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Moral judgment, self-serving cognitive distortions, and peer 
bullying among secondary school adolescents
Daniel Brugman a, Kevin van der Meulen b and John C. Gibbsc

aDepartment of Psychology, Universiteit Utrecht, Utrecht, The Netherlands; bFaculty of Psychology, 
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, Madrid, Spain; cDepartment of Psychology, Ohio State University, 
Columbus, Ohio, USA

ABSTRACT
This study examined whether and how moral judgment compo-
nents (moral reasoning and moral value evaluation) combined with 
self-serving cognitive distortions are related to peer bullying 
(including associated participant roles) among adolescents. A total 
of 522 adolescents (49% males) from grades 1 to 4 of three public 
secondary schools in Spain (Mage = 14.6 years, range 12–18 years) 
completed questionnaires on moral judgment, self-serving cogni-
tive distortions, and bullying. Bullies and bully-victims showed the 
lowest levels of moral judgment and the highest levels of self- 
serving cognitive distortions. In contrast, moral judgment was high-
est and self-serving cognitive distortions lowest for defenders and 
bystanders. Self-serving cognitive distortions mediated completely 
the relationship between moral reasoning and bullying, and par-
tially between moral evaluation and bullying. Multigroup analyses 
indicated that the strength of the relationships between the moral 
judgment components and self-serving cognitive distortions varied 
across adolescents’ role. Anti-bullying intervention programs 
should include the facilitation of moral reasoning and valuing as 
well as the reduction of self-serving cognitive distortions.
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The contribution of self-serving cognitive distortions (SSCD) and related constructs such 
as moral disengagement to bullying has been extensively investigated (e.g., Gini et al.,  
2014; Killer et al., 2019). These constructs refer to rationalizing attitudes and beliefs to 
neutralize or disable self-regulatory functions, thereby protecting the self from blame or 
guilt and negative self-worth (Bandura, 2016; Gibbs, 2019). Few studies, however, have 
included the moral factor in its own right, i.e., moral judgment (Brugman et al., 2023; 
Patrick et al., 2019; Romera et al., 2019). Yet moral judgment and its relationship to SSCD 
may importantly contribute to the understanding and treatment of peer bullying. 
Accordingly, the present study examined whether and how moral judgment and SSCD 
differentially relate to bullying and associated participant roles among adolescents in 
secondary schools. The literature distinguishes six participant roles in bullying: bully, 
victim, bully-victim, bystander, victim defender, and bully-ally. Bullies could be expected 
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to evidence the lowest levels of moral judgment as well as the highest levels of SSCD. The 
opposite levels might be expected for defenders, with less specified expectations for other 
roles.

The present study is the first to examine the contribution made by both moral 
judgment and self-serving cognitive distortions in accounting for bullying behavior 
and associated roles in secondary schools. The measures and methods utilized were 
innovative in several ways. Moral judgment was measured in terms of not only moral 
reasoning but also moral evaluation. To examine not only direct but also indirect 
relationships with bullying, a process model was tested encompassing both moral judg-
ment components, SSCD, and bullying. Furthermore, we examined the invariance of 
a process model with moral judgment components and SSCD across the distinct bullying 
roles. Finally, beyond the definitional procedures used in extant literature, we used an 
empirical method, i.e., discriminant analysis, to distinguish participant roles in bullying.

Moral judgment: reasoning and evaluation

Moral judgment is a reasoned or justified and prescriptive evaluation of values or 
decisions concerning matters of social right and wrong, benevolence and harm (Gibbs,  
2019, pp. 45, 302). Gibbs’s neo-Kohlbergian theory focuses on individuals’ development 
of moral reasoning which is characterized by immature and mature levels—and within 
those levels, moderately coherent stages. Mature moral reasoning entails an understand-
ing of the mutualistic basis of interpersonal relationships and social systems. Less studied 
in the (neo-) Kohlbergian tradition is the evaluation of values or decisions as right or 
wrong.

Social domain theorists have studied moral evaluation as moral acceptability. 
According to the social domain theory, children construct knowledge in the moral, 
conventional, and personal areas of the social domain. Moral acceptability provides 
one of the criteria people use to distinguish moral transgressions from those in other 
domains (Nucci, 2001; Tisak, 1995; Turiel, 2008). Children consider transgressions in the 
moral domain as more serious and less acceptable than transgressions in the conven-
tional and personal domains. Less studied in social domain theory has been moral 
reasoning development.

The present study is based on the Sociomoral Reflection Measure—Short Form 
Objective (SRM-SFO; Brugman et al., 2023; see, Gibbs et al., 2019), an instrument that 
assesses moral reasoning maturity as well as moral evaluation. The SRM-SFO is 
a dilemma-free, multiple-choice questionnaire to measure moral judgment and is parti-
cularly useful in large-scale research on adolescents. To induce moral reasoning, the 
SRM-SFO uses moral evaluation questions such as, ‘How important is it for people to 
keep promises, if they can, to friends?’ or ‘Is it right or wrong for people to keep promises, 
if they can, to friends?’ In this study, we used the latter question because moral reasoning 
clarifies why keeping promises is evaluated as right or wrong. Given its inclusion of both 
reasoning and evaluation components, the present study of moral judgment may con-
tribute to cognitive developmental as well as social domain literatures. It is worth noting 
that the SRM-SFO does not evaluate norm transgressions, e.g., bullying, as is usual in 
social domain research, but rather value-based behaviors, e.g., keeping promises.
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Within moral judgment, moral reasoning and moral evaluation interrelate. Moral 
reasoning is a developmental construct to which moral evaluation can be related (cf., 
Lourenço, 2014). Kohlberg (1984, pp. 517, 537) argued, for example, that a moral 
evaluation or decision should ideally be derived from rational moral principles. Gibbs 
(2019) noted that bystanders can take the perspective of victims and empathize with them 
in their situation. Hence, as they gain in moral reasoning maturity, bystanders’ moral 
evaluation may change and their role may accordingly shift from reinforcing the bully to 
defending the victim. However, it is generally accepted that in everyday life the relation-
ship between moral reasoning and evaluation is bidirectional (Blasi, 2009). Elementary 
school-aged children evaluate bullying as wrong (e.g., Thornberg et al., 2016). This can be 
supported with increasingly mature understanding as they grow beyond the superficial in 
their social perspective-taking and moral reasoning.

