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Bullying is systematic, unprovoked, peer-to-peer abuse in 
the context of a power imbalance (Hymel & Swearer, 2015). 
Short- and long-term negative consequences have been 
documented not only for victims, but also for bullies and 
bystanders (e.g., Nishina & Juvonen, 2005). Several anti-
bullying programs have been developed to tackle this 
universal and pervasive phenomenon. Although some 
programs have shown positive effects on bullying and/
or victimization (e.g., KiVa, Kärnä et al.,  2011; ViSC, 
Yanagida et al.,  2019), meta-analyses suggest that the 
results of anti-bullying programs have been mixed and 
limited overall (a 20% reduction in bullying on average; 
Gaffney et al.,  2019a). Our understanding of how these 
programs work as well as our knowledge of the psychoso-
cial developmental processes involved in bullying is lim-
ited by two main gaps in the evaluations.

First, most researchers do not assess the factors that 
they aim to manipulate to influence the desired outcome 

(see Figure 1a). Instead, they tend to focus on evaluating 
the behavioral outcomes and overlook the assessment 
of the hypothesized mediators (Saarento et al.,  2015). 
Assessing mediators enables researchers to test the role 
of specific processes in bullying and reduces the risk of 
wrongly concluding that the program or its components 
have no effect on bullying (when, for instance, the effect 
is too small to be detected at the distal level or a con-
current effect in the opposite direction is concealing the 
effect; Rucker et al., 2011).

Second, although anti-bullying programs are often 
complex and combine several components at differ-
ent levels of prevention (van Verseveld et al.,  2021), 
they are usually assessed as a whole package (Eisner 
& Malti, 2012). As a result, we do not know the unique 
contribution of each component, regardless of the global 
outcomes of the program (Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017). 
Although assessing the mediators is sometimes used 
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Abstract

This three-armed randomized controlled trial examined how moral disengagement 

and social norms account for change in bullying behavior and their potential as 

targets of anti-bullying components within separate interventions among 1200 

French-speaking Belgian elementary students (48% boys, 9–12 year-olds, 57 classes, 

nine schools) during 2018–2019 (no ethnicity data available). Mediation analysis 

revealed that students' moral disengagement successfully decreased (β  =  −.46), 

which, in turn, reduced both bullying (β =  .33) and outsider behaviors (β =  .20), 

and increased defending (β = −.10). Intervening on social norms decreased bullying 

(β  =  −.18), but not through the perceived injunctive class norm as intended. 

Guidelines to open the “black box” of anti-bullying programs and determine the 

cost-effectiveness ratio of their components are provided.
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as a way to identify programs' active components (see 
Figure 1b), this approach is not ideal as it relies on the 
assumption that any change in a given mediator can 
only be caused by the component that has been hypoth-
esized to influence this specific mediator. As change in 
a given mediator could be unexpectedly related to an-
other component of the program or to the joint action of 
two or more components, the need for further innovative 
research to better understand programs' causal mecha-
nisms has been pointed out (Eisner & Malti, 2012).

To address these two methodological issues and open 
the “black box” of anti-bullying programs, evaluation 
studies should assess anti-bullying components within 
separate interventions and test their hypothesized me-
diating paths (see Figure  1c). An ideal research design 
should also allow to test other mediators that may pro-
vide alternative explanations for the effect of a given 
component on bullying (see Figure 1d). Such a research 
design is used in the present study.

Apart from these methodological gaps, the limited 
effectiveness of anti-bullying programs also emphasizes 
the need to promote research-based innovation in pro-
gram development and keep studying new directions 

to prevent bullying by testing interventions that reflect 
scientific advances (Eisner & Malti,  2012). To expand 
our knowledge and understanding of anti-bullying pro-
grams, we need firstly to identify and select relevant anti-
bullying components to study, based on prior research 
and theory (Eisner & Malti, 2012). The meaning behind 
the word “components” differs across studies and is 
sometimes used to refer to specific characteristics (e.g., 
whole-school approach; Gaffney et al., 2021) or elements 
(e.g., digital game; Gaete et al.,  2017; student lessons; 
van Verseveld et al.,  2021) of the programs. We define 
the “components” with respect to the specific processes 
accounting for change in bullying behavior that they tar-
get. The examination of the mechanisms of change to 
understand how intra-individual change occurs (the why 
of development, in contrast to the how, referring to the 
course of change over age) is a major focus of develop-
mental psychology (Schaffer, 2006).

Our study examines two specific processes that have 
been suggested as maintaining bullying behavior over 
time: moral disengagement and social norms (e.g., Hymel 
& Bonanno, 2014; Menesini et al., 2015). Although most 
students disapprove of bullying and consider it immoral, 

F I G U R E  1   Research designs of anti-bullying program evaluation studies. (a) Components of the program assessed as a whole; 
(b) components of the program assessed as a whole along with their corresponding hypothesized mediators; (c) components of the program and 
their corresponding hypothesized mediators assessed within separate interventions; (d) components of the program and their corresponding 
hypothesized mediators assessed within separate interventions along with alternative mediators.

(a) (b)

(c) (d)
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many of them bully others and few bystanders defend 
or support victims (Hymel et al., 2010). Both the moral 
disengagement and social norms frameworks offer a ra-
tionale to explain this discrepancy between students' pri-
vate attitudes and their actual behaviors, and have been 
suggested as promising directions for bullying preven-
tion (e.g., Hymel & Bonanno, 2014; Menesini et al., 2015; 
Thornberg, Pozzoli, et al., 2021) but have rarely, if at all, 
been targeted as such in programs yet (for exceptions, see 
Dillon & Lochman, 2019; Perkins et al.,  2011; Wang & 
Goldberg, 2017). The goal of our intervention study was 
twofold: By addressing the two aforementioned method-
ological gaps, we aimed (1) to provide insight into the 
roles of moral disengagement and social norms in main-
taining bullying over time, and (2) to determine their po-
tential as anti-bullying prevention program components. 
Early adolescence corresponds to the beginning of the 
developmental “peak” of bullying, suggested to occur 
between ages 9–15 years (Álvarez-García et al.,  2015). 
In addition, early adolescents are more likely to be re-
ceptive to anti-bullying interventions, as meta-analyses 
have indicated that the effectiveness of anti-bullying pro-
grams strongly declines in older adolescents (13 years old 
and over; Yeager et al., 2015). This decline is likely due 
to developmental trends, such as the striving for auton-
omy and independence from adult authorities (Yeager 
et al., 2015), and the progressive increase of peer influ-
ence in adolescence (Sandstrom & Bartini, 2010). Early 
adolescence thus represents a suitable developmental 
period to examine the processes accounting for change 
in bullying as well as for prevention. Therefore, we con-
ducted our study in a sample of elementary students be-
tween 9 and 12 years old.

