Bullying Attitudes

Authored by
mohammed looti

December 9, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammed looti (2025). Bullying Attitudes. Psychepedia. Retrieved from
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=30747

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com



https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=30747
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=30747
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Bullying Attitudes

Defining Bullying Attitudes

Bullying attitudes represent a complex constellation of beliefs, emotions, and behavioral intentions
held by individuals regarding the act of bullying, its justification, and its perceived consequences.
These attitudes are not merely passive opinions but dynamic, evaluative judgments that strongly
predict an individual's engagement in, support of, or opposition to aggressive peer interactions.
Specifically, a pro-bullying attitude often involves the belief that aggression is an acceptable or
effective means of achieving social dominance, coupled with a lack of empathy toward victims and
a tendency to minimize the harm caused. Conversely, anti-bullying attitudes are characterized by
strong moral objections to aggression, high levels of empathy, and a commitment to intervening on
behalf of others. Understanding these underlying cognitive and affective structures is crucial
because attitudes serve as critical psychological mediators between environmental factors (such
as school climate or parental discipline styles) and observable social behavior, influencing whether
a child actively participates as a bully, assists the bully, or passively reinforces the behavior
through silent approval.

The psychological definition of attitudes typically incorporates three components: the cognitive, the
affective, and the conative (or behavioral intention). In the context of bullying, the cognitive
component encompasses rationalizations, such as believing that victims deserve the abuse or that
bullying is simply a natural part of social hierarchy; these justifications allow the perpetrator or
supporter to neutralize internal moral conflict. The affective component relates to emotional
responses, which might include finding pleasure in the victim's distress, feeling contempt, or,
conversely, experiencing anxiety or disgust regarding aggressive acts. Finally, the conative
component involves the readiness to act, manifesting as the intention to join in the harassment,
spread rumors, or, for those with anti-bullying attitudes, the intention to seek help or defend the
target. It is the alignment and intensity of these three components that determine the strength and
persistence of an individual's orientation toward peer aggression, highlighting why intervention
must target not just behavior, but the underlying psychological infrastructure that sustains it.

Furthermore, bullying attitudes are highly contextual and can be differentiated based on the
specific role an individual adopts within the bullying dynamic. For example, the attitudes held by
the primary aggressor might focus intensely on social utility and power acquisition, viewing the
target as an object to be manipulated or controlled, thereby justifying instrumental aggression. In
contrast, attitudes held by "reinforcers" or "assistants" often center on social acceptance and group
cohesion, driven by the fear of social exclusion if they fail to support the dominant peer group, or a
shared belief that the victim is an outsider. Even bystanders, who often possess ambivalent
attitudes, demonstrate a complex interplay between moral disapproval and the pragmatic desire to
avoid personal risk or confrontation. This complexity necessitates an ecological approach to
assessment, recognizing that attitudes are fluid and responsive to immediate social norms and
perceived group expectations.
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Theoretical Frameworks of Attitude Formation

The formation of attitudes toward bullying is robustly explained through several established
psychological theories, most notably Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) and the Theory of Planned
Behavior (TPB). SCT posits that attitudes are largely acquired through observational learning,
where children observe the actions of role models--peers, siblings, parents, and media figures--and
the subsequent reinforcements or punishments these actions receive. If a child observes a peer
gaining status, material rewards, or attention by successfully intimidating another, this vicarious
reinforcement strengthens the observer's belief that bullying is an effective and desirable course of
action, thus forming a positive or permissive attitude toward aggression. Central to SCT is the
concept of self-efficacy; individuals who believe they are capable of successfully executing
aggressive acts (high bullying self-efficacy) are more likely to develop attitudes that support such
behavior, especially if they also engage in moral disengagement mechanisms that justify their
actions.

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) offers a more specific model linking general attitudes to
behavioral intentions. According to TPB, the intention to engage in or support bullying behavior is
determined by three interacting factors: the individual's attitude toward the behavior itself (e.g.,
"Bullying is fun and effective"), subjective norms (perceived social pressure, e.g., "My friends
expect me to stand up for them by harassing outsiders"), and perceived behavioral control (the
belief in one's ability to perform the behavior, e.g., "I know how to make that person look stupid").
Subjective norms are particularly influential in group settings like schools, where the perceived
approval or disapproval of significant others (the peer group) often outweighs an individual's
personal moral objections. A permissive or supportive subjective norm surrounding bullying is one
of the most powerful predictors of pro-bullying attitudes and subsequent aggressive actions among
adolescents, underscoring the necessity of shifting group-level perceptions during prevention
efforts.

