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General Introduction 



Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

Tom and Mike are both nine years old and they are playing a domino game in which they 
each have to set up rows with domino pieces. They both have to position their first domino 
brick in the same starting point. They have to be very careful when setting up the domino 
row because their rows are connected. If one of the children makes a mistake and bumps 
over one of the domino bricks, all the bricks will fall.  

Mike starts out really well and gets really far in a short time period. Tom has some 
trouble setting up the domino pieces. After a while, Tom’s domino pieces collapse. This 
also knocks over Mike’s domino pieces. Mike was almost done. Now he has to start all 
over again. Mike yells at Tom: “Be careful, you idiot!” and throws away some of the 
domino bricks. 
Fragment taken from research on real-life conflict situations conducted at Utrecht University 

 
Conflict situations – such as the situation described in the above example – can lead to a 
great variety of responses. One child may immediately assume there is no harm done 
because it was considered to be an accident, and the other may react in a blaming, 
revengeful, aggressive way such as Mike. The type of aggression that Mike demonstrates 
is referred to as reactive aggression. This is a hot-headed aggressive reaction to a 
presumed threat and is associated with anger (Dodge, 1991). On the other hand, there is 
proactive aggression which is planned cold-blooded behavior to take possession of things 
or to dominate or intimidate (Dodge, 1991). It would have been proactive aggression if 
Tom knocked over Mike’s domino bricks in order to win the game.  

The current dissertation is set out to provide a detailed investigation of the 
discriminant validity – that is, the distinctness – of reactive and proactive aggression. But 
before we move to the distinction between reactive and proactive aggression, let us first 
move to the general definition of aggression. 

Aggression, violence, and antisocial behavior 

Aggressive behavior is defined as any behavior directed toward another individual that is 
carried out with the immediate intent to cause harm. The aggressor must believe that the 
behavior will harm the victim and that the victim is motivated to avoid the behavior 
(Anderson & Bushman, 2002). This definition of aggression is well embedded and 
captures a broad scalar of aggressive acts. An extreme form of aggressive behavior is 
violence. Anderson and Bushman (2002) define violence as aggression that has extreme 
harm as its goal. Aggression can be considered a specific form of antisocial behavior. 
Antisocial behavior is defined as behavior that disadvantages others and violates basic 
norms and values (Kempes, Matthys, de Vries, & van Engeland, 2005).  
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Aggression and antisocial behavior are major concerns to the general public. 
Aggressive behavior patterns in childhood are predictors of criminal and delinquent 
behavior later in life (Loeber & Hay, 1997) that have negative effects on society. Not only 
society is influenced by the harmful effects of aggression and antisocial behavior; 
outcomes for the aggressor are troublesome as well. Aggressive behavior is linked to a 
variety of negative outcomes such as peer rejection and delinquency (Dodge, Coie, & 
Lynam, 2006). Therefore, it seems of much importance to study the origins and 
development of aggressive behavior.  

Subtypes of Aggression 

Aggression seems to be one of the most heterogeneous constructs in psychology. For 
instance, one child may hit another child, a second may say something mean about 
another child’s mother, and a third takes pleasure in throwing water on another child’s 
painting. Although these behaviors can all be considered aggressive as they have been 
done with the intent to do harm, they clearly have different manifestations (i.e., forms) and 
each have different underlying motivations or reasons (i.e., functions). 

Because aggressive behavior is such a multifaceted phenomenon, it is almost 
impossible to study aggressive behavior as a homogeneous whole. Thus, it seems logical 
to use narrower terms in scientific research. Most research deals with only a certain aspect 
of aggressive behavior. In studying specific relations with theoretically relevant variables, 
general aggression appears too comprehensive a phenomenon. Some links with for 
instance delinquency later in life may be found for early physical aggression but not for 
relational aggression. Distinguishing between different types of aggression, can lead to 
more detailed and specific information of this highly complex construct.  

Most typologies of aggressive behavior to date concern the different forms aggression 
may take – the way the behavior manifests itself. Form-based subtypes in the literature 
(amongst many others) include direct, physical, verbal, material, relational, indirect, and 
social aggression (Underwood, Galen, & Paquette, 2001). These different forms of 
aggression seem to differ in the way the behavior is expressed: direct or indirect (Parrott 
& Giancola, 2007). Direct forms of aggression involve face-to-face interactions in which 
the aggressor can be easily identified by the victim. Indirect aggression, on the other hand, 
is performed in a concealed manner to avoid being identified as the aggressor. Research 
supports the distinction between these forms of aggression as both are associated with 
distinct risk factors (Parrott & Giancola, 2007). 

However, it seems of much theoretical value to also distinguish between the functions 
of aggression. Knowing the function that underlies aggressive behavior is crucial 
additional information because it teaches us why individuals engage in aggressive 
behavior (Little, Brauner, Jones, Nock, & Hawley, 2003). Evidently, the functions may be 
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independent from the actual forms of the behaviors (Little, Jones, Henrich, & Hawley, 
2003). Knowing why people become aggressive, sheds more light on possibilities to 
intervene. In the example from Mike, it seems more informative to know the reasons why 
he hits, than knowing that hitting – rather than shouting – was the manifestation of 
behavior. As Mike reacted out of anger he may need to learn how to deal with his anger 
before striking out. Also, teaching a child like Mike that others may not always have 
hostile intentions, seems beneficial.  

Reactive and Proactive Aggression 

A distinction that touches on the underlying function of aggressive behavior is the 
distinction between reactive and proactive aggression. Reactive aggression is a reaction to 
a presumed threat which is associated with anger (Dodge, 1991). This type of aggression – 
as demonstrated by Mike in the introductory fragment – is driven by frustration and anger 
and is instigated by provocation. Because of a feeling of threat and anger, Mike lashed out 
towards another child. The function of this kind of behavior is to defend oneself against or 
to undo an event believed to be threatening or unjust (Frijda, 1993). Proactive aggression, 
on the other hand, is planned cold-blooded behavior. The function of this type of behavior 
is to take possession of things or to dominate or intimidate (Dodge, 1991). Proactive 
aggression encompasses instrumental and bullying forms of aggression. Instrumental 
proactive aggression predominantly regards object acquisition, whereas bullying proactive 
aggression involves domination or intimidation of another person (Brown, Atkins, 
Osborne, & Milnamow, 1996).  

Reactive and proactive aggression have distinct theoretical roots (Dodge, Lochman, 
Harnish, Bates, & Pettit, 1997). Theoretical explanations for reactive aggression are 
derived from the frustration-aggression model (Berkowitz, 1989). This model holds that 
aggressive acts can be the consequence of frustration. If goals are blocked as a result of 
internal or external factors, hostility and anger may be triggered. These increased negative 
emotions can increase the readiness to display aggression to defend oneself or to inflict 
harm on the source of frustration. The more important the blocked goal, the greater the 
frustration, and the greater the aggressive impulse (Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, & 
Sears, 1939). 

Proactive aggression, on the other hand, is seen as a product of social learning. 
According to social learning principles, aggressive behavior is learned through operant 
conditioning and through vicarious learning from models (Dodge et al., 1997). Aggression 
is acquired instrumental behavior which is controlled by its reinforcements (Patterson, 
1982). This kind of aggression is believed to be driven by relatively positive outcome 
expectancies and self-efficacy for these aggressive behaviors (Bandura, 1973). 
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Person centered versus variable centered approach 

There are two approaches towards studying reactive and proactive aggression. The first 
approach is the person centered approach. In this approach, a person is categorized as 
either reactively or proactively aggressive. In research on reactive and proactive 
aggression, person classifications have been made based on the deviation from the mean 
on both reactive and proactive aggression. This procedure originally was introduced by 
Dodge and Coie (1987). Children rated over one standard deviation above the sample 
mean on the reactive aggression items and less than one standard deviation above the 
sample mean on the proactive aggression items are classified as reactively aggressive. 
Children rated over one standard deviation above the sample mean on the proactive 
aggression score and less than one standard deviation above the sample mean on the 
reactive aggression score are classified as proactively aggressive. Children rated over one 
deviation above the sample mean on the reactive aggression score and over one standard 
deviation above the sample mean on the proactive aggression score are classified as 
pervasively aggressive. All other children are rated as being non-aggressive.  

There are, however, several problems with the person centered approach. First, there 
is a loss of information due to classification. For instance, the group of reactively 
aggressive children consists of both children that score one standard deviation above the 
mean and children that score three or four standard deviations above the mean. Due to 
classification procedures, these (important) differences vanish. Second, in this procedure 
reactive and proactive aggression are studied in isolation of each other. The classification 
procedure does not take into account the relation between a child’s scores on reactive and 
proactive aggression because in such an approach scores are always relative to the group 
mean. Therefore, it would be possible for a child in the proactive group to actually have a 
higher score on reactive aggression than on proactive aggression. Third, only a small 
group of children belongs to the proactively aggressive group (see for instance Day, 
Bream, & Pal, 1992; Dodge & Coie, 1987; Waschbusch, Willoughby, & Pelham, 1998). 
This is a problem with the person centered approach that results from the specific 
distributions of reactive and proactive aggression scores.  

The second approach towards studying reactive and proactive aggression is a variable 
centered approach. The variable centered approach examines reactive and proactive 
aggression as two separate characteristics that can co-exist within an individual. A virtue 
of this approach is that it regards reactive and proactive aggression in their full continuum 
of possible scores. Studies using this approach do not classify individuals as reactively or 
proactively aggressive and, therefore, there is no information loss resulting from the use 
of rather arbitrary cut-off scores. This approach, however, is somewhat less clear-cut in 
interpretation. Children are not classified as either reactively or proactively aggressive. 
Therefore, one can not speak of reactively aggressive or proactively aggressive children. 
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Instead, one can only make statements such as: “Children higher on reactive aggression 
also had higher scores on peer rejection.” However, the less clear-cut interpretation seems 
to be not as big of a problem as the earlier mentioned problems (information loss, isolated 
approach, and small proactively aggressive group) associated with the person centered 
approach. Therefore, in the current dissertation, the variable centered approach will be 
used and reactive and proactive aggression are regarded as separate characteristics that 
can co-exist within a child.  

Goal and Outline 

Several authors have raised concerns about the apparently high co-occurrence of reactive 
and proactive aggression. It has been questioned whether the correlation between reactive 
and proactive aggression is in fact too high for the difference to be scientifically and 
clinically useful (Bushman & Anderson, 2001; Poulin & Boivin, 2000a; Waschbusch et 
al., 1998). If reactive and proactive aggression almost always co-occur within an 
individual child, the distinction does not seem to further our understanding on the 
specificity of aggressive behavior. Hence, this dissertation provides a detailed 
investigation of the discriminant validity of reactive and proactive aggression. In Chapters 
2, 3, and 4 we provide a review of discriminant validity of reactive and proactive 
aggression in the literature. In Chapters 5 and 6 we aim to shed a new light on measuring 
reactive and proactive aggression.  
 In Chapter 2, we review theoretical considerations on the distinctness of reactive 
and proactive aggression. In this chapter, we describe differences in correlates, 
developmental models and trajectories, prognoses, and interventions for reactive and 
proactive aggression.  

In Chapter 3, discriminant validity and informant convergence of reactive and 
proactive aggression are examined with multi-trait multi-informant analyses. Five 
representative datasets with information on reactive and proactive aggression provided by 
multiple informants are analyzed. Elaborating on this study, in Chapter 4, the relation 
between reactive and proactive aggression is examined with a meta-analysis. It is 
investigated whether participant, conceptual, and method characteristics can explain the 
differences between the correlations found in research on reactive and proactive 
aggression.  

The last two empirical chapters of the dissertation are aimed to shed a new light on 
measuring reactive and proactive aggression. In Chapter 5, we introduce a newly designed 
questionnaire in which reactive and proactive aggression are conceptualized as functions 
of aggressive behavior. Aim of this study is to test whether reactive and proactive 
functions of aggression can be distinguished – better so than with traditional 
questionnaires – and whether these functions are intra-individually consistent across the 
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forms of aggression. This line of research is taken a step further in Chapter 6. It describes 
a validation study of the Instrument for Reactive and Proactive Aggression (IRPA). This 
is a shortened and adapted version of the questionnaire described in Chapter 5.  

Chapter 7 presents conclusions drawn from the findings in the previous chapters and 
a general discussion. The aim of all chapters in this dissertation is to come to a thorough 
understanding of the distinctness of reactive and proactive aggression.   
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Chapter 2 

Introduction 

If reactive and proactive aggression are distinct constructs, one should be able to 
discriminate between these constructs empirically. This will be investigated in Chapters 3 
through 6. Also, both constructs should be uniquely related to theoretically relevant 
variables – which will be the focus of this chapter. We will provide an overview of the 
different correlates, developmental models and trajectories, prognoses, and interventions 
for reactive and proactive aggression found in the literature.  

Correlates of Reactive and Proactive Aggression 

One way to establish the distinctness of reactive and proactive aggression, is to investigate 
whether both types of aggression are distinctly related to theoretically meaningful 
variables. Both reactive and proactive aggression indeed have been related to specific 
correlates and outcomes (for a review see Card & Little, 2006). A broad variety of intra-
individual (biological and personal), socio-cognitive, and environmental correlates have 
been studied. We will provide a general outline of these correlates below, starting with 
biological correlates. Later this chapter we will also discuss socio-cognitive and 
environmental correlates.   

Biological Correlates: Genetic Differences 

Recently the behavioral genetic differences between reactive and proactive aggression 
have been studied (Brendgen, Vitaro, Boivin, Dionne, & Perusse, 2006). The authors 
hypothesized that – given the presumed distinctness of reactive and proactive aggression – 
genetic and environmental factors should be specific to each type of aggression and 
should not show too much overlap. In this study with 172 6-year-old twin pairs it was 
found that the genetic effects accounted for 39% of variance in reactive aggression and 
41% of variance in proactive aggression. There was considerable overlap between the 
genetic factors that influence the two types of aggression; reactive and proactive 
aggression share 76% of genetic influences and 12% of environmental influences. This 
would indicate that reactive and proactive aggression are so strongly related due to 
common genes and less so due to a common environment.  

However, the authors showed that this strong overlap is due to a common physical 
form of aggression in both reactive and proactive aggression items. After controlling for 
physical aggression, there was no common genetic effect for reactive and proactive 
aggression. Also, genetic effects were much weaker than environmental effects; 11% of 
variance in reactive aggression and 7% of the variance in proactive aggression was due to 
genetic effects unrelated to physical aggression. Thus – although the genetic effects are 
small – reactive and proactive aggression appear to be influenced by different genetic 
factors. In contrast, 42% of variance in reactive aggression and 51% of variance in 
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proactive aggression was due to environmental effects not related to physical aggression. 
There was a small overlap in environmental factors; 6% of the environmental effects were 
common in reactive and proactive aggression. These results suggest that reactive and 
proactive aggression are mostly influenced by differences in socialization that are specific 
to each type of aggression and only to a small degree by specific genes. These specific 
socialization factors for reactive and proactive aggression underline the discriminant 
validity of both types of aggression.   

Biological Correlates: Psychophysiology 

Skin Conductance and Heart Rate: Reactive aggression is thought to be a hot-tempered 
form of aggression, whereas proactive aggression is believed to be a cold-blooded type of 
aggression (Dodge, 1991). If this indeed is the case, psychophysiological differences in 
arousal and reactivity should exist in children that show predominantly reactive or 
predominantly proactive aggression. It has been suggested that reactive aggression is 
associated with physiological over-arousal and proactive aggression with under-arousal 
(Scarpa & Raine, 1997). In this view, reactive aggression should be related to higher skin 
conductance and heart rate reactivity during stressful situations. Proactive aggression 
should be related to low skin conductance and a low heart rate during rest. Only few 
studies have examined the physiological differences in relation to different forms of 
aggression. An innovative experimental study in which children were confronted with a 
cheating peer in a game, found mixed results (Hubbard et al., 2002). Concerning skin 
conductance, some clear differences were found. Children high on teacher-rated reactive 
aggression, showed higher increases of skin conductance averaged across the entire game. 
Also, these children started sweating more throughout the game compared to children low 
on teacher-rated reactive aggression. Concerning heart rate reactivity, mixed results were 
found. Heart rate reactivity was negatively related to reactive aggression but not related to 
proactive aggression. The authors conclude that the results on heart rate reactivity may 
have been blurred because the game may have elicited other emotions such as excitement. 
They also point out that skin conductance is more robust to these kind of interfering 
conditions which may explain why they found the hypothesized relations for skin 
conductance but not for heart rate reactivity.  

In another experimental study by Kempes, Haasnoot & Orobio de Castro (2007) it 
was investigated whether reactive aggressive was related to a higher heart rate level 
compared to proactive aggression. Both aggressive and non-aggressive boys were 
subjected to a dyadic play session with a liked classmate, in which aggressive conflicts 
were experimentally elicited. The relation of reactive and proactive aggressive behavior 
with heart rate level during these specific conflicts was studied. For the sample as a whole 
– thus for both aggressive and non-aggressive boys – it was found that reactive aggression 
was related to higher heart rate variability compared to proactive aggression.  
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Cortisol: The stress hormone cortisol has also been associated with aggression, 
specifically reactive aggression. The level of cortisol in the body is a marker of the 
activity of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, which responds to physical and 
psychological stress (van Bokhoven, 2003). A study with a high-risk sample revealed 
higher cortisol levels in a resting state for the highly reactively aggressive group 
compared to the moderately and low reactively aggressive groups (van Bokhoven et al., 
2005). Since results were only presented for reactive aggression, it is uncertain whether 
there is no relation between cortisol and proactive aggression (as to be expected).   

A recent study with behavioral observations of children with disruptive behavior 
disorders and normal controls, did not find similar results (Kempes, De Vries, Matthys, 
van Engeland, & van Hooff, 2007). They investigated children that responded with an 
increase in cortisol (responders) versus children that did not respond with an increase in 
cortisol (non-responders) during a period in which a game with another child was played. 
Cortisol responders showed marginally higher levels of observed proactive aggression 
than cortisol non-responders during a provocative game, but this effect was only found in 
children with disruptive behavior disorders. No such differences between cortisol 
responders and cortisol non-responders were found for observed reactive aggression and 
for parent-rated reactive and proactive aggression.   

Biological Correlates: Neurology 

Blair (2001) argues that different neurocognitive models account for the emergence of 
reactive and proactive aggression. Research in this area comes from patients that show 
high levels of either type of aggression. Reactive aggression in patients is associated with 
damage in the orbitofrontal cortex (due to lesions in this area of the prefrontal cortex) 
which can lead to impairments in executive emotional systems. These patients show high 
levels of reactive aggression, and indeed suffer these impairments in executive emotional 
systems (Blair, 2001). An explanation for this finding may be that normally, somatic 
markers such as the emotional aversion for punishment, help to guide behavior. Most 
people know that if you hit a person now, you will be punished later on. The somatic 
marker links knowledge of hitting and punishment on the one hand and the emotional 
aversion of punishment on the other hand. If this somatic marker does not work properly, 
there is no such marker to guide behavior.  

Additionally, there may be impairments in the processing of anger stimuli. Normally, 
decisions concerning whether to fight/flight are heavily influenced by such cues as social 
hierarchy and the display of threat cues. In reactively aggressive patients, there seem to be 
deficiencies in processing angry expressions and judging the appropriateness of behavior. 
In a similar vein, a fMRI study with adults showed the link between the orbitofrontal 
cortex and high levels of impulsive, reactive aggression in adults when presented with a 
threatening angry face (Coccaro, McCloskey, Fitzgerald, & Luan Phan, 2007). Low 
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activity in the orbitofrontal cortex was accompanied with high activation in the amygdala. 
Also, the regions of the orbitofrontal cortex and the amygdala did not show connectivity 
in subjects that showed high levels of reactive aggression.    

For proactive aggression, the violence inhibition system is possibly involved (Blair, 
2001). Normally, other people’s distress activates the brain stem’s threat response system 
and leads to increased attention and autonomic activity. In proactive aggression, there 
seems to be a problem in the capacity to form associations between these distress cues and 
the acts that cause these distress cues such as hitting another person. At the neural level, 
this has been related to dysfunction in the amygdala. It seems, however, unclear whether it 
is related with decreased or increased activity (Coccaro et al., 2007).   

Personal Correlates: Temperament 

Temperament is a multifaceted construct that refers to stable individual differences in 
negative emotionality, effortful control, and extraversion (Rothbart, 2007). The link 
between temperamental difficulties and general aggression has been confirmed in many 
longitudinal studies (e.g. Caspi & Silva, 1995; Denissen, Asendorpf, & van Aken, 2008; 
Guerin, Gottfried, & Thomas, 1997).  

Because anger and frustration (Berkowitz, 1989) are key elements in reactive 
aggression, temperamental characteristics such as negative emotionality are expected to 
be related specifically to reactive aggression (Frick & Morris, 2004; Vitaro, Barker, 
Boivin, Brendgen, & Tremblay, 2006a). A recent study investigated negative emotionality 
at one and a half year and reactive and proactive aggression at six years of age. Negative 
emotionality at an early age was indeed found to be predictive of reactive but not of 
proactive aggression at six years old (Vitaro et al., 2006a). In another study, reactively 
aggressive children scored higher on reactivity and inattention than non-aggressive 
children and pervasive (both reactive and proactive) children. Proactively aggressive 
children did not differ on these dimensions from non-aggressive children but they were 
less reactive and more attentive than the pervasive group. Differences between the 
reactive only and proactive only group were not directly tested (Vitaro, Brendgen, & 
Tremblay, 2002). 

A temperamental characteristic thought to be related to proactive aggression is a lack 
of fearful inhibitions (Frick & Morris, 2004). This fearlessness is found in children with 
callous and unemotional traits (CU) – which refer to a lack of empathy and guilt, and the 
callous use of others for one’s own gain (Frick & White, 2008). CU-traits have been 
related with proactive aggression in conduct-disordered children (Frick, Cornell, Barry, 
Bodin, & Dane, 2003). Although, another study found that CU-traits were related to both 
reactive and proactive aggression (Barry et al., 2007). Also, blunted affect (which has 
common features with CU-traits) is more strongly related to proactive than reactive 
aggression (Raine et al., 2006). Both fearlessness and CU-traits were more strongly 
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related to proactive aggression than to reactive aggression in a preschool sample (Kimonis 
et al., 2006).  

Socio-Cognitive Correlates: Self-Perception 

A socio-cognitive variable that has been studied extensively in relation to aggressive 
behavior is self-perception. For decades, it has been suggested that low self-esteem is 
related to aggressive behavior (Baumeister, Bushman, & Campbell, 2000). However, 
there appears to be a lack of empirical support and a clear theoretical rationale for this 
hypothesis is absent. Recently, it was introduced that it is not low self-esteem, but 
threatened, (Baumeister et al., 2000) and inflated (Salmivalli, 2001; Thomaes, Stegge, 
Bushman, Olthof, & Denissen, in press) self-esteem (e.g. narcissism) that is related to 
aggressive behavior.  

On one hand, it can be hypothesized that threatening situations to the self may be 
related to reactive aggression (Orobio de Castro, Brendgen, Van Boxtel, Vitaro, & 
Schaepers, 2007; Salmivalli, 2001). Reactively aggressive acts are defensive and in 
reaction to perceived ego threats. On the other hand, also proactive aggression is expected 
to be related to problems in self-perception. Proactive aggression may be used by children 
that need to dominate others in order to hold on to their own (unrealistic) favorable self-
view. Bullying others may help them to maintain the dominant social position these 
children feel entitled to (Orobio de Castro et al., 2007; Salmivalli, 2001).  

To our knowledge, only two studies have investigated the role of self-perception in 
predicting reactive and proactive aggression. In one study, it was found that proactive 
aggression was related to unrealistically high self-rated social competence. Boys who 
overestimate their social competence but are actually rejected by their peers – the authors 
call these children “disputed overestimators” – showed higher levels of proactive 
aggression (Orobio de Castro et al., 2007). These disputed overestimators may coerce 
others in order to claim the social acceptance they feel they are entitled to.  

Another study focused on the role of narcissism in predicting reactive and proactive 
aggression (Barry et al., 2007). In this study, narcissism was defined as an arrogant and 
grandiose presentation with concerns of one’s social status. In a group of moderately to 
highly aggressive children they found that narcissism was related to both reactive and 
proactive aggression.  

Socio-Cognitive Correlates: Social Information Processing 

Other important socio-cognitive determinants of aggressive behavior are deficiencies in 
social information processing. The social information processing model by Crick and 
Dodge (1994) proposes that (aggressive) behavior follows a sequence of information 
processing steps. Relevant information is encoded which leads to some sort of 
representation of the event. Following, a goal must be specified and possible responses 
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how to deal with the situation are generated. In the final step one of these responses is 
selected and executed. In real-life these processes probably are not as rational, abstract, 
and reflective as proposed by the SIP model (Crick & Dodge, 1994; Orobio de Castro, 
2004).  

Reactive and proactive aggression appear to be concurrently related with different 
social information processing patterns. Reactive aggression is specifically associated with 
problems in the first steps of the SIP model (encoding and interpretation). In support of 
this notion, reactive aggression is associated with biased patterns of selective (suppressed) 
attention towards social-threat cues in the encoding fase (Schippell & Vasey, 2003). Also, 
reactively but not proactively aggressive children attribute hostile intent to peers more 
frequently than other children (Crick & Dodge, 1996; Dodge & Coie, 1987; Dodge, Price, 
Bachorowski, & Newman, 1990; Orobio de Castro, Merk, Koops, Veerman, & Bosch, 
2005; Schwartz et al., 1998). Thus, in the first steps of social information processing a 
vast amount of relevant information remains unnoticed for reactively aggressive children. 
Proactive aggression is expected to be associated with deficiencies in the last three stages 
of the model (specification of goals, response generation, and response decision). Indeed, 
only proactively aggressive children display a processing pattern of anticipating relatively 
positive outcomes for aggression (Crick & Dodge, 1996; Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, 
Bates, & Pettit, 1997; Smithmyer, Hubbard, & Simons, 2000).  

Environmental Correlates: Parenting 

Dodge (1991) names insecure attachment as one of the key ingredients for the 
development of reactive aggression. Insecure attachment together with the presence of an 
abusive, threatening environment is considered a breeding ground for reactive aggression. 
To the best of our knowledge, only one study investigated the role of attachment. This 
study indeed found a relation between parent-rated insecure attachment and parent-rated 
reactive aggression (Marcus & Kramer, 2001) in 3 to 8 year old children. However, they 
also found this relation for proactive aggression.  

Another parental characteristic that has been found to be related with reactive 
aggression is physical abuse (Dodge et al., 1997; Merk, Orobio de Castro, Koops, & 
Matthys, 2005d; Shields & Cicchetti, 1998). However, in a sample of children with severe 
violent behavior problems, the relation with physical abuse was found for both reactively 
as well as proactively aggressive boys (Dodge et al., 1997). In a similar vein, harsh 
parenting can be expected to be related to reactive aggression. A recent study, however, 
did not find specific relations with harsh parenting (Vitaro et al., 2006a). In this 
longitudinal study, early life harsh parenting was related to both reactive and proactive 
aggression at six years of age. Also, in another study it was found that parental beliefs in 
the use of corporal punishment was related more strongly with proactive aggression 
(Kimonis, et al. 2006).  
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Proactive aggression may be fostered through parental reinforcement of aggression 
(Dodge, 1991). Parents may show low levels of discipline, monitoring, and control 
(Brendgen, Vitaro, Tremblay, & Lavoie, 2001). Some empirical evidence for these 
assumptions have been found. Proactive aggression appears to be related to histories of 
family violence (Connor, Steingard, Cunningham, Anderson, & Melloni, 2004) and the 
presence of aggressive role models (Dodge et al., 1997). The latter finding was also found 
in a sample of Dutch boys with severe behavioral problems. The presence of aggressive 
role models at time one uniquely predicted proactive aggression at time one and time two 
(Merk, Orobio de Castro, Koops, & Matthys, 2005c; Merk et al., 2005d). Contrary to 
expectations, aggressive modeling at time one was related to time one reactive aggression 
instead of proactive aggression (Merk et al., 2005c).  

Environmental Correlates: Peer Relations 

Most correlates discussed thus far, can be thought of as predictors of reactive and 
proactive aggression. However, reactive and proactive aggression can also be considered 
specific predictors of negative outcomes. Aggressive behavior in general is an important 
predictor for peer rejection (Loeber & Hay, 1997). It seems, however, that this is 
especially the case for reactive aggression. Several studies have shown that reactively 
aggressive children are liked less than proactively aggressive children (Dodge et al., 1997; 
Poulin & Boivin, 2000a; Price & Dodge, 1989; Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003). Meta-
analyses of the relation between social preference and reactive and proactive aggression 
revealed that social preference is negatively related to both reactive and proactive 
aggression, but only reactive aggression shows a unique negative relation with social 
preference (Card & Little, 2006).  

In addition to being less liked by their peers, reactively aggressive children are 
victimized more often. Children that show reactive aggression are an easy target for 
bullies, because they react emotionally to the slightest provocation (Hubbard et al., 2002). 
Meta-analytic results showed that reactive aggression is related to more victimization, 
whereas proactive aggression actually is related to less victimization (Card & Little, 
2006).  

Reactive and proactive aggression are also differently related to friendship relations. 
Proactively aggressive children have less problems with forming friendships than 
reactively aggressive children (Poulin & Boivin, 1999). Also, proactively aggressive 
children tend to become friends with like proactively aggressive peers. Proactive 
aggressiveness of these friends leads to increases of the child’s own proactive aggression 
(Poulin & Boivin, 2000b). This provides empirical support for the theoretical proposition 
that proactive aggression is highly dependent of aggressive role models.  
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Developmental Perspectives 

If reactive and proactive aggression are indeed two different types of aggression, there 
should be differences in etiology and development over time. Vitaro and Brendgen (2005) 
suggest two different developmental models for reactive and proactive aggression. The 
first model is the parallel development model originally proposed by Dodge (1991) and 
the second model is the sequential model.  

Parallel Model 

In the parallel model, reactive and proactive aggression originate from different 
(environmental) etiological factors and develop in a parallel, nearly independent fashion. 
According to this developmental model, reactive aggression develops in response to a 
harsh and unpredictable environment. Additionally, it may be the result of abusive and 
cold parenting. When a child is constantly exposed to traumatic events and has to deal 
with unpredictable parenting, the child may grow up to react aggressively to most 
situations. Research has indeed shown that reactive aggression is associated with histories 
of physical abuse (Dodge et al., 1997; Merk et al., 2005d; Shields & Cicchetti, 1998), but 
early life harsh parenting is related to both reactive and proactive aggression (Vitaro et al., 
2006a).  

In line with Patterson’s (1982) developmental perspectives on antisocial behavior, 
coercive family processes and social learning are thought to play an important role in the 
development of proactive aggression (Dodge, 1991). Parents and children interact in such 
a way that the children’s negative and aggressive behavior are behaviorally reinforced. 
For proactive aggression, the parallel development model proposes that already early in 
life some children learn that aggression can be beneficial (Dodge, 1991). Early-life 
aggressive role models (such as parents) may promote the use of proactive aggression 
later in life. In support of this view, proactive aggression is related to histories of family 
violence (Connor et al., 2004) and the presence of aggressive role models (Dodge et al., 
1997; Merk et al., 2005d).  

