reduce the models (1 to 3) to regression models. Girls scored lower on reinforc-
ing, however this effect was no longer significant as more variables were added 
(in model 3). Students who scored higher on moral disengagement and lower on 
defender self-efficacy tended to score higher on reinforcing. In addition, students 
in classrooms with higher levels of collective efficacy scored lower, on average, on 
reinforcing. The positive relationship between moral disengagement and reinforc-
ing was less strong in these classrooms (see Fig. 1), as was the negative relationship 
between defender self-efficacy and reinforcing (see Fig. 2).

4 � Discussion

The current study investigated to what extent defending and reinforcing in school 
bullying were related to moral disengagement in bullying situations, defender self-
efficacy, and collective efficacy to stop peer aggression while controlling for gender 
and age in late childhood. Although boys were more inclined to act as reinforcers 
than girls, and defending declined with age, these associations were no longer sig-
nificant when included together with the social-cognitive correlates in the multilevel 
regression models.

4.1 � Moral disengagement

In accordance with our hypothesis and the very few previous studies (Gini 
2006; Sjögren et al. 2020; Thornberg and Jungert 2013), it was found that moral 
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disengagement was positively associated with reinforcing, suggesting that stu-
dents with a stronger tendency to morally disengage in bullying situations are 
more inclined to laugh and cheer on the bullies when witnessing school bullying. 
In other words, moral disengagement is not only linked to greater bullying per-
petration (Gini et al. 2014) but also to a bystander behavior that previous studies 
have shown to be associated with a higher bullying prevalence among classmates 
(Kärnä et al. 2010; Nocentini et al. 2013; Salmivalli et al. 2011; Thornberg and 
Wänström 2018).
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Fig. 1   Illustration of the interaction effect between MD and CE for Reinforcing. Note High CE is defined 
as the third quartile, and low CE is defined as the first quartile. High and low MD are defined as the max- 
and min-values
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Fig. 2   Illustration of the interaction effect between DSE and CE for Reinforcing. Note High CE is 
defined as the third quartile, and low CE is defined as the first quartile. High and low DSE are defined as 
the max- and min-values
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Contrary to our hypothesis and previous studies (e.g., Gini 2006; Gini et al. 2018b; 
Pozzoli et al. 2016; Thornberg et al. 2015; Thornberg et al., 2017), but in line with Bar-
chia and Bussey’s (2011b) and Sjögren and colleagues’ studies, moral disengagement was 
not significantly associated with defending in the current study. This relationship tends 
to be significant but weak in other studies (e.g., Gini et al. 2018b; Mazzone et al. 2016; 
Thornberg et al. 2017), particularly in comparison to how moral disengagement is related 
to bullying (Gini 2006; Thornberg et al. 2015) and reinforcing (Gini 2006; Sjögren et al. 
2020; Thornberg and Jungert 2013). In Killer and colleagues’ (2019) meta-analysis, the 
negative link between moral disengagement and defending was in fact weaker than the 
positive link between moral disengagement and bullying. A possible explanation to our 
findings might therefore be that the negative association between moral disengagement 
and defending varies in weakness across samples in a way that could include an insignifi-
cant relationship in some samples, such as in the current study and in Barchia and Bus-
sey’s (2011b) and Sjögren and colleagues’ studies. In sum, moral disengagement seems to 
be a more important construct in explaining inhibitive moral agency (the ability to refrain 
from behaving inhumanely; Bandura 2016) such as aggression, bullying and reinforcing, 
than proactive moral agency (the ability to help others in need and efforts to further their 
well-being, often at personal costs; Bandura 2016) such as defending a victim in bullying, 
at least among students in bullying and peer aggression situations.

4.2 � Defender self‑efficacy

The findings of the present study further demonstrated that defender self-efficacy 
was associated with greater defending, which supports our hypothesis and previous 
research (e.g., Barchia and Bussey 2011b; Doramajian and Bukowski 2015; Peets 
et al. 2015; Pöyhönen et al. 2012; Thornberg et al. 2017; van der Ploeg et al. 2017). 
Thus, our study suggests that the capacity to enact moral agency among students 
when they are witnessing school bullying is dependent on their beliefs in their indi-
vidual capacities to successfully intervene and help the victim, which, in turn, sup-
ports the social-cognitive theory of moral agency (Bandura 2016). In accordance 
with our hypothesis and a few previous studies (Pöyhönen et al. 2012; Sjögren et al. 
2020; Thornberg and Jungert 2013), defender self-efficacy was found to be linked to 
greater reinforcing, even though the link was weak. Thus, low defender self-efficacy 
does not only inhibit defending and increases the risk that students remain passive 
as bystanders (e.g., Thornberg and Jungert 2013; Thornberg et  al. 2017) but also 
that they laugh and cheer on the bullies. Regardless, whereas moral disengagement 
seems to be more important in explaining reinforcing (inhibitive moral agency when 
witnessing school bullying), defender self-efficacy appears to be more important in 
explaining defending (proactive moral agency when witnessing school bullying).

