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Abstract: This study examined the role of moral disengagement dual system of self-control in the relationship between
parental psychological control and cyberbullying. Participants were involved 802 vocational college students (46.01%
females; M = 18.11, SD = 1.23). They completed measures on parental psychological control, moral disengagement, dual
system of self-control (impulse and control system), and cyberbullying. The results from mediation-moderation analysis
indicated that parental psychological control directly predicts higher cyberbullying. Specifically, moral disengagement
partially mediated this relationship, as higher parental psychological control increases moral disengagement, which in
turn elevates the risk of cyberbullying. Furthermore, parental psychological control moderated the relationship between
parental control and cyberbullying through impulse control systems within the dual system of self-control. Individuals with
high impulsivity scores are more likely to engage in cyberbullying when exposed to high levels of parental psychological
control, whereas individuals with low impulsivity scores exhibit a lower incidence of cyberbullying.
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Introduction

Parents are key to the development and maturation of
emerging adults, such as college students. However, in
the digital age, college students have recourse to the
convenience and abundance of information available on
the Internet outside direct parental control. They carry
the risk of cyberbullying in their digital lives both as
perpetrators and victims of cyberbullying, for example.
Nonetheless, how young adults relate to their parents
may explain, in part, their cyber lives, perhaps by their
moral engagement and sense of control. Family dynamics,
particularly parental psychological control, significantly
influence children’s moral development and social adjust-
ment (Bornstein et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2023). The
General Aggressive Model states that individual factors
and situational factors (such as negative parenting) will
affect individual aggressive behavior through the process
of cognition and arousal (DeWall et al., 2011). According
to the General Aggression Model, parental psychological
control would be associated with higher cyberbullying
through moral disengagement. This study aimed to explore
the role of moral disengagement dual system of self-
control in the relationship between parental psychological
control and cyberbullying.

Parental psychological control and cyberbullying

Parental psychological control refers to the degree of
authority over their children (Scharf & Goldner, 2018).
Depending on the cultural context, it may involve inducing

guilt, withdrawing affection, expressing disappointment,
and employing tactics like humiliation or neglect. How-
ever, excessive control would interfere with the young
adult’s growing need for autonomy, which could lead to
defiance and/or engagement in cyberbullying (Geng et al.,
2022; Wang et al., 2022b). Research indicates a correlation
between parental control and problematic internet use
among college students, potentially exacerbating cyber-
bullying tendencies (Liang et al., 2024; Méndez et al.,
2020; Wang et al., 2022a). Consequently, parental psy-
chological control may directly impacts vocational college
students’ cyberbullying.

Moral disengagement as a mediator
Moral disengagement is a unique cognitive tendency where
individuals reinterpret their actions to lessen perceived
harm, reduce moral responsibility, and dampen empa-
thy towards victims (Bandura, 1999). On the one hand,
excessive parental control can push children to moral
disengagement in order to avoid blame and punishment,
which in turn affects their moral decision-making. On
the other hand, positive parenting can mitigate moral
disengagement and cyberbullying (Zhang et al., 2021).
Moral disengagement can alleviate feelings of self-
blame and guilt associated with unethical behavior
(Bandura, 2002). Studies also indicate that moral dis-
engagement predicts cyberbullying, with individuals
displaying higher moral disengagement more likely to
engage in cyberbullying (Li et al, 2023; Zhao & Yu, 2021).
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Therefore, this study explored the mediating role of moral
disengagement between parental control and cyberbullying
among vocational college students.

Self-control as a mediator

Self-control is the ability of an individual to autonomously
regulate behavior to match self- or social expectations
and to make long-term plans (Baumeister et al., 2007).
The dual-systems theory of self-control proposed two
interacting components: the impulse system and the con-
trol (adherence) system (Friese & Hofmann, 2009). The
impulsive system is automated by emotions, novelty, and
rewards, while the control (adhrerence) system is a higher-
order process for emotion regulation and decision-making
(Friese & Hofmann, 2009). Those with poor impulse con-
trol are predisposed to cyberbullying compared to those
with adherence mastery (Shi et al., 2020). Individuals
with high scores on the impulsive system are character-
ized by impulsivity, easy distractibility, and low delayed
gratification and may be more prone to deviant behaviors
when exposed to stressful events (Mottram & Fleming,
2009; Ray & Park, 2024). By contrast, individuals with
high control (adherence) system scores are less likely to
engage in cyberbullying, being more adept at problem-
solving and more considerate of future consequences,
among other things. However, prior studies have not
examined these relationships in the context of parental
psychological control and cyberbullying.

The current study

We aimed to examine the role of moral disengagement,
dual system of self-control in the relationship between
parental psychological control and cyberbullying in a
college student sample. We hypothesized the following:

H1: Parental psychological control is associated with
higher cyberbullying behaviors among vocational col-
lege students.

H2: Moral disengagement mediates the relationship
between parental psychological control and cyberbullying
for higher cyberbullying risk.

