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Abstract 

It is well documented that bullying is harmful and relatively common among children and 

adolescents. Children report understanding that bullying is wrong, yet bullying continues to be a 

persistent problem in schools. The goal of the present study was to examine whether children’s 

bullying behaviours were socially facilitated by group norms and beliefs. Children’s 

justifications and rationalizations for engaging in wrongful behaviour, a phenomenon referred to 

as moral disengagement (MD), have been linked to bullying behaviour at the individual level. 

Specifically, children who report engaging in bulling tend to report more MD than those who do 

not. Only one study to date, however, has examined MD at the group level and results indicated 

that group levels of MD, over and above individual levels, predicted engagement in bullying. 

Group level processes, especially group norms supporting aggression and bullying, have also 

been linked to greater bullying perpetration. The current investigation extended this research by 

examining how group levels of MD and normative beliefs about deviancy influenced bullying 

using two unique samples of schoolchildren. The first study examined the influence of two group 

level variables (MD and normative beliefs about deviancy) on bullying over a school year in a 

sample of 376 students (surveyed in Grade 5 and 6) from 38 schools in Southern Ontario. The 

second study examined the influence of group MD on 1128 students across 74 classrooms in 

Vancouver, British Columbia. Results across both studies did not support the hypothesis that 

group levels of MD (Study 1 & 2) and normative beliefs about deviancy (Study 1 only) 

influenced engagement in bullying. The findings suggest that further investigations are required 

in order to better understand the effects group level MD and normative beliefs on bullying 

behaviour.  
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Preface 

The current study is based on research conducted by Dr. Tracy Vaillancourt and the MacMaster 

community-university research alliance (MAC-CURA). Approval for the secondary use of these 

data was obtained from the University of British Columbia’s Behavioural Research Ethics Board 

(certificate of approval # H12-02435).  
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Chapter  1: Introduction 

1.1 Overview 

The phenomenon of bullying has been documented for centuries (see Koo, 2007, for a 

review). However, only in more recent history has bullying been studied empirically. The results 

of several studies have established that bullying involvement is associated with serious 

psychological and social difficulties (Bosworth, Espelage, & Simon, 1999; Card, Isaacs, & 

Hodges, 2007; Gibb, Horwood, & Fergusson, 2011; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Swearer, Song, 

Cary, Eagle, & Mickelson, 2001; Ttofi, Farrington, Lösel, & Loeber, 2011) and thus should not 

be dismissed as a “normal” part of childhood. The present study explored various social and 

cognitive factors that perpetuate bullying behaviour, considering the influence of both individual 

and group processes on behaviour over a school year.  

Bullying is considered a specific subtype of aggression, where a person intentionally harms 

another individual, repeatedly, in a relationship that has a power imbalance, either physically or 

psychologically (Olweus, 1994). Although research in the field of bullying has increased 

substantially in the past few decades (Hymel & Swearer, 2008), the mechanisms underlying 

bullying behaviour are not clearly understood. The present study examined one mechanism related 

to bullying: the moral cognitions of students who bully. 

In his theory of moral agency, Bandura (1986) first posited the social cognitive 

mechanisms through which good people become capable of committing horrific and wrongful 

deeds. The theory helps to explain how everyday people, seemingly moral and good, can behave 

immorally.  Bandura’s concept of moral disengagement (MD, discussed in detail below) describes 

a process by which people justify their actions when a discrepancy exists between their values and 
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behaviour. The concept of MD is relevant to bullying because some people may consider such 

behaviour to be immoral (Caravita & Gini, 2012).  

As will be shown in the review of literature to follow, current research has demonstrated a 

clear and consistent relationship between MD and bullying (Almeida, Correia, & Marinho, 2010; 

Gini, 2006; Hymel, Rocke-Henderson & Bonanno, 2005; Menesini et al., 2003).  Children who 

reported engaging in bullying demonstrated greater MD than children who do not bully, or who 

reported being victimized. Moreover, research has shown that children with high levels of MD 

become increasingly aggressive over time (Barchia & Bussey, 2010).   

It has also been found that children who bully tend to associate with other bullies 

(Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996), who likely also display 

higher levels of MD. Group attitudes and normative beliefs about bullying have been shown to 

contribute to negative peer behaviour (e.g., Guerra, Williams, & Sadek, 2011). The association of 

like-minded peers, who consider bullying to be a common occurrence and perhaps acceptable, may 

facilitate MD and perpetuate bullying. For example, if a child is exposed to peers who endorse 

phrases such as, “Some kids get bullied because they deserve it, ” and believes bullying to be 

common among his or her group of friends, s/he may be more likely justify his/her wrongful 

behaviour in a similar manner.  Accordingly, the current study explored how group level beliefs, 

referred to as “group MD” and “normative beliefs about deviancy”, impact student reports of 

bullying behaviour over a school year.  

1.2 Problem Statement 

Morally disengaging from harmful behaviour can lead people to behave wrongfully 

without feeling guilty. It is important to study moral and immoral behaviour in children, so we 

can learn how best to intervene in bullying behaviour at a young age. Research on school 
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bullying and MD is a bourgeoning area of inquiry (e.g., Gini, Pozzoli, & Hauser, 2011; 

Obermann, 2011; Perren, Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, Malti, & Hymel, 2011; Pornari & Wood, 

2010). However, the majority of research on bullying and MD to date has focused on individual 

rather than group level beliefs and norms. Only one study to date, conducted by Vaillancourt and 

colleagues (2006), has explored the impact of group level MD on bullying behaviour. In this 

study, higher levels of MD, at both the group and individual level, predicted more engagement in 

bullying. The current study extended Vaillancourt et al.’s findings by exploring the impact of 

both individual and group level MD, as well as group normative beliefs about deviancy, on 

reported levels of bullying among elementary and middle school age children over a school year. 

1.3 Research Question 

 The present investigation addresses the question of whether group (i.e., school, classroom) 

levels of MD and normative beliefs about deviancy predict bullying behaviour over and above 

individual levels of MD and normative beliefs about deviancy.  
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Chapter  2: Literature Review 

2.1  Overview 

This chapter first outlines the various forms of bullying, as well as the psychosocial 

correlates of bullying involvement. Next, Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory of MD is 

discussed, as well as its relationship to bullying behaviour. Finally, the social aspects of bullying 

are considered, including an overview of group socialization theory (Harris, 1995) and the role of 

normative beliefs in bullying behaviour among students.  

2.2 Forms of Bullying  

Bullying can take a variety of forms. Traditionally, bullying has been described as overt, 

physically harmful behaviour perpetrated primarily by boys (Olweus, 1978). However, over the 

past several decades researchers have distinguished various forms of bullying. Physical (e.g., 

hitting, kicking and pushing) and verbal bullying (e.g., threats, insults and ridicule) are both 

considered direct forms of aggression. Indirect, social or relational forms of bullying (Crick & 

Grotpeter, 1995; Underwood, Scott, Galperin, Bjornstad, & Sexton, 2004) include behaviours 

aimed at harming a person’s social status or relationships (e.g., exclusion, gossiping, rumor 

spreading). Lastly, electronic or cyberbullying (e.g., slanderous texts, posting embarrassing 

pictures) has emerged alongside recent technological advances (Raskauskas, 2007; Slonje & 

Smith, 2008).  In the current study, a composite index of bullying was comprised based on self-

reports of all four forms.   

2.3 Psychosocial Correlates of Bullying  

The need to belong is a fundamental motivator for people of all ages to engage in social 

interaction and develop relationships with peers (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). It is advantageous 

for individuals to make good impressions on potential social companions because positive social 
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relationships are essential for mental and physical well-being (Heinrich & Gullone, 2006). In 

contrast, antisocial behaviours, such as bullying, are associated with detrimental physical and 

mental health difficulties for all of the individuals involved (e.g., Bosworth et al., 1999; Gibb et 

al., 2011; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Swearer et al., 2001).  

Victims of bullying are at increased risk for psychological distress. Victims are more 

likely to be depressed (Biggam & Power, 1999; Craig, 1998; Dao et al., 2006; Fekkes, Pijpers, 

Fredriks, Vogels, & Verloove-Vanhorick, 2006; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Nansel et al., 2001), 

report higher levels of anxiety (Biggam & Power, 1999; Dao et al., 2006; Fekkes et al., 2006; 

Hodges & Perry, 1996), and experience more physical health problems (Greco, Freeman, & 

Dufton, 2007), compared to those not involved in bullying. Additionally, victims of bullying are 

at increased risk for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as well as substance abuse or 

dependence (Rivers, 2004). Victims are not the only ones at risk, however. 

While some studies have shown that that children who bully others reported few 

psychological difficulties (e.g., Juvonen, Graham, & Schuster, 2003), the majority of research 

findings support the view that engaging in bullying behaviour is associated with psychosocial 

distress (Gibb et al., 2011). Some of these difficulties include depression (Bosworth et al., 1999; 

Kaltiala-Heino, Rimpela, Marttunen, Rimpela, & Rantanen, 1999; Slee, 1995; Ttofi, Farrington, 

Lösel, & Loeber, 2011), anxiety (Duncan, 1999; Swearer, et al., 2001), as well as higher levels of 

anger and conduct problems (Bosworth et al., 1999; Griffin & Gross, 2004; Loeber & Hay, 1997; 

Olweus, 1994; Schaeffer, Petras, Ialongo, Poduska, & Kellam, 2003).  