The parallel model stresses the theoretically differential development of reactive and 
proactive aggression behavior patterns. However, Dodge (1991) argues that in reality 
these behavior patterns are often present within an individual child – an often stated 
problem that is central to this dissertation. Thus, although the theoretical mechanisms by 
which environments influence reactive or proactive aggression can be quite different, the 
environments in itself can be comparable. A harsh and unpredictable environment may 
also be an environment that supports the use of aggression (Dodge, 1991; Merk, Orobio 
de Castro, Koops, & Matthys, 2005a). That is to say, aggressive role models may also act 
harsh and violently towards their own children resulting in both reactive and proactive 
aggression.  
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Sequential Model 

It may be that reactive and proactive aggression do not develop in such a parallel, 
independent manner. Possibly, these behavior patterns can influence each other over time. 
Therefore, Vitaro and Brendgen (2005) propose a second model called the sequential 
development model. As previously suggested by Patterson (2002) in this model early life 
temperamental and neurophysiological difficulties lead a child to behave (reactively) 
aggressive and psychosocial factors such as harsh parenting can moderate this relation. 
Children with a difficult temperament may then react to this harsh and threatening 
environment by using reactive aggression. It has indeed been found – as described earlier 
this chapter – that early temperamental difficulties are specifically related with reactive 
aggression later in life (Vitaro et al., 2006a; Vitaro et al., 2002). However, the expected 
moderating role of harsh parenting in the relation between difficult temperament and 
reactive aggression was not confirmed (Vitaro et al., 2006a). 

Angry outbursts of reactively aggressive children probably lead many children to get 
their way. These children learn that behaving in this aggressive manner successfully 
elevates stress and leads to desired outcomes. Subsequently, they may also start using 
these strategies in non-stressful situations, as these children have experienced the 
rewarding effects of reactive aggression. Next, they may start to use proactive aggression 
to get what they want (Merk, Orobio de Castro, Koops, & Matthys, 2005a).  

In support of the sequential model it was found that reactive aggression appears 
earlier in life than proactive aggression (Dodge et al., 1997) and reactive aggression in one 
year was predictive of subsequent proactive aggression (Lansford, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 
2002).  

Developmental Trajectories 

If reactive and proactive aggression are driven by distinct developmental processes it 
should be possible to find different developmental trajectories when studied 
longitudinally. The supposed different developmental trajectories of reactive and 
proactive aggression were investigated in a sample of 13 to 17 year old boys (Barker, 
Tremblay, Nagin, Vitaro, & Lacourse, 2006). For both reactive and proactive aggression 
this study found low, desisting and high trajectory groups. The trajectories for reactive 
and proactive aggression were found to be highly similar and children high in aggression 
could be assigned to the high reactive as well as the high proactive trajectory. In the high 
trajectory groups, reactive as well as proactive aggression increased from age 13, peaked 
at age 15, and decreased to the baseline assessment. The authors conclude that the 
developmental courses for reactive and proactive aggression are very similar. But, it may 
well be that the developmental changes accompanied by a shift from reactive to proactive 
aggression actually appear earlier in life than the age of 13, at which this study started. In 
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addition, this study investigated whether reactive and proactive aggression trajectories are 
followed by different groups of children. In such an approach, developmental differences 
may be too subtle to detect because groups of children with more or less the same 
developmental pattern are clustered together. Thus, it may also be informative to study 
whether reactive and proactive aggression have distinct individual developmental 
trajectories.  

A study that investigated individual behavior patterns – instead of grouping behavior 
patterns – found different developmental trajectories for reactive and proactive 
aggression. In a sample of 5 to 11-year-old boys with behavior problems, reactive 
aggression was more common and decreased more strongly over a two year period than 
proactive aggression (Merk, Orobio de Castro, Koops, & Matthys, 2005b). As 
hypothesized, specific predictors such as attention problems and irritability were related to 
the mean level of reactive aggression but not to proactive aggression. These variables 
were not related to the strong decrease in reactive aggression over time. The fact that the 
predictors could not account for changes in behavior over time, may partly be explained 
by the short time interval of three time points within two years. Also, developmental 
changes may still occur earlier in life than the studied age group of 5 to 11.  

A third longitudinal study found that reactive aggression was more stable from 
kindergarten through grade 7 than was proactive aggression (Lansford et al., 2002). This 
greater stability continued through grade 11. Reactive aggression in one year was a 
stronger predictor of proactive aggression in the next than proactive aggression was of 
reactive aggression.  

 
In conclusion, it can be said that there are still questions unanswered regarding the 
differences in etiology and development over time for reactive and proactive aggression. 
Even though, parts of the parallel and sequential model have received some support, they 
have never been studied fully in a longitudinal fashion. Also most studies on reactive and 
proactive aggression involve school-aged children, which makes it hard to make 
statements about the early development of reactive and proactive aggression (Merk et al., 
2005a).  

Different Prognoses? 

These proposed different developmental processes also suggest different prognoses for 
reactive and proactive aggression. Even though both types of aggression are associated 
with negative prognoses, there are considerable differences between these prognoses. 
Reactive aggression at age 13 is related to dating violence at age 16 (Brendgen et al., 
2001). Also, reactively aggressive children suffer more from internalization problems 
such as depression later in life (Vitaro et al., 2002). The relation between internalizing 
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problems and reactive aggression was confirmed in a meta-analytic examination of mostly 
cross-sectional studies (Card & Little, 2006).  

However, the prognoses for children that show proactive aggression are not 
necessarily much better. Boys that show high levels of proactive aggression at 12 years of 
age, tend to be at a higher risk for externalizing behavior problems and delinquency later 
in life (Brendgen et al., 2001; Vitaro, Gendreau, Tremblay, & Oligny, 1998) compared to 
reactively aggressive boys. Another study found that 6-year old proactively aggressive 
children were more delinquent at the age of 13 than their reactively aggressive peers 
(Vitaro et al., 2002). Furthermore, men who had been proactively aggressive during 
adolescence were more likely to use alcohol, have more arrests, and were more engaged in 
criminal activities than their reactively aggressive peers (Pulkkinen, 1996).  

Thus, even though the prognoses for both reactive and proactive aggression are far 
from favourable, both types of aggression appear to be related to different prognoses. This 
emphasizes the distinctness of both types of aggression.     

Intervention 

Because of the distinct theoretical assumptions and specific correlates for reactive and 
proactive aggression, specific interventions have been suggested by many researchers in 
the field (Crick & Dodge, 1996; Day, Bream, & Pal, 1992; Hubbard et al., 2002; 
McAdams III, 2002; Merk et al., 2005a; Phillips & Lochman, 2003; Vitaro, Brendgen, & 
Barker, 2006b; Vitiello & Stoff, 1997). As reactive aggression is predominantly 
associated with angry outbursts, lack of social skills, and interpretation of information as 
threatening, this type of behavior may benefit from interventions aimed to alter these 
shortcomings. Proactive aggression, on the other hand, can be considered learned behavior 
that can be changed through the use of operant techniques (Vitiello & Stoff, 1997).  

To our knowledge, there have been only two studies that tried to manipulate reactive 
and proactive aggression elements through intervention (Louwe, van Overveld, Merk, 
Orobio de Castro, & Koops, 2007a; Phillips & Lochman, 2003). In the Philips and 
Lochman study (2003) specific interventions for reactive and proactive aggression were 
based on the Anger Coping Program by Lochman & Wells (2004). Children in the 
reactive manipulation group were trained to control their impulses, and to recognize and 
deal with their angry feelings. Children in the proactive manipulation group were 
rewarded for using non-aggressive solutions when faced with a problem. In a later 
competitive pinball game, children could push a noise button that would send a burst of 
white noise to the competitor (measure of reactive aggression) or press a tilt button that 
would keep their opponent from playing (measure of proactive aggression). The results 
showed that children in the reactive manipulation group were less angry and less 
reactively aggressive in the pinball game. Children that received the proactive 
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manipulation showed less reactive and proactive aggression in the pinball game. Even 
though the results are short-term and somewhat mixed, this study does support the notion 
that it is possible to intervene through distinct manipulations for reactive and proactive 
aggression. Whether these results also hold up when reactive and proactive aggression are 
measured with common measures such as questionnaires or direct observations instead of 
these by proxy laboratory measures is unclear.   

Another study investigated the effectiveness of the program Promoting Alternative 
Thinking Strategies (PATHS, PAD in Dutch) with a quasi-experimental design. This 
program targets reactive aggression in the first year of the program and proactive 
aggression in the second year (Louwe et al., 2007a). In the first year of the PATHS 
program, impulse control is the key component. Children are taught strategies to think 
before they act and learn how to regulate their emotions. In the second year of the 
program, non-aggressive response generation and response-evaluation are key ingredients. 
One year after the program was implemented, as expected, children showed lower levels 
of reactive aggression, whereas there was no effect on proactive aggression. After two 
years of PATHS, overall aggression and proactive aggression declined in mainstream and 
special elementary schools. PATHS also had a marginally significant effect on teacher-
rated reactive aggression (Louwe, van Overveld, Merk, Orobio de Castro, & Koops, 
2007b).  

These two intervention studies provide some – but rather indirect – support for the 
notion that it is possible to intervene through distinct manipulations for reactive and 
proactive aggression. 

Conclusion 

Although there are some mixed findings, reactive and proactive aggression appear to be 
two different constructs with empirically tested unique correlates in the biological, 
personal, socio-cognitive, and environmental domains. Also, both types of aggression 
have different hypothesized developmental pathways, of which parts have been confirmed 
and both are associated with different prognoses over time and different suggestions for 
interventions. Even though we did not intend to present an exhaustive review, the 
representative selection of literature presented suggests that the distinction between 
reactive and proactive aggression is informative in describing individual children’s 
aggressive behavior patterns.  
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Chapter 3 

Taking a Multi-Trait Multi-Informant Approach in Studying Reactive and 
Proactive Aggression 

Abstract 

Several authors have suggested that it would be beneficial to investigate the discriminant 
and convergent validity of reactive and proactive aggression in more detail by comparing 
results from multiple informants or multiple methods (Card & Little, 2006; Price & 
Dodge, 1989; Waschbusch, Willoughby, & Pelham, 1998). However as to date, no study 
has actually addressed this empirically. In the current study we applied a multi-trait multi-
informant analysis to five representative samples that measured reactive and proactive 
aggression with the widely used 6-item Dodge and Coie (1987) questionnaire. We 
investigated possible informant differences in discriminant validity and informant 
convergence for reactive and proactive aggression. We found that discriminant validity 
between reactive and proactive aggression was low. Correlations between both types of 
aggression ranged from .67 to .97. There were no significant differences in discriminant 
validity between teacher informants on the one hand, and mother, father, peer, and self 
informants on the other hand. Informant convergence was at least small to medium in 
most samples. Informants within the school setting (i.e., teachers and peers) and 
informants within the home context (i.e., mothers and fathers) agreed the most on a 
child’s reactive and proactive aggression. It is concluded that new methods are needed to 
clearly distinguish between reactive and proactive aggression.  
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M.A.G., Poulin, F., Boivin, M., Lansford, J.E., Dodge, K.A., Bates, J.E., Pettit, G.S., & 
Eid, M. (2008). Taking a multi-trait multi-informant approach in studying reactive and 
proactive aggression. Manuscript in preparation. 
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Introduction 

An important distinction in the aggression literature is the distinction between reactive and 
proactive aggression. Reactive aggression is a reaction to a presumed threat which is 
associated with anger (Dodge, 1991). This type of aggression is driven by frustration and 
anger and is instigated by provocation. The function of this kind of behavior is to defend 
oneself against or to undo an event believed to be threatening or unjust (Frijda, 1993). For 
example, if a boy feels threatened because someone said something mean about his 
mother, this child will react in an angry, aggressive manner. Proactive aggression, on the 
other hand, is planned cold-blooded behavior. The function of this type of behavior is to 
take possession of things or to dominate or intimidate (Dodge, 1991). For instance, if a 
girl wants to play with a toy another child is playing with, she may simply use physical 
force to obtain the desired toy.   

Recently, within aggression research the validity of reactive and proactive aggression 
has been questioned because of a fairly high correlation between both constructs 
(Bushman & Anderson, 2001; Poulin & Boivin, 2000a; Waschbusch et al., 1998). A meta-
analysis on 51 studies revealed a strong mean correlation (r = .64) and a large variety in 
correlations between studies (Polman, Orobio de Castro, Koops, Van Boxtel, & Merk, 
2007). The correlation is even somewhat stronger (r = .70) for the 40 questionnaire studies 
in the meta-analysis. Some have argued that reactive and proactive aggression are merely 
measures of the same thing and question whether distinguishing between those two types 
of aggression is of any scientific and clinical use. Others argue that the distinctness of 
reactive and proactive aggression should be further studied by comparing results from 
multiple informants or multiple methods (Card & Little, 2006; Price & Dodge, 1989; 
Waschbusch et al., 1998). However to date, no study has actually addressed this 
empirically. Therefore, it seems of much use to do an in depth investigation of the 
discriminant validity of the two constructs by comparing multiple methods or informants.  

Multi-trait multi-informant 

In this study we investigated 1) possible informant differences in discriminant validity and 
2) informant convergence on a child’s reactive and proactive aggression.1 This can be 
established by measuring two or more constructs with two or more informants (Campbell 
& Fiske, 1959). Discriminant validity is high when the relation between the constructs is 
low, and informant convergence is high when there is a strong relation between constructs 
measured by different informants.  

                                                 
1 We also tried to locate studies in which different methods instead of different informants were 
used to measure reactive and proactive aggression. However, there were only few studies with too 
small of a sample size for a multi-trait multi-method study.     
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To gain a better understanding of discriminant validity and informant convergence of 
reactive and proactive aggression, the current study employed a multi-trait multi-
informant analysis as an empirical approach. Multi-trait multi-informant designs are most 
often analyzed with confirmatory factor analysis (Eid, Lischetzke, Nussbeck, & 
Trierweiler, 2003). Amongst other advantages, confirmatory factor analysis allows for 
separate estimates of trait, informant, and error factors, as well as estimations of relations 
between the latent trait and informant factors (for a complete review see Byrne & Goffin, 
1993). For this reason, the current study applied a confirmatory factor analysis multi-trait 
multi-informant approach.    

To cross-validate the findings we replicated the analyses using five representative 
samples. We investigated how different informants rate children’s reactive and proactive 
aggression using the same 6-item questionnaire. Each of the five samples used in this 
paper (Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, Bates, & Pettit, 1997; Orobio de Castro, Brendgen, Van 
Boxtel, Vitaro, & Schaepers, 2007; Poulin & Boivin, 2000a; Vitaro, Brendgen, & 
Tremblay, 2002; Vitaro, Gendreau, Tremblay, & Oligny, 1998) measured reactive and 
proactive aggression with the widely used Teacher Rating Instrument (Dodge & Coie, 
1987). Each of the samples included both teachers and mothers as informants. The 
samples, however, differed regarding the presence or absence of a third informant. 
Moreover, the included third informant differed regarding the nature of relationship to the 
children (i.e., fathers, peers, and self) from one sample to the other. This provided an 
unique opportunity to investigate discriminant validity and informant convergence in a 
variety of informants.   

This study extended recent meta-analytic studies on the relation between reactive and 
proactive aggression that found no difference in discriminant validity between different 
informants (Card & Little, 2006; Polman et al., 2007). Meta-analysis does not allow for 
the investigation of multiple informants within the same sample. Consequently, 
differences in discriminant validity between different informants are based on different 
studies with a variety of study characteristics. Also, informant convergence on their rating 
of reactive and proactive aggression of the same child can not be tested through meta-
analysis. These limitations prevent detailed information on discriminant validity and 
informant convergence and the current multi-trait multi-informant study aimed to fill this 
research gap.  

Discriminant Validity 

Different informants may differ with respect to their ability to discriminate between 
reactive and proactive aggression. For instance, teachers and parents may differ in 
discriminant validity. Parents may discriminate slightly better than teachers as parents 
may hold more unique and detailed views of their children’s behavior. Teachers seem less 
capable to hold these highly distinguished, unique views, as they simply have too many 
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children in their classroom. It seems reasonable to assume that as the information load 
goes up, classification categories become broader. It is possible that teachers look at the 
broad category of aggressive-nonaggressive behaviors instead of the more refined 
categories of reactive and proactive aggression. However, one may also argue that 
teachers are better at discriminating between reactive and proactive aggression. They are 
trained professionals and can observe the children in their class in interaction with their 
peers and therefore have access to peer conflicts and aggressive behavior (Pakaslahti & 
Keltikangas-Jaervinen, 2000). Parents may not have access to this information and, 
therefore, hold a more global view of the behavior of their child. Whether there are 
differences between teachers and parents in the capability to distinguish between reactive 
and proactive aggression will be addressed in this study.  

Peers may be better discriminators between reactive and proactive aggression, 
because of high levels of exposure to and involvement with the aggressive behavior of 
their aggressive classmates. If hypothesized that reactive and proactive aggression are 
different constructs, this would result in a smaller correlation between reactive and 
proactive aggression in peer reports than, for instance, teacher reports. In a similar vein, it 
could be hypothesized that for self-reports, moderate correlations between reactive and 
proactive aggression are to be expected. Participants may be considered better informed of 
the distinct motivations for their aggressive behaviors than others. However, children may 
be more biased in their evaluations of their own aggressive behavior, as aggressive boys 
tend to underperceive their own aggressiveness (Lochman & Dodge, 1998). In addition, 
children may be more inclined to report on one type of aggression than on the other. This 
is in line with research on morality, which has found that children judge unprovoked 
(proactive) aggression as wrong, whereas they find provoked (reactive) aggression 
justifiable (Astor, 1994). Given that reactive aggression is easier to justify than proactive 
aggression, children may be more inclined to admit they did something out of anger 
(reactive aggression) than they would admit that they wanted to be mean or gain 
something (proactive aggression). Because children would be more inclined to rate 
themselves higher on reactive aggression than on proactive aggression, the correlation 
between both types of aggression is expected to be lower.  

To summarize, we investigated possible differences in discriminant validity for 
teachers on one hand and parents, peers, and self reports on the other hand. We expected 
to find better discriminant validity for peers and self reports compared to teacher reports. 
We also investigated possible differences in discriminant validity for teachers and parents, 
although no specific direction was tested.  

Informant Convergence 

Comparing different informants in a multi-trait multi-informant analysis allows us to take 
a closer look at informant convergence of reactive and proactive aggression. There may be 
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structural differences between informants because they differ in the meaning they give to 
the questions being asked, and differ in the extent that they are likely to give socially 
desirable answers (Eid et al., 2003). This can also lead to differences in how informants 
rate the same child differently on reactive and proactive aggression. However, informant 
convergence is also influenced by context-specific behavior (Achenbach, McConaughy, & 
Howell, 1987; Pakaslahti & Keltikangas-Jaervinen, 2000). Due to different settings in 
which aggressive behavior is evaluated and different relations to the child, informant 
convergence is generally modest. For instance, only small informant convergence has 
been found between teacher and parent ratings (r = .27) on behavioral and emotional 
problems (Achenbach et al., 1987).  

Regarding reactive and proactive aggression, a child may be rated differently at 
school by the teacher than at home by the parent. Children may demonstrate different 
levels of either or both forms of aggression in a home setting in comparison with a school 
setting because reinforcement contingencies and opportunities may differ across these 
settings. For instance, peers may approve of proactive aggression in a school setting. They 
may encourage classmates to bully another child. This type of behavior may be absent in a 
home setting, because no one encourages this proactive aggressive behavior. Therefore, it 
can be expected that convergence between informants from different settings should be 
lower than informants from the same setting. Thus it is expected that teachers and peers – 
being raters from the same setting – show more convergence than teachers and parents. In 
a similar vein, it was expected that mothers and fathers show more agreement with each 
other than with other raters.  

Study Goals 

In this paper, we examined discriminant validity and informant convergence of reactive 
and proactive aggression as assessed by the Dodge and Coie (1987) questionnaire. We 
expected to find better discriminant validity for peers and self-reports than for teacher-
reports and more convergence between teachers-peers and mothers-fathers than other 
pairs of raters. 

Method 

Measures and Descriptives 

Brief descriptions for all five samples can be found in Table 1 and descriptive statistics 
can be found in Table 2. The letters (a - e) used in the Table, henceforth, will be used to 
refer to the specific samples. In all samples, the 6-item Teacher Rating Instrument by 
Dodge and Coie (1987) was administered. Three items describe reactive aggression: 1) 
When this child has been teased or threatened, he or she gets angry easily and strikes 
back, 2) This child always claims that other children are to blame in a fight and feels that 
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they started the trouble, 3) When a peer accidentally hurts the child (such as bumping into 
him or her), this child assumes that the peer meant to do it, and then overreacts with 
anger/fighting The other three items describe proactive aggression: 1) This child gets 
other kids to gang up on a peer that he or she does not like, 2) This child uses physical 
force (or threatens to use force) in order to dominate other kids, 3) This child threatens or 
bullies others in order to get his or her own way. The original answer format for each of 
the items is a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (almost always). This 
answering format was also used in samples (a) and (b). In the other samples a 3-point 
rating scale was used. Samples (a) and (c) concerned peer nominations in which z-
standardizations within classrooms were available.  

Data Analysis 

For the multi-trait multi-informant analysis we made use of two analytical strategies. For 
the research questions on discriminant validity and possible informant differences, we 
applied a MTMM Correlation model as explained in Eid, Lischetzke, and Nussbeck 
(2006). This model is presented in Figure 1. Discriminant validity for different informants 
is represented by the correlations between the trait-informant factors. In case of high 
discriminant validity we would expect small correlations between these factors (e.g. 
teacher reactive and teacher proactive).  

For the research questions on informant convergence we applied an analytical strategy 
that separates trait effects from trait-specific informant effects (Eid, 2000; Eid et al., 
2003). Eid’s correlated-trait correlated-method minus one [CT-C(M-1)] model we applied 
in this study specifies one informant factor less than the number of informants included. 
This model is presented in Figure 2. In the CT-C(M-1) model, one informant is chosen as 
the standard comparison method to which the measures of other informants are compared. 
We did not use this model to answer questions regarding discriminant validity because 
this model does not permit testing differences between the standard comparison teacher 
and other raters.  

In this study, teachers serve as the standard comparison group in the CT-C(M-1) 
model, because teacher ratings were common in all samples. Moreover, the Dodge and 
Coie (1987) questionnaire was originally designed for teacher raters. As teachers serve as 
the standard comparison group, informant factors represent that part of the variance of 
reactive or proactive aggression reported by a certain informant that is not predicted by 
teacher ratings. The trait factors (i.e., reactive and proactive aggression) represent reactive 
and proactive aggression at the level of the teacher informant. This is a logical result of 
the specification of one informant factor less than informants involved in the study. 

Convergence between teachers and other informants in the CT-C(M-1) model is 
represented by the square rooted consistency coefficients that can be derived from the 
model estimates. Consistency coefficients represent that part of variance of informant 
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ratings that is shared with the standard teacher informant. Consistency coefficients are 
coefficients of determination and, thus, their square root represents the latent correlation 
between a given informant rating and the standard teacher ratings. Convergence between  
 
Table 2. Descriptives of the Samples used in the Analyses 
Sample M SD Skew Kurtosis α Min Max n 

a) Poulin & Boivin (2000a) 
   Reactive Teacher 2.10 1.09 0.92 0.04 .90 1.00 5.00 178 
   Proactive Teacher 1.56 0.86 1.83 3.12 .92 1.00 5.00 178 
   Reactive Mother 2.53 0.88 0.43 -0.35 .70 1.00 5.00 167 
   Proactive Mother 1.51 0.59 1.36 2.04 .69 1.00 4.00 167 
   Reactive Peer 0.37 1.03 1.20 0.75 .90 -0.76 3.70 178 
   Proactive Peer 0.40 1.05 1.26 1.00 .90 -0.90 3.71 178 

b) Dodge et al. (1997) 
   Reactive Teacher 2.08 1.06 0.88 0.00 .92 1.00 5.00 563 
   Proactive Teacher 1.43 0.70 1.90 3.74 .88 1.00 5.00 563 
   Reactive Mother 2.47 0.77 0.21 -0.28 .60 1.00 4.67 556 
   Proactive Mother 1.48 0.61 1.42 1.86 .65 1.00 4.33 556 
   Reactive Father 2.43 0.72 0.04 -0.31 .61 1.00 4.67 375 
   Proactive Father 1.48 0.61 1.42 1.82 .72 1.00 4.00 375 

c) Orobio de Castro et al. (2007) 
   Reactive Teacher 0.29 0.43 1.80 2.92 .84 0.00 2.00 405 
   Proactive Teacher 0.13 0.29 2.99 10.02 .85 0.00 1.83 405 
   Reactive Mother 0.50 0.42 0.59 -0.23 .66 0.00 2.00 384 
   Proactive Mother 0.22 0.31 1.64 2.79 .62 0.00 1.67 384 
   Reactive Peer -0.03 0.83 2.39 6.22 .96 -0.79 4.46 283 
   Proactive Peer -0.02 0.85 2.36 5.82 .96 -0.80 4.52 283 

d) Vitaro et al. (1998) 
   Reactive Teacher 0.36 0.50 1.49 1.42 .89 0.00 2.00 892 
   Proactive Teacher 0.22 0.39 2.11 4.33 .89 0.00 2.00 892 
   Reactive Mother 0.51 0.48 0.97 0.45 .77 0.00 2.00 716 
   Proactive Mother 0.24 0.35 1.78 3.20 .76 0.00 2.00 715 
   Reactive Self 1.34 0.40 1.87 5.20 .74 1.00 4.00 892 
   Proactive Self 1.19 0.31 2.61 9.11 .75 1.00 3.33 892 

e) Vitaro et al. (2002) 
   Reactive Teacher 0.34 0.48 1.52 1.59 .88 0.00 2.00 2,732
   Proactive Teacher 0.19 0.35 2.32 5.63 .85 0.00 2.00 2,732
   Reactive Mother 0.50 0.44 1.00 0.74 .71 0.00 2.00 2,418
   Proactive Mother 0.21 0.34 1.96 4.05 .75 0.00 2.00 2,415
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mothers and other informants are represented by the correlations between different 
informant factors of the same trait. These correlations indicate that these informants hold a 
similar view of a child’s (reactive or proactive) aggression that is not shared with the 
teacher. These correlations hence represent unique associations between informants that 
cannot be explained by the teacher. 

We used Cohen’s standards to interpret the magnitude of all correlations. Correlations 
were labeled small when between .10 and .29, medium between .30 and .49, and large 
above .50 (Cohen, 1992).   

Data Preparation    

Due to non-normality of the reactive and proactive aggression variables, we used a 
maximum likelihood estimator (MLR in Mplus) that is robust to non-normality and at the 
same time allows for the estimation of missing values (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). Cases 
with missing data on the standard comparison (teachers) or two or more missing 
informants were deleted from the samples. Missing data were estimated through Full 
Information Maximum Likelihood in Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). 

To stay consistent across samples, the longitudinal nature of the samples (c), (d), and 
(e) was not taken into account. In these samples the average of two subsequent time points 
were taken for each child. 

Results 

Discriminant Validity  

Discriminant validity was investigated with the MTMM model (see Figure 1) in which a 
latent factor for each trait-informant unit was specified (Eid et al., 2006). Model fit was 
satisfactory in all samples, which can be seen in each first line of Table 3 (MTMM null 
model). Factor variances were fixed to one and the factor loadings were let free. Estimated 
factor correlations are presented in Table 4. In a first step, we examined the factor 
correlations between reactive and proactive aggression for each of the informants. 

Teacher Informants: Correlations between the teacher reactive and teacher proactive 
factors were all significant and large (ra = .92, rb = .79, rc = .88, rd = .93, re = .90). These 
large correlations indicate low discriminant validity between reactive and proactive 
aggression at the teacher level.  

Mother Informants: Mother informants had large correlations (ra = .81, rb = .67,  
rc = .84, rd = .83, re = .86) between reactive and proactive aggression, which indicates 
rather low discriminant validity for reactive and proactive aggression.  

Father Informants: Fathers informants also showed rather low (rb = .76) discriminant 
validity between reactive and proactive aggression. 
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Figure 1. MTMM Model 
 

Peer Informants: Peer informants seem to have the largest correlations between 
reactive and proactive aggression (ra = .94, rc = .97). This indicates that peers hardly 
discriminate between reactive and proactive aggression.   

Self Informants: Self informants show low discriminant validity between reactive and 
proactive aggression (rd = .92).  
 
In order to test for significant differences in discriminant validity between teacher 
informants and other informants, the MTMM null model was compared to a MTMM 
model in which the correlation between the teacher reactive and teacher proactive latent 
factors were fixed to be equal to the correlation between the other informants’ reactive 
and proactive latent factors. Factor variances were fixed to one and the factor loadings 
were let free. Results on model fit for the constrained models are presented in each second 
and third line in Table 3. Santorra-Bentler χ² difference testing was used in order to detect 
significant differences in model fit.  
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Teacher and Mother Informants: Three studies found no difference in discriminant 
validity for teachers and mothers, Δχ²a (1, n = 178) = 1.94, p = .16, Δχ²b (1, n = 563) = 
2.66, p = .10, Δχ²c (1, n = 405) = 0.20, p = .90. Two studies found a trend for better 
discriminant validity for mothers than for teachers, Δχ²d (1, n = 892) = 5.48, p = .06, Δχ²e 
(1, n = 2732) = 3.26, p = .07. 

Teacher and Father Informants: Teachers and father informants could be compared in 
only one sample (b). There was no difference in discriminant validity between teachers 
and fathers in this study, Δχ²b (1, n = 563) = 0.20, p = .65. 

Teacher and Peer Informants: There was no significant difference in discriminant 
validity for teachers and peers in the two studies that included both informants, Δχ²a (1, n 
= 178) = 0.42, p = .52, Δχ²c (1, n = 405) = 4.99, p = .17.   

Teacher and Self Informants: Teacher and self informants did not differ significantly 
on their capability to distinguish between reactive and proactive aggression, Δχ²d (1, n = 
892) = 0.37, p = .83. 
 
Table 3. Model Fit for Studies in the MTMM Analyses  
Sample χ² df p Δχ² Δdf p CFI RMSEA

a) Poulin & Boivin          

MTMM null model 149.96 120 .03    .98 .04 
MTMM teacher-mother constraint 152.03 121 .03 1.94 1.07 .16 .98 .04 
MTMM teacher-peer constraint 150.60 121 .04 0.42 1.55 .52 .98 .04 

b) Dodge et al.          

MTMM null model 200.03 120 .00    .98 .03 
MTMM teacher-mother constraint 204.47 121 .00 2.66 1.67 .10 .97 .04 
MTMM teacher-father constraint 200.27 121 .00 0.20 1.19 .65 .98 .03 

c) Orobio de Castro et al.          

MTMM null model l 187.13 120 .00    .98 .04 
MTMM teacher-mother constraint 186.86 121 .00 0.20 2.21 .90 .98 .04 
MTMM teacher-peer constraint 202.99 121 .00 4.99 3.18 .17 .97 .04 

d) Vitaro et al.          

MTMM null model 198.47 120 .00    .99 .03 
MTMM teacher-mother constraint 209.64 121 .00 5.48 2.04 .06 .98 .03 
MTMM teacher-self constraint 197.71 121 .00 0.37 2.04 .83 .99 .03 

e) Vitaro et al.          

