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EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY & COUNSELLING | RESEARCH ARTICLE

Moral disengagement and bullying: Sex and age 
trends among Swedish students
Robert Thornberg1*, Ylva Bjereld1 and Simona C. Caravita2

Abstract:  Despite the fact that bullying has been consistently linked to moral 
disengagement among schoolchildren, research that distinguishes among the four 
loci of moral disengagement (cognitive restructuring, minimizing one’s agentive 
role, distorting consequences, and victim attribution) to better understand bullying 
is scarce. The aim of this longitudinal study, conducted in Sweden, was to explore in 
both female and male students whether the four loci of moral disengagement are 
concurrently associated with bullying when students are around age 12 and then 
again around age 14, and whether the four loci of moral disengagement in age 12 
predict bullying at age 14. The current paper is based on data from 1,053 students 
who completed a questionnaire both in sixth and then, two years later, in eighth 
grade to collect self-reported data on moral disengagement, traditional school 
bullying perpetration, sex and age. According to the findings, concurrent associa-
tions between moral disengagement loci and bullying vary across age and sex, but 
cognitive restructuring was consistently related to bullying in all conditions. 
Cognitive restructuring was the only moral disengagement locus from grade six that 
significantly predicted bullying in grade eight, but not when controlling for bullying 
in grade six. The results indicate the need to individualize intervention actions to 
address moral disengagement in terms of sex and age.

Subjects: Child Development; Primary/Elementary Education 

Keywords: bullying; moral disengagement; sex difference; age difference; longitudinal

1. Introduction
School bullying is traditionally defined as repeated aggression directed at students who are less 
powerful (Olweus, 1993). A more recent definition suggests that bullying is any unwanted 
aggression enacted by a peer or a peer group that involves an observed or perceived power 
imbalance and is repeated or highly likely to be repeated (Gladden et al., 2014). It is a social 
phenomenon rather than an individual problem that occurs in peer groups and social contexts 
(Hymel et al., 2015). In addition, bullying is an unfair and immoral behavior (Romera et al., 2019) 
that interferes with school efforts to promote prosocial and democratic values, such as justice, 
care, fairness, compassion, and humanity and to create a positive, safe and healthy school 
climate. Donat et al. (2018) argue that bullying represents “a form of unjust and deviant behavior 
as bullying perpetrators break school rules and societal norms and violate the personal rights of 
victimized students, who undeservingly suffer from the negative consequences of such behavior” 
(p. 29). It conflicts with societal norms, human rights, and general conceptions of morality 

Thornberg et al., Cogent Education (2023), 10: 2203604
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2203604

Page 1 of 15

Received: 21 June 2022 
Accepted: 13 April 2023

*Corresponding author: Robert 
Thornberg, Department of 
Behavioural Sciences and Learning, 
Linköping University, IBL Linköping 
58183, Sweden  
E-mail: robert.thornberg@liu.se

Reviewing editor:  
Rachel Maunder, University of 
Northampton, UNITED KINGDOM 

Additional information is available at 
the end of the article

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group. 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribu-
tion, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on 
which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in 
a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/2331186X.2023.2203604&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


(Romera et al., 2019). Accordingly, most students appear to understand that bullying is morally 
wrong (Thornberg et al., 2016, 2017), even among those who are bullies themselves (Thornberg 
et al., 2017).

In the current study, we investigated the moral standards—action gap in relation to school 
bullying. In Bandura’s (2002, 2016) theorization, mechanisms that allow for a resolution of the 
possible dissonance between moral standards and actual actions are the self-justification pro-
cesses of moral disengagement. The literature on bullying indicates a clear association between 
the bullying perpetration and the use of moral disengagement in general, but also report incon-
sistent results about the strengths of this relationship across sex and age, and only seldom 
distinguished between moral disengagement process types (for meta-analyses, see Gini et al.,  
2014; Killer et al., 2019 for a review, see Bussey, 2020). Studies also suggest that the four main 
processes (loci) of moral disengagement (Bandura, 2016) may be associated with bullying differ-
ently (e.g., Romera et al., 2021), but we need more studies investigating the variation of these 
associations across both age and sex. We examined whether the four loci of moral disengagement 
were associated with bullying when students attended primary school (grade 6) and then second-
ary school (grade 8), and investigated possible variations of this association across sexes. In the 
current study, we have delimited our focus on traditional school bullying (including physical, 
verbal, and relational bullying) because it has been found to be more prevalent than cyberbullying 
among children and adolescents, both in general (e.g., Olweus, 2017; Zych et al., 2017) and in 
Sweden (Health Agency of Sweden, 2018), where the current study was conducted.

1.1. Social-cognitive theory of moral disengagement
In the context of school bullying, moral disengagement refers to social-cognitive distortions that 
interfere with students’ moral self-regulatory processes and make them justify, excuse, or explain 
away aggressive behavior. As a result, they can continue their aggressive behavior, such as 
bullying, without feelings of guilt, remorse, or self-condemnation (Bandura 2002, 2016). The 
construct is multidimensional and includes eight moral disengagement mechanisms organized 
into four main social-cognitive processes (Bandura, 2002) or so-called loci (Bandura, 2016). The 
current study focuses on the four loci.