Bullying occurs in many forms and is problematic for individuals involved. It is also 

common. Approximately 30% of Grade 6 to 10 students in a large U.S. sample reported 

“moderate” to “frequent” levels of involvement as either bullies, victims, or both (Nansel et al., 
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2001). These rates are conservative in comparison to results published by the World Heath 

Organization (WHO), where 44.6% of Canadian 13-year-olds reported engaging in bullying at 

least “sometimes” (Krug, Dahlberg, Mercy, Zwi, & Lozano, 2002).  These figures rank Canada 

as 11th in overall reported levels of bullying across 27 countries (Krug et al., 2002). Consistent 

with the WHO study results, Vaillancourt and colleagues (2010) reported that 48.9% of a large 

sample of Canadian students (Grades 4 to 12) reported some level of involvement in bullying 

perpetration. Bullying is a common problem affecting children across the world, with no 

exceptions in Canada.  

In summary, bullying occurs in a variety of forms and involvement in bullying is 

associated with numerous psychosocial difficulties. We know that bullying is common among 

schoolchildren, yet we know very little about the processes underlying such disruptive 

behaviour. In the next section, Bandura’s theory of moral disengagement (MD) is outlined, 

which helps to explain how individuals think, act, and cope with harmful behaviour, such as 

bullying.  

2.4 Social Cognitive Theory  

Socal cognitive theory, as first conceived by Albert Bandura in his 1986 publication, 

Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive Theory, is based upon social 

learning theory, which is based on the premise that human behaviour is learned by observing 

other people and through the rewards and consequences experienced. The premise that social 

factors influence behaviour is expanded by social cognitive theory to include personal 

components, such as individual beliefs, motivations, and affect. Social cognitive theory is 

interactionist, meaning it assumes personal, behavioural, and environmental factors influence 

each other bidirectionally (Bandura, 1986). This triadic relationship, as applied to moral 
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reasoning, implies that both moral thought, including self-sanctions1, and moral environment, 

including social sanctions, influence whether one acts morally or immorally.  

Social cognitive theory also considers personal factors, such as one’s thoughts, biology, 

feelings, and intentions, as major determinants of immoral or harmful behaviour (Bandura, 

1986). Within the domain of personal factors, self-regulation is one system that influences 

whether one acts morally or not. Self-regulation is an internal control mechanism that manages 

thoughts, feelings, motivations and actions (Bandura, 1986). Self-regulation operates through 

three subfunctions: self-monitoring, judgment of conduct, and affective self-reaction (Bandura, 

1986). These subfunctions operate together so that people can: (a) recognize their thoughts and 

motivations to behave in a particular way, (b) judge their intended behaviour in relation to those 

around them or to their own personal moral code of conduct and, (c) choose whether or not to 

execute a behaviour, depending on how that makes them feel (Bandura, 1991).  

According to social cognitive theory, personal factors contributing to immoral behaviour 

cannot be dissociated from social influence. Bandura (1986) argued that social cues delivered 

through modeling, persuasion, and instruction influence personal thought and action. Further, 

depending on one’s age, size, gender, and ethnicity, personal factors may elicit different 

responses from the social environment. For example, if a young child observes an older, popular 

child call another child a name while bystanders laugh, he or she may be more likely to think 

about hurting someone similarly, and eventually do it. The young child may be especially 

susceptible to social influences if he or she does not have strong personal beliefs or standards 

that are contrary to social cues being delivered (Bandura, 1991).  

                                                

1 The term “sanctions” refers to punishment or penalty for violating a moral principle. 
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The concept that moral thoughts and environment influence moral behaviour can be 

viewed as an extension of traditional theories of moral development (Piaget, 1932/65; Kohlberg, 

1969 as cited in Turiel, 2006). Specifically, social cognitive theory maintains that, although some 

children in middle childhood may have attained “conventional” levels of moral reasoning, they 

behave in ways that are inconsistent with their moral development. Thinking and acting in ways 

that are consistent with one’s beliefs or moral standards are more likely to make someone feel 

good, whereas acting in ways that are contrary to one’s beliefs and standards would cause unease 

or distress. However, people often act in ways that are inconsistent with their moral standards. 

Moral disengagement (MD) is a process by which individuals disengage from moral standards, 

as described in the following section.  

2.4.1 Moral Disengagement 

Bandura (1999, 2001) posits that self-sanctions can be disengaged from immoral conduct 

using a variety of mechanisms that provide insight into how people rationalize or justify 

wrongful behaviour. Specifically, Bandura (1999) distinguishes four MD mechanisms: cognitive 

restructuring, minimizing one’s agentive role, disregarding or distorting negative consequences, 

and blaming or dehumanizing the victim. Each of the four MD mechanisms involve eight unique 

strategies through which individuals can morally disengage from self-censure, as described 

below.  

Cognitive restructuring is a mechanism through which individuals may relieve 

themselves from sanctions associated with culpable behaviour. Three distinct strategies for 

cognitive restructuring have been identified. Moral justification is a strategy through which one 

reconstructs immoral behaviour into something that serves a moral or positive purpose. They 

need not sanction such behaviour—they may even feel proud for committing what they now 
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consider to be a moral or positive act. Within the context of schools, bullies are more likely to 

justify their behaviour by believing that “bullying is just a normal part of being a kid” or 

“sometimes it’s okay to bully other people” (Hymel, et al., 2005). Euphemistic labeling, or how 

one refers to victims can also shape their thought patterns and subsequent actions (Bandura, 

1991). Referring to bullying as “rough and tumble play” or thinking about bullying as “just 

kidding around” are examples of euphemistic labeling.  Bandura (1991) refers to cognitive 

restructuring through justification and euphemistic labeling as the most effective disengagement 

mechanisms because they not only allow the individual to eliminate the need for self-sanctions, 

but allow him/her to distort and/or minimize the impact of such behaviour. Advantageous 

comparison is a third cognitive restructuring strategy through which the individual compares his 

or her immoral act to more flagrant inhumanities, allowing the perpetrator to view his/her 

behavior as relatively less harmful. A child who bullies using verbal or indirect tactics may 

contend, “At least I didn’t hit him. Sam hits people all of the time and I would never do that”.  

Another MD mechanism involves minimizing one’s responsibility for the act (Bandura, 

1991). Displacement of responsibility is a strategy employed to eliminate personal responsibility 

by displacing it onto an authority figure, thereby removing self-sanctions by placing the 

responsibility onto another person. For this strategy to be effective, the authority figure must be 

legitimate and must appear coercive, and the person using the method must assume responsibility 

for being diligent. For example, children may displace their responsibility for intervening in 

bullying instances by thinking, “adults at school should be responsible for protecting kids from 

bullies” (Hymel et al., 2005).  Diffusion of responsibility involves the weakening of self-

sanctions by placing blame across many individuals. For example, statements like, “nobody else 

stepped in to stop it” or “the teacher saw it and she didn’t do anything either” is consistent with 
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diffusing the responsibility to intervene in bullying. This specific form of disengagement is based 

on Bandura, Underwood, and Fromson’s (1975) research revealing that people act more harshly 

when responsibility for the action is collective, as compared to when they feel personally 

responsible.  

Disregarding or distorting consequences is a mechanism that involves minimizing 

harmful effects of the behaviour and emphasizing the benefits. This can be achieved by 

discrediting the evidence that any harm was caused. For example, children might view the 

bullying as a way to “make people tougher” (Hymel et al., 2005). During a focus group 

conducted by Guerra et al. (2011) one adolescent remarked, “I think if you are having fun it is 

not bullying, but if you are actually mean it is bullying if it hurts another person”. This type of 

thinking opens the door for teasing someone “in good fun” and disregarding the harm it may 

cause the victim.  

The final two MD strategies involve blaming and dehumanizing the victim, sometimes by 

ascribing subhuman characteristics to victims, in an effort to blunt empathizing with the person’s 

feelings, hopes or concerns. For example, thoughts like “some kids get bullied because they 

deserve it” or “most students who get bullied bring it on themselves” are clear examples of 

blaming the victim, whereas statements like, “kids who get picked on are losers” reflect efforts to 

dehumanize the victim.  

The MD mechanisms and strategies that children and youth use to justify bullying 

behaviour have been assessed using self-report measures in which students are asked to endorse 

various statements reflecting different ways of MD, as in Bandura’s (1999; 2002) original MD 

scale (e.g., Almeida et al., 2010; Gini, 2006; Hymel et al., 2005; Pornari & Wood, 2010). In 

addition, MD has been assessed using self-reports of moral emotions, with emotions of pride, 
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excitement or indifference reflecting MD and emotions of shame or guilt reflecting moral 

responsibility or engagement (e.g., Menesini et al., 2003).  

Across studies, bullying behaviour has been consistently linked to greater MD (Barchia 

& Bussey, 2011; Gini, 2006; Hymel et al., 2005; Menesini et al., 2003; Obermann, 2011). For 

example, in a sample of 494 junior secondary students (Grades 8 to 10), Hymel et al. (2005) 

reported that levels of MD accounted for 38% of the variance in self-reported bullying. Students 

who reported engaging in bullying reported the lowest levels of MD, and students who admitted 

that they repeatedly bullied others reported the highest levels of MD. Further, in a study of 

predominantly Caucasian secondary students in Australia (Grades 7 to 10), Barchia and Bussey 

(2011) found that students who rated themselves as high on MD also reported more aggressive 

behaviour over time than children with low MD scores, even after accounting for the stability of 

aggressive behaviour. These findings are supported by more recent research conducted with a 

sample of Danish sixth and seventh graders, where both peer and self-reports of bullying were 

significantly associated with MD (Obermann, 2011). In this study, students who were viewed as 

bullies (by their peers, themselves, or both) reported significantly higher levels of MD than peers 

who were not considered bullies (by their peer or themselves).  

