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Abstract
The aim of the present study was to investigate whether moral disengagement 
and defender self-efficacy were related to defending, unconcerned bystanding, and 
guilty bystanding in school bullying among pre-adolescent students. In this study, 
1168 pre-adolescent students from 74 upper elementary classrooms in 31 schools 
in Sweden completed a series of self-report scales. Through structural equation 
modeling, the study found that defending was positively associated with defender 
self-efficacy and negatively associated with moral disengagement. Unconcerned 
bystanding was negatively associated with defender self-efficacy and positively as-
sociated with moral disengagement. Finally, guilty bystanding was negatively as-
sociated with defender self-efficacy and moral disengagement.

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

1  Introduction

In the context of school bullying, a bystander refers to any student who witnesses a 
bullying incident (Polanin et al., 2012). Although school bullying typically occurs 
in the presence of bystanders, these witnesses rarely intervene to help the victim 
(Craig et al., 2000; Hawkins et al., 2001). This study focuses on two specific types 
of bystander behavior; namely defending and passive bystanding. Defending refers 
to bystanders siding with victims. While defending can take many forms such as 
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confronting the bullies, reporting to authority, and comforting the victims afterwards 
(Garandeau et al., 2022; Lambe & Craig, 2020; Steinvik et al., 2025; Wang et al., 
2023), in the current study, we delimited our focus on active defending operational-
ized as reporting to a teacher, telling the bullies to stop, and stepping between and 
trying to make them stop. Passive bystanding, on the other hand, involves bystand-
ers refraining from involvement, avoiding engagement in the bullying situation, and 
remaining passive (Campbell et al., 2023; Gini et al., 2008). Obermann (2011) pro-
poses a distinction between two types of passive bystanders: unconcerned bystanders 
(those who passively witness the bullying without feeling troubled and responsible), 
and guilty bystanders (those who witness the bullying and believe that they should 
help the victim, but fail to take action). With the exception of Obermann’s (2011) 
study, these two forms of passive bystanding have not yet been investigated in the 
school bullying literature.

1.1  Social cognitive theory

Children judge peer aggression as morally wrong from early preschool years, often 
citing the harm or unfairness caused by these actions (Yoo & Smetana, 2022). How-
ever, according to social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1999, 2016), moral conceptions 
alone are insufficient to produce moral behavior. For moral agency to occur—such 
as defending a victim of school bullying—children must develop motivational and 
self-regulatory processes that translate moral understanding into action (Brüggemann 
et al., 2019; Bussey, 2023; Lambe et al., 2019).

1.1.1  Moral disengagement

Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1999, 2016) introduces moral disengagement 
to explain the discrepancy between moral standards and behavior. It encompasses 
self-serving cognitive distortions that enable individuals to perceive immoral acts is 
as acceptable and thus not conflicting with moral standards. Moral disengagement 
includes eight mechanisms: moral justification, euphemistic labeling, advantageous 
comparison, displacement of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, ignoring the 
harmful effects, dehumanization, and blaming the victim. Through these social cog-
nitive processes, individuals may engage in antisocial behaviors (e.g., bullying) or 
refrain from prosocial actions (e.g., remaining a passive bystander instead of defend-
ing a victim of bullying) without evoking feelings of guilt or remorse. When such 
mechanisms are activated, immoral behaviors—whether enacted or witnessed—are 
interpreted as justified or acceptable.

Consistent with social cognitive theory, higher levels of moral disengagement 
have been linked to lower levels of defending (Campbell et al., 2023; Eijigu & Teke-
tel, 2023; Gini et al., 2020, 2022; Jiang et al., 2022; Pozzoli et al., 2016; Shi et al., 
2024; Sjögren et al., 2021a; Thornberg et al., 2022, 2023; Tolmatcheff et al., 2022a; 
Yang & Gao, 2023; although only marginal in Caravita et al., 2022 and Sjögren et 
al., 2024; exceptions in Sjögren et al., 2021b; Thornberg et al., 2020). This negative 
relationship has been supported in three meta-analyses, though with small effect size 
(Killer et al., 2019; Luo & Bussey, 2023; Ma et al., 2019).
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Fewer studies have examined the link between moral disengagement and pas-
sive bystanding, and results have been more inconsistent. While some studies have 
reported a negative association (Caravita et al., 2019; Gini, 2006; Thornberg & 
Jungert, 2013; Shi et al., 2024), others have found a positive relationship (Eijigu & 
Teketel, 2023; Gini et al., 2015, 2020; Jiang et al., 2022; Sjögren et al., 2021a, b; Shi 
et al., 2024; Thornberg et al., 2017, 2022, 2023; Tolmatcheff et al., 2022a; Wang et 
al., 2024; Yang & Gao, 2023), and yet some have identified no significant associa-
tion at all (Caravita et al., 2019, 2022; Mazzone et al., 2016). For example, Shi et al. 
(2024) found a weak but significant negative correlation between moral disengage-
ment and passive bystanding. However, when this relationship was examined within 
a more complex model that included social support and classroom collective efficacy, 
the association shifted to weak yet significant positive association. In Caravita et al.’s 
(2019) study, a significant but weak negative correlation between moral disengage-
ment and passive bystanding was observed among non-immigrant youth, whereas 
this relationship was non-significant among immigrant youth. Killer et al.’s (2019) 
meta-analysis found no significant relationship, whereas Luo and Bussey (2023) 
identified a small but positive relationship, moderated by age and context, in their 
meta-analysis. Thus, in addition to potential measurement differences contributing 
to inconsistencies across studies, Killer et al.’s (2019) reported that the association 
was not significant in American and European samples but was evident in Australian 
and Asian samples. Furthermore, positive correlations were somewhat stronger in 
samples exclusively comprising adolescents compared to those including both chil-
dren and adolescents, whereas correlations became weakly negative when samples 
included both adolescents and adults. Considering that passive bystanders may act 
from different intentions, motives, and cognitions, such individual differences could 
further help explain the heterogeneity observed across studies.

