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Abstract 

 

 

 Empathy, defender self-efficacy (DSE), and moral disengagement are known correlates 

of defending in response to bullying, but how they systematically foster defending is unclear. My 

thesis tests the proposition that, at high DSE, empathy is indirectly predictive of defending 

through low moral disengagement for aggression (MDA). Also proposed is a direct effect of 

empathy on direct defending (i.e., confronting bullies) at high DSE and on indirect defending 

(e.g., comforting victims) at low DSE. Data were collected from 4th and 5th graders (N = 1,564, 

51.4% boys) in the fall and spring of one academic year. Low empathy was associated with 

greater MDA, particularly at high levels of DSE. MDA, in turn, predicted less defending. 

Empathy also directly predicted heightened defending, although for direct defending this link 

was significant only at high DSE. Thus, this study yielded novel insights into how cognitive-

affective factors conjunctly predict two distinct forms of defending behaviors. 
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A Longitudinal Examination of Empathy, Defender Self-Efficacy, and Moral Disengagement for 

Aggression as Predictors of Peer Defending 

An alarming 10-20% of children in the United States experience recurring and systematic 

relational or physical aggression from their peers (i.e., peer victimization; Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, 2016; Salmivalli, 2010). This pattern of aggression is targeted, and 

victims often lack the support of the larger peer group (Salmivalli, 2010). As a result of their 

peer victimization, these children are at higher risk for poor socioemotional adjustment and 

academic failure than their non-victimized peers (Bauman et al., 2013; Beran & Li, 2005; 

Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Patchin & Hinduja, 2010; Van Geel et al., 2015; Ybarra et al., 2007). 

Consequently, peer victimization can have a profound impact on the long-term psychosocial 

development of children. Understanding the social and environmental factors that foster or stifle 

peer victimization is key to preventing these negative long-term outcomes.   

The peer group can have a substantial effect on the frequency and impact of peer 

victimization. Specifically, bystanders’ defending behaviors have been demonstrated to be a 

protective factor against victimization and against the risks associated with peer victimization 

(Baldry, 2005; Flaspohler et al., 2009; Kärnä et al., 2010; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1997; Pozzoli 

& Gini, 2013; Salmivalli, 2014; Salmivalli et al., 2011). Defending behaviors encompass any 

direct behaviors (e.g., standing up to the bully) or indirect behaviors (e.g., comforting the victim, 

getting an adult) that seek to alleviate the victimization and/or distress of a victimized peer  (e.g., 

Baldry, 2005; Pozzoli & Gini, 2013; Salmivalli, 2014). Peer defending has been found to be 

associated with reductions in peer victimization and aggression (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1997; 

Salmivalli et al., 2011) and with increases in positive adjustment among peer-victimized children 

(Flaspohler et al., 2009; Kärnä et al., 2010). It is believed that peer defending is effective because 
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it communicates to aggressors that their hostile behavior is unacceptable while also reducing 

victims’ feelings of social isolation (Salmivalli, 2014).  

Despite the effectiveness of peer defending, researchers have noted that only a small 

percentage of children act as defenders when witnessing peer victimization (Craig et al., 2000; 

O’Connell et al., 1999; Pozzoli & Gini, 2013). Indeed, current estimates suggest that only 15-

25% of youth act as defenders for their peer-victimized classmates (Baldry, 2005; Salmivalli et 

al., 1996). This low rate of defending cannot be attributed to children believing that aggression is 

acceptable, siding with the bully, or not feeling sympathy for victims (e.g., Menesini et al., 1997; 

Thornberg, 2010). Consequently, researchers have begun to identify other intra-personal and 

interpersonal factors associated with defending. However, much of this work has been cross-

sectional, limiting our ability to determine whether identified correlates are predictive of 

defending over time. In addition, how these factors jointly contribute to defending behavior is 

also unknown. The study proposed here will address these gaps in the literature by studying three 

factors previously identified as correlates of defending (i.e., empathy, defender self-efficacy, and 

moral disengagement for interpersonal aggression) within a novel conceptual, longitudinal model 

(see Figure 1). Specifically, this work will test the indirect effect of fall empathy on spring direct 

and indirect defending through moral disengagement for aggression as moderated by varying 

levels of defender self-efficacy and controlling for direct and indirect defending in the fall.  

Empathy, Defender Self-Efficacy, and Defending Behaviors  

 Defending is a highly prosocial and potentially altruistic behavior in which a child acts on 

behalf of a victimized peer. Thus, it is not surprising that researchers have examined empathy 

(i.e., affective response to another’s pain) as a potential correlate of defending behavior. 

Consistent with the Empathic-Altruism Hypothesis (C.D. Batson, 1991) and previous research 
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documenting a positive association between empathy and prosocial behaviors more broadly 

(Hoffman, 2000, 2010; Roberts & Strayer, 1996), empathy has been found to be a significant 

correlate of defending behaviors in response to witnessing peer victimization (see van Noorden 

et al., 2015, for a review; Caravita et al., 2009; Caravita & Gini, 2010; Carmen & Eleonora, 

2012; Fredrick et al., 2020; Nickerson & Mele-Taylor, 2014; Raskauskas et al., 2010). However, 

there is much about the empathy-defending link that remains to be understood. Foremost, there is 

a lack of longitudinal evidence to support the proposition that empathy predicts the development 

of defending behaviors. In the only longitudinal study to date on the topic, van der Ploeg and 

colleagues (2017) found that empathy predicts defending six months later among 4th- through 6th-

graders. Furthermore, the association between empathy and defending is only moderate (e.g., rs 

between 0.16 and 0.55), and empathy is also positively associated with passive bystanding (i.e., 

taking no action for or against the victim; see van Noorden et al., 2015 for a review). This pattern 

of findings suggests that whether empathy motivates behavioral action on behalf of the victim 

depends on additional intrapersonal and/or contextual factors.  

I propose that the extent to which empathy predicts the development of defending 

behavior depends on a child’s self-efficacy for defending. Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory of 

Agency posits that individuals are motivated to behave when they have self-efficacy (i.e., a sense 

of competence) for undertaking a given task or fulfilling a role successfully (Bandura, 1997, 

2001). Defending often requires sophisticated interpersonal skills, particularly when directly 

confronting aggressive peers. Defending also potentially places children at risk for being on the 

receiving-end of peers’ aggression (Dovidio et al., 2006; Huitsing et al., 2014). Thus, even 

children who are high in empathy may be reluctant to engage in defending behavior if they feel 

they lack the requisite capabilities needed to intervene competently. In contrast, children high in 
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empathy may act upon empathic arousal in defense of victims if they feel they are competent at 

defending effectively. 

This proposition builds on previous research examining the link between defending 

behavior and self-efficacy beliefs. In one of the earliest studies examining the association 

between self-efficacy and defending, Gini and colleagues (2008) found that early adolescents’ 

social self-efficacy (i.e., a sense of personal competency in social situations) is positively 

associated with defending and negatively associated with passive bystanding. However, the act 

of defending may require a sense of self-efficacy separate from self-efficacy in other social 

contexts. For example, children who feel comfortable helping a peer with homework may not 

necessarily feel confident in their ability to assertively confront an aggressive classmate or 

provide adequate emotional support to a peer who has been victimized. Accordingly, researchers 

have begun examining defender self-efficacy, a specific, internal sense of being able to provide 

effective peer support in response to peer victimization (Pöyhönen et al., 2010). Interestingly, 

while there has been cross-sectional support for defender self-efficacy as a correlate of defender 

behaviors in childhood (Bussey et al., 2020; Peets et al., 2015; Pöyhönen et al., 2010, 2012), 

longitudinal research has not supported a link between defender self-efficacy and subsequent 

defending (Barchia & Bussey, 2011b; van der Ploeg et al., 2017). 

One potential explanation for the lack of a prospective longitudinal association is that not 

all defending behaviors are the same. Pronk and colleagues (2013) found that children identified 

by their peers as defenders were more likely than those identified as outsiders (i.e., children who 

remain uninvolved in the bullying) to engage in direct defending (i.e., confronting the bully) and 

less likely to engage in indirect defending (i.e., comforting the victim, telling the teacher; see 

also Lambe & Craig, 2020; Reijntjes et al., 2016). This suggests that children distinguish 
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between peers who directly rather than indirectly act on behalf of victims and consider only 

those who actively intervene by confronting the aggressors to be defenders. The majority of the 

defender items in the Participant Role Questionnaire (PRQ; Salmivalli et al., 1996, 1998), 

arguably the most widely used participant roles measure, assess indirect defending. 

Consequently, the lack of longitudinal support for defender self-efficacy as a predictor of 

defending may not reflect a lack of long-term association between these variables, but rather may 

indicate a need to look specifically at the link between defender self-efficacy and direct 

defending, separate from indirect defending 

Another reason defender self-efficacy may not have been longitudinally associated with 

defending behavior is that it may not directly motivate defending behavior. Rather, defender self-

efficacy may potentiate the impact of empathy on defending. That is, empathy may prompt 

defending behaviors, but only when children believe they are capable of competently defending 

victimized peers. However, this impact of defender self-efficacy on empathy may not be 

significant for all forms of defending. In the one study to date examining defender self-efficacy 

as a moderator of the association between empathy and defending, van der Ploeg and colleagues 

(2017) did not find a significant interactive effect. One potential explanation for this null result is 

that the moderating effect of defender self-efficacy may depend on the type of defending 

behaviors examined. While both direct and indirect defending are prosocial acts, direct defending 

likely places children at considerably greater social, and potentially physical, risk than does 

indirect defending (Juvonen & Galvan, 2008). Consequently, children who are empathically 

moved by a peer’s plight, but are low in defender self-efficacy, may be motivated to engage in 

indirect defending, as it involves less risky behaviors, and only when children high in empathy 

also are high in defender self-efficacy are they likely to engage in direct defending. Thus, this 
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study will test whether: (a) empathy predicts subsequent defending behavior, (b) this link is 

moderated by defender self-efficacy, and (c) these links vary depending on whether direct or 

indirect forms of defending are tested.  

Moral Disengagement for Aggression and Defending Behaviors 

While empathy and defender self-efficacy provide insights into the social-cognitive and 

emotional factors related to engaging in defending, they likely provide only a partial explanation 

as to the cognitive mechanisms underlying children’s bystander behavior. Moral disengagement, 

a cognitive mechanism utilized to justify engaging in behaviors inconsistent with an individual’s 

moral code, has been identified as an additional contributing factor. According to Bandura's 

(1999) Moral Disengagement Theory, people make justifications for behaving in ways that 

violate their moral values, including behaviors that harm others, in order to reduce cognitive 

dissonance caused by acting against one’s beliefs. Thus, moral disengagement may be an 

important social cognition contributing to whether children engage in defending behaviors.  

Although researchers have primarily focused on the link between moral disengagement 

and aggression (e.g., Caravita et al., 2012; Gini, 2006; Obermann, 2011; Pornari & Wood, 2010; 

Robson & Witenberg, 2013; Thornberg & Jungert, 2014; see Gini et al., 2014 for a meta-

analysis), moral disengagement has been found to be negatively associated with defending 

behavior (Caravita et al., 2012; Thornberg et al., 2015) and positively associated with passive 

bystanding (Obermann, 2011). This suggests that children who defend may perceive defending 

as a social or moral imperative that they cannot justify ignoring. In the only study to test this 

premise longitudinally, Doramajian and Bukowski (2015) found that higher levels of moral 

disengagement predicted lower levels of defending and higher levels of passive bystanding over 

a four month period. Thus, children who engage in low levels of moral disengagement may feel 
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morally obligated to intervene when witnessing bullying, leading to increased defending 

behaviors over time. 

To date, empathy and moral disengagement have been examined separately in relation to 

defending behaviors. However, empathy and moral disengagement are themselves negatively 

correlated (Almeida et al., 2009; Paciello et al., 2013). Research by Hyde and colleagues (2010) 

further shows that empathy in late childhood predicts lower levels of moral disengagement in 

mid-adolescence. Therefore, rather than assuming that empathy and moral disengagement are 

independently predictive of defending behaviors, there is a need to understand how empathy, 

self-efficacy for defending, and moral disengagement co-contribute to defending behaviors.  

