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Chapter 4 Individual and Class 

Moral Correlates of  

Children’s Behaviour in 

Bullying Situations 

 
Abstract 

The aim of this study was to obtain new insights into the relative contribution of 

differential moral components to bullying as a group process. The participant roles 

of bully, assistant, defender, outsider and victim were compared with regard to 

moral sensitivity, moral reasoning, moral motivation, and moral character at both 

the individual and class level. Participants were 1,258 children aged 6 to 13 years 

(49% females) divided over 54 classrooms attending 11 Dutch primary schools. 

Multinomial multilevel analysis showed that, at the individual level, higher scores 

on moral reasoning increased the chance being a bully or assistant and decreased 

the chance of being victimized compared to being an outsider. Higher 

agreeableness, an aspect of moral character, significantly increased the chance of 

belonging to the outsider role in comparison to the bully, assistant or defending 

role. Sympathy increased the chance of being a defender instead of outsider. At the 

class level, higher class moral emotions and class inhibitory control respectively 

increased and decreased the chance of being a bully versus being an outsider. These 

results extend previous research by demonstrating the role of processes at the class 

level and have potential implications for interventions.  

 

 

Note. This chapter is based on Jansma, D.J., Opdenakker, M.C.J.L.,  Malti, T. & Van 

der Werf, M.P.C. (2017). Individual and Class Moral Correlates of Children’s 

Behaviour in Bullying Situations.  Manuscript submitted for publication.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Bullying is a well-known reflection of antisocial behaviour in education 

prevailing among 15% of primary school children (Veenstra et al., 2005). Bullying 

occurs in a context of an imbalance of power and is characterized by a repetition of 

negative actions towards a peer, with the intention to hurt (Olweus, 1993). These 

actions may include physical or verbal aggression and relational harassment which 

harms others by means of social manipulation, exclusion or malicious rumours 

(Camodeca & Goossens, 2005). Bullying in school is not only a great burden for 

teachers and classroom climate, but also for the perpetrators, victims and society, 

both financially and socially (Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Nansel et al., 2004; Nishina 

& Juvonen, 2005; Salmivalli & Isaacs, 2005; Soepboer, Veenstra & Verhulst, 2006). 

Given the severe consequences of bullying, there is an increasing awareness of the 

need for educational systems to discourage the acquisition of antisocial values and 

behaviour (Rupp & Veugelers, 2003). In practice, this awareness is reflected by 

numerous educational and intervention programs aimed at affecting bullying, 

prosocial learning and moral functioning (Reiman & Dotger, 2008; Smith, 

Ananiadou & Cowie, 2003; Smith, Cousins & Stewart, 2005). However, the 

effectiveness of these programs is generally mixed (Wienke et al., 2014; Willems et 

al., 2012). Most meta-analyses of bullying programs show small to moderate effect 

sizes at best. Moreover, positive effects are more likely to be effects on attitudes, 

knowledge, and perceptions, rather than effects on bullying behaviour (Rivara & Le 

Menestrel, 2016).  

In order to develop effective anti-bullying programs, researchers have 

attempted to identify specific success-promoting factors of these programs. The 

current study will focus on moral functioning as a factor being conceptually 

intertwined with bullying (Cuevas, 2011; Gasser & Keller, 2009) and defending 

behaviour (Caravita, Gini & Pozzoli, 2012; Menesini & Camodeca, 2008; Pozzoli & 

Gini, 2010). As such moral functioning might serve as a central process underlying 

children’s bullying. First of all, both bullying and defending are prime examples of 

morally relevant behaviour in middle childhood, because of its direct effect on the 

welfare of victims (Turiel, 1983; 1998). Second, different facets of moral functioning 

have been found to be important to understand individual differences in 

engagement in bullying situations (Gini, 2006; Hymel, Rocke-Henderson & 

Bonanno, 2005; Perren & Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 2012). The apparent theoretical 
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and empirical divisions between the study of children’s behaviour in bullying 

situations and their moral correlates seems odd given that both fields share a 

common focus on the intentional victimization of others (Arsenio & Lemerise, 2001; 

2004; Guerra, Nucci & Huesmann, 1994). Therefore, researchers have recently begun 

to address the role of moral factors in the process of bullying.  

Unfortunately, it still remains unclear how different components of 

children’s morality simultaneously affect bullying behaviour (Gasser, Malti & 

Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 2012). Traditionally, research on moral functioning has 

focused on children’s moral reasoning, i.e. their justifications for giving a particular 

moral judgment. Yet, it has been recognized that a comprehensive account of 

(im)moral behaviour should not only include cognitive processes but emotional and 

self-related processes as well (Arsenio & Lemerise, 2004; Olthof, 2010). Rest’s (1983; 

1986) Four Component Model, grounded in a review of psychological research, 

postulates that four key psychological components contribute to morally relevant 

behaviour. These are moral sensitivity, moral reasoning, moral motivation, and 

moral character. Moral sensitivity concerns interpreting a situation in terms of how 

people’s welfare is affected by possible actions of the subject (Rest, 1983). Sympathy, 

i.e. feelings of concern or sorrow for the other person based on an understanding of 

that person’s circumstances (Zhou, Valiente & Eisenberg, 2003), is an important 

element of moral sensitivity (Bebeau, Rest & Narvaez, 1999; Mower, Robinson & 

Vandenberg, 2015). Moral reasoning regards integrating various considerations to 

determine what ought to be done. Moral motivation concerns the importance 

people give to moral values (doing what is right) relative to other values (i.e. self-

actualization) (Rest, 1983). Moral character is the ability to persist in a moral task in 

the face of obstacles (Rest, 1986; 1994). It is expressed by the personality dimensions 

agreeableness and conscientiousness and by inhibitory control, i.e. behavioural and 

cognitive suppression of interferences from the environment (Ahadi & Rothbart, 

1994; Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997). Conscientiousness concerns traits related to self-

discipline, orderliness and goal pursuit whereas agreeableness has a strong link 

with the regulation of emotions and constitutes of traits related to a desire to 

maintain social harmony (Ahadi & Rothbart, 1994; Cumberland-Li, Eisenberg & 

Reiser, 2004; Weisberg, DeYoung & Hirsh, 2011).  

A major limitation of research relating moral components to children’s 

behaviour in bullying situations has been the neglect of the complex group nature 

of bullying in schools (Barchia & Bussey, 2011; Faris & Ennet, 2012; Huitsing & 
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Veenstra, 2012; Salmivalli, 2010). The result of the neglect of the social nature of 

bullying in relation to moral components is twofold. First of all, studies have rarely 

examined the differential associations between moral components and different 

roles in the bullying process. It is well known that all children in a class are 

somehow involved in, or aware of, the bullying process, even if they do not actively 

attack the victim (Atlas & Pepler, 1998; Hawkins, Pepler & Craig, 2001). Specifically, 

Salmivalli, Lagerpetz, Björkvist, Österman and Kaukiainen (1996) and Salmivalli, 

Lappalainen and Lagerspetz (1998) identified five participant roles involved in the 

bullying process, next to the victim: (ringleader) bully, who starts the bullying; 

assistant, who joins in the bullying, but does not start it; reinforcer, who encourages 

the bully; defender, who supports the victim; and outsider, who keeps out of the 

bullying situation. Second, researchers have typically focused on individual moral 

characteristics, whereas moral characteristics of the group have been neglected. 

