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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the relationship
between moral disengagement, and discrimination
experiences, and bullying experiences among
Korean-American adolescents. It was
hypothesized that bullies would show higher
levels of moral disengagement and discrimination
when compared with non-bullies. It was also
hypothesized that moral disengagement would be
related to discrimination experiences. A secondary
data analysis from a survey study of Korean-
American adolescents was conducted using a data
set that consisted of survey responses on bullying
and related experiences from 119 Korean-
American junior high school students. The results
supported the hypothesis that bullies experienced
higher levels of moral disengagement when
compared to non-bullies, although bullies did not
experience more discrimination than non-bullies.
Moral disengagement was not related to
discrimination experiences. This study found that
gender played a role in moral disengagement.
Boy bullies experienced higher levels of moral
disengagement than any other comparison group.
In general, boys experienced more discrimination
than girls. Future studies need to explore these
factors along with other social variables, such as
family  relationships and cultural  value
orientations, to delineate why certain Korean-
American adolescents become bullies and
aggressors while others remain intact and resilient
to adverse social and school experiences.
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1. Introduction

Bullying is a serious problem for
adolescents all over the world. Nearly two-
thirds of adolescents experience some kind
of bullying (1). Bullying is defined as “a
negative  action in  which  someone
intentionally inflicts, or attempts to inflict,
injury or discomfort upon another” (2).
Often bullying is interpreted as a power
struggle to determine the subordinate and the
dominant individuals within a group, where
the dominant member subjects the
subordinate ones to pain and suffering, to
exert and establish power over them and
onlookers (3).

1.1. Moral Disengagement among
Bullies

According Bandura, bullying is caused
by a deficiency in moral agency (4, 5, 6),
which is the degree to which an individual
can make moral decisions of right and
wrong. While all individuals demonstrate
variations in moral agency, those who
deviate from societal norms in moral
judgment are considered experiencing moral
disengagement. Moral disengagement, or
the ability to distinguish right from wrong, is
most often selective in nature and can be
easily turned on or off depending on the
social situation (6). Bullies experience
moral disengagement when they ignore what
they have learned about morally acceptable
behaviors.  This  keeps them  from
anticipating any adverse psychological
consequences from hurting others, and
cognitively shields them from recognizing
social repercussions of their negative
behaviors.

Bandura proposed that human beings
model their behavior based on reactions and
responses of others (6). Individuals
recognize their behavior as right or wrong
based on social responses of their peers.
Behaviors that deviate from the social norms
evoke a negative reaction from peers, which
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leads to the extinction of that behavior (6, 7).
Bandura believed that divergence from these
social norms occurs when an individual
reconstructs their ideas of moral behavior, or
their ideas of right and wrong (6).

Bullies  reconstruct  their ~ moral
behavior by dehumanizing the victim,
justifying their behavior, or ignoring their
behavior. This reconstruction of moral ideas
about right and wrong can lead to prolonged
moral disengagement. When bullies use
dehumanization tactics, they often ascribe
animalistic characteristics to their victims.
This allows them to view the victim’s life as
holding less value than their own (5, 6, 8). It
is also understood that bullies tend to have a
distorted moral reasoning that minimizes
their sense of guilt and justifies their
negative behavior (6, 9). Bullies may engage
in cognitive moral disengagement to free
themselves of guilt and remorse for bullying
others (6, 10). They may rationalize their
behaviors by convincing themselves that the
person deserved to be bullied. Finally,
bullies may intentionally ignore their own
negative behaviors, or the fact that they have
a bullying problem. The bullies may not
hold themselves accountable for their
actions, and deny their behaviors altogether.
These three tactics (dehumanization,
justification, ignoring) are helpful for the
bullies to protect themselves from negative
emotions and from thinking that they are
inflicting harm on others (6).