H3: The dual systems of self-control (impulse and con-
trol systems) moderate the relationship between parental
psychological control and cyberbullying, such that higher
impulsive system scores increase the likelihood of cyber-
bullying, while higher control system scores mitigate
this effect.

Method

Participants and procedure

Participants were 802 college students, of whom 53.99%
were male and 46.01% were female. The average age of the
participants was 18.11 &£ 1.23. All participants voluntarily
participated in the survey and signed informed consent.
The study was approved by the authors’ university.

Measures

Parental psychological control

Parental Psychological Control Scale (PPCS, Wang et al.,
2007) consists of 18 items (e.g., “When I failed to meet
my parents’ expectations, they made me feel guilty”). Each
item is rated on a S5-point Likert scale, with 1 indicating

“never” and 5 indicating “always”. A higher total score
suggests a higher level of parental psychological control.
In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for PPCS
scores was 0.92.

Moral disengagement

The Moral Disengagement Scale (MDS, Bandura et al.,
1996) includes 26 items (e.g., “It is okay to steal for
the needs of your family”). The items are on a 5-point
scale (1 = “very inconsistent”, 5 = “very consistent”).
Higher scores indicate a more significant level of moral
disengagement. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for MDS
scores was 0.90.

Self-control

The Dual-Mode of Self-Control Scale (DMSCS, Xie et al.,
2014) consists of 21 items on a 5-point scale (1 = “very
noncompliant”, 5 = “very compliant”). The impulsive
system consists of 12 items (e.g., “I often do or say
things without thinking”), with higher scores indicating
greater impulsivity. The control system consists of 9 items
(e.g., “I often consider the pros and cons of things before
making decisions”), with higher scores indicating greater
control. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the DMSCS
impulsive and control systems scores in the study were
0.88 and 0.87, respectively.

Cyberbullying

The Cyberbullying Scale CS (L1, 2020) consists of 6 items
(e.g., “I use the Internet to terrorize and threaten others”).
The scale uses a 4-point scale (1 = “never”, 4 = “over 5
times”). Higher scores indicate more severe cyberbullying.
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for CS scores was 0.91.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed using SPSS 25.0 for descriptive
statistics and Pearson’s correlation analysis. The Process
macro program of SPSS was employed to test the medi-
ating effect of moral disengagement between parental
psychological control and cyberbullying using PROCESS
Model 4. PROCESS Model 5 was applied to test the
moderating roles of the impulse system and control sys-
tem in the model, respectively. All variable scores were
standardized.

Results

Correlation analysis

Table 1 indicated the significant correlations between
parental psychological control, moral disengagement,

impulse system, control system and cyberbullying
(» < 0.01).

Parental control and cyberbullying

As in Table 2, the results indicate that parental psy-
chological control significantly and positively predicts
both moral disengagement and cyberbullying, supporting
the H1. Specifically, parental psychological control was
found to have a significant positive effect on moral dis-
engagement (8 = 0.19, p < 0.001). Additionally, parental
psychological control was found to have a significant
positive effect on cyberbullying (8 = 0.07, p < 0.001).
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations among the variables

Variables M £ SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. Parental psychological control —0.08 4 0.90 1
2. Moral disengagement —0.02 £ 0.81 0.22%* 1
3. Impulse system 0.05 £ 0.89 0.27%*  0.39%* 1
4. Control system 0.15£0.80 —0.03 —0.12%%  —0.24** 1
5. Cyberbullying —0.10£0.62  0.16%*  0.19**  0.16%* —0.14** 1

Note. **p < 0.01.

Table 2. Standardized indirect effects

Outcome variables

Predictors variables Moral disengagement Cyberbullying
B t B t
Parental psychological control 0.19%** 6.39 0.07%** 3.64
Moral disengagement 0.10%*** 4.54
R? 0.05 0.05
F 40.83%** 21.53%**

Note. ***p < 0.001.

The results show that parental psychological control signif-
icantly and positively predicts both moral disengagement
and cyberbullying. Additionally, moral disengagement has
a significant positive effect on cyberbullying.

Moral disengagement mediation

In this study, Model 4 was used to test the mediating role
of moral disengagement between parental psychological
control and cyberbullying. As in Table 2, when moral dis-
engagement was introduced as a mediating variable, moral
disengagement maintained a significant positive predictive
effect on cyberbullying (8 = 0.10, p < 0.001). Bootstrap
95% confidence interval analyses indicated that the total
effect of parental psychological control on cyberbullying
(0.09) and a mediating effect of moral disengagement
(0.02), the proportions of mediation effects to total effects
were 22%. This suggests that moral disengagement plays
a partial mediating role between parental psychological
control and cyberbullying, supporting the H2.

Self-control moderation

Table 3 shows the impulse and control systems of
self-control moderate the relationship between parental
psychological control and cyberbullying. The interaction
between parental psychological control and the impul-
sive system significantly and positively predicts vocational
college students’ cyberbullying (8 = 0.12, p < 0.001),
indicating that the impulsive system enhances the effect
of parental psychological control on cyberbullying. While
the interaction between parental psychological control and
control system didn’t predict cyberbullying (8 = —0.02,
p > 0.05), partially supporting the H3.