Gini (2006) further explored the relationship between MD and bullying by examining 

levels of MD across elementary schoolchildren (ages 8 to 11) identified by peers as taking on 

different roles in bullying incidents. Bullies and victims, bystanders, uninvolved students, as well 

as students who reinforced or assisted in bullying or who defended those who were victimized 

were compared. Results indicated that children who bully reported higher levels of MD 

compared to children who were uninvolved or victims. Further, children who bullied others, and 
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those who reinforced or assisted the bully reported higher levels of MD compared to bystanders 

who defended the victim.  

Menesini et al. (2003) investigated the degree to which peer-nominated bullies reported 

feelings of moral responsibility (guilt, shame) compared to feelings of MD (indifference, pride) 

in response to hypothetical bullying behaviour. Children who were identified by their peers as 

bullies were more likely to ascribe feelings of pride (in 2/3 of sample) or indifference (in 1/3 of 

sample) to a hypothetical bully compared to victims or uninvolved students.  Clearly, children 

who bully are more likely to morally disengage. 

Looking beyond the individual, the current research explored how group level or 

contextual factors influenced bullying behaviour over a school year. Bandura (1991) proposed 

that when various strategies of MD are combined, the effects increase exponentially. Within the 

framework of social cognitive and social learning theory, the use of various MD strategies by 

other individuals in the environment should influence one’s own use of MD strategies. 

Accordingly, one would expect that children who are involved with peers who are more morally 

disengaged would be more likely to think and act in similar ways.  Only one investigation to date 

by Vaillancourt et al. (2006) has examined the effect of group levels of MD on bullying. In a 

sample of 16,879 predominantly Caucasian (65%) students in Grades 4-12, from 116 schools, the 

authors reported that school level MD predicted bullying over and above individual levels of 

MD.  

The current study expands on Vaillancourt and colleagues’ investigation by examining 

the effects of group levels of MD and group normative beliefs about deviant behaviour, over and 

above individual levels of MD and beliefs about deviancy, on bullying behaviour over a school 
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year. Group socialization theory (described below) guides the hypothesis that peer groups, as 

well as individual levels of MD influence differences in bullying behaviour. 

2.5 Group Socialization Theory 

Group Socialization Theory (Harris, 1995/2009; 1998) outlines the processes through 

which individuals are socialized by groups, with particular attention to the influence of peers in 

the development of personality. Peer processes and influences may be particularly important 

considerations in research on bullying, as researchers have long recognized that bullying is a 

group phenomenon (e.g., Olweus, 1993). Indeed, observational research has documented that 

peers are present in the vast majority of bullying episodes (Craig & Pepler, 1997), and recent 

research by Salmivalli, Peets, and Hodges (2010), has shown that peers play a number of critical 

roles in bullying episodes. Although most research in the area of bullying to date has focused on 

individual characteristics of children who bully, more recent attention has been placed on the 

influence of the social context in which bullying takes place.  

Harris (1998/2009) reviews a large body of social psychological research that documents 

several processes that operate once individuals are placed into groups.  Her Group Socialization 

Theory suggests that it is through such processes that individual behavior is modified by the 

group. One of the group processes suggested by Harris that is particularly relevant to the present 

study is the process of  “within group assimilation”. According to Group Socialization Theory, 

once individuals are in a group, they tend to favour their own group and discriminate against 

other groups. Over time, the differences between the groups are overemphasized and similarities 

are underemphasized. At the same time, people who categorize themselves as belonging to the 

same group tend to become more similar over time, a process that Harris refers to as “within 

group assimilation”. Once an individual categorizes him/herself as a member of a group, they 



 19 

tend to ascribe to the attitudes, beliefs, rules, and behaviours of that group (Turner, 1987, as cited 

in Harris, 1998/2009). In fact, there is evidence to demonstrate that the more one identifies with 

the group, the more he/she is likely to adhere to the norms of the group (Jetten, Postmes, & 

McAuliffe, 2002; Jetten, Spears, & Manstead, 1996, 1997). Thus, over time, a person is more 

likely to think, feel, and behave in ways consistent with the group prototype, or norm. Although 

Harris recognizes that individuals also differentiate within groups, through the development of 

status hierarchies and the use of social comparison, within-group assimilation nevertheless 

continues, creating greater similarity among group members over time.  

 The current study focused on whether and how children adopt the beliefs and behaviours 

of their school peer group, specifically with regard to MD, normative beliefs about deviancy, and 

bullying. Consistent with the “within group assimilation” processes described by Group 

Socialization Theory (Harris, 1998/2009), research on bullying has shown that children prefer 

their own group (Gini, 2006), and also that children who are friends share similar levels of 

aggressive and antisocial behaviour compared to nonfriends (Hartup, 2005; Haselager, Hartup, 

Van Lieshot, & Risken-Walraven, 1998). The idea that “birds of a feather flock together” begs 

the question of whether aggressive children simply select other aggressive children as friends, or 

whether belonging to an aggressive group actually causes children to become more aggressive. 

Group Socialization Theory would posit that, once children self-categorize as members of a pro-

aggression group, they would be more likely to conform to the aggressive thoughts, beliefs, and 

behaviours of that group. Several studies have demonstrated that children who spend more time 

with other antisocial children show increased antisocial behaviour (Dishion, 1990; Tremblay, 

Masse, Vitaro, & Dobkin, 1995). Thus belonging to a particular group can affect future 
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behaviour, particularly aggressive behavior. Research on the influence of group norms on 

individual behavior further supports these arguments. 

The power of peer group norms has been of interest for decades, with seminal research 

conducted by Soloman Asch and Musafer Sherif in the 1950s. These researchers demonstrated 

that when individuals form a group (i.e., eight men sitting in a room, or boys attending summer 

camp, respectively), certain expectations are formed regarding how group members behave, and 

group members do tend to conform to those expectations (Asch, 1955; Sherif, Harvey, White, 

Hood, & Sherif, 1961, as cited in Harris, 1998). More recently, a growing body of research has 

emerged that supports the role of group norms in aggressive behaviour, with numerous studies 

demonstrating a link between normative beliefs about aggression and aggressive behaviour 

(Espelage et al., 2003; Henry et al., 2000; Huesmann & Guerra, 1997). For example, children’s 

level of aggression has been found to increase when they are in a classroom that views 

aggressive behaviour as normative (Henry et al., 2000). With regard to bullying behaviour 

specifically, classroom norms have been found to play a significant role in predicting student 

behaviour in bullying situations (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). Anti-bullying classroom norms 

were significantly and negatively related to bullying and behaviour that supported or reinforced 

bullying behaviour (e.g., laughing, watching) in Grade 5 and 6 students. Specifically, low anti-

bullying normative beliefs in the classroom (i.e., bullying is acceptable) were associated with 

higher reports of bullying and greater reinforcement of bullying. 

Espelage and colleagues (2003) examined the contextual effects of the peer group on 

bullying over time using multilevel analyses. Specifically, they explored how bullying and 

fighting were associated with peer group membership (i.e., “within-group similarity”) in a 

sample of male (N = 155) and female (N = 171) American Grade 6, 7 and 8 students. The authors 
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reported that the contextual effects explained more variance in bullying than fighting behaviour, 

and suggested that future research on contextual influences focuses on specific subtypes of 

aggression. Results of studies exploring contextual effects on bullying per se (not fighting) are 

outlined next.  

First, Espelage et al. (2003) used a social network analysis examining peer nominations 

of friendship to indentify students’ peer group affiliations, or “cliques”. The cliques were then 

used to group students in subsequent multilevel analyses. Results revealed significant peer-group 

homogeneity with regards to self-reported bullying, supporting their hypothesis that students 

affiliated with other students who reported levels of bullying similar to their own. The 

differences in bullying across peer groups were also examined, and results indicated that the 

average amount of bullying reported within a student’s peer group in the fall (Time 1) predicted 

student levels of bullying behaviour in the spring (Time 2), even after controlling for previous 

bullying involvement (Time 1).  The authors also reported that a significant amount of variation 

in student levels of bullying at Time 2 remained, which could be accounted for by additional 

predictors.  

The results from Espelage et al.’s (2003) study support the hypothesis that peer groups 

influence individual levels of bullying behaviour. However, the results indicated that peer group 

behaviour (i.e.,bullying) and previous bullying behaviour predicted self-reports of bullying 

involvement at Time 2, but did not account for all of the variation. The current study extends 

Espelage et al.’s findings by examining the influence of group level attitudes and beliefs on 

individual bullying behaviour, after controlling for previous levels of bullying. In the present 

study, the two group level processes of interest are “group MD” and “normative beliefs about 
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deviancy”. One study to date has examined the effects of group normative beliefs on bullying 

using both multilevel and qualitative analyses (Guerra et al., 2011), which is described next. 

Guerra and colleagues (2011) explored individual and contextual predictors in bullying 

and victimization using a mixed-methods approach. Specifically, the study examined levels of 

(a) self-esteem, (b) normative beliefs supporting bullying, and (c) school climate in a sample of 

2678 elementary (Grade 5), middle (Grade 8) and high school (Grade 11) students from America 

over a three-year period. Both quantitative and qualitative analyses were conducted. A multilevel 

analysis examined changes in bullying from Time 1 to Time 2 using student self-reports, and a 

qualitative analysis examined student experiences with bullying using semi-structured interview 

data derived from focus groups conducted at Time 1.   

Results from the multilevel analysis indicated that the strongest predictor of individual 

bullying was normative beliefs supporting bullying behaviour, although normative beliefs did not 

predict levels of victimization (Guerra et al., 2011). The results from the qualitative analysis 

revealed several themes for why students bully, which included the concepts of normative beliefs 

(e.g., “everybody bullies”), and bullying as entertainment (“bullying is fun”). Quantitative and 

qualitative results were consistent; a clear link exists between normative beliefs about bullying 

and changes in bullying behaviour.  

