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Abstract
Guided by the social-cognitive theory and self-determination theory, this study 
examined whether moral disengagement is indirectly associated with pro-bullying, 
passive bystanding, and defending, mediated by autonomous motivation, intro-
jected motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation to defend victims of bul-
lying among early adolescents. Participants were 901 upper elementary students 
from 43 school classes at 15 public schools in Sweden who completed a question-
naire in their classrooms. The results showed that students who were less inclined 
to morally disengage in peer bullying tended to be more autonomously motivated 
to take the victim’s side, which in turn was associated with greater defending and 
fewer pro-bullying behaviors. Introjected motivation to defend negatively mediated 
the association between moral disengagement and defending, and positively medi-
ated moral disengagement’s associations with passive bystanding and pro-bullying 
behavior. Extrinsic motivation to defend mediated moral disengagement’s associa-
tions with passive bystanding and pro-bullying behavior. Finally, students who were 
more prone to morally disengage in peer bullying tended to be more amotivated to 
take the victim’s side, which in turn was associated with greater pro-bullying behav-
ior and less defending.
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1  Introduction

School bullying is a social phenomenon that is embedded in peer contexts (Hymel 
et  al., 2015; Mischel & Kitsantas, 2020; Saarento et  al., 2015; Salmivalli, 2010). 
Students are present as bystanders in most school bullying incidents (Craig et  al., 
2000; O’Connell et al., 1999). Here, a bystander is defined as any student who wit-
nesses a bullying incident (Polanin et al., 2012), and can respond in at least three 
main different ways. Pro-bullying refers to taking the bullies’ side by participating 
in the bullying (i.e., assisting) or supporting the bullies by cheering and laughing 
(i.e., reinforcing). Passive bystanding refers to remaining passive and trying to stay 
outside the situation. Defending refers to taking the victim’s side by trying to help or 
support the victim (Jungert et al., 2016; Nocentini et al., 2013).

Bullying occurs more frequently in schools where classmates are inclined to 
engage in pro-bullying bystander behavior and is less prevalent in schools where 
classmates tend to defend the victims (Kärnä et  al., 2010; Nocentini et  al., 2013; 
Salmivalli et  al., 2011). Thus, how peers respond to bullying matters (Salmivalli 
et al., 2011), and increasing our knowledge about moral disengagement and moti-
vational factors related to various bystander responses to school bullying is crucial 
when designing and implementing school-based bullying interventions.

1.1 � Moral disengagement and bystander behaviors

Defending a victim of bullying represents a proactive moral action that, “grounded 
in a humanitarian ethics, is manifested in compassion for the plight of others and 
efforts to further their well-being, often at personal costs” (Bandura, 2016, pp. 
1–2). From early preschool years, children tend to judge behaviors that are unfair 
and harm others as wrong, regardless of whether rules exist, and as more seriously 
wrong than many other transgressions (Nucci, 2001). Studies have demonstrated 
that students, in general, condemn bullying (Levasseur et al., 2017; Thornberg et al., 
2017a; van Goethem et al., 2010). However, knowing what is right and wrong is not 
sufficient for moral action. Students also need to be motivated to act and be capable 
of self-regulating themselves accordingly. Moral agency refers to the capacity to act 
in accordance with moral standards, such as helping others in need and refraining 
from behaving inhumanely and is—particularly in more risky situations, like being 
a bystander of school bullying—dependent on motivational and self-regulating pro-
cesses (Bandura, 1999, 2016). Bullies are often powerful and tend to have a high 
status (Pouwels et al., 2016, 2018), and qualitative studies examining students’ per-
spectives on being a bystander in bullying situations have consistently reported that 
one reason for remaining a passive bystander instead of intervening is the fear of 
being attacked, victimized, or degraded in the social hierarchy and humiliated in 
front of other bystanders (Forsberg et al., 2014, 2018; Strindberg et al., 2020; Thorn-
berg et al., 2018a).

According to the social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1999, 2016), moral 
disengagement refers to a set of self-serving cognitive distortions by which 
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self-regulation, guided by moral standards, can be deactivated. These self-serving 
cognitive distortions justify or explain away immoral and harming behavior such 
as bullying or downplay the sense of personal responsibility in the situation. In 
this way, moral disengagement demotivates moral actions and facilitates inhu-
mane actions, including not taking the victim’s side but rather remaining passive 
or even taking the bully’s side as a bystander in bullying incidents, without any 
feelings of remorse, shame, or guilt. Moral disengagement includes mechanisms 
such as moral justification (i.e., using worthy ends or moral purposes to excuse 
pernicious means), diffusion of responsibility (i.e., diluting personal responsibil-
ity because other people are also involved), disregarding or distorting the harmful 
consequences of the actions, and blaming the victim (i.e., believing that the vic-
tim deserves their suffering). It is learned and can develop into trait-like habits or 
dispositions. Therefore, the tendency to morally disengage varies across individu-
als (Bandura, 2016; Bussey, 2020).

Moral disengagement is found to be positively associated with aggressive 
behaviors (for a meta-analysis, see Gini et  al., 2014), including bullying (for a 
meta-analysis, see Killer et al., 2019). Regarding bystander responses to bullying, 
students who display higher levels of moral disengagement are more inclined to 
engage in pro-bullying (i.e., bystander behaviors that take the bully’s side, Bjäre-
hed et al., 2020; Gini, 2006; Sjögren et al., 2021a, b; Thornberg et al., 2020) and 
are less likely to defend the victim (Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015; Jiang et al., 
2022; Mazzone et  al., 2016; Pozzoli et  al., 2016; Sjögren et  al., 2021a; Thorn-
berg et  al., 2017b). The negative association between moral disengagement and 
defending behavior has been confirmed in a recent meta-analysis, even though 
the effect size was small (Killer et al., 2019). While there is little research on the 
positive link between moral disengagement and pro-bullying, the link has con-
sistently been revealed to be stronger compared to findings on the negative link 
between moral disengagement and defending. In a few studies, the latter link has 
failed to be significant (Sjögren et al., 2021b; Thornberg et al., 2020) or has been 
dependent on other variables (Bussey et al., 2020; Caravita et al., 2012).