However, through emergent properties, such as norms and processes, groups help 

define the type and range of relationships and interactions that are likely or 

permissible (Rubin, Bukowski & Parker, 2006; Veenstra, Dijkstra & Kreager, in 

press). Processes of social influence among classmates can be rather persuasive for 

the behaviour of children (Espelage, Holt & Henkel, 2003; Juvonen & Galvan, 2008). 

Previous research on class characteristics indicates that class normative beliefs 

about bullying can help explain bullying-related behaviours over and above 

individual characteristics (Pozzoli, Gini & Vieno, 2012; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). 

 

1.1 The present study 

The aim of this study was to obtain new insights into the relative 

contribution of the four aforementioned moral components of Rest’s model to 

bullying as a group process in primary education. To this end, the participant roles 

of bully, assistant, defender, outsider and victim were compared with regard to 

moral sensitivity, represented by sympathy, moral reasoning, moral motivation, 

and moral personality characteristics at both the individual and class level. We 

studied these relationships in middle childhood since the amount of time spent 

with peers and the types of peer-group relationships is quite expansive in this 

developmental period (Rubin, Bukowski & Laursen, 2011). Moreover, bullying 

tends to peak during the middle school years (Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000; Rios-Ellis, 

Bellamy & Shoji, 2000). To determine the unique impact of moral components to 

bullying, four control variables were taken into account: gender, age, scholastic 
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ability and socioeconomic status. All have repeatedly been found to be interwoven 

with children’s behaviour in bully situations (for gender see Pozzoli & Gini, 2010; 

2012; Seals & Young, 2003; Warden, Cheyne, Christie, Fitzpatrick & Reid, 2003; 

Warden & Mackinnon, 2003; for age see Espelage, Bosworth & Simon, 2001; 

Pellegrini & Long, 2002; Scheithauer, Hayer, Petermann & Jugert, 2006; for 

scholastic ability see Dake, Price & Telljohann, 2003; Jansen et al., 2012; and for 

socioeconomic status see Dodge, Greenberg & Malone, 2008; Rueden, Gosch, 

Rajmil, Bisegger & Ravens-Sieberer, 2006; Tippett & Wolke, 2014).  

We expected to find lower levels of moral sensitivity, represented by 

sympathy, for bullies and assistants and higher levels for defenders than for the 

other participant roles. Previous research shows that sympathy has been negatively 

correlated with different forms of antisocial behaviour (Björkqvist, Österman & 

Kaukiainen, 2000; Kaukiainen et al., 1999; Kaukiainen, Björkqvist, Österman & 

Lagerspetz, 1996; Zahn-Waxler, Cole, Welsh & Fox, 1995) and with bullying in 

particular (Gini, Pozzoli & Hauser, 2011; Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). Specifically, 

Arsenio and Lemerise (2001) and Sutton, Smith and Swettenham (1999) found that 

bullies may lack the ability to appreciate the emotional consequences of their 

behaviours on others’ feelings, and to sympathize with the feelings of others. In line 

with this, Caravita, Di Blaso and Salmivalli (2010) concluded that bullies were less 

able to understand the pain of other children. On the other hand, they found 

sympathy to be positively associated with defending. As Arsenio and Lemerise 

(2004) and Hoffman (2000) argued, children’s capacity for sympathy is a key 

contributor to doing the good. Indeed, defending behaviour has been associated 

with feeling sorry for another person’s situation or perspective (Gini, Albiero, 

Benelli & Altoè, 2007; 2008; Nickerson, Mele & Princiotta, 2008; Stavrinides, 

Georgiou & Theofanous, 2010). In a review of Van Noorden, Haselager, Cillessen 

and Bukowski (2015) it was concluded that sympathy showed no association with 

being victimized and a negative or no association with bystanding.  

  Our hypotheses regarding associations between bullying and moral 

reasoning were more open-ended. Two studies within the age range of this study 

indicate that bullies know just as well as defenders that some reasons to explain 

behaviour are morally wrong (Gini, Pozzoli & Hauser, 2011; Olthof, 2010). It 

therefore seems that knowing the good is not sufficient to do the good (e.g., Nucci, 

2001).  In accordance, Haidt (2001) claims that moral reasoning only serves to justify 

a moral judgment that has quite different origins. On the other hand, Gini (2006) 
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found that 8 to 11 year old bullies, assistants and reinforces showed more and 

victims less moral disengaged reasoning than defenders and outsiders. Perren, 

Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, Malti and Hymel (2012) found that bullies between age 12 

and 18 use less moral reasoning and more egocentric reasoning than outsiders when 

presented with hypothetical moral dilemmas. Additionally, they found that victims 

produced more victim-oriented justifications but fewer moral rules than outsiders. 

Menesini, Sanchez, Fonzi, Ortega, Costabile and Lo Feudo (2003) found a similar 

pattern in 14 to 18 year olds when comparing bullies to victims and outsiders.  

Bullies and assistants were expected to have deficits in moral motivation 

compared to the other participant roles. Additionally, defenders were expected to 

show higher moral motivation than the other participant roles. A recent meta-

analysis by Malti and Krettenauer (2013) showed moderate-size relations between 

antisocial behaviour and emotions following hypothetical moral transgressions, a 

commonly used measure of moral motivation. Additionally, they found small-size 

relations between negative anticipated emotions and prosocial behaviour. For 

behaviour in bullying situations, comparable results were found. Gasser and Keller 

(2009) report that bullies showed a deficit in moral motivation compared to 

prosocial children. In the study of Menesini et al. (2003) bullies, as compared to 

victims and outsiders, showed less negative emotion attributions. On the other 

hand, defenders attributed more negative emotions to a wrongdoer than victims. In 

line with this, Sutton et. al. (1999) argue that bullies are willing to initiate intentional 

aggression that they would otherwise consider unacceptable when their needs 

conflict with those of others. Contrastingly, Gini (2006) and Menesini and 

Camodeca (2008) found that guilt was related to defending, but not to bullying and 

outsider behaviour.  

