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This study explores the agreement of bullying reports from different perspectives. Nominations and (self and peer) ratings of 721 students (50.5% boys, 49.5% girls, aged 9–11), 46 teachers (91.3% female, 8.7% male; Mage = 40.28 years, SDage = 1.6, teaching experience between 2 and 36 years, Mexperience = 15.16, SDexperience = 1.68), 439 mothers, and 363 fathers were analyzed. Measures included a modified version of the Revised Olweus Bully/Victim questionnaire (OBVQ) as well as nomination items, with variables on physical and relational bullying and victimization, and frequency of experience. For descriptive analyses, group comparisons and correlations were performed and to test the dimensional structure of the modified Revised OBVQ we fitted a categorical confirmatory factor analysis (CCFA) for all four raters. To estimate the degree of agreement between the four raters, we applied a simple multitrait-multimethod (MTMM) analysis in a CCFA framework. Results indicated that teachers are more likely to recognize physical bullying than relational bullying. Significant gender effects were found, with more frequent nominations for boys and a larger gender effect for physical bullying. Overall, teachers reported the highest levels of bullying, and students reported significantly higher levels of victimization compared to the other raters. In terms of bullying, the MTMM model revealed a slightly higher agreement between students and parents than between students and teachers. The findings further indicate a tendency for lower agreement between student and adult reports than among adults’ reports. The notably high agreement between the ratings of mothers and fathers for both bullying and victimization supports the research strategy to include only one parent. Although bullying is assessed from various perspectives, the study does not provide prevalence estimates of bullying in Austria.
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INTRODUCTION
The origins of systematic research on school bullying date back to Dan Olweus’ first publications on the topic of “Mobbing” (Olweus, 1973; 1978). After more than 40 years of research, the scientific community largely agrees that bullying can be differentiated from normal or (other) aggressive behavior through the following features: intention of the perpetrator(s), repetition of violating activities, and an imbalance of power between the perpetrator(s) and victim(s) (Olweus, 1993; 1996a). Although there is broad agreement on the definition of bullying, the final word has not yet been said in the debate on the best method for assessing bullying and the most reliable group of informants – this has also been referred to as the “Achilles heel” of research on bullying (Cornell et al., 2006).
The methods to assess this complex and often hidden behavior range from direct observation to self-reports, peer, teacher, or parent reports, ratings, sociometric nominations, or diary measures, and combinations thereof. An additional difficulty in assessing bullying is that the level of agreement varies not only between informants and methods, but also in terms of bullying and victimization, i.e., bullying others or being bullied. Since bullying involves various participants and is influenced by multiple factors, Hymel and Swearer (2015, p. 294) state, ‘there may be no single “gold standard” for accuracy.’
This study investigates the agreement of bullying reports from students, teachers and parents using ratings and sociometric nominations. In the following, we will outline the most common methods of assessing bullying and also the levels of agreement between different groups of informants. We will further point out the lack of country-specific research on bullying in Austria and try to extend this by examining multi-informant data and its agreement.
Self-Report of Bullying
Students’ self-reports are for several reasons the most common source of information on bullying in the classroom. The Olweus Bully/Victim questionnaire (OBVQ; Olweus, 1996b) is a prominent example of a self-report measure and is probably the most commonly used tool (Lee and Cornell, 2009). Self-reports are a rapid, economical, and efficient method of collecting data from a large number of students and are directed at those who know firsthand of the students’ involvement in bullying or whether they are victimized (Pellegrini, 2001; Cornell et al., 2006; Branson and Cornell, 2009). From a prevalence estimation perspective, Solberg and Olweus (2003) strongly favored self-reports over peer nominations. Nevertheless, despite the benefits of self-reports, concerns have been raised about bias in relation to social desirability, intentional exaggeration, or the fear of social sanctions; for this reason, validity screening procedures are advised (Pellegrini, 2001; Branson and Cornell, 2009; Cornell and Bandyopadhyay, 2010). Further, Cornell and Brockenbrough (2004) argue that little is known about the accuracy of self-reports due to the anonymity involved.
