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The present article discusses the data source (self- as olp%msed_ iponpcg:;
assessments) as one of the factors p1r0c‘1u(?1ng_ substa_nt}a vzntah; on
estimations of prevalence rates of peer victimization. It is argue o setl
report data produce higher variation in prevalence f:stlmatlonsh fses
reports. It is suggested that peer data may be prefcrable fo_r researc plérp ond’
whereas self-reports may be more psgful for lnter\/f’f,:ntlon cfforts.' ec eer,
the need for differentiating “discipline problems™ apd lgengntlg tpthis
victimization” on a conceptual level is stressed. Third, it is out 1ned_ '11 this
differentiation will lead to different intervention approaches (1.e..,t- irec ﬁcz) n)
for discipline problems and more indirect ones.for genuine pf;er v;c 1;1111_2& this.
Finally, more direct approaches to theory testing are calleq or. In omge11 aé
the present article commenis on data by Atria et all. (this issue) as w
questions raised by the analysis of Mahdavi and Smith (this issue).

In diverse fields of psychology such as educational, organizgtio_ngl, clinical
or social, the phenomenon has been obse‘rved t.hat some individuals are
consistently excluded, and even harassed, in th.elr sogal groups (see,] e.g.,
Williams, Forgas, & Von Hippel, 2005). In pl(?nesrlng I‘E?SGEII’CI’II, Owe;ls
(1978) referred to this phenomenon as “‘bullymg‘ (,(,)1', in early whor s,
borrowed from Konrad Lorenz, as “mobning/mobbing’). This research was
taken up also under broader headings such as peer harassment or (peer)
VICE?)I:: ggll'll'y on, a disproportionately large.number of studies addressed
descriptive aspects, such as the forms bullying may take and frequency
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estimations. Despite the huge number of studies on “incidence” or more
precisely, “prevalence™ rates of bullying, no consensus emerged as to how
often the phenomenon may indeed occur. An early review of these studies
(Schuster, 1996) already revealed variations fn prevalence estimations
ranging from around 3% up to almost 90%! Not surprisingly, a closcr
inspection of this variability suggests that it is due to methedological
diversity and conceptual disparity.

In the present paper, I will discuss the data source (self- as opposed Lo peer
assessments) as one of the factors producing such a variability in prevalence
estimations. I will first illustrate the problems inherent in self-reports, and
demonstrate this point with the help of the studies reported by Atria,
Strohmeler, and Spiel (this issue¢). [ then turn to the data source ““peer
assessments” and discuss in what way they reveal systematic pallerns on a
school-class level. Thereby, T will again address data by Atria et al. (this issue)
#s well as questions raised by the analysis of Mahdavi and Smith (this issue).

Moving beyond the question of the exact nuwmnber of victims identified on
a school-class level, I turn to conceptual issues and suggest the need to
differentiate precisely between “discipline problems” and “genuine peer
victimization’ in the Olweus sense, and stress the need to carefully take into
account alf of the definitional criteria in the empirical operationalizations.

Finally, I will address implications of the present discussion for
intervention as well as theory testing.

METHODOLOGICAL VARIATIONS: ADVANTAGES AND
DISADVANTAGES OF SELF-REPORTS AND SYSTEMATIC
PATTERNS REVEALED BY PEER REPORTS

Self-reports

In addressing the question of frequencies of bullying, many studies,
following the lead of Olweus’ original research, relied, as many do to the
present day, on sclf-reports.

Self-report data have in fact several importani advanlages: (1) When
studying reactions in the victim, and likewise for therapy and intcrvention
efforts, it may be more important whether 4 victim feels, rather than whether
he or she is, being harassed. In fact, there exist subgroups of individuals who
regard themselves as victims even though no one else does (“sensitives™)
contrasted to a subgroup of students who do not name themsclves as victims
even though there is consensus among peers that they are one (“defensives™;
see Schuster, 1997, 1999a; or “deniers”, see Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham,
2001). In addition (2) self-reports have for a long time been the common
tool, thus comparisons across studies are facilitaled. And finally
(3) self-reports are easy to obtain, and they can be administered without
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concern of violating ethical standards such as ensuring anonymity. Thus,
they free the researcher from organizational work and major obstacles.

