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Abstract 

The issue of adolescent aggression and violence has received significant attention in the 

literature. Normative beliefs about the acceptability of aggressive behaviour have been 

identified as central in influencing aggression. The Normative Beliefs about Aggression Scale 

was developed to identify cognitive beliefs about the acceptability of aggressive behaviour. 

The scale has been extensively used in research on child and adolescent aggression and 

has consistently demonstrated that normative beliefs account for variances in adolescent 

aggressive behaviour, predict aggression, and mediate the relationship between risk factors 

and aggression among this population group. Despite extensive use of this scale in other 

contexts, information is lacking on its psychometric properties. A full analysis of the factor 

structure of the Normative Beliefs about Aggression Scale has not yet been conducted. 

This study presents the first test of the factor structure of the full instrument and confirms 

that the Normative Beliefs about Aggression Scale is a reliable instrument when used in the 

South African context. The results point to the multidimensional nature of beliefs about 

aggression and provide an important foundation for future research into correlates of 

aggressive behaviour in different cultural contexts. 

 

The issue of adolescent aggression and violence has received significant attention in the 

literature. In South Africa, various studies on youth risk behaviour have demonstrated 

the prevalence of bullying (Boyes, Bowes, Cluver, Ward, & Badcock, 2014; Liang, Flisher & 

Lombard, 2007), intimate partner violence (Russell et al., 2014), sexual assault (Jewkes, 

Flood, & Lang, 2015), and homicide (Swart, Seedat, & Nel, 2015) among this population 

group. The propensity to engage in aggressive behaviour has been demonstrated to be the 

outcome of the interaction of individual (e.g., locus of control, self-esteem: Wallace, Barry, 

Zeigler-Hill, & Green, 2012), family (e.g., parental supervision, family cohesion: Bacchini, 

Miranda, & Affuso, 2011; Hamama & Arazi, 2012), and community-level factors (e.g., 

exposure to community violence: McMahon, Felix, Halpert, & Petropoulos, 2009). 

 

In South Africa, adolescents in low-income Black communities have been identified as being 

at risk of both violence perpetration and victimization (Kaminer, du Plessis, Hardy, & 

Benjamin, 2013). These communities were created as part of the apartheid-era Group Areas 
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Act in terms of which Black South Africans were forcibly relocated to under-developed parts 

of the country that continue to be characterized by high levels of poverty, unemployment, 

gang violence, and substance abuse. Apartheid-era policies such as the migrant labour 

system also led to the fragmentation of traditional family structures and social networks that 

facilitate the supervision of children, leaving many vulnerable to victimization (Budlender & 

Lund, 2011). It is probable that such socio-contextual factors explain the prevalence of 

aggressive behaviour among youth. However, they do not adequately account for variances 

in adolescent aggression or predict aggressive behaviour (Guerra, Huesmann, & Spindler, 

2003). In attempting to explain this variance, Huesmann and Guerra (1997), drawing on 

social learning theories, proposed that cognitive mechanisms are central in accounting for 

differences in the perpetration of aggressive behaviour. These authors proposed that 

cognitive scripts or schemas about the acceptability or unacceptability of aggressive 

behaviour mediate the relationship between predispositional factors and aggression. These 

cognitive scripts are acquired through observational learning from parents, peers, and other 

significant influences; identification processes; and personal evaluation (Guerra et al., 2003). 

 

Based on this assumption, Huesmann and Guerra (1997) developed the Normative Beliefs 

about Aggression Scale (NOBAGS), a 20-item scale that measures beliefs about the 

acceptability of aggressive behaviours. The NOBAGS consists of two subscales, namely, 

General Beliefs subscale about the acceptability of aggressive behaviours and Retaliation 

Beliefs subscale that measure the acceptability of retaliatory aggressive behaviours in 

response to a provocation. According to Huesmann and Guerra (1997), varying the 

conditions of provocation (weak and strong), as well as gender, enables four additional 

subscales to be derived from the 12 items of the Retaliation Beliefs subscale, namely, 

Approval of Retaliation–Weak Provocation subscale, Approval of Retaliation– Strong 

Provocation subscale, Approval of Retaliation against Males subscale, and Approval of 

Retaliation against Females subscale. Sample items for each subscale are included in 

Appendix 1.  

