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Introduction

Objective - The aims of this study were to explore bystander roles
based on the Participant Role Questionnaire (PRQ) and to determine
the contribution of affective empathy and moral disengagement in
explaining bystander roles in bullying. Methods - The sample includ-
ed 325 elementary school students aged 11-16 years old. Students’
involvement in different bystander roles was assessed by subscales
adapted from the PRQ), and their individual characteristics were mea-
sured by the Emotional Empathy Scale and the adapted version of the
Moral Disengagement Scale. Results - The factor analysis revealed a
five-factor structure of bystander role scales (assistant, reinforcer, de-
fender, aggressive defender and outsider). The Outsider scale did not
show satisfactory reliability. Boys had significantly higher scores on
assisting the bully, whereas girls had significantly higher scores on de-
fending the victim. Reinforcing the bully increased with students’ age,
while defending the victim decreased with age. Hierarchical regression
analyses revealed that, after controlling for the effects of bystanders’
gender and age, emotional empathy had significant positive effects on
defender and aggressive defender roles, and a significant negative effect
on the reinforcer role. Moral disengagement was a significant positive
predictor of assistant, reinforcer and aggressive defender roles, and a
negative predictor of the defender role. Conclusion - Bystanders’ af-
fective empathy and moral disengagement are important determinants
of their behaviour in bullying situations. The validity of differentiating
between the roles of assertive and aggressive defenders is confirmed.

(3). Bullying victims are more likely to de-
velop symptoms of depression, internalizing

Bullying is usually defined as a subtype of
aggressive behaviour whose main characteris-
tics are an intent to harm others and repeated
negative actions targeted at an individual
who is less powerful than the aggressor and
has difficulty defending him/herself (1, 2).
Longitudinal studies have revealed negative
short-term and long-term consequences of
bullying on the physical and mental health of

victims, as well as on the bullies themselves

(4) and psychosomatic problems (5), and are
exposed to a higher risk of suicidal ideation
(6). Long-term consequences include lower
self-esteem, poor academic achievement,
and poor psychosocial adjustment as adults
(3). Children and adolescents who are bul-
lies themselves are exposed to a higher risk
of developing symptoms of anxiety and de-

pression, social problems and rule-breaking
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behaviour (7), harmful alcohol use (4), sub-
sequent offending, low job status and drug
use (8).

Bullying has been most often examined
from the victim and aggressor perspectives.
In recent years, there is a growing body of
research examining bullying as a group-lev-
el process, and the role of bystanders in the
process. Studies of group dynamics in the
classroom indicate that bullies are driven by a
desire for dominance and they are often per-
ceived as popular or powerful by their class-
mates. The mere presence of bystanders may
induce bullies to violent behaviour in order
to keep their reputation as powerful members
of a group (2). Salmivalli et al. (9) identified
four participant roles in the bullying process
in a Finnish sample of sixth-graders, in addi-
tion to bullies or victims: assistants (follow
or assist the bully), reinforcers (provide posi-
tive feedback to bullies), defenders (help or
take sides with the victim), and outsiders (do
nothing or stay out of bullying situations).
Peers have been found to be present in most
bullying incidents, but they rarely defend
the victim. Observational data of bullying
episodes on the school playground show that
most of the time children stand by and pas-
sively observe violence (54%) or actively en-
gage on the bully’s side (21%), whereas only
25% of the time they actively defend the vic-
tim (10). Salmivalli et al. (9) classified 87% of
the students based on peer-nominations. Ap-
proximately two-thirds of the students were
bystanders of bullying episodes, while 12%
were identified as victims and 8% as bullies.
Defenders of the victim made up only 17%
of the participants, while half of the partici-
pants actively or passively supported bullies
either as reinforcers (19%), assistants (7%) or
outsiders (24%).

Although observers are present in most
bullying situations, there is limited research
about why people take different participant
roles and why some children and youth ac-

tively stand up against victimization (11).
The research on defenders’ characteristics and
motivation has important practical implica-
tions for the prevention of school bullying
and interventions aimed at reducing negative
consequences of victimization. Victims who
are defended by one or more students in the
class show better adjustment (lower anxiety,
lower depression, and higher self-esteem)
and are less rejected by their peers than vic-
tims without defenders (12). Gender-related
findings indicate that boys take the roles of
assistants and reinforcers more often than
girls, while girls act as defenders and out-
siders more often than boys do (9, 13, 14,
15). Research on age differences has shown
a growing trend in bullying among older el-
ementary school students and younger high
school students, and later bullying decreases
with age (16). The results on age differences
in bystander roles indicate that children and
early adolescents are increasingly more likely
to reinforce the bully (17) and less likely to
defend the victim (14, 17). Tani et al. (18)
demonstrated that other individual character-
istics, such as personality traits, contribute to
children’s typical behaviour in bullying situ-
ations. Defenders of the victim exhibited the
highest levels of friendliness (agreeableness)
relative to their peers, while introversion and
independence characterised outsiders. Both
pro-bullies and victims demonstrated higher
levels of emotional instability and lower lev-
els of friendliness.

This paper focuses on examining the con-
tributions of individual factors such as empa-
thy and moral disengagement in explaining
the behaviour of bystanders in school bul-
lying situations. Empathy has been concep-
tualized and assessed as a multidimensional
construct that includes both affective aspects,
i.e. the tendency to experience emotions that
are congruent with another’s affective state,
and cognitive aspects, such as the ability to
understand other people’s perspective (19).




