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Despite significant overlaps between victim status in traditional forms of bully-
ing and cyberbullying, and qualitative results about self-reported
reasons for cyberbullying, the role of revenge and retaliation as a
motive to engage in acts of cyberbullying has not yet been examined
systematically. As a first step, this study investigates whether and to
what extent traditional victims, when they become cyberbullies,
actually choose their former (traditional) perpetrators as targets of
their own cyberbullying behavior. Furthermore, the impact of indi-
vidual differences in relevant traits, such as vengefulness and justice
sensitivity, on the choice of cybervictims is examined. Data from 473
students were collected via an online survey. Of these, 149 were
identified as traditional victims/cyberbullies. Results show that tradi-
tionally bullied students indeed tend to choose their former perpetra-
tors as cybervictims, and that individual differences play a role in the
choice of their victims. Implications for further research, as well as
for interventions and prevention programmes, are discussed.

■ KEYWORDS: cyberbullying, bullying, revenge, justice, empathy

Resulting from the advancement of new communication technologies, cyberbully-
ing has emerged as a quite recent phenomenon. In current definitions, it has been
described as the deliberate and repeated harm inflicted through the use of comput-
ers, cell phones, and other electronic devices (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009), carried
out as an aggressive act by a group or individual against a victim who cannot easily
defend him- or herself (Smith et al. 2006). Cyberbullying may occur in various
forms, including flaming/trolling, harassment, cyber-stalking, denigration, imper-
sonation/identity theft, outing, photo shopping, exclusion, threatening with physi-
cal harm, or happy slapping (Willard 2006). Several electronic communication
tools provide opportunities for cyberbullying, including cell phones (e.g., phone
call, text message, picture/video clip bullying), or the Internet (e.g., e-mail, instant
messaging, websites, chat-rooms). Cyberbullying may occur anywhere and at any
time. While there seems to be no place to hide for cybervictims, the perpetrators in
contrast benefit from the breadth of the audience and the greater invisibility com-
pared to traditional forms of bullying.
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As an aggressive act (Smith, 2006), cyberbullying could be motivated by revenge
(Goberecht, 2008; Hinduja & Patchin, 2009; Sanders, 2009). As an action in
response to some perceived harm or wrongdoing by another group or person that
is intended to inflict damage, injury, discomfort, or punishment on the party judged
responsible (cf., Aquino, Bies, & Tripp, 2001), revenge is a retaliatory measure by
which people seek satisfaction and try to reestablish justice (Govier, 2002;
Gollwitzer, 2009). As such, revenge encapsulates the full range of aggressive behav-
iors. What makes it uniquely different from other aggression constructs (verbal,
physical, covert/overt, indirect/direct, interpersonally-/organisationally-directed), is
that it is particularly concerned with reactions to perceived injustices (Bies &
Tripp, 2005).

Given that cyberbullying can be regarded a covert form of psychological bully-
ing (Smith et al., 2008), it make sense to assume that it is driven by a similar set of
motivations as traditional bullying. Such motives may include relational concerns
and a ‘need to belong’ (e.g., Pronk & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2009), dominance (e.g.,
Pellegrini & Bartini, 2001), power and social status (e.g., Ireland, 2002), social
attention (e.g., Kingston, 2008), self-worth defense (e.g., Salmivalli et al., 1999)
etc. Other factors might include a striving for resources and material gains, venting
anger, jealousy, boredom, and entertainment (Sanders, 2009). So far, there is little
research on the motivational basis of cyberbullying, and to the best of our knowl-
edge, there are no established instruments to systematically assess motives underly-
ing cyberbullying in particular. When asking cyberbullies directly about their
motives, most of them endorse the same set of motives as do traditional bullies
(Sanders, 2009).

While under some circumstances all these motives may be relevant to cyber-
bullying, there is some evidence suggesting that revenge might be of particular
importance: Hinduja and Patchin (2009) report that the most frequent explana-
tion for cyberbullying was ‘to get revenge’ (22.5%; see also Goberecht, 2008), and
another 2.8% stated ‘Because they picked on me in school’, both linking cyberbul-
lying to matters of ‘just revenge’. These numbers might be misleading, however,
because taking revenge requires that cyberbullies actually acted against those who
had previously bullied them. This, however, has not been controlled for in previ-
ous studies.

The overlaps between offline and online bullying reported in several studies
could be interpreted as further empirical. For example, Ybarra and Mitchell (2004)
found that most cyberbullies were also cybervictims, and that almost half of the
cyberbullies reported having been victims of traditional bullying. However, these
overlaps between cyberbullies and (cyber)victims still do not reveal any informa-
tion as to whether the targets of cyberbullying are actually those who had been
(traditionally) perpetrating the cyberbully before. Cyberbullying could as well be
directed against known or unknown third persons, in which case one could not call
it revenge, but rather some form of displaced aggression. The present study is the
first to specifically address revenge for being bullied within the relevant subsample
of traditional victims/cyberbullies.

On a conceptual level, Ybarra and Mitchell (2004) argue that while for some
cyberbullies, the internet may simply be an extension of the schoolyard, some may
compensate their physical weakness (which precludes them of becoming ‘tradi-
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tional bullies’) by using cyberbullying to assert dominance over others. The ability
to remain unidentified as a cyberbully creates an asymmetrical power constellation.
Victims of traditional bullying may seek retribution through technological means,
thereby ‘turning the table’ on their aggressors (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). This is
made possible through the equalising characteristics of the Internet and its ability
to preempt the relevance of physical intimidation (Kowalski & Limber, 2007).
According to Ybarra and Mitchell (2004), these differences in the aspect of asym-
metrical power between conventional and cyberbullying may help explain why
bullies are not always cyberbullies and vice versa.