Moral character, represented by inhibitory control and by the personality 

dimensions agreeableness and conscientiousness, was expected to be negatively 

associated with bullying, assisting and being a victim and expected to be positively 

associated with defending. It has been found that bullies and assistants tend to 

score lower on agreeableness, conscientiousness and inhibitory control compared to 

other participant roles (Fossati, Borroni & Maffei,2012; Menesini, Camodeca & 

Nocentini, 2010; Miller, Lynam & Leukefeld, 2003; Tani, Greenman, Schneider & 

Fregoso, 2003). Additionally, victims score lower on agreeableness and 

conscientiousness in comparison to other children (Bollmer, Harris & Milich, 2006; 

De Bolle & Tackett, 2013; Jensen-Campbell & Malcolm, 2007; Tani et al., 2003). On 
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the other hand, the personality of moral exemplars has repeatedly been found to 

orient toward conscientiousness and agreeableness (Walker, 1999; Walker & 

Hennig, 2004). Indeed, in the study of Tani et al. (2003) defenders exhibited high 

levels of agreeableness in comparison to other participant roles. Generally, children 

who have good control over their emotions are more likely to exhibit prosocial 

behaviours (Beauchaine et al., 2013; Carlo, Crockett, Wolff & Beal, 2012; Laible, 

Carlo, Panfile, Eye & Parker, 2010; Padilla-Walker & Christensen; 2011). 

A plausible assumption is that moral components at the class level explain 

between-class variation in bullying-related behaviours. A greater likelihood of 

bullying or assistant behaviour in school classes is likely to be negatively associated 

with collective moral components in the classroom. Conversely, class moral 

components are expected to be positively related to defending in classrooms. 

Indeed, Pozzoli, Gini and Vieno (2012) found a positive association between 

bullying, assisting and reinforcing and class moral disengagement. Also, Gini, 

Pozzoli and Bussey (2014; 2015) demonstrated that aggression and passive 

bystanding were more frequent in classes characterized by higher levels of 

classroom collective moral disengagement. The opposite was true for defending.  

 

2. Method 

 

2.1 Procedure and Participants 

Ethical consent for this study was obtained from the Ethical Committee 

Pedagogical and Educational Sciences from the University of Groningen. 

Participants were recruited via the personal network of the researchers. First, school 

principals and teachers were asked for consent. Parental consent letters were then 

distributed to obtain permission for their children’s participation (acceptance rate: 

99%). The participants of this study were 1,258 children aged 6 to 13 years (M age = 

9.10, SD = 1.81, 49% females) divided over 54 classrooms attending 11 Dutch 

primary schools. The average number of children per classroom was 24.3 (SD=5.1; 

range= 14 to 32). The children attended regular education and were predominantly 

white and of Dutch descent (93.7%). 

 

2.2 Measures 

All children participated in an one-on-one interview and filled in an online 

questionnaire administered by undergraduate students.  Children in grade 1 and 
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those with difficulty concentrating and/or reading were assessed one-on-one, where 

the researcher read out the online questionnaire. Otherwise, the children were 

seated in groups of four to ten at computers spaced sufficiently to ensure privacy. 

The students administering the interview and questionnaire all received extensive 

training. The children were instructed to provide their own responses to the 

questions in the questionnaire and interview and were informed that there were no 

right or wrong answers. Great care was taken to assure that their answers would 

remain strictly confidential and would not be revealed to anyone. The online 

questionnaire and the interview took 15-25 minutes each. The interviews were 

recorded and transcribed afterwards. 

 

2.2.1 Outcome variable 

Participant roles in the bullying process. A sociometric questionnaire 

informed about the perceived participant roles in the bullying process of peers in 

the classroom, similar to nomination measures used in past research (e.g. Goossens, 

Olthof & Dekker, 2006). The online questions about the participant roles were 

preceded by an explanation of the concept of bullying and two questions to verify 

their understanding of the concept. In the case children provided a wrong answer, 

the concept of bullying was explained by the research assistant until they 

understood the concept. Then, the children were then asked whether they were 

bullied. Depending on the answer to this question, the children were asked to name 

the classmate(s) that bullied them: “Who starts bullying you?”, or to name the 

classmate(s) that bullied someone else in their classroom: “Who starts bullying?”. A 

list of all their classmates was displayed in random order and they could click on 

the name(s) of their classmates that fit the description. The children could name an 

unlimited number of classmates. Children from other classes could also be 

mentioned using an open question. Other questions concerned joining the bully: 

“Who joins bullying you?” or: “Who joins bullying?”, helping the victim: “Who 

helps you when you are bullied?” or: “Who helps the victim of the bullying?”, and 

being victimized: “Who gets bullied?” in case the child was not bullied. Three 

different forms of bullying were distinguished and explained by drawings 

preceding the questions: (a) physical bullying (i.e., physical peer aggression, such as 

hitting, kicking or pushing); (b) verbal bullying (i.e., behaviours such as calling 

names or saying mean or unkind things and (c) relational bullying, a concept that 

referred mainly to social exclusion (e.g., Perren & Alsaker, 2006). Object-related 
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bullying (e.g., taking away or breaking other child’s belongings) and other specific 

forms of indirect bullying were left out, since it yielded least responses in the pilot 

study (Meijer, 2012). Instead, children could specify other forms of bullying in an 

open question format. Nominations were counted and divided by the number of 

participating classmates so that the data were comparable across classes. This 

yielded proportion scores (range 0-1) that indicated by what proportion of 

classmates each child was named as a bully, assistant, victim, outsider or defender. 

As such, peer nominations were aggregated across multiple nominators, which 

enhanced the reliability and validity of the data. The chance of an error occurring 

due to a single reporter’s experience with the child was significantly reduced. 

Moreover, as insiders, peers can identify characteristics and relationships of 

children that are considered relevant from the perspective of those who ultimately 

determine a child’s social status and integration in the peer group (Rubin, Bukowski 

& Parker, 1998). A recommended classification method was used to assign 

participant roles to the children. The proportion score for bullying was calculated 

by taking the mean of the proportion scores of the two forms of bullying that the 

child was most nominated for. Taking the mean of two forms reduces the chance of 

underestimating the bullying behaviour (Olthof, Goossens, Vermande, Aleva & Van 

der Meulen, 2011). In a similar manner, proportion scores were calculated for 

assistant, defender and victim. Children were assigned the role for which they 

scored .10 or higher and higher than the proportion scores on the other roles. 

Children that scored lower than .10 on all the roles were assigned the outsider role. 

Based on by Goossens et al. (2006) we used an absolute instead of a relative 

criterion. Moreover, we used the lowest criterion of .10 in order to create a 

homogeneous reference group of outsiders.  

 

2.2.2 Predictors 

Moral sensitivity. In this study, moral sensitivity, expressed as sympathy, 

was assessed with eight statements based on the empathic concern measure of 

Zhou, Valiente, and Eisenberg (2003) in the online questionnaire. After each 

statement (e.g. “When I see someone being picked on, I feel sorry for them”) 

children were asked whether the sentence described him/her or not, and if so, how 

strongly on a scale from 0 to 2: “No, this does not sound like me”, “This is sort of 

like me”, and “This is really like me” (α=.81).  