The first locus, cognitive restructuring (also termed the behavioral locus), refers to cognitively 
changing one’s perception of aggressive behavior, so one does not perceive it as wrong. This 
includes three mechanisms: referring to higher purposes or ends to justify aggressive actions 
(moral justification), labelling the behavior in a way that makes it sound less bad and more 
acceptable and respectable (euphemistic labelling), and comparing the behavior to a worse beha-
vior so that it seems less negative and more acceptable (advantageous comparison).

The second locus is minimizing one’s agentive role (also termed the agency locus), which means 
that a person obscures or detaches themselves from personal responsibility for the aggressive 
behavior. This encompasses two mechanisms: minimizing personal responsibility by attributing to 
authorities or others in charge (displacement of responsibility) or diluting personal responsibility 
due to the presence or involvement of other people (diffusion of responsibility).

The third locus, distorting the consequences (also called the effects locus), is about perceiving 
that no real harm has been done by perceptually ignoring, minimizing, or misconstruing the 
consequences of the behavior. Without seeing and acknowledging the harm or suffering one’s 
behavior results in, there is no reason to feel guilt or to change one’s actions. The fourth locus is 
victim attribution (also termed the victim locus), which means that the behavior is justified or 
explained away by focusing on the victim’s characteristics. This includes two mechanisms: denying 
that the victim has human qualities and equal value (dehumanization), or thinking that the victim 
is responsible for their own suffering (victim blaming).
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1.2. Moral disengagement and bullying
Meta-analyses have shown that primary and secondary students who are more prone to morally 
disengage are more often engaged in perpetrating school bullying (Gini et al., 2014; Killer et al.,  
2019). The social-cognitive theory (Bandura 2002, 2016) assumes a longitudinal link where change 
in moral disengagement and bullying perpetration is a gradual, reciprocal process that occurs over 
time. Despite this theoretical assumption, Bussey (2020) concludes in her review that research 
examining age trends in moral disengagement is scarce, and the findings are inconsistent.

A few longitudinal studies have demonstrated both stability and changes in moral disengage-
ment over time (Caravita et al., 2014; Gini et al., 2022; Oberman, 2013; Paciello et al., 2008; 
Thornberg et al., 2019). As a result of social interactions, role-modelling, and socialization, moral 
disengagement can be learned and developed into trait-like habitual patterns, and a propensity for 
moral disengagement may become stable over time. It is a learnt habit—not a fixed and static 
personality trait—that can change due to personal, behavioral, and environmental factors 
(Bandura, 2016). For example, Thornberg et al. (2019) reported that changes in moral disengage-
ment were positively associated with changes in bullying perpetration among primary students 
over a one-year period. Caravita et al. (2014) found that moral disengagement changed over time 
in late childhood and early adolescence, and that this change was influenced by peers’ proneness 
to morally disengage in early adolescence.

However, due to few studies and mixed findings (Bussey, 2020), less is known about age trends 
regarding the relationship between moral disengagement and bullying. In their meta-analysis, Gini 
et al. (2014) found that the association between moral disengagement and aggression/bullying 
was stronger among secondary students compared to primary students. However, in a more 
recent meta-analysis (Killer et al., 2019), there was no association between the mean age of 
participants within samples and effect size of the relationship between moral disengagement and 
bullying. More research on possible age trends is therefore necessary.

While moral disengagement is (theoretically) a multidimensional construct that includes four 
loci, research in the field of bullying has most often studied and measured it as a unidimensional 
construct (Gini et al., 2014; Killer et al., 2019). To the best of our knowledge, only a few studies 
have examined associations between the four loci of moral disengagement and school bullying 
perpetration, and only one study has examined their associations with pro-bullying behavior.

Pozzoli et al. (2012) conducted a multilevel study to examine the latter, which they defined as 
a single category of bullying-related behaviors including ringleader bullying behavior, assisting the 
bully, and reinforcing bullying by laughing and cheering on. According to their findings, cognitive 
restructuring was positively associated with pro-bullying behavior at the individual level, while 
classroom means of minimizing one’s agentive role and victim attribution were positively asso-
ciated with pro-bullying at the class level. In a more recent study, Romera et al. (2021) found that 
both traditional bullying and cyberbullying were significantly related to higher levels of cognitive 
restructuring, distorting consequences, and victim attribution, where cognitive restructuring was 
the strongest correlate. Finally, in a short-term longitudinal study, Falla et al. (2020) showed that 
among the four loci of moral disengagement, only cognitive restructuring predicted bullying six 
months later.

