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Cyberbullying Definition

and Measurement

Some Critical Considerations

Ersilia Menesini and Annalaura Nocentini

Department of Psychology, University of Florence, Italy

Cyberbullying is reported as an aggressive, inten-
tional act carried out by a group or individual, using
electronic forms of contact, repeatedly and over time
against a victim who cannot easily defend him or her-
self (Smith et al., 2008).

This definition implies that cyberbullying is similar to tra-
ditional bullying, but involving the use of new communi-
cation technologies. Its hostile trait derives from the
aggressive nature of the behavior. The intention refers to
the degree of awareness of harming others, although we
might argue to what extent perpetrators are aware of the
seriousness of their acts. The indirect nature of cyberbully-
ing makes it difficult to evaluate the intentional or reactive
nature of the attack. Moreover some authors stated that cy-
berbullying, even if a single individual act, can be circu-
lated widely or copied by others meeting the criteria of
repetition and frequently creating an imbalance of power.
It is hard to detail the concept of imbalance of power in the
cyber context, since in face-to-face bullying it was derived
by the higher physical or psychological strength of the
bully or by a numeric criterion (the number of bullies in
comparison with just one victim). How can we define in
the cyber context? Can we refer just to a higher technolog-
ical ability of the bully or, conversely, to a higher rank
position of the bullies in the virtual community?

Wolak, Finkelhor, Mitchell, and Ybarra (2007) and
Ybarra and Mitchell (2004), showed that in many cases
youth harassed online or by phone were not distressed or
could easily block the harasser. The easy termination of
these episodes suggests that part of online harassment may
not involve imbalance of power in which victims have dif-
ficulty defending themselves from aggressors. It also
involves other criteria to distinguish between bullying and
harassment such as the number of incidents and the degree
of reported distress by the victim. In relation to this issue
scholars have proposed alternative terms, such as online,
cyber, Internet harassment, or attacks (Dooley, Pyzalski, &
Cross, 2009; Patchin & Hinduja, 2006; Wolak et al., 2007).

Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie / Journal of Psychology 2009; Vol. 217(4):230-232

DOI: 10.1027/0044-3409.217.4.230

Measurement

Related to the definitional issues there are measurement
issues. Research on cyberbullying is growing around the
world, focusing on the prevalence of the phenomenon, the
relation between traditional and electronic bullying, and on
possible correlates or risk behaviors related to cyberbullying
(see many papers in this issue). But there has been little
focus on the measurement issue of cyberbullying. Indeed
in bullying research generally, some scholars have claimed
that insufficient concern is paid to psychometric issues in
bullying research as well as to the need for more detailed
comparison between different methodologies (Card &
Hodges, 2008; Chan, Myron, & Crawshaw, 2005).

There are two families of measures frequently used to
study traditional bullying and victimization: Normative
and ipsative measures (Caspi, 1998; Pellegrini, 2001). Nor-
mative measures provide information about what other indi-
viduals think of those bullying or being bullied; they
measure an individual behavior by asking the perception
of others. Peer ratings and peer nominations are clear exam-
ples. Ipsative measures provide a personal picture of bully-
ing and victimization, informing us about individuals’
perception of their experiences; they are represented by
the large class of self-report questionnaires, widely used to
measure prevalence of bullying and victimization (Solberg
& Olweus, 2003).

As with traditional bullying research, in cyberbullying
studies the most used measures have been self-report ques-
tionnaires, with key global questions. In other cases, the
focus was on types of behavior, such as receiving rude or
nasty comments from someone while online, being the tar-
get of rumors spread online, or receiving threatening or
aggressive comments (Katzer, Fetchenhauer, & Belschak,
2009; Menesini, Calussi, & Nocentini, 2008; Ybarra,
Diener-West, & Leaf, 2007).

Given the complex definition of the construct, at present
its operationalization is quite difficult. Some critical points
are related to the use of global and sometimes unique items
to detect the degree of involvement in the role of cyberbullies
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and cybervictims, to the complexity of the definition which
can be understood differently among different populations,
and to the complexity and accelerated evolution of new
technologies which makes any classification often obsolete.