Peer Nomination of Bullies and Victims
Considering the social nature of bullying, including that it takes place within a school class, which is a relatively stable social group (Salmivalli et al., 1996; Atria et al., 2007), relying solely on self-reports could be too short-sighted to investigate whether, how, and to what extent bullying occurs in the classroom. Peer nominations may provide access to information that is — in the case of bullying — typically hidden from adults (Pellegrini, 2001). The procedures may vary, e.g., only same-gender peers are asked, peers nominate a fixed number of students, nominating all students that come to mind or rating or ticking from a list of all classmates (Pellegrini, 2001). However, in terms of peer ratings, students judging their peers based on reputation, even after their bullying behavior may have already changed, cannot be avoided (Branson and Cornell, 2009). Further, no obvious cutoff exists for identifying bullies or victims (Solberg and Olweus, 2003). Even though only small to moderate correlations (r = 0.10–0.42) were found between self- and peer reports, with lower correlations for bullying others than for victimization (Pellegrini, 2001; Cornell and Brockenbrough, 2004; Cole et al., 2006; Branson and Cornell, 2009; Lee and Cornell, 2009), Juvonen et al. (2001) argue in favor of combining these two sources of data to obtain multiple perspectives for a better understanding.
Teacher and Parent Report of Bullying
Teachers are often the closest adults when bullying occurs and therefore the first possible points of contact for the students involved (Yoon and Bauman, 2014; Bilz et al., 2017; Wachs et al., 2019). Still, their perception of bullying depends to a large extent on its type. Teachers are better able to recognize physical rather than relational bullying (e.g., Chen et al., 2018), which might be because the latter’s appearance and consequences are harder to identify or because teachers perceive physical bullying as more serious than other types (Boulton, 1997; Bauman and Del Rio, 2006; Bell and Willis, 2016). With regard to the school setting as an environment for bullying, the first research question of the current study asks how peer and teacher nominations correspond.
Within the family context, parents are the most likely group of people to find out or be told about bullying at school, either if the child was directly involved or if they witnessed it. Moreover, students are more likely to inform parents than teachers about bullying and victimization (Fekkes et al., 2005; Smith, 2014; Blomqvist et al., 2019). However, generally (if students and their parents and teachers are not matched), students tend to report higher bullying rates than parents or teachers (Stockdale et al., 2002; Holt et al., 2008). Hymel and Swearer (2015) consider teacher and parent reports to be “more suspect” because bullying happens primarily in the peer group and in particular, in places out of the sight and control of adults (Vaillancourt et al., 2010). Therefore, the second research question of this study aims to examine the agreement between students’, parents’ and teachers’ reports of bullying.
Multiple Informants on Bullying
A few studies so far combined two or three of the aforementioned data sources to explore bullying (Pellegrini and Bartini, 2000; Stockdale et al., 2002; Cornell and Brockenbrough, 2004; Holt et al., 2008; Christensen et al., 2012; Demaray et al., 2013). For example, Demaray et al. (2013) examined the agreement among the perceptions of students, teachers, and parents regarding victimization using the Revised OBVQ (Olweus, 1996a). The overall results revealed students reporting significantly higher victimization levels than their parents and teachers. Moreover, parents reported significantly more victimization than their child’s teacher. The correlation levels of victimization had moderate agreement between students and parents as well as between parents and teachers and low agreement between teachers and students. Newgent et al., 2009 found parents reporting higher levels of peer victimization than students and teachers.
Ladd and Kochenderfer-Ladd (2002) compared single-versus multi-informant victimization measures using short rating scale questionnaires in combination with nominations (for peers). The results indicated correlations ranging between 0.20 and 0.40 of the data from the four groups of informants (self, peer, teacher, and parent). Considering informants from the social environment in which bullying is embedded can help enrich the understanding of bullying and inform prevention and intervention development. Against this backdrop, the present study aims to explore multi-informant data about bullying in Austrian schools.
Bullying in Austrian Schools
The majority of studies examining bullying in Austria focus on a few specific topics. These are for example the Viennese Social Competence Training (ViSC), a program against violence designed especially for secondary schools (5th–8th grade) in Austria (Spiel and Strohmeier, 2011; Gradinger et al., 2016; Yanagida et al., 2019; Strohmeier et al., 2021), migration and bullying (Strohmeier and Spiel, 2003; Strohmeier and Wagner, 2019; Strohmeier and Gradinger, 2021), or more recently cyberbullying (Gradinger et al., 2012; Graf et al., 2019a, 2019b) and teachers’ role in (cyber)bullying (Burger et al., 2015; Gradinger et al., 2017; Strohmeier and Gradinger, 2021). Atria et al. (2007) assessed the variability of the occurrence of bullying and victimization in Austria on a school-class level using self-reports and (partly) peer nominations. They found a variability of bullying and victimization ranging from 0 to 54.5%.
