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ABSTRACT
This study aimed to investigate the level of aggression among primary school children
in Malaysia. A total of 450 students aged 11 were randomly selected from nine schools
in the Selangor State to participate in this study. Children Aggression Inventory (CAI)
was administered to collect data from the respondents. The reliability of the CAI in
this study was found to be high (α = 0.90). The data obtained were analyzed using both
descriptive and inferential statistics to address the research objectives. Findings from this
study showed that the aggression level demonstrated by school children was moderate
(M = 2.18, SD = 0.392). The highest mean score for aggressive behaviour exhibited by
the children is hostility (M = 1.88, SD= 0.37), followed by anger (M = 1.86, SD = 0.36),
verbal aggression (M = 1.71, SD = 0.37), indirect aggression (M = 1.66, SD = 0.38), and
physical aggression (M = 1.66, SD = 0.45). Results also indicated a significant difference
between the boys and girls in the mean scores of physical aggression [t (443) = 6.034, p <
0.01] and anger [t (445.78) = -3.034, p < 0.01]. Boys were found to be more aggressive
than girls in terms of physical aggression while girls were found to be more aggressive
than boys in terms of anger.
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INTRODUCTION
Generally, aggression is defined as an
aggressive act that intends to harm another
person who is motivated to escape from
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being harmed (Geen, 2001). Children
nowadays are easily exposed to different
types of violence and aggression from their
environment, such as community, family,
peers and media. As a consequence, the
exposure to aggression and violence will
increase the risk on the development of
children’s aggressive behaviour.
In the study of the development of
children aggressive behaviour, children who

Kong, L. L., Maria Chong, A. and Samsilah, R.

show aggressive acts in the early childhood
years are linked to criminal and delinquent
behaviours in later adolescence and
adulthood if it is left untreated (Christakis
& Zimmerman, 2007). In the same line,
Huesmann et al. (2002) also argue that
the aggressive behaviour patterns at age
eight are predictors of criminal, delinquent
and antisocial behaviours over the next 22
years. Similarly, longitudinal studies have
reported the continuity from early childhood
aggression to early adolescents and adult
aggression, criminality and antisocial
behaviours (Moffitt et al.,2001; Huesmann
et al., 2002; Thompson et al., 2011). Hence,
the development of aggressive behaviour
from early childhood is greatly related
to future mal-adjustment in adolescents
and adulthood in the forms of continued
aggression, conduct problems, juvenile
delinquency and adult criminality.
Aggressive behaviour is said to lead to
various negative outcomes such as academic
failure, peer rejection, juvenile delinquency
and continued aggression (Van Lier et al.,
2007). According to Abd. Wahad (2006),
the early stages of juvenile delinquency can
be detected in the form of rule-breaking such
as truancy, smoking, drinking, suspension,
shoplifting and vandalism. The absence
of effective intervention to overcome the
early childhood aggression problems can
lead to serious criminal misconducts such
as bullying, injury to others, rape, theft and
murder in later life.
Past studies have revealed that aggressive
behaviour among children is influenced by
a number of factors including personal
90

