
Moral Disengagement from Bullying: 
The Eff ects of Gender and Classroom

Abstract

We examined the eff ects of gender and classroom membership on moral disen-
gagement–cognitive justifi cations of detrimental conduct. Sixth-graders aged 11 
to 13 years (N = 273) participated in the study. Bullying was registered using the 
Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire and moral disengagement was measured on a 
14-item scale designed for this study. Th e study showed that moral disengagement 
related to bullying and varied as a function of gender, which supports the relevance 
of considering gender in moral education anti-bullying programs. Next, the study 
revealed signifi cant diff erences in moral disengagement between classrooms. Th is 
fi nding points to the need to elucidate associations between moral disengagement 
and classroom characteristics.
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Introduction

School bullying–an aggressive behavior characterized by repetitiveness, imbal-
ance of power, and intentionality–is a harmful and common problem of early 
adolescence (Olweus, 2011). Approximately 11% of early adolescents report having 
been bullied at school two or three times a month (e.g., Janošová, Kollerová & 
Zábrodská, n.d.; Solberg & Olweus, 2003). Examination of pro-bullying behaviors 
and attitudes in this age period presents a crucial research task, because as children 
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enter adolescence their acceptance of aggressive behavior increases, probably 
because of their heightened tendency to challenge the norms of adults (Salmivalli 
& Peets, 2009). Furthermore, because it violates universal ethical principles, bully-
ing can be understood as immoral behavior. Within the literature addressing the 
links between behaviors in bullying situations and personal morality, substantial 
attention has been paid to moral reasoning, moral emotions, and recently also to 
a promising construct of moral disengagement (for review cf., Hymel, Schonert-
Reichl, Bonanno, Vaillancourt, & Henderson, 2010).

Moral Disengagement and Bullying

Moral disengagement has been formulated by Bandura, Barbaranelli, and 
Caprara (1996) and refers to cognitive selective deactivation of the moral self-
regulation that disinhibits detrimental behavior. Th is construct can explain the 
oft en observed gap between moral attitudes and immoral behaviors. Th rough 
moral disengagement justifi cations, an individual can behave in contradiction to 
his/her own moral attitudes, while feeling little or no guilt. Th e self-justifi cation 
moral disengagement mechanisms comprise four categories: cognitive restructur-
ing–moral justifi cation, sanitizing language, or advantageous comparison; disa-
vowal of a sense of personal agency–diff usion or displacement of responsibility; 
disregarding or minimizing the injurious eff ects of one’s own actions; and blaming 
or dehumanizing the victim (Bandura, 1999). Th e relevance of this construct is 
emphasized by the fact that similar concepts have emerged in methodological 
paradigms far diff erent from the socio-cognitive theory prevailing in aggression 
research. For example, ego-defense mechanisms developed in psychoanalysis 
(Freud, 1914/1957) or themes of moral condemnation of the target of bully-
ing or failure to recognize the injury proposed by critical and interpretative 
paradigms (Zabrodska, Ellwood, Zaeemdar, & Mudrak, 2014) seem to partly 
overlap with moral disengagement. Our study aims to extend the branch of the 
socio-cognitive tradition that has applied moral disengagement in the context of 
bullying.

Multiple studies have revealed that the more children and adolescents bully 
others, the more morally disengaged are the attitudes they adopt (e.g., Caravita, 
Gini, & Pozzoli, 2012; Gini, 2006; Hymel, Rocke-Henderson, & Bonanno 2005). 
A consistent positive link between these two variables has also been confi rmed in 
a recent extensive meta-analysis (Gini, Pozzoli, & Hymel, 2014). Th e authors point 
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out that although time predictive relationships of these variables have not been 
studied, bidirectional associations, such as that moral disengagement disinhibits 
future bullying and involvement in bullying increases future moral disengagement, 
can be expected. 

Moral Disengagement in Relationship to Gender and Classroom

Bandura (2002) stated that as children grow older, a gender diff erence in 
moral disengagement emerges, but past research on adolescent samples obtained 
somewhat mixed results. In most studies, boys were found to be more morally 
disengaged than girls (e.g., Bandura et al., 1996; Caravita et al., 2012; Th ornberg & 
Jungert, 2014), while in others, no signifi cant gender diff erences appeared (Gini, 
2006; Gini, Pozzoli, & Hauser, 2011). More data from diverse samples would 
broaden the existing picture on gender diff erences in moral disengagement, and 
its magnitude. 