Observing the prevalence rates of bullying in Austrian schools, we have to rely mainly on the data of large-scale cross-national surveys such as the Health Behavior in School-aged Children (HBSC) surveys of the World Health Organization, which are based on students’ self-reports. According to the HBSC surveys, Austria was for many years one of the countries with the highest bullying prevalence rates (Craig and Harel, 2004; Currie et al., 2008; Molcho et al., 2009; Molcho, 2012; Walsh and Cosma, 2016). The last HBSC survey in the year 2017/18 reveals that in Austria, 8% of adolescents are victims of bullying (Inchley et al., 2020). Compared to the other countries surveyed, Austria recorded the biggest decline in bullying others for both genders since 2014. To the time of survey 7% of boys and 3% of girls became involved in repeatedly bullying others over the previous couple of months. The authors of the Austrian survey suggest this decline to be the result of including “social learning” and other social cohesion activities into school curricula. They also discuss that the prevalence of bullying in Austria was relatively high and that schools were happy to accept help to counteract bullying (Felder-Puig et al., 2019). Unlike the HBSC study, however, the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) records an increase in the prevalence of bullying in Austria. In the latest PISA survey (OECD, 2019), about 23% of Austrian students reported being bullied at least a few times a month, which is in line with the average for OECD countries but about 4% higher than in the 2015 survey (OECD, 2017). The variability of prevalences between the HBSC and PISA survey may be due to different methodological approaches and assessment issues (Casper, 2021). Studies that empirically investigate the reasons for the changes in bullying prevalence in Austria are lacking so far.
The present study does not allow to deduce bullying prevalence estimates, but by including sources other than self-report, a more comprehensive picture of bullying in Austrian schools can be obtained.
Aim of the Current Study
The primary objective of this study is to explore the agreement of bullying reports from different perspectives. Based on the current state of research, the following hypotheses specify the above mentioned research questions. In connection with the first question, whether and to what extent the results from peer and teacher nominations regarding physical and relational bullying correspond, we expect gender effects for the involvement in bullying, with more frequent ratings for boys (Smith et al., 2019). We also assume that there are higher levels of physical bullying than relational bullying for boys and a reverse relation for girls (Björkqvist et al., 1992; Carbone-Lopez et al., 2010). As discussed above, teachers are more likely to recognize physical rather than relational bullying, which is why we further expect stronger correlations between teachers and peer rating for physical bullying compared to relational bullying.
Second, we expect to find higher agreement between students’ and parents’ reports than between students’ and teachers’ reports. Due to contradictory findings, no clear predictions can be made for the levels of bullying and victimization reported from the different raters. Nevertheless, we assume that teachers are more likely to recognize bullying than victimization and for parents, we expect it to be the converse because students seem to prefer reporting victimization to their parents rather than to teachers (Houndoumadi and Pateraki, 2001). Due to limited past research taking the perspective of both parents — mothers and fathers — into account, the analysis in this area is rather exploratory.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
The data of the present study originated from the “Attitudes Towards Inclusive Schooling — Students, Teachers and Parents” (ATIS-STEP) survey (Schwab, 2018). In total, data was collected from 48 inclusive classes in the 4th grade (primary education, age range: 9–11 years) from 37 schools in Styria (a federal state in Austria). The local school authorities of Styria accorded ethical approval for this study. The schools were selected from city and rural areas using purposive sampling. The aim was to include only schools which had 4th grade classes with at least one student with formally diagnosed special educational needs (SEN). A number of 40 classes was aspired and once 48 classes agreed to participate, no more schools were contacted. Data collection took place at the beginning of the school year in autumn 2016. Of those schools that agreed to take part in the study, the teachers of the 4th grade classes were asked to fill out the teachers questionnaire. The student questionnaires were administered by trained project members in a paper and pencil format. The participating students were asked to pass the mothers’ and fathers’ version of the questionnaire to their parents. Parent questionnaires were returned to teachers in a sealed envelope. Prior to the study, informed consent was obtained from the parents/legal guardians of the participants.