Beyond moral reasoning and evaluation, other individual and group factors may 
influence a participant’s role and situational actions. Noted in the literature have been 
moral courage, educational and temperamental characteristics, group-related motiva-
tions such as communal (feeling part of the group, making friends) or agentic (being 
admired or influential) goals (e.g., Gibbs et al., 1986; Salmivalli, 2010; van der Meulen 
et al., 2019).

Moral reasoning and evaluation in relationship to peer bullying

The transition from the immature to the mature level is considered to be crucial in 
adolescents’ moral development. Developmental delay in attaining the mature level is 
a serious risk factor for delinquency, aggression, and other types of antisocial behavior 
(Gibbs et al., 2007; Stams et al., 2006). Bullying is distinguished from other forms of 
aggressive behavior as it implies an interpersonal interaction of systematic abuse and 
imbalance of power (Olweus, 1993; Smith, 2014). Peer bullying in schools is typically 
a group phenomenon entailing students’ participation in one or more roles. Besides 
bullies (perpetrators) and victims, bystanders constitute a third role. Commonly, these 
bystanders are present during bullying episodes (Jones et al., 2015), but even those who 
are not present are usually aware of the abusive relationship. Some bystanders (bully- 
allies) participate by joining or encouraging the bully or bullies, and some stay passive 
(and do nothing), whereas others actively defend the victim (Patrick et al., 2019; 
Salmivalli et al., 1996). Bully-victims are individuals who across different situations 
take the role of bully or are themselves a victim.

Research on the relationship between moral reasoning and bullying behavior in 
adolescents has produced inconclusive results (Levasseur et al., 2017; Patrick et al.,  
2019; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). Gini et al. (2011) found that bullies showed an 
enhanced level of moral reasoning relative to victims but lacked moral compassion. 
Von Grundherr et al. (2017) found a negative relationship between moral reasoning 
competence and aggressive roles in bullying. Patrick et al. (2019) found an inverse 
relationship between moral reasoning level and antisocial responses of bystanders in 
bullying situations.

Beyond its negative relationship to antisocial behavior such as bullying, moral reason-
ing may positively relate to behaviors like helping, volunteering, or defending the victim 
of bullying (e.g., Carlo, 2014; Goethem et al., 2012). Studies of the direct relationship of 
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moral reasoning to defending behavior have yielded mixed results, with some indicating 
positive relations (e.g., Pozzoli et al., 2017; van Noorden et al., 2015) and others negative 
or no relations (Patrick et al., 2019; van der Ploeg et al., 2017; von Grundherr et al., 2017). 
The differing results may be due partly to the use in these studies of different instruments 
to measure moral reasoning: notably, the Moral Competence Test (MCT, von Grundherr 
et al., 2017; cf., Lind, 2002), the Prosocial Moral Reasoning Measure (PROM, Carlo et al.,  
1992), and the Sociomoral Reflection Measure—Short Form (SRM-SF, Gibbs et al.,  
1992). These instruments have different theoretical backgrounds and measure slightly 
different constructs.

Few studies investigated the relationship between moral evaluation and bullying. 
Thornberg et al. (2016) showed that elementary school children judged bullying behavior 
in hypothetical situations as morally wrong, independently of school rules. In a follow-up 
study, Thornberg et al. (2017) found additionally that non-bullies judged bullying as 
more wrong than bullies.

Self-serving cognitive distortions and moral disengagement in relation to bullying

SSCD and moral disengagement (Bandura, 2016) do not stem not from cognitive- 
developmental theory but instead from sociological neutralization theory (Sykes & 
Matza, 1957; cf., Barriga et al., 2000; Paciello et al., 2013). According to Ribeaud and 
Eisner (2010) SSCD, moral disengagement, and neutralization techniques capture the 
same cognitive processes or mechanisms. The classification of these processes differ, 
however. Cognitive distortions have been defined as ‘inaccurate or biased ways of 
attending to or conferring meaning upon experiences’ (Barriga et al., 2001). These 
distortions are labeled self-serving when justifying externalizing behavior such as aggres-
sion (Barriga et al., 2000). For example, a bully may justify aggression by minimizing/ 
mislabeling, like: ‘It was only a joke.’ Four types of SSCD are distinguished, but given the 
high correlations between the distortions, one overall mean score is justified (cf., Barriga 
et al., 2001).

Recently, Patrick et al. (2019) and van der Meulen et al. (2019) reported higher levels 
of SSCD in bullies and bully-victims than in victimized and non-involved students, with 
boys scoring higher than girls. Owens et al. (2014) found similar findings among 13- to 
16-year-olds. However, gender was not found to be a moderator in the relationship 
between SSCD and bullying.

