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Although recent researchers of school bullying have focused on peer
bystander behavior, they have assessed the link between family-level
correlates and bystander behavior to a lesser degree. We examined
whether and how family functioning and moral disengagement affect
four types of bystander behavior in school bullying. Data were collected
from 1,035 early adolescents at two junior high schools in China, who
completed scales measuring family functioning, moral disengagement,
and bystander behavior. Results show that healthier family functioning
was associated with a higher level of bystander defending behavior and
a lower level of bystander assisting, reinforcing, and outsider behavior.
These associations were partly mediated by adolescents’ moral
disengagement. Our findings have important implications for the
understanding and reduction of school bullying.
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Bullying involves repeated aggressive behavior mounted by a relatively stronger party against a weaker
individual who is unable to protect themself (Salmivalli, 2010). Bullying among students in schools has
become a significant social issue encountered in countries worldwide (Due et al., 2005) that can greatly
undermine the mental and academic adaptation of both the bully and the victim (Hawker & Boulton, 2000;
Troop-Gordon, 2017), resulting in severe anxiety (Nishina & Juvonen, 2005) and mental health problems
(Rivers et al., 2009). Bystanders witnessing the bullying may also have negative effects: Nishina and
Juvonen (2005) found that witnessed peer harassment was associated with increases in daily anxiety, and
Rivers et al. (2009) found that observing bullying at school predicted risks to mental health.

Many researchers have confirmed that most bullying is witnessed by bystanders (Andreou & Metallidou,
2004; Chen et al., 2020; Goossens et al., 2006; Pouwels et al., 2016; Salmivalli et al., 1996; Sutton & Smith,
1999). In the mid-1990s, school bullying researchers gradually shifted from the dyadic approach to group
process by moving their focus from the bully and the victim to the different behavior patterns of bystanders
who affect the bullying (Yun, 2020). Salmivalli and colleagues (1996) proposed four roles that bystanders
can play in school bullying: (a) assistants who actively join the bullying, (b) reinforcers who usually laugh or
provide an audience for the bullying, (c) outsiders who do nothing or stay outside the bullying situation, and
(d) defenders who demonstrate supportive behavior and attempt to stop the bullying. Although the majority
of bystanders do not intervene in the bullying, defenders are effective in stopping bullying within 10 seconds
in most cases (Hawkins et al., 2001). Victimized students who have benefited directly from bystander
defending report higher self-esteem, peer acceptance, and popularity than their undefended peers do
(Sainio et al., 2011). In contrast, reinforcer and assistant bystanders show support for the bully, and outsider
bystanders indicate acquiescence and tolerance of the bullying. Such bystander behavior serves to reinforce
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the bully’s aggressive behavior and leads to continued bullying (O’Connell et al., 1999; Salmivalli et al.,
1996).

In the context of bullying at school, the more that students are indifferent to bullying, the fewer defenders
there are, and the more bullying incidents occur (Salmivalli, 2014; Salmivalli et al., 2011). According to
related findings, in school bullying incidents outsiders account for the highest proportion of bystanders
(Goossens et al., 2006; Pouwels et al., 2016), and defenders for the lowest (Fluke, 2016; Hymel et al., 2015).
Therefore, it is essential to understand the contextual and psychological antecedents of bullying that will
enable change in the silence of outsiders, elimination of the distraction from reinforcers, and prevention of
help from assistants. We examined whether and how the family functioning (contextual variable) and moral
disengagement (social cognitive variable) influence Chinese adolescents’ bystander behavior in bullying
incidents.

Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
Family Functioning and Adolescent Bystander Behavior

From an ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), the family has an enduring effect on adolescents’
psychological development. Family factors may contribute to bullying involvement; for example, in a study
conducted with children and their mothers, Georgiou (2008) found that having a responsive mother
negatively predicts children’s bullying behavior, and having a demanding mother negatively predicts their
victimization. Similarly, researchers have found that when parental attachment security is stronger (Murphy
et al., 2017) and family members communicate more easily with one another (Spriggs et al., 2007), there is
less child involvement in bullying. These results imply that positive family factors, such as secure parental
attachment and parental responsiveness, decrease the likelihood of children in those families bullying
others.