MTMM null model 184.53 48 .00    .99 .03 
MTMM teacher-mother constraint 190.02 49 .00 3.26 1.69 .07 .99 .03 
Δχ² = Satorra Bentler χ² difference testing. 
Δdf = Satorra Bentler corrected df for difference testing. 
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Informant Convergence  

For questions regarding informant convergence, we used the CT-C(M-1) model (see 
Figure 2). First, we investigated the model fit of the CT-C(M-1) model for each of the 
samples. Model fit was satisfactory (RMSEA <.06, CFI >.95, Hu & Bentler, 1998) for all 
the samples, χ²a (112) = 146.35, p = .02, CFIa = .98, RMSEAa = .04, χ²b (112) = 196.00, p 
<.001, CFIb = .97, RMSEAb = .04, χ²c (112) = 184.83, p < .001, CFIc = .98, RMSEAc = .04, 
χ²d (112) = 185.81, p < .001, CFId = .99, RMSEAd = .03, χ²e (44) = 162.98, p < .001, CFIe = 
.99, RMSEAe = .03. Second, because there was good model fit in all samples, consistency 
coefficients and correlations between different trait and informant factors were interpreted 
to investigate informant convergence. For each of the samples these correlations and 
factor variances are presented in Table 5.  

 
Figure 2. CT-C-(M-1)Model 
 
In a first step, to assess convergence between teacher and other informants we 
investigated the consistency coefficients (see Table 6) for different informants.  

Teachers and Mothers: As can be seen in Table 6, between 6% and 23% of the 
variance in mother’s reactive aggression ratings can be explained by teacher ratings on 
reactive aggression. Latent correlations for reactive aggression range from .24 to .48, 
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which indicates small to medium convergence between teachers and mothers on reactive 
aggression. Latent correlations for proactive aggression range from .15 to .46, which also 
indicates small to medium convergence between teachers’ and mothers’ ratings on 
proactive aggression. 

Teachers and Peers: There is strong convergence between teachers and peers. For 
reactive aggression correlations are large (.55 and .60) which indicates strong agreement. 
For proactive aggression the correlations are also large (.51 and .61) which implies strong 
agreement between teachers and peers.  

Teachers and Self: Teacher and self ratings show medium latent correlations on 
reactive (r = .31) aggression and small correlations on proactive aggression (r = .23) in 
sample (d). 
 
To investigate convergence between mother raters and other raters we interpreted 
correlations between different informant factors of the same trait. Significant correlations 
are presented in bold in Table 5. These relations were, self-evidently, only investigated in 
the four samples with three informants (i.e., samples a - d).  

Mothers and Fathers: Mothers and fathers show significant correlations between the 
informant factors (unique informant effects) for reactive aggression (.55) and for proactive 
aggression (.38) in sample (b). Apparently, parents partly hold a common view on reactive 
and proactive aggression that is different from the teacher’s view of their child’s reactive 
and proactive aggression. 

Mothers and Peers: For reactive aggression, there seem to be small unique informant 
effects for mothers and peers (.25 and .26; for samples (a) and (c) respectively). Mothers 
and peers partly hold a common view on reactive aggression that is not shared by the 
teacher. For proactive aggression, there is more divergence across the samples. Mothers 
and peers do not hold significant unique views on proactive aggression in sample (a) (.14) 
but they do in sample (c) (.35).  

Mothers and Self: As seen in Table 5 for sample (d), mothers and self raters hold 
small but significant partly common views on reactive aggression compared to the teacher 
(.14). This relation appears somewhat higher for proactive aggression (.25). 

Discussion 

Recently, within aggression research the validity of the distinction between reactive and 
proactive aggression has been questioned (Bushman & Anderson, 2001; Poulin & Boivin, 
2000a; Waschbusch et al., 1998) because of a fairly high correlation between both 
constructs. Several authors have suggested that it would be beneficial to investigate the 
discriminant and convergent validity of reactive and proactive aggression in more detail 
by comparing results from multiple informants or multiple methods (Card & Little, 2006; 
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Price & Dodge, 1989; Waschbusch et al., 1998). Since no study had previously addressed 
this issue, the current research took such an approach to shed more light on capabilities of 
different informants to distinguish between reactive and proactive aggression 
(discriminant validity) and to investigate convergence between informants when measured 
with the same instrument (informant convergence). 

The present study found that discriminant validity between reactive and proactive 
aggression was low. Correlations between both types of aggression ranged from .67 to 
.97. The variance that reactive and proactive aggression share was at best 45% and at 
worst 94%. The least shared variance between both types of aggression was found in the 
Dodge et al. (1997) sample. Interestingly, this sample concerned much younger children 
than the other samples in the multi-trait multi-informant study. One post-hoc explanation 
may be that these younger children have developed less specific behavior patterns than 
older children. Meta-analytic studies, however, have found mixed results regarding the 
role of age in predicting the correlation between reactive and proactive aggression (Card 
& Little, 2006; Polman et al., 2007). The Card and Little (2006) study found lower 
correlations with increasing age, whereas the Polman et al. (2007) study did not find these 
effects in a somewhat larger set of studies. Longitudinal studies starting in preschool 
samples may shed more light on these possible age effects.    

There were no significant differences in discriminant validity between teacher 
informants on the one hand, and mother, father, peer, and self informants on the other 
hand. We only found a trend towards better discriminant validity for mothers compared to 
teachers in two of the five samples we investigated. Also, we had expected to find better 
discriminant validity for peers and self reports compared to teacher reports. However, the 
present study showed no differences between these raters in their capability to distinguish 
between reactive and proactive aggression. These findings make us conclude that different 
informants hardly differentiate between both types of aggression with the 6-item 
questionnaire we had available in this study.  

Informant convergence was at least small to medium in most samples. Convergence 
was higher than normally found when different informants from different settings provide 
information on a child’s behavioral problems (Achenbach et al., 1987). Informants within 
the school setting (i.e., teachers and peers) and informants within the home context (i.e., 
mothers and fathers) seemed to agree the most on a child’s reactive and proactive 
aggression. These latter findings are in line with our expectations that informants from the 
same setting would show the most convergence.  

Our enthusiasm regarding the clear informant convergence is, however, tempered by 
the lack of discriminant validity we found in this study. Informants obviously agreed on 
reactive and proactive aggression, but since these informants were all incapable of 
distinguishing between both types of aggression, the scientific and clinical utility of the 
distinction still seems to be at stake.     
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Given the low discriminant validity of reactive and proactive aggression, one could 
argue that it is time to “pull the plug” from the reactive-proactive distinction (Bushman & 
Anderson, 2001). However, it should be noted that specific theoretically relevant 
concurrent and predictive relations have been found for reactive aggression and not for 
proactive aggression and vice versa (e.g. Card & Little, 2006; Dodge et al., 1997; Poulin 
& Boivin, 1999, 2000b; Pulkkinen, 1996; Smithmyer, Hubbard, & Simons, 2000; Vitaro 
et al., 2002; Vitaro et al., 1998). This does suggest that the distinction has potential in 
furthering our understanding of the specificities of aggressive behavior. 

In addition, in psychology it is not uncommon for psychological constructs to show 
some kind of (statistical) overlap. For instance, the Big Five personality factors 
neuroticism and conscientiousness are moderately related with correlations ranging from 
.37 to .71 in child samples (Digman, 1997). Constructs that measure different aspects of 
aggressive behavior also tend to have moderately high correlations. For instance, physical 
and verbal aggression on the Buss and Perry (1992) Aggression Questionnaire show a 
correlation of .45. Apparently, people who tend to swing their fist at someone also have a 
tendency to yell at someone and to call someone names.  

It may be that both constructs are strongly related, nevertheless are clearly distinct. 
The same can be said of the strong relation between a person’s length and weight. These 
constructs are highly related. However, the relatedness of both constructs does not 
necessarily mean that it is of no use to keep these two constructs apart. Therefore, this 
overlap would not lead us to conclude that the distinction between length and weight is 
not viable. Length and weight are clearly distinct constructs and face validity of the 
distinct concepts is very high.  

It may also be that the two concepts are in fact clearly distinct but that we do not have 
the right methods to keep them apart. Perhaps the distinction between reactive and 
proactive aggression can in principal be made, but less so with current questionnaires such 
as the Dodge and Coie (1987) questionnaire. A new questionnaire has been developed by 
Raine et al. (2006) that shows slightly better discriminant validity (Baker, Jacobson, 
Raine, Lozano, & Bezdjian, 2007; Miller & Lynam, 2006; Raine et al., 2006).  

However, it has been suggested that the high correlation between reactive and 
proactive aggression is due to methodological problems that comprises all such 
questionnaires and is thus not necessarily indicative of a lack of discriminant validity 
(Card & Little, 2006; Little, Brauner, Jones, Nock, & Hawley, 2003a; Little, Jones, 
Henrich, & Hawley, 2003b; Polman et al., 2007; Polman et al., 2008). These researchers 
have argued that reactive and proactive aggression are so strongly correlated because in 
general measures are used that confound the reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression with the manifestation (i.e., form) of this aggressive behavior. Different 
functions may not be distinguished by respondents if they tend to focus on the forms 
(instead of the functions) of an aggressive act. For example, respondents might rate a child 
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high in both reactive and proactive aggression because the child often hits others, not 
because he/she has both reactive and proactive reasons for doing so.  

Thus, the lack of discriminant validity we found in this study, does not necessarily 
imply that the distinction itself cannot be made. A meta-analysis on the relation between 
reactive and proactive aggression found that direct observations and questionnaires that 
unconfounded the form from the function of aggression showed clear discriminant 
validity (Polman et al., 2007). Given that these methods clearly distinguish between 
reactive and proactive aggression, it seems of much use to invest in these approaches 
towards measuring reactive and proactive aggression. 

A limitation should be noted regarding the statistical method we used. The current 
study investigated discriminant validity and informant convergence through a relatively 
new multi-trait multi-informant analysis in which a standard informant had to be chosen 
to which all other informants were compared (Eid et al., 2003). Consequently, the model 
is not symmetrical and results can be different when a different standard informant is 
chosen. This may be, however, less of a problem in instances in which the standard 
informant is rather obvious (Eid et al., 2003). As teacher ratings were common in all 
samples and the Dodge and Coie (1987) questionnaire we used was originally designed 
for teacher raters, we do believe that teachers could serve as the standard comparison in 
this study. Also, correlations in the MTMM model and the CT-C(M-1) model were 
comparable, which suggests cross-analytical consistency of findings.     

In conclusion, in line with meta-analytic results (Card & Little, 2006; Polman et al., 
2007) the current study found that reactive and proactive aggression show low 
discriminant validity when measured with the 6-item Dodge and Coie (1987) 
questionnaire. Additionally, it was found that there were no differences in discriminant 
validity between different informants. However, we do not conclude from this that the 
distinction itself is not viable. We believe that the questionnaires that have been used so 
far are less suited to distinguish between reactive and proactive aggression. Some authors 
already pointed out the limitations of the questionnaire that we had available for this study 
(Vitaro, Barker, Boivin, Brendgen, & Tremblay, 2006; Waschbusch et al., 1998). 
Additionally, research showed that it is possible to come to a clear distinction between 
reactive and proactive aggression by using different questionnaires than the 6-item 
questionnaire we used in this study or by using direct observations (Little et al., 2003b; 
Polman et al., 2007). Therefore, it seems of much use to invest in new methods to assess 
reactive and proactive aggression which may possibly lead to clearer discriminant 
validity. 
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Chapter 4 

A Meta-Analysis of the Distinction between Reactive and Proactive Aggression 
in Children and Adolescents 

Abstract 

The present meta-analytic review aimed to clarify divergent findings concerning the 
relation between reactive and proactive aggression in children and adolescents. Fifty-one 
studies with 17,965 participants were included in the analysis. A significant correlation 
between reactive and proactive aggression was found. The strength of this relation varied 
considerably between studies, from -.10 to .89. Observational assessment and tilt/noise 
tasks were associated with smaller correlations than questionnaires. Within the large 
group of questionnaire studies, studies disentangling the form and function of aggression 
found lower correlations than studies that did not disentangle form and function. Among 
questionnaire studies, higher reliability was associated with larger correlations. Effect size 
did not depend on other study characteristics such as sample type, age, and informant 
type. It is concluded that reactive and proactive aggression are most clearly distinguished 
with behavioral observations and questionnaires that unravel form and functions of 
aggression.   
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Introduction 

Many recent studies of children’s aggressive behavior distinguish between reactive and 
proactive aggression. Dodge (1991) defined reactive aggression as a reaction to a 
presumed threat which is associated with anger, and proactive aggression as planned, 
instrumental and “cold-blooded” behavior. An important reason to distinguish between 
reactive and proactive aggression is the potential for furthering our understanding of the 
origins of aggression (Dodge, 1991). Different theories on aggression seem appropriate to 
explain either reactive or proactive aspects of aggression (Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, 
Bates, & Pettit, 1997) but not both of them simultaneously. Therefore, it seems of great 
importance to test whether the two forms of aggression can be distinguished reliably, so 
that their proposed distinct origins can be studied. Furthermore, it has been supposed that 
– given the suggested different origins of reactive and proactive aggression – it would be 
beneficial to develop specific intervention components for each of these different forms of 
aggression (McAdams III, 2002). 

Theoretical explanations for reactive aggression are derived from the frustration-
aggression model. This model holds that aggressive acts are the consequence of 
frustration. If goals are blocked as a result of internal or external factors, hostility and 
anger may be triggered. These increased negative emotions can increase the readiness to 
display aggression to defend oneself or to inflict harm on the source of frustration. The 
more important the blocked goal, the greater the frustration, and the greater the aggressive 
impulse (Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939). Proactive aggression is seen as 
a product of social learning. According to the principles of social learning, aggressive 
behavior is learned through operant conditioning and through vicarious learning from 
models. Proactive aggression is considered acquired instrumental behavior, that is 
controlled by contingencies. This kind of aggression is believed to be driven by relatively 
positive outcome expectancies and self-efficacy for these aggressive behaviors (Bandura, 
1973). 

Considerable support for the validity of the distinction between reactive and proactive 
aggression exists (see also Card & Little, 2006). The two forms of aggression appear to be 
related to theoretically relevant different precursors, correlates and prognoses (Vitaro, 
Brendgen, & Barker, 2006). Reactively aggressive children and not proactively aggressive 
children demonstrate histories of physical abuse and early onset of problems (Dodge et 
al., 1997). Reactive aggression appears to be uniquely related with attention problems and 
adjustment problems in peer relations (Dodge & Coie, 1987). Reactive and proactive 
aggression appear to be concurrently related with different social information-processing 
patterns. Reactively but not proactively aggressive children attribute hostile intent to peers 
more frequently than other children (Crick & Dodge, 1996; Dodge & Coie, 1987; Dodge, 
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Price, Bachorowski, & Newman, 1990; Orobio de Castro, Merk, Koops, Veerman, & 
Bosch, 2005; Schwartz et al., 1998). In contrast, only proactively aggressive children 
display a processing pattern of anticipating relatively positive outcomes for aggression 
(Dodge et al., 1997). Reactive aggression is weakly associated with low self-perceived 
social competence, whereas proactive aggression is associated with overestimation of 
such competencies (Orobio de Castro, Brendgen, Van Boxtel, Vitaro, & Schaepers, 2007). 
Delinquent behavior in adolescent males is uniquely predicted by proactive aggression 
during early adolescence (Vitaro, Gendreau, Tremblay, & Oligny, 1998). Brendgen, 
Vitaro, Tremblay, & Lavoie (2001) found that proactive aggression is a unique predictor 
of delinquency-related violence, whereas reactive aggression uniquely predicts later 
dating violence.   

However, even though research has statistically demonstrated these differences in 
precursors, correlates and prognoses there is concern over the apparently high co-
occurrence of the two kinds of aggression. It has been questioned whether the correlation 
between reactive and proactive aggression is in fact too high to be scientifically and 
clinically useful (Bushman & Anderson, 2001; Poulin & Boivin, 2000a; Waschbusch, 
Willoughby, & Pelham, 1998). Indeed, high correlations of up to r = .87 have been 
reported (Camodeca, Goossens, Meerum Terwogt, & Schuengel, 2002; Dodge et al., 
1990). However, more strikingly, correlations vary considerably between studies, ranging 
from -.10 (Little, Jones, Henrich & Hawley, 2003) to .87 (Camodeca et al., 2002).  

Thus, notwithstanding the findings on specific correlates of reactive and proactive 
aggression, the evidence concerning the fundamental proposition that reactive and 
proactive aggression are sufficiently distinct to be of scientific and clinical relevance is 
hard to interpret. Moreover, the reasons for the divergent findings on the strength of this 
relation are as yet unclear.  

The present meta-analytic review aimed to clarify the inconsistent findings 
concerning the relations between reactive and proactive aggression, and to explore which 
participant, conceptual, and methodological characteristics may account for differences 
between these correlations. By doing so, we aimed to clarify whether the distinction is 
viable, and if so, how it can be made most clearly. 

Participant Characteristics 

A number of participant characteristics may be expected to moderate the strength of the 
relation between reactive and proactive aggression. An influential factor may be the 
sample type. The correlation between reactive and proactive aggression may be smaller in 
a highly aggressive group than in general population samples for several reasons. In 
highly aggressive samples, specific pathologies would in theory contribute to specific 
kinds of behavior problems (e.g. attention deficit hyperactivity disorder to reactive but not 
proactive aggression). Moreover, distributions in general population samples are 
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positively skewed on reactive and proactive aggression as many non-aggressive children 
will have low scores on both reactive and proactive aggression-items. This will have an 
increasing effect on the correlation between reactive and proactive aggression, as 
correlations are based on concordances in scores.  

A second participant characteristic that may explain differences in effect sizes is 
participant gender. Given established gender differences in the incidence and 
development of aggressive behavior, it also seems important to study gender differences 
in the relation between reactive and proactive aggression. In a study by Connor, Steingard, 
Anderson & Melloni (2003) no gender differences in proactive or reactive aggression 
were found. However, other studies report higher rates of both proactive and reactive 
aggression for boys compared with girls (Lansford, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 2002; 
Salmivalli & Nieminen, 2002). Inconsistencies in the possible effect of gender on the 
relation between reactive and proactive aggression leads to the investigation of this 
participant characteristic.  

Furthermore, effects may depend on the variation in age of participants. Reactive 
aggression appears earlier in life than proactive aggression (Dodge et al., 1997), and is 
more stable over time (Lansford et al., 2002). Some children behaving in a reactively 
aggressive manner may then discover that aggressive behavior can lead to positive 
outcomes (Merk, Orobio de Castro, Koops, & Matthys, 2005). Such reinforcement of 
aggressive behavior may instigate the development of proactive aggression, leading to a 
higher correlation between the two kinds of aggression with increasing age. Therefore, we 
expected correlations between reactive and proactive aggression to be higher for older 
children.  

Conceptual Characteristics 

In addition to participant characteristics, effect sizes may also be related to conceptual 
differences. Researchers adopt different definitions when making a distinction between 
both forms of aggression. The terms reactive and proactive aggression are used in many 
studies, whereas other studies use the seemingly roughly equivalent terms hostile and 
instrumental aggression. Hostile aggression appears to be the same construct as reactive 
aggression as it is initiated by insult or attack, and its function is primarily the injury of 
the person towards whom it is directed. However, in comparing proactive aggression and 
instrumental aggression, inconsistencies prevail. Proactive aggression can emphasize 
bullying and/or instrumental elements. Studies may have defined proactive aggression as 
instrumentally proactive, bullying proactive, or instrumentally and bullying proactive. 
Instrumental elements predominantly regard object acquisition, whereas bullying elements 
involves domination or intimidation of another person (Brown, Atkins, Osborne, & 
Milnamow, 1996). It is investigated whether these conceptual differences are associated 
with different effect sizes. 
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Furthermore, some researchers have postulated the idea to disentangle the form from 
the function of aggressive behavior (Kupersmidt, Willoughby, & Bryant, 1998; Little, 
Jones et al., 2003; Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003). It has been proposed that reactive and 
proactive aggression should primarily be conceptualized as functions of or reasons for 
aggressive behaviors. Such functions may be distinct from the actual forms of the 
behaviors, such as hitting or gossiping. Functions of aggression can either be reactive or 
proactive of nature. Forms of aggression identified in the literature include direct, 
physical, verbal, material, relational, indirect, and social aggression. Most measures of 
reactive and proactive aggression to date include undifferentiated mixtures of form and 
function of aggression (Little, Jones et al., 2003). For instance, a proactive item in the 
most widely used measure TRI is “uses physical force to dominate”, and a reactive item 
“when teased, strikes back” (Dodge & Coie, 1987). Both items demonstrate an overt 
(physical) form, however, the first item concerns a proactive function, whereas the second 
item deals with a reactive function. Emphasizing on forms of behavior, may result in 
erroroneously high correlations between reactive and proactive aggression as different 
functions may not be distinguished by respondents if they tend to focus on the form 
(which is the same in both items). These high correlations can, then, probably be ascribed 
to the established correlations between forms of aggression in the .54 to .77 range (Crick, 
1996; Crick, Casas, & Mosher, 1997; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Grotpeter & Crick, 1996). 
In the above example, a respondent might thereby rate a child high in both reactive and 
proactive aggression because it often hits others, not because it does so with both 
functions.  

If so, questionnaire studies involving a distinction between form and function and 
thereby controlling for the overriding forms of aggressive behavior should report lower 
correlations between reactive and proactive aggression than studies where this distinction 
was not made (Little, Jones et al., 2003). 

Methodological Characteristics 

Effect sizes may also be related to methodological characteristics of studies. Different 
informants concerning aggression may be associated with different effect sizes. Cross-
informant correlations for aggression generally show little agreement (Achenbach, 
McConaughy, & Howell, 1987; Little, Brauner, Jones, Nock, & Hawley, 2003; Pakaslahti 
& Keltikangas-Jaervinen, 2000). Due to different settings in which aggressive behavior is 
evaluated, differences between informants in the assessment of reactive and proactive 
aggression may exist. Children may demonstrate different levels of both forms of 
aggression in a home setting in comparison with a school setting. It is, therefore, possible 
that teacher and peer evaluations of reactive and proactive aggression lead to other 
correlations than parent evaluations. Due to high levels of exposure to, and involvement 
with the behavior of their aggressive age mates, peers may be better at differentiating 
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between reactive and proactive aggression than parents and teachers. This would result in 
a smaller correlation between reactive and proactive aggression in peer reports. 
Concerning self-reports, moderate correlations between reactive and proactive aggression 
are to be expected. On the one hand, participants may be considered better informed of the 
distinct motivations for their aggressive behaviors than others. On the other hand, it is 
questionable whether participants are accurate in their evaluations of their own aggressive 
behavior as it has been found that aggressive boys systematically underperceive their own 
aggressiveness (Lochman & Dodge, 1998). 

Differences in type of aggression measure used may also be related to effect sizes. 
Most studies have assessed reactive and proactive aggression with questionnaires. Others 
have used observations of aggressive behavior. Observational studies use a focal-child, 
event-based system to assess reactive and proactive aggression in the classroom or during 
free play. Proactive and reactive aggression (or instrumental and hostile aggression) have 
also been assessed with a competitive game. This task required participants to accumulate 
points in a pinball game in competition with an unknown peer who was presumed to be 
playing the game in and adjacent room (Atkins & Stoff, 1993). In this so-called ‘tilt-noise’ 
task pressing a tilt button, which allegedly interferes with the opponent’s progress, is 
presumed to be a measure of instrumental/proactive aggression because of the possible 
gain obtained by blocking the opponent’s game. Pressing a noise button, which allegedly 
causes the opponent to hear an aversive noise, is presumed to be a measure of 
hostile/reactive aggression, because of the lack of advantage afforded to the subject by 
this response (Atkins & Stoff, 1993). We expected questionnaires to be associated with 
higher correlations between reactive and proactive aggression than observational studies 
and tilt/noise tasks, because questionnaires call for general impressions of a person’s 
behavior, whereas observations and tilt-noise tasks call for direct evaluation of distinct 
behaviors. Also, when filling out a questionnaire, people may be inclined to answer each 
question in line with their general impression of the participant (halo-effect), rather than in 
response to the specific question being posed (Saal, Downey, & Lahey, 1980. In case of 
aggression this would result in generally high or low scores for all aggression-related 
items, regardless the reactive or proactive formulation of specific items. 

Observational studies, on the other hand, provide judgments of discrete behaviors by 
independent trained observers and may thereby lead to lower correlations between 
reactive and proactive aggression. Moreover, observation of a limited number of 
interactions in a single context may have an a priori higher probability for a specific 
behavior to occur that fits that context, than the general impressions obtained by 
questionnaires that are presumably based on a variety of interactions in multiple contexts.  

Within the group of studies using questionnaires, we distinguished by questionnaire 
type used. Questionnaire type most often concerned the Teacher Rating Instrument (TRI) 
developed by Dodge and Coie (1987) and Brown’s revised teacher rating scale for 
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reactive and proactive aggression (Brown et al., 1996). Within this group, we further 
investigated a possible relation between number of items, reliability, and effect size. 
Questionnaires with more items were expected to demonstrate higher levels of reliability. 
Low reliability results in lower correlations, as the large measurement error of unreliable 
measures contributes to within group variance (Orwin, 1994).  

In sum, we aimed to study the relation between reactive and proactive aggression, and 
to test whether the above-mentioned participant, conceptual, and method characteristics 
explain the considerable differences between studies in the strength of this relation. 
Participant characteristics expected to explain differences in effect sizes were sample type, 
gender, and age. Conceptual characteristics thought to explain differences in effect sizes 
were definition, and disentanglement of form and function. Methodological characteristics 
of interest were informants, aggression measure, questionnaire type, number of items, and 
reliability.  

Method 

Study Selection  

We aimed to include all empirical studies involving the relation between reactive and 
proactive aggression in children and adolescents conducted between January 1950 and 
July 2003. Reactive aggression was defined as aggression that occurs as an angry 
defensive response to a presumed threat and proactive aggression as planned cold-blooded 
behavior in order to take possession of things or to dominate or intimidate (Dodge, 1991).  

Four sources were used to identify potentially eligible studies. First, a large set of 
studies was retrieved by searches in online data bases such as  
PSYCINFO (http://www.psycinfo.com), Web of Science (http://www.isinet.com), 
 ERIC (http://www.ericnet.com), and Dissertation Abstracts International 
(http://wwwlib.umi.com/dxweb/gateway). The keywords used in the search were  
“reactive aggression” and “proactive aggression”, and additionally “hostile aggression” 
and “instrumental aggression”. Second, bibliographies of retrieved studies were examined 
for possible related eligible studies. Third, to include a representative sample of 
unpublished papers in the meta-analysis, the program book of the International Society for 
Research in Aggression conference in Montreal, Canada (2002) was searched. Fourth, 
researchers in the field were contacted by the authors in order to find other relevant 
studies. This exhaustive search resulted in 124 titles. In spite of extended searches and 
attempts to contact the authors, we were unable to retrieve 8 of these studies: 3 journal 
articles, and 5 unpublished papers. Consequently, 116 studies (94%) were checked for 
eligibility in the meta-analysis.  

Several selection criteria were used to include studies in the meta-analysis. The study 
should, (a) report quantative data on both reactive and proactive aggression, (b) concern 
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children or adolescents, (c) not regard reactive and proactive aggression in a specific 
context (for instance, studies dealing specifically with sportsmen), (d) not make use of 
data from other studies included in the meta-analysis (to ensure independence of effect 
sizes), (e) provide sufficient information on the investigated participant, conceptual, and 
methodological characteristics, and (f) report a correlation between reactive and proactive 
aggression or provide sufficient statistics to permit calculation of this correlation.1 If the 
correlation between reactive and proactive aggression was not presented, the first or 
second author was contacted.  

Of the 116 studies checked for eligibility, 45 studies met the criteria for inclusion. 
This selection consisted of 33 (73%) published journal articles, and 12 (27%) unpublished 
studies. The unpublished studies were six dissertations, five conference papers, and one 
master thesis. There was a marginally significant difference in effect size between 
published (r = .60) and unpublished studies (r = .73), Q (1) = 3.80, p = .05. This effect 
may be due to publication bias favoring studies reporting lower correlations. This does, 
however, seem unlikely, because assessing the correlation between reactive and proactive 
aggression was rarely the main aim of studies, and will therefore not have been a major 
criterion for publication (see also discussion section). It seems more likely that the effect 
is best explained by differences in study characteristics between published and 
unpublished studies. 

Several studies included multiple independent effect sizes, resulting in 51 effect sizes 
with a total of 17,965 participants included in the meta-analysis. A list of these studies and 
their main characteristics (see Appendix A) with details of effect-size calculation is 
available from the authors on request, as is a motivated list of excluded studies. 

Coding of Study Characteristics 

All eligible reports were coded by the first author using a detailed coding scheme. Eleven 
studies were also coded by an independent research associate and the second author. 
Cohen’s kappa was computed for the coded nominal variables included in the meta-
analysis. Excellent between rater reliability coefficients were obtained. Kappa’s were 1 
for sample type, definition, disentanglement of form and function, informants, aggression 
measure, and questionnaire type. Intraclass correlations were 1 for gender (percentage of 
boys in sample), number of items, sample size, and effect size and .99 for reliability.  

                                                 
1  In case of a classification into groups of aggressive subtypes (reactive aggressive, proactive 
aggressive, pervasively aggressive, non-aggressive), it is possible to estimate a correlation. Such 
estimates may, however, be inaccurate (Guilford, 1995 in Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Analysis of 
five studies reporting both a correlation between raw scores and group classification (Camodeca 
et al., 2002; Day et al., 1992; Dodge & Coie, 1987; Salmivalli & Nieminen, 2002; Steffens, 
1999), indeed revealed a mean difference of .23 between actual correlations and estimates based 
on group sizes. Because of the magnitude of this bias, we decided to exclude studies that only 
reported on group classifications. 
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Participant Characteristics: Concerning sample type a distinction was made between 
studies including highly aggressive samples and studies including only general population 
samples or children with other problems (that did not necessarily include aggressive 
behavior). Highly aggressive samples consisted of nonreferred samples selected on highly 
aggressive behavior (e.g. one SD above the mean), or samples referred to any type of 
intervention (special education, psychiatric care, prison, etc.) for aggressive, disruptive, or 
antisocial behavior problems. Studies with general population samples included a single 
sample from the general nonreferred population and studied the relation between reactive 
and proactive aggression as a correlation over this entire sample.  

Percentage of boys in each sample was coded as a measure of gender and mean age 
of participants was coded directly or estimated from reported school grades. In some 
instances only the age range was reported. Mean ages were then estimated by averaging 
the minimum and maximum reported. There were also studies that did not report on ages, 
but on grades of participants. Grades were transformed to ages by adding five years to the 
reported grade.  

Conceptual Characteristics: A distinction was made between definitions as 
“reactive/hostile vs. instrumental proactive”, “reactive/hostile vs. bullying proactive” and 
“reactive/hostile vs. instrumental and bullying proactive”. Also, it was coded whether 
questionnaire studies did or did not disentangle form and function of aggressive behavior. 
Disentanglement of form and function only concerned studies in which the form of 
aggression was unraveled from its function, either statistically or in assessment. 

Methodological Characteristics: Six different types of informants were distinguished: 
teacher, parent, peer, self, staff member, and researcher. Regarding aggression measure it 
was coded whether studies used questionnaires, behavioral observations, or tilt/noise 
tasks. For questionnaire studies, questionnaire type was coded. One of the questionnaire 
types was the Teacher Rating Instrument developed by Dodge and Coie (1987). Another 
frequently used measure was the revised teacher rating scale developed by Brown et al. 
(1996). Other questionnaires included nomination procedures.  

For questionnaires, the number of items was coded. In case of factor analysis, the 
number of items coded was the number of items included in the reactive and proactive 
aggression scales after factor analysis had been conducted. For questionnaires Cronbach’s 
alpha mean reliability for reactive and proactive aggression was noted, if available. If 
studies reported on minimum and maximum alpha values for both reactive and proactive 
aggression, the lowest alpha was included.  