characteristics such as gender (McGinley &
Carlo, 2007; Lee et al., 2007, Archer & Côté,
2005), emotional regulation ability (Marsee
& Frick, 2007; Campos et al., 2004; Romasz
et al., 2004), and environmental factors
such as friendship (Bagwell & Coie, 2004;
Hay, 2005; Soenens et al., 2008) and media
influences (Bushman & Huesmann 2006;
Christakis & Zimmerman, 2007; Savage
& Yancey, 2008). As children are not born
violent, the origins and development of
such behaviour need to be explored and
described, to better understand this puzzling
and disturbing phenomenon.
DEFINITION OF AGGRESSIVE
BEHAVIOUR
According to Geen (2001), aggression cannot
be explained by a single definition because
there are different kinds of aggressive
behaviour. In fact, aggressive behaviour has
different forms (e.g. physical, verbal, direct,
indirect, displaced, passive, and active
aggression) and functions (e.g. reactive
and proactive aggression). The form of
aggression means the way of an aggressive
act is expressed, such as physical aggression
versus verbal aggression, direct aggression
versus indirect aggression, and active
aggression versus passive aggression (Buss,
1961, as cited in Bushman & Huesmann,
2010). According to Richardson and
Green (2006), a direct form of aggression
involves face-to-face confrontation between
the aggressor and the victim. It comprises
of both physical and verbal aggression.
Physical aggression involves behaviour
such as harming others with physical
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forces like fighting, hitting, kicking, biting,
punching, scratching, stabbing, assaulting
with weapon, or damaging other’s property
(Geen, 2001). Verbal aggression involves
the use of words to harm others such
as name calling, screaming, yelling, or
cursing (Richardson & Green, 2006). On
the other hand, indirect form of aggression
involves delivering harm to another person
without direct confrontation (Richardson &
Green, 2006). It may be delivered either in
physical or verbal form such as puncturing
the tire of a person’s car when he is not
around or spreading rumours at someone’s
back (Richardson & Green, 2006). In
addition, indirect form of aggression has
similar concept with relational aggression.
Relational aggression refers to a behaviour
that can cause damage to another person’s
social relationships with others which
involves social exclusion, ostracism, and
threatening to end the friendship (Crick &
Grotpeter, 1995).
Aggressive acts can also be explained
through two underlying functions or
motives - reactive aggression and proactive
aggression (Card & Little, 2006; Fite,
Stoppelbein, & Greening, 2009). The
concept of reactive aggression can be
explained by the frustration-aggression
theory. From this perspective, reactive
aggression refers to behaviour that is
defensive, retaliatory, and actuated by
a provocation such as attack or insult
(Hubbard, McAuliffe, Morrow, & Romano,
2010). On the other hand, proactive
aggression is defined as an aggressive act
that is being motivated to reach a goal.

For instance, harming others, dominating,
obtaining goods, asserting power, and
assuring the approval of reference groups
and other goals (Geen, 2001). The concept
of proactive aggression can be explained
through social learning theory (Bandura,
1963) which proposes that aggression is
learned through observing and imitating
the aggressive model and the whole
processes is being controlled by rewards
and punishments. Vitaro and Brendgen
(2005) suggest that it is useful to distinguish
between reactive and proactive aggression to
understand childhood aggression. However,
Bushman and Anderson (2001) suggest that
it is impossible to distinguish between these
two functions of aggression because they are
highly correlated.
In this study, the forms of aggressive
behaviour being investigated are physical
aggression (Geen, 2001), verbal aggression
(Richardson & Green, 2006), indirect
aggression (Richardson & Green, 2006),
anger (Ramírez & Andreu, 2006), and
hostility (Buss & Perry, 1992). These
dimensions of aggression were investigated
as the aggression variables in this study.
A brief description of these aggression
dimensions are shown in Table 1.
THE DEVELOPMENT OF
AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIOUR
Social Learning Theory (SLT)
According to social learning theory,
aggressive behaviour is both learned through
observation or imitation of a model and
reinforced through reward and punishment
contingencies (Bandura, 1973). According
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TABLE 1
Description of the Aggression Dimensions
Aggression
Dimensions

Description

Source

Physical Aggression

Harming others with physical forces like fighting,
hitting, kicking, biting, punching, scratching, stabbing,
and assaulting with weapon, or damaging another’s
property.

Geen, 2001

Verbal Aggression

Involves the use of words to harm others such as name
calling, screaming, yelling, or cursing.

Richardson
and Green, 2006

Indirect Aggression

Delivers harm to another person without direct
confrontation.

Richardson
and Green, 2006

Anger

Refers to feelings and attitudes, and represents the
emotional or affective component of aggressive
behaviour.

Ramírez
and Andreu, 2006

Hostility

The attitude of resentment and suspicion towards
others.