Based on the aforementioned conceptual and empirical arguments, we expected
a substantial percentage of traditional victims/cyberbullies to be motivated by
revenge. Considering the existing gap in current cyberbullying research, this study
aims to make a first step in addressing this question by examining in how far tradi-
tional victims, when they become cyberbullies, actually choose their former (tradi-
tional) perpetrators as their targets. Only then would it make sense to consider
cyberbullying a form of revenge.

Second, we investigated to what degree cyberbullies’ choice of targets can be
predicted by personality traits that are known to be related to vengeful behavior.
We expected that the extent to which cyberbullies chose their former (traditional)
perpetrators as targets can be predicted by dispositional vengefulness and justice
sensitivity from a victim’s perspective. Vengefulness has been conceptualised as the
degree to which individuals tend to inflict harm or demand retribution for a per-
ceived wrong (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992). Justice sensitivity from a victim’s
perspective (or simply, ‘victim sensitivity’) has been conceptualised as the degree
to which a person responds with anger, moral outrage, and rumination towards
unfair disadvantages and victimisations (cf. Schmitt, Gollwitzer, Förster, &
Montada, 2005). Victim-sensitive individuals have been shown to respond particu-
larly sensitive towards being exploited, deceived, or humiliated (Gollwitzer &
Rothmund, 2009; Gollwitzer, Rothmund, Pfeiffer, & Ensenbach, 2009) and tend
to be more punitive (Schmitt, Neumann, & Montada, 1995). Thus, highly victim-
sensitive individuals should be particularly motivated to avenge prior victimisation.
Since revenge is also motivated by a desire to make it clear that one is not the kind
of person to be ‘walked over’ to the offender (Gollwitzer & Denzler, 2009;
Gollwitzer, Meder, & Schmitt, in press), one can expect victim sensitivity to predict
the degree to which cyberbullies pick their former perpetrators as targets.

In line with the reasoning by Smith et al. (2008) that cyberbullies may get peer
rewards through sharing their actions, it might be less important to convey this
message to the former perpetrator rather than to other relevant peers, thereby pro-
tecting one’s social prestige. As cyberbullying is most often anonymous, the best
guarantee that the message is conveyed is to cyberbully it in the presence of peers.

Bullies often tend to have a high status in their peer group (Juvonen et al.,
2003). Aquino, Tripp, and Bies (2001) found that victims were less likely to seek
revenge against higher status aggressors, arguing that victims feared counter-retali-
ation. Considering the nature of cyberbullying, it might indeed be a very attractive
form of revenge: it satisfies the wish to seek justice, to punish the perpetrator, and
to demonstrate to other relevant peers that one is not a person to be walked over,
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while at the same time hiding his/her identity from the target. Thus, cyberbullying
allows taking revenge while minimizing the probability of retaliation.

Empathy has also been linked to aggressive behavior in several studies (Jolliffe,
2004). To date, research has mainly focused on the link between empathy and
aggression in general. Only few studies addressed the empathic skills of traditional
bullies. These studies revealed an inconsistent pattern, which seems to be related to
the gender of participants. There is even less research on cyberbullying and
empathy. As mentioned above, cyberbullies remain more anonymous than tradi-
tional face-to-face bullies. This anonymity, or distance between the perpetrator and
the victim, implies that perpetrators will be prevented from observing the immedi-
ate consequences of their behavior. Therefore, cyberbullies may even experience
less empathy for their victims than traditional bullies (Pornari & Wood, 2010).
Alternatively, cyberbullying may particularly attract persons with low trait
empathy. However, and in contrast to findings with traditional bullying, first
research findings do not support this role of empathy for cyberbullying.
Cyberbullies were not found to show a lack of empathy in comparison to victims,
bully-victims, and non-involved persons (Almeida et al., 2008). Therefore, we
decided to control for empathy, but did not have a specific hypothesis.

Method
The methods section will start with a description of the procedure. Next, the meas-
ures used and the study sample will be described.

Procedure
The study was advertised in a popular German online discussion forum for stu-
dents (Schuelervz.net). The link was active for a period of one week in December,
2009. As an incentive, gift vouchers (5 x 20€ and 2 x 30€; redeeming required an
adult) were raffled among participants. Winners could choose between vouchers
either for a clothing store or for an online bookshop. To maintain anonymity, those
who completed the questionnaire were redirected to another webpage, where they
could enter their contact data for the raffle in a separate dataset.

Instruments

Cyberbullying. Cyberbullying was assessed with the 18-item Berlin Cyberbullying-
Cybervictimisation-Questionnaire (BCyQ) (Schultze-Krumbholz & Scheithauer,
2008, 2009), using behavioral categories to operationalize the seven categories of
cyberbullying proposed by Willard (2006): Flaming, harassment, denigration,
impersonation, outing/trickery, exclusion and cyber-stalking. Students indicated
how often they had become perpetrators of a given behavioral category within the
last 6 months. Each item used a 5-point ordinal response format (did not
occur/happen at all, once or twice, twice or three times a month, once a week, and
several times a week). Example items are ‘I used someone’s password and wrote
things in his/her name that damaged his/her friendships’ (impersonation) and ‘I
sent or posted secret, embarrassing or insulting photos/videos of a person without
his/her consent’ (outing).
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Because of the ordinal response format, no scale was computed. Instead, stu-
dents who indicated performing at least one of the mentioned behaviors once or
twice within the last 6 months were categorised as cyberbullies. If, for example, a
participant indicated that he or she denigrated someone once or twice within the
last 6 months, this was considered a relevant cyberbullying behaviour, even if he or
she performed no other form of cyberbullying during that time.

