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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Bullying is one of the most important problems in interpersonal relationships. It is
a special kind of violence characterized by a power imbalance between the bully
and the victim and by repetition over time (Ren & Voelkel, 2020). The types of
bullying include direct aggressive behaviors that occur in the presence of the
victim and indirect aggressive behaviors that occur in the victim’s absence and are
intended to harm him or her (Smokowski & Evans, 2019). Bullying has been
considered a cause of negative effects on the physical, mental, and social health of
those involved (Esposito et al., 2021) and a risk factor for students’ mental health
that has irreversible consequences for bullies and victims (Mendes-Sousa et al.,
2025). Its consequences include reduced psychological well-being, weaker
bonding with school, lower self-esteem, anxiety, depression, suicidal thoughts and
behaviors, poorer school performance, school absence, anger, and violence
(Amirpour et al., 2024; Ariani et al., 2025). Regarding the prevalence of this
phenomenon, Lotfi et al. (2014), in a study of students aged 10 to 14, found that
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38.4% reported bullying behaviors; 22.6% were identified as victims and 15.7%
as bullies.

Research has shown that many factors, including individual and personality
characteristics, the emotional and supportive atmosphere of the family, parenting
styles, attachment style, the quality of relationships with teachers, friends, and
peers, and a history of behavioral problems among family members, and even the
design of the school building, predict bullying issues in children and adolescents
(Tu et al., 2025; Forsberg et al., 2024; Amirpour et al., 2024). One of the
predictors of bullying is moral disengagement. Moral disengagement mechanisms
are explanatory constructs of violent incidents and criminal behavior (Thornberg,
2023; Zhao & Yu, 2021; Tu et al., 2025; Duenas Casado et al., 2025). Bandura
(2016) identifies eight psychosocial mechanisms by which individuals selectively
separate moral self-regulation from harmful behavior. These mechanisms include
moral justification, advantageous comparison, euphemistic language,
displacement of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, minimizing, ignoring,
or misinterpreting consequences, dehumanization, and attribution of blame.

Bullying is related to children’s experiences of school and their academic
problems (Amirpour et al., 2024). So far, numerous interventions and programs
have been designed and studied to prevent and combat bullying. Most studies
focus on the mental health consequences of victims and on pathology, and less on
the role of students’ moral disengagement in this issue (Paliz, 2021). Goldberg
(2020) also points to the lack of anti-bullying programs focused on moral
disengagement. Babaei (2010) designed an anti-bullying program based on moral
commitment and examined its effectiveness in reducing bullying behavior and
moral disengagement in junior high school. This program was designed with a
focus on the mechanisms of moral disengagement. However, there is still a lack of
a suitable program for elementary school that focuses on moral disengagement
and is appropriate for Iranian society. Therefore, the aim of the present study was
to determine the effectiveness of an anti-bullying program based on moral
commitment on reducing bullying behavior and moral disengagement in
elementary school students.

2. Literature Review

Various intervention programs have been developed to prevent and reduce
bullying in school settings, including the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program
(Olweus, 1993), the Bully-Proofing program (Garrity et al., 1996), the KiVa
program, and other school-based interventions. These programs employ different
strategies, such as improving peer relationships, promoting social skills,
increasing awareness of bullying, and changing students’ attitudes and behaviors.
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In addition to these approaches, increasing attention has been paid to the role of
moral disengagement in bullying, as it may enable individuals to justify harmful
behavior, minimize its consequences, or shift responsibility onto others.

In Iran, several studies have examined educational interventions targeting
bullying and related moral or psychological variables. Babaei et al. (2020)
investigated the effectiveness of moral sensitivity skills training in reducing moral
disengagement mechanisms and bullying perpetration among adolescent girls.
Manouchehri (2023) examined the effectiveness of school-based positive
education in reducing moral disengagement and bullying behaviors among
elementary school students. Kia et al. (2024) investigated the effects of a peace
education package on verbal, physical, and social bullying, while Vakili et al.
(2025) examined emotion regulation training in relation to rule-breaking and
moral disengagement among adolescents involved in cyberbullying. In addition,
Abbasi and Rahbar (2025) conducted a meta-analysis of interventions aimed at
reducing bullying. Collectively, these studies show the importance of educational
and psychological interventions, although they differ in their theoretical
foundations, intervention methods, target populations, and outcome measures.