In several studies SSCD was found to mediate the relationship between moral reason-
ing and antisocial behavior (Barriga et al., 2001; Beerthuizen & Brugman, 2013) or 
bullying (von Grundherr et al., 2017). The mediation role demonstrates that moral 
reasoning is not moral courage; situational factors are more important in determining 
behavioral outcomes. In addition to empathy, SSCD also attenuates the relationship 
between moral reasoning level or evaluation and externalizing behavior, including 
bullying (e.g., Beerthuizen & Brugman, 2013).

The results of SSCD on bullying are quite similar to the results of studies using moral 
disengagement. Bullies typically showed high levels of moral disengagement (e.g., Gini 
et al., 2014; Killer et al., 2019) as well as allies of bullies (e.g., Bjärehed et al., 2020; Gini,  
2006; Sjögren et al., 2021), whereas defenders of victims showed low levels (Killer et al.,  
2019; Mazzone et al., 2016). Also, these researchers viewed moral disengagement as 
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a mediator between individuals’ moral judgment and bullying or externalizing behavior. 
Furthermore, Gini et al. (2014) reported that males scored higher than females on moral 
disengagement, but no moderator effect was found for gender on the relationship between 
moral disengagement and aggressive bullying. Gender does not seem to play a role in the 
association between moral disengagement and bullying (cf., also Bjärehed et al., 2021).

Present study

This study entailed two primary aims. The first was to examine whether levels of moral 
reasoning and evaluation differed across adolescents’ participant roles in peer bullying 
situations. We hypothesized that of all participant roles, bullies would show the lowest 
levels of moral reasoning and evaluation, and defenders the highest (e.g., Patrick et al.,  
2019; Thornberg et al., 2017). The second aim was to determine how moral reasoning 
and evaluation, in addition to SSCD, relate to adolescents’ role in peer bullying. We 
hypothesized that the contributions of moral reasoning and evaluation on one hand and 
SSCD on the other would differ depending on adolescents’ role in bullying. The parti-
cipant roles show different behaviors, thus the strength of the relationships between the 
underlying processes of moral judgment and SSCD should also differ.

The recent availability of the moral reasoning maturity index in the SRM-SFO 
(Brugman et al., 2023) provided the opportunity to examine the usefulness of this 
measure in relation to bullying. The present study extends the findings of van der 
Meulen et al. (2019) on the relations of bullying roles to moral reasoning and evaluation 
in traditional bullying. At the time of van der Meulen et al.’s study, the moral reasoning 
index was under construction. In line with the empirical findings of other studies, van der 
Meulen et al. (2019) showed differences in self-serving cognitive distortions across 
adolescents’ participant roles in peer bullying. Bullies and bully-victims showed higher 
levels of self-serving cognitive distortions than victims and bystanders. Furthermore, 
females showed lower levels of self-serving cognitive distortions (cf., Gini et al., 2014). 
Van der Meulen and colleagues found no gender difference in adolescents’ roles in 
traditional bullying.

We first examined the relationships of moral reasoning and evaluation to demo-
graphics. For moral reasoning, we expected a gender difference favoring young adoles-
cent females. In addition, we expected moral reasoning to relate positively to age and 
grade level. We also expected a moderate positive relationship between moral reasoning 
and moral evaluation. Because moral evaluation is not a developmental construct, no 
relationship was expected between moral evaluation and age or grade level. A higher level 
of moral evaluation of moral values was expected in females than in males (for these 
expectations, see, Brugman et al., 2023).

Method

The sample and most instruments were described in more detail in van der Meulen et al. 
(2019).
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Participants

A total of 568 adolescents (282 males, 286 females; M age = 14.6; SD = 1.4; range 12– 
18 years) participated in the research. The adolescents were from three state-funded 
secondary schools in and around the city of Madrid, all with a similar middle-class socio- 
economic status student population. Students of two classrooms from each of four 
consecutive grades (first to fourth grades) participated in the study, resulting in a total 
of six classrooms per grade and 24 classrooms in total. Forty-six participants (8.0%), 26 
males and 20 females, were excluded, because the minimum required responses on moral 
reasoning was not achieved (see Measures), resulting in a final sample of 522 participants. 
No selective dropout was found for gender, age, grade, or school.

Procedure

Permission to conduct the study was asked from the respective school boards. Students 
and their families were informed about the study. Parents or other caretakers who 
wanted to know more about the research before participating were informed to contact 
the researchers. Students participated on a voluntary basis. The questionnaires were 
administered in the classroom during school hours. The researchers involved in the 
data collection first explained the procedure, then distributed the forms and answered 
students’ questions about completion of the questionnaires.

