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Abstract: This study investigated the association between gender role attitudes, perceived friend
support, and school bullying among male adolescents from 11 schools in two cities in China. A total
of 3172 Chinese adolescents between 12 and 20 years of age (48.80% girls and 51.20% boys) completed
questionnaires that included measures of bullying, gender role attitudes, and perceived social support.
In terms of outcome measures, the Chinese version of the Illinois Bully Scale (IBS), Attitudes toward
Women Scale for Adolescents (AWSA), and Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support
(MSPSS) were used to assess bullying perpetration, gender role attitudes, and perceived friend
support, respectively. Based on masculinity theories and the stress-buffering theory, the study
found that male adolescents held more traditional gender role attitudes (t = 30.78, p < 0.001) and
reported higher prevalence of bullying behaviors (36.02%) than girls (31.20%). In addition, boys’
bullying behaviors were significantly predicted by gender role attitudes through perceived friend
support. That is, male youth with more conservative gender role attitudes reported less perceived
friend support (adjusted OR = 1.055; SE = 0.013), which elevated their risks of bullying perpetration
(adjusted OR = 2.082; SE = 0.302). These findings have critical implications for bullying intervention
and prevention through gender equity education.

Keywords: adolescent bullying; gender role attitudes; friend support; masculinity

1. Introduction

School bullying is a worldwide public concern. Bullying, defined as “repeated ex-
posure to aggressive behavior from peers with the intent to inflict injury or discomfort,”
is characterized by: (1) intentional harm; (2) recurring nature; and (3) power or strength
imbalance between the perpetrator(s) and the victim [1–3]. Common forms of bullying
include physical attacks, verbal abuse, and psychological or relational violence [1]. Globally,
it is estimated that 246 million children and youth are impacted by some form of school
violence and bullying every year [4]. Additional data show that approximately one in three
students (32%) reported at least one incident of bullying victimization at school in the prior
month [5]. Overall, an estimated prevalence of bullying involvement ranges from 29% to
46% across studies and regions [6].

The severity of school bullying is also increasingly recognized in China. Reviews of
Chinese studies reported that 2% to 66% of students had experienced bullying victimization
and 2% to 68% had engaged in bullying perpetration, with great heterogeneities due to
study methodology (e.g., using different measurement scales, different time span, and
different definitions of school bullying) [7]. In their study in seven Chinese provinces,
Xue and colleagues found that approximately 17.3% of 3675 high school students reported
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being involved in school bullying as perpetrators [8]. Meanwhile, according to data from
the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2015 and 2018, 22.5% and 17.7%
of 15-year-old students from four regions in China reported being victimized at least a
few times per month [9–12]. Extensive research in China and abroad has pointed out
the negative impact of school bullying, ranging from academic underachievement [13]
to psychosocial problems, including low self-esteem, depression, anxiety, and suicidal
ideation [14–18]. Clearly, for better prevention of the behavior, continuing research, partic-
ularly the identification of protective and risk factors, is needed.

Notably, research shows that bullying experience varies considerably across gender.
First, numerous studies have reported higher rates of bullying perpetration among adoles-
cent boys than girls. One large-scale cross-national study, Global Student Health Survey
(GSHS), shows that that the global prevalence of bullying among adolescents aged 13 to 15
is 30.4% among girls and 34.8% among boys [5]. Data from another international survey,
Health Behavior in School-Aged Children (HBSC), show similar findings. According to the
2017/2018 HBSC report, which analyzed results among approximately 220,000 adolescents
from Europe and North America, boys aged 11, 13, and 15 in over half of the nations re-
ported higher rates of perpetration than girls, with an average gender difference of 3% [19].
Second, it seems that boys and girls are involved in different bullying behaviors. While
boys are more likely to engage in physical bullying and violence, girls are more likely to
adopt verbal, relational, and psychological abuse [4,5]. In terms of victimization, evidence
suggests that compared with boys, who are more likely to be physically attacked, girls are
at greater risk of sexual violence victimization and exploitation [4,5]. Further, girls are more
likely than boys to report combined victimization of cyberbullying and traditional school
bullying, and their experience of cyberbullying is often associated with sexual abuse [5,20].