International research has also examined interventions that explicitly address
moral disengagement. Goldberg (2020) evaluated the Bullying Literature Project—
Moral Disengagement (BLP-MD), a five-week bibliotherapy program designed
for elementary school students. The findings did not indicate a significant
difference between the intervention and no-intervention groups, although
endorsement of moral disengagement statements decreased from pretest to
posttest in both groups. Consequently, the observed decrease could not be
attributed conclusively to the intervention. More recent research has continued to
investigate the relationship between moral disengagement and bullying among
school-aged children, pointing to the importance of examining specific moral
mechanisms and different forms of bullying.

Despite the development of various bullying-prevention interventions, further
investigation is warranted into educational packages that integrate moral
commitment with multiple learning activities. The intervention developed in the
present study differs from the BLP-MD program in its implementation methods:
in addition to storytelling and hypothetical scenarios, it incorporates role-playing,
group discussion, and skills training. Furthermore, the package was designed
within the Iranian cultural and educational context. Therefore, evaluating its
effectiveness may help develop culturally relevant approaches to bullying
prevention that address both bullying behavior and moral disengagement.
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3. Methodology

The present study was a quasi-experimental study with a pretest—posttest design
and a wait-list control group. The statistical population included all bullied male
students in the second grade of elementary school in Mashhad schools in the
2024-2025 academic year. To select the sample, first two elementary schools
were selected by convenience and then the students were screened using the
Illinois Bullying Questionnaire (Espelage & Holt, 2001). After that, they were
randomly assigned to the waiting and experimental groups. The moral
disengagement pretest (Bandura et al.,, 1996) was also administered to both
groups. Subsequently, the intervention program of training against bullying based
on moral commitment (Babaei, 2010) was implemented in the experimental group
for nine 60-minute sessions. The sessions were held in the form of group training.
After the end of the training sessions, the questionnaires were administered again.
Finally, the information obtained from the pretest and posttest was analyzed using
SPSS software. To comply with professional and ethical principles, after the end
of the research, the wait-list control group also received the educational
intervention.

4. Results

To examine the hypothesis that an anti-bullying program based on moral
commitment has a significant effect on reducing bullying behavior among
elementary school students in the second grade, multivariate analysis of
covariance was used. The results indicated a significant difference (p < .05) in the
posttest scores across all dimensions of bullying and the total score, after
controlling for the pretest effect. This means that the difference observed in the
scores of the experimental group was statistically significant compared to the
change in scores from the pretest to the posttest in the control group. Furthermore,
participants in the experimental group had lower average scores in all dimensions
compared to the control group. Therefore, the first hypothesis of the present study
was confirmed, meaning that an anti-bullying program based on moral
commitment has a significant effect on reducing bullying behavior among
elementary school students in the second grade.
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Table 1. Results of Analysis of Covariance on Differences in Bullying Dimensions
(Effect of Group Membership)

Dimensions of Source Sum of df Mean E Eta
bullying Squares Square P Coefficient
Bullying Pretest 79.395 1 79.395 4.428 | .045 141

Group 1330.025 1| 1330.025 | 74.185 0?) 1 733

Error 484.072 27| 17.292 [

Total | 7903.000 |30 | |

Conflict Pretest 96.319 1 96.319 12.247 | .002 312

Group 593.971 1| 593971 | 75.523 001 737

Error 212.348 27 7.865 [

Total | 3670.000 |30 | |

Victim Pretest 104.723 1 104.723 13.005 | .001 325

Group 183.237 1 183.237 22.756 001 457

Error 217.411 27 8.052 [

Total | 2367.000 |30 | |

Total Bullying Score | Pretest 11.994 1 11.994 0.237 | .630 .009
<
Group 5460.436 1| 5460.436 |108.045 001 .800