Measures

Sociomoral reasoning maturity (SRMP)
The SRM-SFO (Brugman et al., 2023) consists of 10 item sets, organized in four value 
areas: Contract & Truth (item set 1–4), Affiliation (5), Life (6–7), Property, Law and Legal 
Justice (8–10). Following the introductory stem is an item regarding the evaluation of 
a value like ‘keeping promises’ (e.g., ‘Is it right or wrong for people to keep promises, if 
they can, to friends?’). Subsequently, items are listed for support of the evaluation of that 
value (e.g., If you had to give a reason WHY it is (at least sometimes) RIGHT to keep 
a promise to a friend, if you can, what reason would you give?) followed by a reason (e.g., 
Because your friend may have done things for you, and you need friends). Reasons are 
offered in an array of four stage-keyed statements, representing stages one to four in 
a random order that are rated and ranked. The Sociomoral Reflection Maturity 
Percentage (SRMP) is the mean percentage of respondents' accepted mature responses 
from the total number of potential mature responses. The percentage of mature 
responses can vary between 0 (completely immature) and 100 (completely mature). 
The score on an item set is considered missing when a response is missing or responses 
within an item set are inconsistent. When more than 3 item set scores are missing, the 
total score is considered missing. Psychometric properties concerning reliability and 
validity of mature moral reasoning were examined in samples of adolescents in the 
Netherlands (Brugman et al., 2023). Reliability was adequate in our sample (Table 1).
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Moral evaluation (ME)
A 4-point Likert scale (‘right’, ‘a little right’, ‘a little wrong’, ‘wrong’) was used to assess 
participants' evaluation of each statement. The mean ME score is based on the 10 
evaluation ratings. The ME score was calculated after reversing the scores (wrong = 0; 
a little wrong = 1; a little right = 2; right = 3). A higher score means a higher acceptance of 
the moral value, for example, it is more right that people keep their promises to a friend, 
if they can. Following the 70% rule, the mean score was considered missing when more 
than 3 scores were missing. Reliability was sufficient for research purposes (Table 1).

Self-serving cognitive distortions (SSCD)
The How-I-Think Questionnaire (Barriga et al., 2001; Nas et al., 2008) contains 54 
6-point Likert items varying from totally agree to totally disagree, 39 of which can be 
clustered in the four types of cognitive distortions: self-centered orientation, minimizing/ 
mislabeling, assuming the worst, and blaming others. Empirically, these four types are 
highly interrelated. Several studies (Bacchini et al., 2016; Barriga et al., 2001; Nas et al.,  
2008) showed good reliability and construct validity of the measure. We used the total 
mean score only. Reliability was high (Table 1).

Anomalous response (AR)
This social desirability scale of the How I Think Questionnaire is designed to screen for 
suspect responding, and was used as a control variable. Participants responded along 
a six-point Likert scale from ‘disagree strongly’ to ‘agree strongly’. The reversed AR (AR- 
true, 7 items) was used. The reliability was adequate (Table 1). We checked whether high 
scoring participants on AR (5% scored higher than 5.50) affected the relationships in our 
sample. Excluding high-scoring participants affected twice as many females as males. 
Moreover, effects were negligible and lowered somewhat expected relationships (cf., also 
Nas et al., 2008). All respondents were included in the analyses.

Participant role in peer bullying (PRB)
An adapted version (van der Meulen et al., 2019) of the Olweus Bully-Victim 
Questionnaire (Olweus, 1996; Solberg & Olweus, 2003) was used, which has shown 
good psychometric properties, i.e., construct validity and reliability (e.g., Green et al.,  
2013; Kyriakides et al., 2006; Solberg & Olweus, 2003). The PRB starts with 10 items 
concerning the observation of all forms of traditional bullying in school (ignoring, not 
allowing someone to join in, insulting, calling someone bad names, speaking badly about 
someone, hiding someone’s belongings, damaging someone’s belongings, stealing some-
one’s belongings, hitting, and threatening). This variable is called Observed Bullying 
Behavior in School (OBB). Next, the same behaviors were asked from two different 
perspectives, i.e., victim and bully. These variables are respectively called Self-reported 
Victimized Bullying (SVB) and Self-reported Bullying Behavior (SBB). The frequency of 
behavior was reported on a four-point Likert scale. The reliabilities of these three scales 
(observed bullying behavior in school, victimized, and bullying behavior) were adequate 
(Table 1).

Six roles were distinguished: bystanders, victims, bullies, bully-victims, defenders, and 
bully allies. Based on their self-reported frequency of bullying or victimized behaviors, 
individuals got attributed a role as bully, victim or bully-victim. The involvement in two 
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role-typed behaviors was used as a cut-off score. Adolescents who were neither victims 
nor bullies nor bully-victims got the role of bystander. Defending behavior contained 
only 1 item (‘What do you do when another student is bullied? I intervene even if it’s not 
my friend’) and was reported on a binary yes-no scale. Pro-bullying behavior contained 
also one item (‘Have you helped a group or one pupil to pick on someone this year?’) and 
was scored on a 4-point Likert scale. Victim defenders and bully-allies (individuals 
showing pro-bullying behavior) were only distinguished in the group of bystanders. 
The numbers of participants in each role are presented in Table 2.

Analyses

Differences in moral reasoning and evaluation, self-serving cognitive distortions, and 
observed bullying behavior between adolescents’ roles in bullying were examined by 
multivariate analysis. Discriminatory analysis was used to examine whether the different 
bullying roles as suggested by the cutoff scores applied to the PRB could be distinguished 
based on their score profiles on moral reasoning and evaluation, self-serving cognitive 
distortions, and observed bullying behavior. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was 
used to analyze a process model including the sociomoral-cognitive processes and 
observed bullying. Model fit was assessed using the ratio of chi-square (χ2) to degrees 
of freedom (df), comparative fix index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and the root 
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). For an acceptable fit, the ratio (CMIN/ 
DF) should be less than 5, the values of CFI and TLI should be greater than 0.90, and the 
threshold for RMSEA should be less than 0.08; for a good fit these latter values are 
respectively, 0.95 and 0.05 (Byrne, 2016). How these variables affected the perception of 
bullying in school in the distinguished bullying roles was examined by a multiple group 
analysis. To find out whether the contribution of moral reasoning and evaluation was 
invariant across groups (gender, role) the paths with these variables were constrained. 
Analyses were executed in SPSS28 and AMOS27 (Arbuckle, 2013).

