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A Construct Validity Study of Bullying

The construct validity of the Bully/Victim Questionnaire (Olweus, 1996a) as a measure of
bullying was examined. Although researchers have defined bullying and reactive
aggression as two distinct types of aggression, this study examined how closely related
they are using empirical data. Reports from students and teachers on measures of bullying
and reactive aggression were compared for evidence of convergent validity (degree of
similarity) and divergent validity (degree of difference). Comparisons of correlation
coefficients indicate that convergent validity coefficients (.26 to .85) are not higher than
divergent validity coefficients (.21 to .74). In addition, correlations between teachers and
students differ. It is concluded that measuring bullying is problematic and that bullying
and reactive aggression are highly correlated whereas teacher and student reports are not.

Cet article porte sur l’évaluation de la validité conceptuelle du questionnaire Bully/Victim
(Olweus, 1996a) comme mesure de l’intimidation. Les chercheurs distinguent
l’intimidation de l’agressivité réactionnelle et les considèrent comme étant deux formes
distinctes d’agressivité. Toutefois, cette étude puise dans des données empiriques pour
démontrer à quel point les deux comportements sont liés. Nous avons analysé des rapports
d’élèves et d’enseignants portant sur l’évaluation de l’intimidation et de l’agressivité
réactionnelle pour en noter la validité concourante (degré de similarité) et la validité
divergente (degré de différence). La comparaison des coefficients de corrélation a indiqué
que les coefficients de validité concourante (de 0,26 à 0,85) ne sont pas plus élevés que les
coefficients de validité divergente (de 0,21 à 0,74). De plus, les corrélations des enseignants
diffèrent de celles des élèves. Nous concluons qu’il est difficile de mesurer l’intimidation,
que l’intimidation et l’agressivité réactionnelle sont fortement corrélées, mais que les
rapports des enseignants et des élèves ne le sont pas.

Concern about children’s aggression has increased dramatically in the general
public (Limber & Small, 2003). Aggressive behaviors such as hitting, kicking,
slapping, and name-calling are a persistent problem in schools as they interfere
with the development of healthy relationships and classroom learning (Pel-
legrini & Long, 2002). In the 1930s researchers identified reactive aggression as
aggression exhibited as a reaction to frustration (Dollard, Doob, Miller,
Mowrer, & Sears, 1939). Beginning in the 1970s, another type of aggression was
identified called mobbing or bullying. It is described as repetitive negative be-
haviors against another child who is unable to defend himself or herself.
Researchers around the world have examined the nature of bullying based on
its conceptualization as a construct that is distinct from reactive aggression.
Because the aggressive behaviors studied in the domain of bullying are the
same as those studied in the context of reactive aggression, it is important to
determine whether the measurement of bullying is specific and not quantifying
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general acts of aggression. It is the purpose of this study to examine the extent
to which a frequently used measure of bullying, Olweus’ Bully/Victim Ques-
tionnaire, measures bullying specifically rather than aggression more general-
ly.

Aggression
Aggression includes a variety of harmful behaviors exerted either directly or
indirectly against someone. They include slapping, punching, pushing, name-
calling, and excluding (Day, Bream, & Pal, 1992). From the early aggression
theories of Berkowitz (1963), and Dollard et al. (1939), the classification of
reactive and proactive aggression was developed to study these various ag-
gressive behaviors. Reactive aggression is a hostile reaction to frustration,
anger, or some other negative emotion that may result from a perceived threat
or provocation (Bandura, 1983; Berkowitz, 1983). For example, a student may
hit another student when angry as a result of being blocked from entering a
room. Dodge and colleagues have reported that children who exhibit high
levels of reactive aggression are likely to experience attention problems and
impulsivity, physical abuse in early childhood, general behavior problems at
an early age, and peer rejection (Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, & Bates, 1997). In
addition, they are likely to be diagnosed with somatization, depression, sleep
disorders and personality disorders, and have social information-processing
deficits such as difficulty attending to and interpreting social cues (Dodge &
Coie, 1987; Dodge et al., 1997). These problems occur significantly less often
among people who use proactive aggression, which is the controlled use of
aggression to obtain a goal (e.g., someone stealing a car).

