
 

 

 

 

 

 

The Influence of School Loose-Tight Culture 

on Bullying of Middle School Students: The 

Mediating Role of Collective Moral 

Disengagement and Collective Efficacy

Lei Wang, Yirui Song  
 

Wuhan Sports University, Wuhan 430079, Hubei, China 

Abstract. To explore the relationship and mechanism of school loose-
tight culture to middle school bullying, a total of 808 students were 
selected from three middle schools in Dehong Prefecture, Yunnan 
Province of China, to conduct a questionnaire survey. The study used the 
school loose-tight culture scale, the collective moral disengagement 
scale, the collective efficacy scale, and the bullying scale for middle 
school students. The results showed that (i) school loose-tight culture 
significantly predicted the occurrence of school bullying; (ii) school 
loose-tight culture was significantly negatively correlated with collective 
moral disengagement and school bullying but positively correlated with 
collective efficacy. Further, collective moral disengagement was 
significantly positively correlated with school bullying, but collective 
efficacy was significantly negatively correlated with school bullying; (iii) 
school loose-tight culture inhibited school bullying through the dual 
mediating effects of collective moral disengagement and collective 
efficacy at the same time. 
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Question 

CHOOL bullying is considered a widespread form of school violence, which has 
a long-term negative impact on young people’s healthy personalities and devel-
opment (Hu, 2017). Studies have shown that students with externalized behavior 

problems react negatively to the external environment (Cai, 2006). First, according to 
the ternary interaction theory, an individual’s behavior is strongly governed by motiva-
tion and beliefs and adversely affects the subject’s thinking and emotions. Secondly, 
behavior is not only governed by individual needs but also restricted by the environ-
ment. Schools and classes are the environments that middle school students are exposed 
to most frequently, directly impacting their behavior. Studies have shown that bullying 
behaviors of middle school students are related to factors such as moral disengagement, 
self-efficacy, and class environment (Wang et al., 2018). Still, there is no research on 
the influencing factors of campus bullying from the collective level. According to the 
ecological system theory, the development of middle school students is in a complex 
environmental system, and each layer of the system interacts with other systems and 
individuals, which affects the development of students. School culture is the core force 
that promotes the development of the school and the internal mechanism that affects 
students’ behavior. Therefore, it is feasible and significant to discuss the impact of 
school culture on campus bullying from the collective level. 

Tight-loose culture is a new dimension of cross-cultural psychology research, 
which refers to the social norm culture of punishment and intensity of deviant behaviors 
(Lu et al., 2017). The “loose” in tight-loose culture refers to weak norms and a high 
tolerance for deviant behaviors (inadequate punishment), and “tight” refers to solid 
norms and a low tolerance for deviant behaviors (intense punishment) (Gelfand, Li & 
Gordon, 2017). Social norms under different cultural backgrounds reflect the difference 
between looseness and tightness, which helps to enhance our understanding and predic-
tion of differences in human psychology and behavior. Under different school cultural 
backgrounds, students perceive different school loose-tight cultures, and their self-
control, self-regulation, and self-monitoring abilities for bullying behavior are also quite 
different. Studies have shown that students are prone to frequent skipping classes in 
schools with relatively loose rules and regulations. Students cannot be better integrated 
into the class environment, leading to increased bullying behavior (Zeng et al., 2019). 
As a result, school loose-tight culture directly impacts campus bullying, and this impact 
will play a role indirectly through the class atmosphere. 