In order to understand how self-control moderates
the effects of parental psychological control on college
students’ cyberbullying, a simple slope analysis was con-
ducted (Fig. 1). Using the M £ 1SD as the critical
value, individuals with high scores on the impulsive sys-
tem showed a significant positive prediction of parental
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Figure 1. The interaction of parental psychological control and
impulse system

psychological control on cyberbullying (Bsimple = 0.17,
p < 0.01), while this predictive effect was not significant
for individuals with low impulsive system scores (Bgimple =
—0.05, p = 0.07). This suggests that parental psycholog-
ical control is more likely to motivate students with high
impulsive system to engage in cyberbullying.

Discussion

The results of this study show that parental psychological
control has a significant effect on vocational college stu-
dents’ cyberbullying. This may be explained by the fact
that parents may be role models, and also a guide for
behavioral patterns and interpersonal interactions (Geng
et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2022b). Nonetheless, excessive
parental psychological control can disrupt an individual’s
“internal working mechanism,” making them more prone
to suspicious and sensitive phenomena and social adjust-
ment problems (Barberis et al., 2023; Gong & Wang,
2023). This exacerbates the tendency of aggressive behav-
ior and contributes to the emergence of cyberbullying.
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Table 3. Coefficients for the moderated model

Outcome variables

Predictors variables Cyberbullying
B t
Parental psychological control 0.06%* 3.00
Moral disengagement 0.09#** 3.86
Parental psychological control x Impulse system 0.12%** 5.98
R 0.09
F 21.39%**
Outcome variables
Predictors variables Cyberbullying
B t
Parental psychological control 0.07%** 3.65
Moral disengagement 0.10%** 4.48
Parental psychological control x Control system —0.02 —0.80
R 0.12
F 28.03***

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

Moral disengagement played a partially mediating role
in the association between parental psychological con-
trol and cyberbullying experiences. Family factors can
change an individual’s internal moral cognition and form
a negative cognitive mechanism of moral disengagement
(Bartolo et al., 2019; Qi, 2019). Parental psychological
control is capital for their cognitive and emotional devel-
opment, preventing moral disengagement (Kim & Kim,
2013). Risks for moral disengagement increase the like-
lihood of cyberbullying by reducing the individual’s guilt
for misbehavior and providing a basis for rationalizing
the behavior (Thornberg et al., 2024). Additionally, the
reduced social cues and the anonymity of the network itself
help to enhance an individual’s moral disengagement.

The impulse system was associated with parental psy-
chological control and risk for cyberbullying. Individuals
with high impulse system are more likely to engage in
cyberbullying after being parental psychological control
(Shi et al., 2020). Also, excessive parental psycholog-
ical control could be harmful by impeding individual
autonomy, self-trust, and freedom of expression (Geng
et al., 2021). Consequently, individuals with high levels of
impulse system are more prone to externalizing negative
emotions through behaviors like cyberbullying (Chyung
et al., 2022). Those with weak parental control would
be more vulnerable to cyberbullying (see also Hofmann
et al., 2009). Additionally, parental psychological control
and the control system didn’t predict cyberbullying. One
possible explanation is that the control system focuses
more on inhibiting the impulsive system than the previous
self-control model (Hofmann et al., 2009). When an indi-
vidual’s impulsive system is strong, the level of the control
system is weak, leading to increased predictive effects
of parental psychological control on cyberbullying that
cannot be mitigated by the control system. These findings
emphasize the importance of enhancing self-control to
prevent cyberbullying. The study not only sheds light on

the complex relationship between parental psychological
control and cyberbullying but also offers new approaches
for developing targeted interventions.

Implications for research and practice

The findings have important implications. In theoretical
terms, the study combines the general attack model and
the dual system theory of self-control to contribute to the
exploration and development of the general attack theory.
It provides a new theoretical perspective for the study of
aggressive behavior in the future.

In practical terms, it offers guidance for intervention
for preventing cyberbullying behavior among college stu-
dents. It emphasizes the need to reduce harmful parental
control to reduce students’ impulse system levels, mini-
mizing cyberbullying risk.

Limitations and future directions

The are some limitations. Firstly, this study was cross-
sectional, so it could not establish a causal relationship
between parental psychological control and cyberbullying.
Future studies should use longitudinal studies to deter-
mine if any causal relationships. Secondly, this study only
involved Chinese vocational college students, the findings
are limited. Future studies should include participants
from other regions or different groups to validate the
results. Finally, all the measurements in this study relied on
questionnaires, which are highly subjective. In the future,
researchers can consider using both subjective and objec-
tive data collection methods for more informative data.

Conclusion

We conclude from this study that excessive parental
psychological control predicts cyberbullying risk. Moral
disengagement mediates between parental psychological
control and cyberbullying for lower cyberbullying risk.
Impulsivity moderates the effects of parental psychologi-
cal control on vocational college students’ cyberbullying,
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increasing cyberbullying risk. Finally, control systems
don’t moderate the effects of parental psychological con-
trol on vocational college students’ cyberbullying.
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