Previous research on the relationship between moral disengagement and pas-
sive bystanding is even more inconsistent. Some studies have demonstrated a 
negative association (Gini, 2006; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013), while others have 
shown a positive association (Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015; Gini et al., 2015; 
Jiang et  al., 2022; Sjögren et  al., 2021a; Thornberg et  al., 2017b) or a non-sig-
nificant association (Mazzone et  al., 2016). In their meta-analysis, Killer et  al. 
(2019) found a non-significant relationship between the two variables. Research 
on this association is, however, scarce and findings are mixed. To further exam-
ine the relationships between moral disengagement and bystander behaviors in 
school bullying, it is important to consider how moral disengagement may moti-
vate bystanders to intervene, and how various forms of regulation or motivation 
mediate the relationship between moral disengagement and different bystander 
behaviors. Adding a specialized theory on motivation might therefore be helpful 
when theorizing this issue, and when empirically examining the links between 
moral disengagement, motivation, and bystander behaviors.
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1.2 � Self‑determination and different types of motivation to defend

Self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) is a widespread theory on human 
motivation. It states that an individuals’ motivation to perform a certain task or 
engage in a particular behavior varies on a continuum of self-volition from amoti-
vation (i.e., a lack of motivation) to intrinsic motivation (i.e., an individual is moti-
vated to engage in an activity because they experience interest or enjoyment inher-
ent in the activity), with four distinct types of motivations or regulations in between. 
Next to amotivation, external regulation is the least self-determined motivation as 
it refers to the classic case of extrinsic motivation, in which the individual behav-
ior is controlled by external contingencies. Individuals strive to attain the desired 
outcome, such as tangible rewards or avoiding punishments (e.g., “to receive praise 
from my parents”).

Introjected regulation is more self-determined than external regulation but is still 
considered to be low in self-determination. It refers to a partially-internalized regu-
lation where behavior is regulated by internal rewards, such as pride in success, and 
self-sanctions, such as guilt or shame for failure (e.g., “Because I feel like a bad per-
son if I don’t help the student”). Hence, individuals control and pressure themselves 
to act in a way that is similar to being motivated by external controls, but the latter 
are instead replaced with internal contingencies. These behaviors are, thus, experi-
enced as “internally controlling”.

In identified regulation, individuals are motivated to act because they recognize 
and identify with the perceived value of the behavior (e.g., “I stand up for the victim 
because it’s important to me that people around me feel safe and good” or “I defend 
the victim to make sure that people around me aren’t mean to others”). The regula-
tion is more fully internalized and accepted as their own. They feel volition, auton-
omy, and self-determination because they behave in line with their identified values.

Finally, integrated regulation not only includes identification with the value of 
the behavior but also fully integrates this identification with other aspects of the self 
and its core interests and values (e.g., “I defend someone who is bullied because 
that’s the kind of person I am”). Identified regulation and integrated regulation are 
high in self-determination and are often merged into a single construct called auton-
omous motivation in the literature (Ryan & Deci, 2017). As Ryan and Deci (2017) 
put it, “behaviors are autonomously motivated to the extent that the person experi-
ence volition—to the extent that he or she assents to, concurs with, and is wholly 
willing to engage in the behaviors. When autonomous, behaviors are experienced 
as emanating from, and an expression of, one’s self” (p. 14). In other words, there 
is a high level of agency in motivation, self-regulation, and behavior (cf., Bandura, 
2016).

Research has demonstrated that autonomous motivation is linked to stronger per-
sistence and performance compared with external and introjected regulations (often 
called controlled motivation) in domains such as academic learning and achieve-
ment (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Taylor et  al., 2014), health behavior change (Ng 
et al., 2012), and work performance (Moran at el., 2012). In addition, autonomous 
motivation has been shown to be associated with actual prosocial behavior (Hardy 
et al., 2015).
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In the context of being a bystander of school bullying, only a few studies have 
examined these various forms of motivation. Jungert et al. (2016) found that auton-
omous motivation was linked to greater defending and less passive bystanding, 
while extrinsic motivation (external regulation) was associated with greater pro-
bullying. Longobardi et al. (2020) examined whether the linkage between empathy 
and defending was mediated by autonomous motivation, introjected regulation, and 
external regulation. Although empathy was associated with greater autonomous 
motivation and introjected regulation and less external regulation, only autonomous 
motivation was associated with greater defending. However, because empirical stud-
ies on how various forms of motivation might be linked with different bystander 
behaviors in school bullying are still limited, there is a need to further examine these 
possible associations. In addition, none of the previous studies have examined the 
link between amotivation and bystander behaviors in school bullying.

With reference to the self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017), in our 
study, autonomous motivation refers to integrated and identified regulation, intro-
jected motivation refers to introjected regulation, and extrinsic motivation refers to 
external regulation. To our knowledge, the current study is the first to integrate the 
social-cognitive theory of moral disengagement and the self-determination theory 
of motivation in the domain of being a bystander in school bullying, and to exam-
ine whether the associations between moral disengagement as a trait-like habit and 
bystander behaviors are mediated by autonomous motivation, introjected motiva-
tion, extrinsic motivation, or amotivation.