Despite these advantages, this data source also has shortcomings. For
research purposes, it is problematic that self-reports tend to produce a huge
variation in results. This not only held true for the studies considered in the
review by Schuster (1996), but alse for more recent studies. Illustrative of
this point are the studies by Atria, Strohmeier, and Spiel (this issue), who
report variations from 2.6% to 19.2% (see column “Prevalence victims” in
Table 3 in Atria et al., this issue) when using this data source.

Given such variations between studies (as well as within studies when
difierent methods are employed, see, e.g., Coyne, Smith-Lee Chong, Seigne,
& Randall, 2003, reporting rates between 3.9% and 39.6%), I suggested
(Schuster, 1997, 1999a) that it may be helpful to use peer-data instead of, or
in addition {o, self-report data, to gain a more accurate estimation of
prevalence rates. :

Peer-reports

A major obstacle for gathering peer data is the problem of confidentiality
and anonymity. In order to ensure anonymous responses bui still be able to
obtain nominations of particular children and relate these to the additional
data collected, I came up with the following procedure, which also allowed
the grouping of children according to particular variables determined
beforehand, in this case, it was the sex of the child (see Schuster, 1999a).

Specifically, all the girls of the class could pick a name of a city from a list
on an overhead, whereas the boys could pick a name of a country. The
overhead with the handwritten name of the child next to the city/country
name (e.g., Marie — Munich; Michael — Germany) remained there for the
enfire time of data collection, so that participants could fill in the respective
code names whenever suitable.

This procedure can be adapted for every set of predetermined variables.
For instance, one could ask children of one ethnic group to pick from cities
of one particular country, whereas children of other ethnic groups could be
asked to pick names of cities of a different foreign country. As trivial as this
solution may sound, it opens a door by circumventing a major barrier for
collecting peer data, which so far has prevented many researchers from using
this data source.

Given this procedure, it was possible to calculate the number of peers
who named the same person as a victim—according to an everyday
description of the Olweus definition stressing the major characteristics such
as repetition, duration, and imbalance of strength.

Unpredictably, a systematic pattern emerged. In the first study with a
very homogenous population, there was no single class in which: there was
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no child identified as victim, according Lo the criterion that hefshe had to be
nominated by at least five peers as victim. Of equal significance, the numbcer
of victims per class was limited to 1 or 2, not more.

Both of these findings invite interesting speculations. The limitation to |
or 2 viclims enables the entire class (o negotiate the atiributional reputation
that 1t 1s the victim’s own fault (see Schuster, 2001, for an empirical foliow-
up of this speculation}, and the fact that in Study 1, all classes had a victim
invites {and invited in Schuster, 1999a. post hoc) speculations about the
neeessity of “scapegoats™ in social groups.

Attention should also be drawn to a further aspect of the data, Variation
between classes did exist with respect to the amount of consensus of thesc
choices. Table 2 in Schuster (1999a) reveals that, for instance, in class #1,
onc student was nominated as victimized by five peers; his fellow victim in
class, however, was nominated 14 times.

The varying consensus of nominations may give a first (indirect) hint

that what may differ between cases/classes is the amount and severity of

victimization suffered. And this varying severity of victimization experiences
may account for the variance discovered when using self-report dalta.
Given the unpredictedness of the systematic finding of 1 or 2 peer-
identified victims per class, a second study published in Schuster (1999a)
explored these phenomena in an entirely different school with a far more
heteregeneous population (which lor Munich 1s guite heterogeneous, e.g..
with respect Lo ethnic mix. Yet, in inner cities in the UK or USA, still more
heterogeneity should be found}. The pattern, then, was no longer as nealtly
clear cut as in Study [, but the basic trend was still there, i.e., in rnosi of the
classes, [ or 2 victims were identified, cven though now classes with up to 4
victuns cmerged as well as ones without a target named by at least 5 peers.
The basic pattern of findings in Study 2 (Schuster, 19994) is mirrored in
the study “*Secondary schools -~ a (grades 6 and 7)” by Atria et al. (this
issue). (The remaining studies by Atria et al. all used self-reports.) Even
though the Atria ¢t al, study “Secondary schools — a, grades 6 and 77 had
important methodologicai differences to the Study 2 by Schuster (e.g..
different wordings in the definition of bullying, and an additional focus on
acting as a bully oneself, providing a different framing of the phenomenon).
basically the data can be read as replicating that the mejority of classes have
their vicums, and fimir the number of those ro just a few. In cascs where there
were more than 1 or 2 victims, it was not dramatically many more, And with
this procedure, no victim per class was identified in only 5 out of 28 classes.
Simifarly, when using a pecr-nomination procedure that was very
similar to the one used by Schuster (1999a), this held true for their Studics
1 and 2, the data reported by Mahdavi and Smith (this issue) reveal in my
eyes the same pattern of findings. Even though their schools served a much
more deprived population, and heterogeneity (e.g., regarding ethnic mix)
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was far greater, they still found that the majority of classes produced 1 or
2 victims. '

