
  

 

Abstract—Few published studies measure electronic (cyber) 

bullying in conjunction with traditional (i.e., verbal, physical, 

and relational) forms of bullying, with even fewer using multiple 

items to measure the constructs. These two shortcomings have 

resulted in decades of inconsistent findings, uncertainty amongst 

experts about the structure of bullying, and no universally 

accepted measures to examine it. This study addresses these 

concerns by developing a new measure of victimization and 

examining its construct validity in a sample of 399 ninth-grade 

students. Exploratory Factor Analysis provides strong evidence 

that victimization is indeed multifaceted with cyber 

victimization emerging as a separate factor, distinct from 

school-based forms. Although, physical and verbal victimization 

items cross-loaded to form a single factor (labeled direct 

victimization), relational victimization emerged as a separate 

factor, distinct from cyber and direct victimization. Implications 

and limitations of these findings are discussed, along with how 

continued development of such measures may aid educational 

psychologists who work with victimized students regularly. 

 

Index Terms—Bullying, cyber bullying, direct bullying, 

relational bullying, victimization, construct validity.  

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Bullying is defined as repeated, intentional harmful acts, in 

which a power imbalance exists between the “bully” who 

commits the harm and the “victim” on the receiving end [1]. 

Whereas, bullying refers to the overall phenomenon 

containing both a “bully” and “victim”, this paper refers to the 

act of being bullied as victimization. Both terms are often used 

interchangeably in the research [2].  

A. Types of Victimization 

The most commonly accepted delineation of victimization 

behavior is Olweus’ [1] distinction between physical, verbal, 

and relational victimization. Physical victimization occurs 

when one or more individuals physically attack a peer (e.g., 

hitting or pushing the victim). Physical victimization is the 

most observable out of all the bullying forms and garners the 

most attention, particularly given the heightened concern 

about violence [3]. Fortunately, the proportion of students 

who use and experience physical aggression, declines with 
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age [2], [3].  

Verbal victimization involves vocal insults, taunts, or 

threats of physical violence. In this form, the bully uses 

his/her advantage of power to throw a verbal assault of 

damaging comments or threats designed to exploit the various 

weaknesses of their target, without any fear of reprisal. With 

each disparaging remark, the power relations become more 

consolidated. Although viewed as different types of bullying 

by most educational researchers [1], physical and verbal 

victimization tend to consist of direct displays of aggression 

and have often been jointly considered as direct forms of 

victimization [4], [5]. 

Meanwhile, relational victimization involves behaviors 

such as social exclusion, rumor spreading, or with-holding 

friendship that are designed to damage the victim’s 

peer-relationships through purposeful manipulations of their 

social networks [3], [4], [6]. Relational victimization is more 

strongly related to emotional distress than is physical 

victimization [2] and has been found to be uniquely predictive 

of social and psychological maladjustment as well as 

depression in adulthood [7], [8]. Victims of bullying have 

indicated that social exclusion was the worst form of bullying 

[2]; however, teachers tend to treat relational bullying as the 

least serious form [2], [3]. 

Finally, the recent explosion in the availability of electronic 

communication technologies has provided students with a 

new medium to bully [2], [9]. This form of bullying, known in 

the research as cyber bullying, includes bullying through 

e-mail, instant messaging, in a chat room, on a website, or 

through digital messages or images sent to one’s phone [2], 

[10], [11]. As more and more youth utilize the Internet, 

concern about the consequences of Internet harassment for 

students is growing. Recent evidence is mounting that online 

harassment is associated with concurrent psychosocial 

problems [12], [13] and almost two in five harassed youth 

(39%) report emotional distress as a result of the experience 

[13]. 

B. Prevalence of Bullying and Gender Differences 

Recent studies, find that around 25.9% of students 

experience traditional bullying and 15% of students 

experience cyber-bullying, but the vast majority of students 

do not experience either form of victimization [2], [4]. In 

terms of gender differences, a review by Thomas et al. [2] 

found that most studies show that boys are significantly more 

likely to engage in and be victims of physical bullying. 

However when it comes to gender differences between verbal, 

relational, and cyber bullying, the results are mixed. Some 

find no difference among the three, while others have found 
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that girls are more likely to experience and engage in 

relational and cyber bullying [2,] [4], [14]. 