Results

Summary statistics and relationships between variables

Means and standard deviation of the variables and their reliability are reported in 
Table 1. The score distribution of the moral-cognitive variables was normal. Skewness 

Table 2. Adolescents’ roles in traditional bullying, number of participants, raw Mean score (M) and 
Standard deviation (SD) of moral reasoning, moral evaluation, self-serving cognitive distortions 
(SSCD), and observed bullying behavior (OBB).

Moral reasoning Moral evaluation SSCD OBB

n % male M SD M SD M SD M SD

Bystander 326 42.9 68.0 17.1 2.497 0.360 1.970 0.613 1.901 0.529
Defender 31 61.3 72.9 13.3 2.589 0.342 1.904 0.696 1.913 0.702
Bully ally 29 55.2 67.8 17.9 2.451 0.386 2.310 0.571 2.254 0.616
Victim 57 63.2 63.5 19.9 2.311 0.492 2.423 0.685 2.604 0.710
Bully 52 57.7 60.9 21.5 2.115 0.549 3.039 0.824 2.411 0.536
Bully-victim 27 55.6 60.6 25.7 2.128 0.623 3.003 0.829 2.570 0.524
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and kurtosis of the moral reasoning and evaluation mean scores were between −2 and +2, 
respectively −1.192, 1.277, and −0.915, 0.515, and for SSCD, 0.986, 0.894. However, two 
behavioral variables (bullying and victimized behavior) were skewed, and peaked. 
A square-root transformation normalized these variables.

Generally, the bivariate correlations were in the expected direction. A correlation 
between age and moral reasoning was found in females (r(258) = 0.138, p = .026), but not 
in males (r(247) = 0.031, p = .632). As expected, no relationship was found between age 
and moral evaluation. Adolescents from higher grades showed higher levels of moral 
reasoning maturity, but not higher levels of moral evaluation (Table 1).

Females showed higher levels of moral reasoning maturity than males (Mmales = 64, 
SD = 19; Mfemales = 69, SD = 17, F(1, 520) = 8.14, p = .005), and higher levels of moral 
evaluation (Mmales = 2.35, SD = .48; Mfemales = 2.47, SD = .39, F(1, 561) = 9.89, p = .002).

Of specific interest are the relationships between the moral-cognitive variables and the 
behavioral variables. Note that the correlations between moral evaluation and the 
behavioral variables are larger than between moral reasoning and these variables.

We constructed and analyzed a unidirectional path model including self-reported 
bullying behavior as perpetrator, in line with previous research on moral-cognitive 
processes (Barriga et al., 2001; Beerthuizen & Brugman, 2013). The analysis showed 
that the relationship between moral reasoning and bullying was fully mediated by SSCD, 
whereas the relationship between evaluation and bullying was only partially mediated. 
Thus the relationship between moral reasoning and bullying was indirect, while the 
relationship between moral evaluation and bullying was partly indirect and partly direct. 
The model showed an excellent fit (χ2(1) = .718, p = .397; CMIN/DF = .718; CFI = 1.000; 
TLI = 1.096; RMSEA = .000; Figure 1).

By including moral reasoning and evaluation in the model, the amount of explained 
variance in bullying increased from 29% to 33%. Moreover, the positive relationship 
between SSCD and bullying decreased from .55 to .45. A multi-group analysis for gender 
and constraining all relationships with the moral judgment components showed the 
model was invariant across gender (respectively, χ2(2) = 2.574, p = .275; CMIN/ 
DF = 1.287; CFI = .999; TLI = .986; RMSEA = .023; ΔCFI < .010; and χ2(5) = 8.551, 
p = .128; CMIN/DF = 1.710; CFI = .992; TLI = .966; RMSEA = .037; ΔCFI < .010).

Figure 1. Path model of moral reasoning, evaluation, SSCD and bullying as perpetrator, total group 
(n = 522). Standardized estimates. Note. All relations p < .001
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Differences between adolescents’ bullying roles on moral reasoning, moral 
evaluation, self-serving cognitive distortions, and observed bullying in school

A MANOVA using moral reasoning and evaluation as dependent variables, participants’ 
role in bullying and gender as independent variables, and grade as a covariate, showed 
multivariate effects for grade, role, gender, and the interaction of role by gender. Tests 
between subjects showed a medium effect of grade on moral reasoning (F 
(1,509) = 19.810, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.037), a small effect of participants’ role on moral 
reasoning (F(5,509) = 2.557, p = .027, ηp

2 = 0.025) and a large effect of role on moral 
evaluation (F(5,509) = 11.370, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.100). Pairwise comparison showed that 
bullies, bully-victims, and victims showed lower levels on moral reasoning in comparison 
to defenders. Bullies showed also lower levels compared to bystanders. On moral 
evaluation, bullies, bully-victims and victims scored lower levels than bystanders and 
defenders. Bullies scored also lower than victims. Bully allies scored higher than bullies 
and bully-victims. No differences were found on other comparisons, for example, 
between defenders and bully allies (Table 2). The gender effect showed that females 
had higher levels than males on moral reasoning (F(1,509) = 10.895, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.021) 
and moral evaluation (F(1,509) = 5.623, p = .018, ηp

2 = 0.011). The interaction effect of 
role by gender was found on moral reasoning (F(1,509) = 3.628, p = .003, ηp

2 = 0.034). 
Female bully-victims scored much higher than male bully-victims.