Similar gender differences are also observed in China: overall, male students are
more likely to be perpetrators and more prone to victimization than their female counter-
parts [21]. For instance, in a large-sample national survey on school bullying, with more
than 100,000 students from Grade 4 to 11 from 29 provinces in China, boys in each grade
reported higher rates of perpetration and victimization than girls [22]. Another study
conducted among 22 middle schools in Suzhou, Jiangsu province found that 26.4% of boys
and 14.3% of girls had been involved in bullying at least once in the last semester [23].
An earlier study by our research team using the same data set as the present study also
revealed that about 16.85% and 11.11% of male and female students had been involved in
school fighting [24]. Based on the existing findings, the present investigation focused on
male students’ school bullying behaviors and particularly predictive factors.

Previous studies indicate that bullying involvement among male students is affected
by traditional gender role attitudes and gender-related stereotypes that persist in society.
Gender role attitudes (or gender ideology, gender-related beliefs) are individual opinions
about appropriate societal roles based on gender [25]. Traditional or rigid gender role
attitudes support polarized gender attributes and traits for males (e.g., leadership, agency,
aggression, bravery) and for females (e.g., childrearing, submissiveness, tenderness, kind-
ness) and presume male superiority over females [26]. By contrast, egalitarian gender role
attitudes endorse a more flexible gendered division of responsibilities and advocate gender
equality. In this case, school bullying reflects underlying social norms regarding authority
and expected gender roles. Dominant conceptions of manhood may lead to tolerance of
boys acting out expressions of aggression, violence, sexual power, and homophobia [25].
Research has demonstrated the association between traditional gender beliefs and greater
involvement in aggressive behaviors, including school bullying [27–29].

Further, perceived friend support, a critical aspect of social support, may be a potential
mediator linking gender traditionality and male bullying behaviors. Social support is
broadly defined as supportive behaviors and assistance provided by members of one’s
social networks [30]. It may take different forms, including emotional (e.g., empathy, love),
instrumental (e.g., money, resources), informational (e.g., advice), and appraisal support
(e.g., feedback) [30]. During adolescence, a wide range of psychosocial transitions occur,
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including the expansion of social networks [31]. For youth, friends gradually become a
more significant source of social support than family members [32]. Extant research has
generally appraised friend support as a contributor to individual physical and mental
well-being [33–35]. However, increasing evidence has shown that traditional gender role
attitudes, particularly among males, are associated with the perception of less friend
support, which leads to a wide range of psychosocial problems, including aggression [36].

1.1. Literature Review
1.1.1. Gender Role Attitudes among Chinese Adolescents

In China, despite rapid economic development and the impact of globalization, pa-
triarchal traditions derived from Confucianism continue to rule [37–39]. Further, in the
education domain, access to gender equality knowledge is limited: comprehensive sex-
uality education, which incorporates themes of gender equity education, is lacking [40].
Consequently, a large proportion of Chinese youth still holds conservative gender role
beliefs that essentialize stereotypical gendered behaviors and attributes [41–45].

While gender traditionality remains influential in younger generations, male adoles-
cents appear to hold more conservative beliefs than females [40,42,46–48]. Males, privileged
by patriarchal systems, are more likely to support traditional division of labor and resist
egalitarian norms [25].

Such a phenomenon is also reported in both global [46] and emerging Chinese research.
In a large-scale study by Zuo and colleagues [47] that recruited 5709 adolescents and
emerging adults from six provinces in China, male respondents consistently reported
higher endorsement of gender traditionality in all domains, including family, public, and
intimate relationship domains. Particularly in family and public domains, average gender
differences exceeded 10%, as considerably higher proportions of adolescent boys scored
higher than females in most items. Echoing such findings was Tang and colleagues’ study,
which involved 1527 youth from fifth graders to college juniors based in Changchun, a
large city in northeastern China [48]. Results indicated that male youth generally held less
egalitarian attitudes than females across all age-groups. Similar gender gaps have been
reported in other cross-sectional studies in China [42].

