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Abstract
Bullying and cyberbullying have been intensively studied in many countries, and research on the topic has been fruitful. 
Nevertheless, it is still necessary to advance knowledge on bullying and cyberbullying in many geographical areas and to 
discover their risk and protective factors. The objective of this study was to describe and compare the involvement in different 
bullying and cyberbullying roles in Spain and Poland, identifying risk and protective factors such as moral disengagement, 
social and emotional competencies, moral emotions and empathy. This study was carried out with a sample of 2535 primary 
and secondary school students from Spain and Poland. More bullying and cyberbullying involvement were found in Poland in 
comparison with Spain. Different moral disengagement mechanisms were found to be risk factors for involvement in bullying 
and cyberbullying in both countries. Low moral emotions were a risk factor for bullying and cyberbullying perpetration in 
Spain and Poland. Different social and emotional competencies were protective against bullying and cyberbullying in both 
countries. These results suggest the need to design and implement more programs to promote social, emotional and moral 
competencies in Spain and Poland to protect children against bullying and cyberbullying.

Keywords  Bullying · Cyberbullying · Social and emotional competencies · Moral disengagement · Moral emotions · 
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Introduction

Bullying is a long-term and frequent aggressive behavior 
that takes place in a peer group. It is an intentional act of 
violence with an imbalance of power between a perpetrator 
and a victim who cannot defend himself or herself easily 
(Ortega-Ruiz, 2010; Smith et al., 2008). Nowadays, bullying 
occurs in schools and outside of the physical space, in a rap-
idly developing context of electronic devices and the Internet 
(Mora-Merchan et al., 2010). Therefore, cyberbullying is 
a form of bullying perpetrated through electronic devices 
when some students send hostile and aggressive messages, 
post harmful photos or videos, victimizing other students 
(Ortega-Ruiz et al., 2016).

Bullying and cyberbullying exist worldwide, and they 
have some severe consequences for individuals and societies 
such as serious public health problems (Craig et al., 2009), 
anxiety, depression (Doumas & Midgett, 2020; Ttofi et al., 
2011), withdrawn behavior (Shakoor et al., 2011), psycho-
sis (Arseneault et al., 2011), suicide ideation and suicide 
attempts (Van Geel et al., 2014), among others. Although 
past research findings were inconsistent, most studies 
showed a steady age-related decrease in bullying, especially 
in victimization, which is frequently explained by more 
precise definitions of bullying in older children (Monks & 
Smith, 2006), or because they could become less vulner-
able in middle childhood (Troop-Gordon, 2017). Most of the 
studies show that prevalence rates of cyberbullying increase 
from childhood to mid-adolescence and then decrease (Zych 
& Farrington, 2021). Thus, there is a developmental change 
in bullying and cyberbullying, but both are present already 
in primary school.

Given the severe consequences of bullying, research on 
the topic has been very fruitful in different geographic areas. 
Nevertheless, comparative studies focused on its risk and 
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protective factors are still needed. Comparative studies are 
especially important because they make it possible to dis-
cover if findings can be generalized across contexts. Robust 
risk and protective factors that hold across contexts can be 
especially helpful to explain the mechanisms of bullying 
and cyberbullying.

Bullying and Cyberbullying in Spain 
and Poland

In Spain, a study conducted by Romera et al. (2017) found 
that around 30% of students reported bullying victimiza-
tion, 2.6% reported bullying perpetration and 15% reported 
being a bully/victim in primary education. In secondary 
education, they reported 20% of victims, 6% of perpetrators 
and 17% of bully/victims. Eslea et al. (2004) found higher 
prevalence rates of perpetration and bully/victims in Spain 
in comparison with China, England, Ireland, Italy, Japan 
and Portugal. Nevertheless, a later study comparing Spain, 
the United Kingdom, and Italy showed that Spain had the 
lowest prevalence rates of victimization, perpetration and 
bully/victims (Ortega et al., 2012).

In Poland, Zych et al. (2017) found that, in a sample 
of about 900 adolescents, victimization of any type was 
reported by 18.7% of the participants, perpetration was 
reported by 13.1% of the participants and being a bully/vic-
tim was reported by 44.1%. Another study conducted with 
Polish primary and secondary education students (Twar-
dowska-Staszek et al., 2018) found that 6.5% reported per-
petration, 31% victimization and 33% being a bully/victim. 
Compared to research using the same instrument in other 
countries such as Spain (Romera et al., 2017) and Colombia 
(Herrera-López et al., 2017), prevalence rates of bullying in 
Poland were higher.

Regarding cyberbullying, a systematic review conducted 
by Zych et al. (2016) including 21 studies on cyberbullying 
in Spain published since 2010 found a median cybervictimi-
zation prevalence of 26.65% and a median cyberperpetration 
prevalence of 24.64%. Most of the studies were conducted 
with adolescents. A study that compared cyberbullying 
prevalence rates in eight European countries (Sorrentino 
et al., 2019) showed that the prevalence rates of cyberbul-
lying perpetration and victimization in Spain were among 
the lowest in Europe. Prevalence rates of cyberperpetration 
and cybervictimization in Poland were also low compared 
to other countries, but higher than in Spain.

A study conducted by Twardowska-Staszek et al. (2018) 
in Poland found that 5.2% of students reported cyberper-
petration, 12.9% reported cybervictimization and 15.2% 
reported being cyberbully/victims. Del Rey et al. (2015) 
conducted a study with adolescents from Poland, Spain, 
Italy, the UK, Germany and Greece and found that 6.11% 

of students were cybervictims, 6.77% were cyberperpetra-
tors, and 4% were cyberbully/victims. Poland had higher 
prevalence rates of cyberbullying than Spain, the UK and 
Germany in all the cyberbullying roles, but lower than Italy 
and Greece.