Empathy, especially its affective component,
is consistently positively related to prosocial
behaviour (20) and negatively related to ag-
gressive and antisocial behaviours (21). The
results of the research on the relationship be-
tween empathy and bullying are less consis-
tent and may differ according to assessment
methods, participants’ gender or components
of empathy. Recent literature reviews have
shown that most studies found a negative
correlation between cognitive and, in partic-
ular, affective empathy and overall bullying
(22, 23). Less is known about the association
of empathy with different bystander roles.
Factor analyses of shortened adaptations of
the original Participant Role Questionnaire
(9) have rarely found a clear distinction be-
tween all participant roles, especially among
the bully, the assistant and the reinforcer
roles (13, 15, 24). Similarly to bullies, chil-
dren in pro-bullying roles lack empathic
understanding for the victims (25, 26). The
association between being an outsider and
empathy remains unclear due to contradic-
tory results, while defending the victim is
consistently positively related to both affec-
tive and cognitive empathy (23). Opposing
a powerful bully and his/her supporters re-
quires not only empathy towards the victim
but also adherence to moral standards that
such behaviour is right. Studies have shown
that children who are prone to violent be-
haviour toward their peers in real and virtual
worlds have some similar characteristics such
as a lack of empathy, a low level of morality, a
lack of guilt, and a higher tendency for moral
disengagement (27).

According to Bandura (28), moral behav-
iour (behaviour in accordance with internal-
ized norms) is promoted by self-rewards, i.e.
its positive consequences such as feelings of
pride and self-worth. The same self-regulatory
processes inhibit immoral behaviour because
it is associated with negative consequences
such as one’s feelings of self-condemnation,
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guiltand shame. Moral disengagement mech-
anisms deactivate moral controls and allow
people to justify their aggressive behaviour
without experiencing negative consequences
for self-image. Bandura (28) describes eight
mechanisms of moral disengagement that are
grouped into four categories. The first set of
mechanisms refers to the cognitive restructur-
ing of unacceptable behaviour, which is shown
in a positive light through moral justification,
euphemistic labelling, and favourable compar-
ison with more harmful behaviour. The second
set refers to diminishing or negating one’s own
responsibility for behaviour and its adverse
consequences through the diffusion of respon-
sibility or transfer of responsibility to someone
else. The third category of moral disengage-
ment mechanisms focuses on the adverse con-
sequences of behaviour through minimizing,
ignoring, or distorting them, and the fourth
category includes humiliating the victim by
dehumanizing the victim or blaming him/her
for causing inappropriate behaviour. Bandura
etal. (29) found that among the sample of 10-
15 year-old participants, high moral disengag-
ers are less prosocial and feel less guilty over
detrimental conduct, and they engage in a
higher level of interpersonal aggression. One
meta-analysis of studies that included differ-
ent samples of participants aged 8-18 years
old found a positive overall effect of moral
disengagement on aggressive behaviour and
bullying, these associations being stronger in
adolescents than in children (30).

The link between moral disengagement
and participant roles in school bullying has
been investigated in several studies. The ten-
dency for moral disengagement has been
positively related to bullying behaviour (31,
32, 33), and pro-bullying roles (31, 34). Sim-
ilarly to bullies, children in pro-bullying roles
also have attitudes that are more approving
of bullying (14). Outsiders’ and defenders’
behaviours are associated with lower levels of
moral disengagement (31, 34).
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Limited research has sought to examine
concurrently the effects of empathy and mor-
al disengagement on bullying. In addition,
many of the issues relevant to the assessment
of bullying have focused on measures that as-
sess students who bully and different types
of victims. The present study aims to extend
empirical findings on the links between stu-
dents’ personal characteristics and their roles
in bullying by examining the simultaneous
effects of affective empathy and moral dis-
engagement on bystanders’ behaviour. Al-
though there is a growing body of research on
bullying in Croatia, to our knowledge there
are no published studies using a participant
role approach and adaptation of the assess-
ment instrument developed by Salmivalli et
al. (9). The objectives of the present study
were to explore bystander roles based on the
Participant Role Questionnaire and to deter-
mine the contribution of affective empathy
and moral disengagement in explaining by-
stander roles in school bullying situations.

Methods

Participants

The study included 325 students (167 girls
and 158 boys) from two primary schools in
the city of Zagreb (Croatia). The students
were between the ages of 11 and 16 years
old (M=12.95, SD=1.15) and they were at-
tending classes from four grade levels: fifth
(N=74), sixth (N=83), seventh (N=80) and
eighth grade (N=88).

Instruments

Participant Role Questionnaire (PRQ). This
study used a modified version of the PRQ
to assess children’s reports of their behav-
iour when witnessing bullying situations
in school. The PRQ is the peer-report in-
strument that was first applied in a Finnish