According to the social-cognitive theory, moral disengagement interferes with 
motivational and self-regulatory processes, which in turn affects to what extent indi-
viduals engage in moral and immoral behaviors (Bandura, 2016). Moral disengage-
ment “permits weakness of will and/or self-interested desires to thwart their moral 
motivation to abide by their moral judgement” (Peeters et al., 2019, p. 430). In other 
words, the propensity to morally disengage, as it has been developed into a trait-
like or routinized pattern of cognitive distortion in moral judgment, should influ-
ence what kind of motivation to act a bystander experiences when witnessing bul-
lying. In this way, the links between moral disengagement and various bystander 
behaviors may be mediated through motivational and self-regulatory mechanisms, 
such as autonomous motivation, introjected motivation, extrinsic motivation, and 
amotivation.

Even though moral disengagement might be positively associated with amotiva-
tion to defend victims of school bullying, this has not yet been empirically tested. 
It is also still unclear whether moral disengagement is associated with autonomous 
motivation, introjected regulation, and extrinsic motivation to defend victims of 
school bullying. According to the social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1999, 2016), 
it would be plausible to assume that moral disengagement is negatively related to 
introjected regulation. The theory assumes that high levels of moral disengagement 
deactivate self-regulation of behavior by disengaging moral self-sanctions such as 
feelings of guilt and shame. However, the self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 
2017) argues that this regulation is rather low in self-determination and, in accord-
ance with research in several domains, less persistent and successful in performance 
than autonomous motivation, which is high in self-determination. Thus, even the 
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though—referencing to the social-cognitive theory—we expect a negative link 
between moral disengagement and introjected motivation (regulated by positive self-
rewards and negative self-sanctions), with reference to the self-determination theory, 
we expect an even stronger negative association between moral disengagement and 
autonomous motivation.

1.3 � The current study

To the best of our knowledge, the current study is the first that aims to examine 
whether moral disengagement is indirectly associated with pro-bullying, passive 
bystanding, and defending, mediated by autonomous motivation, introjected moti-
vation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation to defend victims of bullying among 
early adolescents. In view of previous research on moral disengagement and 
bystander behaviors, we found it plausible to expect that moral disengagement over-
all would be associated with greater pro-bullying and less defending. Despite the 
novelty of this study, we formulated a set of hypotheses constructed as a conceptual 
model (see Fig. 1).

We hypothesize that moral disengagement will be positively associated with amo-
tivation since this motivation construct (“Nothing can motivate me to help someone 
who is bullied”) seems to manifest a habit or disposition of moral distortions (cf., 
Bandura, 2016); amotivation, in turn, will be positively associated with pro-bullying 
and passive bystanding, and negatively associated with defending.

We also hypothesize that moral disengagement will be positively associ-
ated with extrinsic motivation since this motivation construct (“What’s in it for 
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me?” or “I would only be motivated to help the victim if I get rewarded or if it 
helps me to avoid a punishment”) also appears to manifest a habit or disposi-
tion of moral distortions (cf., Bandura, 2016). While we hypothesize that extrin-
sic motivation to defend, in turn, will be positively linked to all three bystander 
behaviors, we expect it to have a stronger link to passive bystanding than to the 
other two bystander behaviors, because passive bystanding maximizes punish-
ment avoidance.

Defending may result in social rewards, such as an increase in social status 
(perceived popularity) and likeability (sociometric popularity or social prefer-
ence). Defenders tend to score high in both these dimensions of popularity (Car-
avita et al., 2009, 2010; Pouwels et al., 2016; Pöyhönen et al., 2010), although 
the positive link between social status and defending seems to decline with age 
(Caravita et  al., 2009; Pouwels et  al., 2016). Pro-bullying, on the other hand, 
may result in social rewards as well, such as an increase in social status by being 
accepted and recognized by and associated with powerful and high-status bul-
lies. For example, Pouwels et  al. (2016) found that students who usually took 
the bullies’ side (i.e., pro-bullies) tended to have high social status, even though 
they were somewhat less powerful and visible than the bullies, and less liked 
than peers who more often defended victims or remained passive.

In contrast to defending and pro-bullying, passive bystanding is the safest 
option for students who are highly externally regulated in bystander situations. It 
helps them to avoid punishment (e.g., being attacked, victimized, or degraded in 
the social hierarchy and humiliated in front of other bystanders; cf., Strindberg 
et al., 2020) executed by powerful bullies, who tend to be the most aggressive 
students with the highest social status (Pouwels et al., 2016, 2018), and their fol-
lowers. This is the risk of defending. At the same time, passive bystanding also 
helps students to avoid punishment (e.g., reprimands, disciplinary consequences, 
or reports to their parents) meted out by teachers and other school personnel, 
and in terms of avoiding social disapproval from other peers (i.e., those who are 
neither bullies nor followers) and a decrease in likeability associated with being 
a follower of bullies (cf., Pouwels et al., 2016). This is the risk of pro-bullying. 
Remaining passive and trying to stay outside is a response that helps bystanders 
to avoid all these possible social costs or sanctions.