Traditional victimization. Students indicated how often they had become the victim
of traditional bullying within the last 6 months on a single item, using the same 5-
point ordinal response format as for cyberbullying, preceded by a description of
(traditional) bullying (Scheithauer, Hayer & Petermann, 2003) in order to ensure
that participants would not include acts of cyberbullying in their answer concern-
ing their overall involvement in (traditional) bullying. For the purpose of this study,
students who indicated being bullied at least once or twice within the last 6 months
were categorized as ‘traditional victims’. Note that our operationalisation of
(cyber)bullying differs from typical operationalisations of bullying, where a child
would only be categorised as a ‘bully’ if he or she repeatedly engaged in such
behaviour. For the present purpose, we decided to omit this criterion since our
research question is mainly correlational, and a valid estimation of the prevalence
of cyberbullying is not important for our hypotheses.

Vengefulness. Dispositional vengefulness was assessed with a German version
(Werner & Appel, 2004) of the revenge subscale of the Transgression-Related
Interpersonal Motivations Inventory (TRIM; McCullough et al., 1998). An item
example is ‘I want him/her to get what he/she deserves’ (5 items; α = .88). Responses
were given on a 6-point Likert scale (1–6). For further analyses, mean scores were
computed for all measures with a continuous (equidistant) response format.

Victim sensitivity. A brief version (cf. Faccenda, Pantaléon, Bois & Schmitt, 2008)
of Schmitt et al.’s (2005) victim sensitivity for befallen injustice (SBI) scale was
employed in this study. An item example is ‘It annoys me when I’m treated worse
than others’ (5 items; α = .77).

Choice of last victim. Participants who were classified as cyberbullies as a function of
their response to the first question were then asked to think about the last person
they chose as target for an act of cyberbullying, and to indicate whether — prior to
this act — this person had previously bullied them traditionally or not.

Proportion of traditional perpetrators among cybervictims. Second, participants were
asked to indicate how many of their cybervictims had ‘traditionally’bullied them
before (None of them, About a quarter, Approximately half of them, About three
quarters, About all of them).

Empathy. Five context-specific items operationalising ‘empathy for cybervictims’
were formulated (e.g., ‘I can well imagine how someone feels who is being harassed
via mobile phone or internet’). Students indicated their agreement with these state-
ments on a 6-point Likert scale (Totally disagree to Fully agree). Reliability of the
scale was Cronbach’s α = .70).
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Demographic and other control variables. Along with age and sex of participants, they
were asked about their self-assessed technological competency in matters of mobile
phone and Internet and about the presence of peers during acts of cyberbullying
with one item each. No further demographic or SES data were collected. This was
done in order to reduce participation time to a minimum, and to foster a sense of
anonymity among participants.

Participants/Sample
Out of 777 participants starting with the online questionnaire, 77 already dropped
on the first page and another 63 on the second page when asked about their age
and sex. In general, the dropout rate increased by 2–4% per page after that.
Testing for differences between those who did vs. did not complete the question-
naire did not yield any significant results. Only a few questions were programmed
to be obligatory to prevent page skipping, so not every participant reaching the last
page answered to every single question. Eventually, 473 (60.9%) had a sufficient
completion rate to be retained for further analyses.

Three-hundred and seventy-five (79.3%) persons were classified as cyberbullies.
Of these, 47.7% were male (52.3% female), 46.4% were less than 18 years old
(Range: 11 to 17; M = 14.63) and 53.6% were older than 18 years (Range: 18 to
25; M = 20.9). These rates are higher than usual (cf. Slonje & Smith, 2008), but, as
argued earlier, this might be the result of our method, and it could also be due to
the greater anonymity connected to an online survey. It is, however, of no conse-
quence for the present purpose and our analyses.

One-hundred and seventy-nine (30.9%) participants reported being traditionally
victimised at least once or twice within the last 6 months. Of these, 58.1% were
male (41.9% female), 69.3% were less than 18 years old (Range: 11 to 17; M =
14.57), and 30.7% were older than 18 years (Range: 18 to 25; M = 20.60).

Results
To answer our research questions, the overlapping category of both cyberbullies/tra-
ditional victims had to be identified first. Out of 179 traditional victims, 83.3% (N =
149) were also cyberbullies. Of these, 56.4% were male (43.6% female), 65.8%
were less than 18 years old (Range: 11 to 17; M = 14.61), and 34.2% were older
than 18 years (Range: 18 to 25; M = 20.80). The following analyses refer to this cate-
gory of cyberbullies/traditional victims only, with a varying N depending on the
number of complete answers on the according third variables.