Some scholars have looked more closely at the relationship between family factors and bullying bystander
behavior. Stronger parental attachment security has been found to be associated with a greater likelihood of
defending (Murphy et al., 2017; Nickerson et al., 2008), but not with being an outsider (Murphy et al.,
2017). Other researchers have shown that restorative parental discipline, family climate, and parental
support were directly and indirectly related to adoption of the defender role (Valdés-Cuervo et al., 2018).
However, family factors (e.g., parental attachment) are only a partial reflection of the family ecosystem from
the perspective of parent–child affectional bond or interaction with others.

According to the McMaster family functioning model (Epstein et al., 1983; Miller et al., 2000), one part of
the family ecosystem cannot be understood in isolation from the rest. Thus, more emphasis should be
placed on family functioning, which refers to the quality of life at the systemic level, and comprises problem
solving, communication, roles, affective responsiveness, affective involvement, behavior control, and
general functioning. Family functioning is viewed as a comprehensive variable that affects the psychological
development of family members (Olson, 1993). There is considerable evidence suggesting that family
functioning is a powerful predictor of adolescents’ psychological well-being (Shek, 2002), depression
(Tamplin & Goodyer, 2001), and externalization of problems (Henderson et al., 2006). Among the few
researchers who have examined the relationship between family functioning and bullying-related behavior,
Mazzone and Camodeca (2019) found that adolescents who had been exposed to a higher level of family
functioning were more likely to perform defending behavior, and less likely to perform assistant, reinforcer,
and outsider behavior, and vice versa, but these associations were nonsignificant in the regression model.
They proposed that several sociocontextual factors (e.g., peer group, relationship with the teacher), rather
than family functioning, may have a more prominent role in explaining bullying and defending behavior.
For example, Murphy et al. (2017) found that outsider behavior was not significantly associated with family
functioning, which may be because outsiders with mixed personality characteristics and differences in
familial background do not constitute a homogeneous group.
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Although a growing number of researchers have examined peer bystander behavior in bullying incidents
and its relationship to family factors, there are three limitations in the literature. First, most empirical
studies have focused on some aspects of adolescents’ bullying bystander behavior (Caravita et al., 2012;
Mazzone & Camodeca, 2019; Nickerson et al., 2008; Pozzoli & Gini, 2010), but they have not examined in
detail all bullying bystander behavior, especially the reinforcer and assistant behaviors. Second, a limited
number of researchers examining family factors related to bystander behavior have focused on variables
such as parent attachment and communication, which are only a partial reflection of the family system
(Murphy et al., 2017; Nickerson et al., 2008). Third, as previous studies have been conducted predominately
in Western cultures, relatively little is known about bystander behavior in Mainland China (Xie & Ngai,
2020; W. Zhang et al., 2016). Chinese people, influenced by Confucian culture and collectivism, strongly
emphasize maintaining social harmony and the importance of family. Thus, the family continues to be
dominant in Chinese adolescents’ interpersonal life and plays a very important role in their adjustment (Bao
et al., 2015). Cultural differences have been identified between countries in the Western world and China in
terms of bullying bystander behavior and family functioning. For instance, Chen et al. (2020) found that in
bullying incidents, 35.4% of Chinese adolescents took the role of defender, a higher percentage than for any
other participant role, whereas outsider was the most common role in studies conducted with students in
Finland (Salmivalli et al., 1996) and in the Netherlands (Pouwels et al., 2015). Thus, we proposed that the
influence of family functioning on bystander behavior in China would also differ from the findings of studies
conducted in Western cultures, and we formed the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1a: Family functioning will have a positive impact on defending behavior in bullying incidents
in China.
Hypothesis 1b: Family functioning will have a negative impact on bystander behavior other than
defending in bullying incidents in China.

Mediating Role of Moral Disengagement

Moral disengagement, which is conceptualized within the framework of social cognitive theory of moral
agency, refers to a series of psychological mechanisms through which people can justify their negative
behavior morally without the constraint of self-sanctions (Bandura, 1986; X. Wang & Yang, 2010).
According to social cognitive theory, people usually have personal standards to guide good behavior and
deter bad behavior (Bandura et al., 1996). However, these standards can be deactivated selectively through
moral disengagement, such as cognitive restructuring, advantageous comparison, and diffusion of
responsibility (Bandura, 1999). Harmful behavior is, thus, cognitively reconstructed to make it appear less
harmful or not harmful at all to oneself and to others. Many researchers have shown that moral
disengagement is positively associated with problem behaviors, such as bullying (Bao et al., 2015; Hymel et
al., 2005; Obermann, 2011; Thornberg et al., 2015) and negatively associated with prosocial behavior
(Bandura et al., 1996). In longitudinal research, scholars have also confirmed these associations, showing
that moral disengagement positively predicts future bullying (Sticca & Perren, 2015; C. Wang et al., 2017).