Menesini, Palladino, & Nocentini
addressed a potential relationship between
moral disengagement and bullying (11).
They found that individuals turn off moral
control to rationalize negative behavior, and
that moral disengagement is positively
correlated with being a bully. This is
consistent with Bandura’s theory, in which
bullies cognitively protect themselves when
hurting others (6, 11). Turner (12) found
results similar to those of Menesini et al.,
(11), and also evaluated a possible
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correlation between bullying and effective
pro-social behaviors. He found that bullying
was negatively correlated with pro-social
behaviors.

Gender  differences are  often
investigated when addressing bullying and
bullying experiences. It was found that boys
tend to bully more frequently than girls
between the sixth and eighth grades (13).
Boys also tend to bully others to elevate
their own perceived masculinity through the
demonstration of roughness and toughness,
while girls tend to bully others as a form of
punishment toward individuals who do not
fit societal norms, such as bullying someone
for being overweight or dressing against the
social norm (13, 14). Boys were at least one
and a half times at higher risk of being a
bully when compared to girls (15). Boy
bullies scored higher on physical bullying
than did girl bullies, while scoring
equivalent to girls on both verbal and
relational bullying (15). These findings
again demonstrate that boys tend to express
masculinity through bullying and in their
bullying type (physical), while girls tend to
bully their victims wusing verbal and
relational means. While there is no single
answer as to why males score higher than
girls on physical aggression, for the potential
relationship between bullying and moral
disengagement, one may look again to
societal norms for boys, such as being tough,
disengaging with feelings, and hiding
emotion.

1.2. Discrimination Experiences
among Korean-Americans

It is crucial to  understand
psychological issues among Asian-American
adolescents, as they experience higher levels
of mental health issues than European-
American adolescents (16). Many factors,
such as discrimination, acculturation and
generational value gaps have been
documented to contribute to their mental
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health issues (17). Discrimination is a
common factor in bully experiences among
minority children and contributes to negative
mental and physical health outcomes (18,19,
20). While one might assume that ascribing
a positive stereotype to Asian-Americans
would lead to a positive outcome,
adolescents who experience any form of
stereotyping, positive or negative, tend to
have lower academic grades when compared
to adolescents not  stereotyped or
discriminated against (21). Quin et al. (20)
found that Chinese-American students
experience physical bullying stemming from
discrimination. Participants reported being
“beaten, bullied, tripped, hit, pushed,
kicked” and having objects thrown at them
both inside and outside of their schools, due
to their ethnicity. Chinese-American
students also experienced covert
discrimination when others frequently
ignored them, gave them dirty looks, or
avoided them. These discrimination
experiences may lead to higher rates of
negative mental health issues, leaving the
victims with feelings of vulnerability. The
accumulated discrimination experiences may
develop into acceptance of deviance as they
come to believe that those around them are
not treating them with fairness and justice
because of their ethnicity (19).

While only a few studies have
investigated bullying experiences among
Korean-American adolescents, none have
investigated the relationship  between
bullying, moral disengagement  and
discrimination experiences among Korean-
American adolescents. This study examined
the experiences of Korean-American
adolescents who engaged in bullying in
terms of moral disengagement and
discrimination. Other bullying experiences
among  Korean-American  adolescents,
including the victims, have been reported in
a previous study (22). In the 2011 study,
Shin et al. (22) also assessed discrimination
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experiences of Korean-American high
school students in relation to bullying. They
found that bullies reported higher levels of
discrimination when compared to non-
bullies, specifically feeling unfairly treated
and experiencing discomfort with peers. In
addition, a significant number of the students
(31.5%) reported bullying others in this
study. Those Korean-American clinicians
who participated in the study interpreted this
high incidence of bullying as a result of the
students defending themselves against
discrimination. Based on this finding, we
explored bullying experiences as related to
discrimination and moral disengagement,
focusing on the experiences of bullies
among Korean-American junior high school
students.

It was hypothesized that the
participants who identified themselves as
bullies would show higher levels of moral
disengagement when compared with non-
bullies. It was hypothesized that bullies
would experience  higher levels of
discrimination than non-bullies. It was also
expected that the higher the level of moral
disengagement the students demonstrated,
the more likely they would be to have
experienced discrimination.