Bullying
Although proactive aggression was defined in the 1930s, it was not until the
1970s when a distinct form of proactive aggression was identified as mobbing,
now called bullying (Olweus, 1972, 2001). Whereas reactive aggression is ex-
erted in response to negative emotions such as frustration and anger, and
proactive aggression is exerted as a means of gaining a goal, bullying is a type
of proactive aggression whereby unprovoked aggressive behavior is used to
obtain a social goal. Indeed, dominance theory has been used to explain bully-
ing whereby a student shows aggression toward another student as a means of
establishing leadership and dominance in the peer hierarchy (Pellegrini &
Long, 2002).

Although a standard definition of bullying was proposed by Olweus and
adopted by many researchers (Bentley & Li, 1995; Farrington, 1993; Smith &
Shu, 2000), terms are used inconsistently across studies (Siann, Callaghan,
Glissov, Lockhart, & Rawson, 1994). Olweus specified three criteria to deter-
mine bullying: repeated negative behavior, a power imbalance, and different
affect between the aggressor and the targeted child. For example, it is con-
sidered bullying when an older, stronger boy humiliates another boy by often
spitting at him at recess. The key characteristic of bullying is the power dif-
ferential (Besag, 1989; Olweus, 1993, 1996b). Bullying behaviors may be directly
experienced by the victim (e.g., name-calling, hitting), or indirectly experi-
enced (e.g., gossiping, spreading rumors, Bjorkqvist, Lagerspetz, &
Kaukiainen, 1992). Across studies, direct and indirect behaviors are not always
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both included, the time frame for measuring bullying varies, and some aggres-
sive behaviors may be considered socially acceptable in the context of competi-
tion (Beran, in press; Besag, 1989; Siann & Callaghan, 1993). Thus inconsistent
uses of the term bullying lead to differences in how it is measured.

Another difficulty in measuring bullying is the identification of a power
differential. A child targeted by a peer is placed in a subservient role as a
victim; however, identifying an act of aggression as bullying or reactive aggres-
sion based on the identification of a victim is problematic. Although children
who are bullied by their peers are reportedly negatively affected (e.g.,
depressed, anxious, and lonely), these negative characteristics may have ex-
isted before the onset of bullying (Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Kochenderfer-
Ladd, & Ladd, 2001; Kumpulainen, Rasanen, & Puura, 2001; Sharp, Thompson,
& Arora, 2000). Indeed, some studies show that children who have low self-es-
teem are more likely to be targeted by aggressive peers (Egan & Perry, 1998;
Matsui, Tsuzuki, KakuyaMa, & OnglatCo, 1996). Thus children cannot be
identified as victims on the basis that they experience functioning difficulties,
making it difficult to determine if the aggressive act was a form of bullying.

To summarize, although the purpose and definition of reactive aggression
and bullying are theoretically distinct, it is unlikely that measures of aggression
are able to specify them. Inconsistency in the types of bullying behaviors
measured and the difficulty of identifying a victim make identification of
bullying versus reactive aggression problematic.

Measuring Aggression
There are many reporting sources and approaches for quantifying or measur-
ing aggression. Sources include students, teachers, researchers, parents, and
peers using approaches such as naturalistic observations, interviews, question-
naires, and diaries (Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000). One
of the most often used measures of bullying is the self-report form of Olweus’
Bully/Victim Questionnaire (Schafer, Werner, & Crick, 2002). It has been used
in Norway, Canada, the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Italy, and
Australia to estimate the prevalence of bullying and evaluate the effectiveness
of anti-bullying programs (Smith et al., 1999).