1.3. Sex differences in bullying and moral disengagement
Previous research has shown that boys score higher than girls in bullying (for meta-analyses, see 
Cook et al., 2010; Mitsopoulou & Giovazolias, 2015) and in two (cognitive restructuring and 
distorting consequences; Pozzoli et al., 2012) or all four loci of moral disengagement (Falla et al.,  
2020; Romera et al., 2021). Gini et al. (2014) demonstrated in their meta-analysis that sex did not 
moderate the link between moral disengagement and aggression/bullying. The effect sizes from 
the two sex groups were identical. In contrast, Killer et al. (2019) found in their meta-analysis that 
studies that included a higher proportion of female participants showed a stronger positive 
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association between moral disengagement and bullying, suggesting that the association is higher 
among girls than boys. According to Romera and her colleagues’ (2021) study, sex did not 
moderate any association between bullying and the loci of moral disengagement. However, 
research on sex differences on how moral disengagement loci are associated with bullying 
remains scarce, and further studies are needed.

1.4. Age differences in bullying and moral disengagement
There is still very little knowledge on how the four loci of moral disengagement might be linked 
with age. In their study, Romera et al. (2021) found that secondary students (14–17 years old) 
scored higher in cognitive restructuring and victim attribution than primary students (11–13 years 
old). Furthermore, studies on whether there are age differences in how bullying might be asso-
ciated with different loci of moral disengagement are very scarce. Regarding the four loci of moral 
disengagement, Romera et al. (2021) revealed that age only moderated the link between cognitive 
restructuring and bullying. Primary students were more inclined than secondary students to bully 
others if they scored high on cognitive restructuring. Further research is required to investigate 
whether the relationships between the four loci of moral disengagement and bullying vary 
between boys and girls as a function of age.

The development from late childhood to adolescence also includes a transition from primary 
school to secondary school in Sweden. While primary school can be defined as “a school where the 
students have a few, close teachers” (Spernes, 2022, p. 303), including a homeroom teacher, they 
have several specialized school subject teachers and classrooms in secondary school. Previous 
literature (Caravita et al., 2014) found different trends of change of moral disengagement over 
time in upper primary school (slight decrease) and in secondary school (slight increase), with 
significant more change in secondary school. In Sweden, students enter upper primary school 
(grades 4–6) the year they turn 10, and lower secondary school (grades 7–9) the year they turn 13.

Considering these age and school-contextual differences, it is crucial to compare the links 
between the four loci of moral disengagement and bullying when students are attending primary 
school and when they later attend secondary school. In the Swedish school system, sixth grade 
(when students are around 12 years old) is the last grade level in primary school, whereas eighth 
level (when students are around 14 years old) is in the middle of the three levels of lower 
secondary school. We have, therefore, chosen these two grade levels in the current study. In 
Sweden, bullying has been found to be more prevalent in upper primary school (grades 4–6) than 
in lower secondary school (grades 7–9) (Friends, 2023; Swedish National Agency for Education,  
2019). With reference to this age and grade level difference in bullying prevalence, and considering 
that boys engage more often in bullying behavior than girls across late childhood and adolescence 
(Cook et al., 2010; Cosma et al., 2022; Mitsopoulou & Giovazolias, 2015; Smith et al., 2019), there is 
a need to examine how the four loci of moral disengagement are related to bullying separately for 
boys and girls, when they attend primary school, and when they attend secondary school.

1.5. Aim, hypotheses, and research questions
The aim of the current study was to explore separately for female and male students whether the 
four loci of moral disengagement are concurrently associated with bullying when students attend 
sixth grade (around age 12) in primary school and then eighth grade (around age 14) in secondary 
school, and whether the four loci of moral disengagement in sixth grade predict bullying in eighth 
grade. Additionally, the study examined possible sex differences in moral disengagement loci and 
bullying. In line with previous literature, we hypothesized that boys score higher than girls in 
bullying and in all moral disengagement loci (Falla et al., 2020; Romera et al., 2021) or at least in 
cognitive restructuring and distorting consequences (Pozzoli et al., 2012). We further hypothesized 
that all four moral disengagement loci are correlated with bullying, and that cognitive restructur-
ing and at least some of the other loci are concurrently associated with bullying when included in 
the same model (cf. Romera et al., 2021).
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Research on whether the four moral disengagement loci are associated with bullying among 
primary and secondary students is underexplored. Furthermore, this is the first study to examine 
whether loci are related to bullying in separate male and female student groups in the primary and 
secondary school; therefore, we were not able to deduce proper hypotheses from the empirical 
literature to test prior to the study. Sex and age trends of these possible concurrent associations 
were therefore studied in an exploratory manner. With reference to the overall aim, we explored 
the following research question: Which of the four loci of moral disengagement are associated 
with bullying among female and male students when they attend primary school (around 12 years 
old) and then secondary school (around 14 years old)?

Finally, with reference to Falla et al.’s (2020) six-month longitudinal study, we hypothesized that 
among the four moral disengagement loci in grade six, only cognitive restructuring predicts 
bullying two years later (grade eight) when included in the same model. This hypothesis was, 
however, considered rather weak since, while Falla et al. (2020) tested the predictability across 
a period of six months, the current study tested the predictability across a period of two years 
(including a transition from primary school to secondary school). In addition, because of the lack of 
empirical research examining whether this longitudinal association holds for both boys and girls 
when examined as separate groups, the question of whether cognitive restructuring predicts 
bullying two years later in both sex groups was examined in an exploratory manner.