Finally, we hypothesize that moral disengagement will be negatively associ-
ated with both autonomous motivation and introjected motivation. Both these 
forms of motivation, in turn, would be positively associated with defending and 
negatively associated with pro-bullying and passive bystanding. We also hypoth-
esize that autonomous motivation will be a stronger mediator than introjected 
motivation between moral disengagement and defending since the autonomous 
motivation to defend should indicate higher self-determination (cf., Ryan & 
Deci, 2017), which is needed to be persistent and resist fear, peer pressure, and 
powerful bullies and followers, and thus, a stronger moral agency in bystander 
situations (cf., Bandura, 1999, 2016).
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2 � Method

2.1 � Participants and procedure

The participants in this study included 901 students from 43 upper elementary 
school classes at 15 public schools in various socio-geographic areas from rural 
areas to midsize cities in Sweden (age range = 9–13 years old, M = 11.00, SD = 0.83; 
279 [31%] fourth-graders, 325 [36%] fifth-graders, and 297 [33%] sixth-graders; in 
Sweden, students begin fourth grade the year they turn 10). Of these, 465 (52%) 
were boys and 436 (48%) were girls. Socioeconomic background was not directly 
measured in the study, but the sample of public schools represented a wide range 
of socioeconomic backgrounds. Most participants were of Swedish ethnicity, and 
only a minority (16%) had an immigrant background (i.e., 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 (513 boys [52%] and 483 [48%] girls; thus, the 
gender ratio was found to be the same between the original sample and the final 
sample). However, 95 of these (10%) did not participate in the study for various rea-
sons: 74 because they did not obtain parental consent, 19 because they were absent 
due to sickness during data collection, and two because they did not want to. The 
participation rate was evenly spread over grades and genders. We obtained informed 
parental consent and student assent from all 901 participating students.

Participants anonymously completed a questionnaire in their ordinary classroom 
setting. A team of master student-teachers was recruited and instructed to admin-
istrate the data-gathering sessions. They were present throughout the session (one 
student teacher in each classroom), explained the study procedure, reassured par-
ticipants of the anonymous nature of the study, and assisted those who needed help. 
They also informed the participants that they had the option of withdrawing from 
the study at any time. The session took about 20–30 min in each classroom.

2.2 � Measures

2.2.1 � Gender and age

Participants completed a sociodemographic scale that included questions about their 
gender (0 = girl, 1 = boy) and age (i.e., “How old are you?”, followed by, “I’m …… 
years and …… months old”).

2.2.2 � Bystander behavior

A 15-item bystander behavior scale (Thornberg et  al., 2017b) was used to meas-
ure bystander behavior in bullying situations. 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?” Five 
items described pro-bullying (e.g., “I start to bully the student too”, “I laugh and 
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cheer the bullies on”, “I encourage the bullies by shouting and laughing”; Cron-
bach’s α = 0.82); five items described passive bystanding (e.g., “I just walk away”; 
“I don’t do anything specific”, “I stay away”; Cronbach’s α = 0.78); 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 = 0.80). The response 
options for each item were on a four-point scale: strongly disagree (1), partly disa-
gree (2), partly agree (3), and strongly agree (4). Because we intended to measure 
participants’ self-reports of how they typically responded when they had witnessed 
bullying, the items were measured on an “agree–disagree” scale, as opposed to a 
“never–always” scale. The latter type of wording might increase the risk of con-
founding with the perceived frequency of witnessing bullying. The three-dimen-
sional scale was confirmed by a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), and the model 
had a good fit with the data (CFA: χ2 /df = 306/74, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.059[0.052, 
0.066], CFI = 0.94, SRMR = 0.05).

2.2.3 � Moral disengagement

Thornberg and Jungert’s (2013) 6-item moral disengagement in bullying scale was 
used to measure how inclined participants were to morally disengage in bullying 
situations (e.g., “Bullying is okay in certain cases”, “Some people deserve to be 
bullied”). The response options for each item were on a seven-point scale: strongly 
disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). The six items were averaged into one scale score 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.80). The one-dimensional scale was confirmed by a CFA that 
had a good fit with the data (CFA: χ2/df = 109/9, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.011[0.093, 
0.130], CFI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.04).

2.2.4 � Motivation to defend

A four-dimensional 14-item scale was developed to measure the participants’ moti-
vation to defend a victim of bullying. The participants were asked: “What makes 
you want to help a bullied student?” Four items described autonomous motiva-
tion (“Because I think it’s important to help people who are mistreated by others”, 
“Because I’m a person who cares about others”, “Because I think it’s important to 
fight violence, oppression, and injustice”, and “Because I’m a person who clearly 
speaks up when others behave badly towards someone”; Cronbach’s α = 0.70). Two 
items described introjected regulation (“Because I feel like a bad person if I don’t 
help the student” and “Because if I don’t help, I will feel guilty in a troublesome 
way”; Spearman-Brown coefficient = 0.66). Five items described extrinsic motiva-
tion (“To get praise from teachers”, “To get praise from other students”, “To get 
friends”, “To avoid a telling-off from teachers”, and “To get praise from my par-
ents”; Cronbach’s α = 84). Three items described amotivation (“Nothing, because I 
don’t want to help bullied students”, “There is nothing that can make me want to 
help the student”, and “Honestly, I don’t know anything that would make me want/
willing to help”; Cronbach’s α = 0.66). The response options for each item were on 
a four-point scale: strongly disagree (1), partly disagree (2), partly agree (3), and 
strongly agree (4). The four-dimensional scale was confirmed by a CFA that had 
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a good fit with the data (CFA: χ2/df = 252/71, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.053[0.046, 
0.060], CFI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.04).

2.3 � Data analysis

Analyses of normal distribution and pairwise correlations between all investigated 
variables constituted the first stage of analysis. In the second stage of analysis, 
structural equation modeling with Mplus Version 8.3, based on the analysis of the 
covariance matrix, was utilized to examine the hypothetical causal model, which 
postulated that the construct (latent factor) of moral disengagement is related to the 
constructs (latent factors) of the four types of motivation to defend, which in turn 
are related to the three outcomes: defending, passive bystanding, and pro-bullying 
(latent factors). We also controlled for gender in the model. All observed variables 
were ordinal; therefore, they were analyzed as ordered categories, and in that case, 
estimations perform better using WLSMV, even when data are not normally distrib-
uted. Five statistics of model fit were used: the Comparative Fit Index (CFI); TFI; 
χ2 divided by the number of degrees of freedom (χ2/df); the Root Mean Square 
Error of Approximation (RMSEA) with a 90% confidence interval; and the Stand-
ardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR). Bentler (1995) recommends that an 
acceptable best-fitting model should have a CFI > 0.90, a TFI > 0.90, a χ2/df < 3, a 
RMSEA < 0.06, and a SRMR < 0.08. We also tested the model using CONFIGU-
RAL, METRIC, and SCALAR, as some of the variables we used tend to be not 
normally distributed.

