
OR I G I N A L R E S E A R C H

Relationships Among Normative Beliefs About
Aggression, Moral Disengagement, Self-Control
and Bullying in Adolescents: A Moderated
Mediation Model
Huaibin Jiang1, Hanyu Liang1, Huiling Zhou1, Bin Zhang 2

1Department of Education, Fujian Normal University of Technology, Fuqing, Fujian, People’s Republic of China; 2Department of Applied Psychology,
Hunan University of Chinese Medicine, Changsha, Hunan, People’s Republic of China

Correspondence: Bin Zhang, Email zb303@163.com

Purpose: Adolescent bullying has varying degrees of negative impact on both bullies and victims. Bullying in adolescents is complex,
and the influence of individual factors and social factors should not be underestimated. Normative beliefs about aggression play an
important role in adolescents’ bullying. However, the mediating and moderating mechanisms underlying this association remain
largely unknown. The current study investigated the mediating role of moral disengagement between normative beliefs about
aggression and bullying, as well as the moderating role of self-control in this relationship from the perspective of individual cognition.
Methods: A sample of 491 Chinese adolescents (female = 38.9%; mean age = 13.05 years) were study participants. They completed
questionnaires about normative beliefs about aggression, bullying, moral disengagement and self-control. SPSS21.0 statistical software
was used to collate the obtained data, analyze descriptive statistics, and carry out reliability analysis and correlation analysis.
Results:Moral disengagement mediated the relationship between normative beliefs about aggression and bullying (ab=0.13, 95% CI=
[0.07, 0.21]). The association between normative beliefs about aggression and moral disengagement was moderated by self-control (β=
−0.08, t=−2.25, p<0.05). The association between moral disengagement and bullying was moderated by self-control (β=−0.09, t=
−2.42, p<0.05).
Conclusion: Results revealed that moral disengagement mediates the link between normative beliefs about aggression and bullying.
Self-control moderated the relationship between normative beliefs about aggression and moral disengagement, and between moral
disengagement and bullying.
Keywords: normative beliefs about aggression, moral disengagement, self-control, bullying

Introduction
Bullying among teenagers is a common problem in the school environment in recent years. A survey of junior high
school students by Chinese researchers found that 25.11% had been bullied.1 School bullying has become a major public
health issue worldwide.2–4 Bullying, as a particular type of aggressive behavior, is a deliberate act by the bully to hurt the
victim, and the victim tries to avoid it.5 As a serious adverse life event, bullying may cause short-term or long-term
adverse effects on the academic development and mental health (depression, anxiety, suicide, etc.) of middle school
students.6–9 Chinese researchers have proposed that the influencing factors of bullying can be divided into internal and
external systems. The internal system refers to individual factors, including cognitive, emotional, personality and
physiological factors.10 The external system refers to environmental factors, including family, peers, school and social
norms.10–12 Therefore, the influence of social norms is considered in this study.

Normative beliefs about aggression are a kind of social norm acquired by individuals. It refers to the extent to which
individuals believe that an aggressive response is an appropriate social behavior.13,14 In China’s traditional culture, some
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concepts affect people’s views on child violence, such as “spare the rod, spoil the child”, which may increase people’s
tolerance towards violence.15 Consequently, it seems reasonable to assume that culture-driven positive appraisals of
aggressive behavior might also be one factor influencing adolescents' bullying behavior. Relevant empirical studies also
show that normative beliefs about aggression are positively correlated with bullying.16–18 Therefore, we consider the role
of normative beliefs about aggressive behavior as a factor that could be relevant for the Chinese society. However, the
mediating and moderating mechanisms underlying this association remain largely unknown.19,20

Moral Disengagement as a Mediator
Moral disengagement (MD) is a cognitive tendency of individuals to minimize their harm on others from immoral
behaviours.21,22 Moral disengagement can help individuals reduce the tension they feel when they do not live up to their
own moral standards and norms, such as bullying others. MD allows them to justify, rationalize, or reconstruct bullying.
According to the general aggressive model (GAM), normative beliefs about aggression play a leading role in the causes
of bullying.23 Normative beliefs about aggression will interfere with individuals’ moral cognition and lead to negative
changes in individuals’ moral cognition and moral alienation, thus affecting the occurrence of bullying. Previous studies
have shown that there is a significant correlation between normative beliefs about aggression and moral disengagement.24

Normative beliefs about aggression can weaken individual moral mechanisms and promote the rise of moral
disengagement.25–27 Studies based on junior high school students in China also found that moral disengagement has
a significant positive impact on aggressive behavior.28,29 Therefore, this study hypothesizes that moral disengagement is
linked to normative beliefs about aggression and bullying.