Researchers have examined the adequacy of the Bully/Victim Question-
naire. Alpha coefficients of the reliability of items measuring bullying be-
haviors range from .76 to .89 (Boulton, 1995; Olweus, 1993; Pellegrini & Bartini,
2000; Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 1999), thus demonstrating good consistency.
There is less evidence of validity, however. Olweus (1991) reported correla-
tions of .60 to .70 between self-report and other student estimates of bullying.
Also, Pellegrini and Bartini (2000) reported low to moderate correlation coeffi-
cients (.03-.47) between the Bully/Victim Questionnaire and researcher obser-
vations, student diary records, peer nominations (students rating their
classmates), and teacher reports. It is not possible to interpret how similar the
questionnaire is to other measures of bullying in this study because some of the
measures included both bullying and reactive aggression items. To determine
the degree to which the Bully/Victim Questionnaire measures bullying, it must
be examined in comparison with separate measures of bullying and reactive
aggression and across reporting sources.
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Teachers are often asked to document rates of bullying; however, they may
disagree about particular aggressive behaviors they regard as bullying. Boul-
ton (1997) found that half of the teachers sampled indicated that laughing at
people constitutes a form of bullying and the other half did not. Moreover,
Hazler, Miller, Carney, and Green (2001) found that school personnel tend
mistakenly to identify bullying in situations where aggression is not repetitive
(a criterion of Olweus’ definition of bullying). In the present study, I examine
consistency among teachers in identifying bullying.

Teacher reports of student behaviors “traditionally … have been the most
important sources of data on children’s behavioral, emotional, and social
functioning” (Pepler & Craig, 1998, p. 178). The primary advantage of using
teachers to rate behaviors is that they can make comparisons of individual
students’ behaviors with a large number of students, and they may be less
biased than parents as they will not have preexisting judgments about the
students from previous years. Despite these advantages, teacher reports have
limitations. From observations of children’s behaviors on the playground,
Pepler and Craig (Craig & Pepler, 1995, 1997; Pepler & Craig, 1998) found that
teachers are rarely present during episodes of bullying and thus may be un-
aware of their occurrence. Thus teachers may underreport bullying. In the
present study, their reports are compared with students’ reports to determine
their relative accuracy.

In sum, the objective of the present study was to examine the construct
validity of bullying. To address this objective, the convergent and divergent
validity of the Bully/Victim Questionnaire as a measure of bullying versus
reactive aggression was examined. Its similarity to other measures of bullying
(i.e., convergent validity) was determined, followed by an examination of its
distinction from other measures of reactive aggression (i.e., discriminant
validity). These comparisons were then examined between teacher and student
report sources. In addition, the reliability of all the measures used in the study
was calculated. All this information was summarized to demonstrate how well
a frequently used measure of bullying is able to measure bullying.

Method
Participants
A total of 120 students (59 male, 61 female) in grades 4-6 from four public
elementary schools were included in the sample. The schools are predomi-
nantly Caucasian and urban and in middle-income communities. These stu-
dents and their teachers completed questionnaires. Teachers were given a
restaurant certificate to participate in the study.

Procedure
Elementary schools in the public school board of a major Canadian city were
randomly selected. Of the nine administrators contacted, five declined due to
other commitments. Four schools were included to obtain an adequate sample
of teachers and students. Students were given consent forms to be signed by
their parents. Of the 328 students who received consent forms 150 students
returned them with signed permission to participate. Thus the mean response
rate across schools was 46% and varied between 37% and 57%. From the 150
students, 120 were randomly selected to obtain a similar number of male and
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female students in each class up to a maximum of 10 students per class. This
limit was established to manage the amount of time required from teachers
because they were asked to complete two behavior rating scales for each
selected student in their homeroom class. Five boys and five girls in all classes
participated except for one class where six girls and four boys were selected.
Their homeroom teachers were asked to complete several questionnaires for
each of these students because they would have spent more time with these
students than any other adults in the school.

Measures
Olweus’ Bully/Victim Questionnaire (BVQ, Olweus, 1996a). This scale consists of
10 bullying items such as “How often have you threatened or forced another
student to do something he or she didn’t want to do.” Responses are listed on
a Likert scale from never to several times a week. The sum of the 10 items was
used as a measure of bullying. Its reliability and validity as a measure of
bullying were examined in this study. It was administered to students and
modified so that the same questions were administered to teachers.