Samples
Students: The sample of this study comprised 721 students (50.5% boys, 49.5% girls) aged 9–11. 92 students (12.8%) were diagnosed with SEN, primarily due to learning disabilities (approx. 79%) and behavioral disabilities (approx. 10%). 163 students (22.9%) spoke a language other than German at home. The majority of students live with both parents, 133 students (18.5%) live with their mother, 14 (1.9%) live with their father and 12 students (1.7%) do not live with their parents.
Parents: The sample included 482 mothers and 400 fathers of the participating students. The language spoken in the family indicates that around 25% of the parents had a migrant background. With regard to the highest education level, 95 mothers and 87 fathers had graduated from university, 97 mothers and 73 fathers finished academic secondary school, 169 mothers and 151 fathers completed the apprenticeship certification exam, and 84 mothers and 51 fathers finished middle school (the remaining parents had another completed education or gave no information). For 384 (53.3%) of the 721 students, both parents participated in the study, although in total, not every questionnaire was filled out completely (Schwab, 2018, p. 50). More specifically, we could use the ratings from 439 mothers and 363 fathers for our analyses.
Teachers: A total of 87 teachers participated in the ATIS-STEP study, whereas in the present study, data of only 46 regular class teachers (91.3% female, 8.7% male; Mage = 40.28 years, SDage = 1.6 years) was included. The teaching experience varied between 2 and 36 years (M = 15.16 years, SD = 1.68 years). However, from 43 teachers, individual ratings about their students (n = 657 students) were obtained.
Measures
The student and teacher questionnaires encompassed (German-translated) sociometric nomination items based on the measures used by Sturaro et al. (2011) and De Laet et al. (2015). From the five sociometric nomination items in total, two items were specifically connected to bullying — one associated with physical aggression (“Who hits, kicks, or pushes other children at school?”) and one to relational aggression (“Who tries to make classmates not being liked by others by spreading rumors about them or talking behind their backs?”). The students and teachers were invited to write down the names of as many of their classmates and students, respectively, as they liked who fit the description but not nominate themselves.
To assess bullying and victimization, students, teachers, and parents completed also a modified (German-translated) version of the Revised OBVQ (Olweus, 1996b). In contrast to the original version with 36 items, a total of 10 items were included, and the German term “Mobbing” was used instead of bullying. Two items (global items) asked, on a general level, how often in the last couple of months the student had participated in bullying someone else or had been bullied. Each of the two global items on bullying and victimization was followed by four more specific items on the type of bullying (e.g., “I have insulted someone else”) and victimization (e. g. “I was excluded by others, e.g., at play/sports or joint activities”). The participants were asked to rate the frequency of their experiences over the last few months with Likert-type items in four response categories (“not at all,” “once or twice,” “two or three times a month,” “once a week”). The student version of the questions was adapted for the teacher and parent versions of the questionnaire by changing the applicable wording to “the child” (teachers) and “my child” (parents). A sample bullying item from the teacher questionnaire is “the child was insulted by others” and a sample victimization item from the parents’ questionnaire is “my child was physically assaulted (beaten, kicked, and pinched).”
Only the two global items referred directly to the term “Mobbing.” Since all the other items as well as the sociometric nominations used behavioral descriptions of bullying without using the term, bullying was not explained separately to the participants. Corresponding to the use of the modified version of the Revised OBVQ, the operational definition of bullying guiding the study is based on Olweus' (1993; 1996a) definition mentioned earlier in the introduction.
Analysis
First descriptive analyses, the group comparisons and correlations were performed using SPSS Version 26. In order to calculate the sociometric nominations, we first counted how often each student was nominated by their peers as well as teachers regarding the bullying items. For descriptive analyses, data was entered in SPSS Version 26. Analyses on the agreement between students, parents, and teacher reports were performed using Mplus Version 8.2 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2017). In accordance with the recommendations of Nussbeck et al. (2006), we applied the robust weighted least squares mean- and variance-adjusted (WLSMV) estimator. The WLSMV estimator is specifically designed for ordinal data. To test the dimensional structure of the modified Revised OBVQ, we fitted a categorical confirmatory factor analysis (CCFA) for all four raters (student, teacher, mother, father) separately, thus only the available data per type of rater were included. For student and teacher ratings, we used the complex sample option to adjust the standard errors according to the clustered data structure. The internal consistency of the scales was evaluated by means of McDonald’s omega (ω). The model fit was assessed with the chi-square test and the following goodness-of-fit indices: the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). TLI and CFI values greater than 0.95 reflect a good fit between the model and the data. For the SRMR, values close to or less than 0.08 are recommended (Hu and Bentler, 1999; Marsh et al., 2004). For the RMSEA, several authors differentiate between values less than 0.05 as indicating a good fit, and values between 0.05 and 0.08 as indicating an acceptable fit (e.g., Browne and Cudeck, 1993; Wang and Wang, 2012). To estimate the degree of agreement between the four raters, we applied a simple multitrait-multimethod (MTMM) analysis in a CCFA framework (e.g., Eid et al., 2008). In this CCFA-MTMM, there were separate latent factors for the two traits—bullying and victimization—for each type of rater.