Intervening on moral disengagement as an anti-
bullying component

Moral disengagement refers to selective disengage-
ment by individuals from their own moral standards 
(Bandura, 1991). Over the course of their development, 
children progressively assimilate moral principles that 
guide their behavior. Following these principles yields 
self-satisfaction and a sense of self-worth, whereas trans-
gressing them yields internal sanctions such as guilt 
and shame. In the social cognitive theory of thought 
and action (Bandura, 1991), eight moral disengagement 
mechanisms have been identified, which can selectively 
disengage internal controls that normally lead people 
to feel guilty when transgressing their moral standards: 
moral justification, euphemistic labeling, advantageous 
comparison, responsibility displacement, responsibility 
diffusion, disregarding or distorting the consequences, 
dehumanization, and blaming the victim. Students 
may, for example, argue that the bullying serves a moral 
and worthy purpose (e.g., “I do it to help my friends”; 
moral justification), or negate it through sanitized and 

innocuous language (e.g., “It's just a joke”; euphemistic 
labeling). Moral disengagement is conceptualized as 
a gradual and reciprocal process, which predicts and 
maintains immoral behavior such as bullying over time 
(Bandura, 1991).

Cross-sectional studies have indicated that the use 
of moral disengagement mechanisms is associated with 
bullying and bystanders' behaviors (see Killer et al., 2019 
for a recent meta-analysis). The key role of bystanders in 
either enhancing or discouraging bullying has long been 
acknowledged (Salmivalli et al.,  1996). The defender 
role—referring to bystanders who support the victim or 
stand up to the bully (Yun, 2020)—is negatively linked 
with moral disengagement (Killer et al., 2019). The few 
existing results about the outsider role—referring to by-
standers who passively observe bullying or walk away—
are more mixed, but recent findings have indicated a 
positive association with moral disengagement (e.g., 
Doramajian & Bukowski,  2015; Thornberg, Pozzoli, 
et al., 2021). Outsiders are likely to rely on moral disen-
gagement mechanisms when refraining from helping, as a 
way to distance themselves from the victim's distress and 
avoid self-sanctions (Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015).

Bullying or refraining from supporting the victim is 
expected to be less likely if students can no longer rely 
on moral disengagement mechanisms to justify their 
behavior and therefore escape unpleasant internal sanc-
tions like guilt and shame. To our knowledge, only one 
study has evaluated an intervention that explicitly tar-
geted moral disengagement to help reduce school bully-
ing, providing mixed but promising results in a sample 
of 7–9  year olds (Wang & Goldberg,  2017). As the use 
of moral disengagement mechanisms toward bullying is 
embedded in students' cognitive and moral development 
(Bandura, 1991), moral disengagement could even have a 
more important role in bullying in older students, such 
as 9–12 year-olds in our sample.

Intervening on social norms as an anti-
bullying component

The second anti-bullying component concerns the social 
norms that shape, constrain, and maintain behaviors 
of group members over and above individual attitudes 
(Veenstra & Lodder, 2022). Individuals tend to conform 
to what they perceive to be the norm in a context, refer-
ring to what is typical or desirable in a group or a situ-
ation (Veenstra & Lodder, 2022). However, individuals' 
subjective perceptions of norms are not necessarily ac-
curate (Tankard & Paluck, 2016). Students tend to over-
estimate, sometimes drastically, the prevalence of risky 
or problem behaviors and attitudes among their peers, 
notably toward bullying in both children (8–9 years old; 
Sandstrom et al.,  2013) and early adolescents (ranging 
from 11 to 14 years old; Dillon & Lochman, 2019; Perkins 
et al., 2011; Sandstrom & Bartini, 2010).
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This misperception can result in pluralistic ignorance, 
which describes a situation in which most members of a 
group privately reject an opinion or behavior while be-
lieving that the others approve of it, and thus behave in 
accordance with this biased norm (Perkins et al., 2011; 
Sandstrom et al.,  2013). Consequently, students main-
tain and reinforce the collective misperception over 
time (Veenstra & Lodder,  2022). Several studies have 
shown that both assisting or reinforcing the bully and 
defending the victim are associated with perceived peers' 
rather than private attitudes toward bullying in both 
children (8–9 years old; Sandstrom et al., 2013) and early 
adolescents (ranging from 11 to 14 years old; Pozzoli 
& Gini,  2010; Rigby & Johnson,  2006; Sandstrom & 
Bartini, 2010).

A distinction is usually made between descriptive norms 
(referring to the prevalence of a behavior) and injunctive 
(or prescriptive) norms (referring to the [dis]approval of 
a behavior) within a group (Miller & Prentice,  2016). 
When it comes to pluralistic ignorance and correcting 
misperception, we also need to distinguish between ac-
tual and perceived norms (Perkins,  2014; Sandstrom & 
Bartini, 2010; Thornberg, Pozzoli, et al., 2021). Table 1 
presents how actual, perceived, descriptive, and injunc-
tive norms are typically operationalized in bullying 
studies (Thornberg, Pozzoli, et al.,  2021; Veenstra & 
Lodder, 2022).

Social norms theory predicts that providing group 
members with valid information about their peers' at-
titudes or behaviors can correct their perception of the 
norm, which, in turn, induces a change of behavior 
(Miller & Prentice,  2016). As pluralistic ignorance im-
plies a misperception of others' attitudes toward bul-
lying, interventions should attempt to correct biased 
perceptions of injunctive norms rather than descriptive 
norms (Miller & Prentice, 2016; Prentice, 2008). To be ef-
fective, norm-based interventions also need to target an 
appropriate reference group for feedback on the norms. 
In the case of bullying, the class is a salient normative 
context for students (Pozzoli et al.,  2012). Correcting 
students' misperception of the injunctive class norm 
toward bullying should discourage bullies' behaviors 
and increase bystanders' willingness to intervene. To 
date, only a few intervention studies have applied this 
approach to the context of school bullying, providing 

mixed but encouraging results in samples of 11–14 years 
old (Perkins et al.,  2011) and 12–14 years old (Dillon & 
Lochman, 2019).