Effect Size Calculations 

All effect sizes were transformed to Fisher Zs. The distribution of coefficients sampled 
from a population is skewed, which results in a small bias when comparing correlation 
coefficients from different studies (Field, 1999). Fisher Zs measure corrects for the 
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nonlinearity of the correlation coefficient at extreme values. All meta-analytic calculations 
were performed on Fisher Zs weighed by the inverse variance. According to Lipsey & 
Wilson (2001) the inverse variance weight is n-3 for effect sizes based on the product-
moment correlation. To facilitate interpretation, Fisher Z scores were transformed back to 
correlations for presentation in this text. 

Data Analyses 

Three issues were addressed. First, we tested whether the mean effect size was 
significantly larger than zero. Second, tests for heterogeneity were performed in order to 
study the distribution of effect sizes. If a set of studies is heterogeneous, the variation in 
effect sizes is so large that it is improbable that these effect sizes represent one single 
population effect size. For heterogeneous studies, a single estimate of a mean effect size is 
not very relevant, as a heterogeneous group of effect sizes does not represent a single 
population effect size. A mixed effects model should then be assumed which implies that 
a portion of the excess variability is systematic and can be statistically modeled, and that 
differences among the effect sizes have some source other than subject-level sampling 
error, perhaps differences associated with different study characteristics. Another portion 
of the variance may be random and cannot be modeled (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Third, 
we consequently tested whether the excess variability could be explained by associations 
with the a priori hypothesized moderator variables. These moderator tests, when 
successful should result in homogeneous subgroups and differences in mean correlations 
between these groups (Allen, D'Alessio, & Brezgel, 1995).  

For studies reporting multiple dependent effect sizes, only the most informative effect 
size was selected. For instance, Schwartz (1994) reported on teacher and peer assessment 
of reactive and proactive aggression. Because of the scarcity of studies involving peer 
informants, only the correlation between reactive and proactive aggression based on 
information provided by peers was included in the meta-analysis.  

Results 

Distribution of Study Characteristics 

Frequency distributions of study characteristics for all studies are presented in the leftmost 
columns of Table 1. For the sake of clarity, in Table 1 the continuous variables gender and 
age were presented as categorical variables. However, in analyses they were treated as 
continuous variables.  

Overall Effect Size 

The overall mean correlation between reactive and proactive aggression was highly 
significant, Z = 14.57, p < .001, with a mean effect size of r = .64. However, the expected 
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divergence in correlations was indeed considerable, ranging from r = -.10 to r = .89. The 
effect size distribution was not significantly heterogeneous, Q (50) = 47.78, p = .56. 
However, the small number of effect sizes resulted in a Q test with relatively little power 
for rejecting the null hypothesis of homogeneity (Wilson & Lipsey, 2000). The large 
variability in effect sizes warranted further analyses of effect size moderators.  

Moderator Analyses 

To test whether variance in effect size could be explained by the hypothesized participant, 
conceptual, and methodological characteristics of studies, each moderator effect was first 
tested individually. Mean effect sizes by moderators are listed in the leftmost columns of 
Table 1. Effect sizes were moderated by definition, Q (2) = 22.35, p < .001, informant, Q 
(5) = 25.36, p < .001 and aggression measure, Q (2) = 19.63, p < .001.  
 

Figure 1. Effect Size by Aggression Measure 
 

Then, the relative contribution of each moderator to explained variance was tested 
with a mixed effects multiple regression analysis with all moderators entered 
simultaneously. As presented in Table 2, aggression measure (β = .46) explained most 
variance in effect sizes, Z = 2.13, p = .03. As can been seen in Figure 1, questionnaire 
studies found higher correlations (r = .70) than behavioral observations (r = .20) and 
tilt/noise tasks (r = .45). Results of the homogeneity tests indicate homogenous groups of  
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Table 2. Multiple Regression of Moderators among all Studies 
Study characteristic                 B SE B Beta  
Sample type -0.04 0.13 -0.05  
Gender 0.00 0.00 0.10  
Age -0.01 0.02 -0.10  
Definition (dummy coded for instrumental) -0.21 0.11 -0.29  
Informant (dummy coded for teacher) 0.15 0.12 0.20  
Aggression Measure (dummy coded for questionnaire) 0.41 0.19 0.46 * 
Note. Model: Q (6) = 29.06, p < .001; Residual: Q (43) = 28.15, p = .96; R² = .51.  
* p < .05.  

 
studies involving questionnaires, Q (39) = 25.21, p = .96, behavioral observations, Q (6) = 
2.36, p= .89, and tilt/noise tasks, Q (3) = 0.58, p = .90.  

As aggression measure explained most of the variance in effect sizes and because of 
the distinct characteristics of studies with different measurement types, further moderator 
analyses were conducted within each measurement type separately. Effect sizes and study 
characteristics by aggression measure are shown in the middle to rightmost columns of 
Table 1. The order of further moderator analyses is displayed graphically in Figure 2.  

Moderators among Questionnaire Studies 

For several reasons, further moderator effects could only be analyzed further among the 
40 studies using questionnaires. First, there were only seven observational studies and 
four tilt/noise tasks included in the meta-analysis, so analyses of moderator effects for 

All studies 
K = 51 r = .64 

Questionnaire 
K = 40 r = .70 

Tilt/Noise 
K = 4 r = .45 

Observation 
K = 7 r = .20 

Disentanglement 
form/function 
K = 40 R² = .18 
 
Reliability 
K = 31 R² = .33 
 

Non-
disentangling 
K = 37 r = .72 

Disentangling 
K = 3 r = .42 

Figure 2. Graphical Display of Moderator Analyses 
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observational studies and tilt/noise tasks would have involved (nearly) empty cells for rare 
combinations of characteristics. Second, some moderator variables only concerned 
questionnaires (disentanglement of form and function, number of items, reliability), but 
not behavioral observations or tilt/noise tasks. Third, within observational studies and 
tilt/noise studies there was no variance in informants.  

Among the 40 questionnaire studies, it was investigated whether participant 
characteristics sample type, gender, and age, conceptual characteristic disentanglement of 
form and function, and methodological characteristics informants (dummy coded for 
teacher), and questionnaire type (dummy coded for TRI), moderated effect size 
significantly.2 Because of the strong relation between definition on the one hand and 
aggression measure and questionnaire type on the other hand, the variable definition was 
omitted from analyses.  

 
Table 3. Multiple Regression of Moderators among Questionnaire Studies 
Study characteristic             B SE B Beta
Sample type -0.11 0.12 -0.17
Gender 0.00 0.00 0.10
Age -0.03 0.02 -0.24
Disentanglement form function -0.42 0.18 -0.39 * 
Informant (dummy coded for teacher) 0.07 0.11 0.11
Questionnaire type (dummy coded for TRI) 0.00 0.10 0.01
Note. Model: Q (6) = 13.13, p = .04; Residual: Q (32) = 28.71, p = .63; R² = .31. 
* p < .05. 

 
As presented in Table 3, a weighted multiple regression showed that the variables 
included in the model accounted for a significant proportion of the observed variability in 
the effect size estimates, R² = .31, p = .04, and left a nonsignificant residual. However, 
only the variable disentanglement of form and function (β = -.39) individually made a 
significant independent contribution to the prediction of effect size among these studies, Z 
= -2.36, p = .02. As predicted, disentangling questionnaires were associated with lower 
correlations (r = .42) between reactive and proactive aggression than non-disentangling 
questionnaires (r = .72).  

                                                 
2  Due to multiple unreported methodological characteristics, number of items (K = 37) and 
reliability (K = 31) could only be analyzed with separate weighted regression analyses. Number of 
items was analyzed without a study with an extreme value on this variable (number of items = 72, 
Kupersmidt, Willoughby, & Bryant, 1998). Number of items was not related to effect size, R² = 
.05, p = .16. Reliability was significantly related to effect size, R² = .33, p = .01, with larger 
correlations for measures with high reliabilities. Note, however, that reliability was confounded 
with questionnaire type and disentanglement of form and function, as the highest reliabilities were 
found for the non-disentangling TRI. 
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These significant findings indicated the importance of a more parsimonious model. A 
reduced multiple regression model including only the individually significant predictor 
disentanglement of form and function (β = -.42) accounted for a significant proportion of 
the observed variability in effect size estimates, R² = .18, p = .01. The residual was not 
significant, indicating that the variance unaccounted for after fitting the regression model 
was not greater than to be expected from sampling error (Wilson & Lipsey, 2000).  

In sum, variance in the strength of the correlation between reactive and proactive 
aggression was best explained by aggression measure and disentanglement of form and 
function. These moderator effects are depicted together in Figure 3. 

Figure 3. Effect Sizes by Measure Type and Disentanglement of Form and Function.  
Note. For each cluster the dark band shows the median, the bar indicates the quartile range, and 
the lines connect the extreme values. The circle is an outlier.  

 

Discussion 

A meta-analytic review was conducted to test whether the considerable differences 
between studies in the strength of the relation between reactive and proactive aggression 
could be explained by participant, conceptual, and methodological characteristics of the 
studies. Aggression measure was the strongest moderator of the correlation between 
reactive and proactive aggression. Observation, assessment with tilt/noise tasks, and 
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questionnaires disentangling forms and functions of aggression provided lower 
correlations between reactive and proactive aggression than assessment with non-
disentangling questionnaires. Among questionnaire studies, higher reliability was 
associated with a higher correlation between reactive and proactive aggression. Reactive 
and proactive aggression thus are clearly distinct phenomena, that can be distinguished 
most strongly with behavioral observations or questionnaires that disentangle form and 
function, but less so with commonly used questionnaires that do not make such a 
disentanglement.  

Aggression Measure 

Observational Studies: The small group of observational studies demonstrate the ability of 
independent observers to distinguish between instances of reactive and proactive 
aggression. However, behavioral observation studies in the meta-analysis have focused on 
children no older than nine years old. Whether observers can discriminate between 
reactive and proactive aggression in, for instance, adolescents is uncertain. It should also 
be noted that the seven effect sizes for behavioral observations were taken from three 
studies from which multiple independent effect sizes were taken. Therefore, some 
dependence exists due to utilization of the same category system and observers. However, 
the magnitude of the difference found between observations and questionnaires is so large 
that these dependencies are unlikely to account for the entire difference. In this regard, it 
is interesting that in one study a direct comparison was made between questionnaire and 
direct observations of the same participants (Price & Dodge, 1989). As in our meta-
analytic comparisons, teacher questionnaires revealed a far stronger correlation (r = .83) 
than the correlation obtained through behavioral observations (r = .05). These findings 
offer considerable support for the use of behavioral observations in studies on reactive and 
proactive aggression. 

It may seem paradoxical that observations would permit distinguishing between 
functions of aggression, because functions of behavior may not appear directly 
observable. However, the proposed functions of reactive and proactive aggression are by 
no means deeply hidden intrapersonal motivations or drives, only accessible through 
introspection. On the contrary, the functions of responding aggressively to provocation or 
conducting reinforced aggressive behavior may be inferred from antecedents to the 
behavior (such as provocation or potential gain), characteristics of the behavior itself 
(such as anger, speed) and consequences (such as gain, dominance). Thus, observations 
may be well suited to conduct function analyses following the time-honoured ABC 
(Antecedent, Behavior, Consequences) pattern. Additional assessment of cognitive and 
emotional processes may enrich such function analyses, but does not seem crucial to 
understanding functions of behavior. 
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Tilt Noise: Use of tilt/noise tasks was associated with equally low correlations as 
observations. However, in contrast with the clear validity of observational studies, the 
validity of tilt/noise task designs for the assessment of reactive and proactive aggression is 
questionable. In these laboratory tasks, participants are instructed that they may use tilt or 
noise as part of a game. Being thus instructed, using tilt and noise may be seen as 
legitimate within the rules of the game, and therefore as relatively harmless. Whether such 
permitted behaviors in the context of a game are indicative of an actual intention to harm 
others, and how they are related to actual aggressive behavior in real-life interactions with 
peers is as yet unclear.  

Questionnaire Studies: The large correlations in questionnaire studies suggest it may 
be problematic for informants to differentiate between both kinds of aggression by means 
of a questionnaire, even though the distinction can in principal be made. Even a 
questionnaire study explicitly informing teachers of the distinction between reactive and 
proactive aggression, revealed a high correlation of .82 (Poulin & Boivin, 2000a).  

A fundamental difference between questionnaire studies on the one hand and 
observational and tilt/noise tasks on the other hand is their unit of analysis. Questionnaires 
are used to evaluate persons, whereas observations and tilt/noise tasks evaluate individual 
behaviors or behavior sequences. This fundamental difference in conceptualization of 
reactive and proactive aggression as either individual behaviors or person characteristics 
has – to our knowledge – rarely been addressed explicitly. The definitions of reactive and 
proactive aggression clearly refer to specific behaviors, yet research has focused primarily 
on reactive and proactive aggression as distinct behavioral styles that distinguish between 
(groups of) children and their development. It is, however, quite possible that reactive and 
proactive aggression are very distinct behaviors, yet that they do often co-occur within 
individuals. 

The high correlations found with most questionnaires may also result from 
characteristics of the specific questionnaires used in most research reviewed here. Most 
studies administered the TRI (Dodge & Coie, 1987). High correlations between reactive 
and proactive aggression found with these specific questionnaires may partly be 
attributable to high item loadings on both factors (double loading). Analyses of factor 
loadings revealed that one out of three reactive items and two out of three proactive items 
from the TRI have double loadings (>.40, Dodge & Coie, 1987, studies I and II). One may 
wonder whether these double loadings and strong correlations are indicative of a more 
fundamental issue that would compromise the construction of all such questionnaires. 
Interestingly, these questionnaires did not disentangle form and function of aggression. 

Disentangling Form and Function 

Differences in correlations between reactive and proactive aggression are related with the 
disentanglement of the form and function of aggression. Questionnaires that disentangled 
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forms and functions of aggression, were associated with much lower correlations than 
studies that did not make such a disentanglement. Focusing on the functions of aggressive 
behavior is instructive due to its informative value about why individuals engage in 
aggressive behavior (Little, Brauner et al., 2003). Definitions of proactive and reactive 
aggression emphasize the reasons why people behave aggressively. Tentative distinct 
theoretical explanations for reactive and proactive aggression also focus on the functions 
of aggression rather than on the forms it takes (e.g. Dodge et al., 1997), as reactive 
aggression is considered a product of frustration and proactive aggression is considered an 
acquired instrumental behavior which is controlled by its reinforcements or vicarious 
learning (Dodge et al., 1997). Also, coding systems used in observational studies (which 
revealed low correlations) have an emphasis on the functions of aggression (Boivin et al., 
1995, Hegland & Rix, 1990, Price & Dodge, 1989). Similarly, the rationale for suggesting 
specific intervention components for reactive and proactive aggression is in the proposed 
different functions of these behavior rather than in different forms (Little, Brauner et al., 
2003).  

It is not yet quite clear how well informants are capable to distinguish between 
reactive and proactive functions of aggression, as there were only three studies included in 
the meta-analysis that disentangled function from form (Kupersmidt et al., 1998; Little, 
Jones et al., 2003; Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003), with a great divergence in correlation (-
.10, .18, and .85). Thus, the extent to which functions are found to be independent 
dimensions seems to depend strongly on the way these functions were assessed. 
Examination of multiple approaches to disentangling reactive and proactive aggression 
functions is urgently called for.  

To what extent subjective impressions of functions provided by different informants 
correspond to actual functions of the behaviors studied is not yet clear. Different 
approaches to disentangling form and function of aggression have been taken (Brendgen, 
Vitaro, Boivin, Dionne, & Perusse, 2006; Kupersmidt et al., 1998; Little, Jones et al., 
2003; Ostrov & Crick in press, Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003). It may seem as if self-report 
is to be preferred in order to assess other people’s cognitive and emotional states, 
seemingly needed to attribute functions to behaviors. It does, however, seem possible for 
observers to infer functions of aggressive behavior from antecedents, characteristics, and 
consequences related to specific behaviors, without self-reported introspective 
information. Also, it appears that introspection into one’s own motives is not necessarily 
more valid than making inferences from observations (Nisbett & DeCamp Wilson, 1977). 
It would be most informative to study this issue empirically by comparing evaluations of 
the functions of discrete aggressive behaviors made by different informants and self-
reports.  
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Moderators among Questionnaire Studies 

Among questionnaire studies, reliability made a contribution to the prediction of the 
relation between reactive and proactive aggression. Sample type, gender, age, informants, 
and number of items were not significantly associated with effect size. Surprisingly, 
general population samples were not found to reveal higher correlations between reactive 
and proactive aggression than highly aggressive groups. The failure to find a relationship 
between sample type and effect size may be ascribed to underrepresentation of purely 
problematic and purely referred samples. Studies including some sort of problematic 
group, often included a non-aggressive reference group as well. As correlations were only 
mentioned for the entire sample, these correlations may not represent the true relation 
between sample type and effect size. More studies directly comparing clinically 
aggressive and general population samples are needed to shed light on the relation 
between sample type and effect size.  

Given established gender differences in the nature and development of aggressive 
behavior, it was remarkable that gender differences did not account for differences in the 
relation between reactive and proactive aggression. Although different precursors, 
correlates and prognoses may apply to aggressive behavior in boys and girls, the relation 
between reactive and proactive aggression seems to be equivalent. However, findings 
about the relation between gender and effect size should be interpreted cautiously, as girls 
were underrepresented in the analyzed studies. 

Concerning age, we did not find the expected higher correlations between reactive 
and proactive aggression for older compared to younger children. In addition, individual 
studies reporting on independent age groups showed no differences in correlation between 
different age groups (Boivin et al., 1995; Price & Dodge, 1989; Roland & Idsøe, 2001). 
Taken together, it can be concluded that inconsistencies concerning the relation between 
age and the correlation between reactive and proactive aggression prevail.  

Limitations  

A well-known threat to the validity of meta-analysis is publication bias. Nonsignificant 
study outcomes are generally underreported in the literature. However, there are good 
reasons to assume that publication bias did not distort the present findings. Great lengths 
were taken to retrieve unpublished studies, resulting in a moderately large proportion 
(24%) of effect sizes from unpublished data. The found trend towards a difference in 
effect size between unpublished and published studies could be explained by the exclusive 
use of questionnaires in unpublished studies. Moreover, most studies included in the meta-
analysis did not primarily concern the correlation between reactive and proactive 
aggression, so their publication is unlikely to have depended on the magnitude of this 
correlation.  
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Conclusion  

Reactive and proactive aggression can be distinguished clearly. Studies primarily focusing 
on the functions of proactive and reactive aggression (behavioral observations and 
disentangling questionnaires) most clearly demonstrate the distinctness of both constructs. 
Therefore, the distinction between both concepts is made most clearly when considering 
reactive and proactive aggression in terms of their function. Frequently used reactive and 
proactive aggression questionnaires were not originally designed to specifically assess the 
functions of aggressive behaviors independent of form. High correlations between 
reactive and proactive aggression found with these questionnaires may have resulted from 
this approach. Disentangling form and function may contribute to a better understanding 
of the relation between reactive and proactive aggression and the relations between forms 
and functions of aggressive behavior. It seems of much use to design empirical studies to 
evaluate the extent to which different measures and different informants are capable of 
distinguishing between reactive and proactive functions of different forms of aggression. 
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Chapter 5 

From Form to Function:  

The Distinctness of Reactive and Proactive Aggression 

Abstract 

Aggressive behaviors come in many forms and may serve different functions. The main 
goals of this study were to establish whether different functions of aggressive behavior 
can be distinguished, and whether these functions were intra-individually consistent 
across the various forms of aggression. A teacher questionnaire was developed, assessing 
four forms (physical, verbal, covert, and relational) and two functions (reactive and 
proactive) of aggressive behavior. In a sample of 770 children aged 8 to 12 we 
investigated the distinctness and prevalence of reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression. Reactive and proactive functions of aggression were nearly independent  
(r = .15) and occurred equally often. All forms of aggression could have reactive as well 
as proactive functions. However, these functions were not independent of the form of 
aggression. Reactive functions were predominantly associated with physical aggression, 
and proactive functions with covert and relational aggression. Importantly, these functions 
of aggression were intra-individually consistent across forms of aggression. It is 
concluded that individual differences in children’s aggressive behavior patterns can best 
be characterized by their distinct underlying functions. 
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Chapter 5 

Introduction 

Aggressive behaviors come in many forms and may serve different functions. For 
example, Kim may hit because of anger after someone said something nasty about her 
mother. However, Kim may also hit because she wants to play the computer game that a 
child is playing. Chris may tell mean things behind another child’s back, because he was 
really angry at this child. But Chris may also tell mean things behind someone else’s back 
to become the dominant boy in class. Kim showed a physical form of aggression, whereas 
Chris demonstrates a relational form of aggression. As is clear from both Kim’s and 
Chris’ stories, both forms of aggression can be demonstrated with different functions. 
Anger is the function of aggressive behavior in the first and third incident, whereas 
dominance is the function in the second and fourth incident. Evidently, the functions may 
be independent from the actual forms of the behaviors (Little, Jones, Henrich, & Hawley, 
2003b).  

In the present study, we tested the associations between various forms and functions 
of aggression. In general, much attention is given to distinctions between different forms 
of aggression (e.g Crick, 1996; Loeber & Hay, 1997; Parrott & Giancola, 2007). Form-
based subtypes in the literature (amongst many others) include direct, physical, verbal, 
material, relational, indirect, and social aggression (Underwood, Galen, & Paquette, 
2001). These different forms of aggression seem to differ in the way the behavior is 
expressed: direct or indirect (Parrott & Giancola, 2007). Direct forms of aggression 
involve face-to-face interactions in which the aggressor can be easily identified by the 
victim. Indirect aggression, on the other hand, is performed in a concealed manner to 
avoid being identified as the aggressor.  

Others have argued the importance of typologies based on functions of aggression 
(Little, Brauner, Jones, Nock, & Hawley, 2003a; Little et al., 2003b). In their view, 
studying the functions of aggressive behavior is very informative as it teaches us why 
individuals engage in aggressive behavior (Little et al., 2003a). Aggressive acts can have a 
variety of underlying functions. Most of these can be brought back to reactive and 
proactive functions. Reactive aggression is a reaction to a presumed threat which is 
associated with anger (Dodge, 1991). This type of aggression is driven by frustration and 
anger and is instigated by provocation. The function of this kind of behavior is to defend 
oneself against or to undo an event believed to be threatening or unjust (Frijda, 1993). 
Proactive aggression, on the other hand, is planned cold-blooded behavior. The function 
of this type of behavior is to serve one’s own interest by taking possession of things, 
dominating or intimidating (Dodge, 1991).  

Considerable support for the validity of the distinction between reactive and proactive 
aggression exists (see also Card & Little, 2006). Reactive and proactive aggression have 

72



From Form to Function 

clear distinct theoretical roots (Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, Bates, & Pettit, 1997), and the 
two types of aggression appear to be related to theoretically relevant different precursors, 
correlates and prognoses (Vitaro, Brendgen, & Barker, 2006). Furthermore, it has been 
supposed that – given the suggested different origins of reactive and proactive aggression 
– it would be beneficial to develop specific intervention components for each of these 
different forms of aggression (McAdams III, 2002). Altogether, it can be concluded that 
there is much promise in the function-based distinction between reactive and proactive 
aggression because it is very informative of the causes of aggressive behavior.  

However, a major concern regarding the distinction between reactive and proactive 
aggression is the apparent overlap between both concepts. The correlations between both 
types of aggression range from -.10 to .89 for questionnaire studies, but most of these 
studies find a correlation of approximately .70 (Polman, Orobio de Castro, Koops, Van 
Boxtel, & Merk, 2007). One can question the practical utility of the distinction between 
reactive and proactive aggression if it apparently seems difficult to identify purely reactive 
or purely proactive aggressive children. Also, even though distinct precursors, correlates, 
and prognoses have been identified, the detection of such differential relations is thwarted 
due to this apparently high correlation.  

There is, however, reason to believe that the supposedly high correlation between 
reactive and proactive aggression is actually an artifact of the measures used in most 
research. The reason for these high correlations may lie in the undifferentiated mixtures of 
form and function of aggression in current questionnaires for reactive and proactive 
aggression (Little et al., 2003b). Most questionnaires that measure reactive and proactive 
aggression do not exclusively ask for the function of aggression but confound the function 
with the form of aggression. Items in widely used measures of reactive and proactive 
aggression simultaneously ask for the frequency of a specific form of behavior and the 
function of this behavior within a single item. For instance, a proactive item in the most 
widely used measure is “uses physical force to dominate”, and a reactive item “when 
teased, strikes back” (Dodge & Coie, 1987). Both items demonstrate an overt (physical) 
form, however, the first item concerns a proactive function, whereas the second item deals 
with a reactive function. With such items it is impossible for respondents to indicate that a 
child used physical force very often, but with a different function than implied in the item. 
Different functions may then not be distinguished by respondents if they tend to pay 
attention to the form (which may be the same for reactive and proactive items). Such 
emphasis on forms of behavior may result in artificially high correlations between reactive 
and proactive aggression, because forms of aggression are generally highly correlated.  

Three studies have taken steps to overcome this problem of artificially high 
correlations between reactive and proactive aggression by keeping apart the form and the 
function of aggressive behavior (Kupersmidt, Willoughby, & Bryant, 1998; Little et al., 
2003b; Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003). In these studies the form of aggressive behavior was 
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deliberately unraveled from the function of this behavior. A meta-analytic review showed 
that these questionnaire studies found much lower correlations (r = .42) between reactive 
and proactive aggression than other questionnaire studies (r = .72) (Polman et al., 2007). 
These authors, therefore, concluded that studies that conceptualize reactive and proactive 
aggression as functions of aggression most clearly demonstrate the distinctness of both 
types of aggression.  

However, the large variation in correlations between these studies (.85 in the 
Kupersmidt et al., -.10 in the Little et al., and .18 in the Prinstein and Cillessen) prevents 
conclusive evidence for the value of keeping apart form and function. Additional studies 
that take such an approach are urgently called for.  

To clarify the merits of keeping apart form and function, there are two 
methodological issues we want to address in the current study that were only partly 
addressed in previous studies. First, we developed a questionnaire that could keep apart 
reactive and proactive aggression at the manifest level instead of the latent level. The 
Little et al. (2003b) study used a questionnaire in which form and function were included 
in each item and used structural equation modeling techniques to separate form and 
function as latent constructs. However, the Little et al. (2003b) questionnaire was not 
designed to distinguish between both types of aggression at the manifest level for each 
individual child. In our procedure, children receive an individual score on reactive and 
proactive aggression instead of complex individual scores that are derived from group 
modeling.  

Second, the current study asked teachers to evaluate the forms and functions of 
children’s aggressive behavior, in contrast to Little et al. (2003b) that used self-reports. 
These self-reports showed a low correlation between reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression (Little et al., 2003b). Perhaps, we can conclude that adolescents in this study 
were well informed of the distinct functions for their own aggressive behavior. Teachers 
seemed to be less capable to discriminate between reactive and proactive functions 
(Kupersmidt et al., 1998). However, this conclusion is far from clear since teacher raters 
were used in the only study that involved children in the ages of three to five (Kupersmidt 
et al., 1998). Possibly, these young children have not developed specific behavioral 
patterns for reactive or proactive aggression yet. This may also explain the high 
correlation found in this study. We consider teachers a reliable source for forms as well as 
functions of aggressive behavior because they are trained professionals. Teachers can 
observe the children in their class in interaction with their peers and can therefore easily 
detect peer conflicts and aggressive behavior. By using teacher-reports, we overcome 
problems of underperception of aggression associated with self-reports (Lochman & 
Dodge, 1998) and we build on former research on reactive and proactive aggression.  

Aim of the present study was to test whether reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression can be distinguished, and to investigate if these functions are intra-individually 
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consistent across the various forms of aggression. In addition, we examined the specific 
associations between forms and functions of aggression. To this end we developed a 
questionnaire that assesses both forms and functions of aggression separate from each 
other. We developed a teacher questionnaire for late childhood and early adolescence 
since studies on reactive and proactive aggression generally concern this group (Polman et 
al., 2007).  

To assess the usefulness of looking at reactive and proactive aggression as functions 
of aggressive behavior, four issues were addressed. First, in order to shed light on the 
distinctness of reactive and proactive aggression we investigated the correlation between 
reactive and proactive aggression. We expected to find low correlations between reactive 
and proactive functions of aggression because we assessed functions separate from the 
form of aggression. Also, we only assessed functions to children that behaved 
aggressively to begin with. Thus, we only asked for functions of the behavior if aggressive 
behavior was demonstrated. These functions represent pure measures of reactive and 
proactive aggression, unraveled from forms of aggression. Because forms of aggression 
are no longer part of the same questionnaire item, discriminant validity should be much 
improved. 

Second, we investigated the prevalence of reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression. In the literature it is often found that reactive aggression has a higher 
prevalence than proactive aggression (for instance Dodge et al., 1997; Waschbusch, 
Willoughby, & Pelham, 1998). It may be that reactive aggression is more visible, as it is 
associated with anger and emotional outbursts. Another reason for the high prevalence of 
reactive aggression is that some questions in the widely used Teacher Rating Instrument 
(Dodge & Coie, 1987) actually measure anger and a hostile intent instead of reactively 
aggressive behavior. Taking into account the distinctness of aggressive forms of behavior 
and their functions, it may be that the prevalence of reactive and proactive aggression is 
not so different.  

Third, we investigated relations between forms and functions of aggression. To this 
end, we examined whether certain forms of aggression occurred more often with a 
reactive than with a proactive function or vice versa. A peer nomination study found that 
each form of aggression (overt, relational, reputational) was equally likely to be used for 
instrumental, reactive, or bullying functions (Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003). However, it 
seems that in this study functions were also assigned to children that were not nominated 
on the form of aggression. Then, these function-scores are less likely to differ across 
forms because non-aggressive children have the same low score on both reactive and 
proactive function-items. In the current study we only assigned functions to aggressive 
children and expected that all forms of aggression could be demonstrated with a reactive 
or a proactive function. It is possible for certain forms of aggression to be associated more 
strongly with one function than with another, but this need not be the case. Given that 
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reactive aggression is more emotional and impulsive in nature, as it is an immediate 
response to frustration, it is more likely to make use of simpler forms of aggression, such 
as physical or verbal aggression, rather than covert or relational aggression. As proactive 
aggression is of a more planned and calculated nature, relational aggression which 
involves planning may be more characteristic of proactive aggression. According to 
Björkvist, Lagerspetz, and Kaukiainen (1992) these indirect forms of aggression are used 
in such a way that the perpetrator makes it seem as if there was no intention to hurt the 
victim. This type of behavior seems to be more of a planned type and, therefore, is 
perhaps less likely done for a reactive function such as anger.  

Fourth, we investigated the intra-individual consistency of different functions of 
aggression across forms of aggression. It was expected that functions would be rather 
consistent across forms. The function of behavior may be seen as the underlying 
mechanism or motivation that can either manifest itself in a physical, verbal or some other 
form of aggressive behavior. When a child hits someone because of anger, it may also yell 
at someone because of anger. The underlying motivation (anger) may manifest itself in 
different forms of aggressive behavior. We, therefore, expected to find strong correlations 
between functions of aggression across different forms.    

In sum, the aims of this study were to investigate (a) the distinctness of reactive and 
proactive functions of aggression, (b) the prevalence of reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression, (c) the specific associations of forms of aggression with functions of 
aggression, and (d) the consistency of functions of aggression across forms of aggression. 
Because of the strong gender effects for aggressive behavior often found in the literature 
(Dodge, Coie, & Lynam, 2006), gender differences were investigated for all research 
questions.   