RESULTS
Results From the Sociometric Nominations
Descriptive results showed that out of the 43 classes, in 14 classes (32.6%), not a single student was nominated for physically bullying others. Similarly, for relational bullying, 14 teachers did not nominate a single student in the class. In total, around 11.1% of all students (20.2% boys and 2.2% girls) were nominated by the teacher for physical bullying and 8.7% for relational bullying (6.4% boys and 11% girls). According to the students’ nominations, in one class (2.3%), not a single student nominated any peer for physical or relational bullying; further, in three more classes, not a single student was nominated for physical bullying (9.3%). More details on descriptive results are depicted in Tables 1, 2. The tables show the distributions of the teacher and peer nominations for physical bullying (Table 1) and for relational bullying (Table 2) in percentages. We used the percentages of peer nominations as reference and compared them with teacher nominations, because nomination was done by only one teacher while all the peers nominated their classmates. Therefore, multiple peer nominations existed, which were then related to the number of peers in class.
TABLE 1 | Distribution of nominations for physical bullying in percentages.
[image: Table 1]TABLE 2 | Distribution of nominations for relational bullying in percentages.
[image: Table 2]However, students’ data indicated a large fluctuation in how often a student is rated as a bully. For physical bullying, the mean score was 1.23 (SD = 2.76) while the range was between 0 and 19 nominations per student. For relational bullying, the mean score was lower (M = 0.60, SD = 1.14) and the range was between 0 and 10 nominations per student. Comparing the results relating to boys (physical bullying: M = 2.20, SD = 3.44; relational bullying: M = 0.75, SD = 1.31) and girls (physical bullying: M = 0.29, SD = 1.29; relational bullying: M = 0.46, SD = 0.92) using a multivariate analysis of variance showed a significant, medium-sized gender effect (F2,626 = 46.85, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.13). Females were rated to physically bully significantly less often than boys (F1,627 = 85.49, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.12) and to relationally bully others significantly less often than boys (F1,627 = 9.83, p < 0.01), the latter however, only small in effect size (η2 = 0.02).
Point-biserial correlations indicated that the two teacher variables on physical (“Who hits, kicks, or pushes other children at school?”) and relational bullying (“Who tries to make classmates not being liked by others by spreading rumors about them or talking behind their backs?”) correlated with rPB = 0.20 (p < 0.01) and the (same) two variables of the peers (“Who hits, kicks, or pushes other children at school?” and “Who tries to make classmates disliked by others by spreading rumors about them or talking behind their backs?”) by 0.43 (p < 0.01). Table 3 shows the correlations between the teacher and peer nominations regarding physical and relational bullying. The results indicated that the correlations between teacher and peer nominations within the same variable were higher than for mixed variables.
TABLE 3 | Correlations between teacher and peer nominations.
[image: Table 3]Results From the Student, Parent, and Teacher Ratings
Table 4 shows the mean and standard deviations for the bullying and victimization ratings for all raters. According to the skewness and kurtosis, some of the data was not normally distributed. The results of a univariate analysis for repeated measures (the rater was used as the repeated factor) indicated a significant, large main effect for the rater (F3,260 = 20.43, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.19) but no significant interaction effect between rater and gender (F3,260 = 1.23, n. s., η2 = 0.01). The teacher rated bullying the highest (M = 1.37, SD = 0.58) followed by students (M = 1.33, SD = 0.48), fathers (M = 1.17, SD = 0.32), and mothers (M = 1.16, SD = 0.31).
TABLE 4 | Distribution parameters for bullying and victimization ratings.