Choice of Last Victim 
Of all cyberbullies/traditional victims, N = 133 answered to the question of
whether or not they had chosen a traditional perpetrator as their last online target
(see Table 1). Of these, 41.4% (N = 55, subsequently referred to as ‘avengers’) indi-
cated choosing a target who had traditionally bullied them before (which equals
14.7% among all 375 cyberbullies), whereas 58.6% chose another person as their
last cybervictim (subsequently referred to as ‘non-avengers’). There was no effect of
sex on this frequency: Male (58.2%) and female respondents (41.8%) did not
differ with regard to the extent to which they targeted a former traditional bully,
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TABLE 1 

Traditional Victimisation Within Last 6 Months and Choice of Former Perpetrator as Last Cybervictim

Traditional victimisation

Once or twice Two or three Once a week Several times Total
times a month a week

N 93 16 13 11 133

% choice of traditional perpetrator 36.60% 50.00% 53.80% 36.40% 41.40%
as last cybervictim (N = 34) (N = 8) (N = 6) (N = 7) (N = 55)

% choice of other (third) person 63.40% 50.00% 46.20% 63.60% 58.60%
as last cybervictim (N = 59) (N = 8) (N = 7) (N = 4) (N = 78)

χ2(1; N = 133) = 0.04; p = .86. Also, there were no age differences between
avengers (M = 16.65 years; SD = 3.32) and non-avengers (M = 17.14 years; SD =
3.58) (t = 0.79; p = .43; df = 131). However, a marginally significant difference
were found for self-assessed technological competence (t = -1.66; p = .099; df =
131), with a higher competency for avengers (M = 4.20; SD = 0.99) than for non-
avengers (M = 3.86; SD = 1.27).

Reported Proportion of Traditional Perpetrators
Our second dependent variable was the self-reported proportion of ‘traditional’
perpetrators among respondents’ cybervictims on a scale from 1 to 5. Using this
continuous measure allowed us to use more sophisticated methods of data analysis.
Of 149 traditional victims/cyberbullies, 144 answered this question. Of these,
47.9% indicated not having any of their traditional perpetrators among their
cybervictims at all; 20.1% indicated that about a quarter were persons who tradi-
tionally bullied them prior to choosing them as cybervictims; 11.8% indicated
about half of them, 10.4% about three quarters, and 9.7% said about all of their
cybervictims were former traditional perpetrators. In sum, 52.1% of traditional
victims/cyberbullies stated that at least about a quarter of their victims were
persons who bullied them before.

In order to analyse the relationship between the degree of traditional victimisa-
tion and the proportion to which these victims later chose their former perpetrators
as targets for cyberbullying, we used the frequency with which those who were
classified as traditional victims indicated being bullied for further differentiation;
that is, only the four ordinal scale values from Once or twice to Several times a
week were used. This allowed us to compute an ordinal correlation coefficient
(Kendall`s tau) regarding the relationship between prior victimisation and the pro-
portion of traditional perpetrators among targets.

Does a more frequent victimisation lead to more vengeful behaviour? Apparently
yes: There was a significant correlation between the frequency of traditional victimi-
sation and the reported proportion of traditional perpetrators (r = .19; p < .01; N =
144). Separated by age or sex, the strength of this correlation differs just marginally
from the entire sample with r = .22 (p = .02; N = 63) for females vs. r = .17 (p = .04;
N = 81) for males, and r = .21 (p = .05; N = 51) for participants older than 18 years
vs. r = .14 (p = .07; N = 93) for those younger than 18 years. Thus, neither sex nor
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TABLE 2

Regression of the Proportion of Traditional Bullies Among Cybervictims on TRIM-R

R2
corr Beta t F p

Model .062 4.172 .007**

TRIM-R .20 2.35 .020*

Age -.19 -2.31 .023*

Sex .10 1.23 .222

Note: Age And Sex As Predictors.
N = 144 (df1 = 3; df2 = 140); *p < .05; **p < .01.

age moderate the relation between frequency of victimisation and the proportion of
traditional perpetrators among one’s cybervictims.

Effects of Vengefulness and Victim Sensitivity
The effects of dispositional vengefulness and victim sensitivity on the proportion of
former perpetrators as targets of cyberbullying were tested via regression analyses.
As before, all analyses were performed only for those cyberbullies who reported
being victims of traditional bullying as well. Did vengefulness and victim sensitivity
predict the extent to which cyberbullies targeted a prior perpetrator? Unexpectedly,
victim sensitivity did not significantly predict the proportion of one’s traditional
perpetrators (R2

corr = .04; p = .17). This did not change when controlling for age
and sex. In contrast, vengefulness turned out to be a significant predictor in a
simple regression model (R2

corr = .03; p = .02). Even when controlling for age and
sex, vengefulness proved to be a significant predictor for the proportion of one’s
traditional bullies chosen as cybervictims (see Table 2).

Next, in order to assess the relevance of these traits and to identify the strongest
predictors in the context of other potentially relevant variables, a stepwise hierar-
chical multiple regression was computed, controlling for sex and age in a first
block and vengefulness, victim sensitivity, presence of peers when cyberbullying,
self-assessed technical competency and empathy in a second block (see Table 3).

Again, vengefulness emerged as a significant predictor of the proportion of former
perpetrators as targets of cyberbullying. In addition, the more peers were present, the
higher the proportion of former perpetrators among targets, which is in line with the
significant bivariate correlation between these two variables (r = .25; p = .002; N =
134). Although the proportion of former perpetrators deviated from normality, the
distribution is well within the critical limits proposed by West, Finch and Curran
(1995) with skewness = .91 (SD = .20), and kurtosis = -.50 (SD = .40).

