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The structure of oppositionality: response
dispositions and situational aspects

Peter J. Hoffenaar and Jan B. Hoeksma
Vrije Universiteit, The Netherlands

Background: The Amsterdam Scale of Oppositionality (ASO) is a recently developed self-report
instrument to measure the full range of oppositionality. It was used to test the assumption that
oppositionality can best be conceptualized as a combination of emotions and behaviors varying across
contexts, i.e., with parents, peers and authority figures. Method: The sample consisted of 560 boys and
598 girls, aged 8 to 12 years. The thirty items of the ASO, grouped in item parcels, were analyzed using
confirmatory factor analyses. Results: Results confirmed the main hypothesis. The best fitting models
contained strongly related emotional and behavioral factors and three mutually related situational
factors. Oppositionality appeared to be to a large extent situation-specific. Girls are more affected by the
situation than boys and show less oppositionality only outside the family context. Conclusions: Results
are discussed with respect to the concept of oppositionality, varying expectations for interpersonal
consequences, and implications for clinical assessment and studies of inter-informant reliability.
Keywords: Behavior problems, disruptive behavior, emotion, questionnaires, sex differences, struc-
tural equation modeling, oppositional defiant disorder (ODD), situational specificity.

Oppositional behavior typically ranges from actions
of normal protest when autonomy is threatened to
tyrannical aggressive behaviors that seem to satisfy
the child’s needs (Gard & Berry, 1987). The child
refuses requests and commands or breaks implicit
rules. His or her main battle is with not doing what
he or she is supposed to do (Redl, 1976). Opposi-
tional behavior demands attention when it starts to
frustrate parents and teachers or threatens the
welfare of others. Possibly for that reason, the as-
sessment of oppositional behavior largely focuses on
psychopathology. The DSM-IV (American Psychiatric
Association, 1994) is the main instrument for the
clinical assessment of oppositional deviant behavior.
A child showing a recurrent pattern of negativistic,
hostile and defiant behavior for at least six months
becomes eligible for the diagnosis Oppositional De-
viant Disorder (ODD). Other available instruments,
such as the Child and Adolescent Psychiatric As-
sessment (CAPA; Angold & Costello, 1996) and The
Child and Adolescent Disruptive Behavior Inventory
(CADBI; Burns et al., 1997), are based on the DSM
criteria.

Oppositional behaviors are observed at all ages
and occur throughout the general population (An-
thony, 1976; Gard & Berry, 1987). In addition, op-
positionality is a research topic with a long history
(Brehm, 1981). During this longstanding research
tradition different subject headings, e.g., resistant
behavior, negativistic behavior and noncompliance,
have been used to refer to oppositionality in children.

Although oppositionality is a common phenom-
enon, psychometric instruments to assess the full
range of oppositional behaviors are rare, although
this situation seems to be changing at the moment.
Drabick, Strassberg, and Kees (2001) developed an

instrument that specifically targets noncompliance
in preschool children. Recently, we developed the
Amsterdam Scale of Oppositionality (ASO), to
measure oppositionality in early adolescence by
means of self-report. Preliminary versions of the
scale were piloted by van der Matten (1995), van
Leeuwen (1996) and Lagendijk (1997). The present
study is based on the third and final revision of the
ASO.

The Amsterdam Scale of Oppositionality (ASO) was
constructed according to a facet-design. Fiske (1971)
stressed the importance of the facet-design as a
heuristic aid for item-construction. The facet ap-
proach forces the researcher to explicate his or her
theoretical notions regarding the construct to be
measured. The resulting theoretical framework leads
to hypotheses and predictions about the role of the
facets and the relations among the elements within
the facets (Edmundson, Koch, & Silverman, 1993).
Tests of these hypotheses have implications for the
structural validity of the instrument. To assure the
structural validity of the ASO the internal structure
of the instrument should parallel the structure of the
oppositionality construct (Loevinger, 1957).

Theoretical notions

Three theoretical notions guided the construction
of the Amsterdam Scale of Oppositionality. First,
oppositionality is conceived of as a continuum. Sec-
ondly, the content domain of oppositionality is
thought to be represented by both emotions and be-
haviors across different situations. Finally, opposi-
tional responses are seen as partially situation
specific. These notions will be discussed next.
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Oppositionality as a continuum

It is not necessary to take a position in the never-
ending controversy on quantitative psychometric
instruments versus qualitative psychiatric classifi-
cation (Blashfield & Livesley, 1991; Jensen, Brooks-
Gunn, & Graber, 1999) to argue that oppositionality
can be seen as a continuum. The continuum of op-
positionality ranges from normal resistance to exter-
nal influences to a constellation of disruptive actions,
including temper tantrums, extreme disobedience
and negativistic, hostile behaviors (Anthony, 1976;
Gard & Berry, 1987; Redl, 1976). The diagnostic
DSM-IV category Oppositional Defiant Disorder
(ODD) lies at the abnormal end of the continuum of
oppositionality. ODD comprises behaviors closely
related to more serious disruptive behaviors such as
aggression, status violations and property violations.
Oppositional behavior is less problematic and non-
destructive (Loeber, Lahey, & Thomas, 1991).