[image: Table 4]Similarly, for victimization, a significant large effect for the rater was found (F3,260 = 15.40, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.15), while the interaction between the rater and gender was not observed to be significant (F3,260 = 1.00, n. s., η2 = 0.01). Students rated being a victim significantly higher (M = 1.52, SD = 0.64) compared to mothers (M = 1.29, SD = 0.52), fathers (M = 1.29, SD = 0.47), and teachers (M = 1.24, SD = 0.38). However, the other three raters (mothers, fathers, and teachers) did not differ significantly.
Agreement Between Student, Teacher, and Parent Ratings
Before analyzing the four versions together in one MTMM model, CCFA models were estimated separately for the student, teacher, mother, and father reports. Table 5 reports the fit statistics (Model 1–4). In general, all the four models showed an appropriate fit to the data. Two exceptions were the significant chi-square test for all the four models and the relatively high RMSEA value for the teacher version. However, the chi-square test is widely criticized for being too sensitive to sample size. Overall, the two-factor structure of the modified Revised OBVQ was supported for all the four versions.
TABLE 5 | Summary of model fit indices.
[image: Table 5]The CCFA-MTMM model fitted the data well, χ2WLSMV (187, N = 721) = 952.60, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.970, TLI = 0.967, RMSEA = 0.021 [0.017, 0.025], SRMR = 0.083 (Table 5, Model 5). Table 6 presents the correlations of the CCFA-MTMM matrix and the internal consistencies of the scales (values in parentheses). The internal consistencies of the scales were all high. The ω coefficients were slightly lower for student reports (0.84, 0.80) than for teacher and parent reports (0.86 ≤ ω ≤ 0.94).
TABLE 6 | Correlations in the CCFA MTMM model of the latent factors and internal consistencies.
[image: Table 6]The intercorrelations between the two scales for each method (i.e., heterotrait-monomethod correlations) were all significant and relatively high, with the lowest correlation for student reports (0.72) and the highest for teacher reports (0.88). The factor correlations between the different raters (i.e., monotrait-heteromethod correlations) were also all significant but varied considerably. In general, the agreement between student reports and adult reports (i.e., teacher, mother, and father) was low to moderate. The lowest agreement was observed between student reports and teacher reports for victimization (0.27). For bullying, the agreement was only slightly higher (0.33). The agreement between student reports and parent reports was somewhat higher. Contrary to expectations, the agreement for victimization was not or only marginally higher than for bullying. Further, the agreement between student reports and adult reports tended to be lower than between teacher and parent reports. The agreement between mothers and fathers was notably high (bullying: 0.92; victimization: 0.72).
DISCUSSION
The present study examined the agreement of bullying reports from the perspectives of students, peers, parents, and teachers using different methods (i.e., a short questionnaire and sociometric nominations).
Sociometric Nominations
Results from peer and teacher nominations regarding physical and relational bullying supported the assumption that teachers are more likely to recognize physical rather than relational bullying. As noted by Mazzone et al., 2012, the tendency of teachers to underestimate certain types of bullying (e.g., relational bullying) underscores the need for teacher education and teacher anti-bullying trainings to better introduce bullying and its more and less visible forms. This seems particularly important considering that teachers also tend to classify social exclusion as less severe than physical and verbal bullying, which is reflected in their intervention strategies (Yoon and Kerber, 2003).
The results further showed that there is a large fluctuation in how often students are rated by their peers to be bullying others, e.g., a range from 0 to 19 nominations per student was found for physical bullying. Pellegrini (2001) stresses the economy of peer nominations since they show the students’ status within their peer group in a relatively short time. In addition to this, reliability tends to increase with data from multiple sources, meaning that a student must be nominated by various peers to be identified as a bully or victim (Branson and Cornell, 2009). Due to the large variation found in the peer nominations, the question of cutoff points for identifying bullies and victims is still prevalent and needs to be addressed in future studies.
As expected and consistent with previous research (Smith et al., 2019), significant medium-sized gender effects were found, with more frequent nominations for boys in terms of both physical and relational bullying. The gender effect between boys and girls was larger for physical bullying. Boys were more often rated for physical bullying than relational bullying, while for girls, the results were converse; thus, previous findings and our assumptions are supported (Björkqvist et al., 1992; Carbone-Lopez et al., 2010). Regarding the teachers’ nominations, although in about one-third of the classes, teachers did not nominate individual students for bullying others, they made additional comments such as “nobody really serious” or “always different.” It is therefore possible that some issues pertaining to bullying nevertheless exist in these classes. If peer nominations were reported back to teachers, they could be useful in drawing teachers’ attention to bullying dynamics in their classes that teachers may not be fully aware of. However, this would require a different study design, particularly with regard to participant anonymity, and thus potentially alter the results with regard to social desirability.