sample of sixth-graders (9). Children rated

on a 3-point scale the frequency of their and
their classmates’ behaviour on 50 items that
describe different forms of student behaviour
in bullying situations. Based on the results of
factor analysis, 48 items were assigned to five
scales: a Bully Scale (initiative taking, leader-
like bullying behaviour), the Assistant Scale
(following, rather than instigating the bul-
lying), the Reinforcer Scale (acting in ways
that incite the bully thus providing an “au-
dience” for the bully), the Defender Scale
(providing support to the victim, efforts to
make other stop bullying), and the Outsider
Scale (staying out of the bullying situations).
The reliabilities of the scales were good (the
alpha coeflicients were greater than 0.80 for
each scale). In this study, we included 40 of
the original descriptors of bystanders’ roles
in bullying situations. These items were
translated from English into Croatian and
checked through processes of forward and
backward translation. The items of the Bully
Scale were excluded from the development
of adapted scales of the PRQ. Prior to the
administration of the participant role scales,
students were read the definition of bullying,
which was also provided in written instruc-
tions. The PRQ specifies bullying as “one
child being exposed repeatedly to harassment
and attacks from one or several other chil-
dren; harassment and attacks may be, for ex-
ample, shoving or hitting the other one, call-
ing names or making jokes of him/her, leav-
ing him/her outside the group, taking his/
her things, or any other behaviour meant to
hurt the other one.” (9, p. 4). Students evalu-
ated on a three-point scale how often they
behaved in the ways described by each of the
items (0 = “never”, 1 = “sometimes”, 2 = “of-
ten”). The exploratory factor analysis revealed
five factors that explained 44.2% of the vari-
ance: Defender, Assistant (of the bully), Re-
inforcer (of the bully), Aggressive Defender,
and Outsider. Item analyses indicated that
four adapted scales had moderate to strong




internal consistency: the Assistant Scale (8
items, 0=0.71), the Reinforcer Scale (5 items,
0=0.69), the Aggressive Defender Scale (4
items, a=0.71), and the Defender Scale (14
items, 0=0.89). The Outsider Scale was not
considered for further analyses due to its low
reliability (5 items, Cronbach =0.50). For
all scales, scores were computed by averaging
across items, with higher scores indicating a
stronger endorsement of the construct.

The Emotional Empathy Scale (EES). This
instrument consists of 19 items that assess
the affective component of empathy (35).
Items (e.g. “I feel sorry when I see some-
one being helpless”) describe susceptibility
to emotional contagion, feelings of concern
and sympathy, and emotional responsiveness
to others experiences. Students rated each
item on a 5-point scale with response options
ranging from 1 (“does not describe me well”)
to 5 (“describes me very well”). Prior stud-
ies with fourteen-year-old adolescents have
shown satisfactory psychometric properties
of this scale (35). The exploratory factor anal-
ysis confirmed a one-factor solution (36.3%
of the variance explained), and the internal
consistency in the current sample was high
(0=0.90). The overall score was formed by
averaging the students’ scores on all items.
A higher score indicates greater empathic re-
sponsiveness.

The Moral Disengagement Scale (MDS).
The original MDS was constructed by Hymel
et al. (32) who identified 18 items from a
survey with eighth- to tenth-grade Italian
students on school bullying. These items de-
scribed attitudes toward peer violence and re-
flected four major categories of moral disen-
gagement described by Bandura (28): cogni-
tive restructuring (e.g. “Bullying is just a nor-
mal part of being a kid”), minimizing agency
(e.g. “If's my responsibility to intervene or
do something when I see bullying” — reverse
scored), distortion of negative consequences
(e.g. “Bullying gets kids to understand what
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is important to the group”), and blaming or
dehumanizing the victim (e.g. “Some kids
get bullied because they deserve it”). Stu-
dent responses were indicated on a 4-point
scale (NO, no, yes, YES). Factor analysis of
the results did not confirm the four-factor
structure and 13 items loading significantly
on a single, reliable factor (0=0.81) were re-
tained for the final version of the scale. In
the current study, we used adapted version of
the MDS. The 18-item scale was translated
from English into Croatian and then back
translated. Participants rated each item on a
4-point scale (from 1="“strongly disagree” to
4="strongly agree”). The exploratory factor
analysis yielded a one-factor solution for this
scale (31.6% of the total variance explained)
with 15 items having significant loadings
on a single factor. The Cronbach o reliabil-
ity coeflicient for this measure is 0.82. The
overall score was formed as the average of the
answers to 15 items, with two items reverse
scored. Higher scores in this scale indicate
pro-bullying attitudes and a stronger tenden-
cy for moral disengagement.
Socio-demographic  data. Demographic
data were also collected and included stu-
dents’ age (years), gender (coded as 0="male”
and 1="female”) and grade (1="ffth”,
2="%sixth”, 3="seventh”, 4="cighth”).

Procedure

Once school authorities had agreed to let
their students participate in the study, parents
received letters which explained the goals and
procedures of the study. They were asked to
contact the school if they did not wish their
child to take part in the study. All of the par-
ents gave consent for their children to par-
ticipate. Students were informed that their
participation was on a voluntary basis and
they were free to withdraw from the study
at any time. Four students did not agree to
participate in the study. Students completed
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the questionnaires in their classrooms during
regular school hours, under the supervision
of one of the researchers. Instructions were
written in the questionnaire and given orally
as well. Data were collected and coded anon-
ymously. The majority of students completed
the questionnaire in less than 30 minutes.