Rather than starting at the abnormal extreme of
the continuum the ASO was constructed by starting
to investigate the full range of oppositional responses
in the normal population. The main advantage of
basing an instrument on an underlying continuum
of responses is that it increases the functionality of
the instrument. First, the instrument becomes well
suited for research in the normal population,
whereas the resulting scale can still be applied for
the assessment of deviant child behavior. Deviant
behavior is conceptualized as a higher rate and
intensity of oppositional actions. It should be noted
that this does not imply that children who frequently
respond in an oppositional way should be diagnosed
as children with ODD. Second, measuring the full
range of oppositionality increases the usefulness of
the scale for developmental research. Developmental
changes in oppositionality are more easily revealed
by instruments that measure the full range of
oppositional responses. A categorical approach with
instruments that only differentiate between normal
and deviant behavior seems less suited for develop-
mental research.

Emotions and behavior

Oppositionality is not necessarily restricted to
behavior. Oppositional emotions are another im-
portant aspect of oppositionality. Recent literature
shows an increased attention to the role of emotions
in normal and disruptive behaviors (Cole, Michel, &
Teti, 1995; Cole & Zahn-Waxler, 1992; Dodge, 1991;
Eisenberg et al., 1996). The importance of the role of
emotions was illustrated in studies by Cole and
Zahn-Waxler (1992) and Cole et al. (1995). Their
results provide support for a specific pattern of
emotional responding that disruptive children have
in common. Disruptive children appear to under-
control their anger and display a lack of fear or social
anxiety (Eisenberg et al., 1996). Furthermore, these

children are less inclined to display sadness and
sometimes become overwhelmed by joy when this is
not appropriate (Cole & Zahn-Waxler, 1992).

We assume that oppositional children have a dis-
tinct pattern of emotional responding. When they are
disciplined, oppositional children possibly express
joy, whereas guilt or shame would be a more socially
acceptable response. When autonomy is threatened,
these children may be more inclined to respond with
anger. In addition, they often show a relative lack of
fear for disciplinary actions.

In our view oppositionality refers to both behaviors
and emotions. This is reflected in the ASO by the fact
that half the items refer to emotional responses and
the other half refer to behavioral responses. As a
consequence, the question of to what extent oppo-
sitional behavior and emotions are related can be
answered.

Situational specificity versus pervasiveness

Oppositionality occurs in response to directives or
prohibitions by different social agents (Brehm,
1981). Most of these social agents (e.g., teachers,
parents and other adults) operate in specific contexts
(e.g., home and school). The items of the ASO portray
interactions with parents, authority figures and
peers to reflect the different situations in which op-
positionality occurs. Adults other than the child’s
parents and teachers are seen as authority figures,
but most of the items pertain to teachers.

Different contexts may elicit different responses
from children. Some children show oppositional be-
havior only at home, whereas others display oppo-
sitionality in more than one setting (Rey & Walter,
1999). Because of the situational variance in oppo-
sitionality, the judgments of teachers and parents do
not necessarily correspond. Findings from studies of
inter-informant agreement (Achenbach, McConau-
ghy, & Howell, 1987; Fisher & Fagot, 1996) show
that the informant’s judgment is context-specific.
Achenbach et al. (1987) conclude from their com-
prehensive meta-analysis that the assessment of
children’s behavioral and emotional problems is not
only affected by informant variables, but also by
situational variables. They argue that the disagree-
ment between informants is at least partly due to
situational variance in the child’s behavior.

We hypothesize that oppositional emotions and
responses are partly situation specific. Items of the
ASO pertain to three different situations, namely sit-
uations with parents, peers and authority figures.
This variability offers theopportunity todetermine the
extent to which oppositionality is general over various
situations and to what extent it is situation specific.

Gender differences

As far as we know, gender differences with regard to
oppositionality have hardly been studied. Neverthe-
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less, the literature offers several cues as to why
gender differences are to be expected. Leadbetter,
Kuperminc, Blatter, and Hertzog (1999) argue that
girls have more difficulties in expressing anger than
boys. The difference is attributed to a heightened
interpersonal vulnerability of girls. Girls are more
concerned about the quality and the maintenance of
interpersonal relationships. Because of their sensi-
tivity to interpersonal concerns, girls are possibly
more inclined to refrain from behavior that affects
relationships negatively.