There are several anti-bullying and anti-cyberbullying 
programs in Spain, but the number of interventions in Poland 
is lower and more programs are needed (Gaffney et al., 
2019b; Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). These programs should 
be based on robust risk and protective factors, and factors 
related to social, emotional, and moral competencies still 
need to be thoroughly studied. Comparing Spain and Poland 
can be especially interesting because these two countries 
have different research and intervention trajectories regard-
ing bullying and cyberbullying. With a high number of anti-
bullying and anti-cyberbullying programs, many focused 
on promoting social, emotional and moral competencies in 
Spain (Romera et al., 2017), Spanish schools are a different 
context from Polish schools. According to Hofstede's index 
(https://​www.​hofst​ede-​insig​hts.​com/), Poland and Spain 
are also culturally different. Poland is more an individual-
ist country that scores high on masculinity whereas Spain 
is a collectivist country and score lower on masculinity. 
Thus, comparing Spain and Poland, countries with differ-
ent research trajectories and cultures, is especially useful to 
understand if findings about bullying and cyberbullying are 
generalizable across different contexts.

Thus, research on bullying and cyberbullying has 
advanced significantly in different countries, but the number 
of studies in some geographic areas is still low. It is still nec-
essary to advance knowledge about bullying in Poland and 
Spain. Moreover, the number of comparative studies is low, 
especially including different risk and protective factors.

Risk and Protective Factors for Bullying 
and Cyberbullying

Different studies focused on risk and protective factors for 
bullying and cyberbullying in different countries (Gaffney 
et al., 2019a, 2019b and 2019c; Kowalski et al., 2014; Zych 
et al., 2019a, 2019b). However, most of these studies have 
been conducted separately. Many risk and protective factors 
have been studied independently in relation to bullying and 
cyberbullying. Nevertheless, it is still necessary to include 
different risk and protective factors in the same study to 
understand which factors are uniquely related to bullying 
and cyberbullying in two different countries and cultures.

Given that bullying and cyberbullying were described as 
immoral behaviors (Ortega-Ruiz & Monks, 2006), differ-
ent studies focused on the relation between bullying and 
moral disengagement (Perren & Gutzwiller, 2012). Moral 
disengagement is defined as cognitive mechanisms used 

https://www.hofstede-insights.com/
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to disconnect people's moral standards to justify immoral 
actions (Bandura et al., 1996). Bandura (2002) described 
different moral disengagement mechanisms including 
moral justification, advantageous comparison, euphemis-
tic language, distortion of consequences, dehumanization, 
attribution of blame to the victim, displacement, and dif-
fusion of responsibility. Research studies found that moral 
disengagement is related to more bullying perpetration. Gini 
et al. (2014), in a meta-analysis that included 27 studies from 
countries such as Spain, Italy, Japan, Australia, the United 
States, Canada, Denmark, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, 
China, Samoa and India, related to moral disengagement 
and aggressive behaviors in children and adolescents among 
the 8 and 18 years of age, indicated that low moral commit-
ment was directly related to aggressive behavior, bullying 
and cyberbullying. A study conducted with adolescents in 
Poland found that the mechanisms of moral disengagement 
were related to greater bullying perpetration (Zych & Llor-
ent, 2019). Moral emotions, on the other hand, have been 
found to be protective against antisocial behaviors. Moral 
emotions are defined as adaptative emotions that appear after 
moral transgressions and stimulate desirable moral actions 
(Ortega-Ruiz et al., 2002). A study carried out with 12- to 
19-year-old adolescents found that perpetrators reported a 
low level of moral emotions (Perren & Gutzwiller, 2012).

Social and emotional competencies have also been stud-
ied in relation to bullying and cyberbullying. Social and 
emotional competencies are defined as knowledge, skills 
and abilities used to perform prosocial behaviors in different 
social contexts (Mikulic et al., 2015; Saarni, 1999). A study 
with children and adolescents in Israel (Eden et al., 2016) 
found that students with high social and emotional skills 
were less involved in bullying and cyberbullying. According 
to a study carried out in Spain with a representative sample 
of adolescents, perpetrators and bully/victims were found to 
have a low level of social and emotional competencies (Zych 
et al., 2018). Nevertheless, some researchers suggested that 
perpetrators can also be socially skillful manipulators with 
high social skills (Sutton et al., 1999).

Empathy, defined as a cognitive ability to understand 
other people's feelings and an affective ability to share 
other people's emotions (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006) is 
another variable studied in relation to bullying and cyber-
bullying. In a meta-analysis of 53 empirical studies, Zych 
et al. (2019a, 2019b) found that bullies and bully/victims 
scored low on empathy, and the relation between empathy 
and victimization was non-significant. A meta-analysis 
of 25 studies about cyberbullying showed that cyberbul-
lies scored low on empathy while cybervictims seemed to 
score high on empathy, although with inconclusive results 
(Zych et al., 2019a, 2019b). In a study with a sample of 
primary and secondary education students in Italy, Cara-
vita et al. (2009) found that perpetrators scored high on 

cognitive empathy and low on affective empathy. Simi-
lar results were found for bully/victims in New Zealand 
with a sample of 8- to 13-year-old children (Raskauskas 
et al., 2010). Caravita et al. (2009) found high empathy 
in victims of bullying, and Kokkinos and Kiprits (2012) 
did not find a significant relation between empathy and 
victimization.

Current Study

Different research studies focused on moral disengagement, 
social and emotional competencies, moral emotions and 
empathy in relation to bullying. Nevertheless, most of these 
studies analyzed these variables separately, without includ-
ing them in one comprehensive study. Integrating these vari-
ables in one study makes it possible to discover which social, 
emotional and moral competencies are unique predictors of 
different bullying and cyberbullying roles. This will shed 
more light on specific competencies that need to be pro-
moted to decrease bullying and cyberbullying.

Thus, the current study includes two different countries, 
Spain and Poland. Comparing these two countries is espe-
cially interesting as they represent two different cultures and 
educational trajectories regarding bullying and cyberbully-
ing. Most of the studies were conducted in one geographic 
area only, and comparative research, including different 
geographic areas in the same study, is crucial to test the 
generalizability of the results, focusing on risk and protec-
tive factors.