Finally, the third stage of analysis consisted of mediation analyses. To determine 
whether the type of regulation to defend mediated the relationship between moral 
disengagement and participant role, we tested nine mediation pathways. These anal-
yses were performed using the Jamovi software (Jamovi Project, 2019).

3 � Results

3.1 � Preliminary results

The normal distribution of the of the study population variables was examined using 
the standardized skewness and kurtosis values (the Kolmogorov–Smirnov and Sha-
piro–Wilk tests were not used as they may be unreliable when the sample size is 
larger than 300). Acceptable values of skewness fall between − 3 and + 3, and kur-
tosis is appropriate from a range of − 10 to + 10 when utilizing SEM (Brown, 2006). 
All variables except for moral disengagement (skewness = 3.62 and kurtosis = 16.30) 
and pro-bullying (skewness = 4.45 and kurtosis = 27.00) were within the acceptable 
ranges. After examining Q-Q plots for all variables, it was concluded that only moral 
disengagement and pro-bullying had floor effects.

Pairwise correlations are presented in Table 1. Moral disengagement was posi-
tively correlated with amotivation, extrinsic motivation, passive bystanding, and 
pro-bullying, while it was negatively correlated with autonomous motivation, 
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introjected regulation, and defending. It is important to note that its associa-
tions with the variables were weak, with the exceptions of amotivation, which 
was moderate, and pro-bullying, which was strong (Cohen, 1988). As expected, 
the negative correlation with introjected regulation was weaker than with autono-
mous motivation.

Autonomous motivation and introjected motivation, in turn, were positively 
correlated with defending, while they were negatively correlated with passive 
bystanding and pro-bullying. Of note, autonomous motivation was more strongly 
correlated than introjected motivation in all three bystander responses. Extrinsic 
motivation and amotivation were positively correlated with passive bystanding 
and pro-bullying, while amotivation was negatively correlated with defending.

Regarding gender, boys were more inclined to score higher on moral disen-
gagement, extrinsic motivation, amotivation, and pro-bullying, and less on auton-
omous motivation, introjected motivation and defending. Finally, age was not sig-
nificantly correlated with any other variable, with the exception of two variables: 
it was positively correlated with introjected motivation and negatively correlated 
with defending.

3.2 � Structural equation modelling

To test the hypothetical model (see Fig. 1), a structural equation model was created. 
Because gender had several significant correlations, albeit small (notably external 
regulation and amotivation), while age none except for two very small correlations, 
we included gender but not age as a control variable in the model. There were no 
important differences when the model was tested with CONFIGURAL, METRIC, 
and SCALAR (CFI = 0.95 in all three models), and the tested model had overall 
good fit: χ2/df = 1422.02/562, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.041[0.039, 0.044], CFI = 0.94, 
TLI = 0.94, SRMR = 0.059. Figure 2 displays a representation of this model with the 
stdyx standardized statistics reported. Moral disengagement was negatively associ-
ated with autonomous motivation (b = - 0.41, p < .001), and introjected motivation 
(b = - 0.25, p < .001) while positively associated with extrinsic motivation (b = 0.35, 
p < .001) and amotivation (b = 0.56, p < .001). Autonomous motivation was posi-
tively associated with defending (b = 0.97, p < .001) and negatively associated with 
passive bystanding (b = - 0.52, p < .001) and pro-bullying (b = - 0.31, p = .001). 
Introjected regulation was positively associated with defending (b = 0.19, p = .010). 
Extrinsic motivation was positively associated with passive bystanding (b = 0.26, 
p < .001). Finally, amotivation was not significantly associated with any role.

We controlled for gender in the model and gender was significantly associated 
with pro-bullying (b = 0.14, p = .005), passive bystanding (b = 0.10, p = .005), amo-
tivation (b = 0.12, p = .018), extrinsic motivation (b = 0.14, p < .001), autonomous 
motivation (b = − 0.11, p = .013), and moral disengagement (b = 0.18, p < .001). In 
other words, boys were more prone than girls to score higher on pro-bullying, pas-
sive bystanding, amotivation to defend, extrinsic motivation to defend, and moral 
disengagement, and less on autonomous motivation to defend.



545

1 3

The indirect association between moral disengagement and…

3.3 � Mediation path analyses

To determine whether the type of regulation to defend mediated the relationship 
between moral disengagement and participant role, we tested nine mediation pathways. 
These analyses were performed using the Jamovi software (Jamovi Project, 2018).

Autonomous motivation mediated the relationship between moral disengagement 
and defending (b = - 0.14, SE = 0.03, p = .012, 95%CI = [- 0.12, - 0.01]) and pro-bully-
ing (b = 0.02, SE = 0.00, p < .003, 95%, CI = [0.18, 0.24]). Introjected motivation, in 
turn, mediated the relationship between moral disengagement and defending (b = - .05, 
SE = 0.01, p < 0.001, 95%, CI = [- 0.07, - 0.02]), passive bystanding (b = 0.03, SE = 0.01, 
p < .001, 95%, CI = [0.01, 0.04]), and pro-bullying (b = 0.45, SE = 0.01, p < .001, 95%, 
CI = [0.00, 0.01]).