I propose that moral disengagement may serve as a cognitive mechanism mediating the 

association between empathy and defending behaviors. However, whether empathy is associated 

with higher or lower levels of moral disengagement depends on the child’s self-efficacy for 

defending. Specifically, high levels of empathy may motivate a moral imperative to engage in 

defending behaviors, which, when coupled with a sense of competence at engaging in defending 

behaviors (i.e., high defender self-efficacy) reduces the need for moral disengagement because 

active engagement is a plausible response option for that child.  Consequently, at high levels of 

defender self-efficacy, empathy is anticipated to be associated with lower levels of moral 

disengagement and, indirectly, higher levels of defending behaviors. Conversely, when high 

levels of empathy motivate a moral imperative to engage in defending behaviors, a child feels 

who lacks defender self-efficacy may engage in moral disengagement to justify inaction on 

behalf of the victim. Consequently, at low levels of defender self-efficacy, empathy is anticipated 

to be associated with higher levels of moral disengagement, and indirectly, lower levels of 

defending behaviors.  
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Because this proposition centers on children utilizing moral disengagement to justify low 

levels of defending in response to peer aggression, conceptualizing moral disengagement 

specifically for aggressive behaviors (e.g., pushing or shoving, harsh teasing, physical violence) 

may be a more theoretically valid and statistically stronger correlate of defending than moral 

disengagement for non-aggressive behaviors (e.g., rule-breaking, stealing, lying). Indeed, 

operationalizing moral disengagement specifically for aggression is consistent with exploratory 

factor analyses of the Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement scale, a widely used measure of 

moral disengagement, showing that items assessing moral disengagement for aggression (i.e., 

MDA) load consistently onto their own factor (Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). Moreover MDA 

correlates with measures of aggression (i.e., Barchia & Bussey, 2011b, 2011a) and is predictive 

of aggression over two time-points (Barchia & Bussey, 2011a), indicating that the MDA 

subscale is sufficient to examine on its own. Consequently, this study tested whether: (a) 

empathy is associated with lower MDA, (b) the link between empathy and MDA is moderated by 

defender self-efficacy, (c) moral disengagement for aggression (i.e., MDA) predicts subsequent 

defending behaviors, (d) whether there is a significant indirect association between empathy and 

subsequent defending behaviors through MDA, and (e) whether an indirect link between 

empathy and subsequent defending through MDA depends on the level of defender self-efficacy 

(i.e., moderated mediation).   

The Current Study: Testing a Novel Social-Cognitive Model of the Development of 

Defending  

To summarize, the current study tests a conceptual model delineating how a confluence 

of empathy, defender self-efficacy, and MDA may predict defending. To address potential 

differences in the processes leading to direct versus indirect defending behaviors, the conceptual 
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model was tested twice— once with direct defending as the outcome and once with indirect 

defending as the outcome. Figure 1a presents the conceptual model for direct defending, and 

Figure 1b presents the conceptual figure for indirect defending.  

Both models propose a direct pathway between empathy and defending behaviors and an 

indirect pathway through moral disengagement. Both of these pathways are proposed to be 

moderated by defender self-efficacy. However, whereas the model for direct defending 

hypothesizes that an interaction between high levels of empathy and defender self-efficacy will 

be positively associated with direct defending, the model for indirect defending proposes that this 

same interaction will be negatively associated with indirect defending. These conceptual models 

were be tested using longitudinal data collected from 4th and 5th graders. Defending in late 

childhood is important to study due to increases in bullying and decreases in defending behaviors 

prior to the transition to middle school (Dijkstra et al., 2008; Pepler et al., 2006; Salmivalli et al., 

1998). Therefore, identifying the combinations of social-cognitive and affective processes that 

foster, or hinder, defending behaviors during this developmental period is crucial to the 

advancement of theory-driven interventions to reduce both bullying and the negative long-term 

psychosocial outcomes associated with peer victimization.    

Hypothesis 1: The direct effect of empathy on defending behaviors. There will be a 

direct effect of empathy on defending behaviors, and this direct effect will be moderated by 

defender self-efficacy. 

Hypothesis 1a. I expect a significant positive direct effect of empathy on direct defending 

(see Figure 1a, path C) and indirect defending (see Figure 1b, path C).  

Hypothesis 1b. I expect a significant positive interactive effect of fall empathy and fall 

defender self-efficacy on spring direct defending behaviors (see Figure 1a, interaction B). 
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Specifically, the positive direct effect of empathy on direct defending behaviors is expected to be 

stronger at higher levels of fall defender self-efficacy. 

Hypothesis 1c. I expect a significant negative interactive effect of fall empathy and fall 

defender self-efficacy on spring indirect defending behaviors (see Figure 1b, interaction B). 

Specifically, the positive direct effect of empathy on indirect defending is expected to be 

stronger at lower levels of fall defender self-efficacy. 

Hypothesis 2: The direct effect of empathy on MDA. There will be a significant 

interactive effect of fall empathy and fall defender self-efficacy on fall MDA (see Figures 1a and 

1b, interaction A).  

Hypothesis 2a. I expect fall empathy to be negatively associated with fall MDA at high 

levels of fall defender self-efficacy 

Hypothesis 2b. I expect fall empathy to be positively associated with fall MDA at low 

levels of defender self-efficacy. 

Hypothesis 3: Main effect of MDA on defending behaviors. I expect a significant 

direct effect of fall MDA on spring direct and indirect defending (see Figures 1a and 1b, path B). 

Specifically, higher levels of fall MDA are expected to predict lower levels of spring direct and 

indirect defending behaviors.   

Hypothesis 4: Moderated indirect effect of empathy on defending behaviors. There 

will be an indirect effect of fall empathy on both spring direct and indirect defending through 

lower levels of fall MDA, and this indirect effect will be moderated by fall defender self-

efficacy. 

Hypothesis 4a. At high levels of fall defender self-efficacy, I expect fall empathy to be 

associated indirectly with higher levels of spring defending through lower levels of fall MDA. 
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Hypothesis 4b. At low levels of fall defender self-efficacy, I expect fall empathy to be 

associated indirectly with lower levels of spring defending through higher levels of fall MDA. 

Gender Differences. Children’s gender will also be taken into account. It is expected 

that associations between gender and study variables will be consistent with existing literature. 

Specifically, it is expected that girls will exhibit higher rates of empathy (see Eisenberg & Fabes, 

1998 for a meta-analysis), higher rates of defender self-efficacy (van der Ploeg et al., 2017), 

higher rates of peer-reported indirect defending behaviors (Lambe & Craig, 2020; Reijntjes et al., 

2016), lower rates of moral disengagement (Paciello et al., 2013; Thornberg et al., 2015), and 

lower rates of peer-reported direct defending (Lambe & Craig, 2020; Reijntjes et al., 2016) than 

boys. As gender differences in the proposed associations have been rare and inconsistent across 

studies, tests of moderation by gender will be included but will be exploratory in nature. 

However, identifying potential gender differences is deemed important in light of known gender 

differences in the social development of boys and girls and the need to identify gender-specific 

processes that inhibit or foster defending behaviors. 

Method 

Participants  

 Participants (N = 1,564) were fourth-grade and fifth-grade students in self-contained 

classrooms in thirteen rural elementary schools recruited from two counties in Eastern Alabama. 

Data were collected in two cohorts over two academic years (Cohort 1: 5 schools; n = 484, 

30.9%; Cohort 2: 8 schools; n = 1,080, 69.1%). The sample was fairly evenly split between boys 

and girls (boys = 804, 51.4%), were between 9 and 10 years old (M = 9.65 years; SD = 7.92 

months), and identified their ethnicity as White (55.0%) or Black (36.1%), with a small minority 

identifying as Hispanic/Latinx (4.1%), multiethnic (3.5%), Asian (0.7%), Native 
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Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (0.2%), Native American/Alaskan Native (0.1%), or other (0.2%). 

Ethnicity data were not reported for 2 participants (0.1%). These schools were located in 

communities with a significant population of low SES families. The percentage of children in 

each of the thirteen participating schools receiving free or reduced lunch ranged from 53.1% to 

93.6%, M = 71.31%. Because these classrooms were self-contained, students spent the majority 

of their day with the same set of classmates. 

 Research assistants visited each classroom prior to data collection to tell the students 

about the research project and to invite them to join the study. Consent forms were sent home by 

each fourth-grade and fifth-grade homeroom teacher. Consent was obtained from participants’ 

parents or legal guardians, and participants provided assent on a separate form. All participants 

were given a novelty pencil as a token of appreciation for returning their consent regardless of 

whether consent to participate in the study was granted. When a substantial number of consent 

forms were returned as determined by the teacher, the entire class received a pizza party. The 

participation rate for this sample was 76.1%. Because a small portion of our sample came from 

homes where the native language of the family of origin was Spanish, the Institutional Review 

Board (i.e., IRB) approved Spanish versions of the consent letter and questionnaires, and these 

versions were available in classrooms in which there were Spanish-speaking students. 

Undergraduate research assistants fluent in Spanish were also available to aid students requiring 

further assistance with the questionnaires. 

Procedure 

All children participated in a randomized controlled trial of a theory-based anti-bullying 

program that sought to increase defending behaviors when witnessing bullying, decrease 

aggression and behaviors that reinforce bullying, and, in turn, improve children’s emotional 
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well-being, school adjustment, and academic progress. The procedures were approved by the 

Auburn University IRB. Participating schools were randomized to one of two conditions: an 

empathy-based program condition and a deviance regulation theory (i.e., DRT; Blanton, Stuart, 

& Van den Eijnden, 2001) based program condition. Over the course of the academic year, 

participants were asked to complete a 45-minute condition-specific intervention activity and a 

series of pencil and paper questionnaires measuring a broad-range of personal experiences and 

beliefs (e.g., empathy, beliefs about other children), as well as their own behaviors in bullying 

situations (i.e., self-reports) and peers’ behaviors (i.e., peer-reports). Data were collected at three 

separate data collections: fall data collection took place two weeks prior to the intervention in 

mid-fall; mid-year data collection took place after the intervention in early winter; and spring 

data collection took place prior to the end of the school year in late spring. The proposed study 

utilizes data from the fall and spring data collections.  

All questionnaires completed by the children were group-administered in their classroom. 

To maintain an ethical and confidential data collection environment, specific uniform 

precautions were taken in each classroom. During data collection, desk dividers and coversheets 

were used to provide a semi-private workspace for each student. Students were reminded that 

their participation was voluntary, that they could discontinue their participation at any time, that 

their answers would be seen only by the research team at Auburn University, and that they 

should not look at other students’ questionnaires or share answers.  

With the exception of two condition-specific questions at the end of the fall data 

collection, participants in both conditions completed the same questionnaires at all data 

collections. At fall data collection, children completed self-report measures of empathy, moral 

disengagement, and self-efficacy for defending, as well as peer-report measures of classmates’ 
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defending behaviors. During fall data collection, completion of the questionnaires took 

approximately fifty to fifty-five minutes. At subsequent data collections, participants completed 

a shorter set of follow-up questionnaires including the peer report measure of defending 

behaviors. In order to shorten the data collection session, and as we did not expect changes over 

six months in children’s empathy or moral disengagement, children did not complete the 

measures of empathy or moral disengagement after the fall data collection. The spring data 

collection took approximately forty to forty-five minutes to complete.  

All children participated in a forty to fifty minute intervention two weeks after the first 

data collection session. Although there is no theoretical basis for assuming that the intervention 

would differentially affect associations between children’s empathy, moral disengagement, or 

self-efficacy for defending, it is possible, and expected, that children in one condition would 

show relatively greater increases in defending behaviors over the course of the school year. 

Accordingly, experimental condition was included in the model as a covariate. 

Measures 

Empathy. Bryant's (1982) 22-item Empathy Index (EI) was used to measure 

participants’ empathy in the fall. Participants rated each item on a 5-point scale (1 = Not at all 

true of me; 5 = Very true of me). Example items include “I get upset when I see a boy being 

hurt,” “Seeing a girl who is crying makes me feel like crying,” and “I get upset when I see an 

animal being hurt” (See Appendix A1 for all empathy items). This measure has demonstrated 

strong reliability and validity in past research (Cronbach’s α = .81; Barchia & Bussey, 2011b). 