We also addressed the question of
gender differences by asking the following
research questions:

1. Do gender differences in moral
disengagement exist within the bully group?

2. Do gender differences in discrimination
experiences exist within the bully group?

2. Method
2.1. Participants

Participants included 119 (42% male
and 57% female) Korean-American students
from junior high schools in New York and
New Jersey. Their ages ranged from 10 to
14 years old (M =12.50, SD =1.04). More
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than half of the students (60%) were born in
the U.S. Most of the students (80%) lived
with both parents, and others lived with only
one parent or with a host family.

2.2. Measures

The Bully Survey (23) is a multi-part
self-report  questionnaire  designed to
measure three aspects of bullying: being
bullied, observing others being bullied, and
bullying others. Participants self-identified
themselves as bullies, victims or observers.
According to the survey, the bully
experiences were defined as “punching,
shoving and other acts that hurt people
physically, spreading bad rumors about
people, keeping certain people out of a
group, teasing people in a mean way, and
getting certain people to gang up on others”
(Swearer & Paulk, 1998). There were 38
participants  (32%)  who identified
themselves as bullies, and they are the main
focus of this study. Bully tactics in this
survey included “called them names,” “made
fun of them,” and “said I will do bad things
to them.” Frequency information about
bullying tactics used by the bullies is given
in Table 1.

The survey also included one subscale
section that measured moral attitudes about
bullying, and this was used as a measure of
moral disengagement. The questions of the
survey are based on a 5-point Likert scale
rating from “totally false” to “totally true.”
Questions included “most people who get
bullied ask for it,” “bullies hurt kids” and
“being bullied is no big deal.” Frequency
information about moral disengagement is
presented in Table 2. For the current study,
two items that did not contribute to the
internal consistency to an acceptable level
were eliminated. With the remaining 12
items on the scale, the Cronbach’s a was .75,
which  was comparable to previously
reported reliability (Cronbach's a = .73;
Werth, Nickerson, Aloe, & Swearer, 2015).
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Moral disengagement for the current study
was measured by using the remaining 12
items on this scale.

The Perceived Ethnic and Racial
Discrimination Scale (24) is a 21-item self-
report questionnaire assessing perceived
discrimination by peers due to race or
ethnicity. Participants rated items on a 5-
point Likert scale from “never” to “all the
time.” The questionnaire includes questions
like “How often do you feel that other
students in school make fun of you because
of your race or ethnicity?” and “How often
do other students treat you unfairly because
of your race or ethnicity?” The internal
consistency for the current study was .93.

The previous study (22) identified the
factor structure of the scale: the factors that
emerged from the analysis were unfair
treatment, positive and negative stereotype,
and discomfort. Positive stereotyping was
measured by such questions as “other
students in school expect that you will get
good grades because of your race or
ethnicity” and “other students in school
think that you will do well in school because
of your race or ethnicity.” Negative
stereotyping was measured by such
questions as “other students in school think
that you won’t know the answer in class
because of your race or ethnicity” and “other
students in school treat you like you’re not
smart because of your race or ethnicity.”
Questions evaluating levels of discomfort
included “other students in school are
uncomfortable around you because of your
race or ethnicity” and “other students feel
threatened by you because of your race or
ethnicity.” Finally, questions concerning
unfair treatment included “other students in
school treat you with less respect because of
your race or ethnicity” and “other students in
school don’t listen to your thoughts on
things because of your race or ethnicity.”
We used these four factors in our data
analysis.
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3. Results

Participants were allowed to identify
as bullies and/or victims based on The Bully
Survey (23). Of the 119 total participants,
38 (32%) identified as bullying others and
51 (43%) as being bullied. Among the
bullies, 70% experienced being bullied.
There were 50 participants who identified as
boys and 68 participants who identified as
girls. One participant declined to answer
and was not included in any analyses
examining gender. The mean and standard
deviation of the variables examined are
presented in Table 3.