Statistical Analysis

Data analyses were organised around the
study aims. First, exploratory factor analysis
was used to examine the factor structure of
a shortened version of the PRQQ among the
sample of Croatian students who partici-
pated in this study. Item analyses were con-
ducted to check the reliability of the adapted
scales. Factor analysis of other instruments
described in the Methods section was also
performed and Cronbach’s alpha was used
to examine internal consistency. Descriptive
statistics were obtained for all variables and
a series of independent t-tests examined po-
tential gender differences in the degree of in-
volvement in different participant roles dur-
ing school bullying, moral disengagement
and emotional empathy. Pearson’s bivariate
correlation coefficients were computed to as-
sess associations between variables. Finally,
hierarchical regression analyses were comput-
ed to examine whether empathy and moral
disengagement were significant predictors of
students’ involvement in different participant
roles while controlling for age and gender ef-
fects. Missing values on measures of study
variables (<6%) were replaced by mean values
on items of the same domain. Data analyses
were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics
for Windows, Version 25.

Results

Factor Structure of the Adapted
Participant Role Scales

In this study, we were interested to examine
students’ behaviour in school bullying situa-

tions when they witness other students being
bullied. Therefore, we adapted the original
PRQ (9) by including only those items that
describe bystanders’ behaviour and students
rated the frequency of their typical behav-
iour when someone was being bullied. The
behavioural descriptors included items from
four subscales (roles) of the PRQ: Defender
(20 items, Outsider (7 items), Reinforcer (7
items), and Assistant (4 items). We also in-
cluded two items of the PRQ (one for the
reinforcer role and one for the assistant role)
that did not have significant factor load-
ings in the original study. We first examined
whether adolescents in the present sample
differentiated different forms of bystanders’
behaviour as distinguished in the PRQ. A
principal-components analysis of 40 items
revealed the presence of eleven components
with eigenvalues greater than 1, which ac-
counted for 59.5% of the total variance. The
scree plot pointed to the existence of five
factors. After factor analysis forcing five fac-
tors was employed and factor loadings below
0.30 were ignored, a simple five-factor struc-
ture emerged with one large and one small
defender factor as well as assistant, reinforcer
and outsider factors. We deleted items with
ambiguous meaning, i.e. one item from this
set that did not have significant loadings on
any of the factors (“I didn’t even know about
the bullying”), one item that loaded equally
on two (outsider and reinforcer) factors (“I
didn’t do anything”) and one item describing
the defender’s role with higher factor load-
ing on an unintended (reinforcer) factor than
on the defender factor (I said to the victim:
“Don’t care about them”). Finally, the remin-
ing 37 items were submitted to a principal
component analysis with oblimin rotation.
Initial analysis revealed nine components
with eigenvalues greater than one and the
scree plot indicated that a five-factor solution
would fit the data. The analysis was run again
forcing five factors. The Keyser-Meyer-Olkin




measure of 0.84 indicated a high sampling
adequacy and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was
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significant (P<0.001), indicating that the fac-
tor model is appropriate. Table 1 shows the

Table 1. Factor Loadings on Items of Bystander Role Scales (Oblimin Rotation)

Factor Items Loadings
F1: Defender
D1 Comforts the victim afterwards 0.76
D2 Comforts the victim in the bullying situations 0.76
D3 Tells the others to stop bullying 0.70
D4 Stays with the victim during the breaks 0.65
D5 Says to the others that bullying is stupid 0.63
D6 Tries to make the others stop bullying 0.61
D7 Goes to tell the teacher about the bullying 0.61
D8 Tries to arbitrate the differences by talking 0.60
D9 Is friends with the victim during leisure time 0.58
D10 Tells some adult about the bullying 0.56
D11 Fetches the teacher in charge 0.56
D12 Fetches people to come and help the victim 0.56
D13 Encourages the victim to tell the teacher about the bullying 0.50
D14 Tells the others that it doesnt pay to join in the bullying 0.40
F2: Assistant
Al Joins in the bullying, when someone else has started it 0.64
A2 Joins in the bullying when the others tell him/her to do so 0.63
A3 Says to the bully: “Show him/her!” 0.62
A4 Assists the bully 0.59
AS Catches the victim 0.55
A6 Incites the bully by shouting 0.52
A7 Holds the victim, when he/she is harassed 0.46
A8 Says to the others: “Come to see, someone is being harassed there 0.34
F3: Outsider
o1 Stays outside the situation 0.66
02 Pretends not to notice what is happening 0.62
03 Doesn't take sides with anyone 0.55
04 Is not usually present 0.55
05 Goes away from the spot 0.41
F4: Aggressive Defender
AD1 Says to the others that the bully is stupid 0.73
AD2 Calls the bullies names in order to defend the victim 0.69
AD3 Attacks the bully in order to defend the victim 0.68
AD4 Takes revenge on the bully for the victim 0.57
ADS5 Threatens to tell the teacher, if the others don’t stop bullying 0.41
F5: Reinforcer
R1 Stays near and looks 0.62
R2 Is usually present, even if not doing anything 0.61
R3 Comes around to see the situation 0.59
R4 Giggles 0.57
R5 Laughs 0.51
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factor loadings of the rotated 37-item set. All
items loaded on one of the five factors and
accounted for 44.2% of the variance. There
were no items that cross-loaded onto any
other factor above 0.30. The eigen-values as-
sociated with these factors (F1 to F5) were
6.91,4.32,2.03, 1.68, and 1.46, respectively.
The first factor was labelled the Defender
(of the victim) role and included 14 defender
items of the PRQ that appropriately loaded
on this factor. The second factor correspond-
ed to the Assistant (of the bully) role and in-
cluded four Assistant items as well as three
items from the Reinforcer scale of the origi-
nal instrument (A3, A6 and A8) that describe
direct involvement in supporting the bully.
In addition, one item that describes active
involvement in bullying (A2) was dropped
from the PRQ), while in our sample this item
loaded on the Assistant factor. The third fac-
tor was labelled the Outsider and included
items from the same scale of the PRQ. The
fifth factor was labelled the Reinforcer (of
the bully) and included four items from the
same scale of the PRQ and one descriptor of
the reinforcer role that was dropped from the
original scale (R1). These items describe in-
citing the behaviour of the bully in indirect
ways by being present and paying attention
to the bullying situation or laughing. These
four factors of the shorter version of the PRQ
that was applied in our study correspond
to the four bystanders’ roles of the original
instrument. However, five items from the
original Defender Scale had significant load-
ings on the separate (fourth) factor, which
was labelled the Aggressive Defender (of the
victim). These items describe less construc-
tive ways of dealing with bullying situations
in order to support the victim, which include
verbal and physical aggression and revengeful
behaviour directed towards the bullies.
Individual mean responses were calcu-
lated for each factor and item analyses were
performed to check for the reliabilities of the