Proactive/Reactive Aggression Questionnaire (PRAQ, Dodge & Coie, 1987). This
questionnaire consists of the proactive (PA) and reactive scales (RA). Each scale
consists of three items that are rated on a Likert scale ranging from Never to
Almost Always. The sum of each set of three items is calculated to obtain
proactive and reactive aggression scores, and a high score indicates a high level
of aggression. The proactive scale asks, for example, “[Name of child] uses
physical force to dominate,” and the reactive scale asks, “When teased [name of
child] angers easily and strikes back.” Its internal consistency is adequate
according to Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients of .69 to .91. Although Dodge and
Coie obtained only moderate evidence of validity according to higher within-
factor items than between-factor items, Day et al. (1992) provided stronger
evidence whereby 47% of the variance was explained by the proactive aggres-
sion factor, and 23% of the variance was measured by the reactive aggression
factor. This questionnaire was developed as a rating instrument for teachers. In
my study it was administered to teachers and modified for students.

Results
To determine whether bullying as measured by the BVQ measures bullying in
contrast to reactive aggression, evidence of convergent and discriminant
validity, followed by a comparison between teachers and students are
presented in turn. Also, the reliability of the scales is reported. As shown in
Table 1, students and teachers reported a range of scores on the bullying and
reactive aggression questionnaires.

Because each teacher completed questionnaires for about 10 students, re-
sponses across questionnaires for each teacher are likely to be similar. This
clustering creates the problem of dependence of observations. To account for
the similarity in responses for each teacher, their variance was removed by
calculating partial correlation coefficients of bullying and reactive aggression.
These coefficients are presented in a matrix format (see Table 2).

First, evidence of convergent validity is examined. If the BVQ measures
bullying, it should be highly correlated with other measures of bullying. As
shown in Table 2, the four correlations of the BVQ and proactive aggression
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scale of the PRAQ are .26, .47, .66, and .85. With the exception of the .26
correlation, these correlations are moderate to high, thus providing evidence of
convergent validity.

Also, if the BVQ measures bullying rather than reactive aggression, it
should be more highly correlated with measures of bullying than with
measures of reactive aggression. According to Table 2, this type of validity
(divergent validity) was not found. The four correlations of the BVQ and the
reactive scale of the PRAQ are .21, .39, .62, and .74. Because these correlations
are in the moderate to high range, similar to the correlations between the BVQ
and reactive aggression items, it seems that the BVQ does not measure bullying
specifically, but rather general acts of aggression. Thus evidence of dis-
criminant validity was not found.

Comparisons between teachers and students are examined below. The cor-
relations between the two bullying measures completed by teachers are high
(.85), and the two correlations between the bullying and reactive aggression
scores obtained by teachers are high (.74 and .84). Similarly, the correlation
between the bullying scores according to students is high (.66), and the correla-
tion between bullying and reactive aggression from students is high (.62). In
contrast, the nine correlations between student and teacher reports on the
bullying and reactive aggression questionnaires are lower (.20 to .47). Thus
when considering convergent and discriminant validity as well as the source of
the reports, there is greater similarity between the two traits (bullying and
reactive aggression) than between the two report sources (students and teach-
ers).

Discussion
In a special issue of School Psychology Review on school bullying, Espelage and
Swearer (2003) noted the problem of specifying bullying. They concluded,
“This definitional issue is fundamentally related to accurate assessment of
bullying and to conclusions researchers make about this complex dynamic” (p.
369). In this vein, the present study examined the distinction between bullying
and reactive aggression by comparing a frequently used measure of bullying,

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Measures of Bullying

Range M SD

Students (N=120)

BVQ 10-50 14.19 6.66
PA 3-15 4.46 2.33
RA 3-15 7.18 3.27

Teachers (N=14)*

BVQ 10-40 14.35 6.38
PA 3-15 4.94 2.70
RA 3-15 7.09 3.77

Note. More than one teacher may have completed questionnaires for students in a class with two
grades or shared teaching. Skewness and Kurtosis of these variables indicated that the data are
fairly normally distributed.
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the Bully/Victim Questionnaire (Olweus, 1996a), with other measures of bully-
ing and reactive aggression.

The comparisons of correlations across traits and report sources of bullying
and reactive aggression indicate that bullying and reactive aggression do not
emerge as separate traits. Rather, students’ ratings of their reactive aggression
and bullying were highly related. Similarly, teachers’ ratings of reactive aggres-
sion and bullying were highly related. These results suggest that teachers and
students do not differentiate these behaviors to a large degree. In other words,
students rated as likely to react with aggression when provoked are also rated
as likely to bully others (Hazler et al., 2001).