Specifically, in their Study 1, out of 14 classes, 9 fall into this category,
and only 3 do not identify a victim named by at least 5 peers. It is quite
conceivable that this criterion was failed by just 1 nomination. On the other
side, only 2 (out of 14) classes had more than 1 or 2 victims, equivalent to
the finding of the Schuster Study 2, where 4 out of 18 classes had more than
2 students named consensually.

Less clear cut, but still keeping with the basic trend, in Mahdavi and
Smith’s Study 2, the category with the highest number was the “1 or 2
victim” category, i.e., in 18 of 37 classes. In this study, a fairly high
proportion of classes with no victims (i.e., 8) or more than 2 victims (i.e., 11)
was also found.

Why does Study 2 (by Mahdavi & Smith) produce a slightly less clear cut
pattern as compared to their Study 1?7 Mahdavi and Smith’s Study 2 differs
in one important respect from Mahdavi and Smith’s Study 1 and Schuster’s
Study 1. In Mahdavi and Smith’s Study 2, students from primary as well as
secondary schools were included, suggesting that there were classes that had
only recently before formed. For these classes, the dynamics had not vet had
enough time to unfold. Nevertheless, here too, one could summarize the
data as indicating that the majority of classes focus on a limited subset of
targets as victims. ‘

In addition, it would be interesting to analyse the choices in those classes
who identified no victim or more than 2. Did they still replicate the finding
of Schuster (1999a) that the nominations were highly consensual and
distinct, or did they produce a great diversity of different names? My guess
would be the former.

Conclusions with respect to methodological variations:
The role of the data source

So, what do these three sets of studies (Schuster, 199%a; Atria et al., this
issue; Mahdavi & Smith, Studies | and 2, this issue) together tell us so far? I
suggest the following.

First, self-reports produce huge variability, whereas peer reports narrow
the range of prevalence rates markedly. Unless the focus is on psychological
reactions in the affected child him/herself, it seems advisable to (additionally)
collect peer data to get the best estimate of prevalence. As shown in Schuster
(1999a), peer data can be trusted because they are highly distinct and highly
consensual, and also because they correlate highly with teacher assessments.

Second, peer reports suggest that in the majority of classes there are
victims of peer harassment, and typically not too many of them—even
though the exact numbers may exceed 2 students, as was the case in class
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#15 of Study 2 in Schuster (1999a), which had 4 victims. Still, the high
consensus and distinctivencss of peer reports suggests that cven if the
number is greatcr than 2, it should not be many more (e.g., il seems very
unlikely that, say, 10 students would be identilicd as victims).

Third, the discussion has been very helpful in drawing attention 1o the
need to be more careful in considering the severify of bullying. The amount
ol consensus in victim nominations may be indicative of the obvicusness of
the victimization, but possibly also very indirectly indicative of the amount.
or severity, thereof. More severe victimization is likely to produce more
negative consequences in the viclim, yet this variable has not received much
attention so far.

CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATIONS:
DIFFERENTIATING BULLYING AS A “DISCIPLINE
PROBLEM™ AND “GENUINE PEER VICTIMIZATION”

In my eyes, the varying severity calls for the need to carefully distinguish
various builying-related phenomena on a conceptual level. There may be
classes with a lot of “bullying” in the sense that many students hit each
other, whereas others curse at each other, and yel others oslracize each
other. As long as this is an “each against everyone” (of about the same
physical or psychological strength), 1 would prefer to call this phenomenon
a “discipline problem™ or an unfortunate “class climate”.

However, whenever a school teacher realizes (or for that matter a
researcher uncovers) that the “each against everyone™ pattern has changed
into a more systematic “all against one (or two) (weaker one/s)” pattern, it is
high time Lo realize that “genuine peer victimization™ is taking placc.

This conceptual distinction is helpful when interpreting results. For
instance, Mahdavi and Smith (this issue) state in their discussion (p. 366):
“The rates of victim ... nominations were rather similar in Studies 1 and 2,
and not dissimilar from that of Schuster (1999a).... However, Study 3
produced noticeably higher rates of victim ... nominations”.