Obermann’s (2011) study might shed some light on these mixed findings by dis-
tinguishing between two subgroups of passive bystanders: unconcerned and guilty 
bystanders. The former scored significantly higher in moral disengagement suggest-
ing that passive bystanders are not a homogenous group. The inconsistency in the 
literature may partly reflect whether passive bystanders are unconcerned about what 
is happening (greater moral disengagement) or feel guilty about their passivity (less 
moral disengagement). The continued passivity of guilty bystanders, despite low 
moral disengagement and awareness of victims’ suffering, may be better explained 
through a cost–reward analysis (Dovidio et al., 2006). Such individuals may remain 
passive due to uncertainty about how to act, or fears of embarrassment, peer rejec-
tion, retaliation, or becoming targets themselves (Strindberg et al., 2020). These con-
cerns likely reflect low self-efficacy in intervening.

1.1.2  Defender self-efficacy

According to social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997), individuals’ motivation to 
engage in a specific behavior depends on their self-efficacy in enacting that behavior. 
Self-efficacy is defined as the beliefs an individual has in their capabilities to success-
fully organize and execute the lines of action required to achieve a desired outcome. 
High self-efficacy motivates individuals to engage in the behavior if it aligns with 
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their personal goals, while low self-efficacy demotivates and inhibits the behavior 
(Bandura, 1997).

Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997) emphasizes that self-efficacy is a domain-
specific construct and should be delimited to and examined in relation to the specific 
activity or behavior. Accordingly, this study investigated how students’ defender self-
efficacy relates to their different bystander behaviors in school bullying. Defender 
self-efficacy is defined as the belief in one’s ability to successfully intervene in bully-
ing or peer aggression to defend a victim (Thornberg et al., 2017). Most research on 
defender self-efficacy and bystander behaviors in bullying and peer aggression has 
focused on defending. These studies consistently demonstrate that students with high 
defender self-efficacy are more inclined to defend victims (Eijigu & Teketel, 2023; 
Gini et al., 2022; Peets et al., 2015; Pöyhönen et al., 2012; Sjögren et al., 2024b; 
Sjögren et al., 2020, 2021b, 2024a, b; Thornberg et al., 2017, 2020; van der Ploeg et 
al., 2017). The positive association between defender self-efficacy and defending has 
also been confirmed in a meta-analysis (Ma et al., 2019).

Fewer studies have examined the link between defender self-efficacy and passive 
bystanding. The available studies suggest that students with higher levels of defender 
self-efficacy are less likely to act as passive bystanders (Eijigu & Teketel, 2023; 
Sjögren et al., 2020, 2021b, 2024b; Thornberg et al., 2017; for an exception, see 
Pöyhönen et al., 2012). However, previous research has not distinguished between 
unconcerned and guilty bystanding when investigated the link between defender self-
efficacy and passive bystanding. Therefore, clarifying the extent to which defender 
self-efficacy is related to unconcerned bystanding and guilty bystanding is critical to 
better understand the complexity of passive bystanding.

1.2  The present study

The aim of the present study was to investigate whether moral disengagement and 
defender self-efficacy were related to defending, unconcerned bystanding, and guilty 
bystanding in school bullying among pre-adolescent students in upper elementary 
schools. Based on the literature, we hypothesized that moral disengagement would 
be positively associated with unconcerned bystanding and negatively associated with 
both defending and guilty bystanding (Hypothesis 1). Furthermore, we hypothesized 
that defender self-efficacy would be positively associated with defending (Hypoth-
esis 2). To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to examine whether 
defender self-efficacy is linked to the two forms of passive bystanding. Considering 
that passive bystanding as a general construct has been linked to less defender self-
efficacy, and that guilty bystanders think that they should intervene while remain-
ing passive, it is plausible to hypothesize that defender self-efficacy is negatively 
associated with guilty bystanding (Hypothesis 3). Due to the novelty of this study 
and lack of previous empirical research on the possible link between defender self-
efficacy and unconcerned bystanding, we could not derive a specific hypothesis from 
the literature. Instead, we investigated the relationship between defender self-efficacy 
and unconcerned bystanding in an exploratory manner. Finally, recent findings sug-
gest that moral disengagement may alter how defender self-efficacy translates into 
bystander behavior. According to social-cognitive theory, moral and self-evaluative 
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mechanisms interact in guiding social action, and when moral self-regulation is deac-
tivated, self-efficacy beliefs may exert weaker influence on behavior. Empirically, 
Sjögren et al. (2024a, b) found that defender self-efficacy predicted lower passive 
bystanding only among students low in moral disengagement, suggesting that moral 
disengagement can attenuate the behavioral expression of self-efficacy. Building on 
this reasoning, we also tested, as an exploratory extension, the interaction between 
moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy in predicting defending, guilty 
bystanding, and unconcerned bystanding.