Difficulties with using global key questions on bullying
received or perpetrated have been reported in the literature
on traditional bullying, including age and cultural differ-
ences. Two studies addressing cultural and linguistic differ-
ences (Smith, Cowie, Olafsson, & Liefooghe, 2002; Smorti,
Menesini, & Smith, 2003) found differences across terms
and countries regarding the width of the semantic area of
terms for ‘bullying’ and how close such terms are to its wes-
tern scientific definition. Monks and Smith (2006) addressed
age differences in pupils’ and parents’ definitions of the term
‘bullying’, and found that younger children use a broad dis-
tinction between aggressive and nonaggressive acts whereas
adolescents and adults tend to be more discriminative and
concerned about power differences, repetition of actions,
and physical and nonphysical acts. Thus, in traditional bul-
lying there are difficulties in relying just on global definition
and on the global questions about this behavior. Being aware
of methodological difficulties in the traditional bullying area,
further efforts are needed to improve our ways of measuring
cyberbullying.

Also, in case of self-report methodology, issues related to
social desirability of responses can affect the measurement;
students may be reluctant to report an act that is socially
undesirable such as (cyber) bullying. Studies conducted with
Italian adolescents (Menesini, Modena, & Tani, 2009;
Menesini, Nocentini, & Fonzi, 2007) showed a lack of con-
sistency between the global key questions and the other
statements of involvement in harassing acts. We might spec-
ulate that some adolescents hesitate to label themselves as
bullies or as victims, while they could claim to have been
involved in one or more bullying episodes as actors or as
victims. Other studies, although focused on workplace bul-
lying, have reported the same inconsistency between the two
measurement strategies (global evaluation vs. single behav-
ior) (Salin, 2001).

Solberg and Olweus (2003) argued that one single item
in the case of the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire can be
a reliable and economical measure of prevalence. Argu-
ments in favor of a single-item measure are practical reasons
related to quicker administration of the measure and lower
cost of data processing. From a theoretical perspective,
Rossiter (2002) argues that a single-item measure is suffi-
cient if the construct consists of one concrete object that is
easily and uniformly imagined.

An alternative strategy to questionnaires and the global
questions can be multiple-item scales asking students about
the frequency of specific behaviors representing the con-
struct of bullying (Austin & Joseph, 1996; Espelage,
Bosworth, & Simon, 2000; Peskin, Tortolero, & Markham,
2006). This can give us a more valid, accurate, and analyt-
ical measure as compared to the estimation you can have
with a single item. According to Nunnally (1978),
multiple-item measures are considered more valid as it is
very unlikely that a single-item can fully represent a com-
plex theoretical concept. This multiple-item approach can
be more accurate: Single-item measures often lack precision

© 2009 Hogrefe Publishing

because they cannot discriminate among fine degrees of an
attribute. Finally, multiple-item measures can be more reli-
able: Single-item measures are usually less reliable and more
prone to random error. Chance or random error is involved
in any type of measurement, however, “this unreliability
averages out when scores on numerous items are summed
to obtain a total score, which then frequently is highly reli-
able” (Nunnally, 1978, p. 67).

Some limitations should be taken into account also in the
use of multiple-item scales. First, not all possible bullying
acts are necessarily included in that list. This problem is
related to the theoretical definition of the phenomenon. Sec-
ond, not all items are necessarily of equal severity: While
some of them may occur more regularly without being per-
ceived as bullying, others may have very long-lasting effects
even though they occur only occasionally.

Relatively recent statistical methods, such as confirma-
tory factor analysis (CFA), can help to overcome some of
these problems. For instance, this method can evaluate the
construct validity by its invariance across different groups
(gender, ages, and cultures) and to compare competing mea-
surement models in order to identify the most appropriate
score interpretations. CFA enables one to determine whether
all the items are equally good representations of the con-
struct or whether some items are better than others through
a comparison of three measurement models (parallel,
tau-equivalent, and congeneric).

Overall, further theoretically and empirically oriented
efforts are needed to overcome some of the difficulties in
the area and to try to grasp more directly the meaning of
cyber problems for adolescents of the digital era.

References

Austin, S., & Joseph, S. (1996). Assessment of bully/victim
problems in 8 to 11 year-olds. British Journal of Educational
Psychology, 66, 447-456.

Card, N., & Hodges, E. V. E. (2008). Peer victimization among
schoolchildren: Correlations, causes, consequences, and
considerations in assessment and intervention. School
Psychology Quarterly, 23, 451-461.

Caspi, A. (1988). Personality development across the life course
In N. Eisenberg (Ed.), Handbook of Child Psychology
(Vol. 3, pp. 311-388). New York: Wiley.

Chan, J. H. F., Myron, R., & Crawshaw, M. (2005). The efficacy
of non-anonymous measures of bullying. School Psychology
International, 26, 443-458.