The present study

This study aimed to provide insights into the roles of 
moral disengagement and social norms in maintaining 
bullying behavior over time, and determine their poten-
tial for prevention as targets of anti-bullying program 
components. To do so, we aimed to address the two 
aforementioned methodological gaps by assessing the 
effects of intervening on moral disengagement and so-
cial norms within separate interventions, while verifying 
that the effects were mediated through moral disengage-
ment and perceived injunctive class norm toward bully-
ing. We might have an unintended impact on students' 
perception of the injunctive class norm by delivering a 
class-wide intervention on moral disengagement, and 
vice-versa. For that reason, and consistently with our 
methodological recommendations (see Figure 1d), both 
moral disengagement and perceived injunctive class 
norm were also tested as an alternative mediator of the 
other intervention in our research design.

A three-armed randomized controlled trial with a 
moral disengagement intervention condition, a social 
norms intervention condition, and a control group was 
conducted in a sample of early adolescents (9–12 years 
old) in French-speaking Belgium. The two interven-
tions exclusively targeted either moral disengagement 
or the social norms and were inspired by the Bullying 
Literature Project-Moral Disengagement Version 
(Wang & Goldberg, 2017) and the Survey of Bullying 
at Your School (Perkins et al., 2011). Schools from the 
control group received an intervention of similar du-
ration and intensity on a topic unrelated to bullying 
(climate and environmental issues). In this way, we at-
tempted to control for changes stemming from nonspe-
cific treatment factors leading to spurious intervention 
effects. For instance, when teachers spend more time 
together because of an intervention project, their rela-
tionships are likely to improve, which may in turn pro-
duce positive effects among their students (Lilienfeld 
et al., 2014). The study took place over the school year 

TA B L E  1   Operationalization of actual and perceived descriptive and injunctive norms

Descriptive norms Injunctive norms

Actual Students' individual (self- or peer-reported) scores on a given 
behavior averaged at the group level (e.g., Peets et al., 2015; 
Pozzoli et al., 2012; Sentse et al., 2015)

Students' individual attitudes toward a given 
behavior averaged at the group level (e.g., Dillon 
& Lochman, 2019; Perkins et al., 2011; Sandstrom 
& Bartini, 2010; Sandstrom et al., 2013; Sentse 
et al., 2015)

Perceived Students' individual perceptions of the prevalence of a given 
behavior among their peers (e.g., Kubiszewski et al., 2019; 
Saarento et al., 2015)

Students' individual perceptions of their peers' 
attitudes toward a given behavior (e.g., Dillon & 
Lochman, 2019; Perkins et al., 2011; Sandstrom & 
Bartini, 2010; Sandstrom et al., 2013)
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2018–2019. Each group of teachers attended a training 
day delivered by the first author of this paper between 
mid-January and the end of February 2019. The five 
intervention sessions were then delivered by the class 
teachers to their students for 1 h a week within a month 
after the training.

This study was mainly confirmatory in nature, al-
though we also conducted some additional exploratory 
analyses, which are detailed in the Analytical Strategy 
section. We assumed that challenging students' use of 
moral disengagement mechanisms would restrain their 
use of the mechanisms (Hypothesis 1). In parallel, we 
assumed that providing students with correct infor-
mation about their classmates' anti-bullying attitudes 
would correct their biased perception of the injunc-
tive class norm toward bullying (Hypothesis 2). We 
assumed that each of these two primary outcomes, in 
turn, would mediate the following secondary behav-
ioral outcomes: a decrease in bullying (Hypotheses 1a 
and 2a), and a reduction in outsider behaviors along 
with an increase in defending behaviors (Hypotheses 
1b and 2b).

M ETHOD

Sampling and design

Figure  2 presents a flowchart of the recruitment and 
retention of intervention and control schools. The 
Supporting Information provides detailed information 
about the power calculation, recruitment, eligibility cri-
teria, randomization process, demographic characteris-
tics, timeline, and data collection. Nine French-speaking 
Belgian schools (57 classes) of varying size, location, and 
socioeconomic level agreed to participate in the pro-
ject and were randomly allocated to one of the three 
conditions.

Data collection and participants

Data were collected in the fall of 2018 (T1) and the 
spring of 2019 (T2), with an average of 15 weeks be-
tween the two waves. Parental consent had been asked 
prior to data collection through passive consent forms 
sent by the schools. Students completed confidential 
paper questionnaires during class hours under the su-
pervision of one or two research team members, who 
were available to answer questions. In a 5-min oral in-
troduction, the researchers presented the goal of the 
survey (“investigating children's well-being at school”) 
and a few basic rules. Students were reminded that 
the questionnaire was strictly confidential and not 
mandatory. The whole procedure was approved by 
the ethics committee of the psychological sciences re-
search institute of the university of the first author. See 

Supporting Information for the CONSORT Checklist. 
Table S1 displays the gender, age, and grade of the stu-
dents in each of the three groups. Specific culturally 
related constraints in the demographic data collection 
are also described.

Interventions

Supporting Information contains a full description of 
the interventions. The French version of all material pro-
vided to the teachers, including a detailed description of 
each session and how it unfolds, can be found on OSF 
(link in the Acknowledgements). Teacher training is de-
tailed as Supporting Information.

Intervention 1: Moral 
disengagement component

The first intervention used in our study is inspired by 
the Bullying Literature Project-Moral Disengagement 
Version (hereafter BLP-MD; Wang & Goldberg, 2017), 
which is a five-session class-wide intervention that 
uses storybooks displaying bullying situations to pre-
vent bullying among elementary children. A pilot 
study of the BLP-MD revealed a significant decrease 
in both moral disengagement and victimization in in-
tervention classes in 7–9 years old elementary students 
(Wang & Goldberg, 2017). Supporting Information pro-
vides a full description of how we adapted the original 
BLP-MD to our research goals (e.g., not to manipu-
late any other processes involved in bullying) and age 
group, as well as how a typical session unfolded. We 
created new stories of around 1800 words each, which 
were adapted to the age of the students in our sample 
and designed to represent various bullying situations. 
The stories were intended to illustrate the use of moral 
disengagement mechanisms by the bullies. Students 
were invited to identify the moral disengagement mech-
anisms (presented as “little lies” on which the bullies 
relied to avoid guilt), which were then invalidated by 
the teachers by reminding the students that moral dis-
engagement mechanisms are false excuses that do not 
make the harmful behavior more acceptable. Just like 
in the original program, every session was closed with 
an individual writing activity (e.g., writing the end of 
the story, making a bookmark to illustrate the mech-
anisms). The English translation of the stories can be 
found as Supporting Information.