Discussion
The substantial overlap of involvement in traditional and cyberbullying led to the
assumption that revenge might be an important motive for cyberbullying (Ybarra
& Mitchell, 2004; Smith et al., 2008). Also, some authors found that youth, when
asked why they cyberbully others, frequently mention revenge as a motive (e.g.,
Goberecht, 2008; Hinduja & Patchin, 2009; Sanders, 2009). Previous studies have,
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TABLE 3

Stepwise Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Proportion of Traditional Bullies Among Cybervictims 
on TRIM-R, SBI, Empathy, Presence of Peers and Technological Competency of Traditional Victims/
Cyberbullies, Controlling for Age and Sex

R2
corr Beta t F p

Model .096 4.315 .003**

Included variables
Age -.125 -1.748 .083
Sex .119 1.344 .181
TRIM-R .184 2.076 .040*
Peer presence .212 2.432 .016*

Excluded variables
SBI .103 1.176 .242
Empathy .121 1.314 .191
Technical competency .121 1.400 .164

Note: N = 126 (df1 = 4; df2 = 121); *p < .05; **p < .01.

however, not explicitly investigated whether and to what extent cyberbullies actu-
ally choose their prior perpetrators as targets — only then would it make sense to
consider their cyberbullying behavior as an act of revenge. The present study aimed
to overcome this problem: Cyberbullies were directly asked whether their last
cybervictim was someone who had bullied them before, and they were asked how
many of their cybervictims were former ‘traditional’ bullies.

Our data do confirm qualitative evidence about revenge-as-a-motive and are in
line with the prevalence data concerning the overlap of traditional victimization
and involvement in cyberbullying. Within this group of traditional victims/cyber-
bullies, 41.4% chose their former perpetrator as their last victim of cyberbullying.
Taking a closer look at the proportion of perpetrators among targets, more than
half (52.1%) of traditional victims who became cyberbullies stated that at least a
quarter of their cybervictims were their former traditional perpetrators within a 6-
month period. This can be seen as an important first step in the examination of
revenge as a motive, because actually choosing a prior traditional perpetrator as
target for cyberbullying instead of a third person is a necessary condition for classi-
fying an act as being motivated by revenge.

One might argue that in our operationalisation, the criteria of repetition might not
sufficiently be met. But although the defining components of cyberbullying men-
tioned in the introduction are widely accepted, there is no terminal consensus in
defining cyberbullying (cf. Messini & Nocentini, 2009). This is especially true for the
aspect of repetition. There are disagreements about what ‘repeatedly’ actually
includes, and over how long a period of time the cyberbullying has to occur (Slonje
& Smith 2008; Messini & Nocentini, 2009). For example, the younger students are,
the less important repetition is in their subjective definition of cyberbullying (Monks
& Smith, 2006). Concerning ‘objective’ definitions, even if a single individual act can
be circulated widely, be copied by others, or can be accessible on a website for a long
time for different persons to see, meeting the criteria of repetition.

Note that we also introduced a 6-month timeframe only, while other studies
(e.g., Smith, 2008, Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004) often use the period an entire
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(school)year, so even bullying behavior that occurred once or twice within this time
frame could potentially have occurred repeatedly. Also, the asymmetrical constella-
tion between perpetration and victimisation should be taken into account: If two
traditional victims independently take revenge by cyberbullying the same perpetra-
tor ‘once or twice’ within the last months, then this person might well be cybervic-
timised three or four times within that timeframe, meeting the usual defining
criteria of repetition from the cybervictim’s perspective (or vice versa, if a once or
twice traditionally victimised person decides to cyberbully this perpetrator several
times). Also, even a single aggressive threat can cause emotional damage and
concern about the future (Dzuka & Dalbert, 2007).

In the light of the social prestige hypothesis (Smith, 2008), the significant corre-
lation between presence of peers and the proportion of former perpetrators among
targets raises the question about the role of peers especially for cyber-avengers.
Taking revenge might be a way of gaining prestige that is socially more acceptable
than choosing innocent third persons as cybervictims. On the other hand, peers
might also propose and reinforce cyber-revenge. Further research could elaborate
how revenge and social prestige are interconnected. It is important to note,
however, that our results suggest that cyber-revenge is not taken ‘alone in a dark-
ened room’, but more likely with peers being present. By punishing the perpetrator,
the cyber-avenger can at the same time demonstrate to other relevant peers that
he/she is not a person ‘to be walked over’. This could then encourage other victims
to avenge against the same bully (if he/she perpetrated them, too), or to express
solidarity with the traditional victim by copying the behaviour and further punish-
ing the same traditional bully as a cyber-target.

According to Fiske & Morling (1996), the more power someone perceives in the
interaction with a powerful other, the more anxiety is experienced. Consequently,
the lack of power leads to coping with anxiety to restore some form of control.
Cyberbullying might help to restore such a sense of control by asserting dominance
from a safe ground. The sense of powerlessness facing a bully could therefore help
explain why some avenge against their perpetrator using traditional bullying, while
others tend to restore a sense of control by engaging in cyberbullying. However, it
does not explain why some seek cyber-revenge while others show displaced aggres-
sion directed against third persons. At this point, the victims sense of justice might
become relevant: The venting of anger and restoring a sense of control can be
realised by (cyber)bullying anyone less powerful in a given constellation, but justice
can only be served by punishing the perpetrator. In our study, victim sensitivity was
not a significant predictor of the extent of perpetrators among cybervictims.
However, statistical power to find a small effect was only about 1-β = .39 (α = .05).
Therefore, larger sample sizes could yield significant effects. Further, being bullied
may so clearly be perceived as threatening and unjust (Dzuka & Dalbert, 2007), that
even low sensitive individuals interpreted the situation as highly unfair. Thus, no
additional variance could be explained. Further research could consider other ways
to address the role of (retributive) justice for cyberbullying by assessing direct justice
judgements, norms of ‘a just response’ or attributions of responsibility.