Extrinsic motivation did not mediate the relationship between moral disengagement 
and defending, but did mediate the relationships between moral disengagement and 
passive bystanding (b = 0.10, SE = 0.03, p = .002, 95%, CI = [0.04, 0.16]) and pro-bul-
lying (b = 0.49, SE = 0.01, p < .001, 95%, CI = [0.20, 0.26]). Finally, amotivation medi-
ated the association between moral disengagement and defending (b = - 0.12, SE = 0.03, 
p < .001, 95%, CI = [- 0.18, - 0.05]) and pro-bullying (b = 0.42, SE = 0.01, p < .001, 95%, 
CI = [0.17, 0.23]).
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Fig. 2   Structural equation model representing the associations between moral disengagement, motivation 
(regulation) to defend victims and bystander behaviors in school bullying situations (significant associa-
tions are marked with an asterisk)
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4 � Discussion

There appears to be a significant knowledge gap in terms of how moral disengage-
ment may affect students’ motivation to defend victims of school bullying, and 
how this process, in turn, may influence their actual bystander behavior. To our 
knowledge, the present study was the first to examine whether moral disengage-
ment is indirectly associated with pro-bullying, passive bystanding, and defend-
ing, mediated by autonomous motivation, introjected motivation, extrinsic moti-
vation, and amotivation to defend victims of bullying among early adolescents.

4.1 � Moral disengagement and motivation

Consistent with what we hypothesized, we found that students with higher levels 
of moral disengagement were more inclined to be amotivated and extrinsically 
motivated to defend victims of bullying, and less autonomously and introjectedly 
motivated to defend them. Our results suggest that students who are high in moral 
disengagement would not see any reason why they should intervene, or would 
only be motivated to intervene if they thought that it would benefit them in terms 
of helping them to attain social rewards or avoid social sanctions. Thus, the pre-
sent study contributes to the literature by shedding light on how moral disengage-
ment weakens or undermines self-determination to defend a victim when students 
happen to be bystanders in bullying situations. By contrast, students who were 
less inclined to morally disengage seemed to be more motivated to defend, both 
in terms of autonomous and introjected motivation. In other words, lack of or low 
moral disengagement (Bandura, 1999, 2016) makes room for high self-determina-
tion (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and high affective self-evaluative reactions (Bandura, 
2016) among students to defend victims in their role as a bystander.

Bandura (1999, 2016) emphasizes that moral standards are linked to moral 
action through self-regulating processes that produce a sense of self-worth when 
individuals recognize that they are doing right, and produce a sense of guilt and 
self-condemnation when they recognize that they are doing wrong. These con-
sequences, in turn, motivate moral actions (Bandura, 1999, 2016), which corre-
spond to introjected motivation within self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 
2017). Accordingly, our study found a negative association between moral disen-
gagement and introjected motivation; but in line with self-determination theory 
and what we hypothesized, this link was weaker compared to the link between 
moral disengagement and autonomous motivation in the SEM model. In other 
words, our findings suggest that moral disengagement seems to decrease autono-
mous motivation to defend more than introjected motivation to defend.

Overall, our findings contribute to the literature by demonstrating how the 
social-cognitive theory of moral disengagement (Bandura, 2016) and self-deter-
mination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) might be integrated to better understand 
students’ motivation to defend a victim when they are witnesses to bullying.
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4.2 � Motivation and bystander behaviors

The present findings showed that autonomous motivation and introjected motivation 
were associated with greater defending. Autonomous motivation had the strongest 
association with defending. Our findings can be compared with previous research 
showing that autonomous motivation is related to greater defending (Jungert et al., 
2016; Longobardi et al., 2020). This is in line with self-determination theory, which 
states that high autonomous motivation indicates high self-determination (Ryan & 
Deci, 2017), and with previous research showing that autonomous motivation is 
associated with stronger persistence and performance in other activities (Jungert 
et  al., 2015; Moran et  al., 2012; Ng et  al., 2012; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Taylor 
et al., 2014), including prosocial behavior (Hardy et al., 2015).

In addition to an autonomous motivation to defend, our findings revealed that 
introjected motivation to defend was also linked to greater defending as well, which 
supports social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 2016). According to Bandura (1999, 
2016), self-approvals and self-sanctions (i.e., introjected regulation, see Ryan & 
Deci, 2017) keep conduct in line with moral standards. In the current study, it moti-
vated students’ moral behavior in terms of defending. Overall, our findings sug-
gest the importance of both high autonomous and introjected motivation to defend 
victims of bullying, as both are positively related to actual defending in bullying 
situations.

Furthermore, the findings revealed that extrinsic motivation was associated with 
greater passive bystanding, while autonomous motivation was negatively linked 
to this bystander response. The negative association between autonomous moti-
vation and passive bystanding proposes that students who are low in autonomous 
motivation seem to be less self-determined and persistent in their moral conduct as 
bystanders, compared with students who are high in autonomous motivation. These 
findings are consistent with self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and 
self-determination research in other activities or domains (e.g., Jungert et al., 2015, 
2022; Moran et al., 2012; Ng et al., 2012).

The positive relationship between extrinsic motivation and passive bystanding, 
in turn, suggests that students who only consider defending a bullying victim if it 
would benefit themselves (i.e., help them to attain social rewards or avoid social 
sanctions) would be those who are most inclined to remain passive bystanders 
when witnessing bullying. Considering that bullies are usually powerful and high-
status peers (Pouwels et al., 2016, 2018), fear of social sanctions in terms of being 
attacked, victimized, and humiliated in front of others as a consequence of interven-
ing (cf., Strindberg et al., 2020; Thornberg et al., 2018a) might make these students 
more prone to remain passive. By comparison, students who are high in autonomous 
motivation might be less occupied with and influenced by social costs as possible 
outcomes of defending the victim.