adapted bystander role scales. One item was
dropped from the Aggressive Defender Scale
(AD5) since item analysis showed that its re-
moval would improve the reliability of this
scale. The Outsider Scale had low internal
consistency (Cronbach’s 0=0.50) and was not
included in further data analysis. Alpha coef-
ficients for other bystander role scales were
acceptable, indicating moderate to high reli-
ability (Reinforcer=0.69, Assistant=0.71, Ag-
gressive Defender=0.71, Defender=0.89).

Descriptive Statistics, Gender Differences
and Intercorrelations Between the Study

Variables

Mean scores on bystander role scales show
that students reported being more frequently
involved as defenders of the victim (M=1.10,
SD=0.44) than they reported for reinforcing
the bully (M=0.79, SD=0.40) or taking the
role of the aggressive defender of the victim
(M=0.58, SD=0.47), while the mean self-re-
ported involvement as assistants of the bully
was the lowest (M=0.18, SD=0.25). Students
tend to report moderately high levels of emo-
tional empathy (M=3.72, SD=0.66), while
the mean score on the Moral Disengagement
Scale indicates moderately low tendency for
moral disengagement in bullying situations
(M=1.92, SD=0.40).

Pearson’s intercorrelation coeflicients be-
tween the study variables are given in Table
2. Correlations among the adapted PRQ
scales provided some evidence of their con-
struct validity. The Assistant, Reinforcer and
Defender scales were significantly related in
a predictable pattern. Expectedly, the stron-
gest positive correlation was found between
the two self-reported behavioural measures
on pro-bullying scales, the Assistant and Re-
inforcer scales. The Defender and Reinforcer
scales were significantly negatively related,
and a small negative correlation was also
found between the Defender and Assistant
scores. Students’ scores on the Aggressive De-
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Table 2. Correlations between Bystander Role, Emotional Empathy and Moral Disengagement Scales

Scale 1 2 3 4 5 6

1 Assistant 1 0.47° 0.35° -0.13° -0.16 0.42F
2 Reinforcer - 1 0.30° -0.32° -0.217 0.467
3 Aggressive defender - - 1 0.14" 0.05 0.32°
4 Defender - - - 1 0.50" -0.29°
5 Emotional empathy - - - - 1 -0.26"
6

Moral disengagement - -

P<0.05; 'P<0.01.

fender scale were significantly positively as-
sociated with Assistant and Reinforcer scales.
These scales measure similar forms of bully-
ing behaviours that are directed either to the
victim or to the bully. In contrast, a small
significant positive correlation emerged be-
tween the Aggressive Defender and Defender
scales. Both scales measure behaviours direct-
ed to support the victim while using either
aggressive or assertive ways of helping the
victim. Correlations with empathy and moral
disengagement measures further confirm the
independency of the Defender and the Ag-
gressive Defender constructs. Scores on the
Defender Scale were significantly positively
associated with emotional empathy and neg-
atively associated with moral disengagement,
while Aggressive Defender scores were posi-
tively related to moral disengagement scores
and were not associated with emotional em-
pathy. The assistant and reinforcer roles were
significantly positively associated with moral
disengagement scores and negatively associ-
ated with empathy scores.

With respect to behaviour in bullying sit-
uations, two variables showed significant cor-
relations with students’ age. Reinforcing the
bully increased with age (r=0.18, P<0.01),
while defending the victim decreased with
age (r=- 0.15, P<0.01). Assistant (r=0.03,
P>0.05) and aggressive defender roles
(r=0.10, P>0.05) were not associated with
students’” age. Older students showed a some-

Table 3. Gender Differences on Study Variables

Boys (N=158)  Girls (N=167)

Variable t

M SD M SD
Assistant 0.25 0.29 0.12 0.18 4.867
Reinforcer 0.83 0.42 0.76 0.38 1.55
Aggressive 062 049 055 044 135
defender
Defender 1.04 0.47 1.16 0.40 -2.40°
Emotional 355 070 388 056 477
empathy
Moral 201 042 182 035 433
disengagement

P<0.05; "P<0.01.

what higher tendency for moral disengage-
ment in bullying situations (r=0.11, P=0.05),
while empathic responsiveness was not relat-
ed to students’ age (r=-0.04, P>0.05).