The same reasoning could hold with respect to the
expression of oppositionality. When a child displays
oppositionality, this evokes frustration and annoy-
ance in the person whose authority is questioned
(Anthony, 1976). Assuming that girls are more in-
clined to refrain from behaviors with negative inter-
personal consequences, girls will try to withhold
their oppositionality. For that reason, we hypothes-
ize that girls in general display less oppositional
emotions and oppositional behavior than boys.

A second cue from the literature suggests that
gender differences in oppositionality may be even
more pronounced in certain situations. Kavanagh
and Hops (1994) discuss several research findings,
suggesting that parents and teachers are likely to
have more consistent expectations and reinforce
behavior more congruously for girls than for boys.
Parents are more indulgent and tolerate more ex-
cessive behavior from boys than teachers do. At
school, boys will generally meet a more restrictive
social environment.

Because boys are used to a wide range of ac-
ceptable behaviors at home, they will experience
the more severe restrictions at school as elimin-
ation of perceived behavioral freedoms. The elim-
ination of an established freedom may lead to
oppositionality (Brehm, 1981). For that reason, we
expect boys to display oppositionality more fre-
quently and more intensely in interactions within
the school context.

In sum, we theorize that oppositionality consists of
interrelated oppositional emotions and oppositional
behaviors. Oppositional emotions and oppositional
behaviors are hypothesized to be partially situation
specific. Oppositionality occurs in interactions with
parents, authority figures and peers. We expect gen-
der differences in the level of oppositional behavior
and the level of oppositionality across contexts.

Method

Participants

Participants were children (age 8–12 years) from 20
Dutch primary schools. A nation-wide self-weighting
cluster sample was drawn from a register of all Dutch
primary schools. Probability of inclusion for each school
was inversely proportional to the mean school size per
province (data on school size were provided by the

Dutch Central Bureau for Statistics, CBS, 1997).
Schools were contacted by phone. Approximately one
in two schools refused participation for reasons not
related to the variables of interest. The main reasons
given were: ‘We are to busy’ and ‘We already partici-
pated in research some time ago’. When a school
refused participation, the next school in the sample
register replaced this school. Within schools, complete
classes were examined. The number of refusals within
classes was less than 1%.

The initial sample contained 1,196 children. It was
reduced by the deletion of 3.18%of the children, because
of more than 20% of incomplete data per child. In the
reduced sample the average percentage of missing
values amounted to 1.67%. Missing values for the
remaining children were imputed using corrected item
mean substitution (CIMS; Huisman, 1999). CIMS repla-
ces missing values by the item mean corrected for the
individual’s total score on the observed items. Bernaards
and Sijtsma (2000) recently demonstrated in a simula-
tion study that imputation methods based on an indi-
vidual’s mean score yield the best results in recovering
the factor loading structure from the incomplete data.

The final sample contained 1,158 children, 560 boys
and 598 girls. The mean age was 11.41 yr (SD¼ .93).

Amsterdam Scale for Oppositionality

The Amsterdam Scale for Oppositionality (ASO) con-
tains 30 forced-choice items. Analysis of the reliability
of the ASO showed that the internal consistency
(a¼ .86) was adequate.

As noted earlier, the ASO was constructed according
to a facet-design (Fiske, 1971). The content domain of
oppositionality is defined by a response facet and a
situational facet. The elements of the response facet are
oppositional emotions and oppositional behaviors.
Three elements make up the situational facet: interac-
tions with authority figures, peers and parents. Each
item represents either an emotional response or a
behavioral response in one of the three situations. For
every item the child chooses between an oppositional
and a non-oppositional response alternative.

The ASO contains five items for each combination of
the response- and situational-facet elements. Table 1
illustrates the item content, for each combination of the
situational facet and response facet.

Procedure

The 20 schools were visited by a research assistant or
the first author. The ASO and a Dutch translation of the
Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ, Good-
man, 1997) were group administered in the classrooms
of the 6th, 7th and 8th grades. After a short introduc-
tion the questionnaires were distributed and completed
individually by all children. Most children concluded
the tests in less than twenty minutes. The SDQ is not
used in the present study.

Analysis

The facet structure of the ASO was investigated by
means of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using EQS

The structure of oppositionality 377



(Bentler, 1995). Following the example of Joormann
and Stöber (1997), the analysis was conducted using
so-called item parcels or subscales. According to the
authors, confirmatory factor analytic models using item
parcels provide better estimates of the overall fit in
comparison to item-based models. Models based on
item parcels are estimated more precisely, because of
the higher reliability of parcels (relative to individual
items) and the smaller number of parameters.

Item parcels were created by randomly dividing the
five items for every combination of the response- and
situational-facet elements into subgroups of two or
three items. Next, item parcels were adjusted for the
unequal number of items by dividing the score by the
number of items.

According to the main hypothesis of the present
study, oppositionality consists of interrelated opposi-
tional emotions and oppositional behaviors and is
partially situation specific. This hypothesis can be
represented by a five-factor model, as shown in
Figure 1.