Few studies have been conducted on the relationship between moral engagement and bystander versus
bullying behavior. The previous findings regarding the relationship between moral disengagement and
bystander defending have not been consistent, with some confirming a negative relationship (Gini, 2006;
Gini et al., 2011; Menesini et al., 2003; Pozzoli & Gini, 2010; Thornberg & Jungert, 2014). For example, Gini
et al. (2020) found that moral disengagement was significantly and negatively associated with defending,
which is consistent with Bandura’s (1986) theory of moral agency. However, other researchers have found
this association is present only under specific conditions, such as low empathy and sympathy for the victim
(Thornberg et al., 2015), or among girls in their late childhood (Caravita et al., 2012). Similar findings have
been reported in outsider behavior studies, with some researchers proposing a positive correlation between
moral disengagement and outsider behavior (Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015; Gini et al., 2020). Others have
reported a negative correlation (Mazzone & Camodeca, 2019) or even no relationship that reaches
significance (Mazzone et al., 2016). Gini (2006), who examined the relationships between moral
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disengagement and reinforcer and assistant behavior among children, found that reinforcers and assistants
(vs. defenders) scored significantly higher on moral disengagement, and that there was a positive
correlation between moral disengagement and assistant and reinforcer behaviors. Therefore, we proposed
the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 2a: Moral disengagement will have a negative impact on defending behavior in bullying
incidents in China.
Hypothesis 2b: Moral disengagement will have positive impact on bystander behavior other than
defending in bullying incidents in China.

However, little is yet known about the developmental precursors of disengagement regarding its crucial role
in adolescents’ bystander behavior. As suggested in social cognitive theory, children’s moral behavior
standards are formed within their social cultural context. Children learn through observation of how others’
behavior is rewarded or punished, and imitate the rewarded behavior (Bandura, 1986, 1999). The more
dysfunctional the family is, with an inharmonious parent–child relationship and ineffective parent–child
communication, the more probable it is that the children in that family will form biased perspectives on
bullying, such as “Those who are bullied deserve it” and “Let things drift if they do not affect one
personally.” These perspectives may contribute to adolescents dismissing their moral standards, and may
lead on to them generating assumptions that problem behavior is acceptable (Fontaine et al., 2014). Such
behaviors may include internalization problem behaviors of withdrawn, anxiety, depression, and somatic
complaints and/or externalization problem behaviors of aggression and delinquency. Thus, these
adolescents are more likely to seek to justify their immoral behavior to themselves and others, and develop
high moral disengagement. According to this analysis and the associations among family factors (e.g.,
strength of parental attachment; Bao et al., 2015), lower family functioning is likely to be a precursor to
moral disengagement.

To our knowledge, few researchers have examined moral disengagement as a mediator in the relationship
between family functioning and bystander behavior in bullying incidents. Some empirical studies have
indicated that moral disengagement serves as a mediator in explaining the associations among family-
functioning variables (e.g., parental attachment, interparental conflict, childhood maltreatment), children’s
problem behaviors of bullying, delinquency, and aggression (Bao et al., 2015; Pelton et al., 2004; X. Wang et
al., 2017; Yang & Wang, 2012), and children’s prosocial behaviors, such as defending (X. Wang et al., 2017).
Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3: Family functioning will have an indirect effect on bystander behavior in bullying incidents
in China through the mediator of moral disengagement.

Method
Participants

We carried out a survey among students in Grades 1, 2, and 3 at two junior high schools in a region of China,
using cluster sampling. Participation was voluntary. Students were informed about the survey’s goals and
procedure, and told that their responses would be kept anonymous and used only for this research. We
distributed 1,075 surveys and recovered 1,035 valid forms (rate of response = 96.28%). Of the participants
(Mage = 13.97 years, SD = 1.06, range = 11–16), there were 285 students (160 boys, 125 girls) in Grade 1, 372
students (201 boys, 171 girls) in Grade 2, and 378 students (205 boys, 173 girls) in Grade 3.