Previous research has supported a two-factor structure for the EI (de Wied, Branje, & 

Meeus, 2007). The empathic sadness subscale (i.e., ES; items related to emotional 

responsiveness) was deemed more relevant and appropriate to the study of peer victimization 
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than the attitudes scale (i.e., items related to attitudes about other’s emotions). Thus, the seven-

item ES subscale (e.g., “I get upset when I see a boy being hurt”; “It makes me sad to see a girl 

who can’t find anyone to play with”) was included in analyses (see Polman et al., 2009; van der 

Graaff et al., 2012 for other uses of this subscale; see Appendix A2 for ES items). An 

exploratory factor analysis revealed a seven-item ES subscale for this data set consistent with a 

previous factor analysis (de Wied et al., 2007) and use of this measure (Polman et al., 2009; van 

der Graaff et al., 2012). Thus, for this investigation, scores on these seven items were averaged 

to create a composite ES score. This subscale evidenced good internal reliability with this sample 

(Cronbach’s α = .83). 

Moral Disengagement for Aggression (MDA). Bandura and colleagues' (1996) 32-item 

Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement (MDD) measure was used to assess participants’ moral 

disengagement. Participants rated each item on a 5-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = 

Strongly agree). Example items include “It is alright to fight to protect your friends” and “If kids 

are not disciplined, they should not be blamed for misbehaving” (see Appendix B1, for all moral 

disengagement items). The MMD has been widely used and has demonstrated strong internal 

reliability and validity (Cronbach’s αs ≥ .90; Pornari & Wood, 2010; Robson & Witenberg, 

2013).  

In order to examine moral disengagement specifically for acts of aggression (MDA), a 

subset of eleven items, (See Appendix B2 for MDA items) was selected that referenced moral 

disengagement for interpersonal harm (e.g., “Children don’t mind being teased because it show 

interest in them;” “Insults among children don’t really hurt anyone;” “Slapping and shoving 

someone is just a way of joking”). The selection of these items is consistent with previous 

research utilizing a similar selection of items from the MDD (Barchia & Bussey, 2011a, 2011b). 
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A confirmatory factor analysis confirmed that these items significantly loaded on the MDA 

latent variable with loadings .40 or greater. Item scores were averaged to create a composite 

MDA score. This subscale evidenced adequate internal reliability with this sample (Cronbach’s α 

= .78).  

Defender Self-Efficacy. Defender self-efficacy was measured using five items. Three of 

these items were adopted from Salmivalli and colleagues (Kärnä et al., 2011; Pöyhönen et al., 

2010), who based the items on the PRQ (Salmivalli et al., 1996). Participants were asked to 

indicate how easy it would be for them to engage in different peer defending behaviors, 

including “[trying] to make other stop the bullying” or “[comforting] the victim or [encouraging] 

him/her to tell the teacher about the bullying” (see Appendix C for defender self-efficacy items). 

Although these items have adequate internal reliability for children in this age group (Cronbach’s 

α = .65; Pöyhönen et al., 2010), two items written by Thornberg and Jungert (2013) were 

included to bolster the internal reliability of the measure (“stop bullying if I saw it,” “intervene in 

bullying situation and help the victim”). Children rated each item on a 4-point scale (1 = Very 

difficult for me; 4 = Very easy for me). Item scores were averaged to create a composite defender 

self-efficacy score. The measure evidenced adequate internal reliability with this sample 

(Cronbach’s α = .69).  

Defending. Three defending items from the peer-report version of the Participant 

Response Questionnaire (i.e., PRQ-PR) were used to assess direct and indirect defending 

behaviors (Salmivalli et al., 1996, 1998). For each item, children rated their participating 

classmates on a 4-point scale (1 = Never; 4 = A lot) as to how often each engages in the 

described behavior. To assess direct defending behaviors, a composite direct defending score 

was computed by first averaging ratings received from all participating classmates on two items 
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(“tells the others to stop bullying;” “tries to make the others stop bullying”) and then averaging 

the two item-level scores (fall: r = .84; spring: r = .88).  A score for indirect defending behaviors 

was computed by averaging ratings received on the third peer-report item (“comforts the victim 

or encourages him/her to tell the teacher about the bullying”).  

Data Analytic Plan 

Preliminary analyses included the calculation of means, standard deviations, and bivariate 

correlations. Independent samples t-tests were conducted to identify gender differences and 

differences across intervention conditions. Chi-square tests determined whether those with 

missing data differed from those with complete data on gender or condition. Independent 

samples t-tests determined if differences existed between those with missing data and those 

without missing data on reports of empathy, defender self-efficacy, MDA, direct defending 

behavior, and indirect defending behavior. In order to account for missing data, full information 

maximum likelihood (i.e., FIML) was used when estimating path analyses. FIML estimates a 

likelihood function for each participant based on all available data, allowing all available data to 

be used in estimating path analysis parameters (Enders & Bandalos, 2001). Additionally, 

maximum likelihood robust error estimation (i.e., MLR) corrected for biases in the estimation of 

standard errors and model fit due to non-normality of the data (Finney & DiStefano, 2008).  

To test the theoretical model for direct defending behavior (Figure 1a) and indirect 

defending behavior (Figure 1b), two multi-group path models were estimated using Mplus 

version 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). Model fit was assessed with a chi-square test of model fit 

and other commonly used fit statistics (i.e., RMSEA < .08; CFI ≥ .95; SRMR < .08; Henseler et 

al., 2016; Schreiber et al., 2006). To test for gender differences, a model was estimated that 

constrained all coefficients and variable means to be equal for girls and boys. This model was 
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compared to an unconstrained model in which all coefficients and means were freely estimated. 

A ∆χ2 test compared the model fit of the constrained model to the model fit of the unconstrained 

model. A significant ∆χ2 indicated that gender differences existed in the parameter estimates. 

When a significant ∆χ2 was found, separate models constraining each parameter individually for 

boys and girls was estimated and compared to the unconstrained model to identify specific 

gender differences. A significant ∆χ2 indicated whether the parameter differed significantly 

between boys and girls. I then estimated a final model constraining all path coefficients and 

means to be equal for girls and boys, excluding gender constraints for those parameters for which 

a significant gender difference was detected. 

Following identification of the final path model, path coefficients were assessed as to 

whether they support hypothesized direct and moderated associations. Bootstrapping was utilized 

to estimate the indirect effect through MDA at low (-1 SD), average (0 SD), and high (1 SD) 

levels of defender self-efficacy, as well as the remaining direct effect and the total effect (see 

Preacher & Hayes, 2004). Using procedures outlined by Preacher and colleagues (2006), 

significant interactions were interpreted by estimating and plotting simple slopes at low, average, 

and high levels of defender self-efficacy.  

Evidence for Supporting Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1: The direct interactive effect of empathy and defending self-efficacy on 

defending behaviors.  

Hypothesis 1a. It was expected that higher levels of fall empathy would predict higher 

levels of spring direct and indirect defending. Hypothesis 1a was supported if there was a 

statistically significant positive coefficient for fall empathy on spring direct and indirect 

defending behaviors.  
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Hypothesis 1b. It was expected that the direct effect of empathy on direct defending 

behaviors would be stronger at higher levels fall defender self-efficacy. Hypothesis 1b was 

supported if: (a) there was a statistically significant positive coefficient for the fall empathy × fall 

defender self-efficacy interaction term on spring direct defending behaviors, (b) the calculated 

simple slopes were significant and positive at high and average levels of defender self-efficacy 

and non-significant at low levels of defender self-efficacy, and (c) the plotted simple slopes for 

this interaction effect (see Figure 2a) indicated no association between fall empathy on spring 

direct defending at low levels of fall defender self-efficacy and a positive association at high and 

average levels of fall defender self-efficacy. 

Hypothesis 1c. It was expected that the direct positive effect of empathy on indirect 

defending would be stronger at lower levels of fall defender self-efficacy. Hypothesis 1c was 

supported if: (a) there was a statistically significant negative coefficient for the fall empathy × 

fall defender self-efficacy interaction term on spring indirect defending behaviors, (b) the 

calculated simple slopes were significant and positive at low and average levels of defender self-

efficacy and non-significant at high levels of defender self-efficacy, and (c) the plotted simple 

slopes for this interaction effect (see Figure 2b) indicated a positive association between fall 

empathy and spring indirect defending at low and average levels of fall defender self-efficacy 

and no association at high levels of fall defender self-efficacy. 

Hypothesis 2: The direct interactive effect of empathy and defender self-efficacy on 

MDA.  

Hypothesis 2a. It was expected that higher levels of fall empathy would be associated 

with lower levels of fall MDA only at high levels of defender self-efficacy. Hypothesis 2a  

supported if: (a) there was a statistically significant negative coefficient for the fall empathy × 
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fall defender self-efficacy interaction term on fall MDA, (b) the calculated simple slope was 

significant and negative at high levels of defender self-efficacy, and (c) the plotted simple slopes 

for this interaction effect (see Figure 2c) indicated a negative association between fall empathy 

and fall MDA at high levels of fall defender self-efficacy.  

Hypothesis 2b. It was expected that higher levels of fall empathy be associated with 

higher levels of fall MDA only at low levels of defender self-efficacy. Hypothesis 2b was 

supported if: (a) there was a statistically significant negative coefficient for the fall empathy × 

fall defender self-efficacy interaction term on fall MDA, (b) the calculated simple slope was 

significant and positive at low levels of defender self-efficacy, and (c) the plotted simple slopes 

for this interaction effect (see Figure 2c) indicated a positive association between fall empathy 

and fall MDA at low levels of fall defender self-efficacy.  

Hypothesis 3: Main effect of MDA on defending behaviors. It was expected that 

higher levels of fall MDA would predict lower levels of spring direct and indirect defending 

behaviors. Hypothesis 3 was supported if there was a statistically significant negative coefficient 

for fall MDA on spring direct and indirect defending.  

Hypothesis 4: Moderated indirect effect of empathy on defending behaviors.  

Hypothesis 4a. It was expected that there would be a significant positive indirect 

association between empathy and direct and indirect defending through MDA at high levels of 

defender self-efficacy. Hypothesis 4a was supported if there was a statistically significant 

positive coefficient for the indirect effect at high levels of fall defender self-efficacy. 

Hypothesis 4b. It was expected that there would be a significant negative indirect 

association between empathy and direct and indirect defending through MDA at low levels of 

defender self-efficacy. Hypothesis 4b was supported if there was a statistically significant 
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negative coefficient for the indirect effect at low levels of fall defender self-efficacy. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations are presented in Table 1. Skew was 

detected for empathy (α3 = -.60), defender self-efficacy (α3 = -.41), and MDA (α3 =.98). Empathy 

moderately and positively correlated with defender self-efficacy and defending behaviors, and 

moderately and negatively correlated with MDA. There was a weak negative correlation between 

defender self-efficacy and MDA, and although defender self-efficacy was significantly 

correlated with fall indirect defending and both direct and indirect defending in the spring, these 

correlation coefficients were small in magnitude (all rs < .08). MDA was moderately and 

negatively correlated with both direct and indirect defending in both the fall and spring. Fall 

direct and indirect defending were strongly and positively correlated with one another, as was 

spring direct and indirect defending, although each evidenced only moderate stability from fall to 

spring. 

Independent samples t-tests indicated that compared to boys girls had higher levels of 

empathy (girls: M = 3.95, SD= .91; boys: 3.39, SD = 1.01), t(1492) = -11.31, p < .001, fall direct 

defending (girls: M = 2.60, SD = .49; boys: M = 2.37, SD = .49), t(1540) = -9.60, p < .001, fall 

indirect defending (girls: M = 2.69, SD = .49; boys: M = 2.39, SD = .47), t(1540) = -12.29, p < 

.001, spring direct defending (girls: M = 2.63, SD = .52; boys: M = 2.41, SD = .51), t(1462) =      

-8.19, p < .001, and spring indirect defending (girls: M = 2.72, SD = .54; boys: M = 2.38, SD = 

.54), t(1483) = -12.26, p < .001. Boys reported higher levels of MDA (M = 1.97, SD = .72) than 

girls (M = 1.72, SD = .66), t(1477) = 7.03, p < .001. There was no gender difference in defender 

self-efficacy, t(1482) = -0.37, p = .72.  
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A small percentage of participants (n = 198, 13%) had missing data on one or more of the 

study variables. Chi-square tests indicated that participants with missing data did not differ 

significantly from participants with complete data by study condition, χ2(1) = 1.75, p = .19, or 

gender, χ2(1) = 2.42, p = .12. Independent samples t-tests indicated that participants with missing 

data did not differ significantly from participants with complete data on reports of defender self-

efficacy, t(1482) = 0.06, p = .95, or MDA, t(1477) = 1.33, p = .18, but did differ on reports of 

empathy and direct and indirect defending in the fall and spring. Specifically, participants with 

complete data reported higher levels of empathy (M = 3.68, SD = .99) than those with missing 

data (M = 3.48, SD = 1.08), t(1492) = -2.13, p = .03. Similarly, participants with complete data 

had higher levels of fall direct defending (complete: M = 2.50, SD = .50; missing: M = 2.28, SD 

= .47), t(1540) = -5.49, p < .001, spring direct defending (complete: M = 2.53, SD = .52; 

missing: M = 2.35, SD = .52), t(1462) = -3.17, p = .002, fall indirect defending (complete: M = 

2.57, SD = .50; missing: M = 2.35, SD = .52), t(1540) = -5.17, p < .001, and spring indirect 

defending (complete: M = 2.55, SD = .57; missing: M = 2.36, SD = .54), t(1482) = -3.80, p < 

.001, than those with missing data. 