Buss and Perry,
1992

to Geen (2001), SLT suggests that a child
develops a rudimentary knowledge of
certain rules to conduct progressively in his
everyday life based on his/her observation
from numerous examples and consequences
of aggressive acts in his environment (e.g.
at school, at home and in the fantasy world
of television programs, computer games
and video games) (Geen, 2001). However,
whether the child acts out and maintains
the behaviour he has learned depends on
the reward and punishment contingencies
that he receives based on his behaviour
(Geen, 2001). This implies that the child
is more likely to behave aggressively if he
experiences rewards from his aggressive
acts. Eyal and Rubin (2003) suggested
that when an aggressive act was repeatedly
met with positive outcomes such as social
approval or pleasantries, it would lead the
child to act in the same way again in the
future. For example, a child who desires
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for pleasure or control is met with positive
outcomes when he bullies smaller children
or his friend, he is likely to exhibit the same
action again in the future.
Bandura (1973) proposed that children
did not just learn new behaviour through
observation and imitation, but also made
cognitive inferences according to their
observation and imitation. These cognitive
inferences will then lead to generalizations
in their behaviour. For instance, children
who observe violence in the family will
not only increase the likelihood to behave
aggressively but may also increase the
belief that acting aggressive is acceptable.
In short, the social learning theory explains
the mechanisms leading to acquisition and
performance of aggression in accordance
with the principles of observational learning,
learning through conditioning and direct
experience.
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Gender Differences in Aggressive
Behaviour
Studies have provided evidences that
there are gender differences in aggressive
behaviour (McGinley & Carlo, 2007).
According to Salzinger et al. (2008), boys
were found more likely to demonstrate
aggressive behaviour than girls. This finding
was in line with Toblin et al.(2005) who
found that boys are more likely to behave
aggressively and they are more emotionally
and behaviourally deregulated than girls
(Schwartz, 2000).
In addition, Krahé (2000) suggested that
gender differences in aggressive behaviour
are dependent on the types of aggressive
behaviour studied. In a study conducted
by Lagerspetz and BjÖrkqvist (1994), boys
were engaged in direct aggression such as
physical aggression more often than girls,
while girls use indirect aggression such as
gossiping and excluding others more often
than boys.
Moreover, females tend to engage in
pro-social behaviours by showing more
perspective taking, empathy, sympathy, and
nurturing than males, while males have been
found to be more physically aggressive and
engaged in more risky and instrumental
forms of pro-social behaviours (Eisenberg,
2003; Carlo & Randall, 2002; Ostrov &
Keating, 2004; Carlo et al., 2003).
RESEARCH BACKGROUND
According to a study conducted by Lee et
al. (2007) in Malaysia, 27.9% of secondary
students involved in physical fights, 6.6%
were injured in a fight, 5.9% carried a

weapon, 7.2% felt unsafe, 18.5% had their
money stolen and 55.0% had their property
stolen.
Some of the breaking news highlighted
in the mass media has portrayed schools
with students of misbehaving characters.
Some even go to the extent of considering
the case of misbehaviour as a criminal
problem. For instance, eleven teenagers
aged between 15 and 17 from a secondary
school in Marang, Kuala Terengganu were
arrested by police after attacking and
assaulting a student from a religious school
in the same district (Utusan Malaysia,
2011). In another incident, Zaman and
Nadchatram (2007) reported that two
secondary school students were afraid to go
to school after they had experienced taunt
and name calling from other students. The
same thing happened to a 10 year-old boy
who was feeling frustrated and hurt due to
the incessant teasing directed to him by the
older boys at school (Tee, 2009). All these
cases have raised public concern about
violence and aggressive behaviour among
students in Malaysian schools.
From the theoretical aspect, it is noted
that there are numerous literature in regard to
children aggressive behaviour development
especially in some Western countries such as
Canada (Cote et al., 2006), Finland (Kokko
et al., 2009), New Zealand (Donnellan et
al., 2005), United States (Kokko et al.,
2009; Campbell et al., 2000) and Australia
(Prior et al., 2001). In Malaysia, most of the
research was conducted to study bullying
(Lee et al., 2006; Rahimah & Rohani, 1997),
but not aggressive behaviour among school
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students. Thus, there is a gap in terms of
the understanding of aggressive behaviour
among school students. Hence, this study
is warranted to determine the level and
gender differences in relation to aggressive
behaviour among Malaysian primary school
children.
RESEARCH OBJECTIVE
This study aimed to explore the level of
aggression among primary school children
in Malaysia. In addition to that, gender
differences in relation to aggression among
the subjects would also be determined.
Based on the specific objectives stated
above, the research questions addressed in
this study are as follows:
1. What is the level of aggressive behaviour
reported by the respondents?
2. Is there any gender difference in the
aggressive behaviour between boys
and girls?
METHODOLOGY
This study employed a cross sectional
research approach. A total of 450 students
aged 11 were selected from nine schools in
three districts (Hulu Langat, Gombak, and
Petaling Utama) in Selangor to participate
in this study by using multistage cluster
sampling. The sample comprised of 229
(50.9%) males and 221 (49.1%) females.
Data collection involved the provision of
directly administered questionnaire to the
respondents.
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Instrumentation
Children Aggression Inventory (CAI)
was developed based on the definitions
proposed by Geen (2001), Richardson and
Green (2006), Ramírez and Andreu (2006),
and Buss and Perry (1992) to assess the
aggressive behaviour among the subjects.
It is a self-report questionnaire that can
be administered to children aged between
10-12 years old. This inventory is scored
based on a three-point Likert scale. CAI
consists of 38 items from five aggression
dimensions, namely, physical aggression,
verbal aggression, indirect aggression,
anger, and hostility. CAI was translated
into the Malay language before it was
administrated to the subjects. The scale was
content validated by a panel of experts which
comprised of three local psychologists. The
reliability of the CAI in this study was found
to be high (α = 0.90). A brief description of
the CAI is presented in Table 2.
A total score for the 38 items in CAI
provide information on the overall level
of aggression among the respondents. In
addition, the total scores for each aggression
dimension determine the level of aggression
for that particular dimension. The level
of aggression was determined by using a
formula proposed by Zuria et al. (2004)
such as maximum Likert scale (3) divided
by median (2). Hence, the values for the
three categories for the overall level of
aggression and the five dimensions are High
(2.34-3.00), Moderate (1.67-2.33), and Low
(1.00-1.66).
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TABLE 2
Description of the CAI Subscales
Subscales