In Figure 1, each factor represents one facet element.
Each item parcel loads on two factors, one factor
representing the corresponding response-facet element
and one factor representing the corresponding
situational-facet element.

The structure of the ASO was investigated by com-
paring models with different factor structures in a

modeling procedure. The adequacy of the models was
evaluated by comparing the theoretical covariance
structure as predicted by the model to the observed
sample covariance matrix.

The modeling procedure started with testing whether
one general oppositional factor underlies all item par-
cels. The analysis proceeded by testing a model with the
two response-facet elements as distinct, but related,
factors. In the next step a model consisting of the three
situational-facet elements as unrelated factors was
tested. In the subsequent analysis a model was tested,
consisting of the three situational-facet elements
as correlated factors. The final model in the procedure
was the hypothesized facet structure, as depicted in
Figure 1.

Model fit

The goodness of fit for the various models was assessed
by means of the Comparative Fit Index (CFI, Bentler,
1990), the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC, Bollen,
1989) and the chi-square test. The chi-square test is a
likelihood ratio test that evaluates whether the restric-
tions imposed by the model are valid (Bollen, 1989). To
compare the fit of the various models, we examined the
difference in the fit measures. The likelihood ratio test
for the difference in chi-square estimators is also known
as the chi-square difference test. The chi-square differ-

Table 1 Item content by situation and response type

Response

Situation Behavior Emotion

Authority When the teacher says I have to quit talking,
I keep my mouth shut/I keep on talking

When I’m punished by the teacher, I feel sad/feel angry

Peers Other children think that I like to fight/that
I don’t like to fight

When other children steal things, I don’t mind/
I think it’s awful

Parents When my mum or dad tells me to help them,
I do it/I pretend I did not hear them

When my mum or dad thinks I’m being rude, it makes me
feel bad/I think it’s funny

Authority figures Peers Parents

Behavior Emotion

Authority/Behavior Parents/Behavior Parents/EmotionAuthority/Emotion Peers/Behavior Peers/Emotion

Figure 1 Simplified representation of the five-factor model for the structure of oppositionality.
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ence test only allows the direct comparison of nested
models. The AIC also provides means of comparing
models that are not nested. The Akaike Information
Criterion is a relative index; the model with the lowest
value for the AIC is the preferred model.

In addition to the aforementioned fit indices, the Root
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA; Steiger,
1990) and the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI; Tanaka &
Huba, 1985) are reported for the best fitting model. The
following ranges are generally taken to indicate good fit:
CFI (.90–1.00); RMSEA (.03–.07); GFI (.90–1.00).

Results

Preliminary analyses revealed that the factor models
to be tested were not invariant across gender. The
models were therefore evaluated for boys and girls
separately. A single factor model was tested first. In
the model all item parcels loaded on one general
factor. The model embodies the assumption that
oppositional emotions and oppositional behaviors
cannot be distinguished and do not vary across sit-
uations. Test statistics and fit indices (Table 2)
showed that the single factor model had to be rejec-
ted for both boys and girls.

The next model fitted contained two factors,
referring to the two response-facet elements. Item
parcels referring to emotions loaded on the first
factor and item parcels referring to behaviors loaded
on the second factor. The factors were allowed to
correlate. The model assumes that oppositional
feelings and oppositional behaviors are distinct, but
related, oppositional responses. Chi-square test
statistics and goodness of fit indices showed that the
two-factor model had to be rejected. For girls the two-
factor model did not fit significantly better than the
single factor model (v2 (1)¼ .27, p > .05), whereas for
boys it did (v2 (1)¼7.36, p < .01).

Subsequently, a three-factor model was fitted. One
factor represented oppositional responses in inter-
actions with authority figures. Another factor repre-
sented oppositional responses in situations with
peers and the final factor involved oppositional re-
sponses at home. The model is used to test the as-
sumption that oppositionality is fully situation
specific. For that reason the situational factors were
not allowed to correlate. Chi-square test statistics
and CFI-values (Table 2) showed that the three-
factor model had to be rejected for both boys and

girls. The figures in Table 2 further reveal that the
three-factor model fits very poorly relative to the
other models, suggesting that the three situational
factors cannot be considered independent.

In the next model the three situational factors were
allowed to correlate. This three-factor model em-
bodies the assumption that oppositional responses
show some consistency across situations. Compared
to the previous three-factor model, the fit improved
considerably by taking up correlations between the
situational factors. Chi-square difference tests
showed significant differences in model fit with the
previous model for both boys and girls (boys, v2

(3)¼401.52, p < .01; girls, v2 (3)¼449.20, p < .01).
The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) appeared to be in
the acceptable range and very similar for boys and
girls (.94 versus .96). However, the likelihood sta-
tistic appeared to be relatively large, indicating the
possibility of further improvement of the model.