The objective of the study was to compare Spain and 
Poland regarding bullying, cyberbullying, and their risk 
and protective factors. Another objective was to discover 
the relation between social and emotional competencies, 
moral emotions, empathy, and moral disengagement with 
different bullying and cyberbullying roles, including victims, 
perpetrators and bully/victims. Direct and unique relations 
among these variables were studied and compared in Pol-
ish and Spanish children and adolescents. It was hypoth-
esized that i. prevalence rates of bullying and cyberbully-
ing in Spain are lower than in Poland, ii. prevalence rates 
of bullying are higher in primary education and prevalence 
rates of cyberbullying are higher in secondary education, iii. 
students with high social, emotional and moral competen-
cies are less involved in bullying and cyberbullying than the 
students with low social, emotional and moral competencies, 
and iv. Students with high scores in moral disengagement are 
more involved in bullying and cyberbullying than the stu-
dents with low scores in moral disengagement. Differences 
in risk and protective factors for bullying and cyberbullying 
between the studied countries were tested, and this part of 
the study was exploratory in nature.
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Method

Participants

This study included 2535 participants enrolled in primary 
and secondary education schools in Spain (n = 1483) and 
Poland (n = 1052). Participants were selected through 
convenience sampling. They were between 9 and 16 years 
old (M = 12.62, SD = 2.09), with 50.5% of females and 
48.5% of males (1% did not disclose their gender). The 
Spanish subsample was enrolled in 8 public and private 
schools in Cordoba and Sevilla, 40.3% were enrolled in 
primary education (from 3rd to 6th grade) and 59.7% in 
secondary education (from 1st to 4th grade). In the Span-
ish sample, 47.8% were females and 51.7% were males, 
aged M = 12.68 years (SD = 2.17). The Polish subsample 
was enrolled in 6 schools located in Lesser Poland, 42.5% 
in primary education (from 3rd to 6th grade) and 57.5% 
in secondary education (from 1st to 3rd grade). In the Pol-
ish sample, 54.4% were females and 44.9% were males, 
aged M = 12.53 years (SD = 1.98). All the participants 
were enrolled in schools with standard characteristics for 
the studied regions which were similar to the population 
of each country in terms of ethnic-cultural and socioeco-
nomic background.

Design and Procedure

This was an ex-post-facto cross-sectional study con-
ducted with a survey. It was approved by the University of 
BLINDED Ethics Committee. It followed all the national 
and international ethical standards, including personal data 
protection legislation and the Helsinki Declaration.

Participants were selected by convenience based on 
the availability of the sample. The researchers had the 
previous contact with the schools through several previ-
ous investigations in both countries. First, head-teachers 
were contacted and asked to collaborate. School boards 
approved the participation in the study, and family authori-
zations were obtained. Data collection was done through 
a pen and paper questionnaire administered in Spanish in 
Spain and in Polish in Poland. The questionnaires were 
originally developed in Spanish, translated into Polish by 
a native Polish speaker and back-translated by a profes-
sional translation service. Confirmatory factor analyses 
were performed in both Spain and Poland to confirm the 
psychometric properties of the questionnaires.

Participation was voluntary and anonymous. Students 
were informed about the project and had the right to with-
draw from the study at any moment. Questionnaires were 

administered during regular classroom hours in around 
45 min (the youngest students usually needed more time 
than the oldest students) in June 2017 in Spain and in Sep-
tember and October 2017 in Poland. Students were super-
vised by the researchers who handed in and collected the 
questionnaires without any intervention from the teachers.

Instruments

Bullying and Cyberbullying

Involvement in bullying was measured with the Euro-
pean Bullying Intervention Project Questionnaire, vali-
dated with a sample of secondary students between 12 
and 19 years old (EBIPQ; Ortega-Ruiz et al., 2016), and 
validated in Poland with students between 9 and 16 years 
old (Twardowska-Staszek et al., 2018). This questionnaire 
includes 14-items answered on a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (no) to 5 (yes, more than once a week). 
There are seven items focused on victimization (Spain: 
α = 0.85; Poland: α = 0.81; e.g., “Someone has hit me, 
kicked me or pushed me”) and seven items focused on 
perpetration (Spain: α = 0.79; Poland: α = 0.91; e.g., “I 
have insulted and said bad words to someone”). A con-
firmatory factor analysis of the questionnaire showed an 
adequate fit of the current data to the original two-factor 
structure in Spain (S/B �2 = 558.0531, df = 76, p < 0.001, 
NFI = 0.95, NNFI = 0.94, CFI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.068, 
90% CI = 0.062–0.073) and Poland (S/B �2 = 796.23, 
df = 76, p < 0.001, NFI = 0.94, NNFI = 0.93, CFI = 0.94, 
RMSEA = 0.09).

The European Cyberbullying Intervention Project 
Questionnaire, validated with a sample of secondary 
students between 11 and 23 years old (ECIPQ, Ortega-
Ruiz et al., 2016), and validated in Poland with students 
between 9 and 16 years old (Twardowska-Staszek et al., 
2018) includes 22 questions, 11 focused on cybervictimi-
zation (Spain: α = 0.83; Poland: α = 0.97; e.g., someone 
has posted embarrassing photographs or videos of me on 
the Internet) and 11 focused on cyberperpetration (Spain: 
α = 0.81; Poland: α = 0.93; e.g., I have posted embarrass-
ing photographs or videos of someone on the Internet). 
Items are answered on a five-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (no) to 5 (yes, more than once a week). A con-
firmatory factor analysis showed a good fit of the current 
data to this factor structure in Spain (S/B �2 = 842.2489, 
df = 208, p < 0.001, NFI = 0.97, NNFI = 0.98, CFI = 0.98, 
RMSEA = 0.046, 90% CI = 0.043–0.050) and Poland (S/B 
�
2 = 981.92, df = 208, p < 0.001, NFI = 0.98, NNFI = 0.98, 

CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.06).
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Moral Disengagement

Moral disengagement was measured with Moral Disengage-
ment Questionnaire validated by Bandura et al. (1996), with 
a sample of students between 10 and 15 years old. This ques-
tionnaire was shortened and excluded items that were diffi-
cult to understand for primary education students. The ques-
tionnaire included 19 items responded on a five-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). 
The questionnaire showed an excellent reliability (Spain: 
total α = 0.85; Poland: total α = 0.96). It included three sub-
scales (based on Bandura et al., 1996) such as dehumaniza-
tion and blaming others with seven items (Spain: α = 0.67; 
Poland: α = 0.82; e.g., “Some people deserve to be treated as 
animals”), minimizing consequences with four items (Spain: 
α = 0.51; Poland: α = 0.74; e.g., “It is fine to say little lies 
because actually it does not hurt”), and reconstruing moral 
transgressions with eight items (Spain: α = 0.74; Poland: 
α = 0.83 e.g., “It is fine fight to protect your friends”). A 
confirmatory factor analysis showed an adequate fit of the 
current data to the three-factor structure in Spain (S/B �2 
= 355.5691, df = 149, p < 0.00, NFI = 0.93, NNFI = 0.95, 
CFI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.051, 90% CI = 0.044–0.058) 
and Poland (S/B �2 = 664.4819, df = 149, p < 0.001, 
NFI = 0.97, NNFI = 0.97, CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.085, 90% 
CI = 0.079–0.092).