The fact that the only bystander behavior that was significantly related to extrinsic 
motivation in the SEM model was passive bystanding supports our hypothesis that 
students who are highly externally regulated in bystander situations may be inclined 
to consider passive bystanding to be the safest option because it maximizes punish-
ment avoidance in a risky situation. Students who are high in extrinsic motivation 
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might believe that remaining passive is a neutral bystander response that offers 
avoidance of being attacked, victimized, or humiliated in front of others by powerful 
bullies (which might be a calculated risk if they try to defend the victim). Simultane-
ously, they might also think that doing nothing and trying to stay outside can help 
them to avoid social disapproval from most, many, or significant non-bullying peers 
(which might be the calculated risk of pro-bullying), and avoid reprimands, discipli-
nary consequences, and reports to their parents (which might be the calculated risk 
of pro-bullying as well, if it comes to teachers and other school staff’s knowledge).

Furthermore, we found that less autonomous motivation is associated with greater 
pro-bullying. This was the only form of motivation that was significantly linked with 
taking the bullies’ side in the SEM model. Thus, our model suggests that autono-
mous motivation is the most important form of motivation in explaining the vari-
ance of all three bystander behaviors of school bullying. Not only does it increase 
the likelihood that bystanders intervene to help the victim but also decreases the risk 
that they remain passive bystanders or side with the bullies.

Finally, even though amotivation to defend correlated negatively with defend-
ing and positively with passive bystanding and pro-bullying, which suggests that 
students who lack the motivation to defend (i.e., “nothing can motivate me to help 
someone who is bullied”) are less inclined to defend and more prone to remain pas-
sive or side with the bullies, when all forms of motivation were included in the same 
model, amotivation became insignificantly related to all three bystander behaviors. 
One possible explanation is that autonomous motivation in particular, but also intro-
jected motivation and extrinsic motivation to defend are much more important forms 
of motivation in explaining variance in bystander behaviors than amotivation.

4.3 � Moral disengagement and bystander behaviors mediated by motivation

Previous research has shown that students who are high in moral disengagement 
tend to score high in pro-bullying (e.g., Bjärehed et al., 2020; Sjögren et al., 2021a, 
b; Thornberg et al., 2020) and low in defending (e.g., Jiang et al., 2022; Killer et al., 
2019; Sjögren et  al., 2021a), but inconsistent findings regarding passive bystand-
ing (e.g., Jiang et al., 2022; Killer et al., 2019; Mazzone et al., 2016; Sjögren et al., 
2021a; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). However, the current study is the first to dem-
onstrate the mediating role of various degrees of self-determined motivations in 
the association between moral disengagement and bystander behavior in bullying 
situations.

4.3.1 � Autonomous and introjected motivation

The mediation analysis regarding autonomous motivation as a possible mediator 
showed that students who were less inclined to morally disengage in peer bully-
ing tended to be more autonomously motivated to take the victim’s side, which in 
turn was associated with greater defending and less pro-bullying. By contrast, stu-
dents who were more prone to morally disengage in peer bullying situations were 
less inclined to be autonomously motivated to defend, which in turn was linked to 
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greater pro-bullying and less defending. Thus, the degree of autonomous motivation 
seems to play a key role as a mediator between moral disengagement and the two 
bystander behaviors where the bystander takes a clear stand: taking the victim’s side 
versus taking the bullies’ side.

The importance of the autonomy orientation in predicting prosocial behavior has 
been emphasized in the self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and con-
firmed empirically (Hardy et al., 2015), and can be labeled moral self-determination 
(Curren & Ryan, 2020). It is therefore not a surprise that moral disengagement is 
mediated through autonomous motivation to both moral behavior (defending) and 
immoral behavior (pro-bullying) when students are bystanders in bullying situations. 
Autonomous motivation to defend a bullying victim is an example of moral moti-
vation that refers to a “reason-responsive appropriate valuing of, or responsiveness 
to, everything of moral value, beginning with persons, their well-being, and what is 
important to their well-being” (Curren & Ryan, 2020, p. 298). Moral disengagement 
undermines moral motivation to help a victim, which seems to make students not 
only less inclined to engage in moral behaviors (helping the victim) but also more 
prone to engage in immoral behaviors (inflicting harm) in bystander situations.

Moreover, the mediation analysis showed that introjected motivation to defend 
negatively mediated the association between moral disengagement and defending, 
and positively mediated moral disengagement’s associations with passive bystanding 
and pro-bullying. Thus, the mediation analysis supports the social-cognitive theory: 
self-approvals and self-sanctions are motivational components in the self-regulatory 
processes whereby moral standards are translated into moral action (Bandura, 2016).

4.3.2 � Extrinsic motivation and amotivation

According to the mediation analysis, extrinsic motivation to defend mediated moral 
disengagement’s associations with passive bystanding and pro-bullying. Moral dis-
engagement makes students more prone to ask themselves, as bystanders, “What’s in 
it for me?”, and either remain passive or stay outside to avoid social sanctions (e.g., 
“I don’t want to put myself at risk and get into trouble”) or take the powerful bullies’ 
side to receive social approval from them (e.g., “I want the popular peers to like me 
and maybe even include me in their popular peer group”).