Independent sample t-tests examined
possible significant gender differences on the
variables under study. As Table 3 shows, boys
had significantly higher mean scores on as-
sisting the bully while girls had significantly
higher scores on defending the victim. There
were no significant gender differences for
the reinforcer and aggressive defender roles.
Boys and girls differed significantly on the
constructs of moral disengagement and emo-
tional empathy. Boys reported more moral
disengagement while girls reported higher
empathic responsiveness.

169



Central Eur J Paed 2019;15(2):161-176

Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analyses

To examine the relative contribution of the
predictor variables to the explanation of stu-
dents’ typical behaviour when witnessing
bullying situations, four hierarchical multiple
regression analyses were conducted (Enter
method) with assistant, reinforcer, aggressive
defender, and defender roles as criterion vari-
ables. Students’ gender and age were entered
into the regression equation as a block in the
first step of analysis. To examine the effects of
moral disengagement and empathy indepen-
dently of the students’ gender and age, these
variables were entered as a block in the sec-
ond step of analysis.

As summarised in Table 4, socio-demo-
graphic variables showed a significant, but
relatively small, contribution to the explana-
tion of variance in assistant (7%), reinforcer
(4%) and defender (4%) roles at the first step
of a hierarchical regression analysis. The in-
spection of beta coefficients shows that gen-
der was the single predictor of the assistant

role, indicating that females were less in-
volved in this role, while age was the single
predictor of the reinforcer role, with older
students being more frequently involved
in reinforcing the bully. Both socio-demo-
graphic variables significantly predicted the
role of the defender, indicating that females
and younger students were more involved in
defending the victims. Adding empathy and
moral disengagement to the model led to a
significant improvement of the total variance
explained for the assistant (14%), the rein-
forcer (20%), the aggressive defender (11%)
and the defender (25%) roles. In addition to
gender and age, there was a unique contri-
bution of moral disengagement for each of
the four bystander roles, and a unique con-
tribution of emotional empathy for three
bystander roles. The inspection of beta coef-
ficients revealed that emotional empathy had
independent positive effects on the defender
and aggressive defender roles and a small neg-
ative effect on the reinforcer role. Empathy
was not associated with aggressive defending,

Table 4. Summary Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Adolescents’ Involvement in

Different Bystander Roles during School Bullying

. Assistant Reinforcer Aggressive defender  Defender
B B B B

Stepl
Gender -0.26” -0.09 -0.08 0.13
Age 0.03 0.18" 0.10 -0.15"
R? 0.07" 0.04" 0.02 0.04"
F (2, 322) 11.937 6.65" 2.54 6.46"

Step 2
Gender -0.17" 0.04 -0.03 -0.03
Age -0.04 0.13" 0.07 -0.11°
Emotional empathy -0.02 -0.10° 0.15" 0.46™
Moral disengagement 0.38" 0.43" 0.34" -0.17"
AR? 0.14" 0.20" 0.117 0.25"
AF (2, 320) 27.61" 42.68" 19.80" 57.64"
R? 0.217 0.24" 0.12" 0.29"
F (4, 320) 20.75" 25.53" 11.32" 33.19"

P<0.05; "P<0.01; B=The standardized beta coefficient; R?=The coefficient of multiple determination; AR?<The change in R*; AF=F
for change in R2
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but when entered in the regression equation
with moral disengagement this variable acted
as a suppressor and enhanced the prediction
of aggressive defender criterion. Emotional
empathy was not an independent significant
predictor of the assistant role. Partial correla-
tion analysis showed that negative association
between empathy and assisting the bully was
no longer significant when gender differences
in these variables were controlled. Moral dis-
engagement had independent positive effects
on the reinforcer, assistant and aggressive
defender roles, indicating that pro-bullying
attitudes were associated with greater in-
volvement in assisting and reinforcing the
bully and with a greater involvement in ag-
gressive behaviours in defending the victim.
Moral disengagement had a smaller, but sig-
nificant negative effect on the defender role,
indicating that pro-bullying attitudes were
related to less frequent involvement in de-
fending the victim. Gender was significantly
related to the defender role at the first step
of a hierarchical regression analysis, but its
association with the defender behaviour was
not significant when emotional empathy and
moral disengagement were entered into the
regression equation at the second step of the
analysis. Partial correlational analysis indi-
cated that gender differences in the defender
role were mediated by differences in both af-
fective empathy and moral disengagement
between boys and girls. The final regression
model explained a significant percentage of
variance in all bystander roles. Overall, pre-
dictors included in this study explained the
highest proportion of variance in the defend-
er role (29%), followed by reinforcer (24%)
and assistant (21%) roles, and the lowest per-
centage of variance (12%) in the aggressive
defender role.

Discussion

The present study was undertaken in order
to examine the role of bystanders” individual