Engaging in cyber-revenge might also be seen from the perspective of fear of
retaliation (cf. Lawler & Bacharach, 1987): In relationships with powerful others,
individuals are less likely to confront others, but tend to avoid the target and use

Cyberbullying as an Act of Revenge

219 ▲

available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1375/ajgc.20.2.210
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 80.57.136.161, on 10 Nov 2017 at 08:07:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1375/ajgc.20.2.210
https://www.cambridge.org/core


indirect/passive strategies to reduce retaliation (Cloven & Roloff, 1993). Aquino,
Tripp, and Bies (2001) found that victims were less likely to seek revenge against
higher status aggressors, arguing that victims feared counter-retaliation.
Cyberbullying allows the avenger to hide his/her identity from the target. Thus,
cyberbullying allows taking revenge while minimizing the probability of retaliation.
While there might be a certain risk that witnesses snitch on the cyberbully, they are
at least safe for the moment, allowing them to do what they might feel incapable of
facing their perpetrator in person. Therefore, given that there is a wish for revenge
and punishment of the perpetrator, fear of retaliation might a central variable in
explaining the difference between those victims who avenge against their perpetra-
tor using traditional bullying from those who seek cyber-revenge.

Cyberbullying-as-revenge could also be examined from the perspective of reac-
tive vs. proactive aggression (cf. Crick & Dodge, 1996): While proactive aggression
is unprovoked, deliberate and goal-directed behaviour used to influence or coerce a
peer, reactive aggression is a defensive, retaliatory response to a perceived provoca-
tion. Reactive individuals, who tend to interpret a peer’s ambiguous behaviour as
intentionally harmful to the self, might more readily engage in cyberbullying as a
retaliation or defence against the peer, while non-avenging cyberbullying might
rather relate to a proactive style. Therefore, the individual style of social informa-
tion processing could be an important factor for revenge and a topic for further
research. In order to minimise the subsumption of ambiguous peer behaviour
under ‘being victimised’, we included a comprehensible description of ‘traditional
bullying’ in our study before asking about own victimisation.

The relationship between traditional victimisation and cyberbullying is obvi-
ously not clear-cut. As the focus of the study was revenge in the group of tradi-
tional victims/cyberbullies, future research should also take into account more
complex relationships between other possible combinations of offline and online
bullying and victimisation. In particular, more complex relationships of (ongoing)
reciprocity in offline and online victimisation should be addressed, because in
ongoing circular dynamics, asking about revenge for a prior attack might yield a
response resulting from an individual punctuation1 that is basically arbitrary.

As a practical implication, the results of this study foster the notion that, espe-
cially for the overlapping group of traditional victims/cyberbullies, there is a strong
link between both forms of bullying, and that there might even be a causal rela-
tionship. They further corroborate that a traditional victimisation is a risk factor of
cyberbullying behaviour. Therefore, findings also have important implications for
prevention and intervention. Approaches that address the reduction of bullying in
general might be promising in decreasing traditional bullying as well as cyberbully-
ing. Inhibiting the experience of victimisation seems to be important for preventing
cyber-revenge, which seems to appear quite frequently, but is only one way to cope
with this experience. Hence, the findings of this study should be considered during
the design and development of new anti-cyberbullying trainings, taking other forms
of handling and processing one’s own victimisation into account. Approaches that
address the reduction of revenge feelings might also be promising, as well as those
fostering a sense of control. However, the success of such approaches has to await
future evaluation. ‘Occasional cyberbullies’ might not be considered the primary
targets when thinking about preventive measures, if they do so only once or twice
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to take revenge for being bullied in person. But regarding the positive relationship
between cyber-revenge and the presence of peers, these occasional cyberbullies
might also significantly contribute to a culture where cyberbullying may be consid-
ered an appropriate answer to traditional victimisation.

The present study also has some limitations. For example, data were collected
via an online survey, which has its advantages and disadvantages (cf. Welter et al.,
2005). On the one hand, it seems plausible that there is a self-selection bias in
online surveys studying an ‘online topic’. By collaborating with Germany’s largest
discussion forum for students, we tried to minimise unrepresentative data.
Although our study was only advertised for a short period of time, it therefore had
a good chance of reaching at least a representative sample of those who use such
forums. If among this sample certain individuals were particularly attracted to our
study, it would probably be those who experienced either (cyber)bullying or victim-
isation themselves. While this would lead to an overestimation of prevalence rates,
relative proportions within the according overestimated subsamples (e.g., cyber-
avengers among cyberbullies) should hardly be affected. One might even argue that
for the sake of statistical power, this kind of self-selection is advantageous for
studies where statistical analyses are only to be performed with a subpopulation
(e.g., those who qualify for two distinct categories at the same time) that is particu-
larly more likely to participate, especially if it only accounts for a small percentage
in the entire population.

Online studies often have higher dropout rates. However, our quote of about
60%, reaching the last page of the survey can be considered satisfactory (cf. Welter
et al., 2005) and is probably due to the incentive. As far as the prevalence of the
behaviours measured is concerned, generalisation of findings may be limited.

Finally, the cross-sectional design and the methodology used do not allow inter-
preting for causal effects, even if we explicitly assessed traditional victimisation
prior to cyberbullying as a prerequisite for causality. Rather, experimental or longi-
tudinal study designs have to be realised. In sum, this study highlights the role of
revenge for traditional bullying victims in cyberbullying.

Endnote
1 Punctuation refers to the process of dividing and organising ongoing interactions into

meaningful patterns. Although actions are interconnected by loop-backs to form a cir-
cular pattern, each participant uses their own individualised punctuation of the commu-
nication behaviours present into a sequence presuming linear causation, therefore
interpreting their own behaviour as merely a reaction on the other’s behaviour
(Watzlawick, Beavin-Bavelas, & Jackson, 1967).