Studies have shown that moral disengagement has a significant positive predic-
tive effect on adolescent verbal bullying, relationship bullying, and physical bullying 
(Yang & Wang, 2012). Bandura (2002) put forward the concept of collective moral dis-
engagement, which refers to the common belief of the group that defends negative be-
haviors morally, and it reflects the degree of recognition or opposition of the class to 
certain irregular behaviors. As a collective consensus, collective moral disengagement 
is more likely to transfer responsibility, which in turn increases the possibility of cam-
pus bullying. The lower the middle school students’ perception of the school atmos-
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phere, the higher their level of moral disengagement. Collective efficacy is proposed by 
Bandura based on self-efficacy and defines it as to whether people feel that they can 
solve problems through joint efforts in a group, organization, or country, and increase 
the strength of belief in life. Studies have shown a negative correlation between indi-
vidual self-efficacy and bullying behavior, and individuals with low self-efficacy are 
more likely to have bullying behavior (Valois et al., 2017). Studies have pointed out 
that student problem behaviors are significantly related to class collective efficacy, and 
students with lower collective efficacy levels are bullied more frequently (Sapouna, 
2010). Social norms run through the entire human culture and are a collective consensus 
of human beings on acceptable behavior. Collective moral disengagement and collec-
tive efficacy, as a collective consensus of class environment and school belonging, may 
affect students’ bullying behavior. 

School culture has a particular influence on campus bullying. In addition, col-
lective moral disengagement and collective efficacy, as an individual’s perception of 
class atmosphere, also impact campus bullying behavior. According to ecosystem theo-
ry, school loose-tight culture will affect the class atmosphere, and the class atmosphere 
will further affect campus bullying. Therefore, the relationship between school loose-
tight culture, collective moral disengagement, collective efficacy, and the occurrence of 
campus bullying is worthy of attention. This study aims to test the relationship between 
these variables to provide a reference for the prevention and intervention of school bul-
lying. 

Methodology 

Survey Object 

Using the convenient sampling method, a total of 850 middle school students were se-
lected from three middle schools in Dehong Prefecture, Yunnan Province of China. Af-
ter excluding 42 invalid data, 808 valid data were finally obtained, with an effective rate 
of 95.1%. Among them, there are 353 boys (43.7%) and 455 girls (56.3%); there are 
276 (34.2%) students in the 7th grade, 238 (29.5%) in the 8th grade, and 294 (36.3%) in 
the 9th grade. 

Research Tools 

 School Loose-Tight Culture Scale 

This study used the school loose-tight culture scale compiled by Gelfand et al. (2011), 
with a total of 6 items. A Likert 6-point scoring is used, from 1 for “completely disagree” 
to 6 for “completely agree. The higher the score, the “tighter” the school loose-tight 
culture perceived by the students. The Cronbach’s α coefficient of the scale in this study 
was 0.86. 

 School Bullying Moral Disengagement Scale 
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This study used the Moral Disengagement Scale of Campus Bullying compiled by 
Thornberg et al. The Chinese version was revised by Wang, Yan & Qiu (2019). There 
are 30 items in the scale divided into eight dimensions: moral defense, distorted results, 
dehumanization, responsibility transfer, scattered responsibility, euphemistic labeling, 
favorable comparison, and blame attribution. Use a 5-point scale of 1-5. The higher is 
the score, and the higher is the level of campus bullying moral disengagement. The 
Cronbach’s α coefficient of the scale in this study was 0.91. 

 Collective Efficacy Scale 

This study used the collective efficacy scale compiled by Goddard (2002), with 12 tems 
in total. It is divided into two factors: task analysis and group structure. Using a 5-point 
scale of 1-5, and the higher is the score; the higher is the students’ collective efficacy. 
The Cronbach’s α coefficient of the scale in this study was 0.87. 

 Bullying Scale for Middle School Students 

Using Yang’s (2014) bullying scale for middle school students, there are 14 items in 
total, divided into two subscales: bullying and being bullied. The scale uses a 5-point 
scale of 1-5. The Bullying Scale has seven items, and the higher the score, the higher 
the frequency of bullying; the Bullied Scale has seven items and the higher the score, 
the higher the degree of being bullied. The Cronbach’s α coefficient of the bullying 
subscale and the being bullied subscale in this study were 0.89 and 0.85, respectively. 