Age and gender were included as control variables in the present study. Empiri-
cal findings generally indicate that defending decreases with age (Eijigu & Teketel, 
2023; Gini et al., 2022; Pöyhönen et al., 2012; Sjögren et al., 2021b; Thornberg et 
al., 2023; for exceptions, see Mazzone et al., 2016; Pozzoli et al., 2016; Tolmatcheff 
et al., 2022). According to a meta-analysis by Ma et al. (2019), younger students are 
more likely than older students to defend, although the average effect size was small. 
Empirical findings regarding passive bystanding are more mixed: some research sug-
gests that passive bystanding increases with age (Gini et al., 2022; Pöyhönen et al., 
2012; Wang et al., 2024; Yang & Gao, 2023), while other studies find no significant 
association (Eijigu & Teketel, 2023; Gini et al., 2022; Mazzone et al., 2016; Pozzoli 
et al., 2016; Sjögren et al., 2021b; Thornberg et al., 2023; Tolmatcheff et al., 2022a). 
Only one study has examined whether age is associated with being an unconcerned 
or guilty bystander and found no significant relationship in either case (Obermann, 
2011).

Regarding gender, research has shown that girls are more likely than boys to 
defend victims (Caravita et al., 2019, 2022; Gini et al., 2015, 2022; Mazzone et al., 
2016; Sjögren et al., 2021a, b; Thornberg et al., 2022, 2023; Tolmatcheff et al., 2022a; 
van der Ploeg et al., 2017; Yang & Gao, 2023). Meta-analytic findings (Ma et al., 
2019) support this pattern, but the effect was small. In contrast, boys have been found 
to be more likely than girls to engage in passive bystanding (Eijigu & Teketel, 2023; 
Sjögren et al., 2021a, b; Thornberg et al., 2023; Tolmatcheff et al., 2022a; Wang et 
al., 2024; Yang & Gao, 2023). Nevertheless, some studies report no significant asso-
ciation between gender and passive bystanding (Mazzone et al., 2016; Thornberg 
et al., 2022), and both Caravita et al. (2019) Pyhönen et al. (2012) found that girls 
were more likely to engage in both defending and passive bystanding. According to 
Obermann (2011), more boys than girls were classified as unconcerned and guilty 
bystanders, while more girls than boys were classified as defenders.

Based on the findings from Ma et al.’s (2019) meta-analysis, we hypothesized that 
girls and younger students would be more likely to engage in defending compared to 
boys and older students. Previous research on passive bystanding is more inconsis-
tent but suggests that both age and gender may influence passive bystanding. Given 
the mixed findings and the fact that only one study has explored unconcerned and 
guilty bystanders (Obermann, 2011), we chose not to formulate specific hypotheses. 
Instead, age and gender were included as control variables in an exploratory manner 
regarding these forms of passive bystanding.
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2  Method

2.1  Participants and procedure

Following the approval of the Regional Ethical Review Board at Linköping, students 
from grades 4–6 (ages 10–14 years) were recruited from 74 classrooms in 31 schools 
in Sweden. The original sample consisted of 1,527 students (755 girls [49%] and 772 
[51%] boys). In the study, 268 students were excluded because their parents did not 
grant active consent; 82 students were absent at the data collection session or did not 
want to participate; 8 students were excluded due to participation difficulties (i.e., 
language, reading or cognitive difficulties); and 1 student was dropped because of full 
missing data on all scales included in the study, leading to the final sample of 1,168 
students (53% girls, mean age = 11.71, SD = 0.86). Although socioeconomic status 
was not measured at the individual level, the sample of schools included a wide range 
of socio-geographic locations and socioeconomic backgrounds of students due to the 
purposeful sampling of schools. The vast majority of participants had a Swedish eth-
nic background, while a minority (14%) had foreign backgrounds; that is, either they 
had been born in another country, or both their parents were born in another country.

Students completed a questionnaire during regular school hours in their ordinary 
classrooms. Trained graduate students in psychology were present in the classrooms 
during the survey administration. They explained the study procedure, data confi-
dentiality, and the possibility to withdraw from the study at any time without being 
penalized. They also assisted participants who needed help (e.g., by providing read-
ing support and clarifying specific items or words in the questionnaire). Participants 
responded anonymously to the questionnaire. To ensure privacy, participants were 
instructed to move away from each other and separate their desks.