Such gender gaps, as evidenced by the limited yet growing longitudinal research, may
remain significant across time [40]. In a study by Sa and colleagues that evaluated the
effectiveness of a comprehensive sexuality education program involving 1131 10th graders
in Lanzhou, China, significant increases in gender egalitarianism were found for female
youth only [40]. This suggests that gender traditionality among males is entrenched and
more resistant to change.

1.1.2. Traditional Gender Role Attitudes and Adolescent Male Aggression

The association between traditional gender role attitudes and adolescent aggression is
through in several theoretical frameworks. One such framework is hegemonic masculinity.
The term refers to the most valued masculine norm in one society, often associated with
authority and power [49]. It serves to sustain male dominance over females and is central
to patriarchy [49,50]. Contemporary hegemonic masculinity incorporates several themes,
including dominance and violence [51]. Such themes, as global research reveals, are
largely shared among patriarchal societies, and China is no exception [52–55]. One Chinese
survey that investigated masculine norms and violent behaviors showed that among 1981
participants, 21.8% of female and 52.4% of male respondents agreed that “a man can defend
his reputation through violence if he has to” [54]. Accordingly, boys raised in such norms
learn to behave in corresponding ways through reinforcement and punishment of multiple
socializing agents (e.g., family, peers, media, schools). Thus, based on this perspective,
the disproportionately high perpetration of violence in males—in this case, more bullying
behaviors in adolescent boys—results from the socialization to hegemonic masculinity that
promotes aggression.
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Much evidence exists that supports the impact of traditional gender role beliefs on
intimate partner violence and sexual assault [43,52–56], as well as dating violence [57–61],
homophobic name-calling [62–64], and fighting behaviors [63] among male adolescents.
In terms of adolescent school bullying, one study was conducted among 206 high school
football players in the Midwestern US, and reported their bullying behaviors in the past
2 months and traditional masculinity beliefs, along with other items [27]. Results suggested
that higher endorsement of traditional masculine norms significantly predicted bullying
perpetration. Similar patterns were found in two other studies, which analyzed both
female and male samples. Another study employed a Croatian sample of 4072 10th and
11th graders [28]. Among both girls and boys, bullying perpetration was significantly
predicted by higher scores on the masculine norm measure, indicative of more conservative
masculinity attitudes. Likewise, Carrera-Fernández and colleagues, in their investigation
involving 1500 Spanish adolescents, found that hostile sexism was indirectly associated
with bullying behaviors through instrumental gender traits and pro-bullying attitudes
among both girls and boys [29].

1.1.3. Traditional Gender Role Attitudes, Perceived Friend Support, and Aggressive
Behaviors

The reason that perceived friend support is chosen as a mediator between gender
traditionality and bullying is twofold. First, among males, holders of traditional gender
role attitudes tend to restrain emotion and refrain from seeking help. Such tendencies are
postulated in theories of hegemonic masculinity and are empirically supported. According
to theorists, the dominant masculine norm encourages toughness and self-reliance for
males [65]. In this light, emotional expression and help-seeking are incompatible with
the norm and therefore discouraged in boys’ gender socialization [66]. One who refuses
to disclose his feelings and concerns may therefore perceive less peer support. The hy-
pothesis is supported by several studies among adult males. For example, in one study
that investigated masculine beliefs and health-related behaviors among 546 male college
students, higher adherence to traditional masculine norms was significantly connected with
tendencies to handle problems alone and refusal to admit sickness or express feelings to
others [67]. Similarly, another study conducted among 396 male undergraduates found that
higher scores of restricted emotionality and restricted affective behaviors among men were
predictive of less social support, which contributed to greater psychological distress [68]. In
terms of adolescent research, one systematic review that analyzed 20 quantitative studies
on youth masculinity, internalizing behaviors, and social support found that higher en-
dorsement of traditional masculine norms was associated with lower levels of self-reported
social support [69].

