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ABSTRACT

In contemporary world, school bullying is a widespread phenomenon affecting millions of
students. It is therefore necessary to identify the variables that directly and indirectly
influence bullying. Accordingly, this study investigated the mediating role of empathy in
the associations of moral intelligence and social adjustment with bullying among male
students in the upper elementary grades in Isfahan. The study used a descriptive
correlational design and structural equation modeling. The study population comprised
male students in the upper elementary grades in Isfahan during the 2021 to 2022 academic
year. Through cluster sampling, Educational Districts 3 and 5 were selected from the six
educational districts in Isfahan. Twelve boys’ elementary schools were then selected from
these districts, with six schools selected from each district. To allow for potential attrition,
a sample of 320 students was selected. Data were collected using the Illinois Bully Scale
(Espelage & Holt, 2001), the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1983), the Adjustment
Inventory for School Students (Sinha & Singh, 1993), and the Moral Competency
Inventory (Lennick & Kiel, 2007). The results indicated that moral intelligence did not
have a significant direct effect on bullying (p = .118), whereas social adjustment and
empathy had significant direct effects on bullying (p <.001). Path analysis further indicated
that empathy mediated the associations of moral intelligence and social adjustment with
bullying. Specifically, social adjustment directly predicted bullying. Empathy partially
mediated the association between social adjustment and bullying and fully mediated the
association between moral intelligence and bullying. School counselors can therefore help
prevent bullying and its consequences by providing empathy training to male students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Bullying is a widespread problem in schools and is associated with negative
outcomes for both perpetrators and victims, including personality disorders
and interpersonal and academic difficulties, particularly during the
elementary school years (Salmivalli, 2014). Identifying the factors associated
with bullying is therefore important. A review of the theoretical foundations
and previous research on bullying and aggression suggests that moral
intelligence may help prevent or reduce bullying among students (Borba,
2011). Moral intelligence guides human behavior toward important and
valuable actions and influences individuals’ motivation and task performance
(Faramarzi et al., 2014). Social adjustment may also be an antecedent of
bullying. Bullying has been proposed to result from biases in social
information processing that limit individuals’ capacity for social adjustment
(Golestani Jahromi et al., 2017). Research has indicated that empathy is
essential to children’s understanding and regulation of social behavior and to
their moral development (Passingham & Wise, 2012; Estévez et al., 2020).
Students in the upper elementary grades are transitioning from childhood to
adolescence and experience substantial social and emotional changes. During
this period, schools and peers play important roles in students’ involvement
in bullying, whether as perpetrators or victims. Empathy may therefore
influence students’ social adjustment. Students who experience bullying in
elementary school are at increased risk of mental health problems, including
depression and anxiety, and report greater sadness and apprehension than
younger children. Given these concerns, the present study examined the
mediating role of empathy in the associations of moral intelligence and social
adjustment with bullying among male students in the upper elementary
grades.

Literature Review

Estévez et al. (2020) reported that higher levels of cognitive empathy were
associated with recognizing bullying incidents, accepting responsibility for
intervening, and knowing how to intervene. Ferrara (2018) found that boys
with low affective empathy, but not those with low cognitive empathy, were
more likely to exhibit morally disengaged behavior, which in turn increased
their self reported involvement in bullying perpetration. Del Rey et al. (2016)
found that cognitive and affective empathy negatively predicted the
perpetration of both traditional bullying and cyberbullying. Pozzoli et al.
(2016) reported an association between moral disengagement and bullying
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behavior. Darzi et al. (2021) found that school bonding and empathy had
direct effects on bullying. Kersoy and Sadoughi (2020) reported significant
inverse associations between bullying and both social competence and
prosocial behavior. Shahbazian Khoniq et al. (2018) found that components
of moral intelligence significantly predicted components of students’ bullying
behavior. Previous research has therefore identified several psychological
correlates of bullying. However, questions remain, particularly regarding the
affective characteristics of students who engage in bullying.

Methodology

The study employed a descriptive correlational design using structural
equation modeling. The study population comprised male students in the
upper elementary grades in Isfahan during the 2021 to 2022 academic year.
Cluster sampling was used to select Districts 3 and 5 from the six educational
districts in Isfahan. Twelve boys’ elementary schools were then selected from
these districts, with six schools chosen from each district. To account for
potential attrition, a sample of 320 students was selected. Data were collected
using the Illinois Bully Scale (Espelage & Holt, 2001), the Interpersonal
Reactivity Index (Davis, 1983), the Adjustment Inventory for School
Students (Sinha & Singh, 1993), and the Moral Competency Inventory
(Lennick & Kiel, 2007). The data were analyzed through path analysis using
SPSS and SmartPLS.

Results

Pearson correlation coefficients revealed significant negative correlations
between bullying and social adjustment (r = negative .374), bullying and
moral intelligence (r = negative .239), and bullying and empathy (r = negative
.269). Path analysis indicated that social adjustment had a significant direct
effect on empathy and that empathy had a significant direct effect on bullying.
Moral intelligence also had a significant direct effect on empathy (p < .05)
but did not have a significant direct effect on bullying (p = .18). The indirect
effects of social adjustment on bullying (indirect effect = .068, t = 2.97) and
moral intelligence on bullying (indirect effect = negative .131, t = 3.02) were
significant. The reported criteria for evaluating the model were considered
acceptable, as the average variance extracted (AVE) values exceeded .05 and
the variance inflation factor (VIF) values were below 2.5.

Conclusion
The findings indicate that empathy mediates the associations of both moral
intelligence and social adjustment with bullying among male students in the
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upper elementary grades. Based on these findings, teachers should
incorporate activities designed to foster empathy into Social Studies and
Thinking and Research classes through group learning. Computer game
developers should design games that develop social skills among children and
adolescents to reduce bullying behavior. Teachers and school administrators
should also organize educational workshops or dedicated school programs,
such as the BOOM Plan, to strengthen students’ moral intelligence.
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