 

The NOBAGS was originally developed for use with children, but it has since been reliably used 

for adolescents (Nicol & Fleming, 2010) and adults (Kjos, 2008). In addition to the United 

States, the scale has successfully been used in a variety of contexts (United Kingdom – Amjad 

& Skinner, 2008; Archer, 2004; Singapore – Lim & Ang, 2009; Pakistan – Amjad & Wood, 

2009; Australia – Nicol & Fleming, 2010; Israel – Shechtman & Basheer, 2005; Germany – 

Krahé & Möller, 2004).  

 

With respect to subscales, the NOBAGS has been used in a variety of ways. Some studies (e.g., 

Teglasi & Rothman, 2001) have utilized the total scale (Total Approval of Aggression), while 

others (e.g., Zelli, Dodge, Lochman, & Laird, 1999) have only used the two subscales 

(Retaliation Beliefs and General Beliefs). In addition, several studies have used only the 

Retaliation Beliefs subscale (Bellmore, Witkow, Graham, & Juvonen, 2005) or only the 

General Beliefs subscale (Archer, 2004).  

 

https://repository.uwc.ac.za/



3 
 

Despite the widespread use of the NOBAGS, only a few studies have analysed the factor 

structure of the scale. However, in several studies, the items were modified to focus on 

specific types of aggression, and in others, only a partial analysis was conducted. Archer 

(2004) reported two factors resulting from a principal components analysis of the General 

Beliefs subscale, namely, General Beliefs–Positive and General Beliefs–Negative. Werner 

and Nixon (2004) subjected the two sub-scales of the NOBAGS (which was revised to 

include relational aggression) to separate factor analyses. The revised Retaliation subscale 

yielded four factors which were labelled as follows: relational aggressive retaliation, verbal 

aggression retaliation, rumour spreading retaliation, and physical aggression retaliation. 

The General Beliefs subscale produced three factors, but due to their similarity, two of the 

factors were combined by the authors. The resulting two factors were labelled as 

acceptability of physical aggression and acceptability of relational aggression. Amjad (2007) 

extracted three factors from the 20 items, the general beliefs factor as well as two factors 

based on appropriateness of aggressive response which were labelled Excessive Retaliation 

Beliefs (acceptability of retaliating in excess of the provocation) and Equal Retaliation Beliefs 

(acceptability of retaliation that matches the provocation). Nicol and Fleming (2010) 

conducted a factor analysis of the NOBAGS where items were modified to reflect mobile 

phone bullying and deleted seven items that cross-loaded. The remaining 13 items loaded on 

two factors, namely, Retaliatory Beliefs and General Beliefs. 

 

While Huesmann and Guerra (1997) suggested that the NOBAGS has several subscales, they 

did not actually test whether these subscales are distinct constructs. A full analysis of the 

factor structure of the NOBAGS has as such not yet been conducted. This study, therefore, 

presents the first full test of the factor structure of the NOBAGS. 

 

There is no indication that the NOBAGS has been used in published research in South 

Africa. Several researchers (Milfont & Fischer, 2010) have emphasized that cross-cultural 

studies investigating child and adolescent problem behaviours tend to assume that measures 

developed with one group equally assesses constructs across cultural groups. However, a 

measure developed for a given construct (e.g., beliefs about aggressive behaviour) in one 

particular group may not assess the same construct in the same manner in other groups 

owing to conceptual, structural, or metric differences (Byrne & Van de Vijver, 2010). As 

such, it is problematic to assume universality of meaning across groups and that observed 

differences are a reflection of actual differences rather than different patterns of responses 

to items of a specific measure. For this reason, demonstrating the factor structure and 

equivalence of constructs and measures is considered a prerequisite for accurate and 

meaningful comparisons across diverse cultural groups (Harachi, Choi, Abbott, Catalano, 