Moral reasoning. Moral reasoning was assessed by means of an interview 
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using a series of six depicted hypothetical transgressions covering three moral 

domains: fairness (not winning fairly, not keeping word), victimization (verbal 

bullying) and omission of prosocial duties (refusing to share pencils, refusing to 

help someone in pain, refusing to stand up for someone) (Jansma, Malti, 

Opdenakker & Van der Werf, 2017). In the beginning of each scenario, the children 

were asked why it was right or wrong to transgress the moral rule. Using a 

validated coding system (Malti, Gasser & Buchmann, 2009) children’s’ reasons were 

coded as either moral (i.e., those which refer to moral norms and empathic concern 

for the victim), non-moral, or other/ unclassifiable. Interrater agreement on the 

coding was K=.87 for winning fairly, K= .91 for keeping word, K= .88 for sharing 

pencils, K= .94 for helping someone in pain, K= .88 for verbal bullying and K= .83 for 

not standing up for someone. The reliability of the scale scores as measured with 

Cronbach’s Alfa was .29 (k=6).  

Moral motivation. Moral motivation was assessed using the same 

interview using six validated moral transgressions. Children were asked how they 

would feel if they transgressed the moral rule (emotion attribution). By attributing 

an emotion to a hypothetical wrongdoer, children may indicate the relative 

importance they attach to moral conformity versus need satisfaction when needs 

conflict with norms. Following Jansma, Malti, Opdenakker and Van der Werf (2017) 

anticipated emotions were coded as negative (e.g., bad or half well and half bad) or 

positive (e.g., happy) emotions. Intercoder reliability of the binary coding of 

emotions was K=.97 for winning fairly, K= .94 for keeping word, K= .97 for sharing 

pencils, K= .99 for helping someone in pain, K= .94 for verbal bullying and K= 1.00 

for not standing up for someone. The reliability of the scale scores as measured with 

Cronbach’s Alfa was .76 (k=6). 

Moral character. In this study, moral character is represented by inhibitory 

control and the personality traits agreeableness and conscientiousness. Inhibitory 

control was assessed with an adjusted and translated version of the subscale 

“Inhibitory Control” of the Early Adolescent Temperament Questionnaire-Revised 

(Ellis & Rothbart, 1999). Children reported online (e.g. “I am good at self-

discipline.”) on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (almost always) (k=11, α =.63). 

Teachers ratings of the personality dimensions agreeableness and conscientiousness 

were used. These teacher ratings were derived from the Five-Factor Personality 

Inventory (FFPI) assessing the Big Five factors of personality (Hendriks, 1997). The 

five factor scores of the FFPI appeared to be stable and valid in the normal 
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population in the Dutch cohort study COOL 5-18 (Driessen, Mulder, Ledoux, 

Roeleveld & Van der Veen, 2009). Additionally, the pupil items of the FFPI were 

found to be highly related to the teacher ratings on the five personality factors 

(COOL 5-18, 2008).   

Class level moral sensitivity, moral reasoning, moral motivation and 

moral character. In order to create class level predictors, the mean scores of moral 

sensitivity, moral reasoning, moral motivation and moral character were calculated 

for each class and assigned to every child in that class. The scale of the class level 

variables remained the same as for the individual variables. 

 

2.2.3 Covariates 

Age, gender, socioeconomic status, and scholastic ability.  Age, gender, 

socioeconomic status, and scholastic ability will be included as covariates. 

Socioeconomic status of the children was measured by averaging the level of 

highest completed education of their father and mother on a scale from 1 to 7 

(1=kindergarten, 7=university+). Scholastic ability was measured by taking the 

average of nationally normed achievement tests on math and reading. Scores range 

from 1 (lowest score) to 5 (highest score).  

 

2.3 Statistical Analysis 

The relations between the moral components and the participant roles was 

examined with a multilevel multinomial regression analysis using MLwiN 

(Rasbash, Charlton, Browne, Healy & Cameron, 2005), adjusting for the covariates 

socioeconomic status, scholastic ability, gender and age. A three-level multilevel 

analysis was carried out consisting of lower-level observations (i.e. level 1 units of 

analysis) nested within higher-level observations (i.e. level 2 units of analysis) 

nested within even higher-level observations (i.e. level 3 units of analysis). In the 

context of the present study, children were nested within classrooms within 

schools. Multilevel analysis takes into account this data structure by using a 

hierarchical linear model that allows for within group variability as well as between 

group variability (Snijders & Bosker, 2011). A multilevel multinomial logistic model 

is the most frequently used multilevel model for nominal outcomes and is similar to 

a logistic regression model except that it allows for the dependent variable to have 

more than two categories (Rasbash, Steele, Browne & Goldstein, 2009), i.e. bully, 

assistant, victim, defender, and outsider. With these five possible outcomes, the 
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model is roughly equivalent to running four binary multilevel logistic regressions 

comparing outcomes to a reference category, in our case the outsiders. In the 

multilevel multinomial logistic model, however, all of the logits (i.e. bully to 

outsider, assistant to outsider, victim to outsider, and defender to outsider) are 

estimated simultaneously, which enforces the logical relations among the 

parameters and uses the data more efficiently (Long, 1997).  

The predictors of interest were individual- and class-specific and were 

included in the model as level 1 and level 2 predictors. There were no predictors at 

level 3; the school level. The starting point of the multilevel multinomial logistic 

model was the so-called empty model without any predictors. The empty model 

provided preliminary information about the variance of the dependent variable 

between classrooms within schools (i.e. level 2) and between schools (i.e. level 3). In 

the case of a multilevel logistic regression the level 1 variance is fixed at π²/3=3.29 

and is not estimated. Each subsequent model was compared to the preceding one to 

evaluate whether the inclusion of additional predictors provided a better fit of the 

data. In order to take a more or less straight way through the jungle of possible 

multilevel models, three forward steps after the empty model were distinguished: 

(1) adding fixed predictors at level 1 (i.e. control variables); fixed effects do not vary 

across classrooms and can be regarded as the average effect over the whole 

population of children, (2) adding the fixed explanatory variables of main interest at 

level 1 (i.e. moral components) to evaluate the unique role in the prediction of the 

dependent variable while controlling for the variables entered in the previous 

model step, and (3) adding the fixed effects of the level 2 variables. Having tested 

for random slopes and included those that were significant (p<0.05), the significance 

of both the fixed and interaction effects was evaluated with the t-test, based on the 

ratio of parameter estimate to standard error. Insignificant random slopes and 

interaction effects were removed from the model and this resulted in the final 

model. For ease of interpretation as well as estimation, the level 1 and level 2 

predictors were centred around the grand mean prior to statistical analysis.  

 

3. Results 

 

3.1 Missing data 

In order to compute the multilevel multinomial logistic regression model in 

MLwiN, missing data needed to be deleted in a listwise manner. Unfortunately, not 
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all teachers filled in the questionnaire about the personality characteristics of the 

children in their class leading to a reduction of the number of children that could be 

included in the present study. Furthermore, the remaining data contained some 

missing values, mainly due to unit non-response or schools not being able to 

provide background information on parental education or the scholastic ability 

tests. The 900 children who eventually participated in the current inquiry did not 

differ from the other children in terms of age, gender, inhibitory control, and moral 

reasoning (t(1256)=1.50; p=.13; χ²(1)=.05; p=.83; t(1256)=-.40; p=.69; t(1175)=-.83; 

p=.41). However, non-participating children had a lower mean score on 

agreeableness, moral emotions, and socioeconomic status than participating 

children (respectively t(993)=-2.13; p=.03, d=.24; t(1175)=-2.71; p<.01, d=.19; t(1226)=-

2.94, p<.01, d=.19) and a higher mean score on scholastic ability and sympathy 

(t(1222)=-2.72, p<.01, d=.17; t(1256)=-4.71, p<.01, d=.29) and were underrepresented 

in the outsider participant role (χ²(4)=11.2; p=.02). Nevertheless, these differences 

were relatively small.  