3.1. Moral Disengagement

A total score of moral disengagement
was obtained by totaling the responses for
each participant. As hypothesized, bullies
reported  higher  levels of  moral
disengagement than non-bullies, t (58.47) = -
3.01, p < .01. In addition, there was a
significant difference in moral
disengagement between boys and girls
within the bully group, t (36) =2.83, p < .01
while there was no significant difference
between boys and girls within the non-bully
group. Boy bullies (M= 31.73, SD= 8.7)
experienced more moral disengagement than
did girl bullies (M= 24.69, SD= 5.67). An
ANOVA also revealed a significant
interaction revealed between bullying and
gender, F (1,109) = 8.34, p < .01, N partial =
.07. Boy hbullies reported higher moral
disengagement than boy non-bullies, girl
bullies and girl non-bullies. There were also
significant main effects for both bully
groups, F (1,109) = 8.98, p <. 01, n’partial =
.08, and gender, F (1,109) = 5.06, p <. 05,
nearia = .04, revealing that bullies show
significantly  higher levels of moral
disengagement than non-bullies, and boys
show higher levels of moral disengagement
than girls.
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3.2. Discrimination

The Perceived Ethnic and Racial
Discrimination Scale (24) was used to
measure discrimination. Discrimination was
computed based on the participants’ total
scores and scores on  subdomains:
discrimination by positive stereotyping,
discrimination by negative stereotyping,
being treated unfairly, and feeling
discomfort. When the total score on
discrimination was used, bullies did not
report feeling discriminated against more
than non-bullies, t (112) = .54, p > .05.
Within the bully group, there was no
significant difference between boys and
girls. However in the non-bully group, boys
experienced significantly more
discrimination than girls, t (34.25)" = 2.05, p
< .05. There was no significant interaction
between bullies and gender, F (1,109) =
1.03, p >.05, Wpartiat = .01. There were no
main effects for bullying status and gender.

When positive stereotyping was
examined, no significant difference was
reported between bullies and non-bullies, t
(112) = .35, p >.05. In both bully and non-
bully groups, there were no significant
differences between boys and girls. There
was no significant interaction between
bullies and gender, F (1,109) = .48, p >.05,
Npartial = .004. There were no main effects
for bullying status and gender.

There was no significant difference in
negative stereotyping between bullies and
non-bullies, t (112) = -.01, p>.05. In both
bully and non-bully groups, there were no
significant differences between boys and
girls. There was no significant interaction
between bullies and gender, F (1,109) = .28,
p >.05, Wpartia = .003. There were no main
effects for bully and non-bully groups, but
boys reported experiencing more negative

1 Separate variance t-tests were undertaken because
there were unequal group sizes in conjunction with
heterogeneity of variance.
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stereotyping than girls, F (1,109) = 5.55, p
<.05, lepartial =.05.

In terms of experiencing unfairness, no
significant difference in unfairness was
observed when comparing bullies to non-
bullies, t (99) = .23, p>.05. Within bully and
non-bully groups, there were no differences
between boys and girls in perceiving
unfairness. There was no significant
interaction between bullying and gender, F
(1,109) = 2.09, p >.05, W partiat = .02. There
were no main effects for bullying status and
gender.

There was no difference between
bullies and non-bullies in terms of
experiencing discomfort, t (101) = 1.1, p
>.05. Within the bully group, however, boys
perceived more discomfort than did girls, t
(24.07)! = 2.32, p <.05. Within the non-
bully group, boys also perceived more
discomfort than did girls, t (32.24)! =2.32, p
<.05. There was no significant interaction
between bullying and gender, F (1,109) =
56, p >.05, nN’partial = .01. There were no
main effects for bullying status, but boys
were experiencing more discomfort than
girls, F (1,109) = 5.55, p <.001, 1 partias = -10.

3.3. The relationship between moral
disengagement and discrimination
experiences

It was expected that there would be a
significant  relationship  between moral
disengagement and discrimination
experiences. The total score of the
discrimination scale and the scores of its
subdomains were correlated with the moral
disengagement  score. None of the
discrimination scores were significantly
related to that of moral disengagement
except positive stereotype.  Those who
perceived more positive stereotype tended to
be less morally disengaged, r (117) =-.22, p
<.05. Within the bully group, none of the
discrimination scores were correlated with
that of moral disengagement. Within the
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non-bully group, positive stereotype was
negatively correlated with moral
disengagement, r (74) =-.28, p <.05.