Social and Emotional Competencies

Social and Emotional Competencies Questionnaire (SEC-
Q; Zych et al., 2018), originally validated with a sample of 
students between 11 and 19 years old, was used to measure 
different social and emotional competencies,. In the current 
study, the questionnaire showed a good reliability (Spain: 
α = 0.79; Poland: α = 0.90). The questionnaire includes 16 
items answered on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree), with four sub-
scales: self-awareness (Spain: α = 0.60; Poland: α = 0.78; 
e.g., “I am aware of the thoughts that influence my emo-
tions”), self-management and motivation (Spain: α = 0.61: 
Poland: α = 0.77; e.g., “I know how to motivate myself”), 
social awareness and prosocial behavior (Spain: α = 0.64; 
Poland: α = 0.79; e.g., “I pay attention to the needs of oth-
ers”), and responsible decision making (Spain: α = 0.65; 
Poland: α = 0.78; e.g., “I make decisions analyzing carefully 
possible consequences”). A confirmatory factor analysis 
showed an adequate fit of the current data to the four-fac-
tor model in Spain (S/B �2 = 221.635; df = 98; p < 0.001; 
NFI = 0.96; NNFI = 0.97; CFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.031; 
90% CI = 0.026–0.036) and Poland (S/B �2 = 291.1784; 
df = 98; p < 0.001; NFI = 0.98; NNFI = 0.98; CFI = 0.99; 
RMSEA = 0.047; 90% CI = 0.041–0.053).

Moral Emotions

Moral emotions were measured through the Moral Emotions 
Scale validated, with a sample of students between 9 and 
19 years old by Álamo et al. (2020). This is a five-item scale 
describing moral emotions (e.g., feeling guilty after hurting 
a classmate), with a good reliability (Spain: α = 0.68; Poland: 
α = 0.82), answered on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). A confirmatory 
factor analysis showed an adequate fit in Spain (S/B �2 = 
13.86; df = 5; p < 0.05; NFI = 0.99; NNFI = 0.99; CFI = 0.99; 
RMSEA = 0.035; 90% CI = 0.014–0.058) and Poland (S/B 
�
2 = 62.2857; df = 5; p < 0.001; NFI = 0.98; NNFI = 0.96; 

CFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.11; 90% CI = 0.08–0.13).

Empathy

Empathy was measured with the Basic Empathy Scale, origi-
nally validated with 15-year-old students (BES, Jolliffe & 
Farrington, 2006), using a Polish and Spanish short version 
that was validated with students between 11 and 19 years 
old (Zych et al., 2021). The BES has 12 items (α = 0.85; 
items, e.g., feeling sad after staying with a friend who 
was sad), 6 focused on affective empathy (Spain: α = 0.71; 
Poland: α = 0.76; e.g., understanding friends’ happiness) and 
6 focused on cognitive empathy (Spain: α = 0.74; Poland: 
α = 0.85) answered on a five-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). A confirma-
tory factor analysis showed an adequate fit for the two-fac-
tor structure in Spain (S/B �2 = 232.19; df = 53, p < 0.001, 
NFI = 0.97, NNFI = 0.97, CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.050, 
90% CI = 0.044–0.057) and Poland (S/B �2 = 281.48, 
df = 53, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.97, NFI = 0.96, NNFI = 0.96, 
RMSEA = 0.07, 90% CI = 0.0–0.08).

Data Analysis

Psychometric properties of the questionnaires for the current 
sample were analyzed first. Cronbach's alphas with PASW 
Statistics 25, and confirmatory factor analyses of all the 
questionnaires were run with EQS 6.2. To discover preva-
lence rates of bullying and cyberbullying in both countries, 
together with differences among groups, descriptive statis-
tics were obtained, and comparisons among groups were 
performed through Student's t-tests, run in PASW Statistics 
25. Effect sizes were obtained using Cohen's d calculated 
with Campbell Collaboration Calculator. The interpretation 
of effect sizes follows the rule of thumb criteria set out by 
Cohen (1988).

Pearson correlations were calculated for Spain and 
Poland to examine direct relations among all the study vari-
ables. Unique relations between the predictors and differ-
ent bullying and cyberbullying roles were studied through 
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multinomial logistic regression analyses, with the non-
involved student as the reference group. Bullying roles 
were obtained classifying students as pure victims if they 
responded at least once a month to any item focused on vic-
timization and never or once or twice to any item on perpe-
tration. Students were classified as bullies if they responded 
at least once a month to any item focused on perpetration 
and never or once or twice to any item on victimization. 
Bully/victims were the students who responded at least once 
a month to any item on both victimization and perpetra-
tion. Students who responded never or once or twice to all 
the items on perpetration and victimization were considered 
uninvolved. This was applied to both bullying and cyberbul-
lying. These analyses were also run in PASW Statistics 25.

Results

Scores in each studied variable were compared between 
Spain and Poland. It was found that Polish students scored 
higher, with a small effect size, than the Spanish students in 
bullying victimization and perpetration, in primary educa-
tion. Also, Polish students scored significantly higher, with 
a medium effect size, than the Spanish students, in cybervic-
timization and cyberperpetration in primary education, and 
bullying and cyberbullying, both victimization and perpetra-
tion, in secondary education.