To our knowledge, the existing research has paid limited attention to another 
demographic variable of theoretical importance, namely the classroom (as mem-
bership in a fi xed group of students). In the Czech Republic, as well as in many 
other countries, students spend the majority of their lessons within one classroom. 
As many as 70 – 80% of students who have become targets of bullying report that 
they were harmed by their own classmates (Salmivalli & Peets, 2009). Classrooms 
as stable groups with ascribed membership can be assumed not only a primary 
context for school peer interactions, but also a crucial normative context that may 
infl uence how students view bullying and how they behave in bullying incidents 
(Pozzoli, Gini, & Vieno, 2012; Salmivalli & Peets, 2009). If this assumption is 
accurate, we can expect that individual moral disengagement from bullying will 
vary across classrooms.

Goals of the Presented Study

Th e presented study investigated moral disengagement in relationship to bully-
ing and two demographic variables (gender and classroom) in early adolescence. 
Drawing upon the literature reviewed above, we formulated three hypotheses: 
(1) Moral disengagement would positively correlate with bullying; (2) Boys would 
report higher moral disengagement than girls; (3) Moral disengagement would 
vary as a function of the classroom. Unlike the existing studies addressing mostly 
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general moral disengagement (measured by items referring to general harmful 
behaviors) we, inspired by the study by Hymel et al. (2005), focused specifi cally 
on moral disengagement from bullying (measured by items directly referring to 
bullying). 

Since classroom anti-bullying eff orts may benefi t from including a moral 
education component that cultivates moral motivation (Gasser & Keller, 2009; 
Kollerová, Janošová, & Říčan, 2014), examination of moral disengagement from 
bullying in association with gender and classroom may provide practically relevant 
information. 

Methods

Sample and Procedure
Using convenience sampling, we recruited 273 sixth-graders (125 boys and 148 

girls) aged 11 to 13 years from 13 classes of public elementary schools located 
in large urban areas: fi ve schools in Prague, one in České Budějovice, and one in 
Liberec. Th e urban population in the Czech Republic covers a wide range of social 
classes, but is relatively homogeneous, with the middle class prevailing. Th e sample 
composition by gender and classroom is detailed in Table 1. 

Table 1. Sample composition by gender and classroom

Classroom a b c d e f g h i j k l m Total
Boys 12 9 10 6 5 8 8 8 7 10 11 13 18 125
Girls 11 10 11 10 15 11 11 12 11 18 9 15 4 148
Total 23 19 21 16 20 19 19 20 18 28 20 28 22 273

Note. Th e 13 classrooms involved in the study are labeled with the letters a-m.

Th e students participated voluntarily and oral informed consent was obtained 
from their parents during the parents’ evening for each classroom. Data collection 
took place in classroom settings and was conducted by the researchers and trained 
assistants. 

Measures
Bullying. We used a 6-item Czech adaptation of the most widely used self-

report measure of bullying and victimization–the Olweus Bully/Victim Ques-
tionnaire (Olweus, 1986). At the beginning of the questionnaire, a thorough 
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defi nition of bullying is introduced to participants. For the purpose of this study, 
we used the score on Item 5 as an indicator of bullying. Th is item asked adoles-
cents to mark, by choosing 1 of 5 options, how oft en they had been involved in 
bullying other students at school during the past couple of months. Th e resulting 
score ranged from 1 to 5 with higher values indicating higher involvement in 
bullying others.

Moral disengagement. We used a score on a Disengagement scale designed for 
this study. Th e scale consisted of 14 items, mostly adapted from the unidimen-
sional instrument developed by Hymel et al. (2005). Th e participants marked their 
agreement on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “not at all true” to “totally true”. 
Each answer was scored 1 to 5 with higher scores indicating higher moral dis-
engagement. Th e items referred to Bandura’s four moral disengagement clusters: 
cognitive restructuring (4 items; e.g., Sometimes it’s okay to bully.), disavowal of a 
sense of personal agency (3 items; e.g., It is adults’ responsibility to stop bullying.), 
disregarding or minimizing the injurious eff ects of one’s own actions (3 items; e.g., 
Bullying is sometimes the best way to solve a problem.), and blaming or dehuman-
izing the victim (4 items; e.g., Th e people that get bullied usually deserve it.). Th e 
instrument produced a single scale score that reached high internal consistency 
(Cronbach’s α = .83).