Let us therefore have a closer look at this Study 3 of Mahdavi and Smilh
{this issue), and analyse in what respects it addresses a different phenomenon
according to the conceptual distinction proposed here. Before doing so,
hewever. it should be noted that the method in Study 3 differed in so many
aspecls that these data are nol comparable to either their Studies 1 or 2, or
the studies published in Schuster (1999a). First, there had been major
“reshufflings in class composition” (see p. 360) producing entirely different
classes longitudinally and thus preventing the group from forming its
hierarchy.

Even more important, the method did not follow the format of Mahdavi
and Smith’s Studies 1 and 2--in particular, a sorting of photographs
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into piles of victims and bullies was used instead of 0] tions
way this procedure was explained might_havq suggested to p_artlclpan,t,s
(at Jeast it suggested to me) that the victim pile shou'ld.a}so_ be “ﬁlle-d .
Therefore, the threshold for selecting someone as a “victim” was possﬂ)l]y
markedly reduced. In fact, the deviation from the other studies was in
the direction that this pile was never empty and always filled with more
than two pictures. (For further relevant differences betwee_n this study and
the other studies see discussion of this topic in Mahdavi and Smith, on
p. 361) _

For the present discussion of conceptua_l issues, howe'ver, the most
important aspect of Study 3 {Mahdavi & Srplth, this issue) is thgt another
wording than the Olweus definition was provided. As already-ogthned, when
interpreting the variations between studies (Schus'ter, 1.996_), it is mandatory
to carefully consider whether all of the essen_’nal criteria of the- Olweus
definition are taken into account in the operationalizations. For instance,
the Olweus definition requires the negative acts to be carried out (1)
systematically. Operationally, this is often defined as re'speated_ly {(e.g., at least
once a week) and long-lasting (e.g., at least over a period of six months); for
more recent suggestions, see Kallestad and Olweus (2003). Studies ﬁndlpg
rates of up to 90%, in contrast, asked participants whether they had once in
their school life experienced such an incident!. Whereas duration and
repetition can be taken into account fairly easﬁy;, the .potentially more
genuine criteria of (2) imbalance of power and (3) intention of harm have
been neglected even more often. - - .

These criteria have also not been attended to in the operationalization of
Study 3 by Mahdavi and Smith (this issue), possi‘bly due to the fact that Qata
collection happened long ago when the discussion of the concept had just
started. Instead, Mahdavi and Smith (this issue) “ascertained that the child
understood what bullying meant, for example, ‘someone who picks on other
children and hits them for no reason’ (p. 361): With this wording, certainly
no reference to “intent to harm” is made, and no focus on imbalance in
strength, nor even on duration and repetitiop. .

Therefore, in my eyes, Mahdavi and Smith’s Study 3 assessed bullying
behaviours that T would subsume under the conceptual umbrella of
“discipline problems”, whereas their Studies 1 and 2,' as the Schus_ter
studies, in fact dealt with “bullying” in the Olweus sense, i.e., with “genuine
peer victimization”. ‘ o

That is, T suggest that we are dealing with a discipline problem and an
unfortunate class climate as long as we find an “each against everyone”
pattern. However, when all of these (or simply a few) bullies eventually focus.
on the same target unable to defend him/herself, that is, when we _have an
(few or) all against one pattern, then I would talk. about genuine peer
victimization.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR INTERVENTION AND THEORY
TESTING: CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT AND
MEANS TAILORED FOR PEER VICTIMIZATION AS
WELL AS DIRECT TESTS OF SCAPEGOATING

When talking about “bullying” and, in particular, when designing
interventions against it, the distinction between “discipline problems” and
“genuine peer victimization™ should be carefully kept in mind. I certainly
feel entirely misread by both Atria el al. (this issue) us well as Mahdavi and
Smith (this issue) when they imply that I suggested that the finding of | or 2
victims in most classes invites resignation or justification for non-
intervention. Definitely to the contrary, a vast amount of litecrature on
“classroom management” (beginning with the seminal work by Kounin,
1970, on Discipline and Group Management in Classrooms; via classical
treatments by eminent researchers such as Good & Brophy, 2002, Looking in
Classrooms, again with pertinent treatments of managing classroom
problems via prevention and effective coping; to more recent studies like
the cne by Roland & Galloway, 2002) suggests, in lice with informal
everyday observation of any parent with school-aged children, that teacher
behaviour makes a huge a difference!