C. Measurement of Bullying 

The majority of bullying studies utilize self-report 

methodology [2], [4], [5]. These studies use items that cover 

bullying   (e.g., “have you been socially excluded”; “have you 

been sent harassing text messages from a bully”) and correlate 

them with desired outcomes (e.g., life satisfaction, depression, 

coping, etc.). Often, such items are ranked on a Likert scale 

(e.g., “never”, “sometimes”, “often”, “all the time”) to 

provide information on frequency of the behavior. In addition 

to being intuitive and cost-effective to initiate, studies have 

shown this approach to be both valid and reliable [2], [4], [5], 

[9], [15], [16]. 

Unfortunately, in recent years, researchers have brought to 

light two significant shortcomings in the bullying literature. 

First and most apparent is the lack of studies that 

simultaneously measure cyber and traditional forms of 

bullying [1], [2], [10], [11]. Second, many studies employ a 

single-item approach to measure bullying forms (i.e., one item 

used to represent a whole bullying construct and its 

relationship to outcomes) [2], [10], 11]. And while there are 

certainly instances where it is appropriate to use a single item 

approach (e.g., have you been suspended from school: yes/no), 

it is a fundamental psychometric principle that multiple items 

are needed to truly capture complex social phenomena such as 

bullying and victimization [10], [11]. 

D. Purpose of Study 

These shortcomings have led to years of inconsistent 

findings and no universally accepted measure of victimization 

[2], [4], [9], [10]. This study attempts to address some of these 

gaps by developing a new measure of victimization and 

examining its construct validity in a sample of 9
th

 grade 

students. There are two primary aims of this study. The first is 

to determine the dimensionality of victimization, by using 

multiple items to cover behaviors indicative of cyber, verbal, 

physical, and relational victimization. In doing so, it is 

expected that cyber, physical, verbal, and relational 

victimization will emerge as separate constructs, by way of 

factor analysis [6]. Second, this study will establish the 

relative frequency of the different factors of victimization, 

with the expectation that electronic victimization will be less 

frequent than the other forms of victimization, replicating 

work by [2], [4], [17].  

 

II. METHODOLOGY 

A. Participants 

This sample consists of 399 ninth-graders from a large 

public high school in New Jersey, USA (184 females, 13 

students who did not report their sex). The sample was 

ethnically diverse, comprising 50% White, 21% 

African-American, 4% Asian-American, and 12% Hispanic 

(with 13% “other” or declining to answer). 

B. Measures 

1) Multidimensional victimization questionnaire (MVQ) 

Students rated how often they had experienced 28 instances 

of being victimized (e.g., “Told mean jokes about you”) on a 

6-point scale, from “Never” (1) to “Often (About 1-2 Times a 

Day)” (6). Items covered the four content domains of physical, 

verbal, relational, and electronic victimization (see Table 1 

and Table 2 for example items and reliability information). 

C. Procedure 

All 627 ninth-grade students at the school were asked to 

participate in the study, with parental consent obtained for 

541 students (86%). Students completed a paper-and-pencil 

battery during class time, in groups of about 15 (399 students 

completed all of the items of the victimization scale and were 

included in the final sample reported here). The battery 

consisted of the victimization questionnaire listed above, as 

well as several assessments not relevant to this investigation. 

All tests and protocols were approved under the administering 

research institutions’ human ethics review committee and 

fairness review processes. 

 

III. RESULTS 

A. Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) of Victimization 

Items 

Parallel analysis was conducted for the 28 victimization 

items in order to determine the number of factors to retain for 

the EFA [18]. Parallel analysis compares the observed plot of 

eigenvalues with an eigenvalue plot generated from random 

data with the same sample size and number of variables. 

Three observed eigenvalues were greater than the 95th 

percentile of the randomly-generated eigenvalues, indicating 

a three-factor solution. Subsequently, an EFA was conducted 

using Maximum Likelihood with Oblimin Rotation. After 

removing items that did not load saliently (>.30), or 

cross-loaded saliently on one or more factors, a three-factor 

solution with 23 items was obtained (see Table I). Items 

loading saliently on the first factor all consist of content 

relating to Internet or cell-phone use, and was labeled “cyber 

victimization”. Items loading saliently on the second factor all 

refer to behaviors representing social exclusion and was 

labeled “relational victimization”. Items loading saliently on 

the third factor represent both verbal and physical 

victimization, in line with the aforementioned concept of 

direct victimization [1], [4]. 