References
Almeida, A., Marinho, S., Esteves, C., Gomes, S., & Correia, I. (2008). Virtual but not less

real: A study of cyber bullying and its relations with moral disengagement and
empathy. In Abstracts book 20th Biennial ISSBD Meeting. Würzburg, Germany.

Cyberbullying as an Act of Revenge

221 ▲

available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1375/ajgc.20.2.210
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 80.57.136.161, on 10 Nov 2017 at 08:07:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1375/ajgc.20.2.210
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Aquino, K., Tripp, T.M., & Bies, R.J. (2001). How employees respond to personal offense:
The effects of blame attribution, victim status, and offender status on revenge and rec-
onciliation in the workplace. Journal of Applied Psychology, 86, 52–59.

Bies, R.J., & Tripp, T.M. (2005). The study of revenge in the workplace: Conceptual, ideo-
logical, and empirical issues. In S. Fox & P.E. Spector (Eds.), Counterproductive work
behavior: Investigations of actors and targets (pp. 65–81). Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association.

Crick, N.R., & Dodge, K.A. (1996). Social information-processing mechanisms in reactive
and proactive aggression. Child Development, 67, 993–1002.

Knobloch, L.K., & Solomon, D.H. (1999). Measuring the sources and content of relational
uncertainty. Communication Studies, 50, 261–278.

Dzuka, J., & Dalbert, C. (2007). Aggression at School: Belief in a Personal Just World and
Well-Being of Victims and Aggressors. Studia Psychologica, 49, 313–320.

Faccenda, L., Pantaléon, N., Bois, J.E., & Schmitt, M. (2008). Adaptation and validation of
the German Justice Sensitivity Scales into French. European Journal of Psychological
Assessment, 24, 141–149.

Fiske, S., & Morling, B. 1996. Stereotyping as a function of personal control motives and
capacity constraints: The odd couple of power and anxiety. In R. Sorrentino & E.T.
Higgins (Eds.), Handbook of motivation and cognition (Vol. 3, pp. 322–346). New
York: Guilford.

Goberecht, T. (2008). Onderzoek naar het verband tussen emotionele en gedragsproblemen
en cyberpesten bij jongeren uit de eerste graad secundair onderwijs. Brussel: VUB.

Gollwitzer, M., Rothmund, T., Pfeiffer, A., & Ensenbach, C. (2009). Why and when Justice
Sensitivity leads to pro- and antisocial behavior. Journal of Research in Personality,
43(6), 999–1005.

Gollwitzer, M., & Denzler, M. (2009). What makes revenge so sweet: Seeing the offender
suffer or delivering a message? Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 45(4), 840–
844.

Gollwitzer, M. (2009). Justice and revenge. In M.E. Oswald, S. Bieneck & J. Hupfeld-
Heinemann (Eds.), Social psychology of punishment of crime (pp. 137–156). Hoboken,
NJ: Wiley.

Gollwitzer, M., & Rothmund, T. (2009). When the need to trust results in unethical behav-
ior: The Sensitivity to Mean Intentions (SeMI) model. In D. De Cremer (Ed.),
Psychological perspectives on ethical behavior and decision making (pp. 135–152).
Charlotte, NC: Information Age.

Gollwitzer, M., Meder, M., & Schmitt, M. (in press). What gives victims satisfaction when
they seek revenge? European Journal of Social Psychology.

Govier, T. (2002). Forgiveness and revenge. New York: Routledge.
Hinduja, S., & Patchin, J.W. (2009). Bullying beyond the schoolyard: Preventing and

responding to cyberbullying. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Ireland, J.E. (2002). Bullying in prisons. The Psychologist, 15(3), 130–133.
Jolliffe, D., & Farrington, D.P. (2006): Examining the relationship between low empathy

and bullying. Aggressive Behavior, 32, 540–550.
Juvonen J., Graham S., & Schuster, M.A.(2003). Bullying among young adolescents: The

strong, the weak, and the troubled. Pediatrics, 112, 1231–1237.
Kowalski, R., & Limber, S. (2007). Electronic bullying among middle school students.

Journal of Adolescent Health, 41(6), 22–30.
Kingston, S. (2008). Bullying as a social process: Factors influencing bystander behaviour.

Masters thesis, Brock University St. Catharines, Canada.
Lawler, E.J., & Bacharach, S.B. (1987). Comparison of dependence and punitive form of

power. Social Forces, 66, 446–462.

Andreas König, Mario Gollwitzer and Georges Steffgen

222▲

available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1375/ajgc.20.2.210
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 80.57.136.161, on 10 Nov 2017 at 08:07:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1375/ajgc.20.2.210
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Australian Journal of Guidance & Counselling 
Volume 20 Number 2 2010▲

McCullough, M.E., Rachal, K.C., Sandage, S.J., Worthington, E.L., Jr., Brown, S.W., &
Hight, T.L. (1998). Interpersonal forgiving in close relationships: II. Theoretical elabo-
ration and measurement. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 76, 1586–1603.

McCullough, M.E. (2008). Beyond revenge: The evolution of the forgiveness instinct. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Messini, E., & Nocentini, A. (2009). Cyberbullying definition and measurement: Some criti-
cal considerations. Journal of Psychology, 217(4), 230–232.

Monks, C.P., & Smith, P.K. (2006). Definitions of ‘bullying’: Age differences in understand-
ing of the term, and the role of experience. British Journal of Developmental
Psychology, 24, 802–821.