Second, the lack of peer and friend support has often been associated with aggressive
tendencies. The stress-buffering hypothesis conceives that social support protects one
against stressful events by altering negative appraisals of the event or providing resources
to tackle the problem [70]. Either way, adequate social support enables one to address
negative emotions and cope with difficult situations effectively. By contrast, youth who
perceive insufficient social support may fail to deal with stress and adopt problematic
coping strategies, including bullying behaviors. One recent meta-analysis on social sup-
port and problem behaviors among adolescents has provided support for the hypothesis.
The study, which examined 51 studies on the impact of general social support among
196,247 youth, reported that social support significantly reduced the likelihood of bullying
perpetration among adolescents [33]. Studies that have looked at distinct forms of support
have generally yielded similar findings. For instance, in the 2013/2014 HBSC survey, which
comprised 43,667 prepubescent and pubescent participants from nine European countries,
all types of social support, including friend support, were related to lower odds of violent
behaviors (bullying included), although family support had the strongest protective ef-
fect [34]. Additionally, one longitudinal study that followed 880 secondary school students
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for 1 year found that greater friend support at baseline predicted less bullying perpetration
at follow-up [35].

1.2. Research Questions and Research Hypotheses

This study intended to examine the association between gender role attitudes, perceived
friend support, and school bullying among Chinese adolescent boys. In particular, the study
extends the existing literature on the relations between gender role attitudes and bullying
perpetration by addressing two questions. (1) What is the relationship between gender role
attitudes and bullying perpetration among male Chinese adolescents? (2) Is perceived friend
support a mediating factor between gender role attitudes and bullying perpetration?

Based on the above findings of the associations between traditional gender attitudes,
perceived friend support, and bullying behaviors, two hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Male adolescents who hold more traditional gender role attitudes will have
higher prevalence of bullying perpetration.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Male adolescents with more traditional gender role attitudes will report lower
levels of perceived friend support, which is associated with a higher prevalence of bullying perpetration.

2. Materials and Methods
1.3. Sample and Data Collection

Data in the present study were obtained from a survey named the Study on School
Life of Teenage Students in China, which was conducted by the research team in, Suqian,
Jiangsu, and Chongqing in 2018. Suqian is a medium-sized city in Jiangsu province, with a
population of about 4.9 million. Chongqing, a large city in western China, is home to about
30 million people. For participant recruitment, stratified sampling was employed: In the
first stage, schools were stratified according to urban and rural areas and the type of school
(junior high schools, senior high schools, or secondary technical schools). Eleven schools
(six junior high schools, four senior high schools, and one vocational school) were selected
during this stage. In the second stage, four to five classes were randomly selected in each
school. In the third stage, all students in selected classes were included in the sample.

The questionnaires were distributed with the permission and assistance of school
administrators and staff, and students completed informed consent forms. Students filled
in the questionnaires independently during class time while the researchers stayed in the
classroom, offering guidance and assistance when needed. In total, 4000 questionnaires
were distributed, and 3531 questionnaires were collected, for a response rate of 88.3%. A
total of 331 were excluded due to a large amount of missing data, which resulted in a
final sample of 3172: 1624 male students and 1548 female students. Table 1 shows the
sociodemographic characteristics of the final sample. Table 2 presents descriptive statistics
of bullying perpetration, gender role attitudes, and perceived friend support among boys
and girls, respectively. Regression analysis for key variables in the male sample is included
in Table 3.