2. Method

2.1. Participants and procedure
This study is part of a longitudinal research project examining social and moral correlates of school 
bullying (e.g., Bjärehed et al., 2020; Sjögren et al., 2021; Thornberg et al., 2019). In the school year 
2015/16, a total of 2408 students (48% girls) from 116 fourth-grade classrooms in 74 schools were 
invited to participate in the project and complete a questionnaire once a year. The current paper is 
based on data from the students who completed the questionnaire both in sixth and eighth grade. 
The sample included students from socio-economically and socio-geographically diverse sites in 
Sweden. In sixth grade, 823 students did not participate due to lack of parental consent. In 
addition, 74 students were absent on the day of data collection for various reasons (e.g., sickness). 
Hence, 1487 students (785 [53%] girls and 702 [47%] boys) participated. Among these, 1480 
students reported data on moral disengagement and bullying perpetration (781 [52.8%] girls 
and 699 [47.2%] boys, Mage = 12.58, SD = 0.35; 19.9% migratory background (i.e., foreign born or 
having two foreign-born parents).

Of the 1480 students who completed both scales in sixth grade, 1053 also completed both scales in 
eighth grade. When the last part of the data collection in grade eight was carried out in Spring 2020, 
COVID-19 had begun to spread. During this period there was a high absence of children in schools, and 
364 students did not participate, although they had parental consent to do so. Thus, 28.9% of the 
students that participated in sixth grade did not answer the questionnaire in eighth grade. The final 
sample used in the current study thus consisted of 1053 students (557 [52.9%] girls and 496 [47.1%] 
boys; 18.4% of whom had a migratory background). We limited our analyses to those who completed 
the scales in both waves to make sure that the same students were examined in sixth grade and in 
eighth grade, and thus ruled out selection bias between Time 1 and Time 2.

Active, informed parental consent and student consent were obtained from all participants. The 
students completed a web-based, self-report questionnaire on tablets in their regular classrooms. 
Either a member of the research team or a teacher was present in the classroom during data 
collection to be available to explain the study procedure and assist participants who needed help. 
Team members and teachers were instructed to neither look at nor interfere with participants’ 
responses, but to clarify instructions, questions and words in the questionnaire if requested by 
students. This study was approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board in Linköping.
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2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Moral disengagement
An 18-item scale was used to measure moral disengagement in peer victimization (Thornberg 
et al., 2019). Bandura (2016) argues that moral disengagement is “manifested differently depend-
ing on the sphere of activity” (p. 26), which is why we have used the current scale. It has been 
designed to measure moral disengagement in the sphere of activity or context of peer victimiza-
tion, while, for instance, Bandura et al.’s (1996) scale has been designed to measure moral 
disengagement in antisocial behavior more generally and includes items not relevant to bullying 
or peer victimization.

Six items measured cognitive restructuring (e.g., “It’s okay to freeze out a person from the group 
if you do that in order to get good fellowship in the group”, “Pushing or kicking someone hard is 
just about ‘joking a little’ with the person”, “Teasing a person is no big deal because it’s much 
worse to hit and kick the person”, Cronbach’s α Time 1 and Time 2 = .75, .87). Four items measured 
minimizing one’s agency (e.g., “If a student who is older, has more power or is more popular than 
me tells me to tease another student, then it’s his/her fault if I do”, “If my friends begin to tease 
a classmate, I can’t be blamed for being with them and teasing that person too”, Cronbach’s α  
= .66, .83). Three items measured distorting the consequences (e.g., “People who get teased don’t 
really get too sad about it”, Cronbach’s α = .58, .76). Five items measured victim attribution (e.g., 
“It’s okay to tease and freeze out jerks, nerds, and others who are stupid”, “If you can’t be like 
everybody else, it is your own fault if you get bullied”, Cronbach’s α = .80, .90). Students rated each 
item on a seven-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree).

2.2.2. Bullying
An 11-item self-report scale (Bjärehed et al., 2020) was used to measure bullying perpetration. The 
word “bullying” was not mentioned in the scale. Students might have various understandings of 
the word “bullying” (Frisén et al., 2008; Hellström et al., 2015) and there is scarce evidence that 
they would read and apply a provided definition in a scale instead of using their own pre- 
understanding of the word (Furlong et al., 2010; Huang & Cornell, 2015). The word is negatively 
value-loaded and stigmatizing, and if it is used in a bullying scale, it risks leading to under- 
reporting (Felix et al., 2011; Furlong et al., 2010). Therefore, the chosen scale did not provide the 
word “bullying” with an a priori definition. Instead, the students were asked, “Think about the past 
three months: How often have you done the following things towards someone who is weaker, less 
popular or less in charge in comparison to you?” This overall question, in which power imbalance 
was inbuilt, was followed by 11 items that included physical, verbal and relational bullying (e.g., 
“Beat or kicked someone in order to hurt him or her,” “Teased and called the person mean names”, 
and “Spread mean rumors or lied about the person”). For each item, the participants responded on 
a five-point scale from 1 (I have never done it) to 5 (Several times a week). Cronbach’s α was .84 at 
Time 1, and .92 at Time 2. The scores for bullying were skewed (Time 1, skew = 5.07; Time 2, skew =  
2.83). Therefore, the bullying index scores were natural log transformed to reduce skewness, even 
though it did not solve the entire issue of nonnormality. Natural log transformed bullying index 
Time 1, skew = 2.51; Time 2, skew = 2.11.