In addition to underscoring the importance of studying normative beliefs and bullying 

behaviour, the Guerra et al. (2011) study provided further support for exploring the role of MD 

in bullying. The responses from children in the focus group revealed a “bullying as 

entertainment” theme, which encompassed the students’ ideas that bullying could be fun. 

Conceptualizing harmful behaviours, such as bullying, as a fun activity is an example of the MD 

mechanism of disregarding or distorting the consequences. Together, the results from Guerra et 
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al.’s (2011) study provide support for further exploring the role of MD and normative beliefs 

about bullying on student levels of bullying.  

A gap currently exists in the bullying literature. Research demonstrates that bullying is a 

social phenomenon, yet there is an insufficient understanding of the influence of MD at the 

group level on bullying.  Although studies have demonstrated links between bullying and MD at 

the individual level, far less is known about the group level MD processes. Vaillancourt and 

colleagues (2006) have examined the effects of group MD using a cross-sectional multilevel 

design and reported that group level MD, over and above individual levels of MD, significantly 

predicted individual levels of self-reported bullying. 

Group socialization theory provides a framework for understanding the influence of peers 

on bullying behaviour and MD. In particular, Group Socialization Theory would suggest that 

individuals are more likely to bully when they categorize themselves as members of a group who 

normalizes bullying behaviour and/or engage in more MD. Consistent with these hypotheses, 

Vaillancourt et al. (2006) reported that higher group levels of MD were associated with more 

reported bullying, over and above individual levels of MD. Further, two studies have explored 

the contextual effects that influence bullying using multilevel modeling. Espelage et al. (2003) 

reported that previous levels of individual and peer-group bullying predict future bullying 

behaviour, although these behaviours did not explain all of the variance in bullying. Guerra et al. 

(2011) reported that school normative beliefs predicted bullying behaviour, yet such influences 

have not been examined for group level MD.  

In the current study, it was hypothesized that group level beliefs that serve to justify or 

rationalize bullying affect the degree to which children normalize such negative behaviour and in 

turn lead to greater bullying. Perceptions that “everyone bullies” or that “bullying frequently 
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occurs at my school” may reflect justification (MD) processes. The present study adds to the 

current literature by including both MD and group norms about deviancy as individual and group 

level predictors of bullying in order to examine their unique contribution to bullying behaviour, 

while controlling for previous bullying involvement.   
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Chapter  3: Overview of the Current Investigation 

 Previous research has demonstrated links between MD and bullying at the individual 

(Ando, Asakura, & Simons-Morton, 2005; Gini, 2006; Hymel et al., 2005; Menesini et al., 2003) 

and group level (Vaillancourt et al., 2006). Results from research using multilevel analyses have 

indicated that bullying behaviour can be predicted by peer-group and individual levels of 

bullying (Espelage et al., 2003), and normative beliefs about bullying (Guerra et al., 2011). The 

present investigation examined the influence of group level variables on bullying behaviour in 

two separate studies. The research design for each study is provided next.  

3.1 Study 1 

Study 1 investigated school level MD school level MD and normative beliefs about 

deviancy on bullying behaviour over a school year, considering the influence of group over and 

above individual levels of MD and normative beliefs (see Table 1). Specifically, bullying levels 

at Time 2 (T2) were predicted by individual and school level MD and normative beliefs about 

deviancy at T2, while controlling for sex of subject and previous bullying behaviour at Time 1 

(T1). Given evidence that bullying most often occurs in unsupervised areas, such as the 

playground/school yard and hallways, rather than classrooms, which are highly supervised 

(Vaillancourt et al., 2010), schools, rather than classroom, were considered the most appropriate 

unit of analysis.   
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Table 1      
Study 1 Research Design      

 
T2 Individual 
Bullying                   
(Outcome Variable) 

 
= 

 
T1 Individual 
Bullying                   
 

 
+  Sex of           

Subject 

 
+  T2 Individual   

Moral    
Disengagement  

 
+  T2 Individual 

Normative 
Beliefs about 
Deviancy 

    +  T2 School 
Moral 
Disengagement  

+  T2 School 
Normative 
Beliefs about 
Deviancy 

 
 
3.2 Study 2 

Study 2 investigated the influence of classroom level MD, over and above individual 

MD, on bullying behaviour in a separate sample of schoolchildren. Classrooms, rather than 

schools, were analyzed due to the large number of classrooms and small number of schools in 

the sample. Further, normative beliefs about deviancy were not measured in the larger study 

from which the data were drawn, and thus, were not included in the analysis. 

Table 2     
Study 2 Research Design     

 
Individual Bullying                   
(Outcome Variable) 

 
= 

 
Individual 
Bullying                   
 

 
+  Sex of           

Subject 

 
+  Individual Moral    

Disengagement  

    +  Classroom Moral 
Disengagement  
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Chapter  4: Study 1 

4.1 Method 

Data for the current study were drawn from the first two years of the MacMaster Teen 

Study (2007/8 and 2009/10), collected as a part of an ongoing research project conducted by Dr. 

Tracy Vaillancourt, aimed at understanding the longitudinal associations between peer 

victimization, mental health, and academic achievement (Campbell, Missiuna, & Vaillancourt, 

2012). The original project received ethical approval at MacMaster University, and the present 

analysis received ethical approval for the secondary use of the data from the Behaviour Research 

Ethics Board from the University of British Columbia. Data for the present study was 

anonymous, with all identifying information removed. 

4.2 Procedure 

The principals of 50 elementary schools with Grade 5 classrooms from one large public 

school district in southern Ontario were randomly contacted to participate in the study. Schools 

that declined participation (N = 17) were replaced through random selection until 50 

participating schools were identified. Of the 50 participating schools, 41 received in-class 

presentations by trained research assistants who described the study and distributed consent 

forms to students. In nine schools, principals requested a package containing information about 

the purpose of the study and consent forms and agreed to provide and discuss the information 

contained in the package with the Grade 5 classroom teachers and students.  

In the first year of the study, data collection took place in each of the 50 schools during 

the spring of 2008. In the second year, students were contacted through their homes to complete 

the questionnaire online (54%) and as well as through their schools. The majority of the surveys 

(67%) for the second year were returned by the students in the summer of 2009, and all surveys 
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were received by the spring of 2010. Each year, students completed a self-report questionnaire 

consisting of questions on bullying, mental health, and academic achievement. A subset of 

questions from the larger study was analyzed for the present study. Specifically, the present 

study examined student responses to questions about bullying involvement, MD, and normative 

beliefs about deviant behaviour.  

4.3 Participants 

Students who attended elementary and middle schools in southern Ontario were invited to 

participate in the first two waves of the longitudinal MacMaster Teen Study. The first wave (T1) 

of data collection took place in 50 schools, when students were in Grade 5. In the second wave 

(T2), students were in Grade 6 and were spread across 63 schools. Approximately half of the 

students stayed in the same school they attended in Grade 5, and the other half moved to new 

schools.  The majority of the students identified themselves as European-Canadian (65%), with 

the next largest group reporting they “did not know” their ethnicity (11%). The remainder of the 

sample was ethnically diverse, with students identifying as “Other” (3%), African/West-Indian-

Canadian (3%), South-Asian-Canadian (3%), Middle-Eastern-Canadian (2%), Asian-Canadian 

(2%), South/Latin American-Canadian (1%), and Native-Canadian (1%). Nine percent of the 

students had missing data for ethnicity. 

Across the 50 schools participating at T1, 1922 consent forms were distributed and 1121 

(58%) students received parental consent to participate in the research. Subsequently, 34 of these 

students declined assent. Of the 1087 students who received parent consent and who themselves 

agreed to participate at T1, 602 (53% female) were surveyed in both the first and second wave 

(2007/8 and 2009/10, respectively) of the study. 

In the current sample, however, the number of students who participated at T1 and T2 
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ranged from 2 to 44 students per school, with an average of 12 students at each school. Given the 

fact that school level variables were of primary interest in the present study, it was important to 

consider the number of students per school who participated in the study at each time point, as 

statistical analyses may be biased by small numbers of observations per group. Accordingly, 

students who attended schools where fewer than 5 students (in total) participated in the study in a 

given year were excluded. This decision was based on efforts to optimize the number of schools 

considered, while maintaining a sufficient number of students per school to minimize bias in 

estimates of the standard errors (Clarke & Wheaton, 2007; Hox, 2002; Maas & Hox, 2004).  

In total, 69 students were excluded from analyses because they attended a school where 

fewer than 5 students (in total) participated at either T1 or T2, or both. Additionally, 157 students 

were omitted because they had missing data for one or more of the variables of interest (T1, 

bullying; T2, bullying, MD, normative beliefs about deviancy). In total, the final sample 

consisted of 376 students (54% female), attending 38 schools. 

4.4 Measures 

Bullying Involvement (Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire). The Olweus’ (1996) 

Bully/Victim Questionnaire is the mostly widely-used measure of peer victimization and 

bullying in the world.  It was used by the World Health Organization in the Health Behaviour in 

School-Aged Survey (HBSC 1997/98, 2001/02; see Roberts et al., 2009). On the Olweus 

Questionnaire, students are asked a single question about their bullying behaviour (i.e., “Have 

you bullied another person?”). A revised version of this measure was used to assess involvement 

in bullying perpetration in the present study. In addition to responding to one general bullying 

question, students responded to four additional questions about engagement in each of four forms 

of bullying: physical, verbal, social, and electronic.  
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Students first read a definition of bullying that distinguished bullying and teasing, and 

identified the three major features of bullying (i.e., it is ongoing, intentional, and includes a 

power imbalance). Students then answered each of the five items regarding their own bullying 

involvement on a 5-point Likert scale (0 = never, 1 = only once or twice, 2 = 2 or 3 times a 

month, 3 = once a week, 4 = several times a week). A composite measure, computed as the sum 

of all five bullying items (i.e., a general question on bullying, and questions regarding the four 

forms of bullying), was used to examine self-reported bullying behaviour, with higher scores 

indicating more engagement in bullying perpetration (see Appendix A). Internal consistency of 

the composite measure in the present study was good at both T1 (α = .74) and T2 (α = .71). 