A second MANOVA using SSCD and observed bullying as dependent variables, 
participants’ roles and gender as independent variables, and grade as covariate, showed 
multivariate effects for role and gender. Tests between subjects showed a large effect of 
role on SSCD (F(5,482) = 28.416, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.228) and on observed bullying (F 
(5,482) = 25.692, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.210). A gender effect was found on SSCD (F 
(1,482) = 14.421, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.029). Pairwise comparison showed that bullies, bully- 
victims, victims, and bully allies showed higher levels on SSCD than bystanders and 
defenders. Victims showed lower levels on SSCD than bullies and bully-victims. Bullies 
and bully-victims showed also higher levels on SSCD than bully allies. No differences 
were found on other pairwise comparisons (Table 2). Observed bullying showed a similar 
picture. Bystanders and defenders reported less observed bullying than bullies, bully- 
victims, bully allies, and victims. Victims reported not only higher levels of observed 
bullying than bystanders and defenders, but also than bullies and bully allies (Table 2). 
The lack of differences between diverse roles was an invitation to examine the empirical 
status of these roles in the current sample (cf., Stein & Jimerson, 2020).

Discriminatory analysis

A stepwise linear discriminatory analysis was conducted to examine whether partici-
pants’ role membership based on the PRB cutoff scores would be predicted by the 
demographic, moral-cognitive and observed behavior variables (cf., Haynie et al.,  
2001). Two discriminant functions were calculated. Only two variables were included 
in the analysis: SSCD and observed bullying (Table 3).

By plotting the group centroids (the distance on the function the predicted mean for 
each group is from the overall mean) it was possible to depict the extent to which each 
function separated the groups or roles. As can be seen in Figure 2, on the horizontal 
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dimension three or four groups can be distinguished, i.e., the groups of the roles defender 
and bystander overlap, and the groups bully and bully-victim overlap partly. The second 
dimension separates the victims from the other groups, specifically the bully-allies. 
Pairwise comparison showed that the groups bystander and defender as well as bully 
and bully-victim did not differ from each other. Thus only four groups are distinguish-
able: (a) bully and bully-victim; (b) victim; (c) bystander and defender; (d) bully-ally.

Classification results showed that mainly the bystanders were correctly classified and 
partly victims and bullies.

Table 3. Discriminant functions analyses: Standardized 
canonical discriminant function coefficients.

Variable Function 1 Function 2

OBB .561 .841
SSCD .750 −.677
% Variance 90.6 9.4
Canonical correlation .568 .217
Wilk’s lambda .645 .953
Chi-square 225.554 24.804
df 10 4
p <.001 <.001

(OBB = Observed Bullying Behavior; SSCD = Self-serving Cognitive 
Distortions).

Figure 2. Plot of group centroids on the functions resulting from the discriminant analysis depicting 
the distance between the group means.
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Invariance of a multi-process model across gender and bullying role

We examined whether the multi-process model was invariant across gender and bullying 
role. Direct paths from moral reasoning or moral value evaluation to observed bullying 
were nonsignificant. The trimmed model showed a good fit (χ2(2) = 2.505, p = .286; 
CMIN/DF = 1.253; CFI = 0.998; TLI = .992; RMSEA = .022) (Figure 3, Table 4).

To examine whether the path model was equivalent across bullying roles we first 
examined the equivalence of the model across gender, because the gender composition 
differed between the roles (Table 2). All possible relations between the variables were 
allowed to exist (Figure 3) and no degrees of freedom were available to calculate fit 
indices. A multigroup analysis showed that the model was equivalent across gender 
(Table 4) as the CFI value reached its maximum. With all relations constrained, the fit 
of the model worsened (Table 4), as the CFI difference between the original and the 
constrained model was larger than 0.010 (Byrne, 2016). With an unconstrained covar-
iance, however, the model fit was equivalent across gender. To examine the equivalence 
of the model across role the covariance between moral reasoning and evaluation will be 
unconstrained, i.e., may vary between groups.

Next we examined the equivalence of the path model across role. The relatively small 
group of bully allies was not included in the first multigroup analysis. The unconstrained 
multigroup analysis showed that the model was invariant across role (bystanders/defen-
ders; victims; bullies and bully-victims). However, when the relations with moral reason-
ing and evaluation were constrained, while the covariance was unconstrained, the model 

Figure 3. Path model of moral judgment and SSCD, total group (n = 522). Standardized estimates. 
Note. All relations p < .001.

Table 4. Goodness-of-fit indices for the path models. MR = Moral Reasoning; ME = Moral Evaluation.
χ2 df p CMIN/DF CFI TLI RMSEA ∆ CFI

Total sample, n = 522 .000 0 - - 1.000 - -
Gender multigroup, unconstrained .000 0 - - 1.000 - - <.010
MR, ME constrained1 5.978 3 .113 1.993 .988 .976 .044 >.010
MR, ME constrained2 1.982 2 .371 0.991 1.000 1.000 .000 .000
Bullying role multigroup
Three levels, unconstrained .000 0 - - 1.000 - - .000
MR, ME constrained2 6.277 4 .179 1.569 .988 .973 .034 >.010
Four levels, unconstrained .000 0 - - 1.000 - - .000
MR, ME constrained2 9.171 6 .164 1.529 .984 .967 .032 >.010

1Direct path and covariances constrained. 
2Direct path only constrained.
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was no longer equivalent across role (Table 4). With the relationship between moral 
reasoning and evaluation free to vary between the groups, moral reasoning and evalua-
tion combined had different effects on cognitive distortions depending on the role. When 
the ally group was included in the analysis, the same effect appeared (Table 4). Moral 
reasoning and evaluation combined explained in the bystander group 11% of the 
variance, in the victim group 18%, in the bully group also 18%, and in the ally group 
13%. Interestingly, the relationship between moral reasoning and evaluation was rela-
tively weak in the bystanders (0.41) and relatively strong in the victims (0.56) and bullies 
(0.60). Also, the relationship between moral evaluation and SSCD varied somewhat more 
than between moral reasoning and SSCD (respectively, between −.21 and −.27, and 
between −.19 and −. 21).