4. Discussion

The results of this study support the
hypothesis that bullies experience higher
levels of moral disengagement compared to
those of non-bullies. These findings are
consistent with those of Turner (12) and Gini
et al. (9), suggesting that Korean-American
adolescent bullies show moral attitudes
similar to those of Caucasian-American
adolescent bullies. Among the Korean-
American adolescents, boy bullies showed
higher levels of moral disengagement than
all the comparison groups. It could be that,
as in the general population, Korean
American boys grow up more engaged than
girls in physical fights and in establishing
dominant relationships, learning to value
physical dominance and other types of
power.

As for our hypothesis that Korean-
American  bullies  experience  more
discrimination than non-bullies, the findings
are mixed. When the total score of the
discrimination scale was examined in
relation to bullying experiences, bullies did
not report experiencing more discrimination
than non-bullies. However, boys reported
experiencing significantly more
discrimination than girls within the non-
bully group, while there was no difference
between boys and girls within the bully
group. This is not consistent with the
findings of the previous study of Korean-
American high school students, in which
bullies perceived more discrimination than
did non-bullies (22). It could be that the
ability to define discrimination experiences
becomes more developed as the adolescents
grow older. Therefore, behaviors related to
discrimination could be more readily
perceived as related to bullying experiences
during late adolescence. However, at least
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some of the students in the present study,
notably boys in the non-bully group, did
perceive themselves as having more
experiences of discrimination than girls.

When the subdomains of the
discrimination scale were examined, there
were no significant differences between
bully and non-bully groups. However, boys
reported  experiencing more negative
stereotypes than girls within the non-bully
group. In both bully and non-bully groups,
boys reported experiencing more discomfort
with their peers than girls. The results based
on the discrimination scale show that boys
are more affected by discrimination than
girls in general. Boys also seem to be less
comfortable with their peers compared to
girls, suggesting that they may have more
difficulties in social adjustment, social
inclusion, and forming social relationships
with their peers.

When the relationship  between
discrimination and moral disengagement
was examined, the results do not show that
discrimination experiences have a significant
impact on moral disengagement. It could be
that the discrimination experiences are not
directly related to moral disengagement, and
it could be that they impact the victims of
bullying more than the bullies. Often the
behaviors that are related to discrimination
are inclusive of the bullying behaviors, such
as “they make a fun of me because of the
way | look and of my background.” These
are the experiences of the victims rather than
of the bullies, who may not be subjected to
bullying or may not acknowledge their
victimization as a form of defense or to
protect their self-image. However, it is
notable that the boy bullies are
uncomfortable with their peers, showing
more potential social adjustment issues than
girls.

Again, in the previous study with high
school students, bullies experienced more
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discrimination than non-bullies (22), so
discrimination issues may become more
salient among the older age group, and this
should be studied longitudinally along with
moral disengagement.  This topic also
should be pursued in relation to factors
relevant to Korean-American culture. Many
Korean-American parents are protective of
their children, who are growing up as a
minority group, and encourage them to learn
self-defensive skills, such as Tae-Kwon-Do,
which might have played a role in the
relatively  high  percentage of these
adolescents who report bullying others. In a
previous study (22), the clinicians who
participated in the study interpreted bullying
others among Korean-American students as
a form of self-defense against being bullied.

It is also conceivable that Korean-
American adolescents raised in conservative
Koreans households, where children are
expected to obey their parents and seniors,
have a more hierarchical view of
relationships with their peers, and may
exercise aggression to demand seniority,
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especially within their own ethnic group.
The family relationships and their social
experiences within their own ethnic group
should also be explored to further study the
bullying experiences of these children as
related to moral disengagement. To the
extent that Korean cultural norms are not
consistent with those of the U.S. mainstream
culture, Korean-American children may be
more susceptible to deviating from the
accepted social norms and becoming morally
disengaged.