Furthermore, attribution theory contributes significantly to understanding how attitudes are
sustained. Individuals holding pro-bullying attitudes often exhibit hostile attribution bias, interpreting
ambiguous social cues as intentionally hostile, which justifies a retaliatory or aggressive response.
This bias reinforces the cognitive component of the attitude by creating a narrative where the victim
is always at fault, thereby alleviating any guilt or responsibility the aggressor might feel. This
process is deeply intertwined with moral disengagement, a cluster of cognitive restructuring
mechanisms--such as moral justification, displacement of responsibility, and dehumanization of the
victim--that allow individuals to violate moral standards without self-condemnation. These
mechanisms are essential for maintaining a stable, positive attitude toward aggression, as they
insulate the aggressor's self-concept from the negative implications of their harmful conduct.
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The Role of Social Learning and Environment

The immediate social environment serves as the primary incubator for the development and
reinforcement of bullying attitudes. The family environment provides the earliest blueprint; children
raised in homes where coercive control, hostility, and inconsistent discipline are prevalent often
internalize the belief that power dynamics and aggression are legitimate tools for conflict
resolution. Parental attitudes toward aggression, whether explicitly endorsed or implicitly
demonstrated through modeling, are highly correlated with children’'s subsequent attitudes toward
bullying. For instance, if parents minimize the seriousness of peer aggression or encourage
children to "fight back" aggressively without emphasizing non-violent conflict resolution, the child is
more likely to develop attitudes that normalize and accept aggressive behavior as a functional
aspect of social life. Conversely, authoritative parenting styles, characterized by warmth, clear
boundaries, and strong emotional coaching, tend to foster high levels of empathy and strong anti-
bullying attitudes.

Peer group dynamics represent the most potent environmental factor during adolescence. Attitude
formation is heavily influenced by the desire for group belonging and status maintenance. If the
dominant peer group holds collective pro-bullying attitudes--often manifested as shared jokes
about targets or collective exclusion--individuals are strongly motivated to adopt these attitudes to
ensure social inclusion and avoid becoming targets themselves. This phenomenon is often
described through the concept of pluralistic ignorance, where individuals privately disapprove of
bullying but publicly conform to the perceived group norm of acceptance or indifference, mistakenly
believing that their peers genuinely support the aggression. This misperception reinforces the
overall pro-bullying subjective norm within the school environment, making attitude change difficult
without explicit, coordinated group interventions that reveal the true, private attitudes of the
majority.

The school climate, encompassing the quality of teacher-student relationships, the perceived
fairness of disciplinary policies, and the clarity of anti-bullying rules, also profoundly shapes
attitudes. In schools where rules against bullying are inconsistently enforced or where staff
members display indifference, students receive the implicit message that bullying is tolerated or
inconsequential, leading to the proliferation of permissive attitudes. Conversely, a strong, positive
school climate characterized by high levels of teacher supervision, clear consequences, and
consistent promotion of prosocial behavior serves as a powerful protective factor. When students
perceive that adults genuinely care about their safety and actively intervene, they are more likely to
internalize anti-bullying attitudes and develop a sense of collective responsibility to protect
vulnerable peers, thereby shifting the overall social norm toward intervention rather than passive
acceptance.
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Cognitive and Affective Components

The cognitive component of bullying attitudes involves the specific schemas and beliefs individuals
use to interpret and justify aggressive acts. Key cognitive distortions include minimization and
denial of responsibility. Minimization involves downplaying the severity of the victim's suffering
(e.g., "It was just a joke," or "They're being overly sensitive"), which allows the aggressor and
supporters to distance themselves from the negative emotional outcomes of their actions. Denial of
responsibility shifts the blame externally, either to the victim (e.g., "They provoked me") or to
external forces (e.g., "Everyone else was doing it"). These cognitive structures are essential
psychological defense mechanisms that prevent the attitude from conflicting with the individual's
core self-image, enabling them to maintain a view of themselves as morally acceptable despite
engaging in harmful behavior.

The affective component centers on the role of empathy and emotional regulation. Individuals with
strong pro-bullying attitudes often exhibit significantly lower levels of affective empathy--the ability
to share and feel the emotions of another person. This deficit makes it easier for them to inflict pain
without experiencing personal distress or guilt. However, it is important to distinguish this from
cognitive empathy (perspective-taking), which aggressors may sometimes possess and even
exploit to identify vulnerabilities and maximize the effectiveness of their torment. The combination
of high cognitive empathy used strategically and low affective empathy creates a particularly potent
and cold form of aggression. Furthermore, individuals who struggle with emotional regulation, often
displaying high levels of anger or impulsivity, may develop attitudes that view aggression as a
necessary outlet for managing internal distress, reinforcing the belief that emotional venting
justifies the victimization of others.