Data Processing and Collection 

Use SPSS25.0 for reliability test, single factor common method deviation test, descrip-
tive statistics, and correlation analysis. In addition, Mplus7.4 established the structural 
equation model, and the mediation effect test of the percentile Bootstrap method with 
deviation correction was carried out. 

Results and Analysis 

Common Method Deviation Test 

Harman’s single factor test method was used to perform unrotated EFA on all the origi-
nal items of the main variables in this study. The test results found that the explanatory 
rate of the first common factor was 14.28%, which did not exceed the critical value of 
40%. Therefore, this result indicated that no serious common method deviation existed 
in this study. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analysis were performed on school loose-
tight culture, collective moral disengagement, collective efficacy, and school bullying 
(Table 1). The results showed that school bullying was significantly negatively corre- 
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Table 1. Correlation Analysis of School Bullying and School Loose-Tight Cul-
ture, Collective Moral Disengagement, and Collective Efficacy. 

Variable M±SD 

School 

Loose-Tight 

Culture 

Collective  

Moral  

Disengagement 

Collective 

Efficacy Bullying 

School 

Loose-Tight 

Culture 

4.52±0.93 1    

Collective 

Moral 

Disengagement 

2.09±0.65 -0.17** 1   

Collective 

Efficacy 
3.58±0.58 0.31** -0.28** 1  

Bullying 1.71±0.81 -0.21** 0.28** -0.33** 1 

Being Bullied 1.34±0.65 -0.15** 0.31** -0.28** 0.53** 

Note: **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. 

 
 
 
 
 

Table 2. Analysis of the mediating effect of collective moral disengagement 
and collective efficacy. 

 
Effect 

Size 

Boot 

SE Z p 

95% CI 

Upper Limit Lower Limit 

Overall Effect -0.25 0.04 -5.53 < 0.001 -0.34 -0.16 

Indirect Effect -0.22 0.03 -5.90 < 0.001 -0.30 -0.16 

School Loose-Tight Culture →  

Collective Moral Disengagement →  

School Bullying 

-0.07 0.02 -3.55 < 0.001 -0.11 -0.03 

School Loose-Tight Culture →  

Collective Efficacy →  

School Bullying 

-0.15 0.03 -4.84 < 0.001 -0.23 -0.10 

Direct Effect -0.03 0.02 -0.52 0.61 -0.13 0.08 

 
 
 
 
lated with school loose-tight culture, significantly positively correlated with collective 
moral disengagement, and significantly negatively correlated with collective efficacy. 
School loose-tight culture has a significant negative correlation with collective moral 
disengagement and a significant positive correlation with collective efficacy. Further-
more, bullying is positively associated with being bullied. This showed that school bul-
lying is obviously affected by school loose-tight culture perception, collective moral 
disengagement, and collective efficacy. 
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Figure 1. The Mediation Model of School Loose-Tight Culture Affecting 

School Bullying. 

 
 
 
 

The Mediating Role of Collective Moral Disengagement 

and Collective Efficacy in the Relationship between 

School Loose-Tight Culture and School Bullying 

Structural equation modeling was used to analyze the multiple mediating effects of col-
lective moral disengagement and collective efficacy between school loose-tight culture 
and campus bullying (Figure 1). Each fitting index of the model reached a critical value 
(χ2/df = 3.64, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.06). According to the Bootstrap 
method recommended by Wen and Ye (2014) to further test the significance of the me-
diation effect. The results show that the mediating effects of collective moral disen-
gagement and collective efficacy are both significant, and the parallel mediating effects 
of collective moral disengagement and collective efficacy in school loosening culture 
and campus bullying are significant. 