This study supported previous findings
by confirming that bullying experiences are
related to moral disengagement among
Korean-American adolescents. An extended
sample size, inclusion of such social factors
as family and in-group relationships along
with discrimination experiences, and follow-
ups of these children longitudinally would
further delineate how certain adolescents
lose their sense of morality and become
bullies and aggressors while others remain
intact and resilient to negative social and
school experiences.
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Name calling

Made fun of them

Said bad things to them

Played jokes on them

Won't let them be a part of my group
Break their things

Attack them

Don't talk to them

Write bad things about them

Said mean things behind their back
Pushed them
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Table 1. Frequency of Bullying Type

Never happened @ Rarely happened izr;pe;;zgs
21.10% 34.20% 21.20%
10.50% 36.80% 23.70%
57.90% 15.80% 15.80%
44.70% 18.40% 26.30%
54.10% 10.80% 18.90%
71.10% 18.40% 7.90%
63.90% 13.90% 5.60%
28.90% 23.70% 5.30%
50.00% 21.20% 15.80%
23.10% 17.90% 28.20%
42.10% 13.20% 18.40%
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Often happened @ Always happened

21.10%
26.30%
5.30%
2.60%
8.10%
2.60% | N/A
13.90%
21.20%
7.90%
12.80%
15.80%
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Table 2. Frequency of Moral Attitudes

Totally false | Sort of false Eacl)zz true and f:i: of tTr?Jtslly
Most people who get bullied ask for it 42.20% 21.60% 25.90% 7.80% 2.60%
Bullying is a problem for kids 7.70% 6.80% 6.80% 21.40% 57.40%
Bullies are popular 23.30% 15.50% 37.90% 18.10% 5.20%
| don't like bullies 8.50% 6.00% 12.00% 12.80% 60.70%
| am afraid of bullies at school 53.00% 28.70% 7.80% 5.20% 5.20%
Bullying is good for wimpy kids 69.20% 12.80% 12.80% 0.90% 4.30%
Bullies hurt kids 6.00% 6.00% 20.50% 17.10% 50.40%
| would be friends with a bully 46.20% 21.40% 21.40% 6.80% 4.30%
Ibfflllr;/ ‘;::srrsl‘(t;:d why someone would 21.40% 15.40% 29.90% 22.20% 11.10%
| think bullies should be punished 10.30% 8.60% 25.00% 24.10% 31.90%
Bullies don’t mean to hurt anybody 38.80% 28.40% 25.00% 6.00% 1.70%
Bullies make kids feel bad 3.50% 2.60% 16.50% 17.40% 60.00%
| feel sorry for kids who are bullied 7.80% 7.80% 16.40% 20.70% 47.40%
Being bullied is no big deal 57.80% 19.00% 15.50% 5.20% 2.60%
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Table 3. Means and Standard Deviation on the Variables examined for Each Group
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Bullies (n=38) Non-Bullies (n = 76) Bullies ( n = 38) Non-Bullies ( n = 76)
t Boys (n = 22) Girls (n = 16) t Boys (n = 27) Girls (n = 48) t
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
Moral Disengagement 28.76 8.27 24.19 6.2 3.01** 31.73 8.7 2469 567 2.83** 23.66 5.28 2454 6.75 -0.58
Discrimination (Total) 16.19 1448 1472 13.32 0.54 16.93 16.97 15.19 10.56 0.36 1891 17.08 11.69 8.97 2.05*
Positive Stereotype 7.13 465 683 4.28 0.35 6.64 467 781 4.69 0.77 6.85 423 6.77 4.39 0.08
Negative Stereotype 0.59 1.24 059 1.36 -0.01 0.79 147 031 0.79 1.3 1.07 192 031 0.83 1.96
Unfairness 6.32 823 593 894 0.23 6.23 9.08 6.44 7.17 -0.77 8.59 1188 3.92 535 1.94
Discomfort 2.16 418 137 2.69 1.1 327 5.16 0.63 1.2 2.32* 239 3.62 0.69 1.65 2.32*

*p <.05, * p < .01, **p < .001
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