1.4. Measures
1.4.1. Bullying Perpetration

In measuring adolescent bullying perpetration, the present study used the bullying
subscale of the Chinese version of the Illinois Bully Scale (IBS) [71,72], which has been
shown to have good reliability [24,73]. The subscale includes nine items to assess bullying
behaviors in the past 30 days. Sample items include: “I upset other students for the
fun of it,” “I teased other students,” and “I helped harass other students.” The response
options include 0 (never), 1 (one or two times), 2 (three or four times), 3 (five or six times),
and 4 (seven or more times). A higher score indicates more frequent involvement in the
behavior. The internal consistency of the bullying subscale was acceptable in the current
sample (Cronbach’s alpha= 0.80). In this study, bullying was coded as a dummy variable,
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with 1 representing “involved in bullying” and 0 representing “not involved in bullying.”
Following previous studies, “three or four times” was used as the threshold value for
coding whether a student was involved in bullying behavior [24]. That is, a student who
had engaged in a bullying behavior at least 3–4 times in the past 30 days was coded as a
bullying perpetrator. Others were coded as the non-bullying group.

Table 1. Description of sociodemographic characteristics of the male adolescent sample (n = 1624).

n (%) or Mean (SD)

Age 14.94 (1.282)
Educational stage

Junior high school (%) 729 (44.89)
Senior high school (%) 895 (55.11)

Household register
Rural (%) 614 (37.81)
Urban (%) 1010 (62.19)

Only child or not
Yes (%) 573 (35.28)
No (%) 1051 (64.72)

Pass exam or not
Yes (%) 569 (35.04)
No (%) 1055 (64.96)

Education of father (years) 11.761 (3.640)
Education of mother (years) 10.751 (4.122)

Parents’ marital status
Married (%) 1437 (88.49)

Other (%) 187 (11.51)
Family economy

Better (%) 272 (16.75)
Average (%) 1119 (68.90)
Worse (%) 233 (14.35)

Fathers’ problem behaviors 0.660 (0.977)
Mothers’ problem behaviors 0.172 (0.525)

Categorical variables are described by frequency (percentage) and continuous variables are described by mean
(standard deviation). Range of age is 12–20.

Table 2. Description of bullying perpetration, gender role attitudes, and perceived friend support for
male (1624) and female (1548) adolescents.

All Male Female T-Test or Chi-Square
Test

n (%) or Mean (SD) n (%) or Mean (SD) n (%) or Mean (SD) t Value/Chi Squared p

Bullying
8.25 ***Yes 1068 (33.67) 585 (36.02) 483 (31.20)

No 2104 (66.33) 1039 (63.98) 106 (68.80)
Gender role

attitude 30.471 (0.082) 28.314 (0.104) 32.733 (0.098) 30.78 ***

Perceived friend
support

1.19 n.s.Low 667 (21.03) 339 (20.87) 328 (21.19)
Medium 2105 (66.36) 1070 (65.89) 1035 (66.86)

High 400 (12.61) 215 (13.24) 185 (11.95)

Range of gender role attitudes is 1–40. *** = p < 0.001. n.s. = p > 0.05. p refers to the tests for gender difference.
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Table 3. Binary logistic regression and ordinal logistic regression predicting bullying and friend
support for male students (n = 1624).

Model 3-1 Model 3-2 Model 3-3

Perceived Friend Support Bullying Bullying

OR SE OR SE OR SE

Gender role attitudes 1.055 *** 0.013 0.974 * 0.013 0.979 0.013
Perceived friend support (high = 0)

Medium 1.137 0.159
Low 2.082 *** 0.392
Age 0.955 0.062 0.889 0.059 0.885 0.059

Educational stages (senior high
school = 0) 0.801 0.136 0.944 0.162 0.911 0.158

Household register (rural = 0) 1.529 ** 0.193 0.937 0.120 0.968 0.125
Only child or not(no = 0) 0.958 0.111 1.021 0.123 1.020 0.124
Pass exam or not(no = 0) 1.077 0.121 0.732 ** 0.086 0.722 ** 0.085

Parents’ marital status (other = 0) 0.966 0.159 1.105 0.188 1.099 0.188
Fathers’ years of education 0.994 0.019 1.017 0.020 1.014 0.020
Mothers’ years of education 1.000 0.016 0.990 0.017 0.990 0.017
Family economy(better = 0)

Average 0.610 ** 0.089 0.777 0.116 0.754 0.114
Worse 0.477 *** 0.094 0.958 0.189 0.888 0.177

Fathers’ problem behaviors 0.957 0.067 1.318 *** 0.077 1.308 0.078
Mothers’ problem behaviors 0.834 0.088 1.606 *** 0.181 1.594 *** 0.180

Pseudo R squared 0.0255 0.0399 0.0482

Note * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. Dummy variables representing the schools are also included in the
models.