Intervention 2: Social norms component

The second intervention used in our study is based on 
the “Survey of Bullying at Your School” project, which 
is a five-session class-wide intervention using students' 
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online self-reported data to highlight the discrepancy be-
tween perceived and actual pro-bullying norms through 
norm-based messages displayed on posters. A pilot 
study of the project in 11–14 years old students revealed 
a significant decrease in both perceived pro-bullying in-
junctive norms and bullying and victimization (Perkins 
et al., 2011). Supporting Information provides a full de-
scription of how we adapted the original project to make 
the students play a more active role in the procedure, in 
a more entertaining, instant, and offline format, better 
suited to our participants' age.

During the first session, students were invited to re-
port both their perceptions of the injunctive class norm 
(“Most of my classmates think that […] is OK”) and their 
corresponding personal attitude (“I think that […] is 

OK”) toward some common bullying behaviors (e.g., ex-
cluding someone) anonymously. Students were split into 
work groups and asked to count the number of yes and no 
answers. The final counts were displayed on two parallel 
posters for each behavior to visualize and underline the 
discrepancy between students' perceived attitudinal class 
norm (e.g., “12 of 20 students thought that most class-
mates regarded excluding someone as OK”) and their 
actual class norm (“Only two out of 20 students thought 
it was OK”). In the following sessions, groups were in-
vited to create by themselves a slogan to describe their 
class's actual norms (e.g., “In our classroom, we include 
everyone”). Eventually, groups were invited to make an 
artistic poster with the slogan for display in the school's 
corridors. In the final session of the intervention, each 

F I G U R E  2   Flowchart of recruitment and retention of intervention and control schools. T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2.
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class presented the posters to students of another class, 
and vice-versa.

Control intervention

As mentioned above, schools from the control group 
received an intervention of similar duration and inten-
sity on a topic unrelated to bullying, that is climate and 
environmental issues. The themes of the five sessions 
were water, food chain, biodiversity, insects, and climate 
change. Each session included moments of reflection 
(e.g., “Where does water come from?”), exploration ac-
tivities (e.g., matching successive steps of development 
from egg to adult stage of different insects such as lady-
bug, dragonfly, or butterfly), short videos (e.g., “What is 
the ozone layer?”), and creative activities (e.g., by group, 
collective paintings of animals living in a specific bio-
tope, such as the forest, desert, or sea). Interested readers 
can find more details about this intervention through the 
material and detailed description of each session on OSF 
(link in the Acknowledgements).

Measures

Moral disengagement

We used the French-version of the Moral Disengagement 
in Bullying Scale (Fr-MDBS; Tolmatcheff et al.,  2022), 
adapted from Thornberg and Jungert (2014). The mech-
anisms of dehumanization and blaming the victim are 
merged into one factor, yielding seven first-order factors 
(Thornberg & Jungert,  2014). The Fr-MDBS has been 
validated as a second order-factor structure, which en-
titles researchers to use either the global score of moral 
disengagement or its subscales, depending on their in-
terests (Tolmatcheff et al.,  2022). Because we aimed to 
investigate the general reduction in moral disengage-
ment (rather than in specific mechanisms) following the 
related intervention, we used the global score of moral 
disengagement. As the questionnaire's length needed 
to be limited, we removed four out of the 18 items to 
keep only two items per factor. Students were asked to 
indicate to what degree they agreed or disagreed with 
each of the 14 statements (from 0  =  totally disagree to 
4  =  totally agree), for example, “If people are weird, it 
is their own fault if they get bullied”. Following recom-
mendations for estimating reliability coefficients with 
ordinal Likert-type scales, we used the polychoric corre-
lation matrix to compute the ordinal Cronbach's alphas 
(Gadermann et al.,  2012): α was =  .84 at T1 and .87 at 
T2. The results of the confirmatory factorial analysis 
(CFA) showed a good fit for the higher-order structure: 
𝑥2(70, N =  1094) =  120.7, p < .001, comparative fit index 
(CFI) = .97, Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = .97, root mean 
square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .026, 95% CI: 

.018–.033, and standardized root mean square residual 
(SRMR)  =  .027. Because of a small negative residual 
variance for one of the first-order factors (advantageous 
comparison) at T2, this factor variance was fixed to a 
small positive value (0.1) to avoid convergence problems.

Perceived injunctive class norm

We translated into French eight items from Salmivalli 
and Voeten  (2004) measuring attitudes toward bully-
ing, for example, “Bullying may be fun sometimes” 
(from 0 = totally disagree to 4 = totally agree). Following 
the original pilot study procedure for measuring the 
perceived injunctive class norm, we instructed the stu-
dents to indicate what they believed that most of their 
classmates would answer, instead of their own opinion 
(Perkins et al.,  2011). Two items were difficult for the 
students to understand and were deleted to improve the 
scale's internal consistency. Ordinal Cronbach's alpha 
for the six remaining items was α = .78 at T1 and .80 at 
T2. As four of the six items were reversed, a method-
specific factor was added to the measurement model to 
take account of this shared specific variance. The results 
of the CFA showed a good fit: 𝑥2(5, N = 1091) = 9.5, p > .05, 
CFI = .99, TLI = .98, RMSEA = .029, 95% CI: .000–.056, 
and SRMR = .013.