Relevance of moral judgment

To investigate whether, in addition to SSCD (or moral disengagement), moral reasoning/ 
judgment is relevant in the study of participants’ roles in bullying, we created four groups 
with high or low moral reasoning/judgment, and high or low SSCD. Because females 
showed higher levels of moral reasoning and lower levels of SSCD, we selected 30% of the 
highest and 30% of the lowest scores on each variable for males and females separately. 
Roughly, the highest 30% moral reasoning mean scores (respectively, for males and 
females SRMP ≥76.67, ≥80.00) represent mature moral reasoning level according to 
Gibbs’ theory (Brugman et al., 2023), while the 30% highest SSCD mean scores are 
close to or in the borderline/clinical range of self-serving cognitive distortions (respec-
tively, for males and females HIT ≥2.71, ≥2.31, Barriga et al., 2001). Table 5 presents the 
number of adolescents in participant roles for each group of low/high level of moral 
reasoning and SSCD.

Of the total of 44 bullies and bully-victims, 43 have a high level of SSCD. However, in 
the high moral reasoning level group we find 12, and in the low moral reasoning level 
group 31 participants. One would expect equal numbers beforehand in each high SSCD 
group, if moral reasoning is not relevant. A 2 × 2 contingency table with 22 individuals in 
each SSCD group expected and 8 and 21 observed, showed a significant effect (χ2 

(1,87) = 4.4586, p = .0347). We can reject the hypothesis that moral reasoning is 
irrelevant when studying bullying by using SSCD only.

Table 5. Number of adolescents in participant roles of (I) the 30% lowest or highest scores on Moral 
Reasoning (MR) and Self-serving Cognitive Distortions (SSCD), and (II) the 30% lowest or highest 
scores on Moral judgment (MJ, Moral Reasoning and Evaluation) and Self-serving Cognitive Distortions 
(SSCD).

Bystander/Defender Victim Bully/Bully-victim Ally Total

Groups MR (I), MJ (II) I II I II I II I II I II

High MR/MJ, low SSCD 53 31 5 4 1 1 2 1 61 37
High MR/MJ, high SSCD 13 6 7 3 12 4 2 2 34 15
Low MR/MJ, low SSCD 17 7 1 1 0 0 1 1 19 9
Low MR/MJ, high SSCD 31 13 12 9 31 27 2 0 76 49
Total 114 57 25 17 44 32 7 4 190 110
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We hypothesized that not only low moral reasoning, but also low moral evaluation is 
of importance in bullying. Hence bullies were expected to be in the low level of moral 
judgment (moral reasoning and evaluation)/ high level SSCD group. The same analysis 
was conducted for moral judgment instead of moral reasoning. To that end, we added the 
criterion of 30% highest moral evaluation scores and did not include mixed levels of 
moral reasoning and evaluation (Table 5). For moral judgment, the difference was much 
stronger than for moral reasoning (χ2 (1,79) = 10.001, p = .0157), which confirms the 
relevance of moral judgment in research on bullying in addition to SSCD.

Discussion

This study aimed to provide a more comprehensive picture of the morally relevant 
variables involved in bullying among adolescents in secondary school. We examined 
whether and how moral judgment combined with self-serving cognitive distortions 
(SSCD) relates to peer bullying and associated participants’ roles. Previous studies on 
moral judgment and bullying were mostly limited to moral reasoning, whereas studies 
using SSCD or related constructs like moral disengagement seldom included any moral 
judgment component.

To assess the reasoning and evaluation components of moral judgment, we used a new 
measure, the SRM-SFO, a dilemma-free questionnaire based on Gibbs’ neo-Kohlbergian 
theory of moral development (Gibbs, 2019). A moderate to strong positive relationship 
was found between moral reasoning and evaluation. Relationships between both moral 
judgment components, SSCD, and demographic variables were in the expected direction. 
A gender difference favoring females was evident on both moral judgment components 
and SSCD (cf., Brugman et al., 2023). Contrary to our expectation, however, the moral 
judgment gender difference on both components extended beyond early adolescents to 
the entire age range (12–18 years). Moral reasoning related to grade level, but to age only 
among females.

We first examined the relationship between moral reasoning, evaluation, SSCD and 
the continuous scale for aggressors' bullying. The negative relationship between moral 
reasoning and bullying reported in the literature (e.g., Patrick et al., 2019) was confirmed, 
as was the negative relationship between moral evaluation and bullying (Thornberg et al.,  
2017, 2016). SSCD mediated completely the relationship between moral reasoning and 
bullying and partly the relationship between moral evaluation and bullying. Both moral 
judgment components, but particularly moral evaluation, contributed to the amount of 
explained variance in aggressors' bullying beyond the impact of SSCD.