Self-Control as a Moderator
Although normative beliefs about aggression may be linked with bullying through the mediating role of MD, not all
individuals who are exposed to a high level of normative beliefs about aggression experience increased levels of bullying
and show more MD. Therefore, it is important to explore those factors that may moderate the strength of the association
among normative beliefs about aggression, MD and bullying. According to the self-control resource model, individuals
who lack sufficient cognitive resources are more likely to choose aggressive behavior when facing unsatisfactory
results.30,31 Inspired by this theory, we explored whether the link between normative beliefs about aggression and MD
as well as between MD and bullying would be moderated by self-control.

Self-control refers to the ability of an individual conform to ideals, values, morals and social expectations.32 People with
greater levels of self-control are more fair and trustworthy and tend to experience more guilt than other people.33 As
a result, high self-control individuals should be less likely to experience increased levels of MD and activate bullying, and
inhibit the promoting effect of normative beliefs about aggression on MD as well as MD on bullying. Empirical studies
have supported that middle school students with low self-control levels are prone to cognitive impulse and are more likely
to choose some socially unacceptable behaviors when trying to vent negative emotions.34 Since moral disengagement
involves undesirable strategies that allow individuals to deviate from preferred social and moral standards, self-control can
buffer moral disengagement.35 Studies have shown that the interaction term of moral disengagement and self-control may
influence individual aggressive behavior.36,37

This study aimed to examine if normative beliefs about aggression influence bullying, taking into account moral
disengagement and self-control. To address this problem, we hypothesized the following relationship with junior high
school students: Hypothesis 1 stated that normative beliefs about aggression predicted bullying of junior high school
students. Hypothesis 2 was that moral disengagement mediates the relationship between normative beliefs about
aggression and bullying. Hypothesis 3 stated that the association between normative beliefs about aggression and
moral disengagement is moderated by self-control. Hypothesis 4 was that the association between moral disengagement
and bullying is moderated by self-control. Figure 1 presents the proposed the moderated mediation model.
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Methods
Participants and Procedure
This study was reviewed and approved by the Fujian Normal University of Technology Ethics Committee, and all
methods were performed in accordance with government regulations, laboratory policies and the 1964 Helsinki
Declaration. Informed consent was obtained from all participants included in the study as well as their custodians. In
this study, 491 students from seven classes of grade 1st to grade 3rd in two middle schools in Fujian provinces were
surveyed by a simple sampling method. The mean age of the subjects is 13.05 years (SD=0.85, range=12–15). Of these
491 students, 191 (38.9%) are female and 300 (61.1%) are male. Among them, 164 students (33.4%) are in the 1st grade,
162 students (33.0%) are in the 2nd grade, and 165 students (33.6%) are in the 3rd grade.

Measures
Normative Beliefs About Aggression Scale
The Chinese version of the NOBAGS was validated by Shao.38 NOBAGS is a 20-item measure of adolescents’ beliefs
about the appropriateness of behaving aggressively. There were two dimensions: revenge attack belief (12 items) and
general attack belief (8 items). This study used the belief subscale of general attack belief. Two sample items include “In
general, it makes sense to use physical violence to take your anger out on someone else”, “When you are angry, it is not
right to take it out on others”. The scale uses a 4-point score (1 corresponds to “completely disagrees”, and 4 corresponds
to “completely agrees”). The higher the score is, the higher the participants’ belief level of the attack norm is, and the
more they agree with the attack. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha for scores for the NOBAGS was 0.73.