The results of sociometric nominations can further be a valuable source for (peer-based) interventions at different levels (Veenstra and Huitsing, 2021). Nominations can be helpful in identifying hidden bullying issues and those students who need special support; both perpetrators and victims (Kaufman et al., 2020). Interventions can thus be targeted to individual students or groups of students rather than, or in addition to, working with the entire class. More elaborated network approaches, such as cross-sectional social network analyses, would provide even richer data on students’ relationships and expand the possibilities for peer-based interventions, which are considered promising (Veenstra and Huitsing, 2021).
Student, Parent, and Teacher Ratings and Their Correlation
In our study, teachers generally reported the highest levels of bullying, followed by students, fathers, and mothers. Students reported significantly higher levels of being a victim compared to the other raters. However, the ratings of mothers, fathers, and teachers did not differ significantly. Overall, the results neither reject nor significantly support our assumption that teachers are more likely to recognize bullying than victimization, and the reversed relation for parents.
In connection with relational adjustment, Ladd and Kochenderfer-Ladd (2002) found no single-informant measure to be the best predictor; however, the multi-informant composite measure of self, peer, teachers, and parents reports yielded better estimates than any of the single-informant measures. As Ladd and Kochenderfer-Ladd (2002) put it, the logic behind multi-informant measures is to capture unique information from different sources due to “differences in perspectives, access to phenomena, reporting accuracy […] and, thus, provide a set of indicators that more fully represents this construct” (p. 82). Since the differences in the perceptions of students, parents, and teachers will probably remain to some degree, it is important to collect these complementary perspectives in future studies as well. If low agreement is found between the different perspectives, this can be detrimental to bullying prevention and intervention and the aim should be to bring the perceptions closer together. Therefore, we first need to better understand the reasons behind the perception differences. In addition to the reasons given by Ladd and Kochenderfer-Ladd (2002), contextual and cultural factors (e.g., teacher education, the media discourse on bullying, anti-bullying strategies in place, school culture or family structures) would need consideration as well as students’ disclosure about bullying.
Parents and teachers often first learn about bullying and victimization by being informed about it by their children respectively students. Blomqvist et al. (2019) examined the prevalence of students telling others about bullying and victimization in a Finnish sample. Although telling someone at home (34%) was more frequent than telling adults at school, telling teachers (20,6%) was more common in this sample than in earlier studies (3–18%). The authors discuss sample characteristics and school culture as possible explanations for their findings. They suggest that Finnish students may “perceive adults at school as more reliable and approachable than students in other countries do” (p. 6). Further research is needed to prove this. However, students must be encouraged to share their experiences and perceptions with relevant adults in their surroundings. Perhaps elements of school culture and teacher-student relationships in Finnish schools can serve as good examples here. An improved understanding of perception differences should subsequently be used to inform intervention development.
It seems important to understand who recognizes bullying and to what extent in order to better coordinate policy and practice. From a socio-ecological perspective, bullying is influenced reciprocally not only by multiple participants such as peers in the classroom but also — as mentioned above — by multiple factors, including family, school, and community (Espelage and Swearer, 2010). There is agreement about the responsibility and impact of parents and teachers, for example, where it concerns the prevention of bullying or effective interventions. Whole-school programs against bullying need to be sustained and intensive to be effective, but they are especially successful if parents are involved and the programs are implemented with fidelity, which is often the responsibility of teachers (Ttofi and Farrington, 2011; Menesini and Salmivalli, 2017). Larger numbers of bullying and victimization reports from teachers and parents than from students may indicate an increased sensitivity to bullying of this groups and can therefore be considered as positive for the implementation of successful interventions or prevention strategies.
In this study, teachers reported the highest levels of bullying, which may indicate their sensitivity to bullying behavior in their classes. Nevertheless, this result was surprising considering some contextual factors in Austria. On the one hand in most of the Austrian teacher education curricula a systematic education on bullying and its prevention is still lacking (Burger et al., 2015). On the other hand, there are no specific guidelines, policies or prevention programs on bullying that would be the same for all school types or even within a federal state. The ViSC program for example, which is the most prominent measures against violence in Austrian schools, was promoted between 2008 and 2013 in Austrian secondary schools (Yanagida et al., 2019). As the teachers in our sample were teaching in 4th grade classes of primary schools, and the data collection dates to 2016, it can be assumed that the ViSC program has a marginal impact, if any, on teachers’ perception in the current study. The reasons for their increased perception therefore remain the subject of further investigation. However, in light of bullying prevention, teachers’ increased attention to bullying can generally be considered an advantage.