Method 

Participants 

Data were collected as part of a larger study concerning the prevalence and correlates of 
bullying (Dutch Consortium on Bullying, DCOB). Participants in the current study were 
recruited from 11 schools from different regions in The Netherlands. For a subsample of 
children (n = 797) of the total DCOB sample (N = 1230) data on reactive and proactive 
aggression with the current questionnaire was available. All these children received 
parental permission to enter the study. Due to multiple missing variables for 27 children, 
data were analyzed for 770 children (48% boys). The age of children ranged between 8 
and 14 years old, with a mean age of 11.21 (SD = 0.94). Two hundred sixty four children 
were in the 4th grade (45% boys), 260 were in the 5th grade (48% boys), and 246 were in 
the 6th grade (50% boys). Children in the 4th grade were on average 10.24 years old 
(ranging from 8 to 11), children in the 5th grade had a mean age of 11.21 years old 
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(ranging from 9 to 12), and children in the 6th grade were on average 12.20 years old 
(ranging from 10 to 14).  

Measure for Forms and Functions of Aggressive Behavior 

Teachers rated participants’ aggressive behavior on a modified version of a questionnaire 
developed by Kupersmidt et al. (1998) which is described in an unpublished conference 
paper. The Kupersmidt questionnaire measures four forms (overt verbal, overt non-verbal, 
covert verbal, covert non-verbal) and four functions (proactive bully, proactive 
instrumental, reactive delayed, reactive immediate) of aggression. Because several of 
these items concerned double statements, we changed them to items with a unitary 
meaning. Also, in order to improve transparency, we dropped the subdivision into 
immediate and delayed reactive aggression and reduced the number of answering 
categories.   

Our measure differentiates between the form and frequency of aggressive behavior on 
one hand and the function of this behavior on the other hand. Teachers rated the frequency 
of 4 form scales of aggression in the preceding one-month time-period. The 4 form scales 
concerned (a) physical aggression (kicking, pushing, pinching1), (b) verbal aggression 
(name calling, threatening, arguing), (c) covert aggression (doing sneaky things, taking 
things, playing mean tricks when others are not looking), and (d) relational aggression 
(gossiping, evoking conflict between other children, saying mean things behind their 
back). Teachers rated the frequency of these 12 form-items on a 4-point scale ranging 
from 0 (never or once a month) to 3 (daily).  

In case of a score on a form-item of one or higher, teachers also rated each of seven 
functions of aggression items. Function-items included two proactive instrumental items 
(to get attention, to get something (s)he wanted), two proactive bullying items (to hurt 
someone or to be mean, to be the boss), and three reactive items (because someone teased 
or upset her/him, because this child felt threatened by someone, because this child was 
angry). These items were rated on a 3-point scale ranging from 0 (never) to 2 (often).  

It is important to note that a reactive or proactive function for aggressive behavior 
was only reported on if a child demonstrated a certain form of aggression at least once. In 
case of a null-score on a form-item, function-items were considered missing by definition 
and coded as missing values. For instance, if a child never pushed another child, the 
function for pushing was scored as a missing value. This results from the assumption that 
a non-existing form of aggression can never have a function. However, when a child 
showed a certain type of aggression to any extent, functions of aggression were all 
included. In that case, a null-score on a proactive function-item means this child 
                                                 
1 One form-item (pinching) was later removed from data-analysis because this type of behavior 
did not appear to be applicable to children this age.  
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demonstrated aggressive behavior but not for this proactive function. These function 
variables, therefore, present the function for one’s behavior if one displays this type of 
behavior. A high score on a proactive function does not mean a child engages in a lot of 
proactively aggressive acts. It merely means that if this child behaves aggressively, it is 
almost always with a proactive function.  

Data Preparation 

Concerning forms of aggression, scales for physical, verbal, covert, and relational 
aggression were computed by averaging the items within each form scale. For instance, 
for the form scale verbal aggression the items name calling, threatening, and arguing were 
aggregated. These form scales concerned all children in the sample. They were all 
positively skewed; many children never showed these forms of aggression the last month 
the teacher reported on. This skewness did not allow for parametric testing, and therefore 
non-parametric tests were used to analyze the data on forms of aggression. The different 
scales for forms of aggression formed reliable scales with satisfactory alphas, αphysical = .80 
n = 150, αverbal = .72, n = 297, αcovert = .67, n = 91, αrelational = .86, n = 115.  

Within each form-item, it was investigated whether the four proactive function-items 
(to get attention, to get something (s)he wanted, to hurt someone or to be mean, to be the 
boss) and three reactive function-items (because someone teased or upset her/him, 
because this child felt threatened by someone, because this child was angry) reliably 
formed two scales. Alpha’s of these scales are presented in Table 1. The proactive 
function-item “to get someone’s attention” in all cases led to a significant drop in 
reliability, and was therefore removed from the proactive scales. Alpha’s for proactive 
functions in Table 1 are based on the three remaining proactive items. Because functions 
were only measured if a form of aggression was demonstrated, sample sizes for these 
scales vary from one form to another. Please note that these numbers do not add up to the 
total sample size because children mostly showed more than one form of aggression. 
These children are therefore represented in multiple scale.  

For the physical, verbal, covert, and relational form scales, reactive and proactive 
function scales were calculated by averaging reactive and proactive functions for 
aggressive behavior for all function-items within a form scale. These eight scales are 
form-specific function scales. For instance, physical reactive aggression was calculated 
by taking the mean of kicking because someone teased or upset her/him, kicking because 
this child felt threatened by someone, kicking because this child was angry, hitting 
because someone teased or upset her/him, hitting because this child felt threatened by 
someone, hitting because this child was angry. In a similar vein, the variables physical 
proactive, verbal reactive, verbal proactive, covert reactive, covert proactive, relational 
reactive, and relational proactive aggression were calculated. Also, a total reactive 
function score and a total proactive function score were calculated. To this end, means of 
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all seven function-items were computed across all forms of behavior. Reliability was 
acceptable for both the total reactive and total proactive function scales (αreactive = .79, 
αproactive = .70).  
 
Table 1. Cronbach’s Alpha’s for Function Scales within Forms 
Scale n α reactive α proactive 

Physical          
   Kicking  86   .72   .80  
   Pushing  134   .82   .75  

Verbal         
   Calling Names  157   .80   .60  
   Arguing  272   .77   .67  
   Threatening  42   .76   .69  

Covert         

   Doing Sneaky Things  80   .80   .61  
   Taking Things  12   .69   .80  
   Playing Mean Tricks  43   .80   .72  

Relational         

   Gossiping  67   .84   .72  
   Evoking Conflict  74   .84   .66  
   Saying Mean Things   76   .87   .56  

 
Variables concerning functions of aggression were all normally distributed, and therefore 
parametric tests were used for analyses with these variables. These variables concerned 
only children who demonstrated a certain form of aggression (n = 325). This led to values 
missing by design on this variable for children who were considered non-aggressive by 
teachers (n = 445).  

Results 

First, the distributions of specific forms of aggression including possible gender and grade 
differences were examined. Next, we turned to the four research questions regarding 
distinctness and prevalence of functions, associations between forms and functions and 
consistency of functions.  

Forms of Aggression 

The mean scores for physical, verbal, covert, and relational aggression can be found in 
Table 2. With a Wilcoxon signed-ranks test it was investigated whether there were  
differences in prevalence between the more visible/direct forms of aggression (physical 
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and verbal) and invisible/indirect forms of aggression (covert and relational). Direct 
aggression was reported more often than indirect aggression, Z = -12.78, p <.001. Direct 
and indirect aggression were correlated, rs = .59, p < .001. Also, the different form scales 
were all correlated, as can be seen from the Spearman Rank correlations in Table 3. 

With Mann-Whitney U tests it was investigated whether boys and girls differed in 
their ranked scores on physical, verbal, covert, and relational aggression. Table 2 reports 
on mean scores for physical, verbal, covert, and relational aggression instead of ranks (to 
stay consistent within this table). Results are also presented for boys and girls separately. 
Boys demonstrated more physical aggression than girls, Zu = -8.76, p < .001, and more 
verbal aggression than girls, Zu = -4.90, p < .001. Also, boys showed higher levels of 
covert aggression than girls, Zu = -4.92, p < .001. There was no significant difference in 
relational aggression between boys and girls, Zu = -1.13, p = .26.  
 
Table 2. Mean Reactive and Proactive Function within Forms of Aggression 
 Total Boys Girls 
Scale Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD N 

Physical  .19 .47 770 .34 .60 368 .06 .25 402 
   Reactive  .80 .63 150 .82 .59 119 .73 .75   31 
   Proactive .63 .54 150 .59 .55 119 .76 .52   31 

Verbal  .30 .51 770 .40 .60 368 .21 .39 402 
   Reactive .60 .56 297 .69 .57 172 .48 .53 125 
   Proactive  .64 .48 297 .59 .47 172 .71 .48 125 

Covert  .08 .29 770 .14 .38 368 .04 .16 402 
   Reactive  .33 .44   91 .39 .45 65 .20 .41   26 
   Proactive  .60 .47   91 .62 .51 65 .55 .35   26 

Relational .12 .37 770 .11 .36 368 .14 .38 402 
   Reactive  .61 .61 115 .71 .61 50 .53 .60   65 
   Proactive  .74 .48 115 .79 .51 50 .70 .45   65 
 
Table 3. Spearman Rank Correlations between Forms of Aggression 

 Physical Verbal Covert Relational 

Physical  -    
Verbal .60 -   
Covert .37 .45 -  
Relational .36 .55 .43 - 
Note. All correlations, p < .001. 
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Additionally, we exploratively examined grade differences in physical, verbal, covert, and 
relational aggression. For physical aggression there were no significant grade differences 
χ² (2, n = 770) = 2.31, p = .32. Differences were found for verbal, χ² (2, n = 770) = 14.30, 
p = .001, covert, χ² (2, n = 770) = 13.99, p = .001, and relational aggression, χ² (2, n = 770) 
= 13.71, p = .001. Children in grade 5 showed lower levels of these types of aggression 
than children in grades 4 and 6.  

Distinctness of Reactive and Proactive Functions of Aggression 

Our first research question regarded the distinctness of reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression. A small correlation was found between total reactive and total proactive 
functions (r = .15, p = .007) indicating that reactive and proactive functions of aggression 
were two nearly independent constructs. This analysis concerned only 325 children that 
demonstrated aggressive behavior according to the teacher. There were no significant 
gender and grade differences in the magnitude of this correlation.  

Prevalence of Functions of Aggression 

Our second research question concerned the prevalence of reactive and proactive 
functions of aggressive behavior. It was also investigated whether there were any gender 
and grade differences. Evidently, these analyses did not include non-aggressive children.  

Because the sub-sample sizes of aggressive children were unequal for girls (n = 131) 
and boys (n = 193) we did not apply ordinary factorial ANOVA’s. Factorial ANOVA’s 
with unequal sample size are very likely to overlook effects that truly exist (Shaw, 1993). 
As these analyses generally make use of means that are not weighted by sample size, the 
true difference between reactive and proactive functions within each form of aggression, 
may be overlooked. Therefore, main effects for function of aggression were first tested 
with a single within-subjects factor (reactive vs. proactive) repeated measures ANOVA in 
SPSS. Second, main effects for gender and interaction effects were investigated with a 
mixed ANOVA in SPSS with function of aggression as the within-subject factor and 
gender as the between-subject factor.   

No main effect for function of aggression was found, F(1; 323) = 0.13, p = .71. There 
was no difference in how much children demonstrated reactive or proactive functions for 
aggressive behavior. Also, there was no main effect for gender, F(1; 322) = 0.36, p = .55. 
However, there was a significant interaction effect between function of aggression and 
gender, F(1; 322) = 16.87, p < .001. If boys behaved aggressively, it was more often done 
with a reactive function (M = .62, SD = .53) than with a proactive function (M = .52, SD = 
.46). If girls behaved in an aggressive manner, it was more often done with a proactive 
function (M = .64, SD = .43) than with a reactive function (M = .45, SD = .52).  

Furthermore, a main effect for grade was found, F(2; 321) = 7.24, p = .001. In grade 
4, children showed the most reactive (M = .63, SD = .58) and proactive (M = .66, SD = 
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.47) functions. In grade 5, children showed less reactive (M = .57, SD = .51) and proactive 
(M = .57, SD = .46) functions. In grade 6, children showed the least reactive (M = .46, SD 
= .48) and proactive (M = .47, SD = .39) functions. No interaction between function of 
aggression and grade was found, F(2; 321) = 0.07, p = .94. 

Associations between Forms and Functions 

Our third research question concerned relations between forms and functions of 
aggression. First, we expected that all forms of aggression could have a reactive as well as 
a proactive function. To test this hypothesis, one-sample T-tests were conducted to test 
whether the eight form-specific function-scores were significantly different from zero. All 
T-tests were significant (p < .001), indicating that all forms of aggression could be 
displayed with a reactive as well as a proactive function. 

Second, we tested whether functions of aggressive behavior differed within forms. 
Because of the gender differences in forms of aggression, we tested for interactions 
between gender and form-specific functions as well. Due to unbalanced data (as explained 
earlier), main effects for function of aggression were first tested with a single within 
subjects factor (reactive vs. proactive) repeated measures ANOVA in SPSS. Second, main 
effects for gender and interaction effects were investigated with a mixed ANOVA in 
SPSS with form-specific function of aggression as the within-subject factor and gender as 
the between-subject factor.    

For physical aggression there was a main effect for function, F(1; 149) = 8.75, p = 
.004. As can be seen in Table 2, physical aggression was more often demonstrated with a 
reactive than with a proactive function. The factorial ANOVA revealed no main effect for 
gender, F(1; 148) = .16, p = .69, and a trend for an interaction effect, F(1; 148) =3.07, p = 
.08. Girls were equally likely to use physical aggression with a reactive or a proactive 
function. Boys, however, were more likely to show physical aggression with a reactive 
function than with a proactive function.  

For verbal aggression there were no main effects for function, F(1; 296) = 0.75, p = 
.39, or gender, F(1; 295) = 1.16, p = .28. However, there was a significant interaction 
effect between function of aggression and gender, F(1; 295) = 16.38, p < .001. Girls were 
more likely to use verbal aggression for a proactive function and less likely to do so for a 
reactive function. For boys, the effect was the other way around; they were more likely to 
use verbal aggression in a reactive manner and less likely to do so in a proactive manner. 

For covert aggression there was a main effect for function, F(1; 90) = 22.20, p <.001. 
As can be seen in Table 2, covert aggression was demonstrated with a proactive function 
more often than with a reactive function. There was no main effect for gender, F(1; 89) = 
2.35, p = .13, and no interaction effect, F(1; 89) = 0.88, p = .35. 

For relational aggression there was a main effect for function, F(1;114) = 5.35, p = 
.02. Relational aggression was done more often with a proactive function than with a 
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reactive function. There was no main effect for gender, F(1; 113) = 2.49, p = .12, and no 
interaction effect, F(1; 113) = 0.50, p = .48. 

There were no significant interactions between grade and the form-specific function 
scales. 

Consistency of Reactive and Proactive Functions  

Our fourth research question concerned the consistency of reactive and proactive 
functions of aggression across different forms of aggression. As can be seen in Table 4, 
the consistencies of both reactive and proactive aggression across different forms of 
aggression are all high. Thus, when a child is verbally aggressive this is done with more or 
less the same function as when this child is physically, relationally or covertly aggressive.  
 
Table 4. Correlations between Reactive and Proactive Functions Across Forms of Aggression 
 Physical Verbal Covert Relational 
 Re Pro Re Pro Re Pro Re Pro 
Physical         
   Reactive -        
   Proactive .24** -       
Verbal         
   Reactive .88*** .17 -      
   Proactive .08 .85*** .06 -     
Covert         
   Reactive .68*** .28* .68*** .19 -    
   Proactive -.09 .63*** .01 .69*** .32** -   
Relational         
   Reactive .77*** .35** .77*** .12 .84*** .29* -  
   Proactive .10 .77*** .22* .72*** .49*** .71*** .36*** - 
Note. Please note that these correlations concern different sample sizes.  
* p < .05. ** p <.01. *** p < .001. 
 
Within each form of aggression, reactive and proactive aggression are modestly 
correlated, r’s ranging from .06 to .36. Please note that these correlations concern 
different sample sizes (ranging from n = 50 to n = 150) as some children showed physical 
but not relational aggression, whereas others showed physical and relational aggression. 
Correlations between functions, obviously were only computed for children that showed 
both. 

Discussion 

Reactive and proactive functions of aggression are nearly independent dimensions, with 
high intra-individual consistency across different forms of aggression. This makes them 
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highly suitable to describe individual children’s aggressive behavior patterns. Reactive 
and proactive functions of aggression can be distinguished clearly, both independent of 
forms and within specific forms of aggression. In fact, the two functions of aggression 
share only 2% variance. The correlation between reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression of .15 found in this study is dramatically lower than the high correlation 
between reactive and proactive aggression found with questionnaires that do not assess the 
form separate from the function of aggression (Polman et al., 2007). We consider this 
smaller correlation a better estimate of the actual relation between reactive and proactive 
aggression, for several reasons.  

First of all, we made an attempt to unravel the form and function of aggressive 
behavior. High correlations between both functions for aggressive behavior often found in 
the literature may be the result of the inclusion of both form and function within one 
single questionnaire item (Little et al., 2003b). In these questionnaires it remains unclear 
whether respondents are answering to the form-part of the question (does this child often 
hit other children) or the function-part (because this child wants to get what (s)he wants). 
Deliberately unraveling the form from the function of aggression led to a much lower 
relation between reactive and proactive aggression.  

A second reason why we prefer these findings is that we measured aggressive 
behavior within a specific time-period. Teachers were asked to rate aggressive behavior 
that occurred the last month. Obviously, this type of questionnaire does not call for 
general impressions of how aggressive children are in general. When asking for general 
impressions of a child, it is likely that the specificity of aggressive behavior is hard to 
detect. Raters may respond to a general impression of a child (halo-effect), rather than in 
response to a specific question being posed (Saal, Downey, & Lahey, 1980). In case of 
aggression, this would lead to generally high or low scores on all items, without 
considering the reactive or proactive formulation of specific items. However, since we 
gave raters a specific time-period for aggressive behavior to have occurred, they were 
forced to think more in terms of frequency of acts instead of general impressions. Even 
though, we can not be a hundred percent sure that all teachers only responded to this given 
time-period, it does appear that this approach contributed to a clearer distinction between 
reactive and proactive aggression. 

Thirdly, clear discriminant validity also seems to be the result of the exclusion of non-
aggressive children in the function of aggressive behavior. Because we interpreted 
reactive and proactive aggression in terms of their underlying function or reason, this 
function of aggressive behavior was only reported on if a child behaved in an aggressive 
manner. Children never demonstrating any aggressive behavior, consequently, did not get 
a score for their function of aggressive behavior. In most earlier studies, reactive and 
proactive aggression were not regarded as functions only applicable to children that 
demonstrated some form of aggressive behavior. In these studies, non-aggressive children 

84



From Form to Function 

received a null-score on both reactive and proactive aggression. This null-score actually 
reflects a null on the form of behavior instead of the function of behavior. This procedure 
most likely leads to an inflated correlation between both types of aggression. Although we 
believe it leads to bias, for the sake of argument, we did assign null-scores to reactive and 
proactive functions for non-aggressive children. Consequently, the correlation increased 
from .15 to .52. However, assigning null-scores to functions for non-aggressive children 
leads to difficulties in interpretation. A null-score on reactive aggression may, then, 
concern both non-aggressive children and aggressive children that do not use aggression 
with a reactive function, but with some other (perhaps proactive) function. Studying 
aggressive children exclusively seems more informative, as this may shed more light on 
the (pure) functions underlying these aggressive children’s behavior.  

Reactive and proactive functions of aggression occurred equally often. In other 
studies, proactive aggression appeared less frequent. There are several explanations for 
these differences in findings. First, it may be that because form and function were teased 
apart in the current study, the less frequently reported on covert and relational forms of 
aggression often associated with proactive aggression (Kempes, Matthys, de Vries, & van 
Engeland, 2005), are no longer thought of as aspects of proactive aggression. 
Theoretically, proactive aggression may actually have been underreported in the literature 
because it is more readily associated with covert forms of aggression (as we also found in 
this study). Yet another reason may be that reactive aggression is actually overreported. In 
most questionnaires we find reactive items such as: “overreacts angrily to accidents” and 
“blames others in fights” (Dodge & Coie, 1987), which regard angry and 
hostile/revengeful feelings, but not actual behaviors. Because we investigated aggressive 
behaviors that occurred with a reactive function, the prevalence may have decreased as a 
result. Given the definition of aggressive behavior – behavior intended to harm another 
person – our approach remained closer to the behaviors and did not stray into items on 
feelings, which usually precede the behavior. This appears to be a more valid approach in 
our view. 

A very clear interaction effect with gender and function of aggressive behavior was 
found; girls used aggression more often with a proactive function and boys more often 
with a reactive function. This was especially the case for verbal aggression. Some studies 
in the past have found higher levels of proactive and reactive aggression for boys 
compared to girls (Lansford, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 2002; Salmivalli & Nieminen, 2002). 
Another study with clinically referred children did not find these differences (Connor, 
Steingard, Anderson, & Melloni, 2003). The fact that we found higher proactive functions 
for girls and higher reactive functions for boys does not mean that higher levels of this 
behavior is demonstrated. It merely shows that when a child does something, it does it 
more for the one reason than for the other. Remember, in line with other studies, we did 
find that boys showed more physical, verbal, and covert aggression than girls. Unraveling 
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the form from the function of aggression makes us to conclude that boys show more 
aggression than girls, and if they behave aggressively, boys do this more often in a 
reactive manner and girls in a proactive manner.  

Additionally, the current study tested associations between forms and functions of 
aggression. First, it was found that all forms of aggression were associated with reactive 
as well as proactive functions. Second, it was found that certain forms of aggression were 
more readily associated with specific functions. As covert and relational aggression are of 
a more planned nature, they were expected to be associated mostly with proactive 
functions for aggression. Indeed, it was found that these forms of aggression were 
associated with proactive functions more strongly than with reactive functions. It was 
hypothesized that simple forms of aggression such as physical and verbal aggression 
would be associated with reactive functions, because of their emotionality and 
impulsivity. It was found that physical aggression but not verbal aggression was more 
often displayed with a reactive function than with a proactive function. So, even though 
all forms of aggressive behavior can be displayed with a reactive as well as a proactive 
function, certain forms are more readily associated with certain functions of aggression.  

The functions of individual children’s aggression were consistent over the different 
forms the aggressive behavior it was expressed with. Such consistent individual 
differences in function suggest that subtyping of children for diagnostic purposes may be 
feasible, and more informative than less consistent – and less theoretically underpinned – 
typologies based on forms of aggression.  

The consistency of functions may perhaps be understood as consistent individual 
differences in an underlying process, that can manifest itself in divers forms of aggressive 
behavior. Individuals may for example differ in social information processing styles 
(Crick & Dodge, 1994), or emotional predispositions (Frijda, 1993). Children apt to 
interpret social information as hostile and who are easily frustrated may frequently 
experience angry action tendencies, disposing them to all forms of aggression with a 
reactive function. Whether this function is then expressed as verbal or physical aggression 
may be a matter of severity of frustration and chance rather than a distinction between 
fundamentally different kinds of aggression. In contrast, individuals apt to pursue their 
own interests with disregard for others, who hold high outcome expectancies for 
aggression, may be predisposed to behave aggressively with a proactive function.  

Similarly, whether this function is then expressed in the one form of aggression or in 
another (e.g. physical, verbal, covert, or relational) may be a matter of opportunity and 
context. These hypotheses are clearly highly speculative and do require further research 
into the actual mechanisms involved in each function of aggression. 
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Limitations and Future Research  

It should be noted that reactive and proactive functions only concerned teacher 
impressions of the underlying functions of aggressive behavior. Even though we consider 
teachers to be a reliable source of information on functions of behavior, it is not yet clear 
how these teacher ratings of reactive and proactive functions are related to self, peer, and 
parent ratings, let alone to the actual functions these behaviors have. It seems highly 
informative to study this issue empirically by comparing evaluations of the functions of 
discrete aggressive behaviors made by different informants, including self-reports. Also, 
these pen-and-paper measures may be compared with aggressive behavior demonstrated 
in a (semi-structured) observational setting. Concerning pen-and-paper measures and 
observational studies, we would expect to find stronger convergence between reactive and 
proactive aggression, than found in previous studies because coding systems used in 
behavioral observations specifically tend to stress the functions of aggression (Boivin, 
Dodge, & Coie, 1995; Hegland & Rix, 1990; Ostrov & Crick, 2007; Price & Dodge, 
1989). This assumption, however, needs to be tested empirically. Multiple methods and 
multiple informants may be investigated to give us more information and guidelines for 
future research.  

A practical limitation is the length of the current questionnaire. We asked teachers to 
rate 12 forms and 7 functions of aggression for each child in their class. In order to 
develop a user-friendly questionnaire that can be used for screening and diagnosis, a 
future version of this questionnaire should be shortened considerably.  

Another practical limitation of the use of this new questionnaire is the intricacy in 
interpreting the function scores. We decided to look at the function of aggressive behavior 
unraveled from the form, but also unraveled from the frequency of aggression. This makes 
the interpretation of the function-score a little harder. If a child scores high on the reactive 
function for aggression, it does not mean this child is highly aggressive. It merely means 
that if the child behaves aggressively, it is always done with a reactive function. However, 
the larger virtue of doing this lies in the possibility of looking at the frequency and 
function of aggression independently. This new approach to investigate functions of 
aggression gives separate information on the occurrence of aggression and the functions 
underlying this behavior for each individual child. This seems highly valuable for 
diagnostic purposes. Information on the occurrence and severity of aggressive behaviors 
may be most informative to decide whether (selective preventive) intervention is called 
for. Information concerning functions may then be crucial to help choose the most 
appropriate intervention, such as anger management for reactive functions and 
contingency management for proactive functions. 

In future research one may now consider the frequency of aggression and the function 
of aggression independently. This may shed more light on the relation with emotional and 
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behavioral outcomes, and thereby, enhance our theoretical understanding. Longitudinally, 
one may now test, for example, whether delinquency (Vitaro, Brendgen, & Tremblay, 
2002) later in life is best predicted by the severity of aggressive behavior, the function of 
aggressive behavior, or their interaction. Current questionnaires are not suited to detect 
these differential relations for both functions of aggression (Card & Little, 2006). 
Experimentally, one may similarly test whether specific manipulations (or interventions) 
affect the form, or the function of the targeted aggressive behaviors. 

Conclusion 

Reactive and proactive functions of aggression can be distinguished clearly, both 
independent of forms and within specific forms of aggression. Intra-individual 
consistency was found in the tendency to display different forms of aggressive behavior 
for the same function. Aggression was just as likely to occur with a reactive as with a 
proactive function, but reactive and proactive functions of aggression were not 
independent from the form of aggression. Unraveling the form and the function of 
aggressive behavior can give us detailed information about the reasons why children 
engage in different forms of aggression.  
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New Directions in Measuring Reactive and Proactive Aggression:  

Validation of a Teacher Questionnaire 

Abstract 

The well-known distinction between reactive and proactive aggression is theoretically 
important but empirically controversial. Recently, aggression researchers have argued that 
we should keep apart the form and function of aggression to make a clearer distinction 
between reactive and proactive aggression. This article describes the development and 
validation of a new teacher-report Instrument for Reactive and Proactive Aggression 
(IRPA) that assesses the form separate from the function of aggression. We demonstrated 
good discriminant, convergent, and construct validity of the IRPA in a sample of 427 
children aged 10 to 13. Reactive and proactive functions of aggression were independent 
constructs (r = .03) which shows excellent discriminant validity. Convergent validity was 
satisfactory; scores from the IRPA were moderately to highly related to scores from the 
widely used TRI (Dodge & Coie, 1987). Additionally, reactive and proactive aggression 
showed unique correlations with most a priori hypothesized theoretically relevant 
variables, which indicates construct validity. 
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Introduction 

Aggressive behavior seems to be one of the most heterogeneous constructs in psychology. 
The one child may beat up another child, a second may say something mean behind 
another child’s back, and a third takes pleasure in throwing water on another child’s 
painting. Although these behaviors can all be considered aggressive, they clearly have 
different manifestations (i.e., forms) and may each have different underlying motivations 
or reasons (i.e., functions). Research suggests that these different types of aggression have 
distinct causes, developmental processes, and prognoses (Vitaro, Brendgen, & Barker, 
2006). Therefore, it seems of much importance to both researchers and clinicians to 
conceive of aggression as a heterogeneous construct consisting of different forms and 
functions.  

Several attempts have been made to distinguish between subtypes of aggression. 
Definitions and typologies have predominantly focused on forms of aggression, such as 
physical, verbal, and relational aggression (for extensive reviews see Parrott & Giancola, 
2007; Underwood, Galen, & Paquette, 2001). However, information about the form of 
aggression only tells us something about the behavioral manifestation of some underlying 
process. It does not shed light on the function of that behavioral manifestation.  

Both in research and in practice, it seems of great importance to uncover the functions 
of children’s aggressive behavior. Knowing why children engage in aggressive behavior is 
a prerequisite for the development of effective aggression interventions. For instance, if a 
child uses aggression in an instrumental manner, reinforcing other non-aggressive tactics 
may be beneficial. However, if a child gets easily frustrated and angry in the face of 
setbacks, it seems of more use to teach this child how to manage anger through a self-
control training (McAdams III, 2002).  

Importantly, these functions of individual children’s aggression are consistent over 
the different forms the aggressive behavior it is expressed with (Polman et al., 2008; 
Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003). Such consistent individual differences in function suggest 
that subtyping of children for diagnostic purposes may be feasible, and more informative 
than less theoretically grounded typologies based on forms of aggression. 

Reactive and Proactive Aggression  

One of the most common distinctions based on differences in functions of aggressive 
behavior is the distinction between reactive and proactive aggression. Reactive aggression 
is a reaction to a presumed threat which is associated with anger and is instigated by 
provocation (Dodge, 1991). The function of this kind of behavior is to defend oneself 
against or to undo an event believed to be threatening or unjust (Frijda, 1993). Proactive 
aggression, on the other hand, is planned cold-blooded behavior. The function of this type 
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of aggressive behavior is to take possession of things or to dominate or intimidate (Dodge, 
1991).  

Aim of the present study is to develop and validate a new teacher-report measure that 
adequately distinguishes between reactive and proactive functions of aggression. 
Recently, the validity and practical utility of the distinction between reactive and 
proactive aggression has been debated (Bushman & Anderson, 2001; Parrott & Giancola, 
2007; Poulin & Boivin, 2000; Waschbusch et al., 2002). The key concern seems to be the 
high correlation between reactive and proactive aggression. A recent meta-analysis found 
a mean correlation of .70 between both constructs (Polman, Orobio de Castro, Koops, Van 
Boxtel, & Merk, 2007). When two types of behaviors are related so strongly that the one 
type is always accompanied by the other and never present on its own, it can be doubted 
whether it is useful to make this distinction. Nevertheless, we believe that the distinction 
is thwarted due to several methodological problems that will be explained in the next 
paragraph. 

Methodological Problems 

Recently, researchers suggested that the high correlation between reactive and proactive 
aggression is due to two methodological problems of the measures being used and is thus 
not necessarily indicative of a lack of discriminant validity (Card & Little, 2006; Little, 
Brauner, Jones, Nock, & Hawley, 2003a; Little, Jones, Henrich, & Hawley, 2003b; 
Polman et al., 2007; Polman et al., 2008).  