Bullying

We used a 10-item scale intended for primary school 
students (Tolmatcheff et al., 2020), which assessed di-
rect (3 items: insulting, hitting or kicking or slapping, 
biting or scratching or pulling hair), indirect (4 items: 
excluding, gossiping, hiding or damaging personal 
things, teasing), and cyber (3 items: insulting or in-
timidating through the Internet [Snapchat, Facebook, 
Instagram, TikTok, …]; calling or texting; releasing 
pictures or videos) bullying behaviors. Students had 
to indicate how many times (from 0 to 4 = 4 times or 
more) they had exhibited these behaviors toward an-
other student over the last 3 months, for example, “I 
have hidden or damaged another student's things on 
purpose”; “I have shared a picture or video of a stu-
dent with others to make fun of him or her.” We used 
a bifactor model to assess both the general construct 
of bullying shared by the facets and the specific fac-
ets (indirect, direct, and cyber) simultaneously (Chen 
et al., 2012). The CFA results demonstrated a good fit: 
𝑥2(29, N  =  1097)  =  34.8, p > .05, CFI  =  .99, TLI  =  .99, 
RMSEA = .014, 95% CI: .000–.028, and SRMR = .025. 
Ordinal Cronbach's alphas were α  =  .85 (T1) and .83 
(T2) for the global construct, α = .74 (T1) and .75 (T2) 
for indirect bullying, α =  .81 (T1) and .81 (T2) for di-
rect bullying, and α =  .85 (T1) and .84 (T2) for cyber 
bullying.
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Defender behavior

We adapted three items based on the shortened version of 
the participant roles scale (Sutton & Smith, 1999), which 
we formulated as self-reported (instead of peer-reported) 
statements. For example, the description “Comforts the 
victim” was turned into “I comfort the victim.” The two 
other items exploring students' potential defending be-
havior when witnessing a bullying episode were as fol-
lows: “I ask an adult or peer for help” and “I try to help 
the victim.” Students had to indicate how often they be-
haved as described in each item (0 = never, 1 = seldom, 
2 = sometimes, 3 = usually, 4 = always). Ordinal alpha was 
α = .67 at T1 and .73 at T2.

Outsider behavior

Students were asked about their outsider behavior 
when witnessing a bullying episode. We adapted three 
items based on the shortened version of the participant 
roles scale (Sutton & Smith, 1999), formulated as self-
reported statements, like for the defender behavior 
items. The three items were as follows: “I pretend not 
to notice what is happening,” “I don't look in that di-
rection or I stay away,” and “I don't do anything” (from 
0 = never to 4 = always). Ordinal alpha was α = .70 at T1 
and .79 at T2.

Analytical strategy

We first ran variance analyses (ANOVA) to compare the 
three groups at baseline. Prior examination of the Q-Q 
plots had indicated substantial deviation from normal-
ity for bullying, outsider behavior (positively skewed), 
and perceived injunctive class norm (negatively skewed). 
Therefore, we performed a square root transformation 
on these variables beforehand. In addition, we ran non-
parametric Kruskal–Wallis tests on the nontransformed 
variables to check the results' consistency. Table  A1 
(Appendix) provides the results of these preliminary 
analyses.

We performed structural equation modeling with 
MPlus version 8.4. In this case, the default estimation 
with complex survey data is maximum likelihood ro-
bust, which provides parameter estimates that are 
robust to non-normality and nonindependence of ob-
servations, and is also a leading technique for handling 
missing data, using full-information maximum likeli-
hood (Enders,  2010). Examination of the intraclass 
coefficients of all dependent variables (provided as 
Supporting Information, see Table S3) showed that the 
between-school variability was negligible. Therefore, 
only the class level was taken into account in the anal-
yses. In the final model, data were missing on all ob-
served dependent variables in 39 cases (3.2%), which 

Mplus automatically excluded from the analyses. The 
covariance coverage of data was above 92% for all the 
indicators.

Change between the pre and posttest of both medi-
ating and outcome variables was measured using latent 
change (LC) models. LC models rely on the breakdown 
of the latent state variable at Time 2 (State 2) into initial 
state (State 1) plus change, that is, the latent difference 
variable (State 2 − State 1; see Figure  3). Latent differ-
ence variables represent interindividual differences in 
true (error-free) intraindividual change over time and 
can be used like any other latent variable (Geiser, 2013). 
Method effects of indicators are likely to appear in lon-
gitudinal analyses, because indicators share a specific 
variance with themselves over time, which violates the 
assumption of uncorrelated residuals. To overcome this 
issue, we allowed the residuals of the same indicator to 
correlate over time (Geiser, 2013).

As LC models require at least strong factorial invari-
ance, we tested measurement invariance across time 
for all dependent variables (provided as Supporting 
Information, see Table  S4). We imposed progressive 
equality constraints on factor loadings, intercepts, 
and residual variances and tested the fit of each nested 
model against the previous (less restrictive) one for all 
dependent variables (Geiser, 2013). As the Chi-square 
(χ2) difference test is highly sensitive to sample size 
and can thus lead to model rejection even when dis-
crepancies are trivial, specific recommendations have 
been developed for comparing pairs of nested models 
in large samples (N > 300) in the context of measure-
ment invariance. Weak noninvariance is indicated by 
a CFI difference greater than .01 supplemented by a 
difference in the RMSEA greater than .015 or a dif-
ference in SRMR greater than  .03. The same prevails 
for strong noninvariance, except that the difference 
in SRMR should be greater than .01 (Chen,  2007). 
Although only strong invariance is a prerequisite for a 
meaningful interpretation of latent mean change over 
time, we selected the strict invariance model when it 
held because it is most parsimonious while still repre-
senting the data adequately (Geiser, 2013).

Next, we ran a latent path analysis to examine the 
distinct effects of the interventions on the outcomes of 
interest through the hypothesized mediators. Because 
the categorical predictor (X) had three levels (a control 
group vs. two experimental conditions), we used contrast 
coding with the control group as the reference category 
to estimate the direct and indirect effects with a multi-
categorical X (Hayes, 2018). The final mediation model 
included the two dummy-coded binary predictors (moral 
disengagement and social norms components), the two 
mediating latent difference variables (change in moral 
disengagement and change in perceived injunctive class 
norm), and the three outcome latent difference variables: 
change in bullying, defender behaviors, and outsider 
behaviors (see Figure  3). To assess the indirect effects' 
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significance, we used the asymmetric bootstrap method, 
which does not assume the normality of the sampling 
distribution of the indirect effect; 200 bootstraps were 
required to obtain the 95% confidence intervals. Finally, 
we conducted additional exploratory analyses to ex-
amine the effects of the two interventions on the three 
specific facets of bullying (indirect, direct, and cyber) as 
well as the influence of gender and age as covariates.