The final model tested contained five factors. Two
factors related to emotional and behavioral
responses. The three remaining factors referred to
the three different situations (authority figures,
peers and parents). The emotional and behavioral
response factors were allowed to correlate. The cor-
relations between the situational factors were also
included. The model corresponds to the main hypo-
thesis of the present study. According to the
hypothesis, oppositionality consists of related
oppositional emotions and oppositional behaviors
and is partially context specific. The fit of the five-
factor model showed considerable improvement as
compared to the three-factor model (boys, v2

(13)¼100.55, p < .01, girls, v2 (13)¼34.56, p < .01).
For both boys and girls, the five-factor model showed
excellent fit, as indicated by the CFI-values (Table 1).
The corresponding Root Mean Square Error of Ap-
proximation (RMSEA) and the Goodness of Fit Index
(GFI) amounted to respectively RMSEA¼ .051 and
GFI¼ .97 for boys and RMSEA¼ .054 and GFI¼ .97
for girls. All indices pointed to a good fit. For boys the
chi-square statistic amounted to 54.10 (df¼38,
p > .01), indicating acceptable fit. For girls, however,
the chi-square amounted to 87.82 (df¼38, p < .01),
suggesting the model should be rejected. Given the
large sample size and the fact that all other fit-indi-
ces pointed to good fit, the five-factor model for girls
was taken as the best fitting model.

Table 2 Model-comparison for boys and girls

AIC v2 df CFI

Model/Test Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls

One general oppositional factor 230.90 221.58 338.90 329.58 54 .83 .85
Two response factors 225.54 223.31 331.54 329.31 53 .84 .85
Three situational factors 448.18 463.58 556.17 571.58 54 .70 .72
Correlated situational factors 52.65 20.38 154.65 122.38 51 .94 .96
Five-factor model )21.91 11.81 54.10 87.82 38 .99 .97

CFI¼Comparative Fit Index, AIC¼Akaike Information Criterion.
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In sum, the analyses lead to the acceptance of the
five-factor model, strongly supporting the notion that
oppositionality consists of interrelated emotions and
behaviors and that oppositionality is partially situ-
ation specific.

Questions pertaining to the relation between op-
positional emotions and oppositional behavior and
to the degree of situational specificity of opposition-
ality remain. Table 3 displays the correlations be-
tween the factors in the five-factor model for boys
and girls. The correlation between the response fac-
tors reflects the relation between oppositional feel-
ings and oppositional behavior. The correlations
between the situational factors reflect the consis-
tency of oppositionality across situations.

Inspection of the correlations between the situa-
tional factors (Table 3) showed that for both boys
and girls the factors referring to oppositional inter-
actions with authority figures and oppositional
interactions with peers were strongly related. The
correlations between the situational factors referring
to interactions with parents and interactions with
authority figures or peers were moderate. For boys
the factors referring to oppositional interactions with
authority figures and to oppositional responses at
home were not significantly related. The results in-
dicate that oppositionality generalizes across situa-
tions. Oppositionality in interactions with peers and
authority figures appear to have much in common.

The high correlation between the two response
factors (Table 3) points to a strong relationship be-
tween oppositional emotions and oppositional be-
havior. It suggests that the response factors may not
be distinct. In a separate analysis we tested whether
the two response factors should be replaced by a
single factor. Replacing the response factors by one
general factor in the model for boys resulted in a
significant deterioration in model fit (v2(1)¼11.34,
p < .01). In the model for girls, the fit did not de-
teriorate (v2(1)¼1.4, p > .05). However, the param-
eter estimates did not appear to be interpretable. For
that reason the distinctiveness of the two response
factors was also accepted for girls. In sum, the two
response factors are strongly related, but each re-
sponse factor appears to account for a distinct part
of the covariation between item parcels.

Factor loadings

Before focusing on the factor loadings, the equival-
ence of the factor structure across gender was tested.
The invariance of the five-factor model across gender
was examined using a multi-group procedure. Ac-
cording to this procedure, all factor loadings are first
constrained to be equal for boys and girls. Next, the
constraints on the factor loadings are released.
The likelihood ratio test for the difference between
the two models appeared to be significant
(v2(24)¼46.14, p < .01), indicating that the factor
loadings differed for boys and girls. Table 4 displays
the standardized factor loadings for the five-factor
models for boys and girls. The factor loadings in the
model for boys ranged from .10 to .70. In the model
for girls they ranged from .00 to .82. The factor loa-
dings showed a similar pattern in the models for
boys and girls. In general, the loadings on the situ-
ational factors appeared to be higher and more reli-
able than the factor loadings on the response factors.
These results suggest that a considerable part of the
variance is explained by the correlated situational
factors.