4.3 � Collective efficacy to stop peer aggression

Even though between-classroom variability in bullying can be partly explained by 
the prevalence of reinforcing and defending bystander responses (e.g., Kärne et al. 
2010; Nocentini et al. 2013), relatively little is known about how contextual factors 
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in the peer group at the classroom level are associated with such bystander behav-
iors. To our knowledge, the current study was the first to examine how collective 
efficacy to stop peer aggression as a group characteristic at the classroom level 
might be related to defending and reinforcing in school bullying. Barchia and Bus-
sey’s (2011b) study was the first one to examine whether individually perceived 
collective efficacy to stop peer aggression was associated with defending. Their 
findings indicated that adolescents with a stronger individual belief in the ability 
of students and teachers to work together to stop peer aggression in schools, were 
in fact more inclined to defend victims in peer aggression situations. Our results 
add to their findings by suggesting that students who belonged to a classroom peer 
group with a stronger shared belief to stop peer aggression in schools were more 
inclined to defend victims in school bullying situations. In addition, our findings 
revealed that a higher degree of collective efficacy to stop aggression at the class-
room level was also related to less reinforcing in school bullying. Thus, the cur-
rent study suggests that collective efficacy to stop aggression is a contextual pro-
tective factor at the classroom level that facilitates classmates to defend victims at 
the same time as it inhibits them to reinforce bullying as bystanders.

4.4 � Interplay between collective efficacy and individual social‑cognitive factors

In line with the assumption of codetermination within the social-cognitive theory 
(Bandura 1997, 2016), we found cross-level interaction effects that shed some light 
on the interplay between classroom collective and individual social-cognitive cor-
relates on reinforcing. Students who scored high in moral disengagement as well 
as students with low defender self-efficacy were more likely to reinforce bullying 
as bystanders if they belonged to a classroom with low collective efficacy to stop 
peer aggression. Thus, a weak shared belief in the peer group at the classroom level 
to stop peer aggression in schools seems to function as a risk factor that amplifies 
the individual risk factor of high moral disengagement in making students more 
inclined to reinforce school bullying as bystanders, at the same time as it made those 
with a low defender self-efficacy more inclined to reinforce bullying as well. Taken 
together, our findings support Bandura’s (1997, 2016) social-cognitive theory which 
states that actions are the products of the interplay of personal and social influences.

4.5 � Limitations

Some limitations of the study should be noted. First, we adopted a cross-sectional 
design, and are therefore unable to draw causal conclusions and pinpoint the direc-
tion of effects. The social-cognitive theory not only assumes that cognitions predict 
behaviors, but also that behaviors predict cognition, and thus, suggests bidirectional 
effects between cognitions and behaviors as it proposes a codetermination or inter-
play between environmental, individual, and behavioral influences (Bandura 1997, 
2016). Future research should examine the associations between moral disengage-
ment, defender self-efficacy, collective efficacy, defending and reinforcing longi-
tudinally. Second, the self-reported data in the current study might inflate variable 
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associations at the individual levels due to shared methods variance. Self-reporting 
is also vulnerable to social desirability, careless marketing, and intentionally exag-
gerated responses. Finally, because we studied students within a particular age span 
and from particular areas in Sweden, our sample may or may not be similar to the 
population of students with whom readers primarily work or have an interest in.

4.6 � Practical implications

As school bullying is linked to less defending and greater reinforcing among class-
mates (e.g., Kärnä et  al. 2010; Nocentini et  al. 2013), bullying prevention should 
include efforts to target these bystander behaviors. The current findings suggest 
the importance of developing interventions to (a) counteract and reduce moral dis-
engagement in order to decrease reinforcing, and (b) increase students’ beliefs in 
their capacity to defend victims in order to increase defending. According to the 
social-cognitive theory (Bandura 1997; Fernández-Ballesteros et al. 2002), human 
agency cannot be reduced to individual characteristics independent of contextual 
factors. People are interdependent, and there is an interplay between contextual and 
individual factors. Collective agency means that people pool their competences and 
resources, and work together to achieve things. As Pöyhönen et  al. (2012) stated, 
“It may therefore not be the most effective practice to aim to change cognitions and 
values of individual students, but to address the whole group (school or class) simul-
taneously” (p. 738). Our findings support this approach and suggest that bullying 
prevention should include efforts at the classroom level to develop and strengthen 
the student groups’ shared beliefs in the ability of students and teachers to work 
together to stop peer aggression in schools in order to promote and increase defend-
ing and inhibit and decrease reinforcing.
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