Zora Rﬂboteg—&lrif’ = Bystander Roles, Empathy and Moral Disengagement

characteristics, such as emotional empathy
and moral disengagement, in explaining
their behaviour in school bullying situations.
Due to the overall lack of empirical studies
in Croatia that focus on participant roles in
bullying, our first aim was to examine the va-
lidity of adapted scales of the PRQ (9) that
assess bystander roles on a sample of 11 to
16 year-old Croatian adolescents. The factor
analysis revealed a five-factor structure with
four bystander roles as in the PRQ (i.e., As-
sistant, Reinforcer, Defender, and Outsider),
and one separate small defender factor that
was labelled “Aggressive Defender.” Rein-
forcer, assistant and defender scores were
significantly correlated and the pattern of
intercorrelations among these role behav-
iours was similar to previous research (9).
Moderate positive correlations were found
between reinforcer and assistant scales that
assess similar pro-bullying constructs, and
smaller but significant negative correlations
were found between both scales and defender
scores. Contrary to this, aggressive defender
scores were significantly positively related
to reinforcer and assistant roles. The two
defender scales were significantly positively
associated, but this correlation was smaller
than intercorrelations of aggressive defender
scores with pro-bullying roles. To our knowl-
edge, other studies that assess participant
roles in bullying have not considered the role
of the aggressive defender. Our findings are
in accordance with the Hawkins et al. (36)
observational study of children’s interven-
tions in bullying on the school playground.
Peers were present during 88% of bullying
episodes and intervened in only 19% of the
episodes. In 47% of intervention episodes,
defenders reacted aggressively. The majority
of interveners chose to target the bully and
they were more likely to choose aggressive
strategies, whereas interventions directed at
victims and bully-victims dyad were more
likely to be assertive (non-aggressive). Poz-
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zolli and Gini (37) found that defenders are
more likely than outsiders to use problem-
solving strategies in response to observations
of bullying. The behaviour of the defender, as
identified in our study, is characterized with
problem-solving strategies and assertive ways
of conflict resolution in bullying situations.

Existing studies have used different adap-
tations of the PRQ), and comparison of their
results is difficult due to methodological dif-
ferences in assessing participant roles, items
included in factor analytic procedures and
the age of the participants (24). Most stud-
ies included items for all six roles (i.e. bully,
victim and four bystander roles) and reduced
the number of items, while some studies
dropped the single victim-nomination item
or included additional items for victimiza-
tion. Studies with children in the United
Kingdom (15), Italy (18), and Spain (24)
found a unique factor that accounted for
the Bully, Assistant, and Reinforcer scales,
while defender and outsider items consis-
tently loaded on separate dimensions. Other
studies using peer-nomination (13) and self-
rating scale format (26) for assessing differ-
ent participant roles revealed that assistant
and reinforcer items loaded on the same fac-
tor. The adapted version of the PRQ in our
study allows us to discriminate between de-
fenders who typically demonstrate either as-
sertive or aggressive behaviours as well as to
discriminate between assistant and reinforcer
roles. Items that assess defenders’ aggressive
behaviours are omitted from final versions of
shortened adaptations of the PRQ in other
studies, while the adapted version in our
study contains almost all items that measure
bystander roles. The role of the outsider also
appeared as a separate factor, but internal
consistency of the Outsider scale was low.
Future adaptations of bystander role scales in
the Croatian cultural context should include
more outsider items to improve the reliability
of this scale.

This study also investigated gender and
age-related differences associated with dif-
ferent bystander roles. The results show that
boys report assisting the bully more often
than girls, while girls report defending vic-
tims more often than boys. These results are
partly in line with the Salmivalli et al. study
(9) which found more girls than boys in the
roles of defender and outsider, and more boys
than girls in the roles of bully, assistant and
reinforcer. Similarly, Thornberg and Jungert
(34) found that boys’ self-ratings of pro-bully
behaviour were significantly higher when
compared to girls, while girls were signifi-
cantly more prone than boys to act as de-
fenders and outsiders. In our study, gender
differences in frequency of involvement in
the reinforcer role, as well as in the aggressive
defender role, were not significant. Gender
differences in assisting the bully and defend-
ing the victim might be explained in terms
of gender-specific socialization in which girls
are more encouraged to engage in nurturing
and caring behaviours, whereas aggression is
more socially acceptable for boys (13, 38).
This is in line with the results of meta-analy-
ses which have found that boys are more in-
clined than gitls to use direct aggression (39)
and they also engage more in bullying actions
than girls (40). Non-significant gender differ-
ences on the Reinforcer scale, compared to
the Assistant scale, could be explained by dif-
ferences in the types of aggressive behaviour
these scales assess. Reinforcer items describe
passive involvement in bullying and covert
aggression which is more typical for girls’ be-
haviour in bullying situations, while assistant
items include direct forms of bullying, which
are more typical for boys than girls. The age
of the participants was significantly positively
associated with reinforcing the bully and neg-
atively associated with defending the victim.
This is in line with findings showing that, as
children get older, they are increasingly more
likely to reinforce the bully (14) and less




likely to defend the victimized peers (17). In
terms of gender differences in emotional em-
pathy and moral disengagement, the results
of this study confirm the findings of other
studies that girls have higher mean scores
on self-report measures of affective empathy
than boys (38), while boys have higher mean
scores in moral disengagement than girls (29,
34, 41).