The total effect of school loose-tight culture on school bullying was -0.25. Af-
ter the model introduces collective moral disengagement and collective efficacy, the 
direct effect changed to -0.03; the indirect effect of collective moral disengagement and 
collective efficacy in the impact of school bullying on school loose-tight culture was -
0.22, and the effect amount (that is, the mediation effect accounts for the total effect 
percentage) was 88%. School loose-tight culture had an indirect effect on campus bully-
ing through collective moral disengagement, with a size of -0.07, accounting for 28% of 
the total effect. School loose-tight culture could also indirectly affect bullying behavior 
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through collective efficacy, with a size of -0.15, accounting for 60% of the overall ef-
fect (Table 2). 

Discussion 

This study aimed to explore the impact of school loose-tight culture on campus bullying, 
and the mediating mechanism of collective moral disengagement and collective efficacy. 
Correlation analysis showed that school loose-tight culture is significantly negatively 
correlated with school bullying; further structural equations showed that school loose-
tight culture negatively predicts school bullying. The finding is consistent with previous 
research results (Wang et al., 2017) and further proved the negative predictive effect of 
school loose-tight culture on campus bullying. Collective moral disengagement is sig-
nificantly positively correlated with campus bullying; collective efficacy is significantly 
negatively correlated with campus bullying. This result validates our hypothesis and is 
also in line with the moral disengagement theory. When individuals have externalized 
behavior problems, they will first reduce psychological guilt and self-blame through the 
mechanism of moral disengagement (Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 2015). According to so-
cial cognition theory, when individuals pursue goals, self-efficacy affects behavior 
changes through physical arousal and is cultivated by individuals in the social environ-
ment. In the same way, collective efficacy is a way of cognition cultivated by individu-
als in a group environment and affects their bullying behavior. 

Our results showed that collective moral disengagement plays a completely 
mediating role between school loose-tight culture and campus bullying. On the one 
hand, moral disengagement is a crucial internal mechanism for psychological abuse and 
neglect to affect adolescent bullying behavior. On the other hand, school culture is the 
norms, rules, atmosphere, and way of thinking jointly created by teachers, students, and 
school administrators in the long-term educational and teaching activities through the 
interaction between the school members. School culture provides students with ethical 
requirements, lists clear rules and regulations, and determines what behaviors students 
can do and what is out of school management treaties. These can effectively reduce the 
occurrence of collective moral disengagement. On the other hand, when the level of 
moral disengagement is higher, the collective will transfer more responsibility, thereby 
perceiving less attribution of blame and lowering the victim’s painful perception, which 
ultimately leads to campus bullying, consistent with previous studies (Sun et al., 2017). 
Therefore, we must not only pay attention to the cultivation of the school cultural envi-
ronment, but also prevent the negative effect of collective moral disengagement in the 
class environment. 

Collective efficacy plays a completely intermediary role between school loose-
tight culture and campus bullying. In collective cognition development, group identity, 
collective efficacy, and group emotions will change with social situations and group 
conditions. When students perceive the “tight” school culture atmosphere, the level of 
collective efficacy will increase, and group members are more willing to participate in 
joint actions. Students have improved their interpersonal relationships through coopera-
tion and communication, and the intervention on campus bullying will also increase, 
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which has a certain inhibitory effect on bullying. Therefore, improving the level of col-
lective effectiveness can effectively reduce the probability of school bullying incidents. 

The research results showed that there is a significant negative correlation be-
tween collective moral disengagement and collective efficacy. Collective moral disen-
gagement and collective efficacy, as a collective consciousness, as the class environ-
ment and atmosphere, are closely linked to the school culture, forming an ecological 
environment system that connects the school and the class and profoundly impacts the 
bullying behavior of students. 

The study results confirmed that the school loose-tight culture reduces school 
bullying by reducing collective moral disengagement and enhancing collective efficacy. 
Thus, introducing the loose-tight cultural dimension in cross-cultural psychology has 
practical significance for advancing the localization of campus bullying. Therefore, in 
the future, we can pay attention to campus bullying and the level of students’ mental 
health from the overall ecosystem level of individual-collective, home-school connec-
tion, and so on. 
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