& Bliesner, 2006; Kankaraš & Moors, 2010; Tran, Ngo, & Conway, 2003). 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine the psychometric properties of the scale when used 

in this country. In particular, the study examines the normative data, reliability, and factor 

structure of the NOBAGS. With regard to factor structure, this study examines the various 

models proposed in the literature, namely, (1) a total scale of approval of aggression, (2) a 

total approval of aggression scale as well as two subscales (General and Retaliation 
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subscales), (3) only two subscales (General and Retaliation subscales), (4) a retaliation 

subscale divided by gender, and (5) a retaliation sub-scale divided by provocation strength. 

 

Method 

A cross-sectional survey design was used for the study. 

 

Participants 

Participants were 229 pupils enrolled in four different secondary schools located in low-

income settings in the Mitchells Plain area of Cape Town, South Africa. Mitchells Plain was 

created by the Apartheid government in the early 1970s as a township for one part of the 

Black population in terms of the official policy of segregation. Today, it is one of South 

Africa’s largest townships, and major parts of Mitchells Plain have deteriorated into urban 

ghettos characterized by high levels of poverty, unemployment, gang violence, and substance 

addiction among youth (Gebhardt, 2013). 

 

The majority of participants in this study were female (61.1%) and in Grade 10 (47.6%). The 

age of the participants ranged from 13 to 19 years (M = 15.68, standard deviation [SD] = 1.22) 

and household size of participants ranged between 1 and 25 (M = 5.49, SD = 2.61). 

 

Instrument 

The NOBAGS (Huesmann & Guerra, 1997) consists of 20 items designed to measure beliefs 

about the appropriateness of behaving aggressively. Twelve items measure the perception of 

how acceptable it is to behave aggressively under various conditions of provocation 

(termed retaliation beliefs), while eight items measure general beliefs about the 

appropriateness of aggression when no conditions are specified (termed general beliefs 

about aggression). 

 

All items are scored on a 4-point scale in such a way that ‘4’ is the most approving of 

aggression and ‘1’ is the least approving of aggression. The authors (Huesmann & Guerra, 

1997) found the NOBAGS to be a reliable and valid measure of normative beliefs about 

aggression. In particular, they report reliability coefficients ranging between .65 and .90 for 

the various subscales and found that normative beliefs about aggression correlate 

significantly with actual aggressive behaviour, especially for boys. 

 

Procedure 

The NOBAGS and a demographic questionnaire were distributed to participants after the last 

class of the day with instructions regarding the completion of the questionnaire. Participants 

completed the questionnaire in their classroom. There was a 70% response rate. 

 

Ethical considerations 

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the University of the Western Cape through 

the Psychology Department and from the South African Department of Education. Informed 

consent was also obtained at the school level from school principals and consent forms were 

sent to all primary caregivers of learners. Learners whose parents consented for them to 
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participate in the study were provided with information about the research project during one 

of their regular classes and asked to assent if they wanted to participate. Those learners who 

assented were included in the study. 

 

Data analysis 

Data were subsequently captured using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 

24). Descriptive statistics were subsequently generated and a confirmatory factor analysis was 

conducted. 

 

Results 

The mean values, SDs, and reliabilities (coefficient alpha) for the total scale, as well as for the 

various subscales, are reported in Table 1, together with the mean values and SDs 

reported by Huesmann, Guerra, Miller, and Zelli (2011) for a sample of 1550 North 

American elementary school children. 

 

The mean values and SDs obtained in this study are very similar to those reported by 

Huesmann et al. (2011) with the exception of the strong provocation subscale where the 

difference between the two samples was 0.40. Apart from the weak provocation subscale, the 

general trend is that the mean values obtained in this study are slightly lower. 

 

 
 

The estimates of reliability (coefficient alpha) ranged between .65 and .84, suggesting that 

the NOBAGS and the various subscales have acceptable levels of internal consistency in this 

sample. Similar to Huesmann et al. (2011), it was found that the Total Approval Scale had the 

highest level of internal consistency (α=.84), while the Approval of Retaliation against Females 

had the lowest reliability (α=.65). 

