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ABSTRACT

Theaimofthisstudyistoinvestigateamediatorroleofemphatictendencyintherelationshipbetween
moraldisengagementandcyberbullying.Theparticipantscomprised338Turkishadolescents.The
ageofparticipantsrangedbetween11and18years.ThestudydatawasgatheredusingtheMoral
DisengagementScale,theCyberBullyingScaleandtheEmphaticTendencyScale.Thedatawas
analyzedusingstructuralequationmodeling.Abootstrappinganalysiswasconductedinorderto
determineanyindirecteffects.Theresultsshowthatmoraldisengagementpredictedcyberbullying
positivelyandemphatictendencynegatively,andthatemphatictendencypredictedcyberbullying
negatively. It was further found that the structural equation model, which proposes that moral
disengagement,hasadirect andan indirect effect throughemphatic tendencyoncyberbullying
wasconfirmed.TheresultsofthestudyarediscussedinthelightofSocialCognitiveTheory,and
suggestionsforfuturestudiesaremade.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Becomingpopularandbeingsociallyacceptedisamongadolescents,especiallywiththetechnological
developments,cyberbullying(Reynold&Repetti,2010;Werner&Hill,2010)isatypeofelectronic
aggression,andhasnegativeconsequencesbothinTurkeyandthroughouttheworld.Understandingthe
risksandprotectivefactorsofcyberbullyinghasrecentlybecomethefocusofpsychologicalresearch
due to itsadverseeffects.Researchduring thepast twodecadeshasemphasizedsocio-cognitive
processesaffectingantisocialbehavior,either inafacilitatingway,suchasmoraldisengagement
(Menesini,etal.2003)andenhancingprosocialbehavior(Warden&Mackinnon,2003),suchas
empathy.Forthisreason,inthisstudy,thebehaviorofcyberbullyinginadolescentsisbeexamined
inrelationtomoraldisengagementandempathictendency.

Cyberbullyingisdescribedasintentional,repetitive,andhostileaggressionamongadolescents
throughelectronicmedia (Smith&Slonje,2010).Ejecting individuals fromchat roomswithout
reason,secretlytakingshamefulphotosofsomeone,preparingwebsitesdiscreditingorembarrassing
someone,addingoffensive,insulting,orthreateningmessagesorpicturestoavictim’swebsiteor
blogs,sharing inappropriate imagesonline,andspreadingrumorsaboutsomeoneareamongthe
mostcommonexamplesofcyberbullying(Hinduja&Patchin,2010;Topçu,2008;Moses,2013).

Cyberbullyingresultsinadverseconsequencesinphysical,psychological,andacademicareas.Its
resultsincludehigherabsenteeratesinschools,excusemakingfornon-attendanceatschool(Katzer,
etal.2009),lowgrades(Beran&Li,2008),lowself-esteemandhighdepressionlevels(Ybarraet
al.,2006)andattemptedsuiciderates(Hinduja&Patchin,2010;Schneideretal.,2012).Compared
totraditionalbullying,cyberbullyingmayhurtvictimsmuchseverelysinceitcanhappenatanytime
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ofday,involveanonymousbehaviors,andithasthecapacitytoreachmanypeoplethroughdifferent
means(Moses,2013).Duetothewidespreadeffectinashorttime,researchintotheriskfactorsand
protectivefactorsofcyberbullyinghasbeenrapidlyincreasing.Moraldisengagement(Wang,Lei&
Zhao,2017)wasexaminedasoneoftheriskfactorswhileempathy(Wang,Lei&Zhao,2017)was
focusedasaprotectivefactorthathaveaneffectonbullying.