2.2  Measures

2.2.1  Moral disengagement

We used an 18-item moral disengagement in bullying scale (Thornberg & Jungert, 
2014) to measure students’ proneness to morally disengage in bullying situations 
(e.g., “It’s okay to harm another person a couple of times a week if you do that to 
protect your friends”, “Saying mean things to a certain person a couple of times a 
week doesn’t matter. It’s just about joking a little with the person”, “If you can’t 
be like everybody else, you have to blame yourself if you get bullied”). Responses 
were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”) and 
were averaged across the items to generate a composite score representing overall 
moral disengagement (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89). To validate the factor structure of 
the scale, a CFA was conducted. The model specified seven latent factors, with dehu-
manization and victim blaming combined into one factor (victim attribution) in line 
with previous studies. More specifically, the model specified seven latent factors, 
which were combined into a higher-order factor representing overall moral disen-
gagement. The higher-order CFA was estimated using maximum likelihood estima-
tion with robust standard errors (MLR) to account for the non-normal distribution 
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of the data (Mardia’s skewness = 35,158.69, p <.001 and kurtosis = 350.87, p <.001; 
Shapiro–Wilk tests for all items, p <.001). The model provided support of the higher-
order model: χ²(128) = 311.28, p <.001, CFI = 0.948, RMSEA = 0.051 [90% CI: 0.044, 
0.059], and SRMR = 0.045. Thus, the scale can be utilized to measure moral disen-
gagement either as a global construct or through its seven mechanisms.

2.2.2  Defender self-efficacy

Defender self-efficacy was measured using a 5-item Likert scale ranging from 
1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree (Thornberg et al., 2017). The scale aimed 
to capture students’ confidence in their ability to intervene effectively in bullying 
situations. Participants were asked to rate their confidence in their ability to intervene 
effectively in bullying situations (e.g., “I feel that I am very good at speaking up 
when students are mean toward another student”; “I feel that I am very good at help-
ing students who are victims of bullying”). Responses to these items were averaged 
to form a composite score representing overall defender self-efficacy (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.92). A CFA was conducted, using maximum likelihood estimation with 
robust standard errors (MLR) to account for the non-normal distribution of the data 
(Mardia’s skewness = 402.14, p <.001 and kurtosis = 36.48, p <.001; Shapiro–Wilk 
tests for all items, p <.001), and confirmed the one-dimensional factor structure of 
the defender self-efficacy scale: χ²(5) = 18.07, p =.003, CFI = 0.994, RMSEA = 0.066 
[90% CI: 0.035, 0.100], and SRMR = 0.012.

2.2.3  Bystander behaviors

Bystander behaviors were measured using two parallel 8-item, seven-point Likert 
scales, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. The students were 
first asked about witnessing physical bullying, “If a student repeatedly gets punched, 
kicked, violently shoved or is held with force by students who are stronger, more 
popular, or more in charge in comparison to that student, what do you usually do?”, 
followed by a set of items. Next, the students were asked about verbal bullying, “If 
a student is repeatedly teased or called names by students who are stronger, more 
popular, or more in charge in comparison to that student, what do you usually do?” 
The items on both scales were identical to ensure consistency in capturing different 
types of bystander behaviors across the two scenarios. Participants were asked to 
reflect on situations where they had witnessed victimization by peers who were big-
ger, stronger, more popular, or more powerful than the victimized student. After each 
scenario, students responded to items that measured unconcerned bystanding, guilty 
bystanding, and defending. Unconcerned bystanding was captured by the items, “I 
don’t do anything because it’s not my problem”, “I don’t care but just walk away”, 
and “I don’t care what they do but continue what I was doing”. Guilty bystanding was 
captured by the items, “I feel bad because I don’t help the student” and “I feel guilty 
because I don’t do anything”. Defending was captured by one reporting item (“I tell 
a teacher”) and two confronting items (“I tell them to stop messing with the student”, 
and “I step between and try to make them stop”), asked for both the physical and ver-
bal scenarios. Preliminary item correlations indicated moderate links between report-
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ing and confronting defending indicators (r =.36–0.50), stronger within-confronting 
associations (r =.70–0.83), and a high intercorrelation between the two reporting 
items (r =.78). Given these associations, we conducted sensitivity analyses estimat-
ing defending separately by confronting versus reporting indicators; results paral-
leled the main model (all significance patterns unchanged), although the association 
between defender self-efficacy and defending was attenuated in the reporting-only 
specification. Accordingly, we modeled defending as a single latent construct using 
all six indicators across scenarios. Responses for each scale were averaged across 
the two scenarios (physical and verbal) to create composite scores for each type of 
bystander behavior, resulting in three subscales: unconcerned bystanding, guilty 
bystanding, and defending.