Testing the Proposed Moderated Mediation Models 

 Two path models were estimated to test the theoretical model for direct defending 

behavior (Figure 1a) and indirect defending behavior (Figure 1b).  

 Direct Defending Model. A multi-group path model initially was estimated to test for 

gender differences. Although a model in which all path coefficients and variables means were 

constrained to be equal for boys and girls fit the model well, χ2(13) = 22.64, p = .05, CFI = .99, 

RMSEA = .03, SRMR = .02, unconstraining all path coefficients and variable means 

significantly improved model fit, Δχ2(11) = 21.25, p = .03. Thus, models were estimated that 
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constrained each parameter sequentially to identify those parameters for which there was a 

significant gender difference. A final model was estimated that unconstrained only those 

parameters for which there were significant gender differences, and its model fit was found to be 

significantly improved over the fully constrained model, Δχ2(3) = 12.4, p = .01. Gender 

differences were detected for the means of spring direct defending (Boys: b = 1.04; Girls: b = 

1.01), Δχ2(1) = 5.76, p = .02, and fall MDA (Boys: b = -.06; Girls: b = .13), Δχ2(1) = 6.00, p = 

.01, and on the path regressing spring direct defending on fall direct defending, (Boys: b = .60, p 

< .001; Girls: b = .63, p < .001), Δχ2(1) = 6.31, p = .01. Parameter estimates were compared to 

the parameter estimates of a model in which the data for boys and girls were collapsed, and the 

beta coefficients and significance levels of all parameter estimates were not substantially 

different between the multi-group and collapsed models. Furthermore, as gender differences 

were not found for any of the pathways testing the study’s hypotheses, a final model was 

estimated collapsing the data from girls and boys.  

The final model evidenced good model fit, χ2(1) = .51, p = .47, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = 

.00, SRMR = .003. Table 2 presents the unstandardized and standardized path coefficients and 

the raw estimates of the direct, indirect, and total effect of fall empathy on spring direct 

defending. In regards to the two control variables, higher levels of fall direct defending predicted 

higher levels of spring direct defending while participation in the experimental condition 

predicted lower levels of spring direct defending. A significant main effect of fall defender self-

efficacy on spring direct defending was not detected.  

 While higher levels of empathy did not predict spring direct defending, a significant 

interactive effect between empathy and defender self-efficacy on spring direct defending was 

detected. Figure 3a presents the plotted simple slopes of this interaction. Higher levels of 
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empathy significantly predicted higher levels of spring direct defending at higher levels of 

defender self-efficacy but not at moderate or low levels of defender self-efficacy (high defender 

self-efficacy: b = .04, t(1530) = 2.47, p = .01; moderate defender self-efficacy: b = .02, t(1530) = 

1.71, p = .09; low defender self-efficacy: b = -.001, t(1530) = -0.06, p = .95). Thus, empathy was 

only predictive of spring defending when defender self-efficacy was also high. However, it 

should be noted that, as can be seen in Figure 3a, this prediction was only slightly stronger at 

high levels of empathy than at low levels of empathy. 

 Turning to the indirect effect, higher levels of fall empathy were associated with lower 

levels fall MDA, and higher levels of fall defender self-efficacy were associated with higher 

levels of fall MDA. These main effects were qualified by a significant empathy × defender self-

efficacy interaction. Higher levels of empathy were significantly associated with lower levels of 

MDA at low, moderate, and high levels of the defender self-efficacy, and this association was 

stronger at higher rather than lower levels of defender self-efficacy (high defender self-efficacy: 

b = -.90, t(1530) = -6.86, p < .001; moderate defender self-efficacy: b = -.74, t(1530) = -6.94, p < 

.001; low defender self-efficacy: b = -.63, t(1530) = -6.74, p < .001). Figure 3b presents the 

plotted simple slopes of this interaction. Low levels of empathy was associated with higher 

levels of MDA, and this was particularly true at higher levels of defender self-efficacy. 

Conversely, high levels of empathy were associated with low levels of MDA, and this did not 

vary as a function of defender self-efficacy. 

Finally, as hypothesized, lower levels of spring direct defending were predicted by higher 

levels of MDA. Tests of the indirect effect (see Table 2) indicated that there was a significant 

indirect effect of empathy on spring direct defending through MDA at low, moderate, and high 

levels of defender self-efficacy, but that this effect was stronger at higher rather than lower levels 
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of defender self-efficacy (high defender self-efficacy: b = .06, p < .001; moderate defender self-

efficacy: b = .05, p < .001; low defender self-efficacy: b = .04, p < .001). The cumulative 

differences in the direct and indirect effects of empathy on spring direct defending can be seen in 

the significance of the total effect at each level of defender self-efficacy (high defender self-

efficacy: b = .10, p < .001; moderate defender self-efficacy: b = .07, p < .001; low defender self-

efficacy: b = .04, p = .02). 

Indirect Defending Model. A multi-group path model initially was estimated to test for 

gender differences. Although a model in which all path coefficients and variables means were 

constrained to be equal for boys and girls fit the model well, χ2(13) = 48.12, p < .001, CFI = .95, 

RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .03, unconstraining all path coefficients and variable means 

significantly improved model fit, Δχ2(11) = 46.65, p < .001. Thus, models were estimated that 

constrained each parameter sequentially to identify those parameters for which there was a 

significant gender difference. A final model was estimated that unconstrained only those 

parameters for which there was a significant gender difference, and its model fit was found to be 

significantly improved over the fully constrained model, Δχ2(4) = 35.37, p < .001. Gender 

differences were detected on the means for spring indirect defending (Boys: b = 1.07; Girls: b = 

1.2), Δχ2(1) = 20.01, p < .001, and MDA (Boys: b = -.07; Girls: b = .15), Δχ2(1) = 6.23, p = .01, 

and on the paths regressing spring indirect defending on fall indirect defending (Boys: b = .57, p 

< .001; Girls: b = .58, p < .001), Δχ2(1) = 28.07, p < .001, and spring indirect defending on study 

condition (Boys: b = -.10, p = .002; Girls: b = -.11, p = .002), Δχ2(1) = 14.51, p < .001. 

Parameter estimates were compared to the parameter estimates of a model in which the data for 

boys and girls were collapsed, and the beta coefficients and significance levels of all parameter 

estimates were not substantially different between the multi-group and collapsed models. 



34 

Furthermore, as gender differences were not found for any of the pathways testing the study’s 

hypotheses, a final model was estimated collapsing the data from girls and boys.  

The final model evidenced good model fit, χ2(1) = .41, p = .52, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = 

.00, SRMR = .002. Table 3 presents the unstandardized and standardized path coefficients and 

the raw estimates of the direct, indirect, and total effect of empathy on spring direct defending. In 

regards to the two control variables, higher levels of fall indirect defending predicted higher 

levels of spring indirect defending while participation in the experimental condition predicted 

lower levels of spring indirect defending. A significant main effect of fall defender self-efficacy 

on spring indirect defending was not detected.   

 Higher levels of empathy predicted higher levels of spring indirect defending, and a 

significant interactive effect between empathy and defender self-efficacy on spring indirect 

defending did not emerge (p = .07). Higher levels of empathy were also associated with lower 

levels MDA, and higher levels of defender self-efficacy were associated with higher levels of 

MDA. These associations were qualified by a significant empathy × defender self-efficacy 

interaction. Higher levels of empathy were significantly associated with lower levels of MDA at 

low, moderate, and high levels of defender self-efficacy, and this association was stronger at 

higher rather than lower levels of defender self-efficacy (high defender self-efficacy: b = -.83, 

t(1530) = -6.93, p < .001; moderate defender self-efficacy: b = -.72, t(1530) = -7.02, p < .001; 

low defender self-efficacy: b = -.61, t(1530) = -6.81, p < .001). Figure 3c presents the plotted 

simple slopes of this interaction Low levels of empathy were associated with higher levels of 

MDA, and this was particularly true at higher levels of defender self-efficacy. Conversely, high 

levels of empathy were associated with lower levels of MDA was low, and this did not vary as a 

function of defender self-efficacy. 
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Finally, as hypothesized, lower levels of spring indirect defending were predicted by 

higher levels of MDA. Tests of the indirect effect (see Table 3) indicated that there was a 

significant indirect effect of empathy on spring indirect defending through MDA at low, 

moderate, and high levels of defender self-efficacy, but that this effect was stronger at higher 

rather than lower levels of defender self-efficacy (high defender self-efficacy: b = .08, p < .001; 

moderate defender self-efficacy: b = .07, p < .001; low defender self-efficacy: b = .06, p < .001). 

The cumulative differences in the direct and indirect effect effects of empathy on spring indirect 

defending can be seen in the significance of the total effect at each level of defender self-efficacy 

(high defender self-efficacy: b = .15, p < .001; moderate defender self-efficacy: b = .12, p < .001; 

low defender self-efficacy: b = .09, p < .001). 

Discussion 

As peer defending has been identified as an effective form of prevention against peer 

aggression and bullying (Flaspohler et al., 2009; Kärnä et al., 2010; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1997; 

Salmivalli, 2014; Salmivalli et al., 2011), understanding the process supporting its development 

is vital. My findings suggest that, over the course of an academic year, empathy predicts direct 

and indirect peer defending through two pathways. First, empathy is indirectly associated with 

heightened defending in the spring through lower levels of fall MDA. Moreover, low levels of 

empathy are more strongly associated with greater MDA at higher levels of defender self-

efficacy. Second, empathy is directly associated with higher levels of defending in the spring, 

although for direct defending, this direct association is significant only at high levels of defender 

self-efficacy. These findings underscore the importance of empathy in the promotion of 

defending and bullying prevention. Furthermore, they highlight the role of defender self-efficacy 

in enabling empathic children to move beyond concern for a victim so that they directly defend 



36 

peers who are the target of aggression. However, in the absence of empathy, promoting defender 

self-efficacy may have the iatrogenic effect of increasing MDA and, in turn, reducing defending 

behaviors.   

Empathy × Defender Self-Efficacy Interaction Predicting Defending through MDA 

The findings of this study indicate that there is an indirect effect of empathy on spring 

defending behaviors through lower levels of MDA and that the association between empathy and 

MDA is moderated by defender self-efficacy. These findings build on previous studies 

connecting empathy and moral disengagement (e.g., Almeida et al., 2009; Paciello et al., 2013), 

as well as research identifying concurrent (e.g., Caravita et al., 2012; Thornberg et al., 2015) and 

longitudinal (Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015) associations between moral disengagement and 

defending. Thus, these findings advance the literature by moving beyond identifying isolated 

correlates of defending to examining how these correlates are part of a system of cognitive-

affective processes that foster or hinder defending victims of bullying.  

Perhaps, the most novel contribution of this study was the finding that defender self-

efficacy moderates the association between empathy and MDA. Somewhat unexpected, low 

levels of empathy were associated with greater MDA at higher levels of defender self-efficacy. It 

is possible that when children believe that they are capable of defending victimized peers, they 

feel a stronger moral imperative to act in defense of that peer because they recognize that they 

have the capacity to diffuse the situation or provide support to the victim. Consistent with this 

proposition are findings showing that the bystander effect (i.e., diffusion of responsibility to 

respond to victimization when multiple people are present; Darley & Latane, 1968; Latane & 

Darley, 1970) is greatly reduced when witnesses feel competent at intervening (see Fischer et al., 
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2011, for a meta-analysis). Thus, the more capable children feel at defending, the greater the 

level of MDA required to justify being unmotivated to act due to low empathy.  