Moral Disengagement Questionnaire
The Chinese version of the MD was validated by Yang.21 MD is a 26-item scale measuring adolescents’ moral
disengagement. The scale uses a 5-point score (1 corresponds to “completely disagrees”, and 5 corresponds to
“completely agrees”). The scale includes 8 dimensions, including moral defense (eg, “There’s nothing wrong with
fighting to protect a friend”), euphemistic labeling (eg, ”Talking about others behind their backs is just a joke”), favorable
comparison (eg, ”Compared to people who cheat on exams, not studying hard is not a big deal”), responsibility shifting
(eg, “If someone is forced to do something bad by a friend, he should not be blamed”), responsibility decentralization
(eg, “A team collectively decided to do something bad, then it is not fair to blame any single member of them”), distorted
results (eg, “Insults don’t hurt anyone”), blame attribution (eg, “People who are abused must have done something sorry
to others”) and dehumanization (eg, “Some people should be treated inhumanly”). The higher the total score, the higher
the moral disengagement level of the subjects. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha for scores for the MD was 0.82.

Self-Control Scale
The Chinese version of the SCS was created by June.39 SCS is a 13-item measure of adolescents’ degree of self-control.
The scale contains two dimensions: impulse control (nine items; eg, “I often act before I think it through”) and self-

Figure 1 Diagram of moderated mediation effect analysis.
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discipline control (four items; eg, “I can control my temper”). The scale uses a 4-point score (1 corresponds to
“completely disagrees” and 4 corresponds to “completely agrees”). Responses to all items were lower scores indicating
higher levels of self-control. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha for scores from the SCS is 0.76.

Bully/Victim Questionnaire
The Chinese version of the R-OBVQ was validated by Zhang.40 R-OBVQ is a 6-item scale measuring adolescents’
bullying perpetration. A sample item was “I have kicked, hit, pushed, or bumped classmates”. The scale uses a 4-point
score (1 corresponds to “completely disagrees” and 4 corresponds to “completely agrees”). The scale contains two sub-
questionnaires, namely bullying and being bullied, which measure bullying status within 3 months. The higher the score,
the more bullying. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha for scores for the R-OBVQ was 0.74.

Procedure
After strict training by the psychology major graduate students as the experimenter, the questionnaires were conducted on
a class-based basis. During the conducting process, the questionnaire requirements are disclosed to the subjects, and the
questionnaire is collected and administered according to voluntary answers. A total of 491 valid questionnaires were
collected with a recovery rate of 98.20%.

Data Analysis
SPSS21.0 statistical software was used to collate the obtained data and analyze descriptive statistics, as well as for
reliability analysis and correlation analysis. Firstly, we computed descriptive statistics and conducted Pearson correla-
tions to examine the relationships among normative beliefs about aggression, moral disengagement, self-control and
bullying. Second, we examined whether moral disengagement mediated the relationship between normative beliefs about
aggression and bullying using structural equation modeling (SEM). Specially, fit indices include R2 and F. Finally, we
explored whether the mediation process was moderated by self-control using Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS macro (Model
59). Harman’s single factor test was used to investigate the common method bias. The result of single-factor test showed
that the variation of the first-factor explanation was 15.32% (which was less than 40%).41 Therefore, the standard method
bias effect was not significant in this study.

Results
Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive statistics and correlations were computed for all variables and are reported in Table 1. Normative beliefs
about aggression were positively associated with bullying and moral disengagement (p<0.01), and negatively associated
with self-control (p<0.01). Moral disengagement was positively correlated with bullying (p<0.01), and negatively
correlated with self-control (p<0.01). There is a significantly negative correlation between self-control and bullying
(p<0.01).

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Variables in the Whole Sample (N=491)