B. Reliability, Descriptive Statistics, and Mean 

Differences 

Reliability and descriptive statistics for all variables are 

shown in Table II. Internal consistency was acceptable for all 

variables, ranging from .74 for cyber victimization to .86 for 

direct victimization [19]. To compare the relative frequency 

of the three different types of victimization, total scores for 

the three victimization scales were calculated as the average 

rating across all items in the scale. Direct victimization (M = 

1.89, SD = 0.79) was significantly more frequent than both 

cyber victimization (M = 1.29, SD = 0.55; t = 17.645, p < .001, 

d = 0.89) and relational victimization (M = 1.55, SD = 0.69; t 

= 10.917, p < .001, d = 0.46). Relational victimization was 

also significantly more frequent than cyber victimization (t = 

8.069, p < .001, d = 0.42). 
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TABLE I: FACTOR LOADINGS FROM THREE-FACTOR EFA FOR FINAL 23 VICTIMIZATION ITEMS 

 EFA 

F1 F2 F3 h2 

Tried to make you fall to the ground by tripping or pushing you .78 -.08 -.09 .49 

Called you by an insulting nickname .67 -.05 .09 .49 

Struck you (e.g., punched, slapped, or kicked you) .60 .06 -.11 .34 

Said they would “get you” later .60 .16 -.16 .39 

Told mean jokes about you .56 .02 .22 .52 

Hid or took your things .55 -.03 .11 .36 

Commented negatively on your weight or size .53 -.01 .10 .34 

Said mean things about you behind your back .51 -.01 .22 .43 

Said something bad about the way you looked .48 .11 .22 .48 

Deliberately knocked books, papers, or other things out of your hands .46 .05 .12 .31 

Threatened you in the hallways between classes .43 .28 .00 .39 

Made fun of you for getting good grades or praise from the teacher .37 .07 .21 .32 

Posted a threatening message about you on the internet .03 .94 -.14 .84 

Posted something humiliating about you on the internet (e.g., MySpace, Facebook etc.) .02 .64 .21 .57 

Made mean comments about your clothes on the internet (e.g., chat rooms, MySpace, Facebook) .06 .48 .14 .35 

Sent you a threatening text message .06 .46 .02 .26 

Refused to sit with you at lunch -.04 .28 .61 .54 

Refused to sit next to you on the bus -.01 -.08 .59 .32 

Ignored you in a group where everyone else was talking .20 -.05 .59 .50 

Not invited you to a party because you were not cool enough .04 .09 .58 .42 

Stopped talking to you, when you used to be friends .09 .17 .54 .46 

Excluded you from a club or activity for no good reason .04 .26 .54 .50 

Excluded you from a chat room or internet forum .13 -.04 .47 .28 

Note. Labels F1, F2, and F3 indicates direct victimization, cyber victimization, and relational victimization respectively. Items loading saliently on a factor 

(>.30) are bolded. 

 

TABLE II: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR ALL VARIABLES FOR WHOLE SAMPLE AND BY GENDER 

 
 

Whole Sample 
 

Males 
 

Females 

 # items α N Mean SD  n Mean SD  n Mean SD d 

Direct 

Victimization 
12 .86 399 22.50 8.98  202 22.63 10.18  184 22.90 8.84 -0.03 

Cyber 

Victimization 
4 .74 399 5.10 2.00  202 5.08 2.17  184 5.28 2.27 -0.09 

Relational 

Victimization 
7 .81 399 10.75 4.67  202 10.43 4.96  184 11.41 4.80 -0.20* 

Note. Effect size for gender differences was calculated as Hedge’s g, with negative values indicating higher mean scores for females. * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

This result replicates findings by [17] that electronic 

victimization is less frequently experienced than traditional 

forms. However, the findings from the current study are in 

line with recent meta-reviews [2] showing that, on average, 

most students do not experience victimization (either in 

school or online). 