To further examine the relative contribution of the
situational factors and response factors, the per-
centage variance explained by each factor was cal-
culated. The explained variance by a factor
corresponds to the sum of the products of the
squared factor loadings and variances of the item
parcels. The resulting variance component estimates
were converted to percentages. The final row of
Table 4 displays the estimates of the percentage of
variance associated with each of the situational fac-
tors, the response factors and uniqueness. In the
model for boys, the response factors accounted for
approximately 20% of the variance, the situational
factors accounted for 24% of the variance and 56% of
the total variance was due to unreliability of meas-
urement and unique variance associated with each
item parcel (residual variance). In the model for girls
the response factors explained 10% of the variance
and the situational factors 34%. The remaining 56%
of the variance was residual variance. The estimates
of the variance components indicate that for girls the
situational factors accounted for three-quarters of
the variance, whereas for boys the response factors
and situational factors explained an approximately
equal proportion of the variance.

Gender differences

Assuming that girls are more inclined to refrain from
behaviors with negative interpersonal consequences,
we expected girls to display less oppositional
behavior than boys. We further hypothesized that
gender differences may be more pronounced in the
school context, because for boys the behavior of
authority figures is assumed to be inconsistent
across contexts.

Table 3 Estimated correlations between the factors in the five-
factor model for boys and girls

Correlations Boys Girls

Response facet elements
Emotion/behavior .84* .81*

Situational facet elements
Authority/peers .90* .79*
Authority/parents .25 .58*
Peers/parents .47* .55*

*p < .05.
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Table 5 displays the means and standard devia-
tions for boys and girls divided by situation and
response. Gender differences were analyzed by
specifying a three-way repeated measures MANOVA
(Response · Situation · Gender) with the response
factors and the different situational factors as
within subject factors and gender as a between
subject factor. The repeated measure analysis re-
vealed a significant Response · Situation · Gender
effect [F(2,1156¼11.73, p < .01]. There appeared to
be differences between the mean scores on the
emotional responses and behavioral responses.
These differences varied across contexts and
gender.

Figure 2 clearly shows how the difference between
oppositional emotions and oppositional behavior
varies across situations. The mean level of opposi-
tional emotions and oppositional behavior differed
most in situations with parents, whereas in situa-
tions with peers there appeared to be no difference
between emotional or behavioral responses. Figure 2
further shows that gender differences in opposi-
tionality are most pronounced in situations with
peers and authority figures (school context).

The situational dependency of the difference in
oppositional emotions and oppositional behavior
provided further support for the existence of two
separate response categories and underscores the

importance of the social context in the display of
oppositionality.

Discussion

This study examined the internal structure of the
ASO. The ASO is based on the hypothesis that op-
positional emotions and oppositional behaviors, as
well as different situations (authority figures, par-
ents and peers), best represent the content domain
of oppositionality. It was hypothesized that opposi-
tionality is partly situation specific. Results of the
modeling procedure presented confirm the hypo-
thesis. The poor fit of the one-factor model clearly
showed that oppositionality could not be considered
a single uni-dimensional construct. The two- and
three-factor models were rejected too, showing that
oppositionality cannot be conceived of as a combi-
nation of emotional and behavioral dispositions, or
as fully determined by specific situations. The final
model, corresponding to the main hypothesis, con-
tained three correlated situational factors and two
highly correlated general response factors. It provi-
ded an adequate representation of the internal
structure of the ASO for both boys and girls. In
sum, the results of the modeling procedure lead to
the conclusion that oppositionality is best concep-
tualized as a combination of emotional and behav-
ioral dispositions and mutually related situational
effects.

The validity of the difference between emotional
and behavioral responses on the one hand and be-
tween specific situations on the other is further
substantiated by the observed difference in the mean
levels of emotional and behavioral responding. This
difference varied across situations, providing further
support for differentiating behavior, emotions and
situations.

Table 4 The five-factor model: standardized factor loadings and variance-extracted estimates

Behavior Emotion Authority Peers Parents Uniqueness

Noa Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls

1 .39* .22 .52* .61* .76 .76
2 .45* .28* .48* .64* .75 .71
3 .64* .45* .27* .57* .72 .69
4 .67* .47* .35* .54* .66 .70
5 .39* .27* .43* .52* .81 .81
6 .10 .24* .64* .45* .76 .86
7 .31* .23* .49* .57* .82 .79
8 .17 .00 .70* .82* .70 .58
9 .24* .17* .54* .37* .81 .91
10 .48* .39* .35* .44* .80 .81
11 .45* .13 .45* .68* .77 .72
12 .56* .39* .54* .68* .63 .62

V 5.8 3.3 14.6 6.7 5.9 13.0 11.0 10.5 7.1 10.8 55.6 55.7

aNumber of item parcel. The meaning of the item parcels is found by looking at the presence of factor-loadings. For instance, parcels
1 and 2 contain items referring to behavior in situations with authority figures, etc. (Consult Table 1 for illustrative items.)
*¼p < .05, V¼percentage variance explained.