Procedure

We gave special training to some applied psychology undergraduate students on the subject of school
bullying, and instructed them in the goals and procedure of the study before they undertook the role of
experimenters. School principals and head class teachers gave permission for their students in Grades 1 to 3
to participate in this study, and we obtained parental consent before data collection. The adolescent
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participants were informed that they could withdraw at any time, which none did. When the survey was
finished, we undertook a quality assessment review of the collected data to eliminate survey forms with
inadequate responses, and we also checked for extreme values. We analyzed the data using SPSS 22.0 and
Amos 22.0.

Measures

Bullying Bystander Behavior
We used the Chinese version (W. J. Zhang & Ma, 2016) of Salmivalli et al.’s (1996) Participant Role
Questionnaire to assess bystander behavior, with reference to a previous study (Pozzoli & Gini, 2010) to
change peer rating to a self-report of school bullying bystander behavior. Participants were asked to
quantify, using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always), how often they behaved in
the manner described in each item. The measure comprises 18 items on school bullying peer bystander
behavior in four domains: assistant behavior (e.g., “When someone is bullying others, I am used to assisting
in the bullying”), reinforcer behavior (e.g., “When witnessing bullying, I make fun of the victim”), outsider
behavior (e.g., “I choose to neglect the bullying incident even when seeing one”), and defender behavior
(e.g., “I try to comfort the victim when seeing such an incident”). Cronbach’s alpha was .76. The
confirmatory factor analysis results were as follows: chi-square/degrees of freedom ratio = 1.81,
comparative fit index = .96, incremental fit index = .96, Tucker–Lewis index = .95, root mean square error
of approximation = .04.

Family Functioning
We used the Chinese version (X. D. Wang et al., 1999) of the Family Assessment Device (Epstein et al.,
1983) to measure family functioning. The 60-item measure comprises seven subscales: problem solving
(e.g., “We try to think of different ways to solve problems”), communication (e.g., “When someone is upset
the others know why”), roles (e.g., “We discuss who is to do household jobs”), affective responsiveness (e.g.,
“We express tenderness”), affective involvement (e.g., “If someone is in trouble, the others become involved
too”), behavioral control (e.g., “We have rules about hitting people”), general functioning (e.g., “We don’t get
along well together”). Participants assess family functioning on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very
much like my home) to 4 (completely different from my home). Following an existing study (B. Wang et al.,
2018), we reversed-scored items to cater to positive thinking, so that the higher the overall score was, the
healthier was the family functioning. Cronbach’s alpha was .92 in this study.

Moral Disengagement
We used the Chinese version (X. Wang & Yang, 2010) of the 26-item Moral Disengagement Scale (Bandura
et al., 1996) to measure moral disengagement. The measure comprises eight moral disengagement
mechanisms: moral justification (e.g., “It is all right to fight to protect your friends”), euphemistic labeling
(e.g., “Slapping and shoving someone is just a way of joking”), advantageous comparison (e.g., “Stealing
some money is not too serious compared to those who steal a lot of money”), displacement of responsibility
(e.g., “Kids can’t be blamed for misbehaving if their friends pressured them to do it”), diffusion of
responsibility (e.g., “A kid in a gang should not be blamed for the trouble the gang causes”), distortion of
consequences (e.g., “Teasing someone does not really hurt them”), attribution of blame (e.g., “If people are
careless about where they leave their things it is their own fault if they get stolen”), and dehumanization
(e.g., “Some people deserve to be treated like animals”). Participants assess the items on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate greater moral
disengagement. Cronbach’s alpha was .82 in this study.
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common method bias. Results of an unrotated exploratory factor analysis suggest that the eigenvalues of 27
factors were greater than 1. Of the factors, the first common factor accounted for 13.56% of the total
variance, which is below the 40% threshold for common method bias being of concern. Thus, there was no
obvious common method bias in this study.

Preliminary Analysis

Means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables are presented in Table 1. Assistant,
reinforcer, and outsider behavior were negatively correlated with family functioning and positively
correlated with moral disengagement. Defender behavior was positive correlated with family functioning,
which was negatively correlated with moral disengagement.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix Among Family Functioning, Moral
Disengagement, and Bystander Behavior in a Bullying Incident

Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01.