The first methodological problem is that the items in most measures of reactive and 
proactive aggression are ambiguous mixtures of both form and function of aggression. 
This may well contribute to the inflated correlations between reactive and proactive 
aggression. Different functions may not be distinguished by respondents if they tend to 
focus on the forms (instead of the functions) of an aggressive act. Thus, respondents might 
rate a child high in both reactive and proactive aggression because it often hits others, not 
because it has both reactive and proactive reasons for doing so. Therefore, this high 
correlation does not necessarily imply that the distinction between reactive and proactive 
aggression can not be made. It only implies that current questionnaires are not suited to 
differentiate between both types of aggression. 

A solution to this problem may lie in developing questionnaire items that keep apart 
the form and the function of aggression. Recently, Little et al. (2003b) developed a 36-
item self-report questionnaire to be used in 11 to 16 year olds. The questionnaire measures 
pure overt (I’m the kind of person who often fights with others), reactive overt (When I’m 
hurt by someone, I often fight back), instrumental overt (I often start fights to get what I 
want), pure relational (I’m the kind of person who spreads rumors or gossips), reactive 
relational (When I am mad at others, I often gossip or spread rumors about them), and 
instrumental relational aggression (To get what I want, I often gossip or spread rumors 
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about them). Structural equation analyses found higher-order (pure) reactive and (pure) 
proactive components that were not significantly related. A meta-analysis confirmed that 
much lower correlations between reactive and proactive aggression are found with 
measures that keep apart form and function such as the Little et al. (2003b) measure 
(Polman et al., 2007).  

Although the procedure of keeping apart form and function has many advantages over 
previous work, there are two issues we want to address in the current study that were not 
addressed in the Little et al. (2003b) study. First, we developed a questionnaire that could 
keep apart reactive and proactive aggression at the manifest level instead of the latent 
level. The Little et al. (2003b) study used a questionnaire in which form and function were 
included in each item and used structural equation modeling techniques to separate form 
and function as latent constructs. Thus, reactive and proactive aggression can be 
distinguished as two latent constructs. However, this questionnaire was not designed to 
distinguish between both types of aggression at the manifest level for each individual 
child. Therefore, the current questionnaire was designed to keep apart form and function 
by assessing them separately in a questionnaire. In this procedure, children receive an 
individual score on reactive and proactive aggression instead of complex individual scores 
that are derived from group modeling.  

Second, instead of using self-reports, the current study asked teachers to evaluate the 
forms and functions of children’s aggressive behavior. We consider teachers to be a 
reliable source for functions of aggressive behavior because they are trained professionals. 
Teachers can observe the children in their class in interaction with their peers and can 
therefore easily detect peer conflicts and aggressive behavior. By using teacher-reports, 
we overcome problems of underperception of aggression associated with self-reports 
(Lochman & Dodge, 1998) and we build on former research on reactive and proactive 
aggression. We developed a questionnaire for late childhood and early adolescence since 
studies on reactive and proactive aggression generally concern this group (Polman et al., 
2007). 

A second methodological shortcoming is that most research assigns null-scores to 
both reactive and proactive aggression for non-aggressive children. Because these studies 
confound forms and functions, null-scores on reactive and proactive aggression are 
ambiguous. They may imply that a) the child is never aggressive, or b) the child is 
aggressive but not with this function. This overrepresentation of null-scores is a likely 
cause of the inflated correlation between both types of aggression. In the current study, 
reactive and proactive aggression were conceptualized as distinctive functions of 
aggressive behavior. In this approach, functions of aggression can only be assigned to 
children who behave aggressively to begin with. Therefore, the current questionnaire only 
asks for functions of the behavior if the behavior is demonstrated. Hence, we first asked 
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for the frequency of a certain form of aggression. If this behavior was present, we then 
asked for the function of this behavior.  

Aim of the Study 

To overcome the two methodological problems and to derive individual child information 
on reactive and proactive aggression, we constructed a teacher questionnaire called the 
Instrument for Reactive and Proactive Aggression (IRPA). Aim of the present study was 
to investigate the discriminant, convergent, and construct validity of this new teacher 
questionnaire that disentangles between the forms and the functions of aggression. First, 
discriminant validity of the IRPA was studied. Also, discriminant validity of the IRPA 
was compared to discriminant validity of the commonly used Teacher Rating Instrument 
(Dodge & Coie, 1987) that confounds forms and functions. It was expected that the 
correlation between both types of aggression would be considerably lower in the IRPA 
than in the TRI. Second, convergent validity was assessed by correlating scores from this 
new teacher questionnaire with scores from the TRI. Third, construct validity was 
assessed by investigating theoretically meaningful correlates (teacher ratings, peer 
nominations, and self ratings) of reactive and proactive aggression (for an overview see 
Card & Little, 2006; Vitaro et al., 2006). Reactive (not proactive) aggression was 
expected to be related to higher levels of anxiety, attention problems, emotional problems, 
getting angry easily, peer problems, but to lower levels of social preference, social 
acceptance and perceived popularity. Proactive (not reactive) aggression was expected to 
be related to higher levels of dominance, conduct problems, coercive strategies, 
leadership, humor, bullying, bossiness, but to lower levels of empathy and prosocial 
behavior. It was expected that, because of the presupposed discriminant validity of the 
new teacher questionnaire, unique relations with relevant variables would be found.  

Method 

Participants 

Participants were recruited from 22 fifth and sixth grade classrooms in Dutch schools. 
Informed parental consent was obtained for 438 children (88% consent rate). As a small 
subset of children was absent at the time of the study, the final N was 427 (46% boys). 
Children ranged in age from 10 to 13 (M = 11.73; SD = 0.66). 

Children participated on two different days. On the first day of the study children 
filled out self-report questionnaires in the classroom with one of the research members 
present. On the second day of the study children were individually taken out of the 
classroom by one of the research members to complete peer nominations.   
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Measures 

Teacher Measures: Teachers rated participants’ aggressive behavior on the Instrument for 
Reactive and Proactive Aggression (IRPA). This questionnaire can be found in Appendix 
B of this dissertation (Dutch version). This measure differentiates between the form and 
frequency of aggressive behavior on one hand and the function of this behavior on the 
other hand. This questionnaire is a modification of a questionnaire for preschoolers 
developed by Kupersmidt, Willoughby, & Bryant (1998), which is described in an 
unpublished conference paper. The Kupersmidt et al. questionnaire (1998) measures four 
forms (overt verbal, overt non-verbal, covert verbal, covert non-verbal) and four functions 
(proactive bully, proactive instrumental, reactive delayed, reactive immediate) of 
aggression. Because several of these items concerned double statements, we changed 
them to items with a unitary meaning and only included a selection of form-items. Also, 
we decided to drop the subdivision into immediate and delayed reactive aggression.   

In the current study teachers rated the frequency of 3 form scales of aggression over 
the period of a month. The 3 form scales concerned (a) physical aggression (hitting, 
kicking, pushing), (b) verbal aggression (name calling, arguing), (c) covert aggression 
(doing sneaky things, gossiping). Teachers rated the frequency of the 7 form-items of 
aggression on a 5-point scale (0 = never, 1 = once or twice, 2 = weekly, 3 = several times 
a week, 4 = daily).  

In case of a score on a form-item of 1 or higher, teachers also rated 7 aggression 
functions. Function-items consisted of 4 proactive items (to get something (s)he wanted, 
to hurt someone or to be mean, to be the boss, because this child takes pleasure in it), and 
3 reactive items (because someone teased or upset her/him, because this child felt 
threatened by someone, because this child was angry). These items were rated on a 5-
point scale (0 = never, 1 = rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = most of the time, 4 = always).  

In case of a null-score on a form-item, function-items were considered missing by 
definition and coded as a missing value. For instance, if a child never pushed another 
child, the function for pushing was scored as a missing value. However, when a child did 
show a certain type of aggression to any extent, functions of aggression were all included. 
These function-scores represent the reason for behavior incase the behavior is 
demonstrated. Then, a null-score on a proactive function-item indicates this child 
demonstrated aggressive behavior but not for this specific proactive function. A high 
score on a proactive function does not mean this child engages in a lot of proactively 
aggressive acts. It means that if this child behaves aggressively, it is almost always with a 
proactive function.  

Seven function-scores were computed by aggregating functions across forms. For 
instance, the reactive item “because this child was mad” was aggregated for hitting 
because mad, kicking because mad etc. Variables concerning functions of aggression were 
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all continuous, and normally distributed. Only behaviors that were actually performed 
according to the teacher were included in these function variables, since functions were 
missing by design for non-existing forms of aggression.  

The six-item Teacher Rating Instrument (Hendrickx, Crombez, Roeyers, & Orobio de 
Castro, 2003) is a Dutch translation of the reactive and proactive aggression instrument 
developed by Dodge and Coie (1987). Three items describe reactive aggression; for 
example, “When this child has been teased or threatened, he or she gets angry easily and 
strikes back.” The other three items describe proactive aggression; for example, “This 
child uses physical force in order to dominate other kids.” The answer format is a 5-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (almost always). Reliability, factor structure, and 
validity are adequate (e.g. Hendrickx et al., 2003; Hubbard et al., 2002). Reliabilities in 
the current study were excellent for both reactive and proactive aggression (α reactive = .91, 
α proactive = .86). 

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) is a short 25-item questionnaire 
assessing emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity-inattention, peer 
problems, and prosocial behavior (Goodman, 2001). The Dutch version of the SDQ has 
proven acceptable to good psychometric properties (van Widenfelt, Goedhart, Treffers, & 
Goodman, 2003). Alpha’s in the current sample were all acceptable to good (α emotional 

symptoms = .80, α conduct problems = .70, α hyperactivity-inattention = .86, α peer problems = .78, and α prosocial 

behavior = .80). 
 
Peer Nomination Measures: For all peer nominations a class roster was handed out to 
participants. Children were asked to nominate an unlimited number of classmates that fit 
the description. Scores on all variables were z-standardized within each classroom.  

Children named classmates that they liked most (positive nominations) and liked least 
(negative nominations). From these nominations, Social Preference was calculated for 
each participant following standard procedures outlined by Coie, Dodge, and Coppotelli 
(1982).  

Children were asked to nominate classmates who fit each of the following Behavioral 
Reputation descriptions: (a) popular (children liked by many classmates), (b) has a good 
sense of humor and makes the class laugh, (c) gets angry easily, (d) bossy, (e) leader, (f) 
gets bullied (h) bullies others. These behavioral descriptions were mostly taken from 
earlier research (Coie et al., 1982; Dodge & Coie, 1987; Price & Dodge, 1989).  

To measure Coercive Strategy Use, Hawley’s (2003) 6-item questionnaire was used. 
Participants were asked to nominate peers they thought employed coercive strategies (e.g. 
“which children force others to get what they want”, α = .90).  

 
Child Measures: The 20-item trait anxiety subscale from the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory 
for Children was administered (Spielberger, Gorsuch, & Lushene, 1970) on a 3-point 
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Likert scale. The STAIC has been translated and validated for use in a Dutch population 
(Bakker, Van Wieringen, Van der Ploeg, & Spielberger, 1989). Reliablity in the current 
sample was good (α = .84).  

Self-perceived social acceptance was measured with the 6-item Social Acceptance 
subscale of Harter’s Perceived Competence Scale (Harter, 1982; for the Dutch version see 
Veerman, Straathof, Treffers, Van den Bergh, & Ten Brink, 1997) with answering 
categories ranging from 0 to 3. An average total Social Acceptance scale was computed 
such that a higher total score reflected a more positive self-image. Reliability for the 
Dutch version of this subscale is acceptable (internal consistency >.70; testretest reliability 
is .68; Veerman et al., 1997), and was also acceptable in this sample (α = .79). 

Empathy was measured with the 7-item subscale empathic sadness from the Empathy 
Index for Children and Adolescents (IECA) developed by Bryant (1982). This 
questionnaire measures dispositional affective empathy on a two-point (yes/no) response 
format. Good reliability for the factor empathic sadness was found in a Dutch sample of 8-
14 year old children (De Wied et al., 2007). Reliability in this sample was also acceptable 
(α = .79). 

The 15-item Dominance scale from the Dutch Personality Questionnaire-Junior 
(NPV-J) was used (Luteijn, van Dijk, & van der Ploeg, 1989) with a 3-point response 
format (yes / ? / no). Yes-answers were assigned a 2, ?-answers a 1, and no-answers a 0. 
Reliability in this sample was acceptable (α = .68). 

Results 

First, it was assessed through confirmatory factor analyses whether physical, verbal, and 
covert forms of aggression could be identified as separate factors. Second, it was 
examined whether distinct factors could be detected for reactive and proactive functions 
of aggression through confirmatory factor analyses. In Table 1, descriptives are presented 
for the form and function scales. These analyses were conducted using the software 
program Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). Third, discriminant validity was examined by 
comparing results from the IRPA with results from the TRI. Fourth, convergent validity 
was investigated by correlating scores from the IRPA with scores on the TRI. Fifth, 
relations with theoretically relevant variables were examined to assess construct validity.  

Factor Analysis Form 

In order to detect whether physical, verbal, and covert aggression could be identified as 
separate factors, confirmatory factor analysis was performed on these form scales. The 
scale of the form-items was set up to be of interval level. However, because respondents 
hardly rated children as demonstrating behavior on the highest levels (3 several times a 
week, 4 daily) the form-items were considered ordinal scales and a robust weighted least 
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Table 1. Descriptives for Form and Function Scales  
 Form Function 
Descriptives Physical Verbal Covert Reactive Proactive 
α  0.77 0.81 0.60 0.72 0.72 
Minimum 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Maximum 3.33 4.00 2.50 3.33 2.71 
M 0.16 0.39 0.20 1.08 0.60 
SD 0.36 0.57 0.38 0.83 0.67 

 
square analysis (WLSMV) for categorical indicators was implemented. This approach is 
also robust to moderate violations of nonnormality (Flora & Curran, 2004). 
 
The model presented in Figure 1 with three latent form factors (physical, verbal, covert) 
and a total of seven indicators showed an appropriate fit to the data, χ² wlsmv (9, N = 418) = 
12.18, p = .20, RMSEA = .03, CFI = 1.00. All factor loadings of this model were 
significant (p < .001). This model was a better fit than a more parsimonious model with 
only one general aggression factor, χ² wlsmv (11, N = 418) = 68.55, p < .001, RMSEA = .11, 
CFI = .96, Δχ²(3, n = 418) = 47.65, p < .001. Chi-square difference testing was performed 
according to the procedure for WLSMV estimators outlined in the Mplus manual (Muthén 
& Muthén, 1998).  
 

 
Figure 1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis Form Scales 
Note. Estimates are Standardized.  
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Factor Analysis Reactive and Proactive Functions 

In order to detect whether reactive and proactive functions of aggression could be 
identified as separate factors, confirmatory factor analysis was performed on these 
function scales. These variables concerned only children that demonstrated a certain form 
of aggression (n = 236). Non-aggressive children were excluded from these analyses (n = 
191).  

 
Figure 2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis Reactive and Proactive Function Scales 
Note. Estimates are Standardized. 

 
A model with the two latent factors reactive and proactive functions of aggression 

measured by seven indicators (three reactive functions and four proactive functions) did 
not show an adequate fit to the data, χ²ml (13, n = 234) = 57.87, p < .001, RMSEA = .12, 
CFI = .89. However, deletion of the item “to get something (s)he wanted” led to a much 
better fit of the model, χ²ml (8, n = 235) = 21.96, p = .01, RMSEA = .09, CFI = .96. 
Comparing the AIC from the model with seven items (4020) to the model with six items 
(3498) led us to conclude that the model with six items was superior. This model is 
presented in Figure 2. All factor loadings of this model were significant (p < .001). As can 
be seen in Table 1, reactive functions of aggression occurred more often than proactive 
functions of aggression, F(1, 235) = 49.13, p < .001. 

The model with two factors showed a much better fit to the data than a model with 
one latent factor measured through six functions, χ² ml (9, n = 235) = 171.13, p < .001, 
RMSEA = .28, CFI = .49, Δχ²(1, n = 235) = 149.17, p < .001. 

Discriminant Validity  

Discriminant validity was investigated by comparing reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression as measured by the IRPA with reactive and proactive aggression as measured 
by the TRI. Table 2 shows that the reactive and proactive function scales measured by the 
IRPA were not correlated at all (r = .03), whereas the reactive and proactive aggression 
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scales measured by the TRI showed a high correlation (r = .73). Consequently, 
discriminant validity of the IRPA was very high, whereas discriminant validity of the TRI 
was questionable. These results remained virtually the same when listwise deletion was 
used and only the 236 aggressive children were studied.  
 
Table 2. Correlations between Scores from the IRPA and the TRI 
 IRPA TRI 
 Reactive Proactive Reactive Proactive 
IRPA     
   Reactive (.72)    
   Proactive  .03 (.72)   
TRI     
   Reactive  .44***  .41*** (.91)  
   Proactive  .13  .62***  .73*** (.86) 
Note. Reliabilities are presented in parentheses. Cases are deleted pairwise.   
* p < .05. ** p <.01. *** p < .001, two-tailed testing. 

Convergent Validity  

To investigate convergent validity, the correlations between the reactive scales from the 
IRPA and the TRI and the proactive scales from the IRPA and TRI were examined. These 
results are presented in Table 2. The convergent coefficients between the reactive scales 
were moderate (r = .44). This was somewhat higher for the proactive scales (r = .62). 
These correlations between the same traits from the IRPA and TRI were higher than 
correlations between different traits from the IRPA and the TRI (r = .13 and r = .41), 
indicating satisfactory convergent validity.  

Construct Validity: Relations with Theoretically Relevant Variables 

To test whether reactive and proactive functions of aggression are distinctly related to 
theoretically relevant variables – and thus show construct validity – correlations with 
these variables were examined. These correlations are presented in Table 3.  

For reactive aggression, most hypothesized unique relations were found. As predicted, 
reactive (not proactive) aggression was related to higher levels of anxiety, emotional 
problems, peer problems, but to lower levels of social acceptance and perceived 
popularity. However, relations with attention problems, getting angry easily, and social 
preference were not found to be unique for reactive aggression as these variables were 
also related to proactive aggression. To assess whether reactive and proactive aggression 
correlated differently with the hypothesized theoretically relevant variables, we computed 
t-tests for the difference between two dependent correlations from the same sample 
(Steiger, 1980). Relations with attention problems, t(233) = 1.40, p = .16, getting angry 
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Table 3. Correlations Reactive and Proactive Functions and Theoretically Relevant Variables 

 Reactive  Proactive 

Self      

   Anxiety   .16 *  -.08  
   Social Acceptace  -.21 **  -.03  
   Dominance   .01    .09  
   Empathy  -.14 *  -.01  
Teacher     
   SDQ Attention   .21 **   .33 *** 

   SDQ Emotional Problems   .31 ***  -.07  
   SDQ Peer Problems   .29 ***   .09  
   SDQ Conduct Problems   .25 ***   .51 *** 

   SDQ Prosocial  -.13   -.43 *** 

Peer     
   Angry easily   .33 ***   .27 *** 

   Victimization   .33 ***  -.03  
   Social Preference  -.23 ***  -.34 *** 

   Perceived Popularity  -.14 *   .05  
   Coercive Strategies   .11    .37 *** 

   Leadership  -.12    .07  
   Humor  -.04    .16 * 

   Bullying   .02    .40 *** 

   Boss   .05    .32 *** 

Note. Hypothesized correlations are enclosed by lines. 
* p < .05. ** p <.01. *** p < .001, two-tailed testing, n = 236. 
 
easily, t(233) = 0.71, p = .48, and social preference, t(233) = 1.29, p = .20, were the same 
for reactive aggression as for proactive aggression.  

Also, for proactive aggression several of the hypothesized unique relations were 
confirmed. As predicted, proactive (not reactive) aggression was related to higher levels 
of coercive strategies, humor, bullying, bossiness, but to lower levels of prosocial 
behavior. However, unique relations were not found for empathy, dominance, conduct 
problems, and leadership. Dominance and leadership were unrelated to both reactive and 
proactive functions of aggression. Empathy seemed to be negatively related to reactive 
aggression, but this correlation was not different from the relation with empathy and 
proactive aggression, t(233) = 1.44, p = .14. Even though the relation with conduct 
problems and proactive aggression was not unique, this relation was significantly stronger 
than with reactive aggression, t(233) = 3.29, p = .001.  
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Discussion 

The distinction between reactive and proactive aggression is theoretically important but 
empirically controversial (Bushman & Anderson, 2001; Poulin & Boivin, 2000; 
Waschbusch, Willoughby, & Pelham, 1998). Most studies find that reactive and proactive 
aggression are highly correlated (Card & Little, 2006; Polman et al., 2007), suggesting 
that the usefulness of the distinction is possibly at stake. We aimed to overcome 
methodological problems in prevailing questionnaires by conceptualizing reactive and 
proactive aggression as functions of aggression only applicable to children that show 
aggressive behavior. With such an approach we found that reactive and proactive 
aggression are two independent constructs with clear discriminant and convergent 
validity. Also, most relations with theoretically relevant variables were confirmed, which 
indicates construct validity.  

The current study found that reactive and proactive aggression as measured by the 
IRPA were virtually independent, whereas reactive and proactive aggression as measured 
by the widely used Teacher Rating Instrument (Dodge & Coie, 1987) were highly 
correlated. This shows that discriminant validity of reactive and proactive aggression 
measured with the IRPA is good, whereas discriminant validity of the TRI is questionable. 
Also, the correlation between reactive and proactive aggression as measured by the IRPA 
is much lower than the typical correlation between both constructs found in a recent meta-
analysis (Polman et al., 2007).  

The clear discriminant validity between reactive and proactive aggression provides 
empirical support for recent theoretical insights suggesting that reactive and proactive 
aggression are best distinguished according their function (Card & Little, 2006; Little et 
al., 2003a; Little et al., 2003b; Polman et al., 2007; Polman et al., 2008) and should be 
unraveled from the form of aggression. By keeping apart form and function at the item-
level, detailed information on aggressive behavior in children can be obtained. It not only 
tells how often a child demonstrated aggressive behavior and what form of aggression was 
displayed. It also sheds light on the function that underlies aggressive behavior. 

Besides the excellent discriminant validity of the IRPA, we also found satisfactory 
convergent validity. According to Cohen’s (1992) conventional values for the strength of 
correlations, the traits measured by the IRPA were moderately to largely correlated to the 
same traits measured by the TRI. In addition, correlations between the same traits were 
significantly higher than those between different traits.  

The construct validity of the IRPA was tested by examining the relations with a priori 
hypothesized theoretically relevant variables. As expected, it was shown that reactive 
aggression from the IRPA was uniquely related to higher levels of anxiety, emotional 
problems, peer problems, and victimization and lower levels of social acceptance. Non-
unique relations (i.e., these relations were also found for proactive aggression) were found 
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with attention problems, getting angry easily, and social preference. It was particularly 
surprising that getting angry easily was related to both reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression. Theoretically, angry feelings should be exclusively related to reactive 
aggression. One explanation for this finding may be that children who use aggression with 
a proactive function use anger in an instrumental manner. They may demonstrate 
premeditated levels of anger in order to justify their aggressive actions. Of course this line 
of reasoning is speculative and should be tested empirically before any conclusions can be 
drawn. Importantly, inconsistent links between distinct aggression types and anger are not 
rare. Dodge et al. (1987) used a similar peer nomination technique to measure getting 
angry easily and also failed to find a unique relation. Also, Hubbard et al. (2002) found 
self-reported anger to be correlated with proactive aggression but not reactive aggression. 
These authors, however, did find a relation between angry nonverbal behaviors and 
reactive aggression. Thus, theoretically the relation between anger and reactive aggression 
is evident, nevertheless, in practice this relation seems difficult to detect and highly 
dependent on the way anger was measured.  

The fact that social preference was also negatively related to proactive aggression, 
may suggest that proactive aggression is a type of behavior that children in this sample do 
not approve of. Also, five out of seven studies relating social preference to reactive and 
proactive aggression, failed to find this unique effect for reactive aggression (Card & 
Little, 2006). It may be that these small differences are hard to detect in a single study.  

Proactive aggression was uniquely related to higher levels of coercive strategies, 
humor, bullying, and bossiness, but to lower levels of prosocial behavior. However, the 
hypothesized unique relations with dominance, empathy and leadership, were not 
confirmed. One post-hoc explanation for not finding some of the hypothesized relations 
may lie in the answering format. The dominance and empathy scales both used a yes-no 
answering format. Perhaps, these answering scales were too broad to detect subtle 
differences between reactive and proactive aggression. Also, in the current study only 
empathic sadness was measured as one of the key elements of affective empathy. 
Empathic sadness is a measure of responsiveness to another person’s sadness and may be 
different from cognitive empathy which refers to the ability to accurately read another 
person’s thought or feelings (Lovett & Sheffield, 2007). It may be that proactive 
aggression is more strongly related to deficiencies in cognitive empathy instead of 
affective empathy. Perhaps, proactive aggression is related more strongly to low levels of 
perspective taking and a less developed theory of mind that does not necessarily translate 
into decreased affective empathy.  

Limitations and Future Studies 

As outlined before, we had several reasons for choosing teachers as the single informant 
of the functions of aggressive behavior. Still, it is not yet clear how teacher ratings of 
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these functions are related to self, peer, and parent ratings of these functions, or even the 
actual functions of this aggressive behavior. Future research with multiple methods and 
multiple informants is needed to establish informant agreement on functions of aggression 
and convergence with actual functions of aggression.  

A child with high scores on both reactive and proactive aggression may (a) show 
aggressive acts in which both reactive and proactive elements are present or, (b) act in a 
purely reactive manner the one time and in a purely proactive manner the other time. A 
problem that was not resolved with the current approach is the incapability to tease apart 
at which of these levels reactive and proactive aggression are related. It seems highly 
relevant to know whether aggressive acts can reliably be categorized as either being done 
with a reactive or proactive function. These issues may be resolved with observational 
studies, in which both levels can be studied. Also, questionnaires asking for specific 
incidents within a limited time-frame may be instructive.  

If it is possible to reliably categorize aggressive act as either reactively or proactively 
in function, it seems useful to provide teachers with information on how to deal with these 
aggressive acts. Then, a teacher may respond to Brian’s angry outbursts the one day 
differently than to his instrumental aggression the other day. Being able to distinguish 
between reactively and proactively aggressive acts can provide teachers with detailed 
information how to deal with different types of aggressive behavior.  

Diagnostic Usefulness 

We consider it of great value to be able to distinguish between the form and frequency of 
aggressive behavior on the one hand and the function of this behavior on the other hand 
for each individual child. Clinical workers and teachers need to know whether a child 
scores below or above average on the form and frequency of aggressive behavior. 
Knowing that a child shows higher levels of aggressive behavior than his or her age mates 
is informative in so far as it tells us whether a child demonstrates non-normative 
problematic behavior. However, it does not tell us how to deal with this problematic 
behavior. Next, knowing that a child is not only highly aggressive (in form) but always 
gets aggressive because of anger and perceived threat is crucial additional information. 
This information about the function of aggressive behavior sheds light on the adequate 
strategies for treatment. Learning how to cope with anger and teaching children not to see 
others intentions as hostile and threatening (Dodge, 1991; Hubbard et al., 2002; Kempes, 
Matthys, de Vries, & van Engeland, 2005; McAdams III, 2002) hopefully deals with the 
mechanisms underlying the reactive aggressive behavior. On the other hand, proactive 
aggression is learned behavior that can be changed through the use of operant techniques 
(Vitiello & Stoff, 1997). Thus, from a diagnostic point of view, the combination of both 
elements (form and function) is essential in understanding behavioral problems.  
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One could even say it seems useless to interpret the function of aggressive behavior 
without knowing how often aggressive behavior is demonstrated to begin with. A high 
score on proactive function of aggression can not automatically be translated to a lot of 
problem behavior. It only means that if a child gets aggressive, it is always done with a 
proactive function. Only when a child is highly aggressive and is highly proactive one 
could speak of a highly proactive aggressive child. When form and function are not kept 
apart a high score on proactive aggression could be indicative of either a highly aggressive 
child that does not demonstrate this behavior with a proactive function or a mildly 
aggressive child that always gets aggressive with a proactive function. Thus, it seems 
crucial for clinical workers and teachers to obtain separate information on the form, 
frequency and function of aggressive behavior. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the IRPA teacher questionnaire for reactive and proactive aggression is a 
valid new measure. We showed that it is possible to discriminate between reactive and 
proactive aggression by (a) keeping apart forms and functions of aggression and (b) 
assigning scores on reactive and proactive functions of aggression exclusively to children 
that demonstrated aggressive behavior to begin with. In this approach, individual child-
level information for both the forms and functions of aggression is available. The IRPA 
demonstrated good discriminant and satisfactory convergent validity. Also, most relations 
with a priori hypothesized relevant variables were confirmed, indicative of construct 
validity. On a theoretical note, the importance of this study is that it shows that reactive 
and proactive aggression are independent constructs if they are conceptualized in terms of 
functions of aggressive behavior. The findings of this validation study also have practical 
implications as it provides professional caregivers with complete information needed to 
intervene with the specific proximal causes of children’s aggressive behavior. 
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The aim of this dissertation was to provide a detailed investigation of the discriminant 
validity of reactive and proactive aggression. In Chapters 2, 3, and 4 we reviewed 
discriminant validity of reactive and proactive aggression found in the literature. In 
Chapters 5 and 6 we aimed to shed a new light on measuring reactive and proactive 
aggression. We investigated the discriminant, convergent, and construct validity of a new 
questionnaire in which reactive and proactive aggression were conceptualized as functions 
of aggressive behavior. 

Summary of Findings 

Can Reactive and Proactive Aggression be Distinguished? 

The first three chapters of the dissertation provide a review of discriminant validity of 
reactive and proactive aggression found in the literature. In Chapter 2 we provided 
theoretical considerations on the distinction between reactive and proactive aggression. 
Although there were some mixed findings, reactive and proactive aggression appear to be 
two different constructs with empirically tested unique correlates in the biological, 
personal, socio-cognitive, and environmental domains. Also, both types of aggression 
have different hypothesized developmental pathways, of which parts have been confirmed 
and both are associated with different prognoses over time and different suggestions for 
interventions.  

Even though research has demonstrated differences in earlier described theoretically 
relevant variables, there is concern about the apparently high co-occurrence of the two 
types of aggression. It has been questioned whether the correlation between reactive and 
proactive aggression is in fact too high for the difference to be scientifically and clinically 
useful (Bushman & Anderson, 2001; Poulin & Boivin, 2000; Waschbusch, Willoughby, & 
Pelham, 1998). If reactive and proactive aggression almost always co-occur within the 
individual child, the distinction does not seem to further our understanding on the 
specificity of aggressive behavior.  