To validate the dimensionality of the bystander behavior constructs, a confirma-
tory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted. The model specified three latent factors 
corresponding to defending, unconcerned bystanding, and guilty bystanding. Each 
factor was indicated by items from both the physical and verbal scenarios. Error 
covariances were specified between corresponding items across the two scenarios to 
account for shared method variance, as the items measured identical behaviors across 
two different types of bullying. Including these covariances was important to ensure 
that the similarity in the wording of items between physical and verbal scenarios did 
not artificially inflate the relationships among the latent factors, providing a more 
accurate representation of the constructs being measured. The CFA model was esti-
mated using maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR) to 
account for the non-normal distribution of the data (as indicated by Mardia’s test of 
multivariate skewness = 5,479.34, p <.001 and kurtosis = 108.03, p <.001, along with 
significant univariate Shapiro-Wilk tests for all items, p <.001) and provide more 
accurate parameter estimates and fit indices under such conditions. The model pro-
vided support for the three-factor structure: χ²(93) = 246.41, p <.001, CFI = 0.983, 
RMSEA = 0.045 [90% CI: 0.038; 0.052], and SRMR = 0.039. Furthermore, the scales 
displayed adequate internal consistency as indicated by Cronbach’s alphas of 0.90 for 
defending, 0.89 for unconcerned bystanding, and 0.93 for guilty bystanding.

2.3  Statistical analyses

All analyses were carried out in R Studio using R version 4.4.2 (R Core Team, 2024). 
First, we analyzed descriptive statistics and correlations for all scales to assess their 
distributions and bivariate associations. Next, we used structural equation modeling 
(SEM) to investigate whether moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy were 
related to defending, unconcerned bystanding, and guilty bystanding in school bully-
ing among pre-adolescents.

In the measurement part of the model, each latent variable was measured using 
multiple observed indicators: defending (six items), unconcerned bystanding (six 
items), guilty bystanding (four items), moral disengagement (18 items), and defender 
self-efficacy (five items). Given their conceptual overlap, we specified covariances 
between the three bystander behaviors. Additionally, residual covariances were spec-
ified between parallel items measuring these behaviors, as these items were nearly 
identical in wording, differing only in the scenario described. We evaluated model fit 
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using CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR, following common guidelines suggesting that CFI 
above approximately 0.95, RMSEA below 0.06, and SRMR below 0.08 indicate a 
good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). We used MLR (Maximum Likelihood with Robust 
Standard Errors) as the estimator, which provides standard errors robust to non-
normality and heteroscedasticity. To handle missing data, we employed FIML (Full 
Information Maximum Likelihood) estimation, allowing all available information to 
contribute to parameter estimations without excluding participants with incomplete 
responses. As students were nested within classrooms, we also adjusted for clustering 
effects by specifying the class variable as a clustering factor in the model.

In the structural model, moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy were 
specified as predictors of the three bystander behaviors, while age and gender were 
included as covariates. In addition to this main-effects model, we tested an interaction 
model in which an interaction term between moral disengagement and defender self-
efficacy was added as a predictor of the three bystander behaviors.

After an initial evaluation of the main-effects model, which indicated a slightly 
lower-than-expected CFI (0.91), we examined modification indices and residual 
covariances. Based on both statistical and theoretical considerations, we then speci-
fied additional correlated residuals among the moral disengagement items within 
three mechanisms: moral justification (i.e., MD1 ~ ~ MD12), displacement of respon-
sibility (i.e., MD7 ~ ~ MD13, MD7 ~ ~ MD16, MD13 ~ ~ MD16), and victim attribu-
tion (i.e., MD3 ~ ~ MD4, MD3 ~ ~ MD17, MD4 ~ ~ MD17, see Thornberg & Jungert, 
2014). These modifications were justified on theoretical grounds, as items within 
each mechanism not only measured the same underlying construct but also shared 
highly similar wording and structure, which could introduce systematic shared vari-
ance beyond what was accounted for by the latent construct. Additionally, some items 
within the same mechanism reflected highly specific aspects of the broader mecha-
nism. For example, while there are various ways to justify harmful behavior, both 
items measuring moral justification in this study specifically framed the justification 
in terms of friendships—one emphasizing the protection of friends and the other 
emphasizing helping friends.

3  Results

3.1  Descriptive results and correlations

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations of the study variables. 
Participants indicated higher levels of defender self-efficacy (M = 4.38, SD = 1.65) 
compared to moral disengagement (M = 1.78, SD = 0.77). Among the bystander 
behaviors, defending was reported most frequently (M = 4.42, SD = 1.64), followed 
by guilty bystanding (M = 3.41, SD = 1.9), and unconcerned bystanding (M = 2.34, 
SD = 1.3). The correlation analyses showed that defender self-efficacy was positively 
related to defending (r =.64, p <.001) and negatively related to both unconcerned (r 
= –.30, p <.001) and guilty bystanding (r = –.28, p <.001). Conversely, moral disen-
gagement was positively associated with unconcerned bystanding (r =.44, p <.001) 
and negatively associated with guilty bystanding (r = –.08, p <.01) and defending (r 
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= –.14, p <.001). Regarding associations among the bystander behaviors, defending 
was negatively correlated with both guilty bystanding (r = –.13, p <.001) and uncon-
cerned bystanding (r = –.43, p <.001), whereas guilty and unconcerned bystanding 
were not significantly correlated. Regarding the control variables, age was negatively 
correlated with defender self-efficacy (r = –.17, p <.001) and defending (r = –.20, 
p <.001), and positively correlated with unconcerned bystanding (r =.13, p <.001), 
while boys were more likely to score higher in moral disengagement (r = –.23, p 
<.001) and unconcerned bystanding (r = –.25, p <.001), and girls were more likely 
to score higher in defending (r =.10, p <.001) and guilty bystanding (r =.10, p <.01).