Measured Aspects

Items

Physical Aggression
No. Item: 9

Measures of the tendency to use physical force when
expressing anger or aggression.
(e.g.: Item 8: I beat people who challenge me.)

8, 10, 11, 17, 23,
24, 25, 27, 38

Verbal Aggression
No. Item: 7

Measures the tendency to be verbally argumentative.
(e.g.: Item 4: I fight when other people who disagree
with me.)

1, 4, 6, 20, 26,
35, 36

Indirect Aggression
No. Item: 7

Measures of the tendency to express anger in actions
that avoid direct confrontation.
(e.g.: Item 13: I spread rumours about people whom I
do not like.)

13, 14, 15, 18, 30,
34, 37

Anger
No. Item: 8

Measures anger related arousal and sense of control.
(e.g.: Item 19: I will be upset when I did not get what I
want.)

2, 3, 7, 12, 19, 22,
29, 32

Hostility
No. Item: 7

Measures the feelings of resentment, suspicion and
alienation.
(e.g.: Item 28: At times, I think people are bad
mouthing about me at the back.)

5, 9, 16, 21, 28,
31, 33

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS
Level of Aggression among School
Children
The findings in Table 3 indicate that most
of the respondents demonstrated a moderate
level of the overall aggression (N= 366,
81.30%). In particular, 18.50% (N= 83)
of the respondents showed a high level of
the overall measured aggression and only 1
respondent (0.20%) showed a low level of
overall aggression in this study. This finding
showed that majority of the respondents
who participated in this study demonstrated
a moderate level of aggressive behaviour.
The level of the respondents’
aggression was further analysed based
on each aggression dimension, such as
physical aggression, verbal aggression,
indirect aggression, anger and hostility. The
results in Table 3 show that the aggression

levels displayed by the respondents were
moderate for verbal aggression (52.70%),
anger (56.0%), and hostility (63.60%).
Meanwhile, physical aggression (60.90%)
and indirect aggression (50.40%) were
found to be low among the respondents.
This findings indicate that the primary
school children in this study are moderately
aggressive in their behaviour. The aggression
dimensions involved are verbal aggression,
anger and hostility. This phenomenon needs
special attention as aggressive behaviour
will lead to various negative outcomes, such
as academic failure, peer rejection, juvenile
delinquency and continued aggression (Van
Lier et al., 2007).
Gender Differences in Aggressive
Behaviour
A comparison between boys and girls in
terms of aggressive behaviour was done by
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TABLE 3
The Distribution of the Mean Score for Aggression
Frequency

Percentage (%)

Low (1.00-1.66)

1

0.20

Moderate (1.67-2.33)

366

81.30

High (2.34-3.00)

83

18.50

Low (1.00-1.66)

274

60.90

Moderate (1.67-2.33)

125

27.80

High (2.34-3.00)

51

11.30

Low (1.00-1.66)

192

42.70

Moderate (1.67-2.33)

237

52.70

High (2.34-3.00)

21

4.70

Low (1.00-1.66)

227

50.40

Moderate (1.67-2.33)