2.2.3. Sex and age
Participants completed a question about their sex (i.e., “I am” followed by “girl” or “boy”) and 
a question about their age (i.e., “How old are you?” followed by, “I’m [scroll list with numbers] 
years and [scroll list with numbers] months.”)

2.3. Analysis
Descriptive analyses were run to compare means and standard deviations of individual moral 
disengagement and bullying perpetration that were estimated for primary school (represented by 
sixth grade) and secondary school (represented by eighth grade) students. Sex differences were 
tested in each grade through Mann-Whitney U. Regression analyses were conducted separately for 
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boys and girls. The first regression model measured associations between bullying and the four loci 
of moral disengagement within grade six and eight separately. The second regression model 
examined the associations between bullying in grade eight and the four loci of moral disengage-
ment in grade six. Multicollinearity was measured by variance inflation factors (VIF:1.4–2.2 grade 
six, 3.3–5.6 grade eight). Analyses were conducted in SPSS statistics 25.

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive statistics, sex differences, and intercorrelations
Boys scored significantly higher than girls on bullying and three of the four loci of moral disen-
gagement in grade six and on all four loci in grade eight (Table 1). Boys scored significantly higher 
than girls on distorting consequences in secondary school, but not in primary school. In Table 2, 
intercorrelations among variables are reported separately for boys and girls. For both groups, all 
four loci of moral disengagement correlated significantly and positively with bullying and with 
each other in both primary school and secondary school.

3.2. Regression models of bullying in grade 6 and in grade 8
The regression models for each age and sex group used to test the concurrent associations are 
reported in Table 3. For girls, the model explained 38% of the variance in sixth grade, and 29% of 
the variance in eighth grade. This result suggests that, among girls, moral disengagement became 
a less important factor in explaining bullying perpetration as girls grow older and entered second-
ary school. For boys, the model explained 26% of the variance in the sixth grade, and 25% of the 
variance in the eighth grade, which suggests that the strength of the link between moral disen-
gagement and bullying perpetration did not change over time among boys.

Nevertheless, the regression models presented in Table 3 demonstrated changes in the use of 
moral disengagement mechanisms over time as well as some sex differences. Cognitive restruc-
turing was significantly related to bullying at both times for boys and girls. However, the link 
between cognitive restructuring and bullying was weaker for boys in grade eight compared to 
when they attended grade six, but was still significant. Minimizing one’s agency was significantly 
related to bullying for boys and girls in grade six but not grade eight. Distorting consequences, in 
turn, was significantly related to bullying in grade six for girls. Finally, victim attribution was 
significantly related to bullying for girls in both primary and secondary school, and in primary 
school for boys.

3.3. Regression models predicting bullying in grade 8
The first model for each sex group, where the four loci of moral disengagement in grade six were 
included as predictors and bullying in grade eight was included as the dependent variable, is 
reported in Table 4. Only a very small variance in bullying was explained by each model (5% 
among girls and 3% among boys), which indicates low predictability. Furthermore, for both boys 
and girls, cognitive restructuring was the only moral disengagement locus from grade six that 
significantly predicted bullying in grade eight. In the second model, bullying in grade six was added 
as a control variable. A small variance in bullying in grade eight was explained by each model (14% 
among girls and 8% among boys). For both boys and girls, bullying significantly predicted bullying 
two years later, but cognitive restructuring no longer significantly predicted bullying two years 
later.

4. Discussion
In accordance with our hypothesis and previous research (Cook et al., 2010; Mitsopoulou & 
Giovazolias, 2015), boys were more likely to bully than girls in primary school (grade six) and 
secondary school (grade eight). In addition, boys displayed higher levels than girls in all four loci of 
moral disengagement at both times, with the exception for distorting consequences in grade six, 
where no sex difference was identified. A possible explanation of this exception might be that sex 
differences in perspective-taking and empathic concerns are smaller in grade six than in grade 
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eight. Both forms of empathy become more salient among girls than boys during adolescence (Van 
der Graaff et al., 2014), which might make girls in grade eight less inclined to distort the con-
sequences (minimizing or ignoring that the victim is hurt, harmed, or distressed) compared to boys. 
This possible explanation merits investigation in future studies. Our current findings can be 
compared with a previous short-term longitudinal study that demonstrated, with a sample of 
secondary students, that male students scored higher than female students in all four loci at each 
measurement time (Falla et al., 2020). However, the current study stretched out two measurement 
times across two years and is the first, to the best of our knowledge, to examine sex differences in 
each locus of moral disengagement among students, first at primary school and then at secondary 
school, and thus, to demonstrate and confirm its consistency during this age period.