Table 5 Means and standard deviations for boys and girls
divided by situation and response

Situation/
Boys Girls

Response Emotion Behavior Emotion Behavior

Authority 1.91(1.49) 1.02(1.06) 1.45(1.46) .87(1.02)
Peers 1.39(1.34) 1.34(1.37) .82(1.19) .82(1.09)
Parents 2.84(2.81) 1.33(1.21) 2.87(2.84) 1.20(1.14)
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Our conclusion regarding the structure of opposi-
tionality raises the question as to what extent oppo-
sitionality should be attributed to general emotional
and behavioral dispositions and to situational ef-
fects. Our findings demonstrate that a substantial
part of the child’s opposition is determined by the
specific situation. The variance explained by the
three-situational factors appeared to be consider-
able. For boys, situational characteristics accounted
for half of the explained variance. For girls, these
accounted for three-quarters of the explained vari-
ance. Thus, girls are even more affected by the si-
tuation than boys. Situational differences were also
apparent in the level of emotional responding. The
results revealed that children are more likely to show
their oppositional feelings to their parents than to
teachers and other adults. They are less likely to
display oppositional feelings in situations with peers.
Note that the level of oppositional behavior was fairly
consistent across situations.

Although oppositionality is to a considerable ex-
tent determined by the situation, it should be noted
that some situations have more in common than
others. The correlations between the situational
factors showed that oppositionality with peers and
oppositionality towards authority figures are
strongly related to each other, but only moderately
related to oppositionality at home and vice versa.

The observed cross-situational pattern of opposi-
tionality is clearly consistent with the observations
by Rey and Walter (1999), who argued that opposi-
tionality is often restricted to interactions within the
family and that ‘it is less common to find children
who are oppositional at school but not at home’
(p. 111).

Partial situational specificity was expected. Nev-
ertheless, the observed pattern with respect to the
correlations and mean levels was somewhat surpri-
sing. Why do children express more oppositional
feelings to their parents than to teachers and with
peers? And what do the latter two situations have in

common? The observed pattern probably has to be
attributed differences and commonalties of the con-
sequences of oppositional emotions and behaviors in
the different situations. More specifically, we con-
jecture that the observed pattern of oppositionality is
largely due to the child’s varying expectations re-
garding the social or interpersonal consequences of
showing oppositionality. Notably, Fuchs and Thelen
(1988) demonstrated that the child’s expectation
about (negative) social consequences affects the
expression of emotions.

The likelihood of negative consequences, including
punishment, retribution and alienation from a close
relationship, depends on the specific characteristics
of the relationship involved. Negative interpersonal
consequences are less likely to occur in situations
with parents. In general terms the parent–child
relationship can be typified as affectionate, secure,
non-voluntary and enduring (Bigelow, Tesson, &
Lewko, 1996). The robustness of the parent–child
relationship offers children the opportunity to ex-
press their feelings (Bigelow et al., 1996), including
oppositional feelings.

For different reasons, negative interpersonal con-
sequences are more likely to be expected in situa-
tions with authority figures and peers. The child’s
relationship with teachers is less affectionate, non-
voluntary and only partly enduring. It is constrained
by formal and social rules (Leman & Duveen, 1999).
Breaking these rules has direct negative interper-
sonal consequences, i.e., punishment by the teacher
and possibly rejection by classmates. A vignette
study by Braine, Pomerantz, Lorber, and Kranz
(1992) showed that children comply with teachers to
avoid punishment.

Relationships with peers can be typified as affec-
tionate and voluntary and not necessarily enduring.
The affectionate and voluntary character of peer re-
lationships strengthens the need to conform (Bigelow
et al., 1996; Damon, 1988) and makes the control of
feelings especially important (Bigelow et al., 1996).
Children are strongly concerned with appearing cool
and emotionally in control, especially in middle
childhood (Parker & Gottman, 1989; Underwood,
Shockner, & Hurley, 2001). Thus oppositional feel-
ings may have negative consequences, including
alienation from and rejection by peers.

In sum, we maintain that the observed pattern of
oppositionality is due to characteristics of the inter-
personal relationships that guide expectations about
negative consequences of oppositionality in different
situations. Future research could be directed at the
validity of this proposal.

The topic of situational specificity has also been
addressed in the seminal study by Achenbach et al.
(1987) on inter-observer agreement regarding the
assessment of behavior problems. The authors con-
cluded that the lack of convergence between in-
formants in the assessment of children’s behavioral
and emotional problems is due to situational varia-

Authority Peers Parents

Emotion

Behavior

M
ea

n

Figure 2 Boys’ and girls’ emotional and behavioral
responses across situations.
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bles as well as informant variables. In the design of
the studies reviewed, situational effects and inform-
ant effects are inevitably confounded. Parents ob-
serve children at home and teachers observe
children at school. The present study relies on the
information of the same ‘observers’ across different
situations, i.e., the children. Our findings point to
the importance of the situation. They suggest that
the lack of inter-observer agreement between par-
ents and teachers reported by Achenbach et al.
(1987) should be attributed to real differences in the
child’s behavior across different situations and to a
lesser extent to differences between informants.