 

3.2 Descriptive statistics 

Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics for the main characteristics of the 

five different participant roles, i.e. bully, victim, assistant, defender, and outsider. 

No differences between the participant roles were found concerning scholastic 

ability, moral reasoning, and moral emotions (F(4)=1.23, p=.39; F(4)=0.91, p=.46; 

F(4)=.28, p=.89 respectively) and sympathy and moral emotions at the class level 

(F(4)=0.93, p=.45; F(4)=2.08, p=.08). The participant roles differed significantly from 

one another with regard to gender, age, socioeconomic status, sympathy, inhibitory 

control, agreeableness and conscientiousness (respectively χ²(4)=102.77, p<.01; 

F(4)=37.21, p<.01; F(4)=3.94, p<.01; F(4)=3.70, p<.01; F(4)=4.23, p<.01; F(4)=36.88, 

p<.01; F(4)=13.41; p<.01), and moral reasoning, inhibitory control, agreeableness and 

conscientiousness at the class level (respectively F(4)=6.13, p<.01; F(4)=3.86; p<.01; 

F(4)= 7.92, p<.01; F(4)= 6.61, p<.01). Boys are overrepresented in the bully and 

assistant group (83.3 and 94.0%) and girls are overrepresented in the victim group 

(76.9%). Moreover, it appears that assistants score lower on sympathy, inhibitory 

control, conscientiousness and agreeableness than the other participant roles. 

Bullies also tend to score lower on agreeableness and conscientiousness. At the class 

level, the differences between the participant roles seem small.   
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Table 1 

Descriptive characteristics of bullies, assistants, defenders, victims, and outsiders  

 Bully Assistant Defender Victim  Outsider 

M Sympathy (SD) 2.07 (.50) 1.92 (.46) 2.18 (.43) 2.19 (.53) 2.14 (.47) 

M Moral reasoning (SD) 1.83 (.16) 1.81 (.17) 1.79 (.20) 1.78 (.17) 1.81 (.18) 

M Moral emotions (SD) .83 (.24) .79 (.25) .81 (.27) .83 (.27) .81 (.27) 

M Inhibitory control (SD)  3.83 (.49) 3.75 (.47) 3.96 (.50) 4.05 (.43) 3.95 (.47) 

M Agreeableness (SD) 2.60(1.16) 2.88 (1.00) 3.56 (.98) 4.06 (.85) 3.77 (.98) 

M Conscientiousness (SD) 2.51 (1.18) 2.56 (.96) 3.22 (1.06) 3.35 (1.15) 3.27 (1.09) 

M Class Sympathy (SD) 2.13 (.02) 2.11 (.02) 2.15 (.01) 2.11 (.02) 2.14 (.01) 

M Class Moral reasoning (SD) 1.81 (.01) 1.81 (.01) 1.78 (.01) 1.81 (.01) 1.81 (.00) 

M Class Moral emotions (SD) .83 (.01) .80 (.01) .81 (.01) .82 (.01) .81 (.00) 

M Class Inhibitory contr (SD)  3.92 (.02) 3.89 (.02) 3.92 (.01) 3.97 (.02) 3.94 (.01) 

M Class Agreeableness (SD) 3.45 (.05) 3.41 (.06) 3.55 (.04) 3.67 (.05) 3.66 (.02) 

M Class Conscientiousn (SD) 3.08 (.04) 2.93 (.05) 3.19 (.03) 3.13 (.04) 3.19 (.02) 

      

M Scholastic ability (SD) 3.37 (1.10) 3.61 (.93) 3.49 (1.10) 3.67 (1.00) 3.46 (1.11) 

M Socioeconomic status (SD) 4.12 (.94) 4.11 (.80) 4.15 (.77) 4.30 (.82) 4.39 (.86) 

M Age (SD) 8.86 (1.66) 8.64 (1.49) 7.71 (1.40) 8.25 (1.34) 9.53 (1.77) 

% boys 83.3 94.0 41.3 23.1 48.4 

N 84 50 126 78 562 

 

3.3 Multilevel multinomial logistic regression: predicting participant roles in the 

bullying process 

First, the multilevel multinomial empty model was estimated to obtain the 

intra-class correlation coefficients indicating the proportion of variance accounted 

for at the class level. The coefficients were .02, .16, .16 and .32 for the contrasts 

comparing bullies, assistants, defenders and victims versus outsiders respectively. 

At the school level, the intra-class correlation coefficients were all zero. The random 

effect covariances between the contrasts were positive, indicating that classrooms 

with a high (low) proportion of bullies tend to have a high (low) proportion of 

children that are assistant, victim or defender and vice versa.  

Table 2 shows the results for the multilevel multinomial models with  
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predictors at the individual and class level for each of the contrasts comparing the 

bullies, assistants, defenders and victims to the reference category, i.e. the outsiders. 

The final model still contains classroom level variation in the prevalence of the 

participant roles that could not be explained by the predictor variables included in 

the model. However, the variances did decrease in value in comparison with the 

child-level model and the empty model. In total, the predictor variables respectively 

explained 51.0%, 52.9%, 35.3% and 48.4% of the classroom level variation in the 

prevalence of the categories bully, assistant, defender, and victim in comparison 

with the outsider category.  

 

Table 2 

Multinomial multilevel regression model predicting the participant roles of bully, assistant, 

defender, and victim versus outsider 

  Individual-level 

predictors 

Individual - and class-level 

predictors** 

Fixed effects Estimate S.E. Estimate S.E. 