C. Gender Differences 

Table 2 also shows the mean scores by gender, as well as 

the effect size and significance of gender differences. All 

gender differences were of small effect size. Of the three 

victimization subscales, only relational victimization showed 

a significant gender difference, with girls scoring higher than 

boys, t(384) = 1.974, p = .049. 

IV. DISCUSSION 

A. Factor Structure of Victimization 

The hypothesized distinction between cyber victimization 

and school-based forms of victimization was supported, 

suggesting that cyber victimization is qualitatively and 

psychometrically different from traditional, school-based 

forms, thereby providing evidence of the measure’s construct 

validity [2], [4]-[6], [10]. However, in this study, physical and 

verbal victimization items did not form separate factors as 

they have in previous research [4]. One reason for this may be 

the use of ninth-grade students as a sample. Research has 

shown that physical bullying is less common in high school 
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students than among younger children [2], [20], [21]. 

Therefore, it is possible that a different structure 

(differentiating physical and verbal victimization) would 

emerge in younger age groups. Nonetheless, the frequency of 

cyber victimization was substantially different from direct 

and relational victimization. The prototypical victimization 

from school-based bullies is still the most common form 

experienced by adolescents [2], with students experiencing 

much less cyber victimization. This is not to say cyber 

bullying is not occurring in schools. 

B. Gender Differences in Victimization 

Although there were no significant sex differences in direct 

or cyber victimization, females experienced a greater degree 

of relational victimization, consistent with past research [2]. 

In general though, gender differences were of small effect size, 

suggesting that all forms of victimization are prevalent for 

boys and girls.  

C. Implications of Findings 

The three factors revealed during the analysis relate to the 

forms of victimization most common within our schools. 

While many bullying measures [1], [2] include items designed 

to assess the levels of overt and relational forms of bullying, 

few bullying measures are able to reliably measure electronic 

bullying. This measure was able to isolate electronic 

victimization as a separate factor from face-to face relational. 

In addition, this measure was also able to separate direct 

bullying from relational and electronic bullying. 

Unfortunately, the measure was not able to distinguish verbal 

and physical bullying as two separate factors even though 

“being made fun of” is clearly different from “being punched”. 

Overall, these results are potentially useful for guiding 

resource allocation for anti-bullying programs [2], [6], [12]. 

Specifically, the findings suggest that such programs need to 

target both boys and girls across all varieties of victimization, 

focusing not just the victimization that can be seen and heard, 

but also the behaviors taking place behind closed doors and 

off school grounds [2], [22]-[24]. 

D. Limitations and Future Directions 

Despite simultaneously examining cyber, direct, and 

relational victimization with multiple items, there are 

limitations of this study. A main limitation of the current study 

stems from external validity concerns arising from the 

utilization of a sample consisting of exclusively ninth-grade 

students. Many studies [1], [2], [20] have shown that as 

students get older, incidents of physical bullying decline, 

while relational bullying becomes more frequent.  

Future research, with larger and more robust samples, is 

needed to determine if victimization is not only qualitatively 

different at different ages, but also psychometrically different. 

Finally, the findings from this study also illustrate the utility 

of using EFA methods to examine the structure of bullying. 

Given the shortcomings in the current literature on bullying, 

this study should serve as a call for more researchers to 

employ EFA methods, along with use of a priori methods (i.e., 

confirmatory factor analyses), in order to get a more holistic 

picture of bullying as a construct [2], [10], [25]. 

V. CONCLUSION 

The results of this study support the idea that victimization 

is multidimensional, and that electronic victimization is 

qualitatively and psychometrically different from direct and 

relational victimization. Findings from this study are inline 

with recent research [2], [9] that has found cyber to be a 

separate construct from school-based victimization. Although 

physical and verbal items combined to form one factor, 

relational remained a distinct construct from cyber and direct. 

Future study is needed to see how the three constructs 

uncovered in the exploratory factor analysis relate to known 

correlates of victimization (e.g., GPA, coping ability, 

depression, and life-satisfaction). Taken together, these 

findings indicate that school professionals need to “double 

down” on this issue. That is, strengthen their efforts building 

and promoting healthy peer relations so that interactions 

among students are more positive both in school and online. 
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