The importance ascribed to the situation should
not distract us from the fact that for boys and girls,
respectively, about one-half and one-quarter of the
explained variance is accounted for by the emotional
factor and behavioral factors. The factors refer to a
child’s general tendency or disposition to react with
oppositional feelings and oppositional behaviors.
The factors are distinct but highly related. The rel-
ative values of the variance-extracted estimates
(they were higher for emotions than behavior) point
to the fact that emotions are at least as important as
behaviors. Several researchers (Greene & Doyle,
1999; Stifter, Spinrad, & Braungart-Rieker, 1999)
have stressed the role of emotions before. Requests
to comply elicit emotional arousal, in particular
anger and frustration. The content of the items
making up the emotion factor suggest that opposi-
tional emotions are rather diverse. Oppositional
children not only respond with anger and frustra-
tion, they also display less fear of punishment,
sometimes express joy when disciplined and seem
less prone to experience shame and guilt when
breaking social rules.

Oppositional emotions and oppositional behavior
appeared to be strongly related. Children who dis-
play more oppositional emotions will also display
higher levels of oppositional behavior. According to
Frijda’s (1986) emotion theory, emotions inherently
invoke changes in action readiness. When we adopt
this view, the strong relation between emotional and
behavioral responses suggests that oppositional be-
havior is to a large extent driven by emotions. Frus-
tration and anger (in response to requests and
prohibitions), and a lack of shame or guilt (for dis-
ciplinary actions), all substantially increase the
readiness to engage in oppositional behavior.

We hypothesized that girls are more likely to re-
frain from oppositional behavior than boys, especi-
ally within the school context. The hypothesis was
based on the assumption of heightened interper-
sonal vulnerability of girls (Leadbeater et al., 1999)
and the presumed strictness of the school environ-
ment for boys (Kavanagh & Hops, 1994). Data ana-
lyses revealed a statistically significant interaction
between gender, situation and response. Gender
differences are, however, most pronounced in situ-
ations with peers, less pronounced at school and

virtually absent at home. The findings are only con-
sistent with the supposed interpersonal vulnerability
of girls, but do not support the assumption that the
strictness of the school environment would lead to
high level of oppositionality for boys.

An unexpected gender difference turned up during
the modeling procedure. The structure of the models
for boys and girls was identical, but factor loadings
differed. For girls the situational factors accounted
for more variance than the emotion and behavior
factors. For boys these proportions were more bal-
anced. The findings suggest that girls are more
sensitive to the situation and less predisposed to
oppositional responding in general, whereas boys
have a stronger general disposition to respond with
opposition and are less sensitive to situational
characteristics.

In sum, the findings confirm the hypothesis that
the oppositionality is best represented as a combi-
nation of situational effects and a general tendency
to respond with oppositional emotions and opposi-
tional behavior. The findings underscore the role of
emotions in oppositionality and the importance of
the interpersonal component of oppositionality
(Mones, 1998). The findings and conclusions of the
present study connect to studies of the role of be-
havioral and emotional control in the development of
oppositionality (Greene & Doyle, 1999; Stifter et al.,
1999), and to research questions pertaining to the
situational aspects of oppositionality. For both these
research questions the ASO provides a valuable ad-
dition to the currently available research instru-
ments, because scores can be obtained for
oppositional emotions, oppositional behavior and
oppositionality in specific situations.

The ASO was constructed on the assumption that
oppositionality can be conceived as a continuum.
The validity of this assumption cannot be tested di-
rectly. At least, all findings together do not contradict
the assumption of an underlying continuum.

Although the ASO lacks a clear clinical perspec-
tive, it could be useful in the assessment of Oppo-
sitional Defiant Disorder. The DSM-IV mentions
many emotion-based symptoms for the diagnosis of
ODD, e.g., low frustration tolerance and a lack of
appropriate feelings of guilt and remorse (American
Psychiatric Association, 1994). This recognition of
the emotional features of ODD could be continued by
using psychometric instruments that provide insight
into oppositional emotions.

In the clinical assessment of disruptive behavior
disorders, little attention has been paid to the situ-
ational aspects of children’s behavior (Matthys, Ma-
assen, Cuperus, & Engeland, 2001). The frequency
and duration of symptoms are recognized as im-
portant features for the diagnosis of ODD and other
behavioral disorders. The findings of the present
study suggest that the situation in which the symp-
toms occur has been somewhat undeservedly left out
of the diagnostic process.
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