The interaction between cognition and affect defines the stability of the attitude. When cognitive
justifications (e.g., "The victim is weak") align with affective responses (e.g., pleasure derived from
dominance), the attitude becomes highly resistant to change. This alignment creates a self-
reinforcing loop: the cognitive belief reduces guilt, which permits the affective pleasure of
dominance, which in turn strengthens the cognitive justification. Disrupting this loop requires
interventions that simultaneously challenge the cognitive distortions (e.g., demonstrating the real
harm caused) and foster affective responses (e.g., engaging in perspective-taking exercises to
build genuine empathy). Without addressing both the rationalizations and the emotional deficits,
interventions aimed solely at behavior modification are often temporary, as the underlying
permissive attitude remains intact.

Measuring and Assessing Bullying Attitudes

Accurate measurement of bullying attitudes is fundamental for research and effective intervention
planning. Assessment tools typically rely on self-report instruments that aim to capture the
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cognitive, affective, and conative components of the attitude. Common methods include
standardized scales utilizing Likert-type responses to statements such as, "It is okay to exclude
someone if they are different” or "l feel bad when | see someone being picked on." These scales
are designed to measure overall pro- or anti-bullying orientation, as well as specific constructs like
moral disengagement, empathy levels, and perceived social horms. The reliability of these
measures depends heavily on ensuring anonymity, as the social desirability bias--the tendency to
report attitudes that are socially acceptable--can significantly skew results, leading to an
underestimation of permissive attitudes in school environments.

To mitigate social desirability bias, researchers frequently employ vignette methodologies.
Vignettes present respondents with short, hypothetical scenarios depicting bullying situations (e.g.,
physical, verbal, or cyber aggression) and then ask respondents to evaluate the acceptability of the
behavior, predict the consequences, and indicate their likelihood of intervening or supporting the
aggressor. By framing the evaluation around a third party rather than the self, vignettes often elicit
more candid assessments of normative beliefs and behavioral intentions. For instance, a
respondent might be asked, "How wrong is it for the boy in the story to do this?" or "How likely are
the other students to agree with the bully?" The specific characteristics manipulated within the
vignettes (e.g., victim provocation, severity of harm, presence of authority figures) allow
researchers to precisely map the contextual boundaries of an individual's permissive or prohibitive
attitudes.

Beyond direct self-report, researchers also utilize implicit measures to capture attitudes that
individuals may be unwilling or unable to consciously articulate. Implicit Association Tests (IATS)
adapted for bullying research measure the strength of automatic associations between aggression-
related concepts (e.g., "Bully," "Victim") and evaluative attributes (e.g., "Good," "Bad," "Powerful,"
"Weak"). For example, a strong implicit pro-bullying attitude might be revealed if a participant more
quickly associates the concept of "Bully" with positive attributes like "Powerful" or "Successful."
While logistically challenging to administer widely in schools, implicit measures provide valuable
complementary data, often revealing underlying biases that contrast sharply with the socially
desirable responses provided on explicit self-report scales, thereby offering a more complete
picture of the attitudinal landscape.

Relationship to Bullying Behavior and Roles

The relationship between bullying attitudes and behavior is robust and reciprocal. Attitudes serve
as a powerful proximal determinant of who engages in bullying, who supports it, and who defends
the victims. Individuals with strongly internalized pro-bullying attitudes are significantly more likely
to initiate or participate in aggressive acts. This relationship is often mediated by moral
disengagement; the greater the individual's ability to morally disengage, the weaker the moral
constraints on their behavior, and the more easily their permissive attitude translates into action.
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Conversely, strong anti-bullying attitudes, characterized by high empathy and a sense of
responsibility, are highly predictive of prosocial behavior, such as defending victims or reporting
incidents to adults, even when these actions carry social risk.

Attitudes also dictate the specific role adopted within the bullying dynamic. Aggressors typically
hold the most pronounced and stable pro-bullying attitudes, often viewing aggression as a
legitimate tool for social control and status enhancement. Assistants and reinforcers, who actively
support the aggressor without initiating the conflict, hold attitudes that prioritize social conformity
and group affiliation over moral principles; their permissive attitudes are often contingent on the
presence of the dominant group. In contrast, bystanders who remain passive often exhibit
ambivalent attitudes--they may morally disapprove of the act (anti-bullying cognition) but lack the
behavioral intention or self-efficacy to intervene, prioritizing personal safety or social neutrality.
This passive attitude inadvertently reinforces the bully by signalling tacit acceptance of the
behavior.