Polish students also scored higher than the Spanish stu-
dents in moral disengagement including all its subscales in 
primary education, with a medium effect size, and secondary 

education, with a large effect size. There were no significant 
differences between the countries in moral emotions in pri-
mary education, while in secondary education, the Spanish 
students had significantly higher scores than the Polish stu-
dents, with a medium effect size.

Regarding the total scores in social and emotional com-
petencies, Spanish students scored higher than the Polish 
students in secondary education while Polish students scored 
higher than the Spanish students in primary education, with 
a medium effect size. Taking into account different sub-
scales, in primary education, Polish students scored higher, 
with a small effect size, than the Spanish students in self-
awareness, social awareness and prosocial behavior, and 
responsible decision making. In secondary education, Span-
ish students scored higher, also with a small effect size, than 
the Polish students in self-management and motivation, and 
social awareness and prosocial behavior. Spanish students 
scored higher than the Polish students in cognitive empathy, 
and total empathy, only in secondary education, with a small 
effect size. Details are shown in Tables 1 and 2.

A correlation matrix showed that all the variables were 
correlated in the expected direction, both in Poland and in 
Spain. Thus, the next step of analyses required a more in-
depth study focused on the relations among these variables, 
though a multinomial logistic regression (Table 3).

Multinomial logistic regression analyses showed unique 
relations among different social, emotional and moral vari-
ables and bullying and cyberbullying roles in Spain (Table 4) 
and Poland (Table 5) with the non-involved student as the 
referent group. In Spain, being a victim of bullying was not 

Table 1   Bullying, cyberbullying, moral disengagement, moral emotions, social and emotional competencies and empathy in primary education 
in Spain and Poland

Spain M (SD) Poland M (SD) t p d(95% CI)

Bullying victimization 13.15 (6.24) 14.09 (7.65) − 2.14 .03 − 0.14 (− 0.26, − 0.01)
Bullying perpetration 9.67 (3.71) 10.67 (7.30) − 2.63 .01 − 0.18 (− 0.30, − 0.06)
Cybervictimization 12.11 (2.73) 17.17 (19.12) − 5.55  < .01 − 0.40 (− 0.52, − 0.27)
Cyberperpetration 11.50 (1.53) 17.25 (21.16) − 5.71  < .01 − 0.41 (− 0.54, − 0.29)
Dehumanization and blaming others 13.95 (5.00) 16.78 (11.78) − 4.72  < .01 − 0.33 (− 0.45, − 0.20)
Minimizing consequences 6.59 (2.81) 9.04 (7.12) − 6.89  < .01 − 0.47 (− 0.60, − 0.35)
Reconstruing moral transgressions 15.54 (5.62) 19.36 (12.31) − 6.08  < .01 − 0.42 (− 0.54, − 0.29)
Moral disengagement total 36.07 (11.36) 45.18 (30.41) − 5.99  < .01 − 0.41 (− 0.54, − 0.28)
Moral Emotions 21.99 (3.16) 21.67 (3.95) 1.40 .14 0.09 (− 0.03, 0.21)
Self-awareness 16.46 (2.66) 17.00 (2.97) − 3.02  < .01 − 0.19 (− 032, − 0.07)
Self-management and motivation 12.67 (2.21) 13.03 (2.49) − 2.44 .01 − 0.15 (− 0.28, − 0.03)
Social awareness and prosocial behavior 24.55 (3.42) 25.71 (3.47) − 5.35  < .01 − 0.34 (− 0.46, − 0.21)
Responsible decision making 10.95 (2.58) 11.91 (2.80) − 5.67  < .01 − 0.36 (− 0.48, − 0.23)
Social and emotional competencies total 64.73 (8.02) 67.65 (8.56) − 5.47  < .01 − 0.35 (− 0.48, − 0.23)
Affective empathy 20.67 (5.43) 21.05 (7.31) − 0.90 .37 − 0.06 (− 0.18, 0.06)
Cognitive empathy 24.66 (4.44) 24.49 (7.38) 0.43 .67 0.29 (− 0.10, 0.15)
Empathy total 45.42 (8.42) 45.53 (13.73) − 0.15 .88 − 0.01 (− 0.14, 0.12)
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predicted by any of the studied variables. Being a cybervic-
tim was predicted by being a secondary education student 
and high scores in dehumanization and blaming others. 
Being a bullying perpetrator was predicted by low moral 
emotions and high reconstruing moral transgressions. Being 
a cyberperpetrator was predicted by being a secondary edu-
cation student, low moral emotions, high dehumanization 
and blaming others, and reconstruing moral transgression, 
together with low scores in minimizing consequences. Being 
a bully/victim was predicted by being a boy, low responsible 
decision making, and high reconstruing of moral transgres-
sions. Being a cyberbully/victim was predicted by being a 
secondary education student, and scoring low on responsi-
ble decision making and low on moral emotions, and high 
on dehumanization and blaming others.

In Poland, being a victim of bullying was predicted by 
being in primary school, low social awareness and proso-
cial behavior, and low reconstruing moral transgressions. 
Being a cybervictim was predicted by being in secondary 
school, low social awareness and prosocial behavior, high 
affective empathy, high dehumanization and blaming others 
and low reconstruing moral transgressions. Being a bully-
ing perpetrator was predicted by being in secondary school 
and low self-awareness, high self-management and moti-
vation, low responsible decision making, and low affective 
empathy. Being a cyberperpetrator was predicted by being 
in secondary school, low responsible decision making, low 
moral emotions, low affective empathy, and high cognitive 
empathy. Being a bully/victim was related to being a girl, 
being in secondary school, high self-awareness, and low 

social awareness and prosocial behavior. Being a cyber-
bully/victim was predicted by being a secondary education 
student, low social awareness and prosocial behavior, low 
responsible decision making, high affective empathy, and 
low cognitive empathy.

Discussion

Bullying and cyberbullying are serious types of violent 
behavior among peers (Ortega-Ruiz et al., 2002), present 
around the world with no physical, contextual or cultural 
limits (Craig et al., 2009). Given the serious consequences of 
both bullying and cyberbullying, many research studies have 
been conducted to describe their nature and dynamics in dif-
ferent countries. Even though research focused on bullying 
and cyberbullying has been fruitful, they are still present 
and prevalent in schools around the world. There are also 
some pressing gaps in knowledge, as research on bullying 
and cyberbullying is not equally advanced among different 
geographic areas. Studies in countries such as Poland and 
Spain are still needed. Moreover, most of the studies focused 
on some predictors only, and the number of comparative 
studies that use a high number of predictors in the same 
analysis, making it possible to study unique relations among 
variables, is still low.

