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School bullying is responsible for a serious number 
of biopsychosocial effects for students directly in-
volved (1) and represents one of the highly impor-
tant variables that influence mental health at school 
age. In addition, bullying is also a complex behav-
iour that occurs within a social context that goes 
beyond the interaction between the bully and the 
victim. As many other participants are involved, it 
becomes more clear that we should study bullying 
as a social phenomenon (2), by analysing the po-
tential roles that peers play when facing bullying 
behaviour.

Salmivalli (3), addressing the different roles 
played by students not directly involved as bullies 
and victims, argues that bullying is maintained and 
encouraged by school members. The importance of 
investigations into these different participant roles 
is particularly important, knowing that peers are 
present in 85% of bullying episodes and only inter-
vened in 11% (4). 

To address this shortcoming, some studies focus 
on this aspect, particularly investigating or what 
other students do or how they behave when they 
observe aggression between the bully and the vic-
tim (5, 6, 7, 8). By studying bullies, victims and 
bystanders, these studies highlight the interdepen-

dence nature of these roles. The “circle of bullying”, 
proposed by Olweus (9), which includes five differ-
ent participant roles besides the bully and the vic-
tim - followers and supporters of the bully, outsid-
ers, possible defenders of the victim, and defenders, 
helps us to better understand peer relational dy-
namics. Considering these two different forms of 
involvement in defence of the victim, it seems that 
the group of students defenders deserves a closer 
look. We can identify the defenders who proactive-
ly defend the victim, the possible defenders who 
disapprove bullying but do not help or intervene 
(9), students who did nothing to help the victims, 
but felt guilty about it (10) and the aggressive de-
fenders (11). 

To better understand why defenders behave dif-
ferently, it seems essential to analyse some of their 
individual characteristics. With this concern in 
mind, Raboteg-Saric and Bartakovic (11) in their 
study, lead us to discuss one of the most important 
issues in bullying prevention: What makes a peer 
to intervene?

In the past decade there has been a substantial 
increase in the number of studies conducted to 
evaluate the contribution of some individual char-
acteristics in explaining bystander roles in bully-

1Invited Commentary on “Empathy and Moral Disengagement as Predictors of Bystander Roles in School Bullying” by Raboteg-
Saric & Bartakovic.

Commentary



94

Author’s Personal Copy
Central Eur J Paed 2020;16(1):93-95

ing and what determines students to intervene in 
defence of the victims. Among them, empathy has 
been the target of a large number of investigations. 
Several studies examine the role of empathy togeth-
er with social cognitive factors (12), social self-ef-
ficacy (13), attachment (14), social preference and 
popularity (15). In general, high levels of empathy 
were positively associated with defender roles and 
negatively related to aggressive behaviours, both 
bullies and reinforcer role.

On the other hand, other investigations have 
focused on moral disengagement related to dif-
ferent bystander behaviour in bullying situations. 
While moral disengagement positively related to 
both forms of traditional peer aggression as well as 
cyber aggression (16), defenders show a lower level 
of moral disengagement (17, 18).

The review by Raboteg-Saric and Bartakovic 
(11), explore not only bystander roles in bully-
ing, but also examine concurrently the effects of 
empathy and moral disengagement on bystanders’ 
behaviour, understood as important determinants 
of their behaviour in bullying situations. An inter-
esting result refers to the identification of a group 
of defenders, labelled aggressive defender, students 
who manifest more aggressive (verbal and physical) 
and revengeful behaviours towards the bullies, in 
the defence of the victims. 

According to this study, although empathy is 
negatively related to aggressive behaviour it was 
also positively associated with the aggressive de-
fenders, being the variable most strongly related to 
the defender role. On the contrary, moral disen-
gagement had a positive association with aggressive 
behaviour being the strongest predictor of assistant 
and reinforcer roles. 

More recently, studies on the participant roles 
in cyberbullying are standing out (19, 20). Being a 
current reality among our children and adolescents, 
it is also pertinent to understand which determi-
nants influence their roles in cyberbullying and if 
there is a correlation with their participant roles in 
traditional bullying. At this level, we highlight the 
investigation of Knauf et al. (20) who found higher 
moral disengagement in cyberbullying as compared 

to school bullying students and the study of Schul-
tze-Krumbholz et al. (21). In this study, the authors 
explored the roles in cyberbullying and also found 
prosocial defenders and aggressive defenders. 

In sum, authors who understand bullying as 
a group phenomenon argue that peer behaviours 
greatly influence the persistence or decline of 
bullying behaviour, becoming not only a unit of 
analysis but also a prime intervention target (3). 
At this level, if the study of students’ individual 
characteristics has important implications for the 
prevention of school bullying, the implementation 
of programmes that improve some students’ social-
cognitive skills is equally crucial. By improving 
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, 
relationship skills and responsible decision-mak-
ing competencies, Social and Emotional Learning 
(SEL) programmes have been understood as an 
effective component in bullying prevention pro-
grams (22, 23).  Ultimately, a better understand-
ing of which factors determine a proactive defend-
ing behaviour, like the identified characteristics in 
Raboteg-Šaric and Bartakovic study (11), can im-
prove the chances of a better and more sustained 
intervention with bystander students and the de-
velopment of more effective peer support training 
programs. 
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