A possible explanation for the stability of sex differences in the moral disengagement loci and in 
bullying from primary to secondary school might be gender socialization, where boys and girls are 
exposed to and internalize different gender norms and expectations. As compared with girls, boys 
are socialized to be more competitive, aggressive, and dominant (Eisner & Malti, 2015), which 
makes them more inclined to engage in aggressive behaviors such as bullying and other forms of 
misconduct (Steinfeldt et al., 2012).

In the current study, we examined whether the four loci of moral disengagement were concur-
rently associated with bullying separately for female and male students when students attended 
sixth grade in primary school and then eighth grade in secondary school. While the regression models 
explain around a quarter of the variance in bullying during each time for boys, the explanatory power 
of the regression model was higher for girls (explaining 38% in sixth grade, and 29% in eight grade). 
Girls appear to decrease their use of moral disengagement with age when bullying others, whereas 
boys seem to use the same amount of moral disengagement across ages when bullying others.

Our findings might shed some light on the inconsistent findings regarding age in previous meta- 
analyses: Gini et al. (2014) demonstrated that the association between moral disengagement and 

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations among Variables
Total sample Girls Boys

M SD M SD M SD Z
Grade 6
Bullying 12.73 3.09 12.41 2.43 13.08 3.67 −3.79***

Cognitive 
restructuring

1.46 0.66 1.33 0.53 1.61 0.75 −7.47***

Minimizing one’s 
agentive role

1.53 0.84 1.47 0.78 1.61 0.90 −2.64**

Distorting 
consequences

1.32 0.65 1.28 0.57 1.37 0.73 −0.99

Victim attribution 1.23 0.56 1.17 0.57 1.28 0.65 −3.48***

Grade 8
Bullying 13.57 4.89 12.71 3.99 14.54 5.58 −6.78***

Cognitive 
restructuring

1.88 1.11 1.57 0.88 2.22 1.22 −10.15***

Minimizing one’s 
agentive role

1.63 1.02 1.45 0.85 1.82 1.16 −5.33***

Distorting 
consequences

1.62 1.03 1.41 0.79 1.85 1.21 −6.33***

Victim attribution 1.57 1.06 1.35 0.83 1.85 1.22 −7.65***

Note. Ms, SDs and Mann-Whitney U (Z) are based on untransformed scores. *p < .05.**p < .01.***p < .001. 
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aggression/bullying was stronger among secondary students than primary students, while Killer 
et al. (2019) did not find any association between effect size and age. The present findings suggest 
that sex needs to be included in such analyses as the decrease only seems to be the case for girls 
as they grow older, but not for boys, at least in our sample. In the present study, we also examined 
separately for female and male students whether the four loci of moral disengagement in sixth 
grade predict bullying in eighth grade, and the regression models indicated weak predictability and 
only for cognitive restructuring.

4.1. Cognitive restructuring
While all four loci of moral disengagement correlated with bullying for both primary and secondary 
male and female students, when all loci were included in the regression analyses, we found that 
concurrent associations between the four loci and bullying vary across age and sex. Cognitive 
restructuring was, however, consistently related to bullying among girls and boys during both 
primary and secondary school. This result is in line with previous studies that have found that 
cognitive restructuring is associated with bullying (Falla et al., 2020; Romera et al., 2021) and pro- 
bullying behaviors (Pozzoli et al., 2012). At the same time, it contributes to the literature by 
showing that the relationship between cognitive restructuring and bullying is consistent across 
sex and age.

Additionally, it was shown that cognitive restructuring in grade six predicted bullying perpetra-
tion in grade eight, which confirms Falla et al.’s study (2020) where they found cognitive restruc-
turing to be the only locus of moral disengagement that predicted bullying six months later among 
secondary students. Our results add to their study by following students from primary school to 
secondary school and demonstrating that cognitive restructuring predicted bullying even two 
years later. However, Falla et al. (2020) did not control for bullying, and when we included bullying 
in grade six as a control variable, cognitive restructuring no longer predicted bullying. A reasonable 
interpretation could be that cognitive restructuring is so “enmeshed” with bullying that when 
bullying is included as a control variable, bullying predicts itself over time, while obscuring the 
predictability of cognitive restructuring on bullying. It may also be possible to conclude that moral 
disengagement mechanisms are more relevant concurrently than as longitudinal predictors after 
two years, which in turn, proposes that these mechanisms and their links to bullying are more 
situated and changeable than stable.

4.2. Minimizing one’s agency
Minimizing one’s agency was associated with bullying but only in primary school. Our findings can 
be compared with Romera et al. (2021), who found that minimizing one’s agency was not 
significantly associated with traditional bullying, and Pozzoli et al. (2012), who only found 
a significant relationship at the class level but not at the individual level regarding pro-bullying 
behavior. These inconsistencies may reflect possible methodological differences but also cultural 
differences, and favoring in some contexts more than others the displacement or diffusion of 
individuals’ personal responsibility.