 

With regard to the factor structure of the NOBAGS, Huesmann et al. (2011) indicate that 

normative beliefs about aggression may be represented by a total approval scale as well as two 

subscales, a general beliefs subscale and a retaliation beliefs subscale. To examine the factor 

structure of the NOBAGS, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to test three 
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different models: a one general factor model (Total Approval of Aggression); a two-factor 

correlated model consisting of the proposed two subscales, General Approval and Approval 

of Retaliation; and a bi-factor model (Total approval of Aggression as well as two 

subscales, General Approval and Approval of Retaliation). The bi-factor model is similar to 

the model used by Heppner, Pretorius, Wei, Lee, and Wang (2002) and Tracey and colleagues 

(Tracey, Glidden, & Kokotovic, 1988; Tracey & Kokotovic, 1989). In CFA, the items of the scale 

are regarded as the observed measurements, while the hypothesized factors are regarded as 

the latent variables represented by the items (Bentler, 1995). 

 

It is recommended that the items of the scale be grouped into parcels or bundles so as to 

avoid having to estimate a large number of parameters (Russel, Kahn, Spoth, & Altmaier, 

1998) and to reduce the possibility of distortion from idiosyncratic characteristics of 

individual items in fitting the model to the data (Heppner et al., 2002). It has been 

demonstrated that the creation of bundles allows for a distribution closer to normal 

(Takahashi & Nasser, 1996) and it has also been empirically shown that the structural 

parameters (i.e., path coefficients) for bundled and individual items were largely the same 

(Russel et al., 1998). Given the 20-item scale, it was possible to construct five bundles of 

four items each. The one general factor, the two-factor correlated model, and the bi-factor 

model are shown in Figure 1. The one general factor model presumes that a single factor 

(Total Approval of Aggression) is the best representation of the factor structure of the 

NOBAGS. The two-factor correlated model indicates that the factor structure of the 

NOBAGS is best represented by two correlated subscales (General Approval and Approval of 

Retaliation), while the bi-factor model presumes that a total score (Total Approval of 

Aggression) as well as two subscales (General Approval and Approval of Retaliation) is the 

best representation of the factor structure. 

 

The extent to which the hypothesized model fits the observed data is measured by the chi- 

square  statistic  (χ2),  where  a  non-significant  χ2    is  indicative  of  a  good  fit.  

Jöreskog (1969), however, pointed out that the χ2 test is very sensitive to sample size and 

also to violations of distributional assumptions. Some of the alternative indices proposed to 

assess goodness-of-fit include the following: goodness-of-fit index (GFI: best if close to .95 

or greater), relative fit index (RFI: best if close to .95 or greater), normed fit index (NFI: 

best if close to .95 or greater), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA: best 

if close to .05 or less) (Byrne, 1994; Hu & Bentler, 1999; Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). In 

addition, Arbuckle (2012) suggests the inclusion of fit indices, such as Akaike’s information 

criterion (AIC), which is used specifically for model comparisons. In general, lower levels 

of AIC are associated with better model fit. These indices are reported in Table 2. 
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Table 2 indicates that the one-factor model does not fit the data to an acceptable degree 

and represented the worst fit of the three models. The two-factor and bi-factor models, on 

the other hand, demonstrated a better fit with all the fit indices at acceptable levels. 