Mediation Test

We tested (Wen & Ye, 2014) the mediating effect of students’ moral disengagement on family functioning
and bullying bystander behavior. With defender behavior as an example, a direct effects model (Model 1) to
predict defender behavior with family functioning was established. Moral disengagement was then added to
construct the mediation model (Model 2). Bootstrapping analysis was adopted to verify the role of moral
disengagement in mediating the effect of family functioning on defender behavior. Repeated random
sampling was applied to the original data to determine 2,000 bootstrapped resamples. The average path of
the mediating effect and 95% confidence interval (CI) path coefficients were then calculated according to the
sample fit model. When the CI excludes zero, the mediating effect is considered significant (Wen & Ye,
2014). We analyzed the other bystander behaviors following the above procedure. The fit indicators of each
model are shown in Table 2.

6© 2021 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved.



Social Behavior and Personality: an international journal

Table 2. Mediating Effect of Moral Disengagement on Family Functioning and Bullying Bystander
Behavior (Model 1/Model 2)

Note. GFI = goodness-of-fit index; TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root
mean square error of approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual.

Regarding defender behavior, the fit indices for both models were acceptable. In the nonmediated model, a
high level of family functioning positively predicted defender behavior, β = .26, p < .001. Thus, Hypothesis
1a was supported. After moral disengagement was added as a mediating variable, the positive effect of
family functioning on the prediction 0f defender behavior remained significant, β = .32, p < .001; 95% CI
[0.565, 0.763]. This suggests that moral disengagement partly mediated the relationship of family
functioning and defender behavior. When every path had been verified, family functioning was found to
have a negative effect on moral disengagement, β = −.38, p < .001; 95% CI [−0.523, −0.321], and moral
disengagement negatively predicted defender behavior, β = −.12, p < .01; 95% CI [−0.203, −0.085].
Therefore, Hypothesis 2a was supported. Further, the mediating effect was .046, accounting for 12.57% of
the total effect. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Regarding outsider behavior, the fit indices for both models were also acceptable. In the nonmediated
model, a high level of family functioning negatively predicted outsider behavior (β = −.17, p < .001). Thus,
Hypothesis 1b was supported. This predictive effect remained significant, β = −.08, p < .05; 95% CI
[−0.300, −0.001], after moral disengagement was added as a mediating variable. Results show there was a
partial mediating effect of moral disengagement on family functioning and outsider behavior. A test of each
path shows that family functioning negatively predicted moral disengagement, β = −.39, p < .001; 95% CI
[−0.530, −0.325], whereas moral disengagement positively predicted outsider behavior, β = .23, p < .001;
95% CI [0.264, 0.579]. Thus, Hypothesis 2b was supported, and the mediating effect was .048, accounting
for 37.5% of the total effect. Hypothesis 3 was, therefore, supported.

Regarding reinforcer behavior, the fit indices for both models were also acceptable. In the nonmediated
model, a high level of family functioning negatively predicted reinforcer behavior, β = −.21, p < .001. Thus,
Hypothesis 1b was supported. After moral disengagement was added as a mediating variable, the predictive
effect remained significant, β = −.09, p < .05; 95% CI [−0.194, −0.028], indicating a partial mediating effect
of moral disengagement on family functioning and reinforcer behavior. A test of each path suggests that
family functioning negatively predicted moral disengagement, β = −.35, p < .001; 95% CI [−0.465, −0.285],
which could have the same effect on reinforcer behavior, β = .37, p < .001; 95% CI [0.340, 0.592],
supporting Hypothesis 2b. Thus, it can be inferred that the mediating effect was .130, accounting for 59.09%
of the total effect. Hypothesis 3 was, therefore, supported.

For assistant behavior, the fit indices of both models also reached an acceptable level. In the nonmediated
model, a high level of family functioning negatively predicted assistant behavior, β = −.18, p < .001. Thus,
Hypothesis 1b was supported. After moral disengagement was added as a mediating variable, the predictive
effect remained significant, β = −.08, p < .05; 95% CI [−0.135, −0.022], suggesting that moral
disengagement partially mediated the relationship between family functioning and assistant behavior in
bullying incidents. A test of each path revealed that family functioning negatively predicted moral
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disengagement, β = −.34, p < .001; 95% CI [−0.462, −0.284], and moral disengagement had a positive effect
on assistant behavior, β = .27, p < .001; 95% CI [0.141, 0.306]. This result supported Hypothesis 2b.
Further, the mediating effect was .092, accounting for 53.48% of the total effect. Hypothesis 3 was,
therefore, supported.