On moral reasoning, bullies showed lower levels than bystanders and defenders. For 
moral evaluation, bullies, victims, and bully-victims showed lower levels than did 
bystanders and defenders. The effect of moral value evaluation was larger than the effect 
of moral reasoning. The lower levels of moral evaluation demonstrated particularly by 
the bullies and bully-victims might be interpreted as tendencies of a moral-nonmoral 
domain shift (Leenders & Brugman, 2005). The bully dominates the situation (Sutton 
et al., 1999) and might minimize a moral transgression into the direction of 
a conventional transgression (cf. minimizing/mislabeling in the self-serving cognitive 
distortions typology). Discriminatory analysis showed that four roles could effectively be 
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distinguished in this sample: (a) bully and bully-victim; (b) victim; (c) bystander and 
defender; (d) bully-ally.

Subsequently, we examined whether the path model including moral reasoning, 
evaluation and SSCD, showed a different impact depending on participants’ role in 
bullying. Because the gender composition differed between the roles, we first examined 
whether the process model was invariant across gender. Multigroup analysis showed 
invariance of the model across gender when the relationship between moral reasoning 
and evaluation was unconstrained. Multigroup analysis showed that under the same 
conditions the process model differed across role. These results demonstrate that the 
strength of the relationships between both moral judgment components and SSCD differ 
across adolescents’ roles in bullying.

In a final analysis, we found that bullies and bully-victims both generally evidence 
a low or superficial level of moral reasoning as well as a high level of SSCD. However, 
some bullies and bully-victims showed relatively mature levels of moral reasoning and 
even of moral judgment overall (moral reasoning and evaluation). This result could shed 
light on some puzzling findings regarding the relation between moral reasoning level and 
bullying. Future research should examine the differences between bullies and bully- 
victims with high levels of SSCD but with low or high levels of moral judgment.

Taking the complexities of the bivariate relationships in our model into account, one 
can infer that promoting adolescents’ moral judgment development may help to decrease 
peer bullying in school. It is important for interventions in their program materials to 
explicitly identify bullying behavior as morally wrong and hurtful. In anti-bullying 
practices such as Circle of Friends (O’Connor, 2016), No Blame Approach (Sullivan 
et al., 2003), or EQUIP (DiBiase et al., 2005; cf., Potter et al., in press), the moral elements 
involved in (possible) bullying situations are discussed.

The present study has several advantages compared to other studies on moral reason-
ing and bullying. First, we fully operationalized moral judgment in terms of both of its 
components: moral reasoning and evaluation. Our operationalization of moral evalua-
tion extends the operationalization of norm transgressions in the social or moral domain 
literature. Second, we used a measure for moral reasoning, the SRM-SFO, with strong 
psychometric properties. Third, we examined not only the direct relationship between 
moral reasoning and bullying and its related roles, but also indirect or mediated relation-
ships via self-serving cognitive distortions.

This study also entails several limitations. The cross-sectional design means that causal 
direction could not be established; determining the direction of the relationships would of 
course require an experimental or longitudinal design. Second, all measures used self- 
reported or self-attributed attitudes, reasoning, and behavior; accordingly, analytic results 
could have been inflated by shared method variance (Gini et al., 2014), particularly when the 
same type of scale is used (Likert). Despite contributing to this limitation, the bullying self- 
report questionnaire (PRB) was preferred above peer nomination procedures such as the 
Participant Role Questionnaire (PRQ, Salmivalli et al., 1996) given ethical concerns that 
included students’ lack of assent to participate as nominators (Casper et al., 2015; Felix et al.,  
2011). Additionally, and in contrast with the PRQ, the PRB allows for differentiating students 
who are involved as both bully and victim. The individual may take different roles depending 
on contextual factors (Casper et al., 2015). The obvious disadvantage is that the PRB self- 
report measures are subject to under- and over-reporting, due to social desirability bias 
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(Furlong et al., 2010). We used a social desirability scale to check for suspicious responses but 
did not find legitimate reasons for the exclusion of respondents. The scale might well be 
relevant for a delinquent population but not for regular middle-class adolescents. Other 
studies found small social desirability effects on moral reasoning and evaluation in regular 
adolescents (Brugman et al., 2023). Moral disengagement has been found to be important in 
participants’ roles whether these were based on self-report scales or nomination procedures 
(Killer et al., 2019; Obermann, 2011). Third, the small number of classes per grade prevented 
a multilevel analysis; the small number of schools prevents generalizability of the results 
beyond these schools. However, the results of the Spanish schools on moral disengagement, 
school climate, and bullying were comparable to similar schools in The Netherlands (van der 
Meulen et al., 2019), suggesting potential generalizability.

Although we could not discriminate empirically between bullies and bully-victims, or 
between bystanders and defenders, other studies have done so (e.g., Haynie et al., 2001; 
Salmivalli, 2010). The PRB needs more items to discriminate effectively between passive 
bystanders, defenders of victims, and bully-allies. Future research could focus on the devel-
opmental dynamics of the relationships between moral reasoning, moral evaluation, and 
SSCD in bullying roles. Several researchers (e.g., Romera et al., 2021) pointed out that moral 
disengagement is a multifaceted construct and that not all mechanisms are equally important. 
The same may hold for SSCD as well. Constructing an instrument to measure SSCD related 
to bullying behavior could be fruitful.

Conclusion

Moral judgment (reasoning and evaluation) and self-serving cognitive distortions both 
help to account for bullying behavior. Their combination evidences a differential impact 
across situational participant roles in the peer bullying that takes place among adoles-
cents in secondary schools. Both moral judgment (delay, low evaluation) and self-serving 
cognitive distortions should be addressed in anti-bullying intervention programs.
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