However, general discipline problems such as disruptive and antisocial
behaviour in class require and enable very different inlerventions as
compared Lo more genuine “peer victimization” in the systematic sense as
dealt with here. For instance, classroom discussions may be very helpful
for cstablishing classroom rules that prevent future discipline problems
such as hitting and kicking and swcaring at each other. However, if there
Is a systemalic victim in class, thal is, given genuine peer victimization,
classroom discussions may be the least appropriate action that can be
taken. Open classroom discussions put way too much stress and pressure
on the victim. In the course of such discussions, victims get openly
marked, with all the known negative effects of labelling mechanisms. And
making explicit what the victim him/hersell is bravely trying to hide may
bereave him/her of his/her last defence mechanism. That is, with “genuine
bullying” in the Olweus scnse, rather indirect measures might need to be
taken, whereas discipline problems require open, transparent, and direct
actions!

Let me now turn to a final and crucial aspect— theory testing. In my eyes,
the most important message of the discussion held here is the need to
conduct more theory-oriented research. So many studies have addressed
descriptive questions with only limited success in helping us understand the
dynamics driving the phenomenon. Far more interesting than (he exact
percentage of victims are the mechanisms involved!
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For example, in following up these descriptive data, I tried to show that
there are (social behaviour) mechanisms in the victim him/herself in the
sense that he/she may be too submissive. Using the prisoners’ dilemma
paradigm, I found that victimized children displayed a tendency to prefer
co-operative choices—regardless of the moves of the interaction partner
(Schuster, 1999b, 2001). Another set of mechanisms is operating on the
group level. Using an attribution paradigm, I demonstrated that there exists
a reputation bias against the victim against which the victim cannot defend
him/herself even via changes in behaviour (see Schuster, 2001).

An additional mechanism (and not competing, as Mahdavi & Smith seem
to think—mechanisms operating on a group level certainly do not exclude
the possibility of the existence of individual risk factors) might be
scapegoating. In a post hoc speculation, T suggested that this phenomenon
may be at work. Mahdavi and Smith (this issue) have taken up this proposal
and elaborated such an account much more systematically.

As convincing as their theoretical portrayal is, I am not sure whether I
really understand the reasoning why the typical sex segregation found at this
age level may be used as a means for testing this theory. To me, it seems
preferable to test the scapegoating reasoning more directly than with the
very indirect detour via prevalence patterns. An adequate test should involve
systematic experiments manipulating the factors hypothesized to lead to
scapegoating.

SUMMARY AND FINAL CONCLUSIONS

So, let’s ask again: What sense can we make of the entire sets of data (i.e.,
from Schuster, 1999a; Atria et al., this issue; Mahdavi & Smith, this issue)
together? Should the differences between studies be explained by “culture”
(British vs. German vs. Austrian schools)? see discussion in Mahdavi and
Smith (this issue). I hope that I have succeeded in convincing the reader that
rather systematic variations in methods and concepts do account for the
variation. Is there a “failure to replicate Schuster”? Beyond explaining some
of the differences by methodological variations, I believe that the discussion
has helped to make clear that in fact the majority of classes have a
“genuine” bullying problem, in that they focus on a small subset of targets.
The discussion has been helpful, however, in pointing out the necessity to
carefully formulate this hypothesis in a “weak” form and not in a sirict
“every class does have to have a victim” form..

Should we stay with the question of prevalence? Definitely no. I believe it
is far more interesting to understand the mechanisms involved (as addressed
by many researchers already). In doing so, I think the field would be well
advised to carcfully differentiate on a conceptual level between “genuine
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peer victimization” vs. “disruptive and bullying behaviours™ in the context
of a more general “discipline problem™
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Good friendships, bad friends: Friendship factors as
moderators of the relation between aggression
and social information processing
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The primary objective was to examine whether the associations between
aggression and social information processing was moderated by frisndship
quality and the aggressiveness of the best friend. Drawn from a larger -
normative sample of 5th and 6th graders, 385 children (130 boys) completed
questionnaires pertaining to friendship quality and. social information
processing. Friendship and peer nominations of behaviours were collected.
Results revealed positive associations between aggressive behaviour apd the _
endorsement of aggressive coping strategies in cases where the protagonist was
an unfamiliar peer. However, one important exception emerged: no significant
associations between aggression and aggressive coping were revealed for
children with high-quality friendships with aggressive peers. In cases where the
protagonist was the best friend, there was a significant relation between
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