Conversely, when children reported relatively high levels of empathic concern, they 

reported lower levels of MDA regardless of how efficacious they felt about defending victimized 

peers. This contradicted my hypothesis that the association between high levels of empathy and 

low levels of MDA would be stronger at higher levels of defender self-efficacy. Instead, the 

findings suggested that when children are highly empathic, they engage in low levels of MDA 

regardless of whether they feel they can competently defend victimized peers. High levels of 

empathy may motivate a strong desire to aid victims of aggression, precluding any further effect 

of defender self-efficacy. Furthermore, empathy may reinforce an understanding that the 

victimization of peers is wrong (e.g., Menesini et al., 1997; Thornberg, 2010), making 

justification of aggression difficult. The association between empathy and MDA may also be 

accounted for by increases in perspective taking which occur during this period (e.g., Bengtsson 

& Johnson, 1992; Litvack-Miller et al., 1997; van der Graaff et al., 2014). The ability to 

understand and interpret another person’s experience is an essential component of empathy (e.g., 

cognitive empathy; Longobardi et al., 2019; Murakami et al., 2014), and, thus, a child’s ability to 

consider the perspective of victimized peers (e.g., their emotional reaction, their concern about 

personal safety, their sense of social isolation) is integral to empathic responses to a peer’s 

distress (see Batson, 2009; Hoffman, 2000). Because MDA minimizes the seriousness of peer 

aggression or dismisses it by placing blame on the victim, children who are highly empathic may 

not engage in MDA because their perspective taking skills enable them to see the seriousness 

and the inexcusability of the aggression from the victim’s viewpoint.  
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Consistent with previous research (Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015), lower MDA 

predicted heightened defending behaviors over the course of an academic year. While it is 

understandable that low levels of MDA would lead to heightened defending in the moment, it is 

less clear why it would be predictive of heightened defending across the school year. Previous 

research has suggested that moral disengagement reinforces itself by habituating individuals to 

the aggression they are witnessing and any guilt at abrogating a moral responsibility (e.g., 

Bandura et al., 1996; Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015; Gibbs et al., 1995). It is possible, that low 

levels of MDA are reinforced through a reciprocal relationship with defending behaviors. That 

is, engaging in defending may reify underlying belief systems that aggression is unjustified, 

leading to further reductions in MDA and subsequent increases in defending. In addition, initial 

acts of defending, promoted by empathy and low MDA, may align children socially with the 

victims of bullying and in opposition to the aggressors, entrenching their role as defenders within 

the peer group and providing increased opportunities to aid victimized peers.   

These findings have implications for understanding developmental shifts in children’s 

responses to witnessed peer victimization. Defending decreases in late childhood (Dijkstra et al., 

2008; Pepler et al., 2006; Salmivalli et al., 1998) while bullying increases (e.g., Pepler et al., 

2006; Salmivalli et al., 1998). These shifts coincide with an increased concern over popularity 

among school children (e,g., Hawley et al., 2002; Sijtsema et al., 2009), a factor found to be 

associated with bullying, particularly among children in the transition between late childhood 

and early adolescence (e.g., Caravita & Cillessen, 2012; Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004; Sijtsema et 

al., 2009). My findings may play a role in explaining these shifts. As the importance of 

popularity increases, empathically immature children may need a way to justify inaction in 

response to peer victimization. Moral disengagement may allow for an increasing focus on 
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popularity, rather than prosociality, when witnessing bullying (Bandura et al., 1996; Doramajian 

& Bukowski, 2015; Gibbs et al., 1995). Furthermore, because of their power and influence, 

popular youth may feel confident in their ability to act as defenders. However, if their ability to 

empathize is not fully developed, they may rely on MDA to justify engaging in behaviors (i.e., 

aggression, siding with bullies; Garandeau et al., 2011; Rodkin et al., 2000, 2006) that elevate 

their status (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004). 

Empathy × Defender Self-Efficacy Interaction Predicting Defending 

The results of this study supported the proposition that, beyond an indirect link through 

MDA, there is a direct effect of empathy on subsequent direct and indirect defending. This 

finding is consistent with existing research demonstrating a concurrent positive association 

between empathy and defending (see van Noorden et al., 2015 for a review). What is notable 

about these findings, however, is that the link between empathy and direct, but not indirect, 

defending was moderated by defender self-efficacy. While this effect was modest, my findings 

suggest that, although empathic concern may motivate children to protect victimized peers, 

children may also need to feel that they are able to competently end the victimization in order to 

defend directly. This can likely be attributed to the personal risk imposed by direct forms of 

defending (e.g., Dovidio et al., 2006; Huitsing et al., 2014). Conversely, such considerations of 

personal safety and competence at defending may not be necessary for indirect defending, which 

poses little risk to the defender.  

Interestingly, van der Ploeg and colleagues (2017) similarly tested, but did not find, that 

defender self-efficacy moderates the predictive association between empathy and defending. 

This likely can be attributed to the researchers not distinguishing between direct and indirect 

forms of defending. Thus, the current findings underscore the importance of differentiating 
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between subtypes of defending, consistent with an emerging literature on the 

multidimensionality of defending behaviors (e.g., Bussey et al., 2020; Forsberg et al., 2018; 

Fredrick et al., 2020; Lambe & Craig, 2020; Reijntjes et al., 2016; see Frey et al., 2015, for a 

review). Identifying the unique social-cognitive correlates of subtypes of defending is a nascent, 

but important, focus of research. For example, Bussey and colleagues (2020) found that defender 

self-efficacy is positively associated with constructive defending, analogous to direct defending 

in the current study, and is negatively associated with aggressively engaging the perpetrators of 

bullying in defense of the victim. Thus, defender self-efficacy may be necessary not only for 

directly defending the victims of bullying, but also for doing so in a manner that deescalates 

aggressive encounters.  

Gender Differences in Empathy, MDA, and Defending 

Exploratory analyses revealed no gender differences in the prediction of MDA or 

defending. This is consistent with previous literature which has either not considered such 

differences or have failed to find any. Indeed, only one previous study, Cappadocia and 

colleagues (2012), found a gender difference in the prediction of defending in this age group, 

namely that empathy predicted defending for boys but not for girls. That no gender differences 

were detected in this study is notable. Gender stereotypes surrounding girls’ prosociality and 

boys’ aggression may influence both child (Baker et al., 2016; Tisak et al., 2007) and adult 

perspectives on girls’ and boys’ social behaviors (Spinrad et al., 1999; Zarbatany et al., 1985), 

potentially influencing how those behaviors are socialized. Thus, while it is logical to assume 

that some differences between boys and girls may exist in the processes involved in defending, 

this was not supported by my findings or the majority existing literature.  
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Inconsistent with previous research, I did not find that girls demonstrated higher rates of 

defender self-efficacy than boys (van der Ploeg et al., 2017) or that boys were more likely to 

engage in direct defending behaviors than girls (Lambe & Craig, 2020; Reijntjes et al., 2016). 

The current study, however, did reveal some mean-level differences consistent with previous 

research. Girls demonstrated higher rates of empathy (e.g., Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Lambe & 

Craig, 2020; Peets et al., 2015; Roberts & Strayer, 1996; Thornberg et al., 2015; van der Ploeg et 

al., 2017) and indirect defending behaviors (Lambe & Craig, 2020; Reijntjes et al., 2016) than 

boys, while boys demonstrated higher rates of MDA than girls (Bussey et al., 2020; Thornberg et 

al., 2015). Taken together, these differences between girls and boys may be attributable to how 

girls and boys are socialized (e.g., girls are raised to be relational and compliant; boys are 

socialized to be independent and aggressive; e.g., Leaper, 2000; Serbin et al., 1993; Turner & 

Gervai, 1995). However, my findings suggest that mean level differences in socioemotional 

processes do not translate into gender differences in how these processes contribute to the 

development of defending behaviors. 

Limitations, Future Directions, and Conclusion 

This study had a number of strengths including a longitudinal design, a large, ethnically 

heterogeneous sample, and a multi-informant approach. Although there remains the possibility 

that associations between empathy, defender self-efficacy, and MDA could, in part, be attributed 

to shared method variance, self-reports are the optimal means of assessing unobservable social 

cognitive processes and affective reactions. 

A greater limitation of this study was the reliance on concurrent, questionnaire-based 

assessments of empathy, defender self-efficacy, and MDA. This correlational research design 

inhibits our ability to conclude that heightened MDA is triggered (i.e., caused) by an interaction 
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between low empathy and high defender self-efficacy. This limitation can be addressed in future 

studies by the use of a research design in which defender self-efficacy is experimentally 

manipulated and its effects on MDA at low levels of empathy are measured. For example, an 

experimental study could be conducted in which children high and low in empathy are randomly 

assigned to receive either reinforcing or critical feedback as to their strategies and ability to 

defend a bullied peer. Their MDA in response to the bullying of a peer could then be assessed to 

see if the children who received reinforcing feedback engage greater MDA than those who 

received critical feedback and whether this effect holds only for children low in empathy. 

In addition, although this study identified differences in the prediction of two forms of 

defending behaviors, it cannot explain what characteristics unique to direct and indirect 

defending behaviors may lead to those differences. Thus, although it is possible that children 

may perceive direct defending to be harder or riskier than indirect defending (e.g., Dovidio et al., 

2006; Huitsing et al., 2014), research is needed that incorporates measures of children’s 

perceptions of the difficulty of specific types of defending behaviors and whether these 

perceptions explain the need for greater defender self-efficacy to engage in direct defending. It is 

also important to consider how the social-cognitive processes examined in this study may differ 

for defending children of similar characteristics (i.e., in-group) versus defending children with 

different characteristics (i.e., out-group). Research indicates that children are aware of and hold 

out-group biases (e.g., racism, homophobia, transphobia), and such biases may influence how 

they interact with out-group peers (see Bigler & Wright, 2014, for a review). Thus, children may 

be more likely to engage in MDA when witnessing the peer victimization of an out-group 

member than an in-group member. To address this limitation, future research should incorporate 

measures of out-group prejudices (e.g., homophobia, transphobia), as well as measures that 
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assess empathy and MDA with reference to out-group peers. Furthermore, sociometric measures 

that capture which peers children defend (see Huitsing & Veenstra, 2012; Oldenburg et al., 2018) 

would allow for examining defending of in-group and out-group members. In doing so, 

researchers may be able to identify associations between out-group empathy and out-group 

MDA, whether prejudices strengthen those associations, and, in turn, if this leads to lower 

defending of out-group peers.  

My study is also limited in its focus on a narrow developmental period (i.e., late 

childhood). It is unclear how the social-cognitive processes identified by my study may look at 

different developmental periods. For example, younger children may have less developed 

empathy than older elementary school children (see Eisenberg et al., 2014), and thus empathy 

may not be as an important predictor of peer defending during the early elementary school years 

as it was for this somewhat older sample. Furthermore, the growing importance of popularity in 

adolescence (e.g., Hawley et al., 2002; Sijtsema et al., 2009) may strengthen the negative 

association between empathy and MDA as a means of justifying inaction when witnessing 

bullying or even aiding in the aggression. Future studies can address this limitation by testing 

these associations with data collected on a wide age range of children and adolescents and 

comparing the strength of associations across developmental periods.   

Other methodological and analytic choices further limit the interpretation of the findings. 

The short timeframe of this study (i.e., 9 months) and strong stability of defending from fall to 

spring may have contributed to the low effect size for the direct effect of empathy on defending, 

as fall levels of defending and MDA accounted for a large percentage of the spring defending 

variance. Future studies can address this limitation by collecting data at multiple time points over 

longer periods of time (e.g., multiple academic years). The autoregressive nature of my analyses 
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also allowed only for the identification of changes in individual defending behaviors in relation 

to the defending behaviors of others (Curran et al., 2014). Future studies can address this 

limitation by the use of analytic tools that disaggregate within-person and between-person 

effects, such as estimating latent change scores (McArdle, 2009) or predicting latent curve 

models with structured residuals (Curran et al., 2014).  