Furthermore, the attitude toward the victim is a critical component influencing behavior. Individuals
who hold negative attitudes toward specific out-groups or individuals (e.g., those based on race,
sexual orientation, or disability) are far more likely to target them. This prejudiced attitude often
involves dehumanization, where the target is viewed as less than human, which strips away moral
obligations and makes aggressive behavior easier to execute without psychological cost. This
specialized form of pro-bullying attitude is particularly dangerous because it solidifies the
aggressor's belief that the aggression is not only justified but perhaps even necessary, leading to
more frequent, severe, and intractable forms of bias-based harassment.

Consequences and Maintenance of Pro-Bullying Attitudes

The consequences of holding stable pro-bullying attitudes extend far beyond immediate peer
conflict, impacting long-term social adjustment and mental health. For the aggressor, maintaining
these attitudes, often coupled with high moral disengagement, is associated with a greater
likelihood of engaging in later antisocial behavior, delinquency, and criminal activity during
adolescence and adulthood. This longitudinal pattern suggests that the cognitive and affective
structures developed to justify aggression in childhood become generalized templates for
interacting with the world, favoring dominance and coercion over cooperation and respect.
Moreover, the reinforcement loop inherent in these attitudes--where aggression leads to perceived
rewards (status, attention), which validates the underlying attitude--makes these patterns highly
resistant to change without dedicated therapeutic or systemic intervention.

On a group level, the collective maintenance of permissive attitudes profoundly shapes the social
ecology of a school or community. When a critical mass of students and staff tacitly or explicitly
accepts bullying, the climate becomes psychologically unsafe, fostering a culture of fear, silence,
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and distrust. This permissive environment increases the victimization risk for all students,
decreases academic engagement, and inhibits the development of positive peer relationships. The
maintenance mechanism here is often diffusion of responsibility: when everyone believes
bullying is acceptable or someone else's problem, no single individual feels obligated to intervene,
allowing the negative norm to persist unchallenged and reinforcing the strength of the pro-bullying
subjective norm.

Breaking the cycle of attitude maintenance requires challenging the perceived social utility of
aggression. If the rewards associated with bullying (status, attention) are consistently removed,
and prosocial behaviors (defending, reporting) are actively and visibly rewarded, the functional
belief underlying the pro-bullying attitude begins to erode. This structural change must be
supported by consistent adult modeling and enforcement, demonstrating that the community
fundamentally rejects the attitudes that justify aggression. Without this systemic shift, individual
interventions are often insufficient, as the powerful environmental forces continue to validate and
reinforce the cognitive distortions and affective deficits that underpin the aggressive mindset.

Intervention and Prevention Strategies

Effective intervention strategies targeting bullying attitudes must operate on multiple ecological
levels, addressing individual cognitive biases, affective deficits, and permissive group norms. At
the individual level, cognitive-behavioral interventions (CBI) are crucial for challenging the
aggressor's moral disengagement mechanisms and hostile attribution biases. This involves direct
discussion and reframing of justifications, helping individuals recognize the true impact of their
actions, and replacing aggressive scripts with prosocial problem-solving skills. For those with
deficits in empathy, targeted training focusing on perspective-taking and emotional recognition,
often using role-playing or reflective exercises, is essential to strengthen the affective component
of anti-bullying attitudes.

At the group and school level, prevention efforts must focus on shifting the subjective norms
surrounding aggression. Programs like the KiVa Anti-Bullying Program or the Olweus Bullying
Prevention Program emphasize creating a school-wide commitment to intervention, focusing
heavily on empowering bystanders. By explicitly teaching bystanders how to safely intervene,
report incidents, or support victims, these programs aim to transform the passive, ambivalent
attitude into an active, anti-bullying stance. Crucially, these interventions often utilize public
awareness campaigns and clear, consistent communication to correct the misconception of
pluralistic ignorance, demonstrating that the vast majority of students actually disapprove of
bullying, thereby making anti-bullying behavior the new, accepted social norm.

Finally, comprehensive prevention requires sustained parental engagement and community
awareness. Workshops and resources provided to parents should focus on promoting authoritative
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parenting techniques, modeling non-aggressive conflict resolution, and fostering high levels of
empathy in the home environment. When schools, families, and community groups consistently
reinforce the same message--that aggression is unacceptable and empathy is valued--the
environmental cues that once fostered permissive attitudes are systematically replaced by cues
that support prosocial behavior. This unified, ecological approach ensures that the formation and
maintenance of strong, protective anti-bullying attitudes are supported across all major domains of

a child's life.
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