Regardedasan immoralbehavior,cyberbullyingwasassociatedwithmoraldisengagement
(Hinduja&Patchin,2010).ThetermmoraldisengagementwasaddressedbyBandurainhissocial-
cognitivetheoryofthemoralself(Bandura,1991).Moraldisengagementisaninternalcognitive
mechanism which deactivates cognitive internal control in order to minimize the moral effects
of impairing behaviors and avoid moral self-sanctions (Bandura, 1991). According to Bandura,
individuals rationalize aggressive behaviors by activating moral disengagement mechanisms to
avoidnegativeself-sanctionswhentheybehaveimmorally(Bandura,2002).Thisprocessenables
theindividualtoreasonhis/herimmoralbehaviorsortoallowhis/herinappropriatebehaviorstobe
acceptedmoreeasily(Gibbs,Potter,&Goldstein,1995).Cyberbulliesusecognitivereasoningand
rationalizationtostartandmaintaintheiraggressivebehaviors(Pornari&Wood,2010).Theymakeuse
ofmoraldisengagementmechanismsbyisolatingtheirvictims,inhumanetreatment,intimidationand
controllingthebehaviorsoftheirvictims(Bandura,2002;Hinduja&Patchin,2010).Theelectronic
mediaisfrequentlyusedbyindividualswithhighermoraldisengagementbehaviorsbecauseofits
anonymityandopportunitytoavoidface-to-faceinteractionwithvictims(Pornari&Wood,2010).
Acyberbullyactsbothimmorallywithoutfeelingguilty(Slonje&Smith,2008)andusescognitive
strategiesinordernottotakemoralresponsibility(Almeidaetal.,2008),sinceinteractionthrough
theelectronicmediaallowsforcommunicationwithoutdirectcontact.

Empathicpersonality traithasbeen the focusof researchasoneof theprotective factorsof
bullying.Empathy is considered tobe a factor that can inhibit antisocial behavior and facilitate
prosocialbehavior(Wang,Lei,&Zhao,2017;Warden&Mackinnon,2003),andisanimportant
construct toassesswhenexaminingbullyingbehavior.Bandura (1986) identifiedempathyasan
importantfactorinsocialcognition,influencingone’sabilitytorecognizeandreactappropriately
toemotionspresentedbyothers.Asadimensionofempathy,emphatictendencyisdefinedasthe
potentialofformingempathyofpeopleintheirdailylivesandsocialsensitivity(Dökmen,1988).
An empathic tendency is mostly related to an individual’s potential to understand and feel the
experiencesandemotionsofothersandconstitutesthebasisofempathicabilities(Dökmen,1994).
Theliteratureemphasizesthenegativerelationshipbetweenempathictendencyandbullying(Slonje
etal.,2012;Steffgenetal.,2011;Tangneyetal.,2007;Topçu,2008).Ahigherempathictendency
reducesaggressionsinceitmakesitpossibletoanticipatepossibleharmsgiventoothers(Tangney
etal.,2007).Alowerempathictendency,ontheotherhand,isseenasariskfactorfortraditionaland
cyberbullying(Steffgenetal.,2011).Ithasbeendeterminedinstudiesthatindividualswhowere
bulliesandwhodemonstratedthecharacteristicsofvictimswerelessempathicanddisplayedcyber
bullyingbehaviorsmoreoften(Renatietal.,2012;Steffgenetal.,2011;Stavrinidesetal.2010).It
isalsoassertedthatavirtualenvironmentdecreasesempathiccommunicationsinceitisunableto
receivenonverbalclues,suchasfacialexpressions,whichrevealthefeelingsorreactionsofaperson
(Ang&Goh,2010)andlackofimmediatereaction(Steffgenetal.,2011).Withrespecttoallof
theseexplanations,itcanbesaidthatavirtualenvironmentisfrequentlypreferredbythosewhose
empathictendencyislowandhaveatendencyforaggressivebehaviors.

Therelationshipbetweenempathyandmoraldisengagementhasbeenthefocusofespecially
bullyingandcyberbullyingresearch.Empathyisanessentialelementforpro-socialbehaviour(Wang,
Lei,&Zhao,2017)andmoraldevelopmentisriskfactor(Wang,Lei,&Zhao,2017)inbullying
andcyberbullying.Recentstudiesfoundthatlackofempathy(Renatietal.,2012;Steffgenetal.,
2011)andhighMD(Kyriacou,2016;Meters,2018;Runions,2015)assistscyberbullyingbehavior.
Moreover, instudiesfocusingonbothvariables, itwasfoundthat thelackofempathyincreased
moraldisengagementandcyberbullyingbehaviors(Kokkinos&Kipritsi,2018;Postorino,2014;
vanNoorden,Haselager,Cillessen,&Bukowski,2015;Zelidman,2014).
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