Variables M (±SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6

1 NOBAGS 1.49±0.47 —
2 MD 1.85±0.45 0.41** —

3 SCS 2.77±0.45 −0.26** −0.34** —

4 R-OBVQ 1.41±0.46 0.32** 0.40** −0.41** —
5 Age 13.05±0.85 −0.10* −0.02 −0.08 0.05 —

6 Gender — 0.05 −0.08 0.03 −0.23** 0.07 —

7 Grade — −0.10* −0.02 −0.07 0.06 0.97** 0.04 —

Notes: *p<0.05; **p<0.01.
Abbreviations: NOBAGS, normative beliefs about aggression; MD, moral disengagement; SCS, self-control; R-OBVQ, bullying.
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Mediation Analysis: Moral Disengagement on Normative Beliefs About Aggression and
Bullying
We examined moral disengagement as a mediator of the association between normative beliefs about aggression and
bullying (H2). As Table 2 illustrates, multiple regression analysis indicated that normative beliefs about aggression
significantly positively predicted bullying (β=0.18, p<0.01). Normative beliefs about aggression significantly positively
predicted moral disengagement (β=0.41, p<0.01). Controlling for normative beliefs about aggression, moral disengage-
ment significantly positively predicted bullying (β=0.33, p<0.001). The bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method
indicated that moral disengagement mediated the relationship between normative beliefs about aggression and bullying,
ab=0.13, 95% CI=[0.07, 0.21]. The mediation effect accounted for 42.17% of the total effect. Therefore, Hypothesis 2
(moral disengagement mediates the relationship between normative beliefs about aggression and bullying) was
supported.

A Moderated Mediation Model: Normative Beliefs About Aggression, Moral
Disengagement, Self-Control and Bullying
We examined self-control as a moderator on the associations between normative beliefs about aggression and bullying
(Hypothesis 3), and between moral disengagement and bullying after controlling for normative beliefs about aggression
(Hypothesis 4).41 Table 3 presents the evidence on the moderating role of self-control on the relationship between
normative beliefs about aggression, moral disengagement and bullying.42 As Table 3 illustrates, the association between
normative beliefs about aggression and moral disengagement was moderated by self-control (β=−0.08, t=−2.25, p<0.05).
For descriptive purposes, this study plotted predicted moral disengagement against normative beliefs about aggression
separately for low and high levels of self-control (1 SD below the mean and 1 SD above the mean, respectively)
(Figure 2). Simple slope tests indicated that for individuals with low self-control (at 1 standard deviation), normative
beliefs about aggression was strongly associated with moral disengagement. However, this association was weaker for

Table 2 Summary Table of Mediation Effect Analysis (N=491)

Predictors Variables MD R-OBVQ

β t β t

NOBAGS 0.41*** 9.91 0.18** 4.08

MD 0.33*** 7.28
R2 0.17 0.19

F 98.22*** 56.44***

Notes: **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.

Table 3 Summary of Moderated Mediation Effect Analysis (N=491)

Predictors Variables Results Variables

MD R-OBVQ

β t β t

NOBAGS 0.33*** 7.84 0.14** 3.22
MD 0.22*** 4.80

SCS −0.29*** −6.92
NOBAGS ×SCS −0.08* −2.25
MD ×SCS −0.09* −2.42
NOBAGS ×SCS −0.00 −0.08
R2 0.24 0.28
F 49.93*** 37.02***

Notes: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
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individuals with high self-control (at −1 standard deviation). The relationship between moral disengagement and bullying
was moderated by self-control (β=−0.09, t=−2.42, p<0.05). For descriptive purposes, this study plotted predicted moral
disengagement against bullying separately for low and high levels of self-control (1 SD below the mean and 1 SD above
the mean, respectively) (Figure 3). Simple slope tests indicated that for individuals with low self-control (at 1 standard
deviation), moral disengagement was strongly associated with bullying. However, this association was weaker for
individuals with high self-control (at −1 standard deviation).

Figure 2 Moderation effect of self-control between normative beliefs about aggression and moral disengagement.
Abbreviations: NOBAGS, normative beliefs about aggression; MD, moral disengagement; SCS, self-control.

Figure 3 Moderation effect of self-control between moral disengagement and bullying.
Abbreviations: NOBAGS, normative beliefs about aggression; MD, moral disengagement; SCS, self-control.
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Discussion
This study found that normative beliefs about aggression significantly predicted bullying by junior high school students.
That is to say, normative beliefs about aggression could promote bullying by junior high school students. Junior high
school students with firmer normative beliefs about aggression were more likely to have bullying. Consistent with the
results, previous studies focusing on college students’ cyber-bullying also found that firm normative beliefs about
aggression of college students will lead to more cyber-bullying, and firm normative beliefs about aggression will
significantly positively influence adolescent bullying.18,43 Although more research is needed to investigate whether
this link might be more pronounced in a Chinese population because of its parenting culture, the results suggest that
studying these beliefs might prove important to understand the factors that underlie the development of aggressive
behavior in Chinese adolescents.