Comparing the two-factor and the bi-factor model, the model comparison index, namely, 

AIC, indicates that the two-factor model (AIC = 25.75) is a marginally better model than the 

bi-factor model (AIC= 28.51). The bi-factor model would be consistent with the author’s 

(Huesmann & Guerra, 1997) original conceptualization of the NOBAGS as consisting of a 

total scale (Total Approval of Aggression) and two subscales (Retaliation Approval and 

General Approval of Aggression). 
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The subscales which are presumed to derive from the Retaliation Beliefs subscale 

(provocation type and gender) were also tested with CFA. Given the number of items that are 

presumed to represent the various subscales, the number of items in each bundle varied as 

follows: Approval of Retaliation–Weak Provocation: 2 bundles × 4 items, Approval of 

Retaliation–Strong Provocation: 2 bundles × 2 items, Approval of Retaliation against Males: 

2 bundles × 3 items, and Approval of Retaliation against Females: 2 bundles × 3 items. The 

models that were tested are shown in Figure 2. The results of the CFA for the models in Figure 

2 are shown in Table 3. The fit indices for the two models show that both models fit the data to 

an acceptable degree. In the case of Retaliation Beliefs related to gender, at least three of the 

indices demonstrate a good fit (GFI, RFI, and NFI >0.95), while in the case of the Retaliation 

Beliefs related to provocation type (weak and strong), all five fit indices reflect a good fit (χ2 > 

0.05; GFI, RFI, and NFI >0.95; and RMSEA <0.05). The AIC index reflects that the 

provocation-type model (AIC = 36.62) is a slightly better model than the gender model. 

 

In summary, the results of the CFA provide empirical support for the use of the NOBAGS as a 

bi-factor scale (the total scale together with two subscales) or a two-factor scale (the two 

subscales alone) in respect of Black adolescents in South Africa. In addition, CFA also 

indicates that there is support for conceptualizing the Retaliation Beliefs subscale as either 

beliefs related to gender or beliefs related to provocation type. 

 

Discussion 

Research in South Africa requires instruments that are sensitive to culture and context. 

Psychological research in this country usually involves comparisons between people exposed 

to different social, political, and historical factors. This type of research necessitates 

instruments capable of identifying similar psychological constructs in groups that differ. This 

study aimed to examine the psychometric properties of the NOBAGS. Although this scale 

has been extensively used in research focusing on child and adolescent aggression, 

information is lacking on its psychometric properties, in particular the factor structure of the 

instrument. This study confirmed the generalizability of the NOBAGS as used with a sample 

of adolescents from low-income communities in South Africa. In particular, it confirms that 
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the NOBAGS is a reliable instrument in this context and demonstrates the factor structure 

of the scale. The results of CFA indicate the suitability of using the NOBAGS as a two-factor 

scale, as a scale consisting of a total factor as well as two subscales, using the provocation-

type factors and the gender-based retaliation factors. 

 

The NOBAGS has proven to be highly adaptable, with the scale having been modified for a 

variety of purposes. Nicol and Fleming (2010) changed the phrasing of some items to 

reflect mobile phone bullying and reduced the scale to 13 items. Werner and Nixon (2005) 

as well as Krahé and Möller (2004) modified the NOBAGS to include a focus on relational 

aggression in addition to verbal and physical aggression. 
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Shechtman and Basheer (2005) focused on inter-group relations and revised the 

NOBAGS items to include provocations within and between ethnic groups. Furthermore, 

using different groupings of items in the Retaliation Beliefs sub-scale, several variations of 

the NOBAGS have been reported. Lim and Ang (2009), for example, used the scale as a 

three-factor scale, namely, general beliefs, and acceptability of retaliatory behaviour 

towards males and females, respectively. Similarly, Werner and Nixon (2004) as well as 

Kjos (2008) focused on beliefs about forms of aggression and categorized the retaliation 

items of the NOBAGS as either verbal aggression or physical aggression, while Krahé 

and Möller (2004) distinguished between physical aggression and relational aggression. 

 

This adaptability of the NOBAGS is particularly relevant for the South African context. It 

means that the instrument can, for example, be adapted to assess beliefs regarding the 

acceptability of different forms of aggressive behaviour that are prevalent in the country 

(e.g., rape, intimate partner violence). This type of research could in turn inform intervention 

efforts. Werner and Nixon (2005) have emphasized that many intervention strategies are 

limited in their effectiveness owing to their focus on addressing general beliefs about the 

acceptability of aggressive behaviour. Instead, targeting specific beliefs about the 

acceptability of certain forms of aggression (e.g., approval of aggression against women) is 

more effective in producing lasting behavioural change (Guerra, Henry, Huesmann, & 

Tolan, 2007). 