Discussion
In this study we found that family functioning significantly and directly affected adolescent bystander
behavior in a bullying incident in different ways. Students who had been exposed to healthier (higher)
family functioning were more likely to form stricter moral standards, and more likely to perform positive
defending behavior. In contrast, students with less healthy (lower) family functioning were more likely to be
a conniver in a bullying incident by playing the role of an outsider, reinforcer, or assistant. When the family
is functioning well, the basic conditions for healthy physiological, psychological, and social development of
family members are provided (Miller et al., 2000), and the better the family is functioning, the more likely it
is that the family interaction will teach adolescents about social behaviors, such as communicating
effectively and solving problems constructively. These adolescents will then probably comfort and defend
their peers when these people are being bullied and will attempt to stop the bullying. Our finding is
consistent with Murphy et al.’s (2017) finding of a positive relationship between strong parent–child
attachment and defender behavior.

We also found that the higher the score for family functioning, the lower was the score for reinforcer and
assistant behavior. To our knowledge, this is a new finding, implying that the relationship patterns between
family functioning and these probullying behaviors are similar to those of bullying, as reported by Murphy
et al. (2017), who found that family functioning was associated negatively with bullying; and also of
victimization, as reported by Georgiou (2008), who found a negative association between family functioning
and victimization. These similarities mean that there are negative relationships between family functioning
and different bullying-related behaviors. Our finding differs from a previous result that outsider behavior
was not significantly associated with family functioning (Mazzone & Camodeca, 2019). We confirmed that
family functioning had a negative effect on outsider behavior, which may be caused by the Chinese cultural
emphasis on the importance of family. In China, where the family plays a very important role in adolescent
adjustment (Bao et al., 2015), the less healthy is family functioning, the less likely it is that adolescents will
learn effective communication and problem-solving skills, and receive emotional support and behavior
management (An & Li, 2010; Siu & Shek, 2005; D. Wang, 2011). Therefore, these adolescents will be more
inclined to remain an outsider in bullying. The effect of family functioning is, thus, not limited to the parties
involved in school bullying, but also involves student bystanders in different ways, further illustrating the
importance of the family system in adolescent growth.

Consistent with Hypothesis 3, family functioning predicted bystander behavior through the mediating role
of moral disengagement. That is, participants exposed to less healthy family functioning were more likely to
score higher on moral disengagement, which led to an increase in assistant, reinforcer, or outsider
bystander behavior in a bullying situation. This is consistent with findings that moral disengagement can
mediate the effect of family factors (e.g., parental conflict) on aggression (Pelton et al., 2004; Yang & Wang,
2012) and bullying (X. Wang et al., 2017). Thus, as adolescents who experience risk family factors (e.g., less
communication, more parental punishment, and family members treating each other with indifference) are
more likely to view bullying as an acceptable way to respond to disagreement, they are more likely to engage
in bullying and use moral disengagement mechanisms to justify, reconstruct, and rationalize their behavior
(Mazzone & Camodeca, 2019). In contrast, family functioning can influence adolescents’ bystander behavior
both directly by the parents setting a good example, and indirectly by changing adolescents’ moral cognition
mechanism.

As adolescents in a family where the functioning is less healthy are more likely than are those who have
more healthy family functioning to develop/act with higher moral disengagement and have rationalized
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excuses for immoral behavior, their behavior may deviate from moral standards (Zhao et al., 2016).
Consequently, when they are bystanders in a bullying incident, they may choose to disregard the victim’s
pain and assist, reinforce, or acquiesce with the bully. Parents in dysfunctional families can hardly provide a
moral template for their children. Their acquiescence with or even practice of aggression or bullying, and
negligence of or indifference to family members’ emotions may provide a context of modeling attitudes that
support and reinforce bullying (Bibou-Nakou et al., 2013; Rigby, 1994; Stevens et al., 2002). Their children
are, therefore, at increased risk of conniving and bullying (C. Wang et al., 2017).