The results of this study have important implications for intervention. Most anti-bullying 

interventions focus on altering students’ attitudes toward bullying as well as teaching effective 

defending behaviors (Jiménez-Barbero et al., 2016). My findings suggest that anti-bullying 

interventions should focus on increasing both empathy for victims and self-efficacy for 

defending. In a recent meta-analysis of fourteen random control trials of anti-bullying programs 

(Jiménez-Barbero et al., 2016), only one, the KiVa program, was found to include empathy and 

self-efficacy specific to defending as key intervention targets. While this intervention was found 

to increase empathy and defender self-efficacy (Kärnä et al., 2011), increases to empathy were 

modest, and the intervention group did not differ from the control in empathy by the end of the 

academic year. This lack of strong and consistent increases in empathy may be attributable to the 

emphasis this program places on activities that reinforce defender self-efficacy such as role 

playing and practicing responses to peer victimization. Given the importance my findings place 

on empathy in the prediction of defending, the effectiveness of this and similar programs may be 

enhanced through greater focus on empathy development. Indeed, primarily focusing on 

defender self-efficacy may be detrimental in light of the finding that high levels of defender self-

efficacy is associated with greater MDA among children low in empathy. Consequently, future 

research should identify effective methods to foster strong and consistent empathic concern for 
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victims and then build on this greater empathic concern by fostering skills and efficacy for 

defending. 

In sum, by integrating known correlates of defending, testing their predictive association 

with defending over time, and distinguishing between qualitatively different forms of defending, 

this study moves us closer to understanding how affective and cognitive processes systematically 

foster or hinder the development of defending behaviors. Rather than operating in isolation, 

defender self-efficacy impacted the strength of the negative association between empathy and 

MDA, namely, at low levels of empathy children evidenced greater MDA when they felt higher 

levels of defender self-efficacy. Moreover, the finding that the interaction of high levels of 

empathy and defender self-efficacy predicted direct defending while empathy alone predicted 

indirect defending underscores the need to identify how affective-cognitive processes may 

operate differently in the prediction of direct and indirect defending. Consequently, the results of 

this study highlight important next steps in both the study of defending behaviors and the 

development of inventions to promote them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



46 

References 

Almeida, A., Correia, I., & Marinho, S. (2009). Moral disengagement, normative beliefs of peer 

group, and attitudes regarding roles in bullying. Journal of School Violence, 9, 23–36. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220903185639 

Baker, E., Tisak, M., & Tisak, J. (2016). What can boys and girls do? Preschoolers’ perspectives 

regarding gender roles across domains of behavior. Social Psychology of Education, 

19(1), 23–39. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-015-9320-z 

Baldry, A. C. (2005). Bystander Behaviour Among Italian Students. Pastoral Care in Education, 

23, 30–35. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0264-3944.2005.00329.x 

Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. Freeman and Company. 

Bandura, A. (1999). Moral disengagement in the perpetration of inhumanities. Personality and 

Social Psychology Review, 3, 193–209. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr0303_3 

Bandura, A. (2001). Social Cognitive Theory: An Agentic Perspective. Annual Review of 

Psychology, 52, 1–26. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.1 

Bandura, A., Barbaranelli, C., Caprara, G. V., & Pastorelli, C. (1996). Mechanisms of Moral 

Disengagement in the Exercise of Moral Agency. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 71, 364–374. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.71.2.364 

Barchia, K., & Bussey, K. (2011a). Individual and collective social cognitive influences on peer 

aggression: Exploring the contribution of aggression efficacy, moral disengagement, and 

collective efficacy. Aggressive Behavior, 37, 107–120. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20375 

Barchia, K., & Bussey, K. (2011b). Predictors of student defenders of peer aggression victims: 

Empathy and social cognitive factors. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 

35, 289–297. https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025410396746 



47 

Batson, C. Daniel. (2009). Two forms of perspective taking: Imagining how another feels and 

imagining how you would feel. In Handbook of imagination and mental simulation (pp. 

267–279). Psychology Press. 

Batson, C.D. (1991). The altruism question: Toward a social-psychological answer. Erlbaum. 

Bauman, S., Toomey, R. B., & Walker, J. L. (2013). Associations among bullying, 

cyberbullying, and suicide in high school students. Journal of Adolescence, 36, 341–350. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2012.12.001 

Bengtsson, H., & Johnson, L. (1992). Perspective taking, empathy, and prosocial behavior in late 

childhood. Child Study Journal, 22(1), 11–22. 

Beran, T., & Li. (2005). Cyber-Harassment: A Study of a New Method for an Old Behavior. 

Journal of Educational Computing Research, 32, 265–277. 

https://doi.org/10.2190/8YQM-B04H-PG4D-BLLH 

Bigler, R. S., & Wright, Y. F. (2014). Reading, Writing, Arithmetic, and Racism? Risks and 

Benefits to Teaching Children About Intergroup Biases. Child Development Perspectives, 

8(1), 18–23. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12057 

Blanton, H., Stuart, A. E., & Van den Eijnden, R. J. J. M. (2001). An Introduction to Deviance-

Regulation Theory: The Effect of Behavioral Norms on Message Framing. Personality 

and Social Psychology Bulletin, 27, 848–858. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167201277007 

Bryant, B. K. (1982). An Index of Empathy for Children and Adolescents. Child Development, 

53, 413–425. https://doi.org/10.2307/1128984 

Bussey, K., Luo, A., Fitzpatrick, S., & Allison, K. (2020). Defending victims of cyberbullying: 

The role of self-efficacy and moral disengagement. Journal of School Psychology, 78, 1–

12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.11.006 



48 

Cappadocia, M. C., Pepler, D., Cummings, J. G., & Craig, W. (2012). Individual Motivations 

and Characteristics Associated With Bystander Intervention During Bullying Episodes 

Among Children and Youth. Canadian Journal of School Psychology, 27, 201–216. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0829573512450567 

Caravita, S. C. S., & Cillessen, A. H. N. (2012). Agentic or Communal? Associations between 

Interpersonal Goals, Popularity, and Bullying in Middle Childhood and Early 

Adolescence. Social Development, 21(2), 376–395. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-

9507.2011.00632.x 

Caravita, S. C. S., Di Blasio, P., & Salmivalli, C. (2009). Unique and Interactive Effects of 

Empathy and Social Status on Involvement in Bullying. Social Development, 18, 140–

163. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2008.00465.x 

Caravita, S. C. S., & Gini, G. (2010). Rule Perception or Moral Disengagement? Associations of 

Moral Cognition With Bullying and Defending in Adolescence. SRA 2010 Biennal 

Meeting, Philadelphia, PA. 

https://publicatt.unicatt.it/handle/10807/7301#.WcFHqNFry70 

Caravita, S. C. S., Gini, G., & Pozzoli, T. (2012). Main and Moderated Effects of Moral 

Cognition and Status on Bullying and Defending. Aggressive Behavior, 38, 456–468. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21447 

Carmen, B., & Eleonora, F. (2012). Feeling and Thinking of Others: Affective and Cognitive 

Empathy and Emotion Comprehension in Prosocial/Hostile Preschoolers. Aggressive 

Behavior, 38, 150–165. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21415 



49 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2016). Youth risk behavior  surveillance—United 

States, 2015 (65(SS9); MMWR, Surveillance Summaries). 

http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/65/ ss/ss6506a1.htm 

Cillessen, A. H. N., & Mayeux, L. (2004). From Censure to Reinforcement: Developmental 

Changes in the Association Between Aggression and Social Status. Child Development, 

75(1), 147–163. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2004.00660.x 

Craig, W. M., Pepler, D., & Atlas, R. (2000). Observations of Bullying in the Playground and in 

the Classroom. School Psychology International, 21, 22–36. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034300211002 

Curran, P. J., Howard, A. L., Bainter, S., Lane, S. T., & McGinley, J. S. (2014). The Separation 

of Between-person and Within-person Components of Individual Change Over Time: A 

Latent Curve Model with Structured Residuals. Journal of Consulting and Clinical 

Psychology, 82(5), 879–894. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035297 

Darley, J. M., & Latane, B. (1968). Bystander intervention in emergencies: Diffusion of 

responsibility. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 8(4, Pt.1), 377–383. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/h0025589 

de Wied, M., Branje, S. J. T., & Meeus, W. H. J. (2007). Empathy and conflict resolution in 

friendship relations among adolescents. Aggressive Behavior, 33, 48–55. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20166 

Dijkstra, J. K., Lindenberg, S., & Veenstra, R. (2008). Beyond the Class Norm: Bullying 

Behavior of Popular Adolescents and its Relation to Peer Acceptance and Rejection. 

Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 36, 1289. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-008-

9251-7 



50 

Doramajian, C., & Bukowski, W. M. (2015). A longitudinal study of the associations between 

moral disengagement and active defending versus passive bystanding during bullying 

situations. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 61, 144–172. 

Dovidio, J. F., Piliavin, J. A., Schroeder, D. A., & Penner, L. A. (2006). The social psychology of 

prosocial behavior. Lawrence Earlbaum. 

Eisenberg, N., & Fabes, R. A. (1998). Prosocial development. In W. Damon (Ed.), Handbook of 

Child Psychology: Vol. Vol 3: Social, Emotional, and Personality Development, N. 

Eisenberg [Ed.] (5th ed.). Wiley. 

Eisenberg, N., Spinrad, T. L., & Morris, A. (2014). Empathy-related responding in children. In 

M. Killen & J. G. Smetana (Eds.), Handbook of Moral Development (pp. 184–207). 

Psychology Press. 

Enders, C. K., & Bandalos, D. L. (2001). The Relative Performance of Full Information 

Maximum Likelihood Estimation for Missing Data in Structural Equation Models. 

Structural Equation Modeling: A Multidisciplinary Journal, 8, 430–457. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/S15328007SEM0803_5 

Finney, S. J., & DiStefano, C. (2008). Non-normal and categorical data in structural equation 

modeling. In G. R. Hancock & R. D. Mueller (Eds.), Structural Equation Modeling: A 

Second Course (pp. 269–314). Information Age Publishing. 

Fischer, P., Krueger, J. I., Greitemeyer, T., Vogrincic, C., Kastenmüller, A., Frey, D., Heene, M., 

Wicher, M., & Kainbacher, M. (2011). The bystander-effect: A meta-analytic review on 

bystander intervention in dangerous and non-dangerous emergencies. Psychological 

Bulletin, 137(4), 517–537. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023304 



51 

Flaspohler, P. D., Elfstrom, J. L., Vanderzee, K. L., Sink, H. E., & Birchmeier, Z. (2009). Stand 

by me: The effects of peer and teacher support in mitigating the impact of bullying on 

quality of life. Psychology in the Schools, 46, 636–649. 

Forsberg, C., Wood, L., Smith, J., Varjas, K., Meyers, J., Jungert, T., & Thornberg, R. (2018). 

Students’ views of factors affecting their bystander behaviors in response to school 

bullying: A cross-collaborative conceptual qualitative analysis. Research Papers in 

Education, 33(1), 127–142. https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2016.1271001 

Fredrick, S. S., Jenkins, L. N., & Ray, K. (2020). Dimensions of empathy and bystander 

intervention in bullying in elementary school. Journal of School Psychology, 79, 31–42. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2020.03.001 

Frey, K. S., Pearson, C. R., & Cohen, D. (2015). Revenge is seductive, if not sweet: Why friends 

matter for prevention efforts. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 37, 25–35. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2014.08.002 

Garandeau, C. F., Ahn, H.-J., & Rodkin, P. C. (2011). The social status of aggressive students 

across contexts: The role of classroom status hierarchy, academic achievement, and 

grade. Developmental Psychology, 47(6), 1699–1710. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025271 

Gibbs, J. C., Potter, G. B., & Goldstein, A. P. (1995). The EQUIP program: Teaching youth to 

think and act responsibly through a peer-helping approach (pp. xiv, 359). Research 

Press. 

Gini, G. (2006). Social cognition and moral cognition in bullying: What’s wrong? Aggressive 

Behavior, 32, 528–539. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20153 



52 

Gini, G., Albiero, P., Benelli, B., & Altoè, G. (2008). Determinants of adolescents’ active 

defending and passive bystanding behavior in bullying. Journal of Adolescence, 31, 93–

105. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2007.05.002 

Gini, G., Pozzoli, T., & Hymel, S. (2014). Moral disengagement among children and youth: A 

meta-analytic review of links to aggressive behavior. Aggressive Behavior, 40, 56–68. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21502 

Hawker, D. S. J., & Boulton, M. J. (2000). Twenty Years’ Research on Peer Victimization and 

Psychosocial Maladjustment: A Meta-analytic Review of Cross-sectional Studies. 

Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 41, 441–455. https://doi.org/10.1111/1469-

7610.00629 

Hawley, P. H., Little, T. D., & Pasupathi, M. (2002). Winning friends and influencing peers: 

Strategies of peer influence in late childhood. International Journal of Behavioral 

Development, 26(5), 466–474. https://doi.org/10.1080/01650250143000427 

Henseler, J., Ray, P. A., & Hubona, G. (2016). Using PLS path modeling in new technology 

research: Updated guidelines. Industrial Management & Data Systems, 116, 2–20. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/IMDS-09-2015-0382 

Hoffman, M. L. (2000). Empathy and moral development: Implications for caring and justice. 

Cambridge University Press. 

Hoffman, M. L. (2010). Empathy and Prosocial Behavior. In M. Lewis, J. M. Haviland-Jones, & 

L. F. Barrett (Eds.), Handbook of Emotions (pp. 440–454). Guilford Press. 

Huitsing, G., Snijders, T. A. B., Duijn, M. A. J. V., & Veenstra, R. (2014). Victims, bullies, and 

their defenders: A longitudinal study of the coevolution of positive and negative 



53 

networks. Development and Psychopathology, 26, 645–659. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579414000297 

Huitsing, G., & Veenstra, R. (2012). Bullying in Classrooms: Participant Roles From a Social 

Network Perspective. Aggressive Behavior, 38(6), 494–509. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21438 

Hyde, L. W., Shaw, D. S., & Moilanen, K. L. (2010). Developmental precursors of moral 

disengagement and the role of moral disengagement in the development of antisocial 

behavior. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 38, 197–209. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-009-9358-5 

Jiménez-Barbero, J. A., Ruiz-Hernández, J. A., Llor-Zaragoza, L., Pérez-García, M., & Llor-

Esteban, B. (2016). Effectiveness of anti-bullying school programs: A meta-analysis. 

Children and Youth Services Review, 61, 165–175. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2015.12.015 

Juvonen, J., & Galvan, A. (2008). Peer influence in involuntary social groups: Lessons from 

research on bullying. In M. J. Prinstein & K. A. Dodge (Eds.), Understanding Peer 

Influence in Children and Adolescents (pp. 225–244). Guilford Press. 

Kärnä, A., Voeten, M., Little, T. D., Poskiparta, E., Kaljonen, A., & Salmivalli, C. (2011). A 

Large-Scale Evaluation of the KiVa Antibullying Program: Grades 4–6. Child 

Development, 82, 311–330. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01557.x 

Kärnä, A., Voeten, M., Poskiparta, E., & Salmivalli, C. (2010). Vulnerable Children in Varying 

Classroom Contexts: Bystanders’ Behaviors Moderate the Effects of Risk Factors on 

Victimization. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 56, 261–282. 



54 

Kochenderfer, B. J., & Ladd, G. W. (1997). Victimized children’s responses to peers’ 

aggression: Behaviors associated with reduced versus continued victimization. 

Development and Psychopathology, 9, 59–73. 

Lambe, L. J., & Craig, W. M. (2020). Peer defending as a multidimensional behavior: 

Development and validation of the Defending Behaviors Scale. Journal of School 

Psychology, 78, 38–53. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.12.001 

Latane, B., & Darley, J. M. (1970). The unresponsive bystander: Why doesn’t he help? 

Appleton-Century-Crofts. 

Leaper, C. (2000). Gender, affiliation, assertion, and the interactive context of parent–child play. 

Developmental Psychology, 36(3), 381–393. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.36.3.381 

Litvack-Miller, W., McDougall, D., & Romney, D. M. (1997). The structure of empathy during 

middle childhood and its relationship to prosocial behavior. Genetic, Social, and General 

Psychology Monographs, 123(3), 303-. Gale General OneFile. 

Longobardi, E., Spataro, P., & Rossi-Arnaud, C. (2019). Direct and indirect associations of 

empathy, theory of mind, and language with prosocial behavior: Gender differences in 

primary school children. The Journal of Genetic Psychology: Research and Theory on 

Human Development, 180(6), 266–279. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221325.2019.1653817 

McArdle, J. J. (2009). Latent Variable Modeling of Differences and Changes with Longitudinal 

Data. Annual Review of Psychology, 60(1), 577–605. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.60.110707.163612 

Menesini, E., Eslea, M., Smith, P. K., Genta, M. L., Giannetti, E., Fonzi, A., & Costabile, A. 

(1997). Cross-national comparison of children’s attitudes towards bully/victim problems 



55 

in school. Aggressive Behavior, 23, 245–257. https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1098-

2337(1997)23:4<245::AID-AB3>3.0.CO;2-J 

Murakami, T., Nishimura, T., & Sakurai, S. (2014). Relation between cognitive/emotional 

empathy and prosocial and aggressive behaviors in elementary and middle school 

students. Japanese Journal of Developmental Psychology, 25(4), 399–411. 

Muthén, L. K., & Muthén, B. O. (1998). Mplus User’s Guide. (8th ed.). Muthén & Muthén. 

Nickerson, A. B., & Mele-Taylor, D. (2014). Empathetic Responsiveness, Group Norms, and 

Prosocial Affiliations in Bullying Roles. School Psychology Quarterly, 29, 99–109. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000052 

Obermann, M.-L. (2011). Moral disengagement in self-reported and peer-nominated school 

bullying. Aggressive Behavior, 37, 133–144. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20378 

O’Connell, P., Pepler, D. J., & Craig, W. M. (1999). Peer involvement in bullying: Insights and 

challenges for intervention. Journal of Adolescence, 22, 437–452. 

https://doi.org/10.1006/jado.1999.0238 

Oldenburg, B., Duijn, M. V., & Veenstra, R. (2018). Defending one’s friends, not one’s enemies: 

A social network analysis of children’s defending, friendship, and dislike relationships 

using XPNet. PLOS ONE, 13(5), e0194323. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0194323 

Paciello, M., Fida, R., Cerniglia, L., Tramontano, C., & Cole, E. (2013). High cost helping 

scenario: The role of empathy, prosocial reasoning and moral disengagement on helping 

behavior. Personality and Individual Differences, 55, 3–7. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2012.11.004 



56 

Patchin, J. W., & Hinduja, S. (2010). Cyberbullying and Self-Esteem*. Journal of School Health, 

80, 614–621. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2010.00548.x 

Peets, K., Pöyhönen, V., Juvonen, J., & Salmivalli, C. (2015). Classroom Norms of Bullying 

Alter the Degree to Which Children Defend in Response to Their Affective Empathy and 

Power. Developmental Psychology, 51, 913–920. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0039287 

Pepler, D. J., Craig, W. M., Connolly, J. A., Yuile, A., McMaster, L., & Jiang, D. (2006). A 

developmental perspective on bullying. Aggressive Behavior, 32, 376–384. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20136 

Polman, H., de Castro, B. O., Thomaes, S., & van Aken, M. (2009). New Directions in 

Measuring Reactive and Proactive Aggression: Validation of a Teacher Questionnaire. 

Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 37, 183–193. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-

008-9266-0 

Pornari, C. D., & Wood, J. (2010). Peer and cyber aggression in secondary school students: The 

role of moral disengagement, hostile attribution bias, and outcome expectancies. 

Aggressive Behavior, 36, 81–94. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20336 

Pöyhönen, V., Juvonen, J., & Salmivalli, C. (2010). What Does It Take to Stand Up for the 

Victim of Bullying?: The Interplay Between Personal and Social Factors. Merrill-Palmer 

Quarterly, 56, 143–163. 

Pöyhönen, V., Juvonen, J., & Salmivalli, C. (2012). Standing Up for the Victim, Siding with the 

Bully or Standing by? Bystander Responses in Bullying Situations. Social Development, 

21, 722–741. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2012.00662.x 



57 

Pozzoli, T., & Gini, G. (2013). Why Do Bystanders of Bullying Help or Not? A 

Multidimensional Model. Journal of Early Adolescence, 33, 315–340. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431612440172 

Preacher, K. J., Curran, P. J., & Bauer, D. J. (2006). Computational Tools for Probing 

Interactions in Multiple Linear Regression, Multilevel Modeling, and Latent Curve 

Analysis. Journal of Educational and Behavioral Statistics, 31, 437–448. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/10769986031004437 

Preacher, K. J., & Hayes, A. F. (2004). SPSS and SAS procedures for estimating indirect effects 

in simple mediation models. Behavior Research Methods, Instruments, & Computers, 36, 

717–731. https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03206553 

Pronk, J., Goossens, F. A., Olthof, T., De Mey, L., & Willemen, A. M. (2013). Children’s 

intervention strategies in situations of victimization by bullying: Social cognitions of 

outsiders versus defenders. Journal of School Psychology, 51, 669–682. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2013.09.002 

Raskauskas, J. L., Gregory, J., Harvey, S. T., Rifshana, F., & Evans, I. M. (2010). Bullying 

among primary school children in New Zealand: Relationships with prosocial behaviour 

and classroom climate. Educational Research, 52, 1–13. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881003588097 

Reijntjes, A., Vermande, M., Olthof, T., Goossens, F. A., Aleva, L., & van der Meulen, M. 

(2016). Defending victimized peers: Opposing the bully, supporting the victim, or both? 

Aggressive Behavior, n/a-n/a. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21653 

Roberts, W., & Strayer, J. (1996). Empathy, emotional expressiveness, and prosocial behavior. 

Child Development, 67, 449–470. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.ep9605280321 



58 

Robson, C., & Witenberg, R. T. (2013). The Influence of Moral Disengagement, Morally Based 

Self-Esteem, Age, and Gender on Traditional Bullying and Cyberbullying. Journal of 

School Violence, 12, 211–231. https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2012.762921 

Rodkin, P. C., Farmer, T. W., Pearl, R., & Acker, R. V. (2006). They’re Cool: Social Status and 

Peer Group Supports for Aggressive Boys and Girls. Social Development, 15(2), 175–

204. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1467-9507.2006.00336.x 

Rodkin, P. C., Farmer, T. W., Pearl, R., & Van Acker, R. (2000). Heterogeneity of popular boys: 

Antisocial and prosocial configurations. Developmental Psychology, 36(1), 14–24. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.36.1.14 

Salmivalli, C. (2010). Bullying and the peer group: A review. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 

15, 112–120. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2009.08.007 

Salmivalli, C. (2014). Participant roles in bullying: How can peer bystanders be utilized in 

interventions? Theory Into Practice, 53, 286–292. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2014.947222 

Salmivalli, C., Lagerspetz, K., Björkqvist, K., Österman, K., & Kaukialnen, A. (1996). Bullying 

as a Group Process: Participant Roles and Their Relations to Social Status Within the 

Group. Aggressive Behavior, 22, 1–15. 