In a first search for discriminant validity between reactive and proactive aggression, 
we applied a multi-trait multi-informant analysis to five representative datasets in Chapter 
3. This study investigated how different informants rate children’s reactive and proactive 
aggression using the same 6-item questionnaire. The present study found that discriminant 
validity between reactive and proactive aggression was rather low. Correlations between 
both types of aggression ranged from .67 to .97. There were no significant differences in 
discriminant validity between teacher informants on the one hand, and mother, father, 
peer, and self informants on the other hand. Informant convergence was at least small to 
medium in most samples. Informants within the school setting (i.e., teachers and peers) 
and informants within the home context (i.e., mothers and fathers) agreed the most on a 
child’s reactive and proactive aggression.  
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There is reason to believe that the supposedly high correlation between reactive and 
proactive aggression is actually an artifact of the measures used in most research (and the 
measure we used in Chapter 3). The reason for these high correlations may lie in the 
undifferentiated mixtures of form and function of aggression in current questionnaires for 
reactive and proactive aggression (Little, Jones, Henrich, & Hawley, 2003b). Most 
questionnaires that measure reactive and proactive aggression do not exclusively focus on 
the function of aggression but confound the function with the form of aggression. Items in 
widely used measures of reactive and proactive aggression simultaneously ask for the 
frequency of a specific form of behavior and a function. For instance, a proactive item in 
the most widely used measure is “uses physical force to dominate”, and a reactive item 
“when teased, strikes back” (Dodge & Coie, 1987). Both items demonstrate an overt 
(physical) form, however, the first item concerns a proactive function, whereas the second 
item deals with a reactive function. With such items it is impossible for respondents to 
indicate that a child used physical force very often, but with a different function than 
implied in the item. Different functions may not be distinguished by respondents if they 
tend to focus on the form (which may be the same for reactive and proactive items). Such 
emphasis on forms of behavior may result in high correlations between reactive and 
proactive aggression, because forms of aggression are generally highly correlated.  

Whether keeping apart the form and function led to clearer discriminant validity was 
first investigated in a meta-analytic review in Chapter 4 that also included other 
moderators. In this study, we addressed the issue of the large differences in correlation 
between reactive and proactive aggression reported in the literature. In this meta-analytic 
review of 51 studies involving a total number of 17,965 participants, a significant relation 
between reactive and proactive aggression was found. Also, we found that correlations 
between reactive and proactive aggression varied considerably between studies, ranging 
from -.10 to .89. We investigated whether participant, conceptual, and methodological 
characteristics of the studies involved, could account for the differences in discriminant 
validity. Differences in discriminant validity did not depend on study characteristics such 
as sample type, age, and informant type. But these differences could be explained by 
differences in measurement of reactive and proactive aggression. Observational studies 
and tilt/noise tasks were associated with smaller correlations – and thus better 
discriminant validity – than questionnaire studies. Within the large group of questionnaire 
studies, we found that studies keeping apart form and function had much better 
discriminant validity than the remaining studies. These questionnaire studies 
conceptualized reactive and proactive aggression as functions of aggressive behavior that 
are distinct from the forms of aggressive behaviors (e.g. hitting, kicking, gossiping). In 
contrast, discriminant validity was low for questionnaires that did not distinguish between 
forms and functions. From this meta-analytic review it was concluded that reactive and 
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proactive aggression are most clearly distinguished with behavioral observations and 
questionnaires that unravel form and functions of aggression.   

Together, Chapters 3 and 4 of the dissertation led us to conclude that current 
questionnaires hardly distinguish between reactive and proactive aggression. We did see, 
however, that there is much promise in the distinction between reactive and proactive 
aggression. As presented in Chapter 2, they are associated with different correlates and 
prognoses, different hypothesized developmental pathways, and different suggestions for 
intervention. Also, the meta-analytic review showed that some measures make a clear 
distinction. These studies either used behavioral observations or used questionnaires that 
conceptualized reactive and proactive aggression as functions of aggressive behavior. 
Therefore, we regard reactive and proactive aggression as functions of behavior. In the 
subsequent two chapters we made use of a questionnaire with such a functional approach 
towards reactive and proactive aggression.  

Towards a Clear Distinction  

In order to make a clearer distinction between reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression, in Chapter 5, we developed a questionnaire that assessed the function separate 
from the form. Little et al. (2003b) clearly showed that reactive and proactive aggression 
can be distinguished as two latent constructs. However, the questionnaire used in that 
study was not designed to distinguish between both types of aggression for each 
individual child: no individual reactive and proactive aggression functions could be 
calculated from individual questionnaires. For teachers and clinical workers such as 
psychologists individual child-level information on reactive and proactive aggression 
seems of much more use. Therefore, we developed a questionnaire that could keep apart 
reactive and proactive functions by assessing them separately from the form. 

The teacher questionnaire we used assessed four forms (physical, verbal, covert, and 
relational) and two functions (reactive and proactive) of aggressive behavior and was a 
modification of a questionnaire described in an unpublished conference paper 
(Kupersmidt, Willoughby, & Bryant, 1998). Aim of our study was to establish whether 
different functions of aggressive behavior could be distinguished, and whether these 
functions were intra-individually consistent across the various forms of aggression. In 
addition, we examined the specific associations between forms and functions of 
aggression. In a sample of 770 children aged 8 to 12 we investigated the distinctness and 
prevalence of reactive and proactive functions of aggression. Reactive and proactive 
functions of aggression were nearly independent (r = .15) and occurred equally often. 
These functions of aggression were intra-individually consistent across forms of 
aggression. Such consistent individual differences in function suggest that subtyping of 
children for diagnostic purposes may be feasible, and more informative than less 
consistent – and less theoretically grounded – typologies based on forms of aggression. 
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All forms of aggression were associated with reactive as well as proactive functions. 
These functions were not independent of the form of aggression. Reactive functions were 
predominantly associated with physical aggression, and proactive functions with covert 
and relational aggression. It was concluded that individual differences in children’s 
aggressive behavior patterns are best characterized by their distinct underlying functions.  

The validity of this teacher questionnaire was further studied in Chapter 6. It 
describes the validation of the Instrument for Reactive and Proactive Aggression (IRPA) 
which is a shortened and adapted version of the questionnaire described in Chapter 5. We 
examined discriminant, convergent, and construct validity of the IRPA in a sample of 427 
children aged 10 to 13. Discriminant validity between both constructs was excellent  
(r = .03). Reactive and proactive functions of aggression were independent constructs. 
Convergent validity was satisfactory; scores from the IRPA were moderately to highly 
related to scores from the TRI. Reactive and proactive aggression were distinctly related 
to most a priori hypothesized theoretically relevant variables, which indicates construct 
validity. In conclusion, the IRPA shows good discriminant, convergent, and construct 
validity.  

Implications for Theory 

The results from the current dissertation provide empirical support for recent theoretical 
insights suggesting that reactive and proactive aggression are best distinguished according 
to their function (Card & Little, 2006; Little, Brauner, Jones, Nock, & Hawley, 2003a; 
Little et al., 2003b; Polman, Orobio de Castro, Koops, Van Boxtel, & Merk, 2007 
[Chapter 4]; Polman et al., 2008 [Chapter 5]; Polman, Orobio de Castro, Thomaes, & Van 
Aken, 2008 [Chapter 6]) and should be unraveled from the form of aggression. Focusing 
on the functions of aggressive behavior is instructive due to its informative value about 
why individuals engage in aggressive behavior (Little et al., 2003a). It not only tells us 
how often a child demonstrates aggressive behavior and what form of aggression is 
displayed. It, additionally, sheds light on the underlying motivation for the aggressive 
behavior. Interestingly, these motivations appear to be consistent across forms of 
aggression in individual children (Polman et al., 2008 [Chapter 5]).  

There are several theoretical reasons why we believe that reactive and proactive 
aggression may be best conceptualized as functions of behavior. First of all, definitions of 
reactive and proactive aggression emphasize the reasons why people behave aggressively. 
Reactive aggression is defined as a reaction to a presumed threat which is associated with 
anger, and proactive aggression as planned, instrumental and “cold-blooded” behavior 
(Dodge, 1991). Clearly, these definitions emphasize the reason of aggressive behavior 
(function) instead of the manifestation of this behavior (form).  
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Second, tentative distinct theoretical explanations for reactive and proactive 
aggression also focus on the functions of aggression rather than on the forms it takes (e.g. 
Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, Bates, & Pettit, 1997). Reactive aggression is a hostile, angry 
reaction to perceived frustration in order to defend oneself or to inflict harm on the source 
of frustration (Dodge, 1991). Proactive aggression is considered an acquired instrumental 
behavior which is controlled by its reinforcements or vicarious learning (Dodge et al., 
1997). In these definitions, no statements are made about the forms of aggression. 
Functions are the key components of these supposed differential theoretical 
underpinnings.    

Third, the rationale for suggesting specific intervention components for reactive and 
proactive aggression is in the proposed different functions of these behavior rather than in 
different forms (Little et al., 2003a). For reactive aggression, anger coping and teaching 
children not to see others’ intentions as hostile and threatening (Dodge, 1991; Hubbard et 
al., 2002; Kempes, Matthys, de Vries, & van Engeland, 2005; McAdams III, 2002) are 
suggested. Proactive aggression, on the other hand, is learned behavior that can be 
changed through the use of operant techniques (Vitiello & Stoff, 1997). This may be done 
through the reinforcement of non-aggressive responses in situations where aggression 
could help a child to reach a goal and through consistent punishment of aggressive 
behaviors (Dodge, 1991). For both reactive and proactive aggression, interventions are 
targeted at the reason why children become aggressive instead of the form the aggression 
is expressed in.  

Conceptualizing reactive and proactive aggression as functions of behavior can 
improve our knowledge of aggressive behavior. If we consider functions of aggression to 
be underlying motivations of aggressive behavior, it is of importance to consider how 
these motivations can turn into aggressive behavior. One theoretical proposition is that 
functions of aggression are consistent individual differences in an underlying process, 
which can manifest itself through divers forms of aggressive behavior. These underlying 
processes may perhaps be related to individual differences in social information 
processing styles (Crick & Dodge, 1994). In this model, children first encode and interpret 
a situation. Next, in step three children select a goal or desired outcome for the situation. 
This goal selection can also be seen as the step in which the function of aggression is 
(unconsciously) formulated. In step four, the child evaluates possible responses to the 
situation and in step five a behavioral response is chosen.  

In the case of reactive aggression, a child may perceive a situation as very threatening 
during the first two steps. The child may wish to defend oneself from the perceived threat 
in the goal selection step. This goal selection appears equivalent to the reactive functions 
we investigated. In the last steps a child seemingly evaluates and decides what form of 
aggression to use. Thus, a child may first become angry and wish to defend oneself from 
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this harm (reactive function) and then either hit (physical form of aggression) or tell 
something mean behind another child’s back (relational form of aggression).  

These processes seem somewhat different for proactive aggression. In the first two 
steps, a child may encode and interpret a situation as possibly rewarding. A child may see 
another child with a desired toy and recognize that this toy is desirable. Next, in the goal 
selection step, this child may select an instrumental goal such as to acquire the desired 
object. Instrumental goals are indeed often found in proactively aggressive children (Crick 
& Dodge, 1996). In the last steps, the child considers possible behavioral responses (e.g. 
grabbing the desired object away or covertly stealing the toy). The child may, then, select 
a behavioral response that best serves the function of obtaining the toy. It seems that 
covert aggression such as stealing the toy may be the most obvious choice because it is 
less likely to lead to confrontations.  

Even though we already know that reactive aggression is associated with hostile 
interpretations in the first steps (Crick & Dodge, 1996; Dodge & Coie, 1987; Dodge, 
Price, Bachorowski, & Newman, 1990; Orobio de Castro, Merk, Koops, Veerman, & 
Bosch, 2005; Schwartz et al., 1998) and proactive aggression with anticipating relatively 
positive outcomes for aggression in the last steps of social information processing (Crick 
& Dodge, 1996; Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, Bates, & Pettit, 1997; Smithmyer, Hubbard, 
& Simons, 2000), it is unclear whether these suggested goal selection processes suggested 
above do indeed operate in this presupposed manner. This may be tested empirically in 
future research. 

If we do consider functions of aggression as underlying motivations of aggressive 
behavior, these motivations may perhaps also be interpreted as reflecting individual 
differences in emotional predispositions (Frijda, 1993). Children apt to interpret social 
information as hostile and who are easily frustrated because of temperamental and 
neurophysiological difficulties may frequently experience angry action tendencies, 
disposing them in principal to all forms of aggression with a reactive function. Whether 
this function is then expressed as verbal or physical aggression may be a matter of 
severity of frustration and chance rather than a distinction between fundamentally 
different kinds of aggression. In contrast, individuals apt to pursue their own interests with 
disregard for others, who hold high outcome expectancies for aggression, may be 
predisposed to behave aggressively with a proactive function. Similarly, whether this 
function is then expressed in the one form of aggression or in another (e.g. physical, 
verbal, covert, or relational) may be a matter of opportunity and context. These 
hypotheses are clearly highly speculative and do require further research into the actual 
mechanisms involved in each function of aggression. 

The potential to clearly distinguish between reactive and proactive aggression also 
increases the possibility to find specific relations with theoretically relevant variables. In 
most studies, reactive and proactive aggression are so highly related that there is little 
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possibility for the one type of aggression to be related to a variable in the absence of the 
other type of aggression (Card & Little, 2006). However, the strong discriminant validity 
of reactive and proactive aggression we found with the IRPA questionnaire enabled the 
detection of specific relations with relevant variables. Being able to clearly distinguish 
between both types of aggression can help us further in our knowledge of the correlates of 
reactive and proactive aggression. This can greatly improve our theoretical understanding 
of these types of aggression.  

Key Components for the Assessment of Reactive and Proactive Aggression 

In contrast to the studies that were reviewed in Chapter 3 and 4, in our own empirical 
research (Chapter 5 and 6), we were able to find clear discriminant validity of reactive and 
proactive functions of aggression. There are several components in our research that have 
contributed to this clear discriminant validity. The first component is the focus on 
aggressive behavior instead of aggressive persons. The definitions of reactive and 
proactive aggression clearly refer to specific behaviors, yet questionnaire research has 
focused primarily on reactive and proactive aggression as distinct person characteristics. 
Asking for aggressive behavior instead of aggressive person characteristics seems to be 
more valid because it is less likely to stray into general (negative) impressions of a person 
and therefore remains closer to actual aggressive behavior. In line with this procedure, we 
developed a questionnaire that measured individual aggressive behaviors instead of 
aggressive person characteristics. Indeed, a strong relation between observed behavior 
with a questionnaire and observed behavior in the home setting was found before in a 
study on conduct problems (Chamberlain & Reid 1987, in Chamberlain & Reid, 1994). 
Whether this also holds up for reactive and proactive aggression measured with the IRPA 
may be investigated in the future by comparing IRPA results with observational data.  

A second key component that may contribute to discriminant validity is the use of 
specified time frames. This minimizes the influence of general impressions of a person’s 
overall aggressiveness. In the current study teachers were asked to rate aggressive 
behavior that occurred the last month. Obviously, this type of questionnaire does not call 
for general impressions of how aggressive children are in general. When asking for 
general impressions of a child, it is likely that the specificity of aggressive behavior is 
hard to detect. Raters may respond to a general impression of a child (halo-effect), rather 
than in response to a specific question being posed (Saal, Downey, & Lahey, 1980). In 
case of aggression, this would lead to generally high or low scores on all items, without 
considering the reactive or proactive formulation of specific items. However, since we 
gave raters a specific time-period for aggressive behavior to have occurred, they were 
forced to think more in terms of frequency of acts instead of general impressions. Even 
though, we can not be a hundred percent sure that all teachers only responded to this given 
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time-period, it does appear that specifying a particular time-period contributed to a clearer 
distinction between reactive and proactive aggression. 

The third key component is that reactive and proactive aggression were 
conceptualized as functions that can only be assigned to children who behave aggressively 
to begin with. The IRPA questionnaire only asked for functions of aggressive behavior if 
the aggressive behavior is actually demonstrated. To illustrate, we first asked for the 
frequency of a certain form of aggression. If this behavior was present, we then asked for 
the function of this behavior. However, most research assigns null-scores to both reactive 
and proactive aggression for non-aggressive children. Because these studies confound 
forms and functions, null-scores on reactive and proactive aggression are ambiguous. 
They may for instance imply that a) the child is never aggressive, or b) the child is 
aggressive but not with this function. This overrepresentation of null-scores is a likely 
cause of the inflated correlation between both types of aggression. Focusing solely on 
aggressive children – as we did in the current dissertation – seems more informative, as 
this may shed more light on the (pure) functions underlying these aggressive children’s 
behavior.  

Interestingly, these three key components are also present in observational studies that 
commonly have clear discriminant validity (as found in Chapter 4). Observational studies 
focus on aggressive behavior instead of aggressive persons and they make use of 
preconceived time frames. Also, coding systems used in observational studies generally 
emphasize on functions of aggression (Boivin, Dodge, & Coie, 1995; Hegland & Rix, 
1990; Ostrov & Crick, 2007; Price & Dodge, 1989; Strassberg, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 
1994). Most observational studies defined reactive and proactive aggression as functions 
of aggressive behaviors, instead of forms of aggression. For instance, one observational 
study conceptualized reactive aggression as: “an angry retaliatory reaction to an 
intentional or accidental act by a peer” and proactive aggression as “an unprovoked act by 
a peer and/or aggression oriented toward obtaining or retaining a toy or other object” 
(Strassberg et al., 1994). Because these studies conceptualize reactive and proactive 
aggression in terms of functions of behavior, they naturally only assign functions to 
children that behave aggressively. It thus seems that these components are important in 
coming to a clear distinction between reactive and proactive aggression. 

We believe that observational studies hold much promise in their capability to 
differentiate between reactive and proactive aggression because they provide detailed, 
behavioral-level information. However, we see some (practical) problems with 
observational studies that temper this enthusiasm. These studies are very time-consuming 
which reduces feasibility of such an approach for studies with large sample sizes. Also, 
behavioral observation is not an ideal measure in unstructured settings such as a school 
setting. They require controlled environments in which children can be observed without 
intrusion. In addition, observations are best carried out by trained professionals. Whether 
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these are available is highly dependent on the research situation. Questionnaires, on the 
other hand do not deal with these practical problems which makes them suitable for the 
majority of research situations. Thus, depending on the research question and research 
situation one may opt for direct observations or questionnaires. In this dissertation we 
took advantage of the qualities of observations and designed a questionnaire that shares 
some important characteristics with observations that seemed to have led to the sound 
discriminant validity we found.  

Implications for Diagnosis and Intervention 

The IRPA assesses the frequency, form and function of aggression. These three 
components are highly valuable in the sense that they provide professionals with a 
comprehensive view of a child’s aggressive behavior. Clinical workers and teachers need 
to know how high a child scores on the form and frequency of aggressive behavior. 
Knowing that a child shows higher levels of aggressive behavior (form and frequency) 
than his or her age mates is informative in so far as it tells them whether a child 
demonstrates non-normative problematic behavior. However, it does not tell them how to 
deal with this problematic behavior. Next, knowing that a child is not only highly 
aggressive but always gets aggressive because of anger and perceived threat is crucial 
additional information. This information about the function of aggressive behavior sheds 
light on the adequate strategies for treatment. Learning how to cope with anger and 
teaching children not to see others’ intentions as hostile and threatening (Dodge, 1991; 
Hubbard et al., 2002; Kempes et al., 2005; McAdams III, 2002) hopefully deals with the 
mechanisms underlying the reactive aggressive behavior. On the other hand, proactive 
aggression is learned behavior that can be changed through the use of operant techniques 
(Vitiello & Stoff, 1997). Thus, from a diagnostic point of view, separate information on 
both elements (form and function) is essential in understanding behavioral problems.  

One could even say it seems useless to interpret the function of aggressive behavior 
without knowing how often aggressive behavior is demonstrated to begin with. A high 
score on proactive function of aggression can not automatically be translated to a lot of 
problem behavior. It only means that if a child gets aggressive, it is always done with a 
proactive function. Only when a child is highly aggressive and is highly proactive one 
could speak of a highly proactive aggressive child. When form and function are not kept 
apart a high score on proactive aggression could be indicative of either a highly aggressive 
child that does not demonstrate this behavior with a proactive function or a mildly 
aggressive child that always gets aggressive with a proactive function. Thus, it seems 
crucial for clinical workers and teachers to obtain separate information on the form, 
frequency and function of aggressive behavior. 
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Because the IRPA asks for the frequency of aggressive behavior it allows for 
identifying subtle changes in aggressive behavior. This appears crucial information for 
professionals (and researchers). Research has indeed shown that this kind of frequency-
based questionnaire is sensitive to clinical change (Patterson, Chamberlain, & Reid, 
1982). We consider it clinically relevant to be able to detect actual changes in aggressive 
behavior. These questionnaires give more detailed information than questionnaires that 
measure aggressive behaviors with imprecise answering categories. With imprecise 
answering categories, changes in aggressive behavior are measured inexactly. It permits 
measuring a shift from, for instance, being aggressive sometimes to most of the times. 
These categorical judgments of the frequency of problem behavior fail to capture 
increments of improvement of problem behavior (Conduct Problems Prevention Research 
Group, 1999). The frequency-based IRPA questionnaire can detect actual changes in 
behavior – being aggressive once a week instead of once a day – which provides more 
accurate information on behavioral changes. 

Limitations and Future Research 

When interpreting the findings of this dissertation, a number of limitations should be kept 
in mind. The main limitation of our own empirical studies is that reactive and proactive 
functions only concerned teacher impressions of the underlying functions of aggressive 
behavior. We consider teachers to be a reliable source for functions of aggressive behavior 
because they are trained professionals. Teachers can observe the children in their class in 
interaction with their peers and can therefore easily detect peer conflicts and aggressive 
behavior. By using teacher-reports, we overcome problems of underperception of 
aggression associated with self-reports (Lochman & Dodge, 1998) and we build on former 
research on reactive and proactive aggression.  

Even though we consider teachers to be a reliable source of information on functions 
of behavior, it is not yet clear how these teacher ratings of reactive and proactive functions 
are related to self, peer, and parent ratings, let alone to the actual functions these behaviors 
have. It seems highly informative to study this issue empirically by comparing evaluations 
of the functions of discrete aggressive behaviors made by different informants, including 
self-reports. One may argue that self-report is to be preferred in order to assess other 
people’s cognitive and emotional states, seemingly needed to attribute functions to 
behaviors. It does, however, seem possible for observers to infer functions of aggressive 
behavior from antecedents, characteristics, and consequences related to specific behaviors, 
without self-reported introspective information. Also, it appears that introspection into 
one’s own motives is not necessarily more valid than making inferences from 
observations (Nisbett & DeCamp Wilson, 1977). It would be most informative to study 
this issue empirically by comparing evaluations of the functions of discrete aggressive 
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behaviors made by different informants and self-reports. Also, these pen-and-paper 
measures may be compared with aggressive behavior demonstrated in a (semi-structured) 
observational setting. Because of the earlier described similarities between the IRPA 
questionnaire and observations, we would expect to find strong convergence. This 
assumption, however, needs to be tested empirically. Multiple methods and multiple 
informants may be investigated to give us more information and guidelines for future 
research.  

In addition, all of our empirical studies were cross-sectional and correlational. We 
could only study the degree to which certain variables were related at one point in time. 
With such a design we found that reactive and proactive functions of aggression were 
differently related to a priori hypothesized theoretically relevant variables (Chapter 6). 
However, we do not know whether these functions of aggression can differently predict 
theoretically relevant variables over time. A longitudinal study on the development of 
these functions of aggressive behavior seems very instructive.  

Moreover, if we consider the functions of aggression as underlying motivations that 
lead to aggressive behavior it also seems highly relevant to study these presupposed 
mechanisms in an experimental manner. This can be done through experimental 
manipulation of the environment. Reactive aggression is most likely to take place during 
conflict situations that lead to anger and frustration. For instance, provoking children by 
confronting them with a cheating peer (Hubbard et al., 2002) or loosing a game (Polman 
& Orobio de Castro, 2006) are situations that can elicit reactive aggression. Proactive 
aggression is most likely to occur in an environment in which it is rewarding to use 
aggression to reach a social or instrumental goal. This would be the case if a child wins a 
game through the use of aggression and is thus rewarded for this aggressive behavior. 
Careful manipulation of the environment provides an unique opportunity to study these 
proximal functional mechanisms.  

Another limitation is that the empirical studies in this dissertation concerned typically 
developing non-clinical child samples. Therefore, we can not be certain that our results 
can be generalized to children with aggressive behavioral problems such as oppositional 
defiant disorder or conduct disorder. However, it seems unlikely that we would find poor 
discriminant validity for reactive and proactive functions of aggression in these samples. 
The correlation between reactive and proactive functions of aggression may actually be 
smaller in a highly aggressive group than in general population samples. In highly 
aggressive samples, specific pathologies would in theory contribute to specific kinds of 
behavior problems (e.g. attention deficit hyperactivity disorder to reactive but not 
proactive aggression). This specificity of behavior patterns would be expected to be 
associated with a clear distinction between the reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression. It would be highly elucidative to investigate this empirically in future 
research. 
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In conclusion, reactive and proactive aggression can be distinguished clearly if they are 
conceptualized as functions of aggressive behavior. With the new IRPA questionnaire in 
which we took such a functional approach, we found good discriminant, convergent, and 
construct validity for reactive and proactive functions of aggression. The distinction 
between reactive and proactive aggression contributes to a clearer understanding of the 
motivations for aggressive behavior.  
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Summary 

 

Aggression and antisocial behavior are major concerns to the general public. These types 
of behavior predict criminal behavior later in life, which have negative effects on society. 
Not only society is affected by aggression and antisocial behavior; outcomes for the 
aggressor are troublesome as well. Aggressive behavior is linked to a variety of negative 
outcomes such as peer rejection and delinquency. This highlights the importance of 
studying aggressive behavior in children and adolescents.  

Aggressive behavior is far from a unitary construct. Because aggressive behavior is 
such a multifaceted phenomenon, it is almost impossible to study aggressive behavior as a 
homogeneous whole. Thus, it seems logical to use narrower terms in scientific research. 
Most typologies of aggressive behavior to date concern the different forms aggression 
may take – the way the behavior manifests itself. Form-based subtypes in the literature 
(amongst many others) include direct, physical, verbal, material, relational, indirect, and 
social aggression. However, it seems of much theoretical value to also distinguish 
between the functions of aggression. Knowing the function that underlies aggressive 
behavior is crucial additional information because it teaches us why individuals engage in 
aggressive behavior.  

The current dissertation touches on a distinction that concerns the underlying 
functionality of aggressive behavior: the distinction between reactive and proactive 
aggression. Reactive aggression is a reaction to a presumed threat which is associated with 
anger. This type of aggression is driven by frustration and anger and is instigated by 
provocation. For instance, a boy may become angry and hit a classmate for bumping into 
him. The function of this kind of behavior is to defend oneself against or to undo an event 
believed to be threatening or unjust. Proactive aggression, on the other hand, is planned 
cold-blooded behavior. For instance, a boy may hit a classmate in order to be first in line. 
The function of this type of behavior is to take possession of things or to dominate or 
intimidate.  

Aim of the present dissertation was to provide a detailed investigation of the 
discriminant validity – that is, the distinctness – of reactive and proactive aggression. We 
conclude that reactive and proactive aggression can be distinguished clearly if they are 
conceptualized as functions of aggressive behavior. With the new IRPA questionnaire – in 
which we took such a functional approach – we found good discriminant, convergent, and 
construct validity for reactive and proactive functions of aggression. The distinction 
between reactive and proactive aggression was found to contribute to a clearer 
understanding of the motivations for aggressive behavior.  

The first three chapters of the dissertation provide a review of discriminant validity of 
reactive and proactive aggression found in the literature. In Chapter 2 we provided 
theoretical considerations on the distinction between reactive and proactive aggression. 
Although there were some mixed findings, reactive and proactive aggression appear to be 
two different constructs with empirically tested unique correlates in the biological, 
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personal, socio-cognitive, and environmental domains. Also, both types of aggression 
have different hypothesized developmental pathways, of which parts have been confirmed 
and both are associated with different prognoses over time and different suggestions for 
interventions.  

Even though research has demonstrated differences in earlier described theoretically 
relevant variables, there is concern about the apparently high co-occurrence of the two 
types of aggression. It has been questioned whether the correlation between reactive and 
proactive aggression is in fact too high for the difference to be scientifically and clinically 
useful (Bushman & Anderson, 2001; Poulin & Boivin, 2000; Waschbusch, Willoughby, & 
Pelham, 1998). If reactive and proactive aggression almost always co-occur within the 
individual child, the distinction does not seem to further our understanding on the 
specificity of aggressive behavior.  

In a first search for discriminant validity between reactive and proactive aggression, 
we applied a multi-trait multi-informant analysis to five representative datasets in Chapter 
3. This study investigated how different informants rate children’s reactive and proactive 
aggression using the same 6-item questionnaire. The present study found that discriminant 
validity between reactive and proactive aggression was rather low. Correlations between 
both types of aggression ranged from .67 to .97. There were no significant differences in 
discriminant validity between teacher informants on the one hand, and mother, father, 
peer, and self informants on the other hand. Informant convergence was at least small to 
medium in most samples. Informants within the school setting (i.e., teachers and peers) 
and informants within the home context (i.e., mothers and fathers) agreed the most on a 
child’s reactive and proactive aggression.  

There is reason to believe that the supposedly high correlation between reactive and 
proactive aggression is actually an artifact of the measures used in most research (and the 
measure we used in Chapter 3). The reason for these high correlations may lie in the 
undifferentiated mixtures of form and function of aggression in current questionnaires for 
reactive and proactive aggression (Little, Jones, Henrich, & Hawley, 2003b). Most 
questionnaires that measure reactive and proactive aggression do not exclusively focus on 
the function of aggression but confound the function with the form of aggression. Items in 
widely used measures of reactive and proactive aggression simultaneously ask for the 
frequency of a specific form of behavior and a function. For instance, a proactive item in 
the most widely used measure is “uses physical force to dominate”, and a reactive item 
“when teased, strikes back” (Dodge & Coie, 1987). Both items demonstrate an overt 
(physical) form, however, the first item concerns a proactive function, whereas the second 
item deals with a reactive function. With such items it is impossible for respondents to 
indicate that a child used physical force very often, but with a different function than 
implied in the item. Different functions may not be distinguished by respondents if they 
tend to focus on the form (which may be the same for reactive and proactive items). Such 
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emphasis on forms of behavior may result in high correlations between reactive and 
proactive aggression, because forms of aggression are generally highly correlated.  

Whether keeping apart the form and function led to clearer discriminant validity was 
first investigated in a meta-analytic review in Chapter 4 that also included other 
moderators. In this study, we addressed the issue of the large differences in correlation 
between reactive and proactive aggression reported in the literature. In this meta-analytic 
review of 51 studies involving a total number of 17,965 participants, a significant relation 
between reactive and proactive aggression (r = .64) was found. Also, we found that 
correlations between reactive and proactive aggression varied considerably between 
studies, ranging from -.10 to .89. We investigated whether participant, conceptual, and 
methodological characteristics of the studies involved, could account for the differences in 
discriminant validity. Differences in discriminant validity did not depend on study 
characteristics such as sample type, age, and informant type. But these differences could 
be explained by differences in measurement of reactive and proactive aggression. 
Observational studies and tilt/noise tasks were associated with smaller correlations – and 
thus better discriminant validity – than questionnaire studies. Within the large group of 
questionnaire studies, we found that studies keeping apart form and function had much 
better discriminant validity than the remaining studies. These questionnaire studies 
conceptualized reactive and proactive aggression as functions of aggressive behavior that 
are distinct from the forms of aggressive behaviors (e.g. hitting, kicking, gossiping). In 
contrast, discriminant validity was low for questionnaires that did not distinguish between 
forms and functions. From this meta-analytic review it was concluded that reactive and 
proactive aggression are most clearly distinguished with behavioral observations and 
questionnaires that unravel form and functions of aggression.   

Together, Chapters 3 and 4 of the dissertation led us to conclude that current 
questionnaires hardly distinguish between reactive and proactive aggression. We did see, 
however, that there is much promise in the distinction between reactive and proactive 
aggression. As presented in Chapter 2, they are associated with different correlates and 
prognoses, different hypothesized developmental pathways, and different suggestions for 
intervention. Also, the meta-analytic review showed that some measures make a clear 
distinction. These studies either used behavioral observations or used questionnaires that 
conceptualized reactive and proactive aggression as functions of aggressive behavior. 
Therefore, we regard reactive and proactive aggression as functions of behavior. In the 
subsequent two chapters we made use of a questionnaire with such a functional approach 
towards reactive and proactive aggression.  