3.2  Main analysis

First, we evaluated the fit of the proposed main-effects model to the data. The model 
demonstrated a good fit based on the fit indices (χ2(749) = 1722, p =.001, CFI = 0.947, 
RMSEA = 0.040, 90% CI [0.037, 0.042], SRMR = 0.052), indicating that the model 
adequately represents the relationships among the study variables. Next, we exam-
ined the structural paths to test whether moral disengagement and defender self-effi-
cacy were significant predictors of defending, unconcerned bystanding, and guilty 
bystanding (for an overview of the standardized coefficients, see Fig. 1).

Defending behavior was strongly positively associated with defender self-efficacy 
(β = 0.72, p <.001), indicating that students with higher confidence in their ability to 
defend were more likely to intervene when witnessing bullying. In contrast, moral 
disengagement was negatively, although weakly, associated with defending (β = 
–0.13, p =.001), suggesting that students who disengaged morally from the situation 
were less likely to act in defense of their peers. Neither age nor gender were signifi-
cantly related to defending behavior.

Unconcerned bystanding was negatively associated with defender self-efficacy (β 
= –0.32, p <.001), meaning that students with greater confidence in their defend-
ing abilities were less likely to remain passive and unconcerned in bullying situ-
ations. Conversely, moral disengagement was strongly positively associated with 
unconcerned bystanding (β = 0.48, p <.001), indicating that students who justified or 
distanced themselves from the moral implications of bullying were more likely to 
ignore such incidents. Additionally, gender was significantly related to this form of 
passive bystanding (β = –0.15, p <.001), with boys reporting higher levels of uncon-

Table 1  Correlations, means (M), and standard deviations (SD) of the study variables
Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD
1. Moral Disengagement – 1.78 0.77
2. Defender Self-Efficacy 0.02 – 4.38 1.65
3. Defending –0.14*** 0.64*** – 4.42 1.64
4. Unconcerned Bystanding 0.44*** –0.30*** –0.43*** – 2.34 1.30
5. Guilty Bystanding –0.08** –0.28*** –0.13*** 0.01 – 3.41 1.90
6. Age 0.05 –0.17*** –0.20*** 0.13*** 0.01 – 11.71 0.86
7. Gender –0.23*** 0.05 0.10*** –0.25*** 0.10** –0.03 – 0.53 0.50
**p <.01, ***p <.001; gender: boy = 0, girl = 1
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cerned bystanding compared to girls, whereas age was not significantly associated 
with unconcerned bystanding.

Guilty bystanding was negatively associated with defender self-efficacy (β = 
–0.31, p <.001) and, to a lower degree, moral disengagement (β = –0.07, p =.033), 
suggesting that students who felt capable of defending or who reported higher lev-
els of moral disengagement from the situation were less likely to passively witness 
bullying while experiencing guilt. Gender was significantly linked to this form of 
passive bystanding (β = 0.10, p <.001), indicating that girls were more likely than 
boys to report guilty bystanding, whereas age was not significantly linked to guilty 
bystanding.

Finally, in addition to the main-effects model, we also tested an interaction 
model including the interaction between moral disengagement and defender self-
efficacy. This model demonstrated poorer fit (χ2(166) = 1149, p =.001, CFI = 0.906, 
RMSEA = 0.069, 90% CI [0.066, 0.072], SRMR = 0.050). The interaction was not 
significant for defending (β = −0.01, p =.80) or unconcerned bystanding (β = 0.03, 
p =.55), but was positive and significant for guilty bystanding (β = 0.19, p <.001).

4  Discussion

The present study aimed to examine whether moral disengagement and defender self-
efficacy were related to defending, unconcerned bystanding, and guilty bystanding 
in school bullying among pre-adolescent students. In line with our first hypothesis, 
we found that moral disengagement was positively associated with unconcerned 

Fig. 1  Standardized coefficients of the SEM analysis. *p <.05, ***p <.001
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bystanding and negatively associated with defending and guilty bystanding. While 
these findings align with previous research demonstrating the negative relationship 
between moral disengagement and defending (Killer et al., 2019; Luo & Bussey, 
2023; Ma et al., 2019), they also provide insights into the inconsistent findings 
regarding the link between moral disengagement and passive bystanding (Killer et 
al., 2019; Luo & Bussey, 2023).

Distinguishing between unconcerned and guilty bystanding (Obermann, 2011) 
appears to be an important step in better understanding passive bystanding within a 
social cognitive framework (Bandura, 1997, 2016). The present findings suggest that 
students who tend to exhibit unconcerned bystanding are more prone to morally dis-
engage, whereas students who are more likely to engage in guilty bystanding are less 
prone to morally disengage. This pattern can be related to Obermann’s (2011) study, 
which found that unconcerned bystanders scored significantly higher in moral disen-
gagement than guilty bystanders. Like Obermann’s (2011) study, and with reference 
to the social cognitive theory of moral disengagement (Bandura, 2016), this finding 
supports “the underlying theoretical assumption that individuals who feel guilty and 
responsible are less likely to disengage morally” (Obermann, 2011, p. 252) than those 
who feel unconcerned. At the same time, the present results showed that moral dis-
engagement was more strongly related to unconcerned bystanding compared to the 
two other bystander behaviors, suggesting that it plays a more crucial role in uncon-
cerned bystanding than in defending and guilty bystanding. Students who morally 
disengage are less likely to perceive the situation as an emergency—thereby failing 
to recognize its moral issue and the victim’s need for help—or do not feel personally 
responsible for intervening (Bandura, 2016). High moral disengagement enables pas-
sive bystanders to remain indifferent and unconcerned about both the situation they 
witness and their own role within it, and thus, corrupts their moral agency.