1.4.2. Gender Role Attitudes

The translated Chinese version of the Attitudes toward Women Scale for Adolescents
(AWSA) [74] was used to measure gender role attitudes. This 12-item scale was measured
on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “agree strongly” to 4 = “disagree strongly.”
Sample items of the AWSA include “Swearing is worse for a girl than for a boy” and “It is
more important for boys than girls to do well in school.” This study is the first to apply this
scale to a Chinese sample. Based on preliminary results of exploratory and confirmatory
factor analysis for the present version, this study found that the factor loadings for item 2
and item 7 were low. Therefore, these two items were excluded from the final calculation of
the total gender attitude score. Overall, a higher total score on the scale indicates a more
egalitarian gender role attitude. In the present study, the scale’s internal consistency was
acceptable (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.70).

1.4.3. Perceived Friend Support

For perceived friend support, the present study used the subscale of friends’ support
of the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) developed by Zimet
and colleagues [75], which has been shown to be reliable in studies among Chinese ado-
lescents [76,77]. The subscale contains 4 items: “My friends really try to help me,” “I can
count on my friends when things go wrong,” “I have friends with whom I can share my
joys and sorrows,” and “I can talk about my problems with my friends.” Response options
range from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree). A higher score indicated
that respondents have more support from friends. The internal consistency of the subscale
in the current sample was high (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85). Based on the aggregated item
scores, this study categorized friend support into high, medium, and low levels using one
standard deviation above and below the mean (21.44 + 5.56).
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1.4.4. Control Variables

Adolescent bullying behaviors are also influenced by numerous other factors [7,78,79].
Therefore, several other variables were controlled for during data analysis. The first set
of control variables was related to parental problem behaviors. Previous studies have
found intergenerational transmission of violence in the family, with parents’ problem be-
haviors significantly increasing the likelihood of children’s bullying or aggression [78,79].
Accordingly, several items in the questionnaire were accounted for, including those regard-
ing parental smoking and drinking history, as well as spouse and child abuse (Yes = 1,
No = 0). The answers to these questions were summed as the total score for paternal
and maternal problem behaviors, respectively. The second set of control variables were
adolescent characteristics, including age, stage of education attended (dummy variable,
“junior high school = 1” and “senior high school = 0”), household registration (urban
area = 1 and rural area = 0), being an only child (No = 0, Yes = 1), and passing all exams in
the past semester = 1) [80–82]. Finally, family socioeconomic status were also controlled
for, including parents’ years of education, marital status (dummy variable, married = 1),
and self-rated family economic status (dummy variable, better = 0) [81,82]. The sociodemo-
graphic and control variables of the sample are described in Table 1.

1.5. Data Analysis

We analyzed the data using Stata software 14.0 (StataCorp, TX, USA, 2015). We first
present the sample distribution of adolescent boys’ sociodemographic characteristics and
bullying scores, gender role attitudes, and perceived friend support by gender groups (see
Tables 1 and 2). Second, three regression models were used to examine the relationship
between gender attitudes and bullying and whether perceived friend support mediated
the relationship (Table 3). Since bullying is a dichotomous variable and friend support
is an ordinal variable, this study used binary logistic regression models and an ordinal
logistic regression model to predict bullying and friend support, respectively. Third, the
Sobel–Goodman test was used to examine the mediating effect of perceived friend support.

2. Results
2.1. Descriptive Statistics

The mean age of adolescent boys was 14.94 years (Table 1). Of all the 1624 boys, 44.89%
of the respondents were attending junior high school, and 55.11% were attending senior
high school. Of the boys, 37.81% were from rural areas and 35.28% were the only child in
their family, 64.96% had not passed all their exams in the last semester, and 88.49% of the
respondents’ parents’ marital status was in marriage. In addition, 16.75% of the boys rated
their family’s financial status as better, and 14.35% rated as worse.