Results 

Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive statistics of moral disengagement and bullying in the total sample 

and across genders are detailed in Table 2. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of moral disengagement and bullying in the total 
sample and across genders

Total (N = 273) Boys (N = 125) Girls (N = 148)

Min. Max. M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Moral disengagement 14 61 26.65 (8.33) 29.44 (9.35) 24.30 (6.53)
Bullying 1 5 1.24 (0.57) 1.36 (0.73) 1.13 (0.36)

Means and standard deviations of moral disengagement and bullying across 
classrooms are presented in Table 3.
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics of moral disengagement and bullying 
across classrooms

 
Moral disengagement Bullying

M (SD) M (SD)
Classroom a 25.33 (6.25) 1.28 (0.54)
Classroom b 26.74 (7.47) 1.08 (0.25)
Classroom c 32.14 (12.95) 1.19 (0.40)
Classroom d 30.06 (9.35) 1.13 (0.34)
Classroom e 23.84 (5.15) 1.20 (0.41)
Classroom f 23.50 (4.29) 1.16 (0.69)
Classroom g 22.32 (5.32) 1.11 (0.32)
Classroom h 28.95 (10.74) 1.32 (0.58)
Classroom i 28.69 (8.94) 1.39 (0.78)
Classroom j 23.77 (6.61) 1.23 (0.42)
Classroom k 27.79 (8.06) 1.50 (1.15)
Classroom l 24.94 (5.42) 1.07 (0.26)
Classroom m 30.05 (9.38) 1.45 (0.67)

Because normal probability plots and normality tests indicated non-normal 
distributions of both moral disengagement and bullying (Shapiro-Wilk tests, p < 
.001), we further analyzed the data using non-parametric statistical techniques. 

Preliminary Analyses
Prior to verifying the three main hypotheses, we performed two preliminary 

steps. First, we examined whether the two demographic variables of interest–
gender and classroom membership–are related. A chi-square test indicated no 
diff erences in the gender composition of the classrooms, χ2 (12, n = 273) = 18.51, 
p = 0.10. 

Next, we investigated whether these two variables have eff ects on bullying 
behavior. Based on previous research (e.g., Th ornberg & Jungert, 2014), we 
hypothesized that boys would report more bullying than girls. Due to a lack of past 
studies, we did not state any specifi c hypothesis concerning the eff ect of classroom 
on bullying. Th e Kruskal-Wallis tests with bullying as a dependent variable and 
the gender and classroom as grouping factors showed (1) a signifi cant gender 
diff erence, H(1) = 8.92, p < .01, η2 = .03, indicating that boys bullied others more 
than girls, and (2) no diff erence between classrooms, H(12) = 14.56, p = .27 (for 
means and standard deviations cf., Table 2). 
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Moral Disengagement in Association with Bullying, Gender, 
and Classroom
We verifi ed our fi rst hypothesis that moral disengagement would positively cor-

relate with bullying. We found a signifi cant positive Spearman correlation coeffi  cient, 
rs = .17, p < .01, indicating that the more adolescents reported being involved in 
bullying others, the more morally disengaged attitudes they showed. 

Next, we tested the second and the third hypotheses on inter-gender and inter-
classroom variability in moral disengagement. Figure 1 shows means of moral 
disengagement across genders and classrooms. (For means and standard devia-
tions for boys and girls cf., Table 2. For means and standard deviations for class-
rooms cf., Table 3.)

First, we hypothesized that boys would be more morally disengaged than girls. 
Th e Kruskal-Wallis test results, H(1) = 22.65, p < .001, η2 = .09, showed that the 
inter-gender diff erences in moral disengagement reached statistical signifi cance. 
Second, we hypothesized that moral disengagement would vary as a function of 
classroom membership. Th is hypothesis was also confi rmed. Th e Kruskal-Wallis 
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Figure 1. Means of moral disengagement in boys and girls across class-
rooms
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test revealed that there was a signifi cant eff ect of classroom on moral disengage-
ment H(12) = 26.25, p < .01, η2 = .10. 

To sum up these fi ndings together with the results of the preliminary analyses, 
signifi cant eff ects of gender were found on both bullying and moral disengage-
ment while classroom proved to have a signifi cant eff ect on moral disengagement 
and no signifi cant eff ect on bullying.

Discussion

Th e presented study addressed moral disengagement in early adolescents. We 
found that moral disengagement positively related to bullying others and varied 
as a function of gender and classroom. 