Intercept - Bully 

Intercept - Assistant 

Intercept - Defender 

Intercept - Victim 

-2.02 

-2.45 

-2.18 

-3.00 

.20 

.29 

.26 

.36 

-2.16 

-2.77 

-2.32 

-2.20 

.21 

.31 

.26 

.25 

 

Level 1 (individual) variables 

    

Gender (girl) - Bully -1.39* .33 -1.50* .34 

Gender (girl) - Assistant -2.57* .65 -2.87* .64 

Gender (girl) - Defender .32 .23 .39 .23 

Gender (girl) - Victim 1.25* .31 1.28* .31 

Age - Bully -.13 .08 -.27* .09 

Age - Assistant -.12 .14 -.03 .17 

Age - Defender -.59* .11 -.64* .12 

Age - Victim -.21 .13 -.34* .14 

Socioeconomic status - Bully -.27 .16 -.31 .16 

Socioeconomic status - Assistant -.51* .22 -.45* .22 

Socioeconomic status - Defender -.03 .15 -.03 .15 

Socioeconomic status - Victim -.14 .17 -.19 .17 

Scholastic ability - Bully .10 .13 .14 .13 

Scholastic ability - Assistant .37* .18 .38* .17 

Scholastic ability - Defender -.08 .11 -.08 .11 

Scholastic ability - Victim .23 .13 .23 .13 
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Sympathy - Bully .21 .29 .32 .30 

Sympathy - Assistant -.62 .43 -.80 .46 

Sympathy- Defender .11 .25 .89* .36 

Sympathy - Victim .10 .30 .18 .30 

Moral reasoning - Bully 2.60* .81 2.83* .85 

Moral reasoning - Assistant 2.39* 1.05 2.74* 1.05 

Moral reasoning - Defender .98 .66 1.15 .70 

Moral reasoning - Victim -1.63* .72 -1.83* .74 

Moral emotions - Bully -.35 .53 -.42 .58 

Moral emotions - Assistant -.40 .67 -.16 .68 

Moral emotions - Defender 1.11 .67 1.05 .70 

Moral emotions - Victim .34 .49 .38 .51 

Agreeableness - Bully -.95* .13 -1.12* .15 

Agreeableness - Assistant -.70* .19 -.86* .19 

Agreeableness - Defender -.21 .11 -.20 .12 

Agreeableness - Victim .20 .15 .21 .16 

Conscientiousness - Bully -.29* .13 -.32* .13 

Conscientiousness - Assistant -.17 .17 -.08 .18 

Conscientiousness - Defender .00 .11 .06 .11 

Conscientiousness - Victim -.08 .13 -.08 .13 

Inhibitory control - Bully -.40 .31 -.39 .31 

Inhibitory control - Assistant .01 .38 -.16 .37 

Inhibitory control - Defender .17 .24 .13 .24 

Inhibitory control - Victim .19 .29 .14 .29 

     

Inhibitory control*Conscientiousness - Bully -.62* .25 -.73* .24 

Age*Agreeableness - Assistant .13 .09 .22* .09 

Sympathy*Agreeableness - Assistant -.30 .30 -.76* .29 

Sympathy*Inhibitory control - Assistant .88 .65 1.37* .59 

Age*Moral emotions - Defender .74* .31 .83* .32 

     

Level 2 (class) variables     

Sympathy - Bully   .02 1.07 

Sympathy - Assistant   -.17 1.72 

Sympathy - Defender   -.16 1.50 

Sympathy - Victim   -3.23 1.92 

Moral reasoning - Bully   3.04 2.60 

Moral reasoning - Assistant   3.13 4.55 

Moral reasoning - Defender   -.02 2.74 

Moral reasoning - Victim   3.55 4.39 
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Moral emotions - Bully   5.32* 2.21 

Moral emotions - Assistant   -2.46 3.47 

Moral emotions - Defender   5.37 2.74 

Moral emotions - Victim   4.96 3.49 

Agreeableness - Bully   .26 .35 

Agreeableness - Assistant   -1.05 .62 

Agreeableness - Defender   -.27 .49 

Agreeableness - Victim   .28 .60 

Conscientiousness - Bully   .05 .40 

Conscientiousness - Assistant   -1.18 .71 

Conscientiousness - Defender   .92 .61 

Conscientiousness - Victim   .20 .74 

Inhibitory control - Bully   -2.88* 1.21 

Inhibitory control - Assistant   -1.80 1.89 

Inhibitory control - Defender   -1.17 1.84 

Inhibitory control - Victim   3.61 2.34 

     

Random effects Var. 

Comp. 

S.E. Var. Comp. S.E. 

School level variance- Bully .00  .00 - - 

School level variance - Assistant .00 .00 - - 

School level variance  - Defender .06 .17 - - 

School level variance - Victim .00 .00 - - 

Class level variance - Bully .11 16 .08 .01 

Class level variance - Assistant 1.09 .47 .71 .34 

Class level variance  - Defender 1.03 .34 .96 .33 

Class level variance - Victim 2.34 .66 1.53 .50 

Covariance - Bully, Assistant .18 .19 .00 .00 

Covariance - Bully, Defender .39 .17 .00 .00 

Covariance  - Bully, Victim .15 .23 .00 .00 

Covariance - Assistant, Defender .20 .29 .51 .26 

Covariance - Assistant, Victim .40 .40 .80 .33 

Covariance - Defender, Victim -.12 .34 -.07 .29 

     

* p<.05  **The model did not converge with random effects at the school level, therefore, these 

effects were removed from the model. 

 

In both models assistants and bullies were predominantly male, whereas 

defenders were predominantly female, reflecting reality in classrooms (Warder, 

Cheyne, Christie, Fitzpatrick & Reid, 2003) (respectively t(884)=-4.48; p<.01; t(884)=-
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4.41; p<.01; t(884)=4.13; p<.01). In comparison to the outsider group, bullies, 

defenders and victims were significantly younger in the final model (respectively 

t(884)=-3.00; p<.01; t(884)=-5.33; p<.01; t(884)=2.43; p<.01). Within the model using 

child-level predictors only defenders were significantly younger. In both models 

assistant had a significantly lower socioeconomic status and a significantly higher 

scholastic ability than the outsider group (respectively t(884)=-2.05; p<.01; 

t(884)=2.23; p<.01). In the model using child- and class-level predictors, defenders 

had a significantly higher score on sympathy than outsiders (t(884)=2.47; p<.01). 

Sympathy was also significantly higher for defenders in comparison to assistants 

(χ²(1)=7.56, p<.01). Specifically, the multinomial logit estimate for one unit increase 

in sympathy is .89 for defenders relative to outsiders given the other variables in the 

model are held constant. This means that one unit increase in sympathy results in 

2.44 (odds ratio = exp(.89)) change in the odds for being a defender relative to an 

outsider. Thus, the relative risk of being in the defender category increases by 144% 

when sympathy increases one unit. Also, the probability of being a defender versus 

an outsider changes with .94 (2.44/1+2.44) with one unit increase in sympathy. For 

both models bullying and assisting were positively associated with moral 

reasoning, whereas being victimized was negatively associated with moral 

reasoning when compared with the outsiders (respectively t(884)=3.33; p<.01; 

t(884)=2.61; p<.01; t(884)=-2.58; p<.01 for the final model). The corresponding odds 

ratios (OR) were 7.69, 7.44, and -4.97. Also, a lower moral reasoning ability 

increased the chance of being a victim compared to bullies, assistants and defenders 

(respectively χ²(1)=16.65, p<.01; χ²(1)=12.48, p<.01; χ²(1)=7.73, p<.01). No significant 

differences were found between the participant roles with regard to moral emotions 

(defender versus bully, assistant and victim, respectively χ²(1)=2.45, p=.12; 

χ²(1)=1.50, p=.22; χ²(1)=.56, p=.45). Additionally, agreeableness was negatively 

related to the roles of bully and assistant in comparison to the outsider role 

(respectively t(884)=7.47; p<.01; OR=-3.04; t(884)=-4.52; p<.01; OR=-2.33). When 

comparing bullies and assistants with defenders and victims, bullies and assistants 

were also significantly less agreeable (for defenders respectively χ²(1)=21.56, p<.01; 

χ²(1)=8.53, p<.01, for victims respectively χ²(1)=37.74, p<.01; χ²(1)=18.80, p<.01). 