Our findings also suggest a possible explanation for these mixed findings by underscoring the 
importance of considering age differences to better understand the association between this locus 
of moral disengagement and school bullying. Minimizing one’s agency can be seen as the moral 
disengagement locus that, in particular, deals with peer pressure and group conformity in bullying 
situations (cf. Thornberg et al., 2020). A possible explanation as to why minimizing one’s agency 
was associated only with bullying among primary students could be that when students grow 
older, they increase in agency and learn to take responsibility for their actions. Adolescent devel-
opment is associated with an increase in self-determination, including autonomy, self-regulation, 
pathway thinking, self-awareness, control expectancy, agency beliefs and causality beliefs 
(Wehmeyer et al., 2017). This development of self-determination might help to explain why 
students are less inclined to minimize their agentive role and ignore personal responsibility for 
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their actions within their peer-to-peer relationships when they attend secondary school, as com-
pared to when they attend primary school.

4.3. Distorting consequences
In the current findings, distorting consequences was only associated with bullying among girls in 
primary school. In a previous study, Romera et al. (2021) found that this locus of moral disen-
gagement was positively associated with bullying, while another study showed that distorting 
consequences was linked with bullying among girls, but not among boys (Oliveira et al., 2019). 
Since some literature indicates that in early adolescence boys may be more prone to perpetrate 
overt bullying than girls, and girls are more likely to perpetrate relational bullying than boys (Griffin 
et al., 2006), girls may be more prone to minimizing bullying consequences, as the effects of 
relational or indirect bullying are less evident than those of overt bullying. Our study underscores 
the importance of taking both sex and age into consideration to gain a better understanding of the 
possible link between distorting consequences and bullying, as the present findings suggest that 
only younger female students tend to distort the consequences when they are engaged in bullying.

4.4. Victim attribution
In their study, Romera et al. (2021) showed that victim attribution was related to bullying. Similar to 
their findings, we found that victim attribution was consistently linked to bullying at primary school 
and secondary school for girls, and at secondary school among boys. Our results suggest that while 
victim attribution is almost as important as cognitive restructuring in helping to explain bullying in 
primary school, boys were not inclined to engage in victim attribution when engaging in bullying 
perpetration in secondary school (only in cognitive restructuring and in minimizing one’s agentive role).

One possible explanation as to why victim attribution is a prevalent correlate to bullying across 
primary and secondary school and why it remains a significant correlate among girls and 
decreases to become insignificant among boys at secondary school in our study might be its link 
to empathy (Hoffman, 2000). A high level of empathy makes children and adolescents less inclined 

Table 2. Correlations Among Study Variables by School Grade and Gender
Boys Girls

School grade 6 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4
1. Bullying - -

2. Cognitive 
restructuring

.49 - .57 -

3. Minimizing one’s 
agentive role

.35 .47 - .42 .52 -

4. Distorting 
consequences

.37 .66 .50 - .40 .47 .39 -

5. Victim 
attribution

.44 .67 .49 .65 - .54 .69 .48 .49 -

School grade 8 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4
1. Bullying - -

2. Cognitive 
restructuring

.50 - .50 -

3. Minimizing one’s 
agentive role

.42 .74 - .49 .81 -

4. Distorting 
consequences

.46 .80 .80 - .46 .82 .76 -

5. Victim 
attribution

.47 .87 .80 .83 - .52 .83 .83 .80 -

Note. Correlations for bullying are based on natural log-transformed scores. All correlations were significant at p  
< .001. 
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to bully others (Zych et al., 2019). It is hard for students to be mean to a peer and unconcerned 
about their suffering if they empathize with them. Dehumanization and victim blaming are inter-
linked (Bjärehed et al., 2020) and have been found to be powerful individual and social- 
psychological processes in reducing empathy toward victims of inhumane, degrading, or aggres-
sive treatment in the literature (Cehajic et al., 2009; Haslam, 2006; Hoffman, 2000).

Van der Graaff et al. (2014) found that girls increased more in perspective-taking than boys 
during adolescence, and that girls’ empathic concern remained stable across adolescence, while 
boys displayed a decrease from early to middle adolescence. Thus, girls who bully others might be 
more in need of and inclined to dehumanize and blame their victims than boys in upper secondary 
school are to avoid perspective-taking and empathic concerns in such situations. Girls may also be 
more prone to use victim attribution mechanisms, because they may be more easily used in the 
case of indirect bullying (more common among girls), which can be more easily attributed to the 
victim’s behavior (e.g., isolating presented as victim’s withdrawing).

5. Limitations
One limitation of this study is that it relied on self-reported data, and was therefore vulnerable to 
social desirability, careless marking, and exaggerated responses. When measuring bullying with self- 
reported techniques, there is a risk of underestimation due to social desirability bias and self- 
censorship. However, to decrease the risk of under-reporting, we did not include the term “bullying” 
in the bullying scale. Another limitation of only using self-reported data is that the relationships 
among variables might be overstated due to shared method variance. Thus, future research could 
benefit from using other complementary methods such as peer nominations and observation tech-
niques. Moreover, the subscale distorting the consequences had fairly low internal reliability in grade 
six. Findings related to this variable should therefore be interpreted with great caution.