Despite earlier research that suggests disagreement among teachers about
the types of aggressive behaviors that constitute bullying (Boulton, 1997; Haz-
ler et al., 2001), teachers in the present study were consistent in reporting
bullying. Students were also consistent in their reports. Perhaps with the in-
creased attention in the media on bullying behaviors, adults and children are
becoming more aware of acts that constitute bullying.

This study confirms earlier findings that measuring bullying is problematic
(Smith & Levan, 1995). The constructs bullying and reactive aggression vary
according to the situation in which the aggressive behaviors are demonstrated:
bullying establishes leadership or dominance in the peer group, and reactive
aggression is a reaction to negative emotions that probably occur in an un-
pleasant situation. Although the introduction to the Bully/Victim Question-
naire specifies the context for bullying, results suggest that students and
teachers do not contextualize the definition of bullying when reporting aggres-
sive behaviors.

Table 2
Partial Correlations Between Bullying and Aggression

Across Two Measurement Sources (N=120)

Source 1 Source 2
Teacher Student

Bullying Aggression Bullying Aggression

BVQ PA RA BVQ PA RA
Source 1 Bullying
Teacher BVQ (.90)

PA .85a (.84)
Aggression
RA .74b .84b (.92)

Source 2 Bullying
Student BVQ .44a .47a .39b (.91)

PA .26a .30a .21b .66a (.81)
Aggression
RA .21b .24b .20a .62b .62b (.68)

Note. The reliability of questionnaires is shown in parentheses. The reliability coefficients, as
measured by Cronbach’s Alpha, range from .68 to .92. With the exception of the reactive
aggression items measured by student reports on the reactive scale of the PRAQ, the internal
consistency of the measures is high.
aConvergent validity estimates; bDivergent validity estimates.
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Given the lack of measurement specificity found for the Bully/Victim Ques-
tionnaire, the following suggestions are offered. The definition of bullying can
be respecified to improve operationalization for measurement. Also, more
training for teachers on the definition of bullying can be offered (Hazler et al.,
2001). However, the question of the usefulness of the term bullying must also be
considered. If teachers and students consider bullying and reactive aggression
as general acts of aggression, and teachers and students rate aggressive be-
haviors differently, then perhaps interventions should focus on teacher and
student perspectives about aggression. For example, students may consider
some acts of aggression such as dirty looks as benign, whereas teachers may
regard them as a mild form of bullying.

Although this study examined one of the most often used measures of
bullying in the published research, construct validity of bullying should be
further examined with additional questionnaires on bullying. Although the
reliability of the two questionnaires used in this study was high, it is recom-
mended that longer questionnaires be developed with more items and used to
test construct validity of bullying. Also, although teachers are the most likely
adults to be aware that bullying is occurring based on their everyday proximity
to students and bullying, other school professionals and parents should be
included in future research, and their consistency in reporting bullying in
comparison with teachers should be compared for evidence of interrater
reliability. Considering that teachers may not witness most bullying incidents,
other sources of information such as researcher observations should be used in
further research. Thus although children’s own reports of bullying were in-
cluded in the present study, the results must be considered as tentative as
teacher reports may not be as accurate. Another limitation of this study is that
motivation for aggression was not systematically examined. The Bully/Victim
Questionnaire specified the function of aggression as instrumental, but the
function of the aggressive behaviors in the other questionnaires was not men-
tioned. By including questions about why the aggression was exerted, an
empirical distinction between bullying and reactive aggression may be found
(Little, Brauner, Jones, Nock, & Hawley, 2003; Little, Jones, Henrich, & Hawley,
2003).

Although the measurement of bullying in the research is fraught with
difficulties, school personnel who spend considerable time attempting to iden-
tify and manage children’s aggressive behaviors often use the term bullying.
Considering that several scales identified as measures of bullying have been
developed without definitional criteria (Bosworth, Espelage, & Simon, 1999),
confusion about the meaning of bullying will continue. However, for scientific
advancement, a standard definition and accurate measures of bullying are
needed.
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