In accordance with social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997, 2016), our findings 
highlight that defender self-efficacy is a key component of bystander’s moral agency, 
showing that defender self-efficacy was positively related to defending. Specifically, 
students who scored higher in defender self-efficacy were more likely to intervene in 
bullying incidents to help the victim. This result supports our second hypothesis and 
is consistent with previous research showing a positive relationship between defender 
self-efficacy and defending (e.g., Eijigu & Teketel, 2023; Gini et al., 2022; Sjögren et 
al., 2024; for a meta-analysis, see Ma et al., 2019). High defender self-efficacy helps 
bystanders overcome inhibitory factors such as hesitation caused by social status dif-
ferences, self-doubt regarding their ability to intervene effectively, and fear of retalia-
tion or social repercussions. These factors have been identified as common inhibitors 
of intervention in studies examining students’ perspectives on bystander behavior 
(Forsberg et al., 2018; Strindberg et al., 2020; Thornberg et al., 2018; Williams et al., 
2018). High self-efficacy facilitates them to transform their moral understanding of 
the bullying situation into moral action (Bandura, 2016); that is, it helps them stand 
up for the victim through confronting the bullies and reporting to authority.

Additionally, in line with our third hypothesis and prior research demonstrating 
a negative link between defender self-efficacy and passive bystanding as a global 
construct (Eijigu & Teketel, 2023; Sjögren et al., 2020, 2021b, 2024b; Thornberg 
et al., 2017), the present findings showed that defender self-efficacy was negatively 
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associated with guilty bystanding and—beyond our hypotheses—with unconcerned 
bystanding. According to social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997), mastery experi-
ences are the most influential source of self-efficacy. These involve personal experi-
ences of success in performing the behavior, task, or activity. Successful experiences 
increase self-efficacy beliefs. Thus, a possible explanation for the negative association 
between defender self-efficacy and both forms of passive bystanding in the present 
study is that students who frequently act as either unconcerned or guilty bystanders 
in bullying situations have fewer opportunities to develop their defending capacity. 
As a result, they experience fewer instances of successfully organizing and execut-
ing actions to defend a bullied peer and stop bullying. Consequently, their recurrent 
pattern of passive bystanding limits their opportunities to cultivate a high level of 
defender self-efficacy.

Complementing the main effects, we also tested whether moral disengagement 
conditions how defender self-efficacy translates into bystander behavior (see also 
Sjögren et al., 2024a, b). The interaction did not emerge for defending or uncon-
cerned bystanding but was positive and significant for guilty bystanding, suggesting 
that the negative association between defender self-efficacy and guilty bystanding 
weakens as moral disengagement increases. This pattern is consistent with the view 
that deactivated moral self-regulation can blunt the behavioral expression of self-
efficacy, particularly for morally ambivalent passivity. However, it should be noted 
that the interaction model displayed poorer fit than the main-effects model.

With respect to the control variables, the observed bivariate correlations in this 
study aligned with our hypothesis and previous research in that defending declined 
with age and was more prevalent among girls (e.g., Ma et al., 2019; Gini et al., 2022; 
Thornberg et al., 2023). However, our findings did not reveal any significant asso-
ciation between either age or gender and defending once moral disengagement and 
defender self-efficacy were accounted for. These results suggest that individual dif-
ferences in moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy may play a more central 
role in shaping defending than age or gender in pre-adolescence. In terms of pas-
sive bystanding, gender significantly predicted both forms: boys were more likely to 
engage in unconcerned bystanding, whereas girls were more likely to report guilty 
bystanding. However, age was not significantly associated with either unconcerned 
or guilty bystanding when moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy were 
included as independent variables in the structural equation model. Taken together, 
these findings highlight the importance of considering gender-specific socialization 
experiences in understanding different passive bystanding in bullying, while also 
suggesting that age-related trends may be less pronounced during the upper elemen-
tary years when accounting for moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy.

4.1  Limitations

Our study employed a cross-sectional design, which limits our ability to establish 
causality or determine the direction of effects. The social cognitive theory posits bidi-
rectional relationships between cognition and behavior, suggesting a complex inter-
play of environmental, individual, and behavioral influences (Bandura, 1997, 2016). 
Future research should therefore adopt longitudinal approaches to examine whether 

1 3

Page 13 of 19    196 



R. Thornberg et al.

moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy predict defending, guilty bystanding, 
and unconcerned bystanding over time, and whether these three bystander behaviors 
predict moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy over time.