RESU LTS

Table  A1 (see Appendix) displays the descriptive sta-
tistics (means and standard deviations) of the mediat-
ing and outcome variables. Supporting Information 

provides correlations between all latent variables at T1 
(see Table S2). Despite the randomization process, pre-
liminary analyses pointed to significant between-group 
differences for some variables of interest at baseline. 
Students in the social norms condition initially reported 
slightly less bullying behaviors than the other groups. 
Students in the moral disengagement condition initially 
reported slightly more outsider behaviors than the other 
groups. Finally, students in the control group reported 
slightly more perceived classmates' anti-bullying at-
titudes than students in the social norms condition. 
However, this effect was only marginally significant ac-
cording to the Bonferroni post hoc test (p = .049). As in-
dicated by partial eta squared, all three effects can be 
considered as small.

F I G U R E  3   Effects of intervening on moral disengagement and social norms on Students' bullying, outsider, and defender behaviors. Each 
latent variable (indicated by an ellipse) displayed on the graph implies a latent change model with autocorrelated errors. However, only the LC 
model of perceived anti-bullying injunctive class norm is represented in the graph for the sake of clarity. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Strong factorial invariance was reached for all de-
pendent variables, allowing for a meaningful interpre-
tation of latent mean change over time. Supporting 
Information provide details of the measurement in-
variance testing (see Table  S4). Figure  3 shows the 
unstandardized regression coefficients for the full 
mediation model. Parameter estimates between brack-
ets do not differ significantly from zero. Significant 
regression coefficients ranged from small to medium 
effect size. Covariances between the factors are not 
displayed for the sake of clarity. The model demon-
strated good model fit: 𝑥2(2605, N =  1166) =  18,339.6, 
p < .001, CFI = .91, TLI = .91, RMSEA = .021, 95% CI: 
.020–.022, and SRMR =  .046. The percentage of vari-
ance explained by the full model (as indicated by the 
R2) was 21.3% for the change in moral disengagement, 
13.9% for the change in perceived anti-bullying injunc-
tive class norm, 29.8% for the change in bullying, 25.0% 
for the change in outsider behaviors, and 17.0% for the 
change in defender behaviors.

Moral disengagement component

The results indicated that intervening on moral disen-
gagement significantly decreased moral disengagement 
in students (a1  =  −.46). Change in moral disengage-
ment, in turn, was positively linked to change in bul-
lying (b1 = .33) and outsider behaviors (b2 = .20)—thus 
a decrease in moral disengagement was associated 
with a decrease in bullying and outsider behaviors. 
Furthermore, change in moral disengagement was 
negatively linked to change in defender behaviors 
(b3 = −.10)—thus, a decrease in moral disengagement 
was associated with an increase in defender behaviors. 
The standardized indirect effect on the outcome vari-
ables f lowing through moral disengagement was sig-
nificant in all three cases (bullying 95% CI [−.15, −.05], 
outsider behaviors 95% CI [−.08, −.02], and defender 
behaviors 95% CI [.00, .06]). The results also displayed 
a significant positive direct effect on the change in bul-
lying behaviors (c′

1
 = .22; p < .05), as shown in Figure 3. 

However, this effect was not robust, as it was not sig-
nificant when using the asymmetric bootstrap 95% CI 
procedure ([−.04, .21]).

Social norms component

The social norms intervention had a significant direct 
effect decreasing bullying (c′

4
 = −.18). However, the per-

ceived injunctive class norm did not mediate this effect. 
More specifically, the intervention did not yield change 
in the hypothesized mediator (a4), which, in turn, did not 
predict change in any of the outcome variables (b4, b5, 
and b6). Accordingly, none of the indirect effects were 
significant.

Additional analyses

Additional exploratory analyses yielded similar conclu-
sions. Change in moral disengagement predicted change 
in indirect (β = .30), direct (β = .27), and cyber (β = .17) 
bullying. The corresponding standardized indirect ef-
fects were significant for indirect (95% CI [−.22, −.09]) 
and direct bullying (95% CI [−.22, −.08]), and margin-
ally significant for cyber bullying (95% CI [−.16, .00]). 
Intervening on moral disengagement had a significant 
direct effect increasing indirect bullying (β  =  .23), but 
not direct or cyber bullying. In addition, the significant 
direct effect of the social norms intervention related to 
both indirect (β  =  −.17) and direct bullying (β  =  −.17), 
but not to cyber bullying. The percentage of variance 
explained by the full model (as indicated by the R2) was 
31.7% for the change in indirect bullying, 24.7% for the 
change in direct bullying, and 42.9% for the change in 
cyber bullying.

As gender and age can be related to bullying and by-
stander behaviors, we checked whether the results dif-
fered when we controlled for them in the final model. 
The results were similar to the main analyses. The model 
controlling for these covariates had a slightly less fa-
vorable fit, which is why they were not kept in the final 
model.

DISCUSSION

Because most intervention studies assess anti-bullying 
programs' components in combination and omit to test 
the hypothesized mediators, our understanding of how 
these programs work and our knowledge of the psy-
chosocial developmental processes involved in bullying 
remain limited. Additionally, because of the limited ef-
fectiveness of anti-bullying programs, we need to test 
innovative interventions that target under-explored rel-
evant processes involved in bullying. This study aimed to 
address these methodological gaps to expand our knowl-
edge of the influence of moral disengagement and social 
norms on bullying, as well as determine their potential as 
targets of anti-bullying program components.