Dooley, J. J., Pyzalski, J., & Cross, D. (1996). Cyberbullying
versus face-to-face bullying: A theoretical and conceptual
review. Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie / Journal of Psychology,
214(4), 182-188.

Espelage, D. L., Bosworth, K., & Simon, T. R. (2000). Exam-
ining the social context of bullying behaviors in early
adolescence. Journal of Counseling and Development, 78,
326-333.

Katzer, C., Fetchenhauer, D., & Belschak, F. (2009). Cyberbullying:
Who are the victims?: A comparison of victimization in Internet
chatrooms and victimization in school. Journal of Media
Psychology: Theories, Methods, and Applications, 21, 25-36.

Menesini, E., Calussi, P., & Nocentini, A. (2008). Cyber Bullying
and Psychological Health Symptoms. Poster Workshop,
XXth ISSBD Conference, Wiirzburg, Germany.

Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie / Journal of Psychology 2009; Vol. 217(4):230-232



This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
Thisarticleisintended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

232 Opinion

Menesini, E., Modena, M., & Tani, F. (2009). Bullying and
victimization in adolescence. Concurrent and stable roles and
psychological health symptoms. Journal of Genetic Psychol-
ogy, 2, 115-134.

Menesini, E., Nocentini, A., & Fonzi, A. (2007). Analisi
longitudinale e differenze di genere nei comportamenti
aggressivi in adolescenza [Longitudinal and differential
analysis of gender in aggressive behaviors during adoles-
cence]. Eta Evolutiva, 87, 78-85.

Monks, C. P., & Smith, P. K. (2006). Definitions of ‘bullying’:
Age differences in understanding of the term, and the role of
experience. British Journal of Developmental Psychology,
24, 801-821.

Nunnally, J. C. (1978). Psychometric Theory. New York:
McGraw-Hill.

Patchin, J. W., & Hinduja, S. (2006). Bullies move beyond the
schoolyard. A preliminary look at cyberbullying. Youth
Violence and Juvenile Justice, 4, 148—169.

Pellegrini, A. D. (2001). Sampling instances of victimization in
middle school. In J. Juvonen & S. Graham (Eds.), Peer
Harassment in School (pp. 125-144). New York: Guildford
Press.

Peskin, M. F., Tortolero, S. R., & Markham, C. M. (2006).
Bullying and victimization among Black and Hispanic
adolescents. Adolescence, 41(163), 467-484.

Rossiter, J. R. (2002). The C-OAR-SE procedure for scale
development in marketing. International Journal of Research
in Marketing, 19, 305-335.

Salin, D. (2001). Prevalence and forms of bullying among
business professionals: A comparison of two different
strategies for measuring bullying. European Journal of Work
and Organizational Psychology, 10, 425-441.

Smith, P. K., Cowie, H., Olafsson, R., & Liefooghe, A. M.
(2002). Definition of bullying: A comparison of terms used,
and age and sex differences, in a 14-country international
comparison. Child Development, 73, 1119-1133.

Smith, P. K., Mahdavi, J., Carvalho, M., Fisher, S., Russell, S., &
Tippett, N. (2008). Cyberbullying: Its nature and impact in
secondary school pupils. Journal of Child Psychology and
Psychiatry, 49, 376-385.

Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie / Journal of Psychology 2009; Vol. 217(4):230-232

Smorti, A., Menesini, E., & Smith, P. K. (2003). Parents’
definition of children’s bullying in a five-country compari-
son. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 34, 417—432.

Solberg, M., & Olweus, D. (2003). Prevalence estimation of
school bullying with the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire.
Aggressive Behaviour, 29, 239-268.

Wolak, J., Finkelhor, D., Mitchell, K. J., & Ybarra, M. J. (2007).
Online “predators” and their victims. Myths, realities, and
implications for prevention and treatment. American
Psychologist, 63, 111-128.

Ybarra, M. L., Diener-West, M., & Leaf, P. J. (2007). Examining
the overlap in Internet harassment and school bullying:
Implications for school intervention. Journal of Adolescent
Health, 41, S42-S50.

Ybarra, M. L., & Mitchell, K. J. (2004). Online aggressor/
targets, aggressor and targets: A comparison of associated
youth characteristics. Journal of Child Psychology and
Psychiatry, 45, 1308-1316.

Ersilia Menesini

Department of Psychology
Via di San Salvi

12 50135 Florence

Italy

Tel. +39 055 623-7836

E-mail menesini@psico.unifi.it

© 2009 Hogrefe Publishing


https://www.researchgate.net/publication/238307912