In addition, parents in dysfunctional families may not solve family issues in an effective way or exert proper
management of their family members’ behavior. Thus, as adolescents in such families probably do not know
how to deal with bullying, when they are bystanders in a bullying incident, even if they do not agree with
what is happening, they may do nothing to stop it and find an excuse to rationalize their inaction. The effect
of moral disengagement may lead these adolescents to reconstruct, cover up, and rationalize their assisting,
reinforcing, or outsider behavior to downplay their harmful behavior, consequential accountability, and
cognition of the victim’s pain. For example, Yun (2020) found that, among outsiders in bullying incidents,
only 9.5% remained indifferent to the victim’s pain, with the remaining 90.5% showing sympathy. However,
although the latter group may feel guilt and self-reproach (Mazzone et al., 2016), as they exhibit moral
disengagement, they tend to excuse themselves by advantageous comparison (e.g., “I was just an outsider;
the bully should be held accountable for the incident”) and displacement of responsibility (e.g., “Others also
stayed away and offered no help at all”). We found it noteworthy that, in our study, when the magnitude of
the mediating effect was judged, moral disengagement had the lowest effect (12.75%) in the regulation of
family functioning in regard to defender behavior. This may result from the complicated relationship
between defender behavior and moral disengagement (X. Wang et al., 2017). A more profound analysis
could be carried out to clarify this relationship further, by including both individual (e.g., antibullying
attitude and empathy) and group (teacher support and school atmosphere) factors.

In general, moral disengagement offers a new theoretical perspective to explain the mechanism underlying
the effect of family functioning on adolescents’ bystander behavior. Adolescents need to first remove inner
self-reproach and guilt through moral disengagement when performing assistant, reinforcer, or outsider
bystander behavior. Adolescents with higher moral disengagement are, thus, more likely to conduct this
bystander behavior (Doramajian & Bukowski, 2015; Gini, 2006). Family functioning, however, substantially
affects adolescents’ moral disengagement (Pelton et al., 2004; Yang & Wang, 2012). As family functioning
may negatively influence adolescents’ moral cognition, those exposed to lower family functioning may form
immoral cognition and then engage in higher moral disengagement (Zhao et al., 2016). In summary, the
effect of lower family functioning on adolescents’ bystander behavior is not limited to their direct imitation
of their parents’ behavior, but is also shown in their moral cognition mechanism change and formation of
high moral disengagement so that they act as an assistant, reinforcer, or outsider in bullying incidents.

Our findings have implications for bullying intervention in schools. First, from the group perspective, the
significance of bystanders in bullying incidents should be fully recognized so that multiple ways can be
adopted to stop students from assisting with or reinforcing bullying, and to promote them becoming active
defenders. Second, as family functioning also affects the occurrence of bullying incidents (Dussich &
Maekoya, 2007; Stevens et al, 2002; X. Wang et al., 2017), importance should be attached to the overall
functionality of the family ecosystem. Intervention in school bullying requires the full use of family
functioning. In practical terms, parents should be properly trained so that they understand about bullying
and they know how to establish harmonious parent–child relationships and communicate with their
children. For example, offline and online parent training and workshops could be held by the government,
community, or schools to educate parents on school bullying, parenting skills, and parental communication
with children. The strengths and the limitations of students’ families can also be taken into consideration
when developing and implementing bullying intervention programs. Adolescents will then have an example
set by their parents to follow, a friend to turn to, and emotional support when caught in issues of conflict
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between/among students, and they will be protected from becoming passive bystanders of bullying. Finally,
to change moral disengagement cognition among adolescents, it is necessary to help them establish explicit
moral standards. Teachers and families should coordinate to strengthen the effect of moral education,
provide students with accurate knowledge about the causes and effects of bullying, raise their sense of
antibullying responsibility, and improve their moral sensitivity as bullying participants. The final goal is to
prevent adolescents from finding excuses for passive behavior when witnessing bullying, and to help them
to change from reinforcing or acquiescing with the bully, to actively intervening as a defender in school
bullying incidents.

There are some limitations in this study. First, we chose a self-report method to measure bystander behavior
in bullying incidents, which may have led to a social approval effect that influenced the results. Future
researchers could incorporate methods like peer rating and teacher rating to collect more comprehensive
information about adolescents’ bystander roles. Second, in this cross-sectional study, temporal sequence in
the variable measures is lacking and only correlations between variables were determined, although the
mediation model was based on a theoretical foundation and empirical studies. Shek (1998) showed that
adolescents’ psychological well-being adjustment predicted their perceived family functioning. Future
researchers could use a longitudinal study to examine over time the role of family functioning in bystander
roles. Third, we discussed the mediating effect of only moral disengagement on adolescents’ bullying
bystander roles. Other factors may influence the family functioning–bystander role relationship; thus, both
individual factors, such as antibullying attitude (Rigby & Slee, 1991) and moral sentiments (Gini et al.,
2020), and interpersonal factors, like peer status (Oh & Hazler, 2009), could be included in future studies to
further unveil adolescents’ bullying bystander roles.
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