Group level indices of MD were computed as the average of scores on each index from all 

participants within a given school, with an average of 12 students participating per school (range 

= 5 to 44 peers) contributing to these composites.  

 Normative Beliefs about Deviancy. Beliefs legitimizing anti-social behaviours were 

measured using an adapted version of the Attitudinal Intolerance of Deviance scale (Jessor, 

Donovan, & Costa, 1989; Judd, Jessor, & Donovan, 1986). On this measure, the perceived 

“wrongness” of deviant or delinquent-type behaviours (e.g., “To take little things that don’t 

belong to you.”, “To break something that belongs to another person just to get even.”) were 

rated on a 4-point scale (0 = not at all wrong, 1 = a little bit wrong, 2 = wrong, 3 = very wrong) 

(see Appendix B).  For the present study, the 11-items were adapted to reflect deviant behaviours 

more closely related to school activities (e.g., “To cheat on a test.”) rather than home life (e.g., 

“To lie to your parent about where you have been.”). A composite measure, computed as the 

sum of students’ responses to 11 items, was used to examine the degree to which students 

disapprove of behaviours that violate social norms, with higher scores indicating less tolerance 
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for deviant behaviour. The original Attitudinal Intolerance of Deviance scale was reported to 

have high internal consistency (α = .85 - .90; Clark, Dogan, & Akbar, 2003; Jessor, Van Den 

Bos, Vanderryn, Costa, & Turbin, 1995). For the present sample, the internal consistency was 

also high (α = .81). Group level indices of normative beliefs about deviancy were computed as 

the average of scores on each index from all participants within a given school, with 5 to 44 

peers contributing to these composites (M = 12 students per school). 

 Moral Disengagement Towards Bullying Behaviour. Students were asked to report on 

their level of MD with regards to bullying behaviour by answering five items using a 4-point 

scale (0 = strongly disagree, 1 = disagree, 2= agree, 3= strongly disagree, see Appendix C). The 

five MD items for the present study were adapted from the 18-item MD measure used by Hymel 

et al. (2005).  The items that comprised the present MD scale best represent the MD mechanisms 

of cognitive restructuring (i.e., “Sometimes it’s okay to bully other people.”, “In my group of 

friends, bullying is okay.”), and blaming or dehumanizing the victim (i.e., “Kids get bullied 

because they are different.”, “Some kids get bullied because they deserve it.”, “Some kids get 

bullied because they hurt other kids.”). It is important to note, however, that a subsequent factor 

analysis conducted by Hymel et al. (2005) demonstrated that most of their original MD items (13 

of 18) loaded on a single factor, rather than the four conceptual categories outlined by Bandura 

(1999, 2002). Two of the items included in the present study (“Kids get bullied because they are 

different.”, “Some kids get bullied because they hurt other kids.”) were not the items that Hymel 

et al. (2005) reported as significantly loading onto single factor. A composite measure, computed 

as the sum of students’ responses to the five items, was used to examine the degree to which 

students morally disengaged from bullying behaviours, with higher scores indicating more MD 

towards bullying. For the present sample, the internal consistency for all five items was good (α 
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= .69). Group level indices of MD were computed as the average of scores on each index from 

all participants within a given school (range = 5 to 44, M = 12 students per school). 

4.5 Results 

4.5.1 Preliminary Analysis  

Preliminary analyses were conducted to examine the psychometric qualities of the 

measures used in the present study. First considered were the composite indices of bullying, 

computed at both T1 and T2. As indicated by the means and standard deviations for these 

measures (see Table 2), on average, most students reported bullying a few times a year. 

Indicators of skewness revealed that responses to bullying were positively and significantly 

skewed at both Time 1 (z = 25.48, p < .05) and Time 2 (z = 11.35, p < .05), which means that 

most students endorsed items indicating that they engaged in little to no bullying. Indicators of 

kurtosis were also significant at T1 (z = 72.11, p < .05) and T2 (z = 7.2, p < .05).  In fact, 53% of 

students at T1 and 55% of students at T2 reported “not bullying at all in the past year”. Despite 

the heavily skewed response, the present study is most interested in explaining existing 

variability in bullying behaviour. Thus, it was important to include bullying as a continuous, 

dependent variable. As indicated in the Methods section, the internal consistency for both T1 and 

T2 bullying measures were acceptable (Field, 2009; see Table 2). 

Next, the composites of MD and normative beliefs about deviance were examined for T2 

at the individual and school level. For individual MD, the means and standard deviation 

indicated that, on average, students reported low levels of MD (see Table 2). Indicators of 

skewness (z =1.48, p > .05) and kurtosis (z = -.68, p > .05) revealed that responses to individual 

levels of MD were approximately normal. School levels of MD, on average, were also low (see 
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Table 2) and approximately normal according to indicators of skewness (z = -1.47, p >.05) and 

kurtosis (z = 2.98, p < .05). 

For normative beliefs about deviancy, the means and standard deviations indicated that, 

on average, students reported high levels of intolerance towards deviancy (see Table 2). 

Indicators of skewness (z = -.98, p > .05) revealed that responses to individual levels of 

normative beliefs about deviancy were approximately normal, with higher than expected levels 

of kurtosis (z = - 4.39, p < .05). School levels of normative beliefs about deviancy, on average, 

were also high (see Table 2) and non-normal according to statistically significant indicators of 

skewness (z = -5.03, p < .05) and kurtosis (z = 6.42, p < .05). However, Q-Q plots revealed that 

the skewness and kurtosis were influenced by several outlying schools with low levels of 

normative beliefs about deviancy. The values from these schools fell within the acceptable 

ranges, and were thus included in further analyses.  

Table 3 
Psychometrics of Measures  
 N Mean Standard 

Deviation 
Internal 
Consistency (a) 

Bullying 
      Time 1 
      Time 2                  

 
376 
376 

 
1.09 
1.06 

 
1.73 
1.48 

 
.74 
.71 

 
Individual Moral Disengagement 

 
376 

 
4.52 

 
2.57 

 
.69 

 
Individual Normative Beliefs about 
Deviancy 

 
376 

 
29.99 

 
3.21 

 
.81 

 
School Moral Disengagement 
 

 
38 

 
4.60 

 
1.02 

 
-- 

School Normative Beliefs about 
Deviancy 

38 29.83 1.31 -- 

 

Next, a series of correlational analyses were conducted to explore the zero-order 

relationship among individual levels of bullying, MD and normative beliefs about deviancy. The 
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correlations provided information on whether the measures of individual MD and normative 

beliefs about deviancy were related to bullying in the manner expected, based on previous 

research. Higher scores on measures of MD and lower scores on measures of normative beliefs 

about deviancy were expected to be related to greater self-reported engagement in bullying. As 

shown in Table 3, all measures were significantly correlated in the expected direction. 

Specifically, higher scores on MD and lower scores on normative beliefs against deviancy were 

moderately related to higher levels of bullying at both T1 and 2. Additionally, the moderate 

correlation observed between MD and normative beliefs about deviancy support treating the two 

variables as related yet conceptually distinct constructs (r = - .48, p < .01).  Further, the positive 

but modest correlation observed between bullying at T1 and T2 confirms the moderate stability 

of the behaviour over time, with sufficient variability to suggest change over time in at least 

some cases.  

Table 4 
Correlations between Measures  
 Individual Bullying 

Time 1       Time 2 
Individual 

Moral 
Disengagement 

Individual 
Normative 
Beliefs about 
Deviancy 

Individual Bullying 
      Time 1 
      Time 2                  

 
-- 

.43* 

 
-- 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
Individual Moral Disengagement 

 
.34* 

 
.42* 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
Individual Normative Beliefs 
about Deviancy 

 
-.22* 

 
-.39* 

 
-.48* 

 
-- 

Note: *p < .01, N = 376  
 

After examining the relationships among the measures at the individual level (Table 3), 

the characteristics of the school, as reflected in the group level variables, were examined in 

regard to their relationship with individual level composites. The relationship between school 
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and individual MD, school and individual normative beliefs against deviancy, and bullying at 

both time points were examined (see Table 4). All relationships were statistically significant (p < 

.05), with the exception of the relationship between school MD and school normative beliefs 

about deviancy with bullying levels at Time 1 (p > .05).  

Table 5 
Correlations between School and Student Composites  
 Bullying 

Time 1      Time 2 
Individual 

Moral 
Disengagement 

Individual 
Normative 

Beliefs about 
Deviancy 

 
School Moral Disengagement 

 
.07 

 
.18* 

 
.33* 

 
-.19* 

 
School Normative Beliefs  
about Deviancy 

 
-.02 

 
-.19* 

 
-.14* 

 
.32* 

Note: *p < .05, N = 38 
 

4.5.2 Main Analysis and Rationale  

The data were analyzed using multilevel modeling. A multilevel modeling technique was 

selected for the present study because the data involved students nested within schools, and the 

hypotheses involved group and individual level predictors that are multilevel in nature 

(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Multilevel analyses account for the nesting or “clustering” of 

students in schools and allow for the opportunity to use both individual and group level 

predictors to explain differences in the dependent variable. It is important and necessary to 

account for these clusters statistically and standard statistical tests (e.g., regression, analysis of 

variance) rely on the assumption of independence of observations, and thus, do not account for 

the clustering of data (Hox, 2010). Multilevel analysis accounts for the clustering effect, which 

helps to reduce Type 1 errors. Many of the research studies that have informed the bullying 

literature to date have not accounted for the effect of the group in their analyses. The present 
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study adds to the bullying literature by investigating the influence of group level MD and 

normative beliefs about deviancy, over and above individual levels, on bullying over the course 

of a school year using multilevel analyses.  