Salmivalli, C., Lappalainen, M., & Lagerspetz, K. M. J. (1998). Stability and change of behavior 

in connection with bullying in schools: A two-year follow-up. Aggressive Behavior, 24, 

205–218. https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1098-2337(1998)24:3<205::AID-AB5>3.0.CO;2-

J 

Salmivalli, C., Voeten, M., & Poskiparta, E. (2011). Bystanders Matter: Associations Between 

Reinforcing, Defending, and the Frequency of Bullying Behavior in Classrooms. Journal 



59 

of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology, 40, 668–676. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2011.597090 

Schreiber, J. B., Nora, A., Stage, F. K., Barlow, E. A., & King, J. (2006). Reporting Structural 

Equation Modeling and Confirmatory Factor Analysis Results: A Review. The Journal of 

Educational Research, 99, 323–338. https://doi.org/10.3200/JOER.99.6.323-338 

Serbin, L. A., Powlishta, K. K., Gulko, J., Martin, C. L., & Lockheed, M. E. (1993). The 

Development of Sex Typing in Middle Childhood. Monographs of the Society for 

Research in Child Development, 58(2), i–95. JSTOR. https://doi.org/10.2307/1166118 

Sijtsema, J. J., Veenstra, R., Lindenberg, S., & Salmivalli, C. (2009). Empirical test of bullies’ 

status goals: Assessing direct goals, aggression, and prestige. Aggressive Behavior, 35(1), 

57–67. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20282 

Spinrad, T. L., Losoya, S. H., Eisenberg, N., Fabes, R. A., Shepard, S. A., Cumberland, A., 

Guthrie, I. K., & Murphy, B. C. (1999). The Relations of Parental Affect and 

Encouragement to Children’s Moral Emotions and Behaviour. Journal of Moral 

Education, 28(3), 323–337. https://doi.org/10.1080/030572499103115 

Thornberg, R. (2010). A study of children’s conceptions of school rules by investigating their 

judgements of transgressions in the absence of rules. Educational Psychology, 30, 583–

603. https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2010.492348 

Thornberg, R., & Jungert, T. (2013). Bystander behavior in bullying situations: Basic moral 

sensitivity, moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy. Journal of Adolescence, 36, 

475–483. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.003 

Thornberg, R., & Jungert, T. (2014). School bullying and the mechanisms of moral 

disengagement. Aggressive Behavior, 40, 99–108. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21509 



60 

Thornberg, R., Pozzoli, T., Gini, G., & Jungert, T. (2015). Unique and interactive effects of 

moral emotions and moral disengagement on bullying and defending among school 

children. The Elementary School Journal, 116, 322–337. https://doi.org/10.1086/683985 

Tisak, M. S., Holub, S. C., & Tisak, J. (2007). What Nice Things Do Boys and Girls Do? 

Preschoolers’ Perspectives of Peers’ Behaviors at School and at Home. Early Education 

and Development, 18(2), 183–199. https://doi.org/10.1080/10409280701282686 

Turner, P. J., & Gervai, J. (1995). A multidimensional study of gender typing in preschool 

children and their parents: Personality, attitudes, preferences, behavior, and cultural 

differences. Developmental Psychology, 31(5), 759–772. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-

1649.31.5.759 

van der Graaff, J., Branje, S., De Wied, M., Hawk, S., Van Lier, P., & Meeus, W. (2014). 

Perspective taking and empathic concern in adolescence: Gender differences in 

developmental changes. Developmental Psychology, 50(3), 881–888. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034325 

van der Graaff, J., Branje, S., de Wied, M., & Meeus, W. (2012). The Moderating Role of 

Empathy in the Association Between Parental Support and Adolescent Aggressive and 

Delinquent Behavior. Aggressive Behavior, 38, 368–377. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21435 

van der Ploeg, R., Kretschmer, T., Salmivalli, C., & Veenstra, R. (2017). Defending victims: 

What does it take to intervene in bullying and how is it rewarded by peers? Journal of 

School Psychology, 65, 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2017.06.002 



61 

Van Geel, M., Goemans, A., & Vedder, P. (2015). A meta-analysis on the relation between peer 

victimization and adolescent non-suicidal self-injury. Psychiatry Research, 230, 364–

368. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2015.09.017 

van Noorden, T. H. J., Haselager, G., Cillessen, A., & Bukowski, W. (2015). Empathy and 

Involvement in Bullying in Children and Adolescents: A Systematic Review. Journal of 

Youth & Adolescence, 44, 637–657. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-014-0135-6 

Ybarra, M. L., Diener-West, M., & Leaf, P. J. (2007). Examining the Overlap in Internet 

Harassment and School Bullying: Implications for School Intervention. Journal of 

Adolescent Health, 41, S42–S50. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2007.09.004 

Zarbatany, L., Hartmann, D. P., Gelfand, D. M., & Vinciguerra, P. (1985). Gender differences in 

altruistic reputation: Are they artifactual? Developmental Psychology, 21(1), 97–101. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.21.1.97 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



62 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations. 

 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Fall empathy 3.66 1.00 -  
    

2. Fall defender self-efficacy 2.92 .72 .27** - 
    

3. Fall MDA                               1.85 .70 -.23** -.08** - 
   

4. Fall direct defending 2.47 .50 .25** .03 -.25** - 
  

5. Fall indirect defending 2.53 .50 .26** .05* -.25** .82** - 
 

6. Spring direct defending 2.52 .52 .21** .06** -.25** .65** .54** - 

7. Spring indirect defending 2.54 .57 .25** .07** -.28** .66** .60** .86** 

 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Table 2 

Path Coefficients and Decomposition of Effects for the Direct Defending Model. 

 

 Fall MDA  Spring direct defending 

Predictor b β  b β 

Fall empathy -0.74*** -1.07  0.02 0.04 

Fall defender self-efficacy 0.16*** 0.17  0.02 0.03 

Empathy x defender self-efficacy -0.16*** -0.19  0.03* 0.05 

Fall MDA --- ---  -0.07*** -0.09 

Study condition --- ---  -0.08*** -0.08 

Fall direct defending --- ---  0.63*** 0.60 

 Decomposition of effects 

 Low DSE Average DSE High DSE 

Indirect effect 0.04*** 0.05*** 0.06*** 

Direct effect 0.00 0.02 0.04* 

Total effect 0.04* 0.07*** 0.10*** 
 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Table 3 

Path Coefficients and Decomposition of Effects for the Indirect Defending Model. 

 

 Fall MDA  Spring indirect defending 

Predictor b β  b β 

Fall empathy -0.72*** -1.03  0.05*** 0.08 

Fall defender self-efficacy 0.16*** 0.16  0.02 0.02 

Empathy x defender self-efficacy -0.16*** -0.18  0.03 0.04 

Fall MDA --- ---  -0.10*** -0.12 

Study condition --- ---  -0.09*** -0.08 

Fall indirect defending --- ---  0.61*** 0.54 

 Decomposition of effects 

 Low DSE Average DSE High DSE 

Indirect effect 0.06*** 0.07*** 0.08*** 

Direct effect 0.03 0.05*** 0.07*** 

Total effect 0.09*** 0.12*** 0.15*** 
 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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a)  

 

b)  

 

Figure 1. A theoretical moderated mediation model in which the path between empathy and both 

direct and indirect defending is mediated by moral disengagement for aggression. The direct link 

in Figure 1a between empathy and direct defending is theorized to be stronger when defender 

self-efficacy is high. The direct link in Figure 1b between empathy and indirect defending is 

theorized to be stronger when defender self-efficacy is low. The link between empathy and moral 

disengagement for interpersonal aggression is theorized to be stronger when defender self-

efficacy is low. Expected directions of proposed significant main and interactive effects are 

indicated (i.e., +, -).  
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a)  

b)  

c)  

Figure 2. The hypothesized plotted interactions for the a) interactive effect of empathy 

and defender self-efficacy on direct defending, b) interactive effect of empathy and 

defender self-efficacy on indirect defending, and c) interactive effect of empathy and 

defender self-efficacy on MDA. 
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a)  

b)  

c)  

Figure 3. The plotted interactions for the a) interactive effect of empathy and defender 

self-efficacy on direct defending, b) interactive effect of empathy and defender self-

efficacy on MDA in the direct defending model, and c) interactive effect of empathy and 

defender self-efficacy on MDA in the indirect defending model. Note that MDA scores 

are centered.  
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Appendix A1 

Empathy Index (Bryant, 1982) 

1. It makes me sad to see a girl who can’t find anyone to play with. 

2. People who kiss and hug in public are silly. 

3. Boys who cry because they are happy are silly. 

4. I really like to watch people open presents, even when I don’t get a present myself. 

5. Seeing a boy who is crying makes me feel like crying. 

6. I get upset when I see a girl being hurt. 

7. Even when I don’t know why someone is laughing, I laugh too. 

8. Sometimes, I cry when I watch TV or videos. 

9. Girls who cry because they are happy are silly. 

10. It’s hard for me to see why someone else gets upset. 

11. I get upset when I see an animal being hurt. 

12. It makes me sad to see a boy who can’t find anyone to play with. 

13. Some songs make me so sad I feel like crying. 

14. I get upset when I see a boy being hurt. 

15. Grown-ups sometimes cry even when they have nothing to be sad about. 

16. It’s silly to treat dogs and cats as though they have feelings like people. 

17. I get mad when I see a classmate pretending to need help from the teacher all the time. 

18. Kids who have no friends probably don’t want any. 

19. Seeing a girl who is crying makes me feel like crying. 

20. I think it is funny that some people cry during a sad movie or while reading a sad book. 

21. I am able to eat all of my cookies even when I see someone looking at me wanting one. 

22. I don’t feel upset when I see a classmate being punished by a teacher for not obeying 

school rules. 
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Appendix A2 

Empathic Sadness subscale of the Empathy Index 

1. (Item 1) It makes me sad to see a girl who can’t find anyone to play with. 

2. (Item 5) Seeing a boy who is crying makes me feel like crying. 

3. (Item 6) I get upset when I see a girl being hurt. 

4. (Item 12) It makes me sad to see a boy who can’t find anyone to play with. 

5. (Item 13) Some songs make me so sad I feel like crying. 

6. (Item 14) I get upset when I see a boy being hurt. 

7. (Item 19) Seeing a girl who is crying makes me feel like crying. 
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Appendix B1 

Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement (Bandura et al., 1996) 

1. It is alright to fight to protect your friends. 

2. Slapping and shoving someone is just a way of joking. 

3. Damaging some property is no big deal when you consider that others are beating people 

up. 

4. If kids are living under bad conditions, they cannot be blamed for behaving aggressively. 

5. It is okay to tell small lies because they don’t really do any harm. 

6. Some people deserve to be treated like animals. 

7. If kids fight and misbehave in school, it is their teacher’s fault. 

8. It is alright to beat someone who bad mouths your family. 

9. To hit obnoxious classmates is just giving them “a lesson.” 

10. Stealing some money is not too serious compared to those who steal lots of money. 

11. A kid who only suggests breaking rules should not be blamed if other kids go ahead and 

do it. 

12. If kids are not disciplined, they should not be blamed for misbehaving. 

13. Children do not mind being teased because it shows interest in them. 

14. It is okay to treat badly somebody who behaves like a “worm.” 

15. If people are careless where they leave their things, it is their own fault if they get stolen. 

16. It is alright to fight when your group’s honor is threatened. 

17. Taking someone’s bicycle without their permission is just “borrowing it.” 

18. It is okay to insult a classmate because beating him/her is worse 

19. If a group decides together to do something harmful, it is unfair to blame any kid in the 

group for it. 

20. Kids cannot be blamed for using bad words when all their friends do it. 

21. Teasing someone does not really hurt them. 

22. Someone who is obnoxious does not deserve to be treated like a human being. 

23. Kids who get mistreated usually do things that deserve it. 

24. It is alright to lie to keep your friends out of trouble. 
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25. Compared to illegal things people do, taking some things from a store without paying for 

them is not very serious. 

26. It is unfair to blame a child who had only a small part in the harm caused by a group. 

27. Kids cannot be blamed for misbehaving if their friends pressured them to do it. 

28. Insults among children do not hurt anyone. 

29. Some people have to be treated roughly because they lack feelings that can be hurt. 

30. Children are not at fault for misbehaving if their parents force them too much. 
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Appendix B2 

MDA Items from MMD Scale 

1. (Item 2) Slapping and shoving someone is just a way of joking. 

2. (Item 8) It is alright to beat someone who bad mouths your family. 

3. (Item 9) To hit obnoxious classmates is just giving them “a lesson.” 

4. (Item 13) Children do not mind being teased because it shows interest in them. 

5. (Item 14) It is okay to treat badly somebody who behaves like a “worm.” 

6. (Item 18) It is okay to insult a classmate because beating him/her is worse 

7. (Item 21) Teasing someone does not really hurt them. 

8. (Item 22) Someone who is obnoxious does not deserve to be treated like a human being. 

9. (Item 23) Kids who get mistreated usually do things that deserve it. 

10. (Item 28) Insults among children do not hurt anyone. 

11. (Item 29) Some people have to be treated roughly because they lack feelings that can be 

hurt. 
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Appendix C 

Defender Self-Efficacy Scale (Kärnä et al., 2011; Pöyhönen et al., 2010; Thornberg & Jungert, 

2013) 

How easy would it be for me to: 

1. Try to make others stop bullying. 

2. Comfort the victim or encourage him/her to tell the teacher about the bullying. 

3. Tell the other kids to stop the bullying or say that bullying is stupid. 

4. Stop bullying if I saw it. 

5. Intervene in the bullying situation and help the victim. 

 