Thus, the objective of this study was to describe and com-
pare the involvement in different bullying and cyberbullying 
roles in Spain and Poland, in primary and secondary educa-
tion. In general, Poland was found to have a higher level of 

Table 2   Bullying, cyberbullying, moral disengagement, moral emotions, social and emotional competencies and empathy in secondary educa-
tion in Spain and Poland

Spain M (SD) Poland M (SD) t p d (95%CI)

Bullying victimization 11.67 (5.54) 15.24 (8.57) 8.98  < .01 − 0.51 (− 0.62, − 0.41)
Bullying perpetration 9.55 (3.53) 13.40 (8.14) − 10.93  < .01 − 0.66 (− 0.76, − 0.55)
Cybervictimization 13.24 (4.39) 17.02 (11.26) − 7.84  < .01 − 0.47 (− 0.58, − 0.37)
Cyberperpetration 12.39 (3.23) 15.46 (10.49) − 6.96  < .01 − 0.43 (− 0.53, − 0.32)
Dehumanization and blaming others 13.33 (5.00) 19.74 (10.57) − 13.78  < .01 − 0.82 (− 0.93, − 0.71)
Minimizing consequences 7.18 (2.88) 11.04 (6.34) − 13.97  < .01 − 0.83 (− 0.94, − 0.72)
Reconstruing moral transgressions 16.18 (4.89) 23.66 (10.57) − 16.18  < .01 − 0.96 (− 1.07, − 0.85)
Moral disengagement total 36.55 (10.97) 54.26 (26.11) − 15.59  < .01 − 0.93 (− 1.04, − 0.82)
Moral Emotions 21.30 (3.35) 19.11 (5.39) 8.85  < .01 0.51 (0.40, 0.61)
Self-awareness 16.16 (2.57) 16.19 (3.53) − 0.17 .85 − 0.01 (− 0.11, 0.09)
Self-management and motivation 12.06 (2.34) 11.57 (2.91) 3.46  < .01 0.19 (0.09, 0.29)
Social awareness and prosocial behavior 23.88 (3.13) 22.80 (4.67) 4.94  < .01 0.28 (0.18, 0.39)
Responsible decision making 10.33 (2.76) 10.46 (3.10) − 0.83 .40 − 0.04 (− 0.15, 0.06)
Social and emotional competencies total 62.49 (7.44) 61.01 (11.39) 2.77  < .01 0.16 (0.05, 0.26)
Affective empathy 19.13 (5.54) 18.78 (6.16) 1.15 .25 0.06 (− 0.04, 0.16)
Cognitive empathy 24.20 (4.14) 22.29 (5.48) 7.22  < .01 0.40 (0.30, 0.51)
Empathy total 43.34 (8.17) 41.08 (10.43) 4.43  < .01 0.25 (0.14, 0.35)
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involvement in all the bullying and cyberbullying roles, con-
firming the first hypothesis of this study. A relatively high 
level of bullying in Poland was also found in previous stud-
ies with secondary education students (Zych, et al., 2017b). 
Also, the level of social and emotional competencies, moral 
emotions, and empathy are generally lower in the Polish 
subsample, while moral disengagement was higher. A sys-
tematic review and meta-analysis of anti-bullying programs 
in schools (Gaffney et al., 2019a and b) showed that these 
programs are still needed in Poland. A systematic review and 
meta-analysis of programs against cyberbullying (Gaffney 
et al., 2019c) found that these programs are needed in Poland 
too. Thus, it is possible that this higher level of bullying 
and cyberbullying, higher risk factors and lower protective 
factors in Poland are related to an insufficient number of 
anti-bullying and anti-cyberbullying programs that should be 
increased at schools. Nevertheless, more research is needed 
to understand these differences, as it is also possible that 
bullying and cyberbullying are perceived differently in both 
countries or that consequences of bullying and cyberbullying 
differ between Poland and Spain.

Regarding risk and protective factors, there were some 
similarities, but also some differences between Spain and 
Poland. A close inspection of the odds rations across coun-
tries shows that many risk and protective factors across 

bullying and cyberbullying roles were similar, as indicated 
by overlapping confidence intervals. Thus, it is possible 
that some of the intervention programs that were found to 
be effective in Spain (see Gaffney et al., 2019a and 2019b) 
could also be effective in Poland, although more research 
is needed to confirm this. Regarding differences between 
the countries, the effect of being a secondary education stu-
dent on the involvement in any cyberbullying role was much 
stronger in Poland. It is possible that children start to use 
electronic devices in Spain earlier than in Poland, so the dif-
ference between primary and secondary education is smaller, 
but again, future research needs to be conducted to discover 
these possible differences.

In Spain, face-to-face bullying victimization was not pre-
dicted by any of the studied variables. However, in Poland, 
there were unique predictors of face-to-face victimization 
such as being a student of primary education, low social 
awareness and prosocial behavior, and low reconstruing 
moral transgressions. It is possible that the promotion of 
these social and emotional competencies in Poland could 
decrease victimization, but more studies are needed to con-
firm this.