The significantly higher levels of victimization reported by students are in line with previous research (Demaray et al., 2013) and indicate that adults underestimate the levels of victimization experienced by students. Ladd and Kochenderfer-Ladd (2002) suggest that subjective bias such as the exaggeration of severity or frequency may inflate the students’ reports, or that the reports may be accurate but indicate higher levels of victimization because more instances are recalled.
Taking a closer look at the results of the MTMM analyses on the agreements between ratings, we expected to find higher agreement between student and parent reports than between student and teacher reports. The data generally supports this assumption but with only slightly higher agreement between students and parents. The agreement for victimization was not higher or only marginally higher than that for bullying, which is not in line with our expectations. However, the findings indicate a tendency toward a lower agreement between student and adult reports than among adult reports (teachers, mothers, and fathers). Compared to existing studies, it seems to be unique to our study that the sample includes reports from both parents (mothers and fathers) along with the other three groups of respondents. The notably high agreement between the ratings of mothers and fathers for both bullying and victimization corroborates the research strategy of previous (and potentially future) studies to include only one parent.
Limitations and Future Research
There are several limitations of this study. First, although bullying is assessed from various perspectives, it is inadequate to deduce bullying prevalence estimates from these sources for Austria. As Solberg and Olweus (2003) stated, prevalence estimates can hardly be drawn from peer ratings, and this also applies to teacher ratings. One major problem is that a cutoff point must be determined in order to identify those students, e.g., one standard deviation above the mean, who can be classified as bullies or victims, or a decision has to be made about which proportion or what number of peers a student must have been nominated by to be classified as a victim or bully. Even if the decisions for differentiating criteria or cutoff points themselves stay, at least to some extent, arbitrary it is important to ensure replicability. Therefore, the rationale for the researchers’ decisions needs to be revealed and argued as well as operational definitions of the constructs central to the study.
Second, due to the topic and objective of the study, the sampling strategy was purposive, and therefore the sample is not representative. Since the main topic of the ATIS-STEP survey was “inclusive schooling”, we can presume that only those school principals and teachers who were highly motivated to deal with this topic took part in the study. This might result in an extreme-group-sampling because those with especially positive or negative experiences regarding inclusive schooling might be more interested in studies like this (Schwab, 2018). However, this may also be an advantage for the analysis of bullying-associated variables, as this topic was not known to the participants, or they were not primarily interested in it.
Third, in this study the operational definition of bullying — a subcategory of aggressive behavior characterized by the intention of the perpetrator(s), repetition of violating activities, and an imbalance of power (Olweus, 1993; 1996a) — was not shared with the participants. As a result, participants may have imagined different things about bullying. This approach also differs from some of the earlier studies comparing agreements of perceptions that offered bullying definitions (e.g., Cornell and Brockenbrough, 2004; Demaray et al., 2013) and therefore hampers comparability with these studies.
Fourth, while the CFA-MTMM analyses are appropriate to investigate for agreement between different perspectives, the correlations between other reports (e.g., mother and father ratings) may also reflect shared bias instead of convergent validity. To address this limitation, future studies could apply a correlated trait-correlated method minus one model (e.g., Eid et al., 2008) to examine convergent validity of student self-reports with other reports.
Fifth, the results of the current study do not provide information on the bullying situation in single classrooms. Atria et al. (2007) interpret the variability of bullying from 0 to 54.5% between classes as a very important aspect of bullying, which is not found in the current research on bullying, where prevalence rates are calculated for the whole sample under study. They also suggest further systematic investigation into which factors at a school-class level may explain these differences. A multi-informant assessment could be of great value for this purpose. The goal of a subsequent study could be to analyze the existing data at the level of single classrooms. Further, it would be interesting to investigate whether teachers and parents who claim a good relationship with their students and children, respectively, are more likely to have correlating perceptions with the students’ self-reports on bullying. Another objective, which could be explored with a detailed analysis of the existing data, is to investigate whether friendships work as protection from bullying in the context of the school class. This would also include an analysis of the data on a single-student level.
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