This study found that moral disengagement played a partial mediating role in the influence of normative beliefs about
aggression on junior high school students’ bullying. This is consistent with previous research results.19 This result also
conforms to the general aggressive model theory,23 which provides a new theoretical perspective for explaining the
internal influence mechanism of normative beliefs about aggression on junior high school students’ bullying. According
to the GAM, when an individual produces aggressive behavior or bullying, the individual factor (the belief in the norms
of aggressive behavior) will activate the individual’s internal information processing mode, and produce a hostile
interpretation. This then interferes with the individual’s moral cognition level, leading to the deviation of the individual’s
moral cognition. Adolescents with high normative beliefs about aggression will show a higher level of moral
disengagement.23–27 Therefore, normative beliefs about aggression not only directly affect the bullying of junior high
school students, but also indirectly affect the bullying through moral disengagement.

This study found that self-control played a moderating role in the relationship between normative beliefs about
aggression and moral disengagement. Among low self-control adolescents, normative beliefs about aggression had
a more significant effect on moral disengagement. A low self-control level strengthens the effect of normative beliefs
about aggression on moral disengagement. Individuals with low self-control have a weak ability to resist temptation and
regulate themselves. No matter whether the individual’s behavior is in line with their moral standards or whether the
individual uses moral disengagement mechanism to rationalize immoral behavior, the individual’s self-control system is
difficult to be activated. So the possibility of deviant behavior is very high.44 Adolescents with low self-control are prone
to cognitive impulse, and, when trying to vent negative emotions, they are more likely to choose some socially
unacceptable behaviors. Adolescents with high self-control are more likely to understand the harmful consequences of
activating MD, so they may be unlikely to experience high MD.45

This study found that self-control played a moderating role in the relationship between moral disengagement and
bullying. According to the theory of self-control resource model, individuals with strong self-control ability will make
full use of cognitive resources to evaluate the suitability of possible aggression. Their behavior is more likely to be
affected by personal values and social norms. Individuals with low self-control may lack in sense of personal agency and
are prone to impulsive behavior and to engage in socially unacceptable behaviors. They are also at higher risk for ego-
depletion or to experience energy decay. They are more susceptible to the influence of automatic attitude, which makes it
difficult to invoke sufficient cognitive resources and timely cognitive monitoring of the aggressive behavior to be
triggered. And this easily leads to the failure of the self-control process, and they may then attack others.46,47

Implications for Theory and Practice
Our findings have theoretical and practical contributions. In theory, this study explores the moderating role of self-control
in normative beliefs about aggression and bullying, which has not been involved in previous studies and expands the
overall research on aggression. In practice, it suggests that we should cultivate students’ self-control ability and reduce
bullying behavior from the perspective of enhancing their own psychological quality.

Limitations and Prospects
There are also some shortcomings in this study, which provide directions for further research. First, this study is a cross-
sectional study, so it is difficult to infer causality. Follow-up studies can use longitudinal design to investigate the
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relationship between normative beliefs about aggression, moral disengagement and bullying. Then they can look at the
relationship between variables from a dynamic perspective (such as collecting data in three waves for testing mediation
mode). Secondly, the self-report survey data are suspected of social desirability bias to the findings. Future studies should
utilize both self-report and observational data for more definitive findings. Therefore, various ways (such as parent
evaluation and peer evaluation, etc.) can be considered to obtain data in subsequent studies. Finally, although this study
regards moral disengagement as a cognitive mechanism, previous studies have pointed out that moral disengagement can
also be considered as a trait. Its regulatory agency can be studied by using moral disengagement as a moderating
variable.25,48 Subsequent studies can investigate the moderating effect of moral disengagement on normative beliefs
about aggression and bullying.

Conclusion
Our findings suggest that normative beliefs about aggression not only directly increase the incidence of bullying, but
also indirectly increase the risk of bullying through moral disengagement. Self-control moderated the relationship
between normative beliefs about aggression and moral disengagement, as well as between moral disengagement and
bullying.

Data Sharing Statement
The data that support the findings of this study are openly available in “figshare” at https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.
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