Pellegrini, A.D., & Bartini, M. (2001.) Dominance in early adolescent boys: Affiliative and
aggressive dimensions and possible functions. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 47(1), 142–
163.

Pornari, C., & Wood, J. (2010). Peer and cyber aggression in secondary school students:
The role of moral disengagement, hostile attribution bias, and outcome expectancies.
Aggressive Behavior, 36, 81–13.

Pronk, R.E., & Zimmer-Gembeck, M.J. (2009). It’s ‘Mean’, but what does it mean to ado-
lescents? Relational aggression described by victims, aggressors, and their peers.
Journal of Adolescent Research, 25(2), 175–204.

Sanders, J. (2009, August). Cyberbullies: Their motives, characteristics, and types of bully-
ing. Presentation at the XIV. European Conference of Developmental Psychology,
Vilnius, Lithuania.

Salmivalli, C., Kaukiainen, A., Kaistaniemi, L., & Lagerspetz, K. (1999). Self-evaluated self-
esteem, peer-evaluated self-esteem, and defensive egotism as predictors of adolescents’
participation in bullying situations. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 25,
1268–1278.

Scheithauer, H., Hayer, T., & Petermann, F. (2003). Bullying unter Schülern —
Erscheinungsformen, Risikobedingungen und Interventionskonzepte. Göttingen:
Hogrefe.

Schmitt, M., Baumert, A., Fetchenhauer, D., Gollwitzer, M., Rothmund, T., Schlösser, T.
(2009). Sensibilität für Ungerechtigkeit. Psychologische Rundschau, 60 (1), 8–22.

Schmitt, M., Gollwitzer, M., Maes, J. & Arbach, D. (2005). Justice sensitivity: Assessment
and location in the personality space. European Journal of Psychological Assessment,
21(3), 202–211.

Schmitt, M., Neumann, R., & Montada, L. (1995). Dispositional sensitivity to befallen
injustice. Social Justice Research, 8, 385–407.

Schultze-Krumbholz, A., & Scheithauer, H. (2008). Der Berlin Cyberbullying —
Cybervictimisation Questionnaire (BCyQ). Freie Universität Berlin: Unveröffentlichtes
Manuskript.

Schultze-Krumbholz, A., & Scheithauer, H. (2009, August). Measuring Cyberbullying and
Cybervictimisation by Using Behavioral Categories — The Berlin Cyberbullying
Cybervictimisation Questionnaire (BCyQ). Poster presented at the Post Conference
Workshop ‘COST ACTION IS0801: Cyberbullying: Coping with negative and enhanc-
ing positive uses of new technologies, in relationships in educational settings’, Vilnius.

Slonje, R., & Smith, P.K. (2008). Cyberbullying: Another main type of bullying?
Scandinavian Journal of Psychology, 49(2), 147-154.

Smith P.K., Mahdavi J., Carvalho M., & Tippett N. (2006). An investigation into cyberbul-
lying, its forms, awareness and impact, and the relationship between age and gender in
cyberbullying (Unit for school and family studies). London: Goldsmiths College,
University of London.

Smith, P.K., Mahdavi, J., Carvalho, M., Fisher, S., Russell, S., & Tippett, N. (2008).
Cyberbullying: Its nature and impact in secondary school pupils. Journal of Child
Psychology and Psychiatry, 49(4), 376–385.

Cyberbullying as an Act of Revenge

223 ▲

available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1375/ajgc.20.2.210
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 80.57.136.161, on 10 Nov 2017 at 08:07:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1375/ajgc.20.2.210
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Andreas König, Mario Gollwitzer and Georges Steffgen

224▲

Steffgen, G., König, A., Pfetsch, J., & Melzer, A. (in press). The role of empathy for adoles-
cents’ cyberbullying behaviour. Kwartalnik Pedagogiczny.

Stuckless, N., & Goranson, R. (1992). The vengeance scale: Development of a measure of
attitudes toward revenge. Journal of Social Behavior and Personality, 7, 25–42.

Watzlawick, P., Beavin-Bavelas, J., & Jackson, D. (1967). Pragmatics of human communica-
tion: A study of interactional patterns, pathologies and paradoxes. New York: W.W.
Norton.

Welker, J., Werner, A., & Scholz, J. (2005). Online research [Markt und Sozialforschung mit
dem Internet]. Heidelberg: dpunkt.verlag.

Werner, R., & Appel, C. (2004). Deutscher Vergebungsfragebogen nach McCullough et al.
(1998). In A. Glöckner-Rist (Hrsg.), ZUMA-Informationssystem. Elektronisches
Handbuch sozialwissenschaftlicher Erhebungsinstrumente. Version 12.00.

West, S.G., Finch, J.F., & Curran, P.J. (1995). Structural equation models with nonnormal
variables: Problems and remedies. In R.H. Hoyle (Ed.), Structural equation modelling:
Concepts, issues, and applications (pp. 56–75). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Willard N. (2006), Cyberbullying and cyberthreads: responding to the challenge of online
social cruelty, threats, and distress, Center for Safe and Responsible Internet Use,
Champaign, Illinois.

Ybarra, M.L., & Mitchell, K.J. (2004). Online aggressor/ targets, aggressors, and targets: A
comparison of associated youth characteristics. Journal of Child Psychology and
Psychiatry, 45(7), 1308–1316.

▲

available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1375/ajgc.20.2.210
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 80.57.136.161, on 10 Nov 2017 at 08:07:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1375/ajgc.20.2.210
https://www.cambridge.org/core