Our results showed that intervening on moral disen-
gagement decreased students' use of moral disengage-
ment mechanisms, supporting our first hypothesis. It is 
noteworthy that the moral disengagement component 
had no effect on the other mediator, the perceived in-
junctive class norm toward bullying. This supports the 
idea that the intervention's design successfully isolated 
moral disengagement and did not incidentally elicit an-
other anti-bullying component. The reduction in moral 
disengagement, in turn, led to a decrease in bullying and 
outsider behaviors, and an increase in defending, sup-
porting our other hypotheses. The three corresponding 
indirect effects were significant, confirming the medi-
ating role of moral disengagement. Additional analyses 
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revealed that the indirect effects of the intervention were 
significant for indirect and direct bullying, and margin-
ally significant for cyber bullying. This might be because 
of the low prevalence of cyber bullying in our sample, 
which is consistent with prevalence rates generally found 
among elementary students (e.g., Salmivalli, 2021). These 
analyses also indicated that the direct effect of the in-
tervention increased indirect (but not direct or cyber) 
bullying. Although this effect was not robust, it may sug-
gest that some of the students—most likely, some of the 
bullies—were less receptive to the intervention. These 
less responsive bullies may have adjusted their behavior 
by turning to more hidden forms of bullying in reaction 
to the general change in both moral disengagement and 
bullying among their classmates.

Regarding the social norms component, our hypoth-
eses were refuted. Although the intervention decreased 
both indirect and direct bullying, this effect was not 
mediated through the hypothesized mediator—the per-
ceived injunctive class norm toward bullying—thus, leav-
ing the question of the processes involved open. While 
providing people with correct information about the ac-
tual group norm has been proven effective in rectifying 
their misperception in various norm-based interventions 
(Miller & Prentice, 2016), including anti-bullying inter-
ventions in early adolescents (11–14 years old; Dillon & 
Lochman, 2019; Perkins et al., 2011), this was not the case 
in our study. In addition, no direct effect of the inter-
vention was found for outsider or defender behaviors. It 
could be that, despite the intervention, standing up to 
the bullies was too risky for bystanders, who may have 
feared for their own safety and status (e.g., becoming the 
next victim). Bullies, on the other hand, may have been 
more sensitive to the intervention as they are particularly 
driven by dominance goals (e.g., Sijtsema et al.,  2009) 
and would likely not want to risk their social status, thus 
being more prone to adjust their behavior to align with 
the peer norm.

A possible explanation for the absence of change in 
students' perceptions of the injunctive class norm is that 
the effect did not flow through the expected mediator. 
For instance, perhaps the intervention did not lead stu-
dents to cognitively reconstruct their estimate of the 
norm, but simply weakened their global perceptions of 
peer support toward bullying (Miller & Prentice, 2016; 
Prentice, 2008). It is possible that students grasped the 
idea that general approval toward a pro-bullying norm 
within their class was illusory, which might have been 
enough to initiate a pattern of behavior that became self-
sustaining (Prentice, 2008). Similar instances of behav-
ior change occurring without change in norm perception 
have previously been found in some drinking norm-
based interventions (Prentice, 2008).

Alternatively, in the case that bullies have been pri-
marily impacted by the intervention, change in students' 
bullying behaviors would thus have been mediated by 
bullies' perceptions of the class injunctive norm toward 

bullying. As bullying behaviors are often endorsed by 
popular peers (e.g., Vaillancourt et al., 2003), this is also 
in line with previous research suggesting that popular 
students are powerful norm setters (e.g., Laninga-Wijnen 
et al., 2017; Peets et al., 2015; Veenstra & Lodder, 2022). 
Following this explanatory hypothesis, a remaining 
question is whether this relatively short-term effect on 
popular students' perceptions and bullying behaviors 
would have translated into a change in bystanders' per-
ceptions of the injunctive norm—and subsequently in 
their behaviors—in the long term.

Among the other types of norms that may have 
mediated the effect of the intervention, the subgroup 
of friends may also be seen as more influential than 
the whole class group (e.g., Paluck & Shepherd, 2012; 
Rigby & Johnson,  2006). Alternatively, teachers also 
convey social norms among their students, both explic-
itly and implicitly (Veenstra & Lodder, 2022). It is also 
possible that the intervention did not impact any type 
of norm, but rather a totally different mediator. For 
instance, the intervention could have raised students' 
awareness of their own anti-bullying attitudes, with-
out necessarily changing students' perceptions of their 
classmates' attitudes.

Finally, another possible explanation is related to the 
implementation of the intervention—that is, how the in-
tervention was delivered in practice by the teachers. As 
norms are believed to be a powerful vehicle of change 
(e.g., Miller & Prentice,  2016), key messages of norm-
based interventions need to be accurately delivered. It 
is possible that a distorted message might even have a 
detrimental effect on students' perception of the injunc-
tive class norm. If some of the teachers did not deliver 
the class norms-based messages as intended, a partial 
negative effect on the perceived norm could conceal the 
potential effectiveness of the intervention when imple-
mented correctly.

Strengths and limitations

Strengths of this study are the relatively large sample 
with high retention rates, the use of LC models, the con-
trol for the nested structure of the data, the assessment 
of specific anti-bullying components in isolation, and the 
assessment of the hypothesized mediators. With respect 
to this last point, in particular, this study illustrates the 
importance of measuring the mediating paths for evalu-
ation of anti-bullying programs (Volk et al., 2017). The 
significant indirect effects found for the moral disengage-
ment intervention would not have been detected without 
mediation, because they would have been concealed in 
the total effects at the distal level (Rucker et al., 2011). By 
contrast, in the case of the social norms intervention, we 
would have wrongly assumed that the hypothesized (but 
not assessed) mediator—the perceived injunctive class 
norm—mediated change in bullying.
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Despite its strengths, this study also has some lim-
itations. First, despite the randomization process, some 
small yet significant between-groups differences were 
present at baseline. To minimize these initial differences, 
researchers can use a so-called stratification randomiza-
tion procedure, in which allocation takes account of a 
well-chosen set of initial average levels of, for instance, 
bullying or anti-bullying attitudes. However, such a pro-
cess can be tricky when there are relatively few schools 
per condition like in our study, as it does not always give 
enough latitude in making a proper allocation.

Second, because all measures were self-reported, re-
sults may have been partially inflated because of shared 
method variance across the mediators and outcome vari-
ables. We could have analyzed peer reports of bullying 
and bystander roles in addition to self-reports. Such a 
multi-informant design may compensate for their respec-
tive biases (see Hymel & Swearer, 2015; Volk et al., 2017).

Third, the absence of a follow-up limits our knowl-
edge of the longer-term effects of the interventions. In 
the social norms intervention, in particular, a third wave 
of data collection could have helped clarifying whether 
the short-term effect on bullying behaviors would subse-
quently influence bystanders' normative perceptions and 
behaviors. In the moral disengagement intervention, an 
additional wave of data collection could have provided 
insights in the persistence of the effects over time.