Being in secondary level of education and high dehu-
manization of the victim predicted cybervictimization both 
in Spain and Poland. Additionally, cybervictimization was 

Table 4   Multinomial logistic regression showing predictors of different bullying and cyberbullying roles in Spain

Bullying: 534 students no involved and model fitness �2 = 176.70, df = 36, p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .17
Cyberbullying: 865 students no involved and model fitness �2 = 149.29, df = 36, p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .18
*p < .05

Victim Cybervictim Bully Cyberbully Bully/victim Cyberbully/victim
(n = 267) (n = 99) (n = 44) (n = 34) (n = 195) (n = 61)

OR (95%CI) OR 95%CI) OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI) OR(95%CI) OR (95%CI)

Sex (male) 0.99 (0.72–1.37) 0.76 (0.47–1.20) 1.72 (0.81- 3.62) 0.79 (0.36–1.75) 1.76 (1.19–2.60) * 0.89 (0.47–1.68)
Level of education 

(secondary)
0.76 (0.56–1.04) 1.71 (1.07–2.74) * 1.40 (0.66–2.95) 3.20 (1.34–7.64) * 0.80 (0.55–1.16) 2.57 (1.30–5.07) *

Self-awareness 0.97 (0.91–1.04) 0.94 (0.86–1.03) 1.01 (0.89–1.16) 1.01 (0.87–1.17) 0.97 (0.90–1.05) 0.90 (0.81–1.00)
Self-management and 

motivation
0.95 (0.89–1.03) 0.97 (0.88–1.07) 0.89 (0.78–1.02) 1.05 (0.89–1.24) 0.93 (0.86–1.01) 0.93 (0.82–1.04)

Social awareness and 
prosocial behavior

0.99 (0.93–1.05) 0.94 (0.87–1.02) 0.97 (0.87–1.09) 0.91 (0.80–1.03) 0.94 (0.88–1.00) 0.92 (0.83–1.01)

Responsible decision 
making

0.99 (0.93–1.06) 1.01 (0.92–1.10) 0.98 (0.86–1.11) 0.95 (0.83–1.09) 0.90 (0.84–0.96) * 0.89 (0.79–0.99) *

Moral emotions 0.98 (0.93–1.04) 1.02 (0.95–1.11) 0.85 (0.77–0.95) * 0.88 (0.79–0.99) * 0.94 (0.88–1.00) 0.91 (0.83–0.99) *
Affective empathy 1.01 (0.98–1.05) 1.00 (0.95–1.04) 1.00 (0.93–1.07) 1.03 (0.95- 1.11) 1.02 (0.98–1.06) 0.98 (0.92–1.05)
Cognitive empathy 1.02 (0.98–1.07) 1.01 (0.95–1.08) 0.93 (0.86–1.01) 1.04 (0.93–1.15) 1.02 (0.97–1.07) 1.08 (0.99–1.17)
Dehumanization and 

blaming others
1.03 (0.99–1.07) 1.07 (1.01–1.13) * 1.03 (0.95–1.12) 1.11 (1.02–1.21) * 1.04 (0.99–1.08) 1.08 (1.01–1.16) *

Minimizing conse-
quences

0.96 (0.90–1.03) 0.96 (0.87–1.06) 0.95 (0.83–1.10) 0.84 (0.73–0.98) * 0.98 (0.91–1.05) 1.02 (0.91–1.14)

Reconstruing moral 
transgressions

1.03 (0.99–1.07) 1.02 (0.97–1.08) 1.09 (1.01–1.18)* 1.14 (1.05–1.23)* 1.09 (1.05–1.14) * 1.07 (0.99–1.14)
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predicted by low social awareness and prosocial behavior 
and high affective empathy in Poland, but not in Spain. It 
is possible that children in secondary education use the 
Internet more than the children in primary education, as 
suggested by previous studies (Heirman & Walrave, 2008; 
Sticca et al., 2013), and are more exposed to victimiza-
tion. It should also be considered that adolescents have 
more opportunities to interact through electronic devices 
in their own bedrooms (Law et al., 2010), and also through 
mobile devices (Sticca et al., 2013). Cybervictimization 
has serious short and long-term consequences (Kowalski 
et al., 2014). Among them, it has been found that victims 
assume their role and show low self-esteem (Cook et al., 
2010) whereas perpetrators could perceive victims as less 
human. It is possible that, especially Polish children, need 
more training in social awareness and prosocial behavior 
which can potentially relate to a safer Internet use and 
less cybervictimization. Regarding high affective empathy 
in Polish cybervictims, this finding was also reported by 
other studies such as ta meta-analysis conducted by Zych 
et al., (2019a and 2019b), which included 25 studies from 
different countries. It is possible that children who suffer 
victimization tend to share other people´s feelings more 
intensively as they know well what suffering means.

Low moral emotions and high reconstruing moral trans-
gressions predicted face-to-face perpetration in Spain. In 

Poland, perpetration was predicted by being a student of sec-
ondary education, low self-awareness, low responsible deci-
sion making, low affective empathy and high self-manage-
ment and motivation. In Spain, being a student of secondary 
education, low moral emotions, high dehumanization and 
blaming others, low minimizing consequences and recon-
struing moral transgressions predicted cyberperpetration. 
Being a student of secondary education, low responsible 
decision making, low moral emotions, low affective empa-
thy and high cognitive empathy predicted cybervictimiza-
tion in Poland. Thus, as described in different studies (Llor-
ent et al., 2021; Romera et al., 2019), social, emotional and 
moral competencies could be crucial for bullying prevention. 
These results show that increasing those competencies and 
decreasing moral disengagement could be especially useful 
as they are potentially robust predictors (Zych & Llorent, 
2019) across contexts and cultures, but more studies are 
needed to confirm this.

Regarding being a bully/victim, several components of 
social, emotional and moral competencies were protecting 
factors in both Spain and Poland. Bully/victims were pre-
dicted by being a boy, and low responsible decision making 
in Spain. In Poland being a girl, being a secondary level 
student, and scoring low in self-awareness, and low social 
awareness and prosocial behavior predicted the bully/victim 
role. Gender difference between Poland and Spain in the 

Table 5   Multinomial logistic regression showing predictors of different bullying and cyberbullying roles in Poland

Bullying: 251 students no involved and model fitness �2 = 228.70, df = 36, p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .27
Cyberbullying: 578 students no involved and model fitness �2 = 252.55, df = 36, p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .33
*p < .05

Victim Cybervictim Bully Cyberbully Bully/victim Cyberbully/victim
(n = 271) (n = 96) (n = 40) (n = 35) (n = 239) (n = 89)

OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI)

Sex (male) 1.21 (0.82–1.78) 0.92 (0.57–1.50) 0.71 (0.33–1.52) 1.70 (0.76 – 3.81) 0.54 (0.36–0.80)* 0.96 (0.57–1.63)
Level of education 

(secondary)
0.52 (0.35–0.78)* 4.84 (2.79–8.39)* 2.70 (1.15–6.36)* 6.78 (2.46–18.67)* 2.09 (1.37–3.20)* 9.25 (4.46- 19.20) *