As Table 2 suggests, 36.02% of adolescent boys reported bullying behavior in the
past month, which was higher than the percentage in girls (31.20%). Meanwhile, boys’
gender role attitudes scores were significantly lower than girls’, indicating that boys held
more traditional gender role attitudes. Additionally, there was no significant difference in
perceived friend support between boys and girls.

2.2. Results for the Models

This study used three models to examine the mediating effect of perceived friend
support. The first model used gender role attitudes to predict the mediating variable—
perceived friend support. The second model used gender role attitudes to predict bullying
behaviors. In the third model, gender role attitudes and perceived friend support were
used to predict bullying behaviors.

Models 3-1 to 3-3 show the binary logistic regression and ordinal logistic regression
results for the male sample. The results of model 3-1 indicate that after controlling for
other variables, there was a significant positive association between gender role attitudes
and perceived friend support (adjusted OR = 1.055; SE = 0.013). That is, the greater
the value of gender role attitudes, the more egalitarian the attitude was and the more
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support the individual perceived from friends. Model 3-2 suggests that there was a sig-
nificant association between gender role attitudes and bullying. Specifically, the more
equal the gender role attitude, the less likely the individual was to bully others (adjusted
OR = 0.974; SE = 0.013). Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported. In model 3-3, the medi-
ating variable of perceived friend support was added, and results suggest that perceived
friend support influenced bullying behaviors. Compared to those who perceived more
friend support, adolescent males who perceived less friend support were more likely to
bully others (adjusted OR = 2.082; SE = 0.392). The results indicate that: first, the direct
effect of gender role attitudes was marginally significant (significant at 0.1 level); and
second, gender role attitudes indirectly affected bullying behaviors through perceived
friend support. That is, perceived friend support mediated the relationship between gender
role attitudes and bullying behaviors. Such findings support Hypothesis 2.

In addition, results of the Sobel–Goodman Test suggest that perceived friend support
did mediate the association between gender attitudes and bullying among adolescent
boys. Specifically, 18.6% of gender attitudes’ effect on bullying behaviors was mediated by
perceived friend support.

Further, the present study found that compared with those who rated their family
economic status as better, boys with average and worse family economic status perceived
less support from friends (adjusted OR = 0.610, SE = 0.089; adjusted OR = 0.477, SE = 0.094).
Also, boys from urban areas perceived more support from friends than those from rural
areas (adjusted OR = 1.529, SE = 0.193). For adolescent boys, academic achievement was
a predictor of bullying behaviors: adolescent boys who had passed all their exams in the
previous semester were less likely to bully than those who had failed (adjusted OR = 0.732,
SE = 0.086; adjusted OR = 0.722, SE = 0.085). For parental problem behaviors, the more
problem behaviors the father and mother had, the more likely adolescent boys were to
bully (adjusted OR = 1.606, SE = 0.181; adjusted OR = 1.594, SE = 0.180).

3. Discussion

The present study is one of the few attempts to investigate the relationship between
gender role attitudes, perceived friend support, and school bullying among male adolescents
in China. Specifically, our findings demonstrated that traditional gender role attitudes are
the driving force for bullying behaviors among male adolescents: The more traditional their
gender role attitudes are, the more likely they will be the perpetrators of school bullying.
Additionally, our findings confirmed the mediating role of perceived friend support, meaning
that male adolescents with more traditional gender role attitudes will report lower levels of
perceived friend support, which leads to higher risk of bullying perpetration.

Consistent with previous literature [40,42,46–48], the present investigation also found
that male adolescents hold more conservative gender beliefs than females. Moreover, one
of the most important contributions of this study is to link traditional gender role attitudes
with bullying perpetration among male students. For male adolescents, gender tradi-
tionality means a greater identification with normative masculine beliefs that encourage
toughness, self-reliance, social dominance, and aggressiveness [51] and higher likelihood
of acting out by bullying to prove themselves.