205

45.60

High (2.34-3.00)

18

4.00

Low (1.00-1.66)

146

32.40

Moderate (1.67-2.33)

252

56.00

High (2.34-3.00)

52

11.60

Low (1.00-1.66)

118

26.20

Moderate (1.67-2.33)

286

63.60

High (2.34-3.00)

46

10.20

Overall Aggression

Physical Aggression

Verbal Aggression

Indirect Aggression

Anger

Hostility

Mean Score

Std. Deviation

2.18

0.39

1.66

1.71

1.66

1.86

1.88

0.45

0.37

0.38

0.36

0.37

performing independent-samples t-test on
the mean aggression scores obtained. The
results from Table 4 indicated that there
was no significant difference in the mean
overall aggression score between boys and
girls. This finding supported the suggestion
by Krahé (2000) that gender differences in
96

aggressive behaviour are dependent on the
types of aggressive behaviour studied. The
findings showed that there was a significant
difference between them in the mean scores
of physical aggression [t (443) = 6.034, p
< 0.01] and anger [t (445.78) = -3.034, p <
0.01]. This shows that boys exhibit more
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TABLE 4
T-test on Aggressive Behaviour between Boys and Girls
n

M

SD

t-value

Sig. (2 tailed)

Boys

229

1.756

0.311

1.938

0.053

Girls

221

1.701

0.291

Boys

229

1.779

0.459

6.034

0.000

Girls

221

1.534

0.399

Boys

229

1.739

0.378

1.763

0.079

Girls

221

1.678

0.349

Boys

229

1.808

0.347

-3.034

0.003

Girls

221

1.909

0.359

Boys

229

1.859

0.369

-1.177

0.240

Girls

221

1.901

0.377

Variables
Overall Aggression

Physical Aggression

Verbal Aggression

Anger

Hostility

Note: M= Mean; SD= Standard Deviation; Sig.= Significance.

physical aggression (M= 1.779, SD= 0.459)
as compared to girls (M= 1.534, SD= 0.399).
On the other hand, girls exhibit more anger
(M= 1.909, SD= 0.359) as compared to boys
(M= 1.808, SD= 0.347).
This research findings have highlighted
gender differences in relation to the type
of aggressive behaviour rather than the
overall aggressive tendency. This finding
support the study by Ronen, Rahav, and
Moldawsky (2007) who found that students
reported no significant gender differences
in the overall aggression tendencies among
children. This study also supports the
previous research with regards to gender

differences for the aggression dimensions.
For example, gender differences were
found in the studies by Lagerspetz and
BjÖrkqvist (1994), Bettencourt and Miller
(1996), Xing et al.(2011), Bradshaw et al.
(2009), Baillargeon et al. (2007), as well as
Zimmer-Gembeck et al. (2005) for direct
and physical aggression dimensions. They
have found that boys displayed more direct
aggression such as physical aggression
compared to girls, while girls tended to
display more indirect aggression such as
gossiping and excluding others.
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CONCLUSION
Consequently, this study is able to provide
fruitful information about the aggression
level among primary school children in
Malaysia. The results from this study
revealed that school children in Malaysia are
moderately aggressive in their behaviour.
The types of aggression involved are verbal
aggression, anger and hostility. Boys
were found to be more aggressive than
girls physically while girls showed more
aggression in term of anger as compared to
boys. Having an enhanced understanding
of the aggression level demonstrated by
school children in this study, it is suggested
that appropriate intervention programmes,
such as parent training programme, childfocused programme, community-based
programme, and mental health treatment to
be designed and implemented to reduce the
level of aggression among school children.
By doing so, it is anticipated that incidents
of delinquent and bullying can be minimized
or inhibited.
RECOMMENDATIONS
As this study employed a cross-sectional
research approach, the developmental factors
such as maturation could not be accounted
for. Hence, it is suggested that longitudinal
approach to be utilized in future research
to overcome this shortcoming. In addition,
this study employed quantitative research
approach in collecting and analyzing data.
The data and information obtained from
this study were limited because these
were obtained based on the structured
instrument. Hence, both qualitative and
98

quantitative approaches should be utilised
in the future research to enrich and enhance
the understanding of the relationships
among the variables concerned. Meanwhile,
demographic factors such as family socioeconomy status, parents’ marital status and
academic achievement can also be taken into
account in the study of children aggression
in any future research.
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