4.5.2.1 Assumption Testing 

First considered was whether the assumptions of normality and linearity, as required for 

multilevel analyses, were met (Hox, 2010). To this end, level 1and level 2 residuals were plotted 

against their normal scores. A Q-Q plot based on level 1 indicated that the residuals were non-

linear, suggesting non-normality. However, non-normality at level 1 is less problematic in 

multilevel modeling than at level 2 (Maas & Hox, 2004).  The standardized residuals at level 2 

produced a line that was approximately diagonal which indicates conformity to normality. Three 

outliers appeared at the upper right hand corner of the graph. These extreme scores fell within 

the acceptable range of response options, and thus, were considered valid and retained in the 

analyses.  

To check the assumption of linearity, the level 1 and level 2 residuals were plotted 

against the predicted values. The assumption of linearity was violated at level 1, but the plotted 

points at level 2 appeared to have no strong structure, and were evenly distributed around zero, 

which means that the assumption of linearity could be retained for the multilevel model.  

Another assumption of multilevel models is that the variance of the residuals is the same 

in all groups (Hox, 2010). The assumption of equal variances was examined using a Chi-square 

(χ2) test, as outlined by Raudenbush and Bryk (2002). The statistically significant Chi-square (χ2 

= 44.36, (1, N = 38), p < .05) observed suggests that the level 1 variances were not homogeneous 

across all level 2 units. Chi-square tests may also become significant if the number of students 

per school is small (fewer than 10) and if data are not normally distributed. Thus, although 
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results of preliminary analyses suggested some violation of assumptions for level 1 variables, 

level 2 variables were deemed adequate. Given the primary focus of the research was on level 2 

influences, further analyses were deemed worthy of pursuit. 

As noted previously (see Tables 3 and 4), correlational analyses were conducted to 

examine the relationships among variables, and results indicated they were modest in magnitude, 

in the expected directions, and statistically significant. Additionally, the relationship between 

school MD and school normative beliefs towards deviancy was moderately and negatively 

correlated, with higher levels of moral disengagement in a school associated with lower 

normative beliefs towards deviant behaviour (r = -.49, p < .001). Therefore, there was no 

evidence of multicolinearity.  

4.5.2.2 Multilevel Analysis Results 

The first step in a multilevel analysis is to run a fully unconditional (null) model, where 

within-group and between-group variability of the outcome variable are estimated. An intraclass 

correlation (ICC) is calculated to determine the ratio of variability between schools to variability 

within schools. In the present study, a high ICC would indicate that schools differ in the amount 

of bullying and thus school level factors can be explored (i.e., a multilevel analysis is supported; 

Hox, 2010).  

The unconditional model for the present study, with bullying at T2 as the outcome 

variable, indicated no statistically significant variation across schools (χ2 = 39.61, (1, N = 38, p > 

.05). Specifically, the ICC indicated than less than 2% of the variance in bullying was due to 

school level factors. A unique element of the present study was that previous reports of bullying 

could be statistically controlled while examining the influence of school level factors. Therefore, 

a conditional model with bullying at T2 as the outcome, controlling for bullying at T1 was 
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examined despite the lack of significant variation in the null model. Results from the conditional 

model also indicated no statistically significant variation across schools in T2 bullying, after 

accounting for T1 bullying (χ2 = 42.34, (2, N = 38, p > .05). In conclusion, the use of multilevel 

modeling was not supported for the current study.  

4.5.2.3 Multiple Regression Results 

Given that multilevel modeling was not possible with the present data set, a series of 

multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the influence of moral disengagement 

and normative beliefs about deviancy, at the individual and school level, on bullying behaviour. 

Gender was initially included in all of the analyses, but did not predict bullying therefore was 

removed from subsequent analyses (p > .05).  

First, the relationship between individual level MD and bullying was explored. Results 

from a simple regression analysis predicting T2 bullying from T2 moral disengagement revealed 

that individual level MD in Grade 6 (Step 1) predicted students’ levels of bullying during the 

same year (β = .42, p < .05), and accounted for 18% of the variance (R2 = .18, F(1,375) = 87.4, p 

< .05). A subsequent multiple regression analysis verified that the relationship between 

individual MD and bullying in Grade 6 (Step 2) held even after controlling for Grade 5 (Step 1) 

levels of bullying (β = .32, p < .05). Together, both individual MD and previously reported 

bullying explained 27% of the variance in Grade 6 bullying (R2 = .27, F(2,374) = 69.61.87, p < 

.05). These results (see Table 5) are consistent with previous findings that support the 

relationship between individual levels of MD and bullying behaviour (Barchia & Bussey, 2011; 

Gini, 2006; Hymel et al., 2005; Menesini et al., 2003; Obermann, 2011).  
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Table 6 
Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting T2 Bulling Behaviour from T1 Bullying 
and T2 Individual Moral Disengagement 

Independent Variable B S.E. B β R2  F  

T1 Bullying  .28 .04 .33* -- -- 

T2 Individual Moral 
Disengagement 

.18 .03 .30* -- -- 

Model Summary    .27 69.61 

*p < .05 
 

Next, the relationship between T2 individual level beliefs about deviancy (i.e., the degree 

to which students believe that delinquent behaviours are wrong), and T2 bullying was explored. 

Results of a simple regression analysis indicated that student’s beliefs about deviancy in Grade 6 

(Step 1) predicted their reported bullying involvement in the same year (β = -.42, p < .05), 

accounting for 18% of the variance (R2 = .18, F(1,375) = 94.8, p < .05). Specifically, the stronger 

a student’s belief that deviant behaviour is wrong the less likely they were to report bullying 

involvement in Grade 6. Further, results of a follow-up regression analysis showed that this 

relationship (Step 2) held after controlling for Grade 5 (Step 1) bullying (β = -.31, p < .05). 

Together, both individual beliefs about deviancy and previously reported bullying explained 28% 

of the variance in Grade 6 bullying (R2 = .28, F(2,374) = 73.17, p < .05). Again, these results 

(see Table 6) are consistent with the influence of individual normative beliefs about deviancy 

and bullying.  
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Table 7 
Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting T2 Bulling Behaviour from T1 Bullying 
and T2 Individual Normative Beliefs about Deviancy 

Independent Variable B S.E. B β R2  F  

T1 Bullying .31 .04 .37* -- -- 

T2 Individual Normative 
Beliefs about Deviancy 

1.14 .02 -.31* -- -- 

Model Summary -- -- -- .28 73.17 

*p < .05 
 

Finally, of interest in the present study was whether the combined understanding both an 

individual’s level of MD and beliefs towards deviancy provided additional information about 

their Grade 6 bullying. Results of a multiple regression analysis (see Table 7) indicated that 

student levels of MD and beliefs about deviancy in Grade 6 (Step 2) accounted for 31% of the 

variance in their bullying involvement for that year, even after controlling for their bullying 

involvement in Grade 5 (Step 1; R2 = .31, F(3,373) = 56.01, p < .05). 

Table 8 
Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting T2 Bulling Behaviour from T1 Bullying, 
T2 Individual Moral Disengagement and T2 Individual Normative Beliefs about 
Deviancy 

Independent Variable B S.E. B β R2  F  

T1 Bullying  .27 .04 .32* -- -- 

T2 Individual Moral 
Disengagement 

.12 .03 .20* -- -- 

T2 Individual Normative 
Beliefs about Deviancy 

-.10 .02 -.23* -- -- 

Model Summary -- -- -- .31 56.01 

*p < .05 
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In order to examine the influence of school level factors, two additional multiple 

regression analyses were conducted. The first examined the contribution of school MD, over and 

above individual levels of MD, on bullying in Grade 6, controlling for previous levels of 

bullying. For this analysis, Grade 5 bullying was entered in Step 1 and individual level of MD 

was entered Step 2, with school level MD entered in Step 3. Results from the analysis revealed 

that school MD did not significantly predict bullying, over and above individual levels of MD, 

after controlling for previous levels of bullying (β = .07, p > .05).  

Table 9 
Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting T2 Bulling Behaviour from T2 
Individual Moral Disengagement and T2 School Moral Disengagement 

Independent Variable B S.E. B β R2  F  

T1 Bullying  .29 .04 .34* -- -- 

T2 Individual Moral 
Disengagement 

.16 .03 .28* -- -- 

T2 School Moral 
Disengagement 

.12 .08 .07 -- -- 

Model Summary -- -- -- .28 47.33 

*p < .05 
 

A second multiple regression analysis examined the influence of school normative beliefs 

about deviancy (Step 3), over and above individual levels of normative beliefs about bullying 

(Step 2), on bullying in Grade 6, after controlling for previous levels of bullying (Step 1). As was 

found for MD, school normative beliefs about deviancy did not significantly predict bullying, 

over and above individual beliefs towards deviancy, after controlling for previous levels of 

bullying (β = .03, p > .05). To summarize, the results of these two regression analyses showed 

that school levels of MD and normative beliefs about deviancy did not predict bullying 

involvement in Grade 6 after controlling for individual level normative beliefs and MD, as well 
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as previous bullying involvement. These results fail to support the hypotheses of the present 

study. The results are also contrary to previous reports that group factors influence bullying 

behaviour (Esplage et al., 2003; Guerra et al., 2011), and specifically that MD at the school level 

predicts bullying, over and above individual levels of MD (Vaillancourt et al., 2006). 