Bullies had a significantly lower score on conscientiousness than the outsider group 

(t(884)=2.46; p<.01; OR=-.87).  

Five interesting interaction effects were found. Visualizations of these 

interaction effects can be found in Appendix E. For both models children their 
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chance to be an outsider in comparison to a bully increased when inhibitory control 

was high. This relation was strengthened when conscientiousness was high (t(884)=-

3.04; p<.01; OR=0.48). Specifically, the multinomial logit estimate for someone who 

scored 1SD below the mean of conscientiousness and inhibitory control was -2.18 ((-

2.16+(-.32*-1)+(-.39*-1)+(-.73*-1*-1)), corresponding OR=0.11); the multinomial logit 

estimate for someone who scored 1SD below the mean of conscientiousness and 

1SD above the mean of inhibitory control was -1.50 (OR=0.22);  the multinomial 

logit estimate for someone who scored 1SD above the mean of conscientiousness 

and 1SD below the mean of inhibitory control was -1.36  (OR=0.26); and the 

multinomial logit estimate for someone who scored 1SD above the mean of 

conscientiousness and inhibitory control was -3.60 (OR=0.03). Second, when 

children scored higher on agreeableness they were less often assistants than 

outsiders. This negative relation was strengthened when children were younger 

(t(884)=2.44; p<.01; OR=1.25). Contrarily, the negative relation between 

agreeableness and assisting ceased when children scored lower on sympathy. The 

relationship was strengthened when children scored higher on sympathy (t(884)=-

2.62; p<.01; OR=0.47). Sympathy also played a role in the (negative) relationship 

between assisting and inhibitory control. When children scored higher on 

sympathy, children were more likely to be an assistant than outsider when scoring 

higher on inhibitory control. However, when children scored lower on sympathy, 

children were less likely to be an assistant versus outsider when scoring higher on 

inhibitory control (t(884)=2.32; p<.01; OR=3.94). Last, children were more likely to be 

a defender than an outsider when their moral emotions score increased. This 

positive relation was strengthened when children were older (t(884)=2.59; p<.01; 

OR=2.29). Appendix E also provides multinomial logit estimates and odds ratio’s 

corresponding to 1SD above and below the concerning variables for the four 

aforementioned interaction effects. 

Most variables at the class level did not show significant differences 

between the bully roles. However, class moral emotions increased the chance of 

being a bully versus being an outsider (t(884)=2.41; p<.01; OR=204.38) and being a 

victim (χ²(1)=6.93, p<.01). A negative association appeared between class inhibitory 

control and bullying versus outsider behaviour (t(884)=-2.38; p<.01; OR=0.06). 

Assisting was accompanied by a significantly lower score on class conscientiousness 

than defending (χ²(1)=6.63, p<.01). 
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4. Discussion 

 

This study related different participant roles in the bullying process to four 

components of moral functioning of children age 6 to 12. The components were 

moral sensitivity, represented by sympathy, moral reasoning, moral motivation and 

moral character, represented by agreeableness, conscientiousness and inhibitory 

control. The findings of this study contributed to the existing literature relating 

moral functioning to bullying by simultaneously linking a broad pallet of moral 

components to children’s behaviour in bullying situations at both the individual 

and class level. 

A relation was expected between the four moral components and the 

different participant roles involved in bullying: bully, assistant, defender, victim, 

and outsider. The results provided some support for this proposition. Specifically, 

sympathy increased the chance of being a defender versus an outsider in the model 

using child- and class-level predictors. This indicates that especially defenders hold 

the ability to appreciate the emotional consequences of their behaviours on others’ 

feelings. This ability, as Arsenio and Lemerise (2004) and Hoffman (2000) argued, 

probably leads children to doing the good in bullying situations. Additionally, as 

expected, a negative relation between bullying and assisting and sympathy was 

apparent in the descriptive statistics. This confirms that bullies and assistants are 

less inclined to let the feelings of others guide their behaviour (e.g. Arsenio & 

Lemerise, 2001; Sutton, Smith & Swettenham, 1999), even though these relations did 

not reach significance in the multinomial logistic multilevel analysis. However, an 

interaction effect was found between sympathy and inhibitory control when 

comparing assistants to outsiders, indicating that higher sympathy and higher 

inhibitory control increases the chance that a child is an assistant instead of an 

outsider. This might indicate that there is a group of assistants with high social 

skills using them for their own instead of others’ profit. This is in line with the 

Machiavellian intelligence hypothesis, stating that social skills can facilitate not only 

cooperation, but also competing with others, enabling individuals to gain 

advantageous positions or manipulate others in order to realize own goals 

(Björkqvist, Österman & Kaukiainen, 2000; Davis & Stone, 2003).  Another 

explanation for this unexpected interaction effect might be that it is a spurious effect 

due to multiple comparisons. Confirming the findings of the review of Van 
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Noorden, Haselager, Cillessen and Bukowski (2015), victims did not significantly 

differ in sympathy from the outsider group.  

Moral reasoning was positively related to bullying and assisting and 

negatively related to being victimized when compared to the outsider role. In 

earlier studies, bullies appeared to have a similar level of moral reasoning as 

defenders (Gini, Pozzoli & Hauser, 2011; Olthof, 2010). However, the results of this 

study show that moral reasoning even increases belonging to the bully or assisting 

versus outsider role. This is in accordance with the claim that knowing the good is 

not sufficient to do the good. Moreover, as the work of Batson, Kobrynowincz, 

Dinnerstein, Kampf and Wilson (1997) shows, children’s’ moral reasoning might 

reflect a desire to appear moral rather than a deeply felt moral commitment. The 

results also confirm Menesini et al. (2003) and Perren et al. (2012) showing that 

victims showed less moral reasoning compared to outsiders. 

Bullies and assistants were hypothesised to have deficits in moral 

motivation, as indicated by a lack of negative emotions following moral 

transgressions. Defenders were expected to show higher moral motivation than the 

other participant roles.. These hypotheses could not be confirmed by the 

multinomial multilevel analysis, but the descriptive results confirm the direction of 

these relations. This suggests, as Sutton et. al. (1999) argue, that bullies as well as 

assistants are willing to initiate intentional aggression that they would otherwise 

consider unacceptable when their needs conflict with those of others. For defenders, 

this was especially true when they were older because we found a significant 

interaction effect between age and attributed emotions for the comparison between 

defenders and outsiders. Apparently, anticipated emotions are less important for 

defending when children were younger. Interestingly, class moral emotions were 

significantly positively associated with bullying in comparison to outsider 

behaviour. A plausible explanation for this association may be attributed to the 

nomination procedure used to determine the participant roles in the bully process. 