In order to make a clearer distinction between reactive and proactive functions of 
aggression, in Chapter 5, we developed a questionnaire that assessed the function separate 
from the form. Little et al. (2003b) clearly showed that reactive and proactive aggression 
can be distinguished as two latent constructs. However, the questionnaire used in that 
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study was not designed to distinguish between both types of aggression for each 
individual child: no individual reactive and proactive aggression functions could be 
calculated from individual questionnaires. For teachers and clinical workers such as 
psychologists individual child-level information on reactive and proactive aggression 
seems of much more use. Therefore, we developed a questionnaire that could keep apart 
reactive and proactive functions by assessing them separately from the form. 

The teacher questionnaire we used assessed four forms (physical, verbal, covert, and 
relational) and two functions (reactive and proactive) of aggressive behavior and was a 
modification of a questionnaire described in an unpublished conference paper 
(Kupersmidt, Willoughby, & Bryant, 1998). Aim of our study was to establish whether 
different functions of aggressive behavior could be distinguished, and whether these 
functions were intra-individually consistent across the various forms of aggression. In 
addition, we examined the specific associations between forms and functions of 
aggression. In a sample of 770 children aged 8 to 12 we investigated the distinctness and 
prevalence of reactive and proactive functions of aggression. Reactive and proactive 
functions of aggression were nearly independent (r = .15) and occurred equally often. 
These functions of aggression were intra-individually consistent across forms of 
aggression. Such consistent individual differences in function suggest that subtyping of 
children for diagnostic purposes may be feasible, and more informative than less 
consistent – and less theoretically grounded – typologies based on forms of aggression. 
All forms of aggression were associated with reactive as well as proactive functions. 
These functions were not independent of the form of aggression. Reactive functions were 
predominantly associated with physical aggression, and proactive functions with covert 
and relational aggression. It was concluded that individual differences in children’s 
aggressive behavior patterns are best characterized by their distinct underlying functions.  

The validity of this teacher questionnaire was further studied in Chapter 6. It 
describes the validation of the Instrument for Reactive and Proactive Aggression (IRPA) 
which is a shortened and adapted version of the questionnaire described in Chapter 5. We 
examined discriminant, convergent, and construct validity of the IRPA in a sample of 427 
children aged 10 to 13. Discriminant validity between both constructs was excellent  
(r = .03). Reactive and proactive functions of aggression were independent constructs. 
Convergent validity was satisfactory; scores from the IRPA were moderately to highly 
related to scores from the TRI. Reactive and proactive aggression were distinctly related 
to most a priori hypothesized theoretically relevant variables, which indicates construct 
validity. In conclusion, the IRPA shows good discriminant, convergent, and construct 
validity.  

Chapter 7 consists of a general discussion of the findings. Altogether, it is concluded 
that reactive and proactive aggression are two clear different constructs that may be 
conceptualized best as functions of behavior. 
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Nederlandstalige Samenvatting 

Agressie en antisociaal gedrag vormen een groot probleem voor de samenleving. Maar 
niet alleen de samenleving heeft hier last van: ook de gevolgen voor agressieve kinderen 
zijn verre van rooskleurig. Agressief gedrag wordt geassocieerd met diverse negatieve 
effecten zoals afwijzing door leeftijdsgenoten en criminaliteit. Dit geeft aan dat het 
bijzonder zinvol is om agressief gedrag gedetailleerd te bestuderen. 

Agressief gedrag heeft vele gezichten. De een geeft een schop en de ander vertelt iets 
gemeens over iemand. Ook al gaat het om behoorlijk verschillende gedragingen, beide 
voorbeelden betreffen agressief gedrag. Het is bijna onmogelijk om al dat verschillende 
agressieve gedrag te onderzoeken alsof het één ‘ding’ is. Misschien hebben verschillende 
agressieve gedragingen wel heel verschillende oorzaken. Om deze reden zijn 
onderzoekers eropuit om specifieke soorten van agressie te onderscheiden. De meeste van 
deze specifieke soorten van agressief gedrag gaan over de uiting van agressie; hoe het 
gedrag eruit ziet (vorm). Voorbeelden van vormen van agressie zijn directe, fysieke, 
verbale, materiële, relationele, indirecte en sociale agressie. Maar het lijkt bijzonder 
zinvol om ook de reden of de motivatie (functie) van agressief gedrag te onderzoeken. De 
functie van het agressieve gedrag is belangrijk omdat het iets zegt over waarom kinderen 
agressief worden. 

Dit proefschrift gaat over het onderscheid tussen functies van agressief gedrag; het 
onderscheid tussen reactieve en proactieve agressie. Reactieve agressie is een boze, 
emotionele reactie op een vermeende bedreiging. Frustratie en boosheid zijn de drijfveren 
en provocatie is een belangrijke aanleiding. Een kind kan bijvoorbeeld boos worden en 
slaan omdat iemand anders naar hem/haar kijkt. De functie van dit agressieve gedrag is 
jezelf te verweren tegen een bedreigende/onverdiende gebeurtenis, of deze gebeurtenis 
ongedaan te maken. Proactieve agressie is gepland koelbloedig gedrag. Dit zou 
bijvoorbeeld zo zijn als een jongen iemand anders een klap geeft zodat hij daardoor 
vooraan in de rij komt te staan. De functie van dit gedrag is iets te verkrijgen of te 
domineren/intimideren. 

Het doel van dit proefschrift was een gedetailleerde beschrijving te geven van de 
discriminant validiteit van reactieve en proactieve agressie. Er is sprake van discriminant 
validiteit als twee begrippen (in dit geval reactieve en proactieve agressie) die in theorie 
verschillend behoren te zijn, in de werkelijkheid ook niet sterk samenhangen. Een 
samenhang (correlatie) van nul zou betekenen dat beide begrippen niets met elkaar te 
maken hebben en een samenhang van één zou betekenen dat beide begrippen compleet 
overlappen en dus helemaal niet verschillend zijn. Uit de resultaten van dit proefschrift 
concluderen we dat het onderscheid helder te maken is indien beide vormen van agressie 
worden opgevat als functies van agressief gedrag. Met een nieuwe vragenlijst (Instrument 
voor Reactieve en Proactieve Agressie, IRPA) waarin we beide soorten agressie 
definieerden als functies van gedrag, bleek dat het onderscheid helder te maken was.  
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Om meer te weten te komen over de discriminant validiteit van reactieve en 
proactieve agressie is eerst bestaande literatuur onderzocht. Deze resultaten zijn 
beschreven in Hoofdstuk 2 tot en met 4. 

 In Hoofdstuk 2 komt naar voren dat reactieve en proactieve agressie twee 
verschillende begrippen lijken te zijn. Uit de literatuur blijkt dat zowel reactieve als 
proactieve agressie samenhangen met variabelen die door de theorie worden 
onderschreven. Er waren echter ook onderzoeken waar die verbanden minder duidelijk 
werden gevonden. Verder hebben beide typen van agressie verschillende veronderstelde 
ontwikkelingspaden die deels empirische ondersteuning hebben gekregen. Ook worden 
beide in verband gebracht met verschillende prognoses en verschillende suggesties voor 
interventie. 

Ook al spreken de resultaten van Hoofdstuk 2 voor het onderscheid, er worden wel 
vraagtekens gezet bij de hoge correlatie tussen beide soorten van agressie. Sommige 
onderzoekers betwijfelen of het wel nuttig is om dit onderscheid te maken als beide altijd 
samen voorkomen. In dit geval draagt het onderscheid niet bij aan een gedetailleerde 
beschrijving van verschillen tussen agressief gedrag.  

Om te onderzoeken of het onderscheid tussen reactieve en proactieve agressie 
gemaakt kan worden, werd in Hoofdstuk 3 bekeken hoe verschillende informanten 
reactieve en proactieve agressie beoordelen met behulp van dezelfde vragenlijst. Dit werd 
onderzocht in vijf verschillende datasets middels een multi-trait multi-informant analyse. 
Het onderscheid bleek op deze manier moeilijk te maken. De correlaties liepen uiteen van 
.67 tot .97. Er waren geen significante verschillen in discriminant validiteit tussen leraren 
aan de ene kant en zelfrapportages en rapportages van moeders, vaders en klasgenoten aan 
de andere kant. De overeenstemming tussen informanten was klein tot middelmatig in de 
meeste datasets. Er bestond de meeste overeenstemming binnen school-informanten 
(leraren en klasgenoten) en binnen thuis-informanten (moeders en vaders). 

Er is reden aan te nemen dat de hoge correlatie tussen reactieve en proactieve agressie 
in Hoofdstuk 3 wordt veroorzaakt door meetproblemen. Deze meetproblemen ontstaan 
wellicht doordat vragenlijsten tegelijkertijd vragen naar de vorm én de functie van 
agressief gedrag. Een item uit een vragenlijst voor proactieve agressie is bijvoorbeeld “dit 
kind gebruikt lichamelijk geweld om de baas over anderen te zijn” en voor reactieve 
agressie “als dit kind geplaagd of bedreigd wordt, reageert hij kwaad en wraakzuchtig”. 
Beide vragen betreffen openlijke vormen van agressie. Er is echter wel een verschil in de 
functie: de eerste vraag gaat over een proactieve functie en de tweede gaat over een 
reactieve functie. De functies van agressief gedrag worden wellicht zo slecht 
onderscheiden omdat respondenten voornamelijk letten op de in het oog springende vorm 
van agressie: ze geven op beide vragen een hoge score aan een kind dat erg agressief is, en 
letten daarbij nauwelijks op de verschillende functies in de items. De hoge correlatie 
tussen reactieve en proactieve agressie weerspiegelt dus wellicht de sterke samenhang 

137



Nederlandstalige Samenvatting 

tussen vormen van agressie. Het uit elkaar houden van vormen en functies van agressie – 
door er afzonderlijk naar te vragen – biedt wellicht een oplossing voor dit probleem. 

Of het uit elkaar houden van vormen en functies van agressie inderdaad leidt tot een 
duidelijker onderscheid tussen reactieve en proactieve agressie werd voor het eerst 
onderzocht middels een meta-analyse in Hoofdstuk 4. In een meta-analyse worden alle 
studies over een bepaald onderwerp verzameld om zo een totaalplaatje te schetsen van een 
bepaalde relatie of effect. In dit hoofdstuk onderzochten we de grote verschillen in 
correlaties tussen reactieve en proactieve agressie. In deze meta-analyse werden 51 studies 
met in totaal 17.965 participanten geanalyseerd. Er werd een significante correlatie tussen 
reactieve en proactieve agressie gevonden (r = .64) en de correlaties liepen behoorlijk 
uiteen (-.10 tot .89). Om meer duidelijkheid te krijgen over dit grote verschil in correlatie, 
onderzochten we of dit verschil kon worden verklaard door verschillen tussen de studies. 
Verschillen in correlatie konden niet worden toegeschreven aan verschillen in 
bijvoorbeeld steekproef (agressief vs. niet-agressief), leeftijd of informant. Deze 
verschillen konden wel worden verklaard door verschillen in de manier waarop beide 
soorten agressie werden gemeten. Gedragsobservaties en laboratoriumtaken (tilt/noise) 
werden geassocieerd met lagere correlaties dan vragenlijsten. Maar er waren ook 
vragenlijststudies die een helder onderscheid tussen reactieve en proactieve agressie lieten 
zien. Vragenlijsten die een onderscheid maakten tussen de vormen en de functies van 
agressie hadden een veel lagere correlatie dan andere vragenlijsten. Met deze vragenlijsten 
was het onderscheid dus veel duidelijker te maken. Deze studies definieerden reactieve en 
proactieve agressie als functies van agressief gedrag. Deze functies moeten vooral niet 
worden verward met de vormen (slaan, duwen, schoppen) van agressief gedrag. Naar 
aanleiding van de resultaten van deze meta-analyse concludeerden wij dat het onderscheid 
het best te maken is met gedragsobservaties en vragenlijsten die een onderscheid maken 
tussen vormen en functies van agressie. 

Hoofdstuk 3 en 4 laten zien dat de meeste hedendaagse vragenlijsten niet echt in staat 
zijn een helder onderscheid te maken tussen reactieve en proactieve agressie. In 
Hoofdstuk 2 zagen we echter dat beide vormen van agressie verschillende 
ontwikkelingspaden, correlaten en prognoses kennen. Verder wijzen de resultaten van de 
meta-analyse in Hoofdstuk 4 erop dat sommige methoden wel degelijk in staat zijn het 
onderscheid helder te maken. Deze methoden zijn gedragsobservaties of vragenlijsten 
waarin reactieve en proactieve agressie worden gemeten als functies van agressief gedrag. 
Om deze reden beschouwen wij reactieve en proactieve agressie als functies van agressief 
gedrag. In de volgende hoofdstukken maakten we gebruik van een vragenlijst waarin 
reactieve en proactieve agressie werden beschouwd als functies van agressief gedrag. 

In Hoofdstuk 5 en 6 werd een vragenlijst geïntroduceerd die vragen over de functie 
van agressie loskoppelde van de vorm van agressie. Vormen en functies werden niet 
langer tegelijkertijd in éénzelfde item van de vragenlijst gesteld. Andere onderzoekers 
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lieten al zien dat het mogelijk is om met complexe statistische modellen tot een helder 
onderscheid te komen. Deze methode is echter veel te ingewikkeld voor gebruik in de 
praktijk. Daarom ontwikkelden wij een vragenlijst die gemakkelijk door iedereen gebruikt 
kan worden. Met behulp van deze nieuwe vragenlijst kan voor elk kind een score voor 
zowel de vorm van agressie als de functie van agressie worden verkregen. Dit is 
onmisbare informatie voor opvoeders, leerkrachten en hulpverleners die willen weten 
hoeveel agressie een kind laat zien (vorm) én waarom het dit doet (functie). 

De leraarvragenlijst die we ontwikkelden vroeg naar 4 vormen (fysiek, verbaal, 
verborgen en relationeel) en 2 functies (reactief en proactief) van agressie. In Hoofdstuk 5 
onderzochten we of reactieve en proactieve functies duidelijk werden onderscheiden. Ook 
bekeken we of de functies van agressief gedrag min of meer consistent waren over de 
verschillende vormen van agressie. Verder bekeken we de relaties tussen vormen en 
functies van agressie. In een groep van 770 kinderen in de leeftijd van 8 tot 12 werd 
gevonden dat reactieve en proactieve functies onafhankelijke dimensies waren. Beide 
functies waren slechts minimaal gecorreleerd (r = .15). Alle vormen van agressie werden 
vertoond vanwege een reactieve of een proactieve functie. Maar deze functies werden wel 
voornamelijk met bepaalde vormen geassocieerd. Zo werden reactieve functies met 
fysieke vormen van agressie geassocieerd en proactieve functies voornamelijk met 
verborgen en relationele vormen van agressie. De functies van agressie waren consistent 
over de verschillende vormen: als een kind fysiek, verbaal, relationeel of heimelijk 
agressief was deed het dit steeds met dezelfde functie. Dit lijkt erop te wijzen dat de 
functies van agressie belangrijk zijn – en wellicht belangrijker dan vormen van agressie – 
om op een zinvolle manier het agressieve gedrag van kinderen te beschrijven.  

De kwaliteiten van de nieuwe leraar vragenlijst (Instrument voor Reactieve en 
Proactieve Agressie, IRPA) werd verder onderzocht in Hoofdstuk 6. De IRPA is een korte 
en aangepaste versie van de vragenlijst die werd beschreven in Hoofdstuk 5. In een 
steekproef van 427 kinderen in de leeftijd van 10 tot 13 onderzochten we de kwaliteit van 
deze nieuwe vragenlijst. Om te kunnen spreken van een kwalitatief goede vragenlijst dient 
sprake te zijn van discriminant validiteit (helder onderscheid), convergente validiteit 
(samenhang met andere instrumenten die hetzelfde meten) en construct validiteit 
(samenhang met de juiste andere variabelen). De discriminant validiteit was uitstekend; 
reactieve en proactieve functies van agressie waren onafhankelijke constructen (r = .03). 
Dit is een eerste bewijs dat reactieve en proactieve functies van agressie verschillende 
dingen zijn die samen kunnen voorkomen, maar ook heel vaak los van elkaar kunnen 
voorkomen. Het is dus niet zo – zoals vaak verondersteld – dat reactieve en proactieve 
agressie altijd samen voorkomen bij hetzelfde kind. De convergente validiteit voldeed ook 
aan de verwachtingen. Scores op de nieuwe IRPA vragenlijst hingen voldoende samen 
met scores op een veelgebruikte andere vragenlijst voor reactieve en proactieve agressie. 
Aangezien unieke verbanden werden gevonden met theoretisch veronderstelde variabelen 
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kan ook worden gesproken van goede construct validiteit. Zo vonden wij bijvoorbeeld dat 
kinderen die vaker reactieve agressie lieten zien meer problemen met hun klasgenoten 
hebben dan kinderen die vaker proactieve agressie vertoonden. Ook vonden we dat 
kinderen die vaker proactief agressief waren meer de baas speelden dan kinderen die 
vaker reactief agressief waren. Deze uitkomsten kwamen overeen met de verwachte 
verschillen tussen reactieve en proactieve agressie.  

In Hoofdstuk 7 worden de implicaties van de bevindingen besproken. We concluderen 
dat het onderscheid tussen reactieve en proactieve agressie zeer zinvol is. Het is van 
belang deze typen agressie te zien als functies van agressief gedrag. De nieuwe IRPA 
vragenlijst biedt opvoeders, leerkrachten en hulpverleners een lijst met waardevolle 
informatie over zowel de vorm als de functie van agressief gedrag. Beide elementen zijn 
cruciaal om meer inzicht te krijgen in het agressieve gedrag van jongeren.  

140



 

Dankwoord 

(Acknowledgements) 



Dankwoord 

Een promotieonderzoek afronden vergt de nodige inspanning. Desondanks zou ik het 
graag willen vergelijken met een wat uit de hand gelopen vakantie. Na een vakantie vraag 
ik me aan het einde van de reis altijd af hoe het kan dat het zo vlug voorbij is gegaan. De 
heenreis lijkt pas een paar dagen geleden en als ik mijn ogen sluit waan ik me weer in het 
vliegtuig. Voor mijn onderzoekstijd op de Universiteit kan ik hetzelfde zeggen. Het lijkt 
zo kort geleden dat ik daar begon. En net zoals vakanties leuk zijn, kijk ik met bijzonder 
veel plezier terug op mijn eerste werkplek bij de Vakgroep Ontwikkelingspsychologie. Ik 
begon hier een paar maanden nadat ik mijn bul bij dezelfde vakgroep had mogen 
ontvangen. Het was wel wat onwennig om vanaf toen te gaan lunchen met mijn nieuwe 
collega’s die weken daarvoor nog mijn docenten waren. Maar het duurde niet lang of ik 
voelde me als een vis in het water bij deze vakgroep. En net zoals vakanties altijd veel te 
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Appendix A 

Appendix A: Study Characteristics of Studies in the Meta-Analysis 

Study Year N ES Boys   Age ST Def FF Inf AM 
Atkins 1994 211 .66 58 10.5 GP IB no TEA QST 
Atkins and Stoff 1993 80 .53 100 10.0 AG I no RES TN 
Atkins, Mckay, Frazier and Jakobsons 2002 238 .67 53 10.5 GP IB no TEA QST 
Atkins, Osborne and Bennett 2001 65 .64 58 9.7 AG IB no TEA QST 
Boivin, Dodge, and Coie (first grade) 1995 63 .34 100 6.0 GP IB no RES OBS 
Boivin, Dodge, and Coie (third grade) 1995 108 .51 100 8.0 GP IB no RES OBS 
Boivin, Vitaro, Hodges, and Poulin 1998 602 .70 49 11.6 GP B no TEA QST 
Brendgen, Vitaro, Tremblay, and Lavoie 2001 516 .68 100 13.0 GP B no TEA QST 
Brown, Atkins, Osborne, and Milnamow 1996 186 .70 100 9.0 GP IB no TEA QST 
Camodeca, Goossens, Terwogt, and 
Schuengel 

2002 242 .87 48 8.8 GP B no TEA QST 

Connor, Steingard, Anderson, and 
Melloni 

2003 323 .60 79 13.0 AG B no SM QST 

Day, Bream, and Pal 1992 88 .41 100 8.6 AG B no TEA QST 
Dodge and Coie (study 1) 1987 259 .76 45 9.5 GP B no TEA QST 
Dodge and Coie (study 2) 1987 339 .76 100 7.0 GP B no TEA QST 
Dodge, Price, Bachorowski, and Newman 1990 109 .87 100 16.5 AG B no SM QST 
Frey and Hoppe-Graff 1994 28 .19 50 3.5 GP IB no RES OBS 
Goldstein 1999 52 .69 65 8.9 GP B no TEA QST 
Gurevich 1996 71 .42 100 16.8 AG IB no SM QST 
Hegland and Rix 1990 32 -.06 50 6.2 GP I no RES OBS 
Hendrickx, Crombez, Roeyers, and 
Orobio de Castro 

2003 138 .66 49 10.2 GP B no PAR QST 

Hoving, Wallace, and Laforme (study 1) 1979 161 .51 50 8.0 GP I no RES TN 
Hoving, Wallace, and Laforme (study 2) 1979 60 .23 100 9.4 GP I no RES TN 
Hoving, Wallace, and Laforme(study 3) 1979 56 .49 100 9.5 GP I no RES TN 
Hubbard, Smithmeyer, Ramsden, and 
Parker 

2002 272 .77 51 8.0 GP B no TEA QST 

Kupersmidt, Willoughby, and Bryant 1998 569 .85 55 4.0 GP IB yes TEA QST 
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Study Year N ES Boys   Age ST Def FF Inf AM 
Little, Jones, Henrich, and Hawley 2003 1723 -.10 47 13.7 GP I yes SE QST 
Manen van, Prins, and Emmelkamp 2001 115 .78 63 9.4 AG B no TEA QST 
Marcus and Kramer 2001 107 .62 49 5.3 GP IB no PAR QST 
Merk, Orobio de Castro, Koops, and 
Matthys 

2003 112 .75 100 7.5 AG IB no TEA QST 

Miller-Johnson, Coie, Maumary-
Gremaud, and Bierman 

2002 657 .58 57 6.0 AG B no PAR QST 

Phillips and Lochman 2003 50 .78 100 11.0 GP B no TEA QST 
Poulin and Boivin 2000 185 .71 100 10.7 GP B no TEA QST 
Poulin and Boivin (study 2) 2000 181 .82 100 11.0 GP B no PAR QST 
Price and Dodge (first grade) 1989 39 .05 100 6.0 GP IB no RES OBS 
Price and Dodge (kindergarten) 1989 31 -.09 100 5.0 GP IB no RES OBS 
Prinstein & Cillessen 2003 235 .18 42 16.3 GP IB yes PE QST 
Raine, Dodge, Loeber, Gatzje-Kopp, 
Lynam, and Reynolds 

in 
press

334 .67 100 16.2 AG IB no SE QST 

Ramsden and Hubbard 2002 120 .82 47 10.0 GP B no TEA QST 
Roland and Idsøe (grade 5) 2001 1801 .64 48 11.0 GP B no SE QST 
Roland and Idsøe (grade 8) 2001 2083 .67 48 14.0 GP B no SE QST 
Salmivalli and Nieminen 2002 1062 .67 50 11.5 GP I no PE QST 
Scarpa, Hurley, and Hiria 2002 64 .65 66 9.7 GP IB no PAR QST 
Schippell 2001 97 .75 59 13.0 GP IB no TEA QST 
Schippell and Vasey 2003 83 .55 52 12.9 GP IB no TEA QST 
Schwartz 1994 442 .89 53 12.0 GP B no PE QST 
Smithmyer and Hubbard 2000 86 .63 100 17.0 AG B no SM QST 
Steffens 1999 40 .68 100 10.9 AG B no SM QST 
Strassenberg, Dodge, Pettit, and Bates 1994 273 .32 52 5.0 GP IB no RES OBS 
Vazzana 2001 222 .79 100 9.3 GP IB no TEA QST 
Vitaro, Brendgen, and Tremblay 2002 2550 .72 - 11.0 GP B no TEA QST 
Waschbusch, Willoughby, and Pelham 1998 405 .80 48 7.5 GP B no TEA QST 
Note. ES = effect size, Boys = % boys, ST = sample type, GP = general population, AG = highly aggressive 
group included, Def = definition, I = reactive vs. instrumental proactive, B = reactive vs. bullying proactive, 
IB = reactive vs. instrumental & bullying proactive, FF = disentanglement form & function, Inf = informant, 
TEA = teacher, PAR = parent, SE = self, SM = staff member, AM = aggression measure, QST = 
questionnaire, TN = tilt/noise, OBS = behavioral observation. 
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Appendix B: Instrument voor Reactieve en Proactieve Agressie 
 
 

IRPA 
 
 

 Polman & Orobio de Castro, 2008 
 
 
 
 
Instructie:  
 
De volgende vragenlijst gaat over verschillende vormen van agressie en de reden voor dit agressieve 
gedrag. Eerst wordt bij de a-vraag naar de frequentie van een bepaalde vorm van agressie gevraagd. Als 
het antwoord 0. Nooit  is, hoeft u de b-vragen voor deze vorm van agressie niet in te vullen. U kunt dan 
meteen doorgaan naar de volgende a-vraag over de vorm van agressie. Als u echter een score hoger dan 0 
invult, dient u alle b-vragen voor deze vorm van agressie in te vullen.  
 
Wellicht dat u niet precies weet hoe vaak of om welke reden een kind iets heeft gedaan. Probeert u dan 
toch een antwoord te geven waarvan u denkt dat het zo dicht mogelijk in de buurt ligt van de werkelijke 
situatie. Denkt u er vooral niet te lang over na. Het is wel belangrijk dat u alle vragen invult.  
 
 
 
 
1a) Hoe vaak schopte … afgelopen maand andere kinderen?  
 
 
□ 0. Nooit  ⇒ u kunt direct doorgaan naar vraag 2a 
□ 1. Een enkele keer 
□ 2. Wekelijks 
□ 3. Meerdere keren per week 
□ 4. Dagelijks 

 
1b) Als … andere kinderen schopte, was dit dan 

 Nooit Zelden Soms Meestal Steeds

- om te kwetsen of om gemeen te zijn?  0 1 2 3 4 

- om de baas te spelen?  0 1 2 3 4 

-- omdat dit kind hier plezier in had? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind van streek raakte toen anderen hem/haar plaagden? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind zich bedreigd of aangevallen voelde? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind kwaad was? 0 1 2 3 4 
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2a) Hoe vaak duwde … afgelopen maand andere kinderen?  
 
 
□ 0. Nooit  ⇒ u kunt direct doorgaan naar vraag 3a 
□ 1. Een enkele keer 
□ 2. Wekelijks 
□ 3. Meerdere keren per week 
□ 4. Dagelijks 

 
2b) Als … andere kinderen duwde, was dit dan 

 Nooit Zelden Soms Meestal Steeds

- om te kwetsen of om gemeen te zijn?  0 1 2 3 4 

- om de baas te spelen?  0 1 2 3 4 

-- omdat dit kind hier plezier in had? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind van streek raakte toen anderen hem/haar plaagden? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind zich bedreigd of aangevallen voelde? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind kwaad was? 0 1 2 3 4 

 
 
 
 
3a) Hoe vaak sloeg … afgelopen maand andere kinderen?  
 
 
□ 0. Nooit  ⇒ u kunt direct doorgaan naar vraag 4a 
□ 1. Een enkele keer 
□ 2. Wekelijks 
□ 3. Meerdere keren per week 
□ 4. Dagelijks 

 
3b) Als … andere kinderen sloeg, was dit dan 

 Nooit Zelden Soms Meestal Steeds

- om te kwetsen of om gemeen te zijn?  0 1 2 3 4 

- om de baas te spelen?  0 1 2 3 4 

-- omdat dit kind hier plezier in had? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind van streek raakte toen anderen hem/haar plaagden? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind zich bedreigd of aangevallen voelde? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind kwaad was? 0 1 2 3 4 
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4a) Hoe vaak schold … afgelopen maand andere kinderen uit?  
 
 
□ 0. Nooit  ⇒ u kunt direct doorgaan naar vraag 5a 
□ 1. Een enkele keer 
□ 2. Wekelijks 
□ 3. Meerdere keren per week 
□ 4. Dagelijks 

 
4b) Als …andere kinderen uitschold, was dit dan 

 Nooit Zelden Soms Meestal Steeds

- om te kwetsen of om gemeen te zijn?  0 1 2 3 4 

- om de baas te spelen?  0 1 2 3 4 

-- omdat dit kind hier plezier in had? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind van streek raakte toen anderen hem/haar plaagden? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind zich bedreigd of aangevallen voelde? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind kwaad was? 0 1 2 3 4 

 
 
 
 
5a) Hoe vaak heeft … de afgelopen maand met andere kinderen gebekvecht? 
 
 
□ 0. Nooit  ⇒ u kunt direct doorgaan naar vraag 6a 
□ 1. Een enkele keer 
□ 2. Wekelijks 
□ 3. Meerdere keren per week 
□ 4. Dagelijks 

 
5b) Als … met andere kinderen bekvechtte, was dit dan 

 Nooit Zelden Soms Meestal Steeds

- om te kwetsen of om gemeen te zijn?  0 1 2 3 4 

- om de baas te spelen?  0 1 2 3 4 

-- omdat dit kind hier plezier in had? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind van streek raakte toen anderen hem/haar plaagden? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind zich bedreigd of aangevallen voelde? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind kwaad was? 0 1 2 3 4 
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6a) Hoe vaak vertelde … de afgelopen maand leugens of roddels over andere kinderen die er niet bij 
waren? 
 
□ 0. Nooit  ⇒ u kunt direct doorgaan naar vraag 7a 
□ 1. Een enkele keer 
□ 2. Wekelijks 
□ 3. Meerdere keren per week 
□ 4. Dagelijks 

 
6b) Als … leugens of roddels vertelde, was dit dan 

 Nooit Zelden Soms Meestal Steeds

- om te kwetsen of om gemeen te zijn?  0 1 2 3 4 

- om de baas te spelen?  0 1 2 3 4 

-- omdat dit kind hier plezier in had? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind van streek raakte toen anderen hem/haar plaagden? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind zich bedreigd of aangevallen voelde? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind kwaad was? 0 1 2 3 4 

 
 
 
 
7a) Hoe vaak deed … de afgelopen maand stiekem dingen die niet mochten? 
 
 
□ 0. Nooit  ⇒ u bent klaar met de vragenlijst 
□ 1. Een enkele keer 
□ 2. Wekelijks 
□ 3. Meerdere keren per week 
□ 4. Dagelijks 

 
7b) Als … stiekem dingen deed die niet mochten, was dit dan 

 Nooit Zelden Soms Meestal Steeds

- om te kwetsen of om gemeen te zijn?  0 1 2 3 4 

- om de baas te spelen?  0 1 2 3 4 

-- omdat dit kind hier plezier in had? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind van streek raakte toen anderen hem/haar plaagden? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind zich bedreigd of aangevallen voelde? 0 1 2 3 4 

- omdat dit kind kwaad was? 0 1 2 3 4 

 
EINDE. HARTELIJK DANK VOOR HET INVULLEN! 
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