Fourth, because this study was not replicated across 
different sociocultural groups (e.g., in other countries), 
our results may not generalize to other contexts. Beyond 
intercultural variations in bullying terminology and 
definition, cultural and societal differences have been 
suggested to influence the nature and manifestations of 
bullying behaviors (e.g., in Eastern vs. Western cultures; 
Smith et al.,  2016), as well as the effectiveness of anti-
bullying programs (Gaffney et al., 2019b). However, the 
BLP-MD's pilot study was originally conducted among 
American elementary students (Wang & Goldberg, 2017) 
and yielded similar results to ours. It is thus entirely pos-
sible that the cultural context does not threaten our find-
ings' replicability. Nonetheless, both Belgium and the 
United States belong to the so-called WEIRD—Western, 
educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic—
countries, which represent only a small percentage of the 
world's population (Henrich et al., 2010).

Finally, this study did not take the implementation 
of the interventions into account. It is now recognized 
that implementation of school-based prevention pro-
grams in natural contexts varies, especially when de-
livered by teachers, and that these f luctuations are 
likely to influence programs' outcomes (Durlak & 
DuPre,  2008). That most evaluation studies do not 
take into account implementation (Haataja et al., 2014) 
may thus also contributes to the “black box” of anti-
bullying programs that limits our understanding of 
how these programs work and the processes involved 
in bullying. Providing the teachers with a detailed 

description of how each session was supposed to un-
fold may have helped enhance implementation quality, 
but may not have been sufficient to prevent implemen-
tation discrepancies between teachers.

Implications and future directions

Determining the potential of anti-bullying compo-
nents targeting specific processes involved in bullying 
is important for two reasons. First, as school bullying 
represents a serious public health issue, it is critical to 
tackle it using the most effective and cutting-edge inter-
ventions. Second, given the generally limited time and 
financial resources of schools, it is crucial to identify ef-
fective anti-bullying components to design prevention 
programs with the best possible cost-effectiveness ratio 
(Menesini & Salmivalli,  2017). This intervention study 
provides sound evidence supporting the role of moral 
disengagement not only in bullying, but also in out-
sider and defender behaviors. Beyond the context of a 
structured anti-bullying intervention, knowledge of the 
moral disengagement mechanisms could enable teach-
ers and school staff in general to detect and invalidate 
them in students when dealing with a bullying situation 
(Tolmatcheff et al., 2022). In addition, future studies may 
investigate whether targeting moral disengagement could 
be effective in tackling cyber bullying in older students.

We hypothesized that some of the bullies adjusted 
their bullying behavior in reaction to their classmates' 
change in both moral disengagement and bullying. This 
finding might also be related to the recent concept of col-
lective moral disengagement, which refers to individuals' 
perceptions of the extent to which moral disengagement 
mechanisms are shared within the group (rather than 
the sum of each individual's moral disengagement in the 
group; Thornberg, Wänström, et al.,  2021). Collective 
moral disengagement was found to be associated with 
bullying in recent studies, even after controlling for in-
dividual moral disengagement (Thornberg, Wänström, 
et al., 2021). We suggest that collective moral disengage-
ment may be seen as a perceived norm regarding com-
mon or approved moral disengagement mechanisms 
regarding bullying within the class. The theoretical ar-
ticulation between individual moral disengagement, col-
lective moral disengagement, and social norms should be 
further developed.

Even though the causal path of our social norms in-
tervention remains unknown, it had an impact on stu-
dents' bullying. As such, it is a promising anti-bullying 
component to further explore. Nevertheless, we still 
poorly understand the underlying processes of social 
norms (Veenstra & Laninga-Wijnen, 2022), and research 
is needed that determines the differential effects of dif-
ferent types of norms (Veenstra & Lodder, 2022).

Future studies should also examine the differential 
effects of both interventions on the different participant 
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roles involved in bullying. Differential effects of anti-
bullying interventions are also likely to occur for differ-
ent age groups (Yeager et al., 2015). Both moral judgment 
and peer influence evolve over the course of development. 
As children grow, they become increasingly capable of 
abstract reasoning, and progress from external to in-
creasing self-regulation overall (Bandura, 1991). The use 
of moral disengagement mechanisms toward bullying 
is conditioned by students' moral standards, which are 
adopted, revised, modified, and replaced over the years 
(Bandura,  1991). Intervening on moral disengagement 
could thus be increasingly effective with age. This is im-
portant for prevention, as meta-analyses have indicated 
that the effectiveness of anti-bullying programs declines 
with older adolescents (Yeager et al., 2015). Similarly, in-
tervening on class norms may be more effective in older 
students, as it has been suggested that the tendency to 
conform and peer influence increase during adolescence 
(Sandstrom & Bartini, 2010). Researchers have recently 
called for studies on how peer norms influence varies de-
velopmentally (Veenstra & Lodder, 2022).

By addressing the two methodological gaps, this 
study aims to provide guidelines for the assessment of 
anti-bullying components targeting specific processes 
involved in bullying and to set the course for future 
evaluation studies. We advocate for a real “return to the 
roots” for anti-bullying programs to determine the po-
tential of their components and design programs with the 
best cost-effectiveness ratio. In a second step, relevant 
components should likely be combined to maximize the 
effectiveness of interventions. However, the inclusion of 
each additional component, therefore, needs to be care-
fully weighted in terms of its cost-effectiveness from a 
public health perspective (Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017). 
Finally, future studies should carefully monitor the im-
plementation of anti-bullying interventions by teachers 
and examine its influence on the outcomes, as this gap 
likely also contributes to the “black box” of anti-bullying 
programs.

Overall, our findings provided additional evidence for 
the involvement of moral disengagement in both bullying 
and bystander behaviors and indicated that moral dis-
engagement can be easily reduced in early adolescents. 
However, the intervention itself still needs to be refined 
to prevent the concurrent increase in indirect bullying in 
students who did not decrease in moral disengagement. 
In sum, our findings suggest that a component targeting 
moral disengagement may be relevant to incorporate in 
anti-bullying programs. Intervening on social norms is 
also a promising direction for prevention as the interven-
tion decreased bullying, but further research is needed 
on the mechanisms through which social norms reduce 
bullying.
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