Observant peers might be more prone to report bullying than unobservant peers. 

Thus, in a classroom with higher levels of negative anticipated emotions after a 

hypothetical wrongdoing, children might report more bullying-related behaviour 

than children in classrooms with lower levels of these emotions.  

The moral personality characteristics agreeableness, conscientiousness and 

inhibitory control were expected to be negatively associated with bullying, assisting 

and being a victim and expected to be positively associated with defending. The 
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results of the current study indicated that agreeableness was negatively related to 

the roles of bully and assistant in comparison to the defender and outsider role. 

Also, the negative relation between assisting and agreeableness became stronger 

with higher levels of sympathy. This indicates that the personality characteristic 

agreeableness is an important factor in bullying-related behaviour (e.g. Fossati et al. 

2012; Menesini et al., 2010; Miller, et al.  2003; Tani et al., 2003). Further, a negative 

association appeared between conscientiousness and bullying versus outsider 

behaviour. Previous research already showed that children with lower self-

discipline, orderliness and goal pursuit are more likely to exhibit bully behaviours 

(e.g. Fossati et al. 2012; Menesini et al., 2010; Miller, et al.  2003; Tani et al., 2003). 

This negative relation was strengthened when children had lower inhibitory 

control. Apart from this interaction effect, no associations were found between 

inhibitory control and the participant roles at the individual-level. Strikingly, 

however, the results of this study show a relation between inhibitory control and 

behaviour in bullying situations at the class level. This again indicates that groups 

help define the type and range of relationships and interactions that are likely or 

permissible (e.g. Rubin, Bukowski & Parker, 2006) and that class moral 

characteristics can help explain bullying-related behaviours over and above 

individual characteristics (Gini et al., 2014; 2015; Pozzoli, Gini & Vieno, 2012). In our 

case, the collective ability to suppress interferences from the environment is 

associated with fewer bullies in class. This highlights the importance of class 

characteristics for explaining bullying-related behaviours over and above 

individual characteristics (e.g. Pozzoli, Gini & Vieno, 2012; Salmivalli & Voeten, 

2004). 

 

Despite its novel focus on relations between dimensions of moral 

functioning and bullying roles, this study has several limitations. First, the 

sociometric measures of bullying involved questions of a relational nature and 

therefore these measurements were interdependent. The use of peer nominations 

might have been disadvantageous since behavioural reputations sometimes 

consolidate. Thus, even though a child’s behaviour may have changed over the 

year, their reputation for this behaviour persists with peers. Furthermore, a child’s 

judgment of a peer might be influenced by their own abilities and behaviour. 

However, besides these two downsides, peer nominations mainly have advantages. 

The chance of an error occurring due to a single reporter’s experience with the child 
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reduces significantly and peers can identify characteristics and relationships of 

children that are considered relevant from their perspective (Rubin, Bukowski & 

Parker, 2006). Another limitation is related to the construction of the participant 

roles in the bullying process. Specifically, the participant roles were established 

without distinguishing between different types of bullying. This might have 

affected the results since previous studies suggest that moral components might be 

differentially related to verbal and physical forms of bullying versus relational 

forms of bullying. For example, sympathy related constructs seem to be more 

related to relational than verbal and physical forms of bullying (Kaukiainen et al., 

1996; 1999). Further, the assessment of conscientiousness and agreeableness 

exclusively relied on teacher-reports. Also, Cronbach’s Alpha was relatively low for 

the scale scores of moral reasoning. Therefore, the results with regard to this 

measure must be interpreted with care. Future studies could use more advanced 

measures of both personality characteristics from both the teacher’s and child’s 

perspective.  

We are also aware of the fact that the data we lost was not missing at 

random. The children in the sample that was analysed scored higher on sympathy, 

agreeableness and socioeconomic status than the non-participating children. It 

could be argued that this selective sample led to an underestimation of the 

association between moral components and behaviour in bullying situations. 

Another pattern in the data was related to gender. Whereas victims were 

predominantly female, assistants and bullies were predominantly male. Although 

this gender imbalance reflects reality in the children’s classrooms, it does raise 

difficulties of interpretation for the comparison between the role groups (Warder, 

Cheyne, Christie, Fitzpatrick & Reid, 2003). For example, in the study of Warden 

and Mackinnon (2003) it was prosocial girls and not prosocial boys who 

demonstrated greater sympathy-related awareness. 

Third, given that the data from this study were only collected at one time 

point, it only allows for cross-sectional analysis. To consider developmental change, 

further research should use longitudinal designs that deepen the understanding of 

how moral precursors influence the participation in the process of bullying.  

 

Despite its limitations, the current study has contributed to the existing 

literature in several ways. First, this study measured several moral components by 

following the theoretical framework of Rest and using a broader representation of 
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measures of moral functioning than most studies do. Interestingly, all the moral 

components showed specific relations with the chance of taking a particular 

participant role in the bullying process. This supports an integrated analysis of 

several moral components for a deeper understanding of the moral precursors of 

bullying behaviour. Furthermore, it showed the importance of distinguishing 

between the different participant roles of bully, assistant, defender, victim and 

outsider. Also, the current inquiry demonstrated that class moral characteristics can 

help explain bullying-related behaviours over and above individual characteristics. 

The results of the present study show that the personality characteristic 

agreeableness is most related to bullying and assisting behaviour when compared 

with defending and outsider behaviour. Stimulating agreeableness in middle 

childhood therefore seems a good place to start in order to prevent bullying at 

school. Moreover, lower conscientiousness was associated with greater chances of 

bullying (and even more so in combination with lower inhibitory control), and 

higher sympathy and more negative anticipated emotions levels (and even more so 

when children were older) were positively associated with defending, in 

comparison to outsider behaviour. Interestingly, bullies and assistants seem to have 

higher levels of moral reasoning than outsiders. This indicates that interventions 

targeting bullying behaviour might not benefit from training moral reasoning skills. 

As Reiman and Dotger (2008) conclude, telling students what they ought to do is 

ineffective for promoting prosocial dispositions in children. Additionally, the 

present study showed that negative anticipated emotions following a moral 

transgression and low inhibitory control at the class level predicted high ratings of 

bullying. This suggests that targeting all children in class might be essential for 

successful interventions. Specifically, intervention programs aimed at affecting 

bullying might profit from enhancing all children’s inhibitory control. Also, these 

interventions might benefit from either clarifying the consequences of actions to all 

children to activate their negative emotions or actually increasing the consequences 

of negative actions in the bullying context. Accordingly, this study has gone some 

way towards enhancing our understanding of the precursors of children’s 

behaviour in bully situations. Further advancements in the understanding of how 

individual and class moral components affects bullying-related behaviour may 

inform educational researchers and practitioners alike about the promotion of 

prosocial behaviour and interventions concerning antisocial behaviour. 
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