 

In South Africa, existing intervention programmes aimed at addressing aggressive 

behaviour among adolescents have focused on enhancing conflict resolution skills, 

addressing problematic constructions of gender that endorse violence, and strengthening 

relationships with caregivers. Various school- and community-based interventions have also 

been developed (Mahlangu, Gevers, & De Lannoy, 2014). Despite the importance of these 

strategies, the intersection between normative beliefs and predispositional factors in 

regulating aggressive behaviour means that targeting beliefs related to aggression is central 

to reducing the propensity to engage in aggressive acts. Having a reliable and valid measure 

of beliefs about aggression is therefore a prerequisite for effective intervention efforts. 

 

Cross-cultural research on the NOBAGS not only provides useful psychometric information 

but also assists researchers in understanding the link between normative beliefs about 

aggression and actual aggressive behaviour in the South African context. Various local 

studies have investigated the correlates of aggressive behaviour among adolescents and 

have identified family functioning (Bradford et al., 2004), problematic constructions of 

gender (Boonzaier & de La Rey, 2003), substance abuse (Plüddemann, Flisher, McKetin, 

Parry, & Lombard, 2010), community violence (Shields, Nadasen, & Pierce, 2008), and 

exposure to trauma (Kaminer et al., 2013) as positively correlated with aggression. However, 

no published South African research has focused on the role of cognitive scripts in 

aggressive behaviour. Given the consistent finding that normative beliefs predict aggression 

and mediate the relationship between risk factors and aggression (Nicol & Fleming, 2010; 

Werner & Nixon, 2005), this type of research is of particular relevance to the South African 

context. 
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In sum, this study has both theoretical and practical implications for researchers and 

mental health care professionals working to understand and address aggressive behaviour. 

 

The study does have certain limitations. First, participants were high school students in 

low-income communities and it is therefore uncertain whether the findings of the study 

generalize to other populations or other age groups. Future studies need to investigate the 

replicability of the NOBAGS structure with different samples, especially given the .65 alpha 

coefficient found for the Approval of Retaliation–Strong Provocation and Approval of 

Retaliation against Females sub-scales. Second, this study largely focused on the factor 

structure of the NOBAGS, and further validity studies are needed to examine the extent to 

which the scale actually measures normative beliefs about aggression. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings of the study extend previous research by providing the first information, to 

the author’s knowledge, about the psychometric properties of the instrument for a sample 

of South African adolescents. The results show that normative beliefs about aggression do 

not exist as a single psychological construct, but as a multidimensional construct. This study 

provides the foundation for future research investigating the correlates of beliefs about 

aggression as well as the relationship between beliefs and aggressive behaviour. The 

appropriateness of the scale for different populations (e.g., adults) in South Africa is also an 

important focus for future studies. 
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Note 

1. The Normative Beliefs about Aggression Scale (NOBAGS) is copyright protected, and 

permission to use the 20-item instrument can be obtained from the developers, Huesmann 

and Guerra (1997). 
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Appendix 1 

Sample items from the Normative Beliefs about Aggression Scale (NOBAGS)1 

General Beliefs subscale 

1. In general, it is wrong to hit other people. 

2. If you’re angry, it is OK to say mean things to other people. 

3. In general, it is OK to yell at others and say bad things. 

4. It is usually OK to push or shove other people around if you’re mad. 

 

Retaliation Beliefs subscale 

1. Suppose a boy says something bad to another boy, John (Weak provocation) Do you 

think it’s OK for John to scream at him? 

2. Suppose a boy hits another boy, John (Strong provocation) Do you think it’s wrong for 

John to hit him back? 

3. Suppose a boy hits a girl 

 

Do you think it’s OK for the girl to hit him back? (Retaliation against males) 

 

4. Suppose a girl hits a boy 

Do you think it’s wrong for the boy to hit her back? (Retaliation against females) 
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