Moral Disengagement and Bullying
In compliance with our fi rst hypothesis, the more involvement in bullying 

adolescents reported, the more morally disengaged attitudes they adopted. Th e 
nature of the association conforms to the evidence brought by earlier research 
(e.g., Gini, 2006; Hymel et al., 2005), but its magnitude (rs = .17) is lower than that 
(r = .28) found in a recent meta-analysis (Gini et al., 2014). Th is may be an artefact 
of the methodological specifi cs of our study (usage of self-report measures of 
bullying and applying non-parametric statistics) or it may refl ect the younger age 
of our participants. Age was found to moderate the relationship between moral 
disengagement and bullying, i.e., with getting older, the link becomes stronger 
(Gini et al., 2014). Given that most of the existing research, including the presented 
study, used unidimensional operationalization of moral disengagement, further 
studies may broaden our understanding by exploring diff erential links of various 
moral disengagement clusters to bullying (Th ornberg & Jungert, 2014).

Moral Disengagement, Gender, and Classroom
Next, we confi rmed our second hypothesis that boys would show higher moral 

disengagement than girls, a fi nding that complies with the existing research (e.g., 
Bandura et al., 1996; Caravita et al., 2012; Th ornberg & Jungert, 2014). Gender 
accounted for 9% of the variance in moral disengagement, while it explained only 
3% of the variance in bullying. Further studies are needed to examine whether 
the uneven distribution of bullying across genders distorts results on the associa-
tion between gender and moral disengagement. Th e underlying mechanisms of 
the development of gender diff erence in moral disengagement have not yet been 
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elucidated. Peer infl uence might be at work, because boys’ peer culture has been 
shown to lead boys to presenting themselves as tough and to hiding their prosocial 
concerns (Naylor et al., 2006). Given the found gender diff erence, there arises the 
issue of whether the associations between moral disengagement and bullying dif-
fer between boys and girls. So far, no signifi cant moderating eff ect of gender on 
this link has been found (Gini et al., 2014). 

Our third hypothesis was also confi rmed. Th e classroom proved to have a sig-
nifi cant eff ect on moral disengagement from bullying. Th e classroom accounted 
for 10% of the variance in moral disengagement. Th is fi nding probably cannot 
be explained as an artefact of undesired eff ects of gender and bullying, because 
gender and bullying did not vary as a function of the classroom. Future research 
should investigate the classroom characteristics that underpin this relationship. 
In particular, the role of classroom norms, including classroom moral disengage-
ment, should be taken into account (Pozzoli et al., 2012; Gini, Pozzoli, & Bussey, 
2014). Next, as one of the reviewers of this study suggested, the infl uence of peer 
group relationships (e.g., dyadic friendships or cliques) may be crucial. Th e eff ect 
of peer friendships has already been demonstrated in a unique study by Caravita, 
Sijtsema, Rambaran, and Gini (2014), reporting that early adolescent friends tend 
to show similar levels of moral disengagement over time due to social infl uence. 
From a theoretical perspective, the inter-classroom variability of moral disen-
gagement found in our study conforms to Bandura’s interactionist perspective in 
which moral cognition is aff ected by an interplay of personal and social infl uences 
(Bandura, 2002). Even though they require further confi rmation, our results have 
supported the idea that classroom characteristics should be explored in connec-
tion with moral disengagement. 

Limitations and Conclusions
Four main limitations of the fi ndings should be acknowledged. First, the results 

should be validated with other age ranges, because we worked with a narrow age 
cohort of sixth-graders. Second, we examined only main eff ects, not interactive 
ones. Th ird, time predictive relationships also remain a question for further 
research, because the variables were registered at a single time point. Finally, 
other unregistered variables, such as socioeconomic status, might have infl uenced 
the results. To minimize similar problems common in the moral disengagement 
correlational research, complex studies tapping longitudinal main and interactive 
eff ects of multiple factors are warranted (Gini et al., 2014).

Despite these limitations, the presented study supported the notion that anti-
bullying programs may be more eff ective if they are focused not only on strength-
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ening social competencies, but also on cultivating morality–understanding and 
care for ethical principles associated with rejection of bullying (Caravita et al., 
2012; Gasser & Keller, 2009). As Th ornberg and Jungert (2014) point out, it remains 
a task for future research to verify whether such moral education interventions 
result in a decline of bullying behavior. Next, our fi ndings underscore the need to 
consider gender in designing interventions aimed at reducing moral disengage-
ment, because in accordance with earlier research, boys showed a higher tendency 
to adopt morally disengaged attitudes than girls. Finally, the fi ndings point to 
the importance of elucidating associations between moral disengagement and 
classroom characteristics, because the various classrooms showed diff erent levels 
of moral disengagement. In sum, we believe that challenging moral disengage-
ment and cultivating morally responsible attitudes within anti-bullying programs 
may improve the “safeguards built into social systems that uphold compassionate 
behavior and renounce cruelty” (Bandura, 2002, p. 101). 
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