Table 10 
Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting T2 Bulling Behaviour from T2 Individual 
Normative Beliefs about Deviancy and T2 School Normative Beliefs about 
Deviancy 

Independent Variable B S.E. B β R2  F  

T1 Bullying  .31 .04 .36* -- -- 

T2 Individual Normative 
Beliefs about Deviancy 

-.15 .02 -.32* -- -- 

T2 School Normative 
Beliefs about Deviancy 

.04 .06 .03 -- -- 

Model Summary -- -- -- .28 48.50 

*p < .05 
 

A final set of analyses were conducted to explore the inconsistencies observed between 

the findings from the present study and those reported by Vaillancourt and colleagues (2006), 

and whether the differences could be explained by the variations in the analyses conducted. 

Specifically, Vaillancourt et al. did not control for previous bullying in their analyses, whereas 

the present study did. Accordingly, a series of multiple regression analyses were conducted 

examining school level influences of MD and normative beliefs about deviancy at each time 

point (i.e., Grade 5, Grade 6) without controlling for prior bullying. If school level variables 

significantly predicted bullying at each time point, over and above individual level factors, then 

the current study would replicate the findings from Vaillancourt and colleagues (2006) study. 
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Specifically, for these multiple regression analyses (one for T1 data and one for T2 data), 

individual level MD as well as individual normative beliefs about deviance were entered in Step 

1, and school level MD as well a school level normative beliefs were entered in Step 2, in order 

to predict concurrent reports of bullying involvement. Results indicated that for both T1 and T2, 

neither school MD (β = .04, p > .05 for T1; β = .09, p >.05 for T2) nor school normative beliefs 

about deviancy (β = .07, p > .05 for T1; β = .08, p >.05 for T2) significantly predicted T2 

bullying, after controlling for individual levels of MD and normative beliefs about deviancy.  

These results (see Tables 9 and 10) are inconsistent with the current hypothesis and previous 

reports (Vaillancourt et al., 2006). Potential explanations for the inconsistencies are outlined in 

the discussion. 

Table 11 
Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting T1 Bulling Behaviour from T1 
Individual and T1 School Variables 

Independent Variable B S.E. B β R2  F  

T1 Individual Moral 
Disengagement 

.28 .04 .41* -- -- 

T1 Individual Normative 
Beliefs about Deviancy 

-.10 .03 -.16* -- -- 

T1 School Moral 
Disengagement 

.08 .11 .04 -- -- 

T1 School Normative 
Beliefs about Deviancy 

.12 .10 .07 -- -- 

Model Summary -- -- -- .25 30.24 

*p < .05 
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Table 12 
Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting T2 Bulling Behaviour from T2 
Individual and T2 School Variables 

Independent Variable B S.E. B β R2  F  

T2 Individual Moral 
Disengagement 

.16 .03 .27* -- -- 

T2 Individual Normative 
Beliefs about Deviancy 

-.13 .09 .09* -- -- 

T2 School Moral 
Disengagement 

.15 .09 .09 -- -- 

T2 School Normative 
Beliefs about Deviancy 

.12 .08 .08 -- -- 

Model Summary -- -- -- .23 27.77 

*p < .05 
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Chapter  5: Study 2  

Given the failure to replicate previous research on the influence of group level MD and 

normative beliefs about deviancy on bullying in the preceding analyses, a second investigation 

was conducted using an existing data set to examine whether the lack of statically significant 

findings of school level variables was unique to the current sample, and thus, could be explained 

by the methodological limitations of the present study (e.g., number of students per school, 

measure of MD). In order to investigate this possibility, a multilevel analysis examining the 

contextual level effects of MD on bullying was examined using a novel sample of schoolchildren 

in which more extensive data on peer group level MD was available and well-established 

measure of MD was used.  

5.1 Method 

Data for the current investigation were drawn from the second year of the School Climate 

Study (2011), a three-year project conducted by Drs. David Smith, Shelley Hymel, and John 

LeBlanc, aimed at evaluating the social and academic atmospheres of schools. The data were 

collected in May and June of 2011 from 5 school districts and 19 elementary schools (69% 

participation rate) in western Canada. For this study, all participating students completed an 

extensive survey on school climate, bullying behaviour, bystander beahviour, and MD in their 

classrooms (90-minute sessions) using paper-and-pencil responses or digital response recorders 

(“clickers”). Students were assured of the confidentiality of their responses.  For the present 

analyses, only data obtained for MD and bullying were considered. 

5.2 Participants 

 The initial sample consisted of 1278 Grade 6 and 7 students (54% girls) from 19 schools 

located in southern British Columbia. For the present evaluation, classrooms were used as the 
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unit of analysis to investigate the influence of contextual effects on bullying behaviour. This 

decision was based on sample size; a total of 74 classroom participated in the study, compared to 

only 19 schools. Out of the 1278 Grade 6 and 7 students, 73 students belonged to classes were 

fewer than 10 students participated in the study and 77 were omitted due to missing data, and 

thus were deleted from further analyses. Again the decision rules were based on optimizing the 

number of students per classroom while maintaining large enough classes overall to minimize 

potential bias in the estimates of the standard errors (Maas & Hox, 2004). Therefore, the final 

sample consisted of 1128 students across 74 classrooms were used for the analyses, with an 

average of 18 students per classroom (range = 10 to 28).  

All students received parent consent prior to participation. Student assent for participation 

was also required. Only students who received parent permission who themselves agreed to 

participate were included in the present study. The sample was ethnically diverse: 31% 

Caucasian, 26% South Asian, 20% Asian, 12% mixed, 4% other, 2% Latin American, 2% “I 

don’t know”, 1% Middle Eastern, 1% Aboriginal, and 1% African/Caribbean. 

5.3 Measures 

Bullying. Bullying involvement was measured using a 5-item measure that was similar to 

that used in the MacMaster Teen Study (Study 1). Students first read a definition of bullying that 

distinguished bullying and teasing, and identified the three major features of bullying (i.e., it is 

ongoing, intentional, and includes a power imbalance). Students then responded to five items 

regarding their own involvement in bullying others both generally and with regard to four 

different types of bullying: physical, verbal, relational and cyber. Responses to each item were 

made on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = never, 2 = only once or a few times, 3 = every month, 4 

= every week, 5 = several times a week). A composite measure including all bullying items (i.e., 
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a general question on bullying, and questions regarding the four forms of bullying) computed as 

the average of responses to all five items, with higher scores indicating more engagement in 

bullying perpetration (see Appendix D). Internal consistency for the bullying measure in the 

present sample was high (α = .80). 

Moral Disengagement. Student levels of MD were assessed using Bandura’s (1999; 

2002) Moral Disengagement Scale, a 32-item measure developed to measure MD (see Appendix 

E). In contrast to the MD measure used in the preceding analyses, which focused on MD with 

regard to bullying per se, the items included on the present scale reflected more general moral 

disengagement tendencies (e.g., “It’s alright to fight and protect your friends.”, “Some people 

deserve to be treated badly.”, “Kids are not at fault for misbehaving if their parents push them 

too much.”). Internal consistency for the present sample was high (α = .91). Student responses to 

the 32 MD were averaged to create an overall individual level composite, with higher scores 

reflecting greater MD. Group level indices of MD were computed as the average of overall 

scores on the MD measure obtained from all participants within a classroom.  

5.4 Preliminary Analyses & Assumption Testing 

 It was determined that the data met the assumptions of linearity, normality, homogeneity 

of variances, and multicolinearity. Results of correlational analyses revealed a statistically 

significant relationship between gender and all variables of interest (p < .05), thus, was 

controlled for in the multilevel modeling analysis. In general, boys reported higher levels of 

moral disengagement (r = -.25, p < .05) and slightly more bullying than girls (r = - .07, p < .05). 

All other variables were significantly and moderately correlatedin the expected directions.  
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Table 13 
Correlations between Classroom and Student Composites  
 Individual 

Bullying 
 

Individual Moral 
Disengagement 

Classroom Moral 
Disengagement 

Gender -.07* -.25* -.07* 

 
Classroom Moral Disengagement 

 
.09* 

 

 
.36* 

 
-- 

Note: *p < .05 
 

5.5 Results 

Calculation of the ICC indicated that 3% of the variation in bullying was due to 

classroom level effects (p < .05), which supported the use of a multilevel model. Next, the level 

1 conditional model with gender and individual MD was examined. Results revealed that 

individual MD predicted bullying behaviour (β1 = 0.33, t(71) = 8.3, p <.001), after controlling for 

gender, which was not significant (β2 = 0.01, t(1028) = 8.3, p > .05). The level 2 conditional 

model comparing the effects of MD at both the individual and classroom levels on self-reported 

bullying, controlling for gender, was then examined. Results indicated that MD at the classroom 

level did not significantly predict bullying behaviour, after controlling for individual levels of 

MD (µ01 = -0.12, t(70) = -1.56, p > .05). These results are consistent with the previous analyses 

conducted, and reasons for present results and implications for future research are discussed in 

the section to follow.  
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Chapter  6: Discussion 

The current study examined the effects of MD and normative beliefs about deviancy, at 

the individual and group level, on bullying in schools. Results across multiple analyses and two 

independent samples did not support the hypothesis that contextual levels of MD (Study 1 and 2) 

nor normative beliefs about deviancy (Study 1) influenced bullying either concurrently (Study 1 

and 2) or over time (Study 1).  Specifically, in Study 1, results from the initial multilevel 

analyses indicated that there was not significant variability in student reports of bullying 

behaviour between schools to support multilevel analyses. As an alternative, a series of multiple 

regression analyses were conducted to address the questions of interest. Results from these 

analyses indicated that individual levels of MD, normative beliefs about deviancy, and previous 

bullying behaviour together accounted for 31% of the variance in bullying. Neither school MD 

nor school normative beliefs about bullying significantly predicted bullying behaviour, in any of 

the subsequent multiple or multilevel regression analyses. In Study 2, using a more extensive but 

more general measure of MD, and evaluating group level MD within classrooms rather than 

schools, the same pattern of results emerged. Although individual levels of MD were predictive 

of concurrent bullying, group levels of MD did not add significantly to this prediction, contrary 

to expectations.  These results fail to replicate findings reported by Vaillancourt and colleagues 

(2006), which indicated that school levels of MD predicted bullying over and above individual 

levels of MD.  