Finally, mediation analysis regarding amotivation as a possible mediator showed 
that students who were more prone to morally disengage in peer bullying tended 
to be more amotivated to take the victim’s side, which in turn was associated with 
greater pro-bullying and less defending. While the autonomous motivation to defend 
can be considered a moral motivation, amotivation to defend can be viewed as an 
immoral motivation (lack of caring and compassion for other people’s suffering and 
wellbeing). Thus, both moral motivation and immoral motivation were mediating 
variables in the path from moral disengagement to both moral behavior (defending) 
and immoral behavior (pro-bullying) in the role of a bystander in bullying events.
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4.4 � Limitations

Some limitations of this study should be noted. Data were collected using self-
reporting measures, which are susceptible to social desirability, perception and 
recall biases, and shared method variance effects. Furthermore, a cross-sectional 
study design was adopted; therefore we were unable to determine the direction 
of effects between the variables. Given the social cognitive theory’s assumptions 
about the interplay between environmental, individual, and behavioral influ-
ences (Bandura, 2016), it is, for example, not clear whether moral disengage-
ment is a predictor of amotivation to defend, or if amotivation to defend predicts 
the propensity to morally disengage as a bystander. It is also possible that the 
associations found in the study are reciprocal. Future research needs to take a 
longitudinal approach to examine directionality, including possible bidirectional 
relationships, among the study variables.

Another limitation is that the amotivation scale had a low Cronbach’s alpha 
value, which means that some caution is warranted when analyzing results that 
concern a lack of motivation. However, all other variables had acceptable alpha 
values. Considering that personal, behavioral, and environmental influences 
interact with and influence each other (Bandura, 2016), further research should 
examine how the associations found in the current study might interact with or 
be moderated by situational or environmental factors. For instance, autonomous 
and extrinsic motivations to defend are associated with whether the victim is an 
ingroup or outgroup member (Jungert & Perrin, 2019).

An additional limitation is that moral disengagement and pro-bullying were 
very skewed and appeared to suffer from floor effects. This might be explained 
partially by their possibly low incidence among the students, and partially in 
terms of underreporting, even though participants were reassured that their 
answers were completely anonymous. Our study is, therefore, vulnerable to 
underestimations of associations where these variables were included. Alto-
gether, the model in the study should be interpreted with caution.

One further possible limitation is that the bystander scale assumes that the 
students have seen or observed physical, verbal, or relational peer aggression, 
which might not always be the case. On the other hand, bullying and other forms 
of peer aggression are present in Swedish schools (Friends, 2022; Swedish 
National Council for Crime Prevention, 2018), and it would be unlikely that stu-
dents never witnessed such negative behavior. In addition, the trained student-
teachers who administered the questionnaires and assisted the participants in the 
classrooms did not report any problems with completing the bystander scale. 
Finally, a note of caution needs to be sounded regarding the generalization of 
the findings, as the study sample consisted of 901 students from rural areas to 
midsize cities in Sweden. Future studies might expand on the current findings by 
considering students at schools that are located in large metropolitan areas and 
in other countries.
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4.5 � Implications for practice

These limitations aside, the current findings have implications for practice in 
the school setting. It is incumbent upon school-based practitioners to thoroughly 
assess students’ moral (dis)engagement as well as their motivations to defend 
victims of bullying. Because moral disengagement is linked not only to bullying 
and aggressive behavior but also to bystander behavior, practitioners are advised 
to thoroughly assess motivations underlying not only bullying but also bystander 
behaviors of friends and peers of students involved in bullying. Over the years, 
scholars have recognized the salience of interventions involving children who 
are bystanders or witnesses in bullying situations (Polanin et al., 2012). Findings 
from our study also suggest that bystander interventions are of critical importance 
to students. Considering that bullying is a group phenomenon, practitioners in 
school settings are strongly urged to work with schools to help increase bystand-
ers’ actions in bullying situations, and one way to do so is to increase bystanders’ 
involvement in the existing bullying prevention programs (Polanin et al., 2012).

To decrease moral disengagement, teachers might consider using children’s sto-
rybooks with bullying situations, and following them up with classroom discussion. 
By asking questions, teachers can help the students to be aware of, question, and 
reject each mechanism of moral disengagement in relation to aggression and bully-
ing (Tolmatcheff et al., 2022; Wang & Goldberg, 2017). Students can also work with 
hypothetical stories in which they are asked to identify moral disengagement mech-
anisms, write individual reflections by identifying and describing recent cases in 
which they had done something they knew were wrong, describe their feelings and 
use of moral disengagement mechanisms, and then brainstorm in pairs or groups to 
identify alternatives they could have used instead of the moral disengagement mech-
anisms (Bustamante & Chaux, 2014). Introducing students to a cartoon storyline of 
children or teenagers experiencing real-life situations and problems might also be a 
way of addressing moral disengagement (Newton et al., 2014).

Finally, a study from Thornberg et al. (2018b) found that classrooms with warmer 
and more caring and supportive student–teacher relationships tended to have a bet-
ter social climate among students in the classroom in terms of care, warmth, and 
supportiveness, which in turn was associated with less moral disengagement among 
students. Both greater student–student relationship quality and moral disengage-
ment at the classroom level were, in turn, linked with fewer bullying victims. Thus, 
their findings suggest that teachers who establish and maintain positive, supportive, 
and caring relationships with their students, and together with them make efforts 
to develop a caring, warm, and supportive classroom climate may counteract moral 
disengagement, which seems to prevent bullying altogether. Positive student–teacher 
relationships provide models for caring, responsive, and respectful norms and behav-
ior. Students will be more inclined to listen to and cooperate with teachers who they 
perceive to be warm, caring, and supportive, and internalize their norms and expec-
tations out of respect in order to maintain these positive relationships (Bear, 2020). 
In addition, a warm, caring, respectful, and supportive social climate among stu-
dents would provide caring and prosocial peer models, reinforce high interpersonal 
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moral standards, and offer less space for moral disengagement to grow, as it would 
conflict with and be counteracted by the social climate.
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