Self-awareness 1.05 (0.97–1.13) 1.00 (0.91–1.09) 0.87 (0.77–0.99)* 0.99 (0.87–1.12) 1.11 (1.02– 1.20)* 0.93 (0.85– 1.02)
Self–management 

and motivation
1.01 (0.93–1.11) 1.07 (0.96–1.21) 1.34 (1.11–1.62)* 1.20 (0.99–1.45) 1.03 (0.93–1.13) 1.03 (0.91–1.02)

Social awareness and 
prosocial behavior

0.90 (0.84–0.97)* 0.90 (0.83–0.98)* 0.97 (0.85–1.11) 1.07 (0.94–1.21) 0.89 (0.83–0.96)* 0.89 (0.81 –0.98)*

Responsible decision 
making

1.00 (0.93–1.08) 0.91 (0.81 – 1.01) 0.84 (0.73–0.98)* 0.79 (0.67 – 0.93)* 0.93 (0.86– 1.01) 0.88 (0.79– 0.99)*

Moral emotions 1.03 (0.98–1.09) 1.02 (0.96–1.09) 0.97 (0.88 –1.06) 0.87 (0.80–0.95)* 0.95 (0.90–1.00) 1.03 (0.96–1.10)
Affective empathy 1.01 (0.97–1.05) 1.07 (1.01–1.13)* 0.91 (0.84 –0.98)* 0.89 (0.82–0.96)* 1.04 (0.99–1.08) 1.10 (1.03–1.16)*
Cognitive empathy 1.02 (0.98–1.07) 0.99 (0.93–1.05) 1.05 (0.96 –1.15) 1.13 (1.03–1.25)* 0.99 (0.94–1.04) 0.93 (0.87–0.99)*
Dehumanization and 

blaming others
1.05 (0.99–1.11) 1.09 (1.02–1.16)* 0.98 (0.88 –1.09) 1.08 (0.97–1.20) 1.04 (0.98–1.10) 1.06 (0.98–1.14)

Minimizing conse-
quences

1.02 (0.94–1.10) 0.95 (0.86–1.05) 0.96 (0.82 –1.12) 0.99 (0.84–1.16) 0.96 (0.89–1.05) 0.91 (0.82–1.02)

Reconstruing moral 
transgressions

0.93 (0.89–0.98)* 0.94 (0.88–1) 1.07 (0.98–1.18) 0.97 (0.88–1.06) 1.00 (0.95–1.05) 1.03 (.97–1.10)
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bully/victim role could be related to differences in masculin-
ity between the two countries, but more research is needed 
to understand this. Being a student of secondary education 
and scoring low in responsible decision making predicted 
the cyberbully/victim role in both Spain and Poland. Addi-
tionally, low moral emotions, and high dehumanization and 
blaming predicted being a cyberbully/victim in Spain, while 
in Poland low social awareness and prosocial behavior, high 
affective empathy and low cognitive empathy were risk fac-
tors for being a cyberbully/victim. Bully/victim role in bully-
ing and cyberbullying seems more complex than other roles. 
Thus, moral education seems to be especially important for 
bully/victims and cyberbully/victims in both countries, as 
suggested by Romera et al. (2019). Also, social and emo-
tional learning programs that showed to be effective against 
different problem behaviors (Durlak et al., 2011) could be 
especially beneficial. The complexity of this topic requires 
a holistic perspective from the schools involving curriculum 
and action planning (Llorent et al., 2021). Social, emotional 
and moral competencies expressed online should be taken 
into account to decrease cyberbullying (Marín-López et al., 
2020).

The current study provides important results for policy 
and practice against bullying and cyberbullying in Poland 
and Spain. Nevertheless, it also has some limitations. Partic-
ipants in both countries were selected through convenience 
sampling, and studies with representative samples should 
be conducted to confirm the results. Data are based on self-
reports, and it would be useful to include other-reports in 
future studies. Risk and protective factors are studied on a 
theoretical basis, but longitudinal and experimental stud-
ies are needed to disentangle predictors from correlates and 
consequences.

Even with these limitations, the results can be useful 
for prevention and intervention in bullying and cyberbully-
ing, and their implications for school mental health. Previ-
ous studies reported a direct and positive relation between 
involvement in bullying and cyberbullying and problems 
such as anxiety, depression (Doumas & Midgett, 2020; 
Ttofi et al., 2011), comorbid depression and anxiety disor-
ders (Yuchang et al., 2017), withdrawn behavior (Shakoor 
et al., 2011), self-esteem problems (Lösel & Bender, 2011; 
Ozdemir & Stattin, 2011), anticipation of failure (Ozdemir 
& Stattin, 2011), psychosis (Arseneault et al., 2011), suicide 
ideation and suicide attempts (Van Geel et al., 2014).

Based on the current findings, it is important to put in 
practice policies against bullying and cyberbullying in both 
countries. Whole-school intervention programs against bul-
lying and cyberbullying are conducted around the world, 
many promote social, emotional and moral competencies, 
and they were found to be effective in different geographic 
areas and cultures (Gaffney et al., 2019a, 2019c). Increasing 
the number of these programs could be especially important 

in Poland as Polish participants reported more bullying and 
cyberbullying than the Spanish participants. Based on our 
results, promoting social, emotional and moral competen-
cies is also more needed in Poland, but it should be done 
in both countries. Given that there are different emerging 
antisocial behaviors online (Oksanen et al., 2021), and chil-
dren involved in bullying and cyberbullying are also fre-
quently involved in other antisocial behaviors such as theft, 
property damage, drug use, status offences and other types 
of violence (Nasaescu et al., 2020), holistic and compre-
hensive interventions are needed to decrease possible com-
mon underlying mechanisms of these behaviors. Social and 
emotional learning programs can be especially useful to 
decrease problem behaviors (Durlak et al., 2011), and given 
the relation between social, emotional and moral competen-
cies, bullying and cyberbullying found in this study, they 
can be especially useful both in Poland and Spain. Tailored 
interventions that could promote protective factors related 
to social, emotional and moral competencies discovered in 
this study could be especially useful.
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