One explanation for these differences is the diversity in the populations examined across 

studies. Vaillancourt et al. (2006) investigated school levels of moral disengagement across 116 

schools, containing students from Grades 4 through 12. The variability in the sample may have 

provided opportunity for more heterogeneous responses of bullying behaviour across schools, 
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although ICC’s were not reported. In the current study, students in elementary and middle 

schools (Grade 5/6, Study 1) and elementary classrooms (Grade 6/7, Study 2) were examined. 

One possibility is that older students (e.g., high school), as considered in the original 

Vaillancourt et al. research, may be influenced differently by peer attitudes and norms than 

younger students (Henry et al., 2000), and examining this relationship may elucidate some 

differences in the results across studies.  

Several methodological limitations of the present study may have also contributed to the 

lack of statistically significant findings. In particular, the present study assessed MD and 

normative beliefs at the contextual level by aggregating means from the responses of individuals 

who belonged to the same group (i.e., school, class). In both studies the number of peers 

contributing to the assessment of group level MD (and normative beliefs in Study 1) were 

limited, leading to questions regarding the validity of the present assessments of group level 

beliefs and perceptions.  This was particularly problematic in Study 1, with an average of 12 

students (range of 5-44) contributing to assessments of “school level” moral disengagement and 

normative beliefs. This problem was less evident in Study 2 in which group level beliefs were 

assessed at the classroom level, yet even here some classrooms were omitted due to limited 

numbers of participating peers.  It is possible that group level MD was assessed on the basis of a 

more representative sample of peers in the Vaillancourt et al. research. 

A related concern involves the way in which group level beliefs and perceptions were 

assessed. Across both Vaillancourt et al. (2006) and the present study, group level variables were 

computed as the average of responses across participants in the group.  However, actual group 

perceptions may not be consistent with what individuals perceive to be the group’s beliefs or 

norms. It may have been more appropriate to ask students about the MD they observed or 
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perceived in their schools/classrooms (e.g., How true is the following statement, “Students in my 

school think it is okay to bully someone if they are different.”). Asking students about their own 

perceptions of peer norms directly may provide greater variability in the responses across 

contexts and individuals, and thus, enable researchers to better detect potential influences of peer 

MD and normative beliefs about deviancy on bullying.  

Another methodological consideration for the present investigation concerns the ways in 

which MD was measured. In Study 1, the first set of analyses examined school factors of MD 

and normative beliefs towards bullying using multiple regression, where students reported their 

levels of MD about bullying behaviour. In Study 2, classroom levels of MD were analyzed using 

multilevel modeling, where students reported on their general levels of MD (Bandura, 1999; 

2001) rather than MD with regard to bullying per se. Although no studies to date have examined 

the relationship between general measures of MD (Bandura, 1999; 2001), and bullying-specific 

indices of MD, the two measures share similar features. First, both measures were based on 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory of moral agency (2001) to assess individual levels of moral 

disengagement. Additionally, the results across studies using either of the measures appears to be 

consistent: students who reported higher levels of MD also tended to report engaging in more 

bullying behaviour (e.g., Hymel et al., 2005; Obermann, 2011; Vaillancourt et al., 2006). The 

consistent findings between Bandura’s MD scale and the MD composite used in the present 

study provide support for the generalizability of the current findings at the individual level.  

 The results of the current investigation add to the literature on bullying and MD at the 

individual level in two ways. First, the strong relationship between student MD and bullying at 

the individual level was supported across diverse samples (i.e., a large sample from British 

Columbia, a small sample from Ontario), in various contexts (i.e., schools, classrooms), and 
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across between different measures of MD. Second, the strong relationship between MD and 

bullying at the individual level did not hold when MD was aggregated at the school or classroom 

level. It is clear from the current study that investigating contextual level effects of MD would 

benefit from the development of interviews or scales that aim to measure the construct of MD at 

the level of interest (i.e., group).  Tapping student’s “perceptions” of the constructs at the group 

level, rather than their individual beliefs may be a better predictor of their behaviour, although 

the challenge with this is shared method variance.   

In addition to exploring MD at the school or classroom level, future research in the area 

may benefit from examining how school level factors, such as school climate, are related to 

individual MD and bullying. For example, it would be interesting to explore how the construct of 

collective efficacy, or the belief that one’s peer group or community would be willing to provide 

support and protection in a school (Williams & Guerra, 2011), would influence the relationship 

between individual MD and bullying using multilevel analyses. The closer the bullying literature 

comes to understanding the various relationships between and among contextual and individual 

factors, the better researchers can inform schools and educators on how to effectively intervene 

in bullying behaviour.  

 Research in the area of MD, normative beliefs about deviancy, and bullying may also 

benefit from considering the various factors that influence the contextual climate, such as 

teachers. Teachers are a major component of schools, and are often times the leaders in 

implementing classroom strategies aimed at reducing bullying. Teachers have reported that they 

understand the definition of bullying and its harmful effects on students, yet they have also 

reported not always intervening in bullying behaviour (Mishna, Scarcello, Pepler, & Weiner, 
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2005). Examining teacher levels of MD may be another avenue for future research, and would be 

especially insightful if combined with other contextual indicators MD.  

 Although more research is required in order to better understand the relationship between 

social processes, such as group levels of MD and normative beliefs about deviancy, the current 

research supported the established link between individual MD and normative beliefs, as well as 

previous levels of bullying, on student levels of bullying behaviour. The lack of statistically 

significant findings of group level processes in the current study has provided direction for the 

assessment and design of future studies examining these constructs.  
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Appendix A 

MacMaster Teen Study: Bullying Items 

 

Since the start of the school year (September)… 
 

1. How often have you taken part in bullying another student? 

Not at all 

 

Only a few times this year 

 

Every month 

 

Every week 

 

Many times a week 

 
 

2. How often have you taken part in physically bullying others by hitting, kicking, shoving, etc.? 

Not at all 

 

Only a few times this year 

 

Every month 

 

Every week 

 

Many times a week 

 
 

3. How often have you taken part in verbally bullying others by insults, put downs, or threats? 

Not at all 

 

Only a few times this year 

 

Every month 

 

Every week 

 

Many times a week 

 
 

4. How often have you taken part in bullying others by exclusion, rumors, or getting others not to 

like someone? 

Not at all 

 

Only a few times this year 

 

Every month 

 

Every week 

 

Many times a week 

 
 

5. How often have you taken part in bullying others using the computer, text messages, or email 

messages pictures to threaten someone or make them look bad? 

Not at all 

 

Only a few times this year 

 

Every month 

 

Every week 

 

Many times a week 
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Appendix B 

 

MacMaster Teen Study: Normative Beliefs about Deviancy Items 
 
 
How wrong do you think it is to do these things? 
 
1. To take little things that don’t belong to you. 

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 

 

 

2. To give your teacher a fake excuse for being absent (away).  

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 

   

 

3. To bother people in a movie theatre even if you have been asked to stop. 

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 

 

 

4.  To borrow $5 or so from a friend without really expecting to pay it back. 

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 

 

 

5. To cheat on a test. 

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 

 

 

6.  To skip school without a good excuse. 

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 
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7.  To get into fist fights with other people. 

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 

 

 

8.  To break something that belongs to another person just to get even. 

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 

 

 

9.  To break into a place that is locked just to look around. 

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 

 

 

10.  To damage public or private property that does not belong to you just for fun. 

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 

 

 

11. To threaten a teacher because you were angry about something at school. 

Very wrong 

 

Wrong 

 

A little bit wrong 

 

Not at all wrong 
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Appendix C 

MacMaster Teen Study: Moral Disengagement Items 
 

The following sentences ask you about your beliefs and attitudes about bullying. For each 

sentence, circle the answer to show how much you agree or disagree with the sentence. 

 

1. Sometimes it’s okay to bully other people. 
Strongly Disagree 

 

Disagree 

 

Agree 

 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
2. In my group of friends, bullying is okay.  

Strongly Disagree 

 

Disagree 

 

Agree 

 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
3. Kids get bullied because they are different.  

Strongly Disagree 

 

Disagree 

 

Agree 

 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
4. Some kids get bullied because they deserve it.  

Strongly Disagree 

 

Disagree 

 

Agree 

 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
5. Some kids get bullied because they hurt other kids. 

Strongly Disagree 

 

Disagree 

 

Agree 

 

Strongly Agree 
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Appendix D 

School Climate Study: Bullying Items 
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Appendix E 

 
School Climate Study: Moral Disengagement Items 

 

 



 74 

 



 75 

 