Additionally, the study highlights the importance of using the masculinity theory in
understanding bullying among male adolescents. Existing studies have concentrated on
associations between hegemonic masculinity and gender-based violence, including partner
violence [52,55,56], dating violence [57–61], and sexual violence and harassment [43,61],
etc. The present investigation hence contributes to the current research by providing
empirical evidence for associations between traditional masculinity and bullying. For male
adolescents, on one hand, bullying could be a strategy for them to gain power and attention
among peers and establish their masculinity. On the other hand, hegemonic masculinity
may restrain male adolescents from expressing themselves and seeking help, which in turn
reduces friend support [36].
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Our findings also support the stress-buffering theory. In particular, male adolescents
who perceive insufficient friend support may fail to deal with stress and therefore adopting
bullying as their coping strategy. This study provides empirical evidence that friend
support mediates the relationship between gender role attitudes and bullying behaviors.
More traditional gender role attitudes restrain or reduce the peer support available to
individuals, which increases the likelihood of bullying behaviors.

4. Limitations

The present study bears several limitations. First, it employed a cross-sectional method,
and hence the relationships between variables are correlational, rather than causal. This
means that we are unable to make causal inferences based on the present results. For a
clearer examination of the relationships, longitudinal designs are advised for future studies.

Second, the study was conducted among 11 high schools in two cities in China, which
cannot be generalized to all adolescent boys in China. Nationwide randomized sampling
methods should be adopted for better generalizability of findings.

Third, although masculinity theories are used as a gendered mechanism linking
gender role attitudes and bullying, the study did not measure traditional masculinity
directly. Therefore, future studies examining relationships between traditional masculinity
and bullying should adopt more accurate assessments of masculinity endorsement.

Last, this study examined only the effect of gender role attitudes and perceived friend
support on bullying behaviors and focused on the role of perpetrators within school
bullying. However, given the complex dynamics in school bullying, roles of victims and
bystanders should also be included in future research.

5. Practical Implications

This empirical study has echoed the calls of the Sustainable Development Goals,
especially SDG 4, which aim to establish inclusive and equitable quality education and
“provide safe, non-violent, inclusive and effective learning environments for all” [83].
Findings of the study show that to achieve the goal, a number of things need to be done. In
China, sexuality education is often stigmatized. However, given present findings on the
direction of association between gender role attitudes and bullying, our study shows that
promoting gender equality education and school bullying prevention may be a strategic
approach to conduct comprehensive sexuality education. Accordingly, for a more inclusive
and equitable school climate, schools are advised to enact zero-tolerance anti-bullying
policies and advocate for positive, mutually respectful, and supportive peer relationships.

Further, it is urgent to battle hegemonic masculinity by promoting healthy masculinity
among male adolescents. Such efforts require collaboration between schools and families.
For parents, alternative ways of boys’ socialization are needed. In particular, kindness and
tenderness, as well as emotional expression and help-seeking, should be encouraged. For
schools, bystander intervention training that facilitates refusal to engage in bullying and
helping behaviors of victims are needed. Collectively, these efforts may prevent boys from
engaging in bullying and gender-based violence when they grow older.

6. Conclusions

Our study indicates that promoting healthy masculinity can be a good entry point
to conduct interventions on male adolescent bullying. The present study explored the
impact of rigid gender role attitudes on adolescent boys’ bullying behaviors. Furthermore,
the study confirms that friend support is one of the pathways through which masculinity
influences bullying among male adolescents. In 2018, UNESCO published the International
Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education (revised version) [84]. Compared with the
earlier version, the new guidance incorporated two key concepts: understanding gender
(key concept 3) and violence and staying safe (key concept 4). This study is a great example
to integrate the two new key concepts with the traditional concept of relationships (key
concept 1). Collectively, this study delivers a clear message to male adolescents that they
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need to abandon toxic masculinity, improve life and communication skills, establish healthy
friendships, and prevent themselves from involvement in school bullying and other types
of violence.
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