The main aim of the present study was to
examine whether moral disengagement and
empathy uniquely contributed to the expla-
nation of each of the bystander roles in bul-
lying situations. Students’ capacity to experi-
ence higher emotional empathy was related
to a lower tendency to activate the moral
disengagement mechanism. This is in line
with previous studies showing that affective
empathy (33) and moral emotions (an index
of empathy, sympathy and guilt) are nega-
tively related to moral disengagement (41).
The results of hierarchical regression analy-
ses revealed that emotional empathy was the
variable most strongly related to the variance
in the defender scores, showing a positive
independent effect on defender behaviour,
while moral disengagement had a smaller
independent negative effect on the defender
role. Moral disengagement was the strongest
independent predictor of assistant and rein-
forcer scores, showing positive associations
with these roles. Empathy had a small, but
significant, independent negative effect on
the reinforcer role. Overall, these results are
consistent with previous meta-analytic find-
ings showing a positive association between
affective empathy and defenders’ behaviour
(40) and a positive association between moral
disengagement and aggressive behaviour, in-
cluding bullying (30). The results on the rela-
tionship between empathy and the reinforcer
role partly confirm the findings that children
and adolescents with a low level of empathy
are more likely to display pro-bullying behav-
iour (25, 26). In line with previous studies,
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the results of the current study show that stu-
dents with higher levels of moral disengage-
ment are more likely to take assistant and
reinforcer roles, i.e. pro-bullying roles (31,
34), and less likely to take the defender role
(34, 41). While moral disengagement was a
significant negative predictor of the defender
role, this variable showed an independent
positive effect on aggressive defender behav-
iour. Empathy was also positively associated
with defending the victim in aggressive ways,
acting as a supressor variable in a regression
analysis. Aggressive defenders show reactive
aggression directed towards the bully and,
similarly to pro-bully roles, they are prone to
activating mechanisms of moral disengage-
ment to justify their behaviour. Their ten-
dency to experience emotional empathy and
defend the victim might result from sharing
similar experience as victims of school bully-
ing. Salmivalli et al. (9) found that victims
scored significantly higher on the Defender
Scale, compared to non-victimised children.
These researchers also identified a small
group of controversial children, i.e. children
who received above average acceptance and
rejection scores in their peer group. Contro-
versial children had above average scores on
pro-bullying and defending scales.

The results of regression analyses con-
firmed independent effects of students’ gen-
der and age on some bystander roles. Older
age of the participants predicted higher in-
volvement in reinforcing the bully and lower
involvement in defending the victim. Boys
were more frequently involved in assisting
the bully than girls. Gender differences in de-
fending the victim were not significant when
differences in emotional empathy and moral
disengagement between girls and boys were
controlled.

It should be noted that students’ individ-
ual characteristics explained a relatively small
proportion of variance in bystanders” behav-
iours, indicating that other important factors
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that were not included in this study might be
related to different bystander roles. For exam-
ple, research has revealed that it is important
to examine bystanders’ responses to bullying
at the classroom level. Bullying occurs more
frequently in classrooms with higher levels of
reinforcing the bully and lower levels of de-
fending the victim (42, 43). Future research
may need to examine other personality and
socio-cognitive characteristics of bystanders
of school bullying and classroom dynamics
in which their behaviour occurs. In addition,
the stability of the factor structure of the
adapted PRQ scales in other samples should
be confirmed.

From the point of view of prevention, the
present findings suggest that it is important
to develop activities and programmes aimed
at enhancing bystanders’ affective empathy
and decreasing their moral disengagement
in order to encourage more students to in-
tervene on behalf of victims of bullying. The
behaviour of the bullies might be difficult to
change if the peer context is ignored. It can
be more easily changed by influencing the be-
haviour of the classmates. In this way, social
rewards that are important to bullies could
be reduced, which could lead to a reduction
in bullying (2). Anti-bullying prevention and
intervention programmes applied in the class-
room should emphasise raising adolescents’
awareness of the role they play as witnesses
of bullying situations, empathy training,
especially the ability to share others’ emo-
tions, and emotional skills development (23,
33). Prevention should also raise bystanders’
awareness of their moral transgressions and
develop strategies for inhibiting moral disen-
gagement mechanisms through efforts to en-
hance empathy for victimised peers (30, 43).

Limitations of the Study

There are also some limitations of this study
which need to be addressed. First, due to the

cross-sectional methodology of the study
we cannot make any conclusions about the
causal and temporal relationships between
the studied variables. For example, it is not
clear whether moral disengagement is a pre-
dictor of pro-bullying behaviour or serves
as an excuse to justify prior aggression. It is
also possible that the relations found in the
current study are reciprocal. Longitudinal
studies are needed to adequately examine the
direction of the effects. Second, our sample
included students attending higher elemen-
tary school grades (fifth to eighth) from two
schools in Croatia. Further studies should
include a wider age range and a larger, more
heterogenous sample of adolescents. Finally,
the measures of bystander behaviours were
obtained through students’ self-reports. Fu-
ture research may employ multiple methods
of data collection (e.g. peer-nominations,
observation) and multiple informants (e.g.
peers, teachers) to confirm the validity of stu-
dents’ reports.

Conclusion

The present study fills the gap in the litera-
ture by exploring the simultaneous effects of
affective empathy and moral disengagement
on various bystander roles and showing how
these individual characteristics inhibit or re-
inforce pro-bully or pro-victim behaviour.
Our findings demonstrate the validity of
differentiating between assertive and aggres-
sive defender roles when assessing participant
roles in bullying situations. Moral disengage-
ment mechanisms seem to play an important
role in enhancing students’ behaviour in as-
sistant (of the bully), reinforcer (of the bully),
and aggressive defender (of the victim) roles,
as well as in inhibiting defending the victim
in assertive ways. Emotional empathy plays
an important role in enhancing defending
the victim in assertive ways. Empathy is also
a significant positive predictor of aggressive




defender behaviour and a negative predictor
of reinforcer behaviour. Efforts to counter
school bullying should include intervention
approaches aimed at students who witness
bullying episodes, particularly at enhancing
their empathic responsiveness towards victi-
mised peers and inhibiting moral disengage-
ment mechanisms that justify aggressive be-
haviour.
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