Error 1364.539 |27| 50.538 [

Total | 36766.000 |30 | |

Table 2. Adjusted Means of Bullying Dimensions

Dimensions of Grou Mean Standard | 95% CI lower | 95% CI upper
bullying P Error bound bound
Bullying Experimental | 7.198 1.135 4.860 9.537
Waitlist |, jeg| 1135 18.130 22.807
control

Conflict Experimental | 5.274 0.757 3.714 6.834
Waitdlist 152031 0757 12.233 15.353
control

Victim Experimental | 5.342 0.777 3.742 6.943
Waitdlist 1,5 e01| 0777 8.990 12.192
control

Total Bullying 1 orimental |17.814|  1.867 13.969 21.660

Score
Waitdlist | ) ger| 1,867 41.007 48.698
control

To test the hypothesis that an anti-bullying program based on moral commitment
has a significant effect on reducing the use of moral disengagement mechanisms
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by elementary school students in the second grade, a univariate analysis of
covariance was conducted. The results indicated a significant difference (p < .05)
in the posttest scores of moral disengagement, after controlling for the pretest
effect. This means that the difference observed in the scores of the experimental
group was statistically significant compared to the change in scores from the
pretest to the posttest in the control group. It also showed that participants in the
experimental group had a lower average score on moral disengagement compared
to the control group. Accordingly, the second hypothesis of the present study was
confirmed, indicating that an anti-bullying program based on moral commitment
has a significant effect on reducing the use of moral disengagement mechanisms
by elementary school students in the second grade.

Table 3. Results of Univariate Analysis of Covariance on Total Moral
Disengagement Score (Effect of Group Membership)

Source Sum of df Mean E 5 Eta
Squares Square Coefficient
Pretest 952.557 1 952.557 10.326 .003 277
Group 3632.833 1 3632.833 39.380 <.001 593
Error 2490.776 27 92.251 [
Total 223225.000 30 | |

Table 4. Adjusted Means of Moral Disengagement

Dimensions of Standard | 95% CI lower 95% CI
Moral Group Mean
. Error bound upper bound
disengagement
Total Moral
disengagement | Experimental 73.502 2.540 68.290 78.714
Score
Wait-list 96.565 2.540 91.353 101.776
control
5. Conclusion

The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of an anti-bullying
program based on moral commitment on bullying and moral disengagement. The
results showed that this program reduced the variance of bullying behavior in the
experimental group. Participants’ scores in the experimental group decreased from
pretest to posttest across all dimensions of bullying, compared to the control
group. Another finding of this research is that the program also reduced the
variance in the use of moral disengagement mechanisms in the experimental
group. The findings showed that the scores of participants in the experimental
group decreased significantly from pretest to posttest compared to the control
group, meaning that when students engaged in bullying, they used moral
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disengagement mechanisms less to justify their actions. These findings are
consistent with those of Babaei et al. (2020). The effectiveness of this program
depends on a combination of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral factors.
Changes at both the individual and group levels can help educational
organizations reduce and prevent bullying among children aged 10 to 12.
Therefore, this educational program can be used as an effective solution to combat
bullying and moral disengagement in elementary schools. One of the limitations
of this study was the difficulty in identifying schools that were willing to allow
the research to be conducted in their educational settings. Consequently, the
findings were derived from a limited convenience sample. Given the complexity
of bullying and the mechanisms underlying moral disengagement, the explanatory
power and generalizability of the findings are therefore subject to limitations.

6. Ethical Considerations

Before the intervention, the general objectives of the study were explained to the
participants, their informed consent was obtained, and they were assured that their
information would be confidential. The training package was approved with the
code of ethics IR.UM.REC.1403.240.

Keywords: Bullying, Moral Disengagement, Moral Commitment-Based Anti-
Bullying Intervention.
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