Another limitation is that the current study only examined sex in terms of boys and girls. 
Therefore, future studies should also examine students with nonbinary gender identification. 
However, rather than being the bullies, LGBTQ students, including transgender and nonbinary 
students, are more often victims as compared to their peers (Abreu et al., 2022; Myers et al.,  
2020). Finally, because our participants were recruited with a non-probability sampling procedure 
from specific areas in Sweden, we want to emphasize that the findings (like all research findings) 
are partial, provisional, and fallible estimations and approximations (Biesta & Burbules, 2003; 
Phillips & Burbules, 2000), and generalization should be considered with great caution as well.

6. Practical implications
These limitations aside, the present findings have some practical implications. Consistent with 
previous literature showing the connection between moral disengagement and bullying (Killer 
et al., 2019), our longitudinal data confirmed the need to address moral disengagement loci in 
teachers’ actions to prevent bullying. In the bulk of programs proposed in the literature, however, 
moral disengagement has been addressed only rarely. Few exceptions are the intervention devel-
oped by Zanetti (2007), implementing the discussion of moral dilemmas at school, and the 
intervention by Wang and Goldberg (2017), who addressed moral disengagement among primary 
school children through the use of literature (also see Tolmatcheff et al., 2022).

In particular, our results show that the use of moral disengagement loci in bullying perpetration 
differs across sex and age groups. These differences clearly indicate the need to individualize 
intervention actions to address these social-cognitive moral distortions. Specifically, female bullies 
may benefit more from the implementation of interventions and actions designed to learn to 
identify and reject victim attribution, including recognizing and empowering their empathy. In this 
way, the tendency to blame and dehumanize the victim may be reduced, and with that, bullying. 
Moreover, educational interventions with the purpose of increasing primary students’ agentive role 
and training them in knowing, revealing, and rejecting displacement and diffusion of responsibility 
seem to be crucial, since we found that primary students’ bullying perpetration is partially linked to 
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Table 3. Regression Analysis of Bullying by School Grade, Presented Separately for Boys and 
Girls

Grade 6 Grade 8

B ß R2 B ß R2

Girls .38 .29

Cognitive 
restructuring

.09 .31*** .04 .16*

Minimizing one’s 
agentive role

.02 .11** .03 .10

Distorting 
consequences

.03 .10* .00 .00

Victim attribution .08 .23*** .08 .30***

Boys .26 .25

Cognitive 
restructuring

.09 .33*** .07 .30***

Minimizing one’s 
agentive role

.02 .12* .00 .02

Distorting 
consequences

−.00 −.02 .03 .15

Victim attribution .05 .17** .02 .08

Note. The models represent concurrent associations, i.e., moral disengagement loci in grade 6 are related to bullying 
in grade 6, and moral disengagement loci in grade 8 are related to bullying in grade 8. All independent variables are 
grand mean centred and the dependent variable is natural log transformed. *p < .05.**p < .01.***p < .001. 

Table 4. Regression Analysis of Bullying Perpetration in grade 8, Predicted by the Four Loci of 
Moral Disengagement in grade 6, presented Separately for Boys and Girls

Bullying grade 8

Model 1 Model 2

B ß R2 B ß R2

Girls grade 6 .05 .14

Cognitive 
restructuring

.07 .18** .03 .06

Minimizing one’s 
agentive role

.01 .02 −.01 −.02

Distorting 
consequences

.03 .08 .02 .05

Victim attribution .01 .01 −.03 −.06

Bullying - - .54 .37***

Boys grade 6 .03 .08

Cognitive 
restructuring

.05 .14* .02 .06

Minimizing one’s 
agentive role

.01 .02 −.01 −.02

Distorting 
consequences

.03 .06 .03 .07

Victim attribution −.01 −.01 −.03 −.06

Bullying - - .39 .27***

Note. All independent variables are grand mean centred and the dependent variable is natural log transformed. *p  
< .05.**p < .01.***p < .001. 
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the agency locus of moral disengagement. In addition, there is a need to address all loci of moral 
disengagement when students are younger, while there seems to be wisdom in prioritizing among 
them when students are older. All four loci were linked to bullying among boys, and three of them 
were linked to bullying among girls in sixth grade, while cognitive restructuring was linked to 
bullying among both boys and girls, and victim attribution was linked to bullying among girls in 
eighth grade.

Finally, independent of sex and school level, the current findings suggest that all students may 
benefit from bullying prevention and intervention efforts aimed at making students aware of and 
more likely to condemn cognitive restructuring (moral justification, euphemistic labelling, and 
advantages comparison). Cognitive restructuring is a powerful locus of moral disengagement as 
it changes students’ perception of the actual bullying behavior, so they do not perceive it as wrong. 
It is particularly important to implement efforts in decreasing cognitive restructuring among 
primary students because the current findings show that this was the only moral disengagement 
locus in the primary school that predicted bullying perpetration in secondary school, although the 
link became insignificant when bullying in grade six was added as a control variable.
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