Moreover, intervention studies with an experimental design (e.g., randomized 
control trials) aimed at decreasing moral disengagement and increasing defender 
self-efficacy among students should be conducted to test possible causal associa-
tions between these social-cognitive factors and the three bystander behaviors. This 
was partly demonstrated by Tolmatcheff et al. (2022), who showed that a decrease in 
moral disengagement following a targeted intervention was significantly associated 
with an increase in defending and a reduction in passive bystanding. Furthermore, the 
reliance on self-reported data may have inflated variable associations due to shared 
methods variance. Self-reporting is also susceptible to biases, including social desir-
ability bias, recall bias, perception bias, and intentionally exaggerated responses. 
These factors could potentially affect the accuracy and reliability of the findings. 
Future research should therefore include multiple data sources, such as peer nomina-
tions and teacher reported data, in addition to self-reported student data.

Another limitation is that the present study treated and measured defending as 
a unidimensional construct, while researchers more recently have suggested that 
defending can be considered as a multidimensional construct including assertive 
defending, aggressive defending, comforting victims, reporting to authority (Lambe 
& Craig, 2020), and tactical defending (Wang et al., 2023). Thus, future studies 
should examine in what degree moral disengagement and defender self-efficacy are 
linked to different forms of peer defending, using more comprehensive scales that 
capture these different subtypes of defending. Future research may also consider 
examining the potential interplay between defender self-efficacy and moral disen-
gagement in predicting subtypes of defending and passive bystanding. Additionally, 
the current study focused on students within a particular age range and from specific 
areas in Sweden. The generalizability of our findings to other demographic groups 
or geographic regions should therefore be considered with caution. Thus, the present 
findings need to be replicated in diverse cultural contexts and with various age groups 
to establish their broader applicability and robustness.

4.2  Practical implications

The findings of this study offer valuable insights for practitioners and policymak-
ers interested in school-based intervention programs aiming to reduce bullying and 
promote prosocial bystander behavior. First, given the strong positive relationship 
between defender self-efficacy and defending behavior, interventions should priori-
tize strategies that enhance students’ confidence in their ability to intervene in bully-
ing situations. Self-efficacy can be strengthened through mastery experiences, social 
modeling, and verbal persuasion (Bandura, 1997). School-based programs could 
therefore incorporate role-playing exercises, peer mentoring, and scenario-based 
training to help students practice defending behaviors in a controlled and supportive 
environment (Forsberg et al., 2018; Gini et al., 2022; Thornberg et al., 2018). More-
over, training sessions that equip students with concrete strategies for effectively 
intervening may reduce the fear of retaliation or social repercussions (Forsberg et al., 
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2018; Thornberg et al., 2018). Additionally, encouraging positive social reinforce-
ment from teachers and peers may further strengthen students’ confidence in their 
ability to act as defenders (Williams et al., 2018).

Second, the study highlights the role of moral disengagement in reinforcing pas-
sive bystanding, particularly unconcerned bystanding. Higher moral disengagement 
levels allow students to justify inaction, reducing their sense of personal responsibil-
ity (Bandura, 2016; Killer et al., 2019). To address this, educators should implement 
moral reasoning training, where students are encouraged to critically reflect on their 
justifications for non-intervention. Classroom discussions on empathy, responsibility, 
and the real-life consequences of bullying and moral dilemma discussions can help 
students develop a stronger sense of moral accountability and recognize the ethical 
implications of their bystander behavior, fostering the sense of a moral obligation to 
intervene (Gini et al., 2020; Luo & Bussey, 2023). Moreover, debiasing techniques 
could be used to foster students’ critical thinking and teach them to recognize and 
counteract morally disengaged reasoning (Horton, 2004), by making the conse-
quences of such biases visible, contrasting diffusion of responsibility, and avoiding 
the use of palliative language. Examples of these techniques include generating coun-
ter-arguments, articulating reasons in support of opposing beliefs, expressing the line 
of thinking that leads one to hold particular beliefs (Horton, 2004).

Third, the distinction between unconcerned and guilty bystanders offers a more 
nuanced understanding of passive bystanding (Obermann, 2011). Interventions 
should tailor strategies to these two groups. For instance, unconcerned bystanders 
may benefit from programs that increase their emotional engagement with victims, 
such as perspective-taking exercises or storytelling interventions where they listen to 
personal accounts from victims (Brüggemann et al., 2019; Strindberg et al., 2020). 
Guilty bystanders, on the other hand, may already recognize the need to intervene but 
lack the confidence or social support to do so. For them, assertiveness training and 
structured peer support systems could provide the encouragement needed to transi-
tion from passive to active defending (Dovidio et al., 2006; Thornberg et al., 2020).

Lastly, schools should create environments that encourage students to take an 
active stance against bullying. Implementing school-wide anti-bullying policies, 
fostering a culture of collective responsibility, and involving students in decision-
making processes can reinforce a sense of agency and responsibility among bystand-
ers (Salmivalli, 1999; Strindberg et al., 2020). By addressing both the cognitive and 
emotional barriers to bystander intervention, schools can create an environment 
where defending victims becomes the norm